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Abstract 

This thesis explores how the sales function contributes to sensing and seizing processes that 

enable business model adaptation in B2B firms. It examines how sales actors identify changing 

customer and market needs, how these insights are brought into the organisation, and how they 

support organisational responses. While previous research on dynamic capabilities has shown 

that sensing and seizing are central to business model adaptation, less is known about how these 

processes are carried out in practice through specific organisational functions. By focusing on 

sales as both a customer facing and boundary-spanning function, this study provides insight to 

this gap and contributes to a more practice-oriented understanding of dynamic capabilities. 

Using a qualitative approach, the study is based on semi-structured interviews with respondents 

from six B2B firms. The empirical material is analysed through a Gioia-inspired method and 

connected to theory on dynamic capabilities, microfoundations, boundary-spanning, and sales. 

The findings show that sales contribute to sensing through continuous customer dialogue, needs 

analysis, and the recognition of repeated patterns across customer interactions. Sales also plays 

an important role in translating customer insights into organisational attention by framing, 

sharing, and legitimising customer-related information internally. 

The study further finds that sales contribute to seizing through selective adjustments to offers,  

pricing, and commercial terms. However, this role is bounded by profitability, standardisation, 

technical feasibility, and internal decision authority. Broader business model adaptation 

therefore depends on cross-functional mobilisation, managerial support, and internal ownership 

beyond the sales function alone. Ultimately, the thesis shows that sales is not only a revenue-

generating function, but a boundary-spanning microfoundation that connects customer insight 

with sensing, seizing, and potential business model adaptation in B2B firms. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background 

Firms operating in business-to-business (B2B) markets face increasingly complex and 

demanding market conditions (Goffin, 2021). In these settings, changing customer needs and 

competitive pressures challenge established ways of creating value and competing (Goffin, 

2021). In such environments, firms cannot rely on fixed ways of competing, instead, they need 

to adjust how they create value, deliver that value and capture revenue over time (Teece, 2010). 

Prior research on business model adaptation indicates that firms modify core elements of their 

business models in response to changes in technologies, customer demands and competitive 

pressures (Foss & Saebi, 2017). This makes business model adaptation an important 

organisational concern.  

If business models need to be continuously adjusted, differences in firms’ ability to do so 

become a central aspect. The dynamic capabilities perspective explains why some firms are 

better than others to respond to such changes (Teece, 2007). According to Teece (2007) firms 

need to sense opportunities and threats, seize opportunities, and sustain competitiveness by 

reconfiguring their assets when necessary. From this perspective, business model adaptation is 

not accidental but depends on the capacities of firms to recognize relevant change and respond 

to it in ways that are both strategically and economically appropriate. While sensing concerns 

the identification and interpretation of external developments, seizing concerns the choices and 

commitments through which firms act on such opportunities (Teece, 2007). 

At the same time, sensing and seizing should not be understood only as broad firm-level 

capacities. Teece (2007) highlights that dynamic capabilities are grounded in identifiable 

organisational processes, routines and decision structures. This means that adaptation depends 

on how firms identify relevant signals, interpret their importance, shape possible responses and 

mobilise action internally in practice (Teece, 2007). However, earlier research has often treated 

dynamic capabilities at a broader firm level, resulting in limited insight into how sensing and 

seizing are carried out in day-to-day organisational practice (Karimi & Walter, 2015).  

A useful perspective for understanding how such processes are enacted in practice is the 

boundary-spanning perspective. Boundary-spanners connect the firm to the external 

environment by acquiring, interpreting and transferring knowledge across organisational 

boundaries (Marrone, 2010). Through activities such as information search, coordination and 
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representation these roles help bring in external information to the internal organisational 

processes which makes it possible for further interpretations and action (Marrone, 2010). This 

is particularly relevant to dynamic capabilities, since sensing depends on access to external 

developments and the ability to interpret them, while seizing depends on the decisions and 

commitments through which the firm respond to such opportunities (Teece, 2007). Boundary-

spanning roles can therefore be understood as important organisational processes through which 

firms remain connected to customers, markets, and other external actors (Marrone, 2010).  

In the B2B setting, the sales function is especially relevant in this regard, as it is positioned at 

the interface between the firm and it´s customers. The sales force is involved in understanding 

the customer´s business model and communicating value in relation to the customer’s business 

situation and profitability (Terho et al., 2012). At the same time, the role of sales might extend 

beyond the identification of customer insights alone. Through its interactions with both 

customers and internal actors, the sales department may contribute to the transfer and 

coordination of externally derived insights across organisational processes and functions 

(Marrone, 2010). Taken together, this suggests that the sales function represents a relevant 

organisational setting for examining how sensing and seizing are enacted in practice in relation 

to business model adaptation 

 

1.2 Problem discussion 

Previous research on dynamic capabilities has established that firms must sense and seize 

opportunities in order to adapt their business models in changing environments (Teece, 2007). 

However, the literature has primarily treated sensing and seizing as firm level capacities which 

has resulted in limited insight into how they are enacted in actual practice through underlying 

organisational processes (Karimi & Walter, 2015). In addition, boundary-spanning research 

explains how organisational actors connect the firm with the external environment by acquiring 

and transferring knowledge across boundaries (Marrone, 2010). Moreover, prior sales research 

shows that customer-facing work involves understanding the customers  problems and 

communicating value in relation to the customer´s business situation (Terho et al., 2012). Yet 

these different research streams have not been clearly integrated in a way that explains how the 

sales function contributes to business model adaptation in practice. 

More specifically, it remains unclear which activities within the sales function enact sensing 

and seizing and how customer insight moves into organisational action. It is also imprecise 
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under what conditions customer-facing work enables business model adaptation rather than 

routine operations. Addressing this gap is particularly important within a B2B context, where 

the sales function is positioned at the interface between the firm and its customers, and is 

therefore well placed to identify emerging opportunities and threats. The research question for 

this thesis asks: How does the sales function contribute to sensing and seizing processes that 

enable business model adaptation in B2B firms? 
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2. Literature review  

2.1 Business Models and Business Model Adaptation 

The business model concept has become important to understand how firms create and capture 

value. Teece (2010) describes a business model as the logic of how firm meets customers needs 

and earns revenue from doing so. Zott and Amit (2013) put another emphasis on that a business 

model as systems of interconnected activities performed by the firm and its partners. Storbacka 

(2011) provides a more B2B focused view and explains business models through four main 

processes, developing solutions, creating demand, selling solutions, and delivering solutions. 

These perspectives showcase that business models can be understood as a value logic, as a 

system of activities and as something that depends on organisational capabilities.  

In this thesis a business model is understood as the configuration of activities and capabilities 

through which a firm identifies customer needs, delivers value and capture value through their 

cost and revenue structure. This interpretation of business model is suitable as it combines the 

activity-based view of business model with the capabilitiy-based view that is especially relevant 

in B2B context. It also reflects that business models are not fixed but need to change over time 

as firms respond to new conditions (Teece, 2010).   

Business models have a direct strategic consequence, as it shapes how a firm turns their offering 

into economic value and can therefor influence competitive advantage (Teece, 2010). The 

author further explains that even a strong offering has limited value if the business model can´t 

capture value from it (Teece, 2010). Similarly, Zott and Amit (2013) suggest that business 

model design can help explain differences in firm performance. In B2B context, an effectively 

designed business model can become an important source of advantage by supporting customer 

value creation and cross-functional coordination (Storbacka, 2011). 

However, business models cannot remain unchanged. More Recent research highlights that 

firms may need to change their business models in response to changes in competition, 

technology, and customers demands (Foss & Saebi, 2017). Teece (2010) also put emphasis on 

that firms must reconsider their business models when external conditions changes. In B2B 

contexts, learning from customer interaction can reveal when existing offerings and processes 

do not longer fit customer needs which makes adaptation necessary (Storbacka, 2011).  

This raises the question how firms actually manage such adaptation. Business model adaptation 

does not happen automatically but depends on organisational capabilities that help firms notice 
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change and respond to it effectively (Teece, 2007). This links business model adaptation to the 

dynamic capabilities’ perspective, which explains how firms sense opportunities and threats, 

and seize them through strategic action (Teece, 2007). The business model literature helps 

explain what is being adapted, while the dynamic capabilities perspective help explain how that 

adaptation becomes possible.  

 

2.2 Dynamic Capabilities: Sensing and Seizing 

Adapting business models in response to changing market conditions requires organsational 

capabilities, not just resources. The dynamic capabilities perspective states that a firm needs the 

ability to purposefully create, extend or modify their resources in response to environmental 

change (Teece, 2007). The perspective was originally developed to explain how firms sustain 

competitive advantage when the external environment or technology change rapidly (Teece et 

al., 1997). Rather than focusing only on the resources the firm currently posses, it focuses on 

how firms renew and realign their resources and capabilities as conditions evolve (Helfat & 

Peteraf, 2009). 

Dynamic capabilities are usually described through three core processes, sensing, seizing and 

reconfiguring (Teece, 2007). Sensing involves identifying and interpreting new opportunities 

and threats in the external environment. Seizing refers to mobilising resources to act on sensed 

opportunities, for example by developing new offerings, adjusting pricing models, or entering 

new market segments. Reconfiguring refers to the transformation and realignment of 

organisational assets and structures to implement and sustain changes (Teece, 2007). While all 

three steps are important this thesis will focus primarily on sensing and seizing. That is because 

the thesis focuses on how market-facing insight are identified and translated into business 

model decisions, rather than how the organisation is later restructured internally.  

A central idea within the dynamic capabilities perspective is that these capabilities is grounded 

in organisational micro-foundations (Teece, 2007). That implies that adaptation depends on 

specific skills, routines, processes and decision structures throughout the firm identify and 

respond to opportunities and threats (Teece, 2007). Such micro-foundations may include things 

such as, routines how firms gathering customer information, processes for evaluating 

developments and mechanisms for coordinating action across different functions (Teece, 2007). 

Dynamic capabilities aren´t therefor one-time fixes, but repeated organisational routines that 

need continuous effort and investment to keep effective over time (Winter, 2003). 
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However, the dynamic capabilities perspective has been the subject of several critiques. One 

critique is that the concept can become circular in that sense that firms may be described as 

having strong dynamic capabilities because they perform well, while their performance is then 

attributed by the same capabilities (Arend & Bromiley, 2009). Another critique is that dynamic 

capabilities are difficult to observe and measure empirically, since the concept is broad and 

sometimes lacks conceptual precision (Barreto, 2010). Recent research also argues that the 

literature often remains too abstract and underdeveloped in some respects, which limits insights 

into how sensing and seizing is carried out in organisational practice (Arndt et al., 2022). In a 

similar way, Salvato and Vassolo (2018) argues that it is still not clear who performs these 

activities and which organisational actors are involved in carrying them out. This has led to 

calls for more research that specifies how dynamic capabilities are enacted in practice through 

concrete roles and routines (Ellström et al., 2022).  

These critiques are especially important for this thesis because if dynamic capabilities explain 

how firms adapt their business models, it also becomes relevant to understand how sensing and 

seizing are carried out in practice and by whom. In this study, the sales function is examined as 

one possible organisational site which such activities might be enacted. The following sections 

will therefor examine sensing and seizing in greater detail while also have particular attention 

to their role in business model adaptation.  

 

2.2.1 Sensing capability 

Sensing capability refers to the organisations ability to identify and interpret emerging 

opportunities and threats in their environment (Teece, 2007). Within the dynamic capability 

perspective, sensing is the first step in adaptation since firm must first detect changes before 

they can react and respond to them through seizing or reconfiguring activities (Teece, 2007). In 

this sense sensing is not only about noticing changes in the environment but it also involves 

recognizing which development is strategically important. It is further explained that sensing is 

grounded from organisational micro-foundations such as processes, routines and structures that 

support the identification and interpretation of such changes (Teece, 2007). These include, for 

example internal research and development, attention to technical development, analysis of 

customer needs and interaction with other external actors through which emerging changes can 

be detected and understood (Teece, 2007). 
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Earlier research on dynamic capabilities present it similarly as an ongoing organisational 

process rather than a one-time activity (Teece et al., 1997). They describe dynamic capabilities 

as the firms ability to adjust competences in changing environments, with sensing being part of 

the ongoing process of monitoring change over time. More recent research emphasises that 

sensing is shaped by social and interpretive processes inside the organisation, through which 

opportunities and threats are generated, shared and understood (Engelmann, 2024). This means 

that sensing is influenced both by interaction with external actors but also with internal 

processes through which organisational members makes sense of emerging developments 

(Engelmann, 2024). 

Schoemaker et al. (2018) makes a similar point as they argue that organisations need disciplines 

such as anticipation, challenge and interpretation in order to detect and make sense of weak 

signals. They emphasise that sensing is not only a technical process of collecting information 

but also a managerial and organisational process of questioning assumptions and make sense of 

uncertain developments (Schoemaker et al., 2018). However, research suggests that the quality 

of sensing might differ across firms (Weaven et al., 2021). They argue that more successful 

firms tends to rely on more systematic and structured approaches to sensing, particularly in 

information acquisition and business assessment while less successful firms rely more on 

informal and rigorous approaches (Weaven et al., 2021).  This indicate that sensing capability 

is strengthened when firms develop more deliberate ways to identifying, evaluating and 

interpreting external developments (Weaven et al., 2021). 

Sensing is important for this thesis as it explains how firms become aware of changing customer 

needs, market developments and emerging opportunities that might require business model 

adaptation. However, sensing is not only dependent on formal scanning systems but might also 

be enacted through organisational roles that are close to customers and external developments. 

This makes it relevant to examine how sensing may occur in practice through boundary-

spanning functions such as sales which are positioned at the interface between the firm and its 

environment.  

 

2.2.2 Seizing capability  

Seizing capability refers to the organisations ability to act on sensed opportunities by making 

strategic commitments and mobilising resources (Teece, 2007). Seizing is the process in which 

firms act on recognized opportunities in ways that allow them to create and capture value 



8 
 

(Teece, 2007). A central aspect of seizing is its connection to business model design and 

business model adaptation. According to Teece (2007), seizing involves shaping business 

models that allow firms to capture value from sensed opportunities. Seizing can therefore be 

understood as the organisational ability to translate such opportunities into viable strategic 

initiatives (Teece, 2007). This makes seizing relevant for business model adaptation since firms 

must not only recognize change but also respond in ways that are both strategically and 

economically suitable.  

The strength of a firms seizing capability can vary and it influences how quickly and effectively 

they can respond to opportunities (Teece, 2018). Although sensing and seizing is analytically 

distinct they are closely connected in practice as firms must first identify opportunities through 

sensing but later design and implement responses through seizing (Teece, 2018). Seizing is 

therefor dependent on sensing but goes further by requiring commitment, prioritization and 

action. In this sense, seizing involves not just identifying opportunities for change, but also 

deciding on the necessary actions and how to mobilize resources around that response (Teece, 

2018). 

The literature also emphasises that seizing depends on organisational processes. Leadership 

capabilities are important as managerial judgment interprets organisational opportunities and 

aligns decisions with the strategic priorities (Schoemaker et al., 2018). This suggests that 

seizing is not only about technical matters of resource allocation but also an organisational 

process in which opportunities must be evaluated, prioritized and lastly translated into action 

(Schoemaker et al., 2018). Teece (2007) also states that seizing is supported by several 

underlying organisational processes which includes selecting the appropriate business model, 

alignment of complementary assets and the firm’s ability to overcome internal decision making 

biases that might prevent investment in new opportunities.  

Recent research adds that seizing depends on ongoing interaction inside the organisation, as 

dialogue and internal monitoring can support the strategic decision making by helping firms 

asses alternatives and refine possible responses (Engelmann, 2024). This suggests that seizing 

is not only about committing resources, but also about shaping strategic decisions through 

organisational interaction and reflection. This is relevant to the thesis as it helps explain how 

firms move from recognised customer and market changes to actual business model responses. 

It is therefor not enough for firms to just identify new needs or opportunities, but they must also 

be able to evaluate them, commit resources and translate them into concrete organisational 

action.  
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2.3 Microfoundations and Boundary-Spanning Mechanisms 

A key critique of dynamic capabilities research is that it has tended to emphasize which 

capabilities matter, while offering more limited insight into the mechanisms and actors through 

which adaptation is enacted in practice (Teece, 2007). The micro-foundational perspective 

handels this by breaking down firm-level capabilities into the individuals, processes, 

interactions, and structures through which capabilities are enacted (Felin et al., 2012). In this 

way, the microfoundational perspective shifts attention from broad firm-level explenations to 

the specific organisational mechanisms through which dynamic capabilities are carried out in 

practice (Felin et al., 2012). This is relevant for this thesis as it makes it possible to examine 

specific organisational functions, such as sales, as potential places where sensing and seizing 

are enacted.  

One theoretical perspective that helps specify how this is put into practice is the boundary-

spanning theory. Marrone (2010) explains that boundary-spanning roles involve activities 

through which organisational members connect the organisation with external actors while also 

coordinating across internal units. Marrone (2010) further identifies three main categories of 

boundary-spanning activity, which is representation, coordination of task performance and 

general information search. Representation concerns interaction with external actors, 

coordination of task performance involves alignment across interdependent units and general 

information search involves gathering external information and expertise (Marrone, 2010). 

Together, these activities help transfer and integrate external information into the organisational 

processes. From this perspective, boundary-spanning roles can therefor be understood as 

organisational mechanisms through which firms remain connected to customers, markets and 

other external developments.  

This is relevant to sensing and seizing as sensing depends on the acquisition and understanding 

of external information (Teece, 2007). In this context boundary-spanning actors can support 

sensing by gathering signals from the external environment, assessing their relevance and 

communicating them internally. Seizing concerns the alignment of resources and actors around 

identified opportunities (Teece, 2007). Boundary-spanning activities such as coordination and 

representation could help connect internal functions and manage relationships with relevant 

external actors as firms respond to change (Marrone, 2010). 
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This perspective is also relevant to sales, as prior research shows that sales has become more 

relationship-oriented, with greater emphasis on developing and maintaining long-term buyer-

seller relationship (Koponen & Julkunen, 2022). Terho et al. (2012) further show that value-

based selling involves understanding the customers business situation, diagnosing customer 

needs and building reliable business cases. That suggests that the sales department can be 

understood both as an external representative and an internal coordinator that brings customer 

related information into the firm and connect that knowledge across relevant internal units 

(Marrone, 2010). Sales is therefor a relevant boundary-spanning function through which 

sensing and seizing might be enacted in practise. 

 

2.4 Integrative framework: Sales as a boundary-spanning microfoundation of 

sensing and seizing  

This thesis examines how the sales function contributes to business model adaptation in B2B 

firms through sensing and seizing processes. More specifically, it investigates which activities 

within sales constitute sensing and seizing. To address this question, the preceding sections has 

reviewed three interconnected literatures, dynamic capabilities theory, boundary-spanning 

perspective and sales research. This section aims to synthesizes these perspectives into an 

integrated framework that positions sales as an boundary-spanning microfoundation through 

which sensing and seizing are enacted in practice.  

Dynamic capabilities research explains how firms adapt by sensing opportunities and seizing 

them, but these processes are usually described at a broad organisational level (Teece, 2007). 

One persistent limitation is that this perspective does not fully specify who inside the firm 

performs these activities in everyday work (Teece, 2007). A microfoundational perspective 

helps address this by shifting the attention from broad firm-level capacities to the underlying 

individuals, processes and interactions through which they are carried out in practice (Felin et 

al., 2012). This shifts the analytical focus from whether firms sense and seize to how these 

processes are enacted through specific organisational roles and routines. 

Boundary-spanning helps specify how this may happen. This perspective explains that 

boundary-spanning roles connect the organisation with its outside environment and also move 

information between internal departments. Boundary-spanning activities support external 

knowledge acquisition and internal coordination through actions such as representation, 

coordination of task performance, and information search (Marrone, 2010). This is highly 
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relevant to sensing, since sensing depends on access to external developments and the ability 

to interpret relevant signals (Teece, 2007). It is also relevant to seizing, since seizing involves 

organisational choices and commitments through which firms act on opportunities (Teece, 

2007). Boundary-spanning activities may therefore provide a possible mechanism through 

which external signals can be brought into the organisation, interpreted internally, and made 

available to organisational response (Marrone, 2010).  

Sales research further specifies why the sales function is a particularly relevant site for 

examining these processes. Prior research indicates that sales has become more relationship-

oriented, with greater emphasis on developing and maintaining long-term buyer-seller 

relationships (Koponen & Julkunen, 2022). Terho et al. (2012) further argue that value-based 

selling involves understanding the customer’s business situation, diagnosing needs, and 

building credible business cases. This suggests that sales is not only exposed to customer-

related information but also involved in interpreting and framing that information in ways that 

may support internal decision-making. Taken together, these literature streams suggest that 

sales can be understood as a boundary-spanning microfoundation through which sensing and 

seizing may be enacted in practice. 

Based on this synthesis, the framework suggests three expectations that guide the empirical 

investigation. First, while sensing involves identifying and interpreting external opportunities 

and threats (Teece, 2007), this framework suggests that sensing within sales may include not 

only gathering customer information but also interpreting its strategic importance and 

communicating it internally. Second, while seizing involves mobilising resources to address 

opportunities (Teece, 2007), this framework suggests that sales may contribute by helping 

coordinate responses around customer needs, which aligns with boundary-spanning 

coordination activities (Marrone, 2010). Third, the contribution of sales is likely to depend on 

organisational structures and processes which allows customer insights to flow internally and 

inform decision-making. Without such conditions, valuable customer insight may remain 

disconnected from strategic action. Figure 1 summarises the integrative framework guiding the 

empirical analysis. 
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Figure 1: Integrative framework 
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3. Methodology 

3.1 Research Strategy  

This study adopts a qualitative approach to explore how the sales function contributes to 

business model adaptation in B2B firms through sensing and seizing processes. Since the 

purpose of this study is to understand and explore how such processes are enacted in practice, 

a qualitative approach is appropriate because it enables an in-depth exploration of 

organisational interactions, interpretations, and experiences (Bell et al., 2019). Rather than 

focusing on measurement, the study seeks to capture how sales actors perceive customer and 

market changes and how these perceptions may shape strategic adaptation (Bell et al., 2019). 

This is closely consistent with a constructionist view of social reality, where organisational 

processes and viewed as socially produced through interaction rather than a phenomenon that 

is fixed and objective (Bell et al., 2019). From this perspective, sensing and seizing are not 

treated only as formal capabilities within the firm but as processes that are shaped by the 

interpretation and actions of organisational actors (Bell et al., 2019). 

However, it is important to recognize that qualitative research comes with methodological 

challenges. One concern is the risk of researcher bias, as data collection and interpretation can 

be influenced by the researcher’s own perspectives (Bell et al., 2019).  Additionally, issues of 

reliability arise since qualitative studies, especially those using semi-structured interviews, are 

difficult to replicate exactly. Participants responses may change over time, and interviews may 

vary in focus or phrasing, which limits strict replicability (Bell et al., 2019). To address these 

different concerns, this study make use of  a systematic and transparent approach to data 

analysis and provides detailed documentation of the research process. This increases the 

credibility and rigor of the methodology according to Bell et al. (2019). 

 

3.1.1 Abductive Reasoning  

The research approach used in this thesis is abductive reasoning, which can be described as a 

combination of inductive and deductive elements (Bell et al., 2019). This approach is suitable 

for an exploratory study which aims to develop a deeper understanding of how sales actors 

contribute to sensing and seizing activities in processes of business model adaptation within 

B2B firms. Abductive research allows the study to draw upon existing research while also 

remaining open to new emerging insights from the empirical material (Bell et al., 2019). 
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The process of abductive research involves engaging with established theory to form an initial 

analytical foundation, followed by continuously refining interpretations as new empirical 

findings emerges (Bell et al., 2019).  In this thesis the dynamic capabilities perspective provides 

a theoretical lens for exploring how the sales function contributes to business model adaptation 

in B2B firms through sensing and seizing processes. However, the specific role of the sales 

function within theses processes is not clearly defined in existing research. This creates a 

theoretical gap that makes an abductive approach appropriate, since the study can draw on 

existing theory while empirical insights may contribute to clarifying, extending, or refining 

current understandings (Bell et al., 2019). By moving back and forth between what was 

observed in the interviews and theoretical concepts, the study aims to contribute to a better 

understanding of the sales function’s role in business model adaptation. 

 

3.2 Research design  

This study adopts a qualitative multiple-firm design to examine how the sales function 

contributes to business model adaptation in B2B firms through sensing and seizing. More 

specifically the thesis explore which activities within sales constitute sensing and seizing in 

practice. By examining this phenomenon across six firms operating in different segments, the 

research enables an intensive analysis of the processes and interactions that contribute to 

business model adaptation. A multiple-firm design is suitable as it makes it possible to explore 

this phenomenon across several organisational settings while still allowing for in-depth 

understanding of the processes and interactions that is involved. This makes sense as qualitative 

research is especially useful when the aim is to understand how organisational actors interpret 

and carries out complex processes in context (Bell et al., 2019). 

By including several firms, the study is grounded in more than one organisational context, 

which can strengthen the robustness of the analysis compared with a single-case design (Goffin 

et al., 2019). Goffin et al. (2019) further note that studies based on four to ten cases are often 

considered suitable for achieving theoretical saturation, which supports the use of 6 firms in 

this study. However, the research has its limitations. Findings from a small number of firms 

cannot be assumed to apply broadly across all B2B settings (Bell et al., 2019).  In addition, 

qualitative studies are also shaped by the specific contexts in which they are conducted, which 

makes exact replication difficult (Goffin et al., 2019). To strengthen credibility, the study 

therefore documents the research process, the selection of firms, and the interpretation of the 

empirical material as transparently as possible (Goffin et al., 2019). 
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3.3 Data collection 

The primary data source for this study is semi-structured interviews conducted with participants 

from six B2B companies. The respondents include both sales professionals such as business 

developers and key account managers, and individuals with strategic greater strategic 

responsibility. By including participants with different roles, the study captures both frontline 

customer interactions and managerial perspectives on how customer insights inform strategic 

decisions within the sales function.  

 

3.3.1 Semi-Structured interviews  

Semi-structured interviews were used as the main method for data collection, as they were well 

suited to the qualitative purpose of the study. This approach made it possible to explore how 

the respondents described their role, identifying customer needs, sharing insights internally and 

supporting organisational adaptation. The method provided enough structure to keep interviews 

focused on the study's purpose, while still allowing for follow-up questions and deeper 

discussion when needed or appropriate (Bell et al., 2019).  

The interview guide was developed based on the study´s purpose and theoretical framework, 

with questions structured around sensing, seizing and business model adaptation (see appendix 

A1). The interview guide was refined iteratively during the data collection process, in line with 

the abductive approach described earlier. Most interviews were conducted through Microsoft 

Teams, with some conducted by phone or in person, depending on respondent availability and 

location. They lasted between 30 and 60 minutes, were recorded with the participants consent 

and later transcribed. This flexible approach made it possible to adapt the data collection to the 

practical conditions of the respondents while still generating empirical data for the analysis.  

The interview guide covered four main themes which was about sensing practices, internal 

coordination, solution adaptation and decision authority. The full interview guide is presented 

in appendix A1, to ensure transparency of the data collection process (Bell et al., 2019).  

Although the guide provided a common structure across the interviews, follow-up questions 

were adapted to each respondents answers. That made it possible to explore specific examples 

and clarify how relevant processes unfolded in practice. In this way, the interview design 

supported both comparability across interviews and deeper insight into the phenomenon under 

study (Bell et al., 2019). 
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3.3.2 Sampling  

The study used a combination of criterion- and convenience sampling when selecting 

respondents. Criterion-based sampling means that each respondent have to fit a predetermined 

criteria to be relevant for the study (Patton, 2014).This ensures that participants possess the 

necessary knowledge and expertise to contribute meaningfully to the research question. To be 

included, respondents needed to hold, or previously held, a role connected to sales, business 

development, customer relations, or a closely related function within the B2B context. Since 

access to suitable respondents was limited and depended partly on availability and willingness 

to participate, convenience sampling was also used (Bell et al., 2019). This involved selecting 

participants based on practical access through existing contacts, outreach, and successful 

interview requests.  

The sampling process was also iterative. As interviews were conducted, the understanding of 

which roles and perspectives were most relevant became clearer, which helped guide 

subsequent respondent selection (Bell et al., 2019). This method allowed for the inclusion of 

participants with diverse viewpoints on how customer insights are identified, shared, and acted 

upon within the firm. The goal was not statistical representativeness, but rather to generate rich, 

informative accounts that deepen the understanding of the phenomenon (Bell et al., 2019). 

Respondent Firm Role Background 

 

Respondent 1 

 

Firm A 
Sales & Business 

Developer 

B2B finance firm, 2 years’ experience  

Respondent 2 

 

Firm A Sales & Business 

Developer 

6 months’ experience in a B2B finance firm, 

previous KAM experience 

Respondent 3 

 

Firm B Senior Sales Executive 18+ years of sales experience, including 

Sales Director roles 

Respondent 4 

 

Firm C Senior Sales & Marketing 

Executive 

Leadership experience across several firms, 

including Sales Director and Head of Sales 

roles 

Respondent 5 

 

Firm D 
Senior Advisor 

Experience in consulting, business 

development, and Managing Director roles 

Respondent 6 

 

Firm E Senior Executive (Strategy 

& Sales) 

Sales leadership experience, including VP 

and Director roles 

Respondent 7 Firm F Senior Sales & Business 

Leader 

Experience in sales management, business 

development, and project leadership 
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Table 1: Overview of the interviewees  

 

3.4 Data Analysis 

The data analysis process began with transcribing the interviews to support systematic 

examination and ensuring transparency. Interviews conducted through Microsoft Teams were 

transcribed using the programs built in transcription function and polished manually, while 

those recorded on a mobile device were transcribed manually. All transcripts was proofread and 

edited to ensure accuracy and readability. That includes the removal of filler words, unnecessary 

pauses and information that held no relevance to the research topic. Since interviews were 

conducted in Swedish, transcripts were retained in the same language during analysis to 

preserve meaning. Relevant quotes translated to English when presented in findings.  

To analyse the data, the study used the Gioia methodology, which is a systematic approach to 

inductive qualitative research that is well suited to concept development while remaining 

grounded in participants perspectives (Gioia et al., 2013). The method involves moving from 

first-order concepts based on participants own words to second-order themes developed through 

interpretation and finally to aggregate dimensions that connect the analysis to broader 

theoretical ideas (Gioia et al., 2013). This made the method suitable for the study since it 

supported both empirical grounding and theoretical development. This structured progression 

ensures that findings remain grounded in the data while enabling theoretical interpretation. 

The analysis followed an abductive approach, moving iterative between the empirical material 

and the theoretical framework, in line with the Gioia methodology (Gioia et al., 2013). The 

transcripts were first reviewed to identify statements and examples relevant to the research. 

These were then coded into first-order categories that reflected how respondents described their 

experiences. The first-order categories were then compared and grouped into second-order 

themes based on recurring patterns and relationships. Finally, the second-order themes were 

then synthesized into aggregate dimensions, which formed the basis for the four main findings 

presented below (Table 2). In this way, the analysis combined inductive theme development 

with deductive connection to the concepts of sensing, seizing, and adaptation.  

To support the coding process, Nvivo version 15 was used to organize and categorize the 

interview material. This facilitated the coding process and made it easier to identify patterns 

and relationships across the transcripts. At the same time some manual coding was also 

conducted to ensure close engagement with the empirical material. Throughout the process, 
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codes and themes were revisited and refined several times to strengthen the consistency and 

ensure that the final structure reflected the respondents’ perspectives as accurately as possible.  

The Gioia method offers several strengths for this study. Its structured approach supports 

qualitative rigor by making the links between data, emerging themes and theory explicit, while 

its reliance on participants own words helps keep the analysis closely linked to the empirical 

material (Gioia et al., 2013). However, the analysis remains interpretive which means that some 

degree of subjectivity cannot be fully avoided. In addition, translation from Swedish to English 

may involve small shifts in meaning, even though care was taken to preserve the original intent. 

Despite these limitations, the method provided a clear and systematic basis for analysing how 

sales actors contribute to sensing and seizing processes in business model adaptation. 

Aggregate dimension Core second-order themes Main theoretical connection 

Sales as a relational 

sensing mechanism 

Sensing through continuous 

customer dialogue; Diagnosing 

customer needs; Relational market 

sensing 

Sensing, boundary-spanning, 

microfoundations 

Translating customer 

insight into 

organizational 

attention 

Channelling customer feedback 

internally; Framing customer 

insight as organizationally relevant; 

Building internal support around 

customer-driven issues 

Boundary-spanning, 

microfoundations, bridging 

sensing and seizing 

Selective 

customization within 

organizational and 

economic boundaries 

Tailoring the offer around 

diagnosed customer priorities; 

Adapting commercial terms to 

customer context; Maintaining 

standardization and profitability 

limits 

Seizing, business model 

adaptation, value 

capture/value delivery 

Cross-functional 

mobilization to 

implement change 

Sales as a trigger for cross-

functional response; Coordinating 

implementation across functions; 

Driving implementation through 

ownership and mandate 

Seizing, organizational 

mobilization, 

microfoundations 

 

Table 2: Overview of aggregate dimensions, core second-order themes and theoretical 

connections 

3.5 Ethical considerations 

Ethical considerations were taken into account throughout the study. According to Saunders et 

al. (2009) researchers must ensure that data collection and storage procedures respect 

participants' rights and maintain confidentiality. This includes the methods used for collecting, 

processing, and storing data within the scope of the thesis. It is crucial to ensure that the research 
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process is morally defensible in relation to all parties involved, which entails guaranteeing 

anonymity for all participants in the study.  

All respondents were informed about the purpose of the research, how the interview material 

would be used and that the interviews would be recorded. Participation was voluntary and all 

respondents gave consent before each interview began. Respondents were also informed about 

that they could decline to answer specific questions and withdraw from the study at any time 

without consequence. These measures ensured that participation was based on informed choice 

and clear conditions. 

To protect confidentiality, the material from the interviews was anonymised in the thesis. Names 

of the respondents were removed and identifying details were limited to reduce the risk of 

recognition. This was done to reduce the risk of deductive disclosure, which is an important 

concern in qualitative research where rich accounts may make participants identifiable even 

after names have been removed (Kaiser, 2009). Only personal data directly relevant to the 

purpose of the study was collected, specifically respondents roles, company affiliation and work 

experience. No sensitive data as defined by GDPR was collected. Recordings and transcripts 

was stored safely on the researchers password-protected computer, which was only accessible 

to the researcher and the academic supervisor. The material was used solely for the purpose of 

this thesis and in compliance with GDPR and the University of Gothenburg's guidelines for 

handling personal data in student projects (University of Gothenburg, n.d.). Following 

completion of the thesis, all audio recordings and identifiable transcripts will be deleted. 

 

3.6 Use of AI 

Artificial intelligence (AI) tools were used as supplementary support during the thesis process, 

mainly to improve language, clarity, coherence, and visual presentation. Generative AI tools, 

including ChatGPT, were used for tasks such as grammar and spelling corrections, minor 

rephrasing, improving academic tone, and supporting the overall readability of the thesis. The 

use of AI was limited to improving how ideas were presented in writing and visualization. No 

confidential or identifiable interview material was uploaded to generative AI tools. All core 

research activities were conducted independently by the author, including the research design 

and methodology, data collection and interviews, coding and analysis of interview data, 

interpretation of findings, and development of theoretical arguments and conclusions. 
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4. Findings  
This chapter is presented through four aggregate dimensions that capture recurring patterns 

across the interviews. These dimensions show how actors within the sales function describe 

their role and experiences in identifying changing customer and market needs, bringing those 

insights into the organisation and contributing responses to such developments. The detailed 

Gioia data structures for each finding are presented in Appendix B (Figures B1–B4). 

 



21 
 

4.1 Identifying Change Through Customer Dialogue  

The empirical material shows that sales played an important role in how firms noticed changes 

in customer needs and market conditions. Respondents described this not as a formal or isolated 

activity, but as something that happened through ongoing contact with customers and other 

market actors. Instead of relying on reports, internal analysis, or top-down strategy, sensing 

happened through ongoing conversations, follow-up meetings, and daily customer interactions. 

In this way, sales acted as a relational bridge that kept firms close to the market and allowed 

them to continuously pick up signals about change. As respondent 2 explained, “the most 

important thing is the follow-up meetings we have where we continuously check in on how the 

collaboration is working. In those meetings, we notice quite quickly if the customer’s needs 

have changed”  

A first pattern in the material concerns sensing through continuous customer dialogue. Several 

respondents described customer contact as an ongoing source of insights. Through regular 

meetings, check-ins, and follow-up conversations, sales actors stayed updated on what 

customers valued, what problems they faced, and how their needs changed over time. The 

respondents also put emphasized on that it required active listening and asking the right 

questions. One respondent described this as being attentive to the market and constantly trying 

to understand what really mattered to the customer, whether it concerned price, automation, 

invoicing, or integration (Respondent 1). Another respondent similarly stressed that the first 

part of a customer meeting often centered on doing a thorough needs analysis in order to 

understand the customer’s current situation before proposing any solution (Respondent 2).  

A second pattern that emerged from the material is diagnosing customer needs. Respondents 

described sales as not only gathering customers information, but also worked to clarify what 

that information meant. Through sales actors identified what mattered most to the customer, 

what problem they were trying to solve, and whether the firm's current offer matched those 

needs. In this way, customer contact was described as involving an interpretive element, where 

sales actors tried to understand which aspects of the offer were relevant and which were less so. 

This was particularly visible when respondents described conducting needs analysis and 

working to identify the key factor for each customer. As one respondent explained, “much of 

the work is about packaging the right offer based on what the customer needs,” which involved 

“understanding which solution fits, which technical parts need to be included, and how the 

offer should be presented to create value for the customer” (Respondent 7). 
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The material also points to market sensing beyond individual customer relationships. Several 

respondents described noticing wider market developments by picking up repeated signals 

across different customers. These signals included shifting customer expectations, competitor 

moves, new technologies, regulatory changes and shifts in the broader market trends. As one 

respondent explained, “We receive a great deal of signals and insights from customers in our 

everyday work. A large part of that concerns information about competitors, where customers 

tell us what they are being offered, how pricing looks, or whether there are new solutions on 

the market that they are comparing us with” (Respondent 6). Another respondent further 

explained that if several large customers starts to request the same thing, it became something 

the firm began to look at more closely (Respondent 4). Sensing was therefor not only described 

as reacting to occasional customer comments but also about recognising patterns across 

multiple customer interactions.  

Taken together, the findings show that respondents described sensing in sales as a relational and 

ongoing activity. It was rooted in repeated contact with customers, careful questioning, and 

attention to patterns across different interactions. Sales therefore appeared as an important site 

through which firms became aware of changes in both customer needs and the wider market.  

 

4.2 Moving Customer Insights Internally 

The second finding looks at how customer and market insights were actually brought into the 

organisation. The interviews showed that customer feedback did not just stay with the 

individual salesperson or account manager. Instead, respondents described various internal 

meetings and routines through which customer information was shared, discussed, and 

evaluated in relation to the firm’s operations. This suggests that sales contributed not only by 

identifying external signals but also by helping make those signals visible inside the 

organisations.  

One clear pattern was the internal channels through which feedback moved. Respondents 

mentioned recurring sales meetings, team meetings, one-on-ones, management discussions, and 

customer-responsibility structures as important mechanisms for passing on what they had 

learned from customers. One respondent explained that feedback was often raised in weekly 

meetings the team discussed ongoing opportunities and issues (Respondent 6). Another 

described how Monday and Friday meetings were specific moments to raise customer-related 

problems internally (Respondent 2). In other cases, feedback was passed through line structures, 
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where a key account manager (KAM) or area manager raised the issue further up in the 

organisation if they thought it was important enough (Respondent 5). These examples indicates 

that customer insights became organisationally relevant through structured internal 

communication, not just informal chats. 

A second pattern was about how sales actors helped frame customer insights in ways that made 

sense to others in the firm. The material suggests that it was not enough to simply bring back 

customer comments. Respondents talked about needing to interpret what the issue actually 

meant. One respondent stated “It is also about understanding where the problem actually lies, 

whether it is in the product, the price, the market, or the sales approach itself.” (Respondent 

4). Another stressed that a single customer request rarely carried much weight on its own. 

Instead, what usually mattered was when the same issue kept coming up across multiple 

customers, making it seem like something broader than an isolated case. In this way, 

respondents described a process where sales helped sort, frame, and contextualize customer 

input before it could get broader attention internally. 

The material also showed that internal openness influenced how easily such insights moved 

across the organisation. Some respondents emphasized the importance of an open environment 

where people shared what they heard from customers rather than keeping it to themselves. As 

one respondent explained “I have always believed that it is important to have an open company. 

Many companies are unfortunately quite closed in the sense that people are reluctant to share 

what they have heard or learned. My goal has always been to have an open organisation where 

people feel that they can discuss things with me” (Respondent 5). Other respondents repeated 

similar statements saying salespeople should be encouraged to stay alert during customer 

meetings and actively bring information back. This suggests that moving customer insights 

internally to the firm is not just about formal structures, it also depends on whether there is an 

culture that welcomes that kind of input.  

Overall, the findings show that sales did more than just gather external information. 

Respondents described sales as helping channel customer feedback inward through meetings, 

internal responsibility structures, and ongoing conversations with colleagues and managers. In 

doing so, sales actors also helped clarify why a particular issue mattered and whether it pointed 

to a broader pattern the firm should pay attention to. 
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4.3 Adapting Offers Within Boundaries 

The third finding concerns how firms respond to customer needs by adapting existing offers, 

arrangements and commercial terms. Across the interviews, respondents described a degree of 

flexibility in how they met customer requirements. However, the material shows that this 

flexibility was rarely unlimited. In most cases, the sales actors could influence how an offer 

was prices, delivered or presented, but usually within economic and organisational limits. The 

findings therefor points to selective customization rather than unrestricted adaptation.  

A first pattern concerns tailoring around diagnosed customer priorities. Several respondents 

explained that different customers value different things, so the offer had to be adjusted 

accordingly. For some customers price was the dominant issue, but for others reliability, 

integration or service quality mattered more. As one respondent stated, “If price is not the main 

issue, but personal contact or personal recommendations are highly important, then greater 

emphasis needs to be placed on that.” (Respondent 1). Some respondents described how sales 

identified these priorities through needs analysis and then shaped the offering around them. In 

some cases this meant emphasizing different parts of the value proposition while in other cases 

it meant configurating a standardized service differently depending on the customers context. 

As one respondent noted, the task was understanding what could be adapted and what could not 

(Respondent 4). Another explained that the offer could be adjusted depending on whether the 

customer mainly cared about price or delivery reliability (Respondent 3).  

A second pattern concerns commercial flexibility. Several respondents described that sales 

could influence pricing, terms or deal structure, especially in larger or strategically important 

deals. This could involve negotiating prices, adjusting terms or reducing prices if customers 

committed to buying more. One respondent described how customer objections to revised 

prices sometimes led to internal recalculation and negotiated trade-offs. As he put it, “Okay, we 

can match your price, but what do we get in return?” (Respondent 3). This shows that sales 

contributed not only by adapting what was offered, but also by negotiating the commercial 

terms that made the exchange work for both sides. 

At the same time, the material shows such flexibility was usually bounded. As one respondent 

explained, “we have standardised products, but we are open to adapting them within certain 

frames. Historically, we may have been a bit too open to adaptations, which has sometimes 

made projects harder to run profitably” (Respondent 7). Several respondents emphasized that 

most firms could not adapt everything for every customer. Standardization, profitability, 
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technical feasibility, and internal delegation rules placed clear limits on what sales could 

change. As one respondent explained, “In almost all business, you have to standardize. You 

cannot adapt everything. It is not economically feasible. Perhaps 70–80 percent is standardized 

and 20–30 percent is customized, but the customer should still experience the solution as 

unique” (Respondent 4). When it came to pricing and terms, sales could handle minor 

adjustments themselves, but anything bigger required approval from higher levels for approval. 

Respondents also pointed out that firms couldn't simply make reductions in price without 

thinking about margins or what made sense long-term. However, there was some variation 

across cases. Still, the more common pattern across the interviews was that sales could shape 

parts of the offer and the deal, but usually within an existing structure rather than through 

completely open-ended adaptation.  

To summarize, the findings suggest that respondents described seizing mostly as making 

selective adjustments to existing offers and commercial setups. Sales could often help tailor, 

configure, and negotiate, but this happened within boundaries set by standardization, 

profitability, technical conditions, and organizational authority. 

 

4.4 Coordinating Across Functions for Implementation 

The fourth finding is about what it actually took for customer insights to lead to broader 

organisational change. Respondents described sales as important in detecting needs and getting 

things started, but the material also shows that sales alone usually wasn't enough when larger 

changes were involved. The material indicates that more substantial responses depended on 

coordination with other functions, managerial support and someone taking responsibility for 

driving the issue forward internally. The interviews implies that cross-functional mobilisation 

is a key condition for moving customer insight to actual organisational change. 

The first pattern towards this is the involvement of other functions once a customer issue moved 

beyond simple frontline adjustment. Respondents described how customer-related issues or 

opportunities were often taken further through collaboration with other departments such as IT, 

development, marketing or senior management. As one respondent explained “It is then raised 

in the management team, where sales, development, and other functions are involved in the 

discussion. In the end, it becomes a question of what is technically possible and commercially 

reasonable, with development and often the CEO involved in making the final decision” 

(Respondent 4). Another described similarly that issues were discussed with IT or other 
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operational staff in order to improve internal processes or customer-facing delivery 

(Respondent 1). These accounts show that broader responses typically weren't handled by the 

sales function in isolation, they required coordination across different parts of the organisation. 

Another pattern is about ownership and follow-through. Several respondents emphasized that 

for something to actually happen, someone had to take responsibility for the issue internally. 

One respondent stated “As the customer-responsible person, I am, in a way, the project leader. 

I am rarely the one who actually solves the problem in the end, but it is my responsibility to 

distribute it to the right person, whether that is a case handler or an IT person” (Respondent 

2). Other respondents similarly stressed that it wasn't enough to have a good idea, internal 

support had to be built and someone had to keep the issue moving. The material indicates that 

the transition from insight to action depended not only on identifying a need, but also on 

whether there were ownership, engagement, and willingness inside the organisation to prioritize 

it. This indicates that customer insight did not move internally by itself but depended on sales 

actors taking ownership of sharing and following up on what they learned from customers. In 

this sense, customer knowledge could remain tied to the individual salesperson unless it was 

actively passed on and connected to relevant internal functions. 

A third pattern is the role of internal support and decision-making authority. Respondents 

described that broader change often depended on whether relevant managers or decision-

makers considered the issue worth pursuing. As one respondent explained, “To get a change 

through, a good idea is not enough, you need to get the right people on board internally” 

(Respondent 4). Some issues could be handled through smaller internal tweaks, while others 

required discussions about resources, priorities, strategic fit, and financial logic. Another 

pointed out that even when sales input was valued, the final decision still had to align with the 

broader strategic priorities (Respondent 3). Relevant insights didn't automatically lead to 

change, it had to be evaluated and supported by those with authority to act on it. 

The data also includes examples where repeated customer input contributed to broader changes 

in how the firm worked or what it offered. One respondent described how recurring feedback 

around insufficient installation support eventually led the firm to develop a larger and improved 

customer center, “when this came up repeatedly in different contexts, it became clear that it 

was a larger problem” (Respondent 1). Another respondent described how input from sales 

contributed to the opening of a new business segment, explaining that “one of the 

salespeople/sales managers picked up this opportunity and it opened up a completely new 

segment” (Respondent 3). With that said, respondents repeatedly emphasized that such 
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developments usually emerged from patterns observed over time rather than from single 

customer conversations.  

Overall, the findings show that sales often acted as a trigger for broader organisational 

responses, but larger changes depended on more than sales alone. They required coordination 

across functions, internal support, and someone with responsibility for moving the issue from 

customer insight to implementation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. Analysis 
In this chapter we adress the empirical findings in relation to the theoretical framework. The 

purpose is to explain how the sales function contributes to business model adaptation in B2B 

firms through sensing and seizing processes. The analysis demonstrates that these processes are 

enacted through concrete organisational roles, routines, and interactions rather than remaining 

abstract firm-level capacities. The findings consistently reveal sales as an important boundary-

spanning function through which firms identify external change, translate customer insight 

internally, shape organisational responses, and support broader adaptation efforts. 
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5.1 Sales as a Relational Microfoundation of Sensing 

The first main claim is that sensing in B2B firms is enacted through the relational work of sales 

rather than mainly through formal analytical systems. The findings show that respondents rarely 

described sensing as a detached strategic activity. Instead, they described it as something that 

emerged through continuous customer dialogue, follow-up meetings, and repeated interaction 

over time. Sales therefore appears as a relational microfoundation of sensing. 

This supports Teece’s (2007) argument that sensing involves identifying and interpreting 

opportunities and threats. However, the empirical material shows more clearly how this happens 

in practice. Rather than relying primarily on reports or formal scanning systems, respondents 

described sensing as embedded in everyday customer contact. As Respondent 2 explained, 

changes were often noticed through recurring follow-up meetings in which the firm 

continuously checked how the collaboration was working. This suggests that sensing was 

enacted through ongoing relationship work rather than through episodic formal analysis. 

The findings also show that sensing within sales was interpretive, not only observational. 

Respondents described how sales actors tried to understand what mattered most to the customer, 

what problem the customer was trying to solve, and whether the current offer matched those 

needs. This fits Engelmann’s (2024) argument that sensing is shaped by social and 

communicative processes through which opportunities and threats are shared, interpreted, and 

understood. Sales did not simply collect customer input. It actively interpreted and gave 

meaning to that input. 

This interpretive role also reinforces the boundary-spanning perspective as it is described as 

involving both interaction with external actors and the acquisition of external information 

(Marrone, 2010). The findings reveal that sales performed both functions simultaneously. 

During customer meetings, sales actors gathered information about customer priorities while 

also representing the firm in the interaction. This positioned sales at the interface where external 

signals initially entered the organisation. The data also reveals that sensing went beyond 

individual customer situations. Respondents described noticing patterns across several 

customers such as recurring requests, shifting expectations, what competitors were offering, or 

changes in the market. This indicates that sales functioned as distributed sensing mechanisms 

that was pulling together signals across many different interactions.  

The findings also builds on earlier work on sensing. Schoemaker et al. (2018) argue that sensing 

is not only about gathering information, but also about challenging assumptions, interpreting 



29 
 

weak and ambiguous signals, and making sense of uncertainty which the findings support. Sales 

actors didn't just listen to what customers said, they tried to figure out what the real issue was 

behind it. Arguably this addresses earlier critique that dynamic capabilities research often says 

too little about who performs these activities and how they are enacted in practice (Salvato & 

Vassolo, 2018). However, an important implication is that sensing in customer-facing work 

cannot be cleanly separated from relationship management. Respondents described these as 

deeply connected activities. Sales picked up on change because they stayed close to customers 

over time. This suggests that in B2B firms, sensing may depend less on isolated market-

scanning exercises and more on maintaining relationships where shifts in customer needs and 

priorities naturally becomes visible.  

Overall, the analysis points to sales contributing to sensing as something relational and 

interpretive at its core. This supports a more practice-oriented understanding of dynamic 

capabilities by showing how sensing, in this study, was closely connected to everyday customer 

interactions. In this study, sales matters not just because it's close to customers, but because it 

interprets and connects external signals to the firm in an ongoing way. 

 

5.2 From Customer Interface to Organisational Attention 

The second main claim is that customer insight does not become strategically relevant on its 

own. It has to first be translated into organisational attention. The findings show that sales didn't 

just contribute by identifying customer and market signals, they also framed them, channeled 

them through the right internal routes, and made them legitimate. This translation process is a 

critical step that sits between sensing and seizing.  

Dynamic capabilities distinguishes between sensing opportunities and seizing them (Teece, 

2007). The findings suggest that there is an important intermediate process between the two 

which is that external information must first become visible and meaningful within the 

organisation. Respondents described that regular meetings, one-on-ones, and management 

discussions was central channels through which such insight was communicated inward and 

translated into organisational attention. So these internal routines can be seen as 

microfoundations that bridge customer contact with broader organisational awareness, helping 

move insight from sensing toward potential seizing. The analysis also shows this wasn't just 

about passing information along. Translation involved real interpretive work. Respondents 

described needing to figure out whether a problem was about the product, pricing, market, or 
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the sales approach. So sales often had to frame customer input in ways that made sense to others 

in the firm. Without that framing, customer comments would stay too vague to support action.  

This insight arguably adds depth to the boundary-spanning coordination. Boundary-spanning is 

not only about transferring knowledge across boundaries, but also about mediating how external 

information is communicated and taken up internally (Marrone, 2010). The findings show that 

sales actors often filtered and prioritized what they brought forward. They didn't treat every 

customer comment as equally important. Instead, they made judgments about which issues 

seemed significant enough to deserve broader attention. 

The material also suggests that repeated signals carried more weight internally than isolated 

requests. A single customer concern rarely triggered a response on its own, but when similar 

issues came up across multiple customers, respondents said they became harder to ignore. It 

shows that customer insight gains organisational traction when it's framed as a pattern rather 

than an isolated preference. In that sense, sales didn't just bring information into the firm but 

they also helped establish whether that information actually represented something bigger. This 

supports Engelmann’s (2024) argument that sensing involves ongoing social interaction, 

interpretation, and collective sensemaking within the firm. The findings push that point further 

by showing that interpretation doesn't stop at the customer interface. It keeps going as 

information moves through internal structures and gets discussed, categorized, and evaluated. 

So translation isn't separate from sensing but part of how sensing becomes organisationally 

meaningful. 

However, the findings indicates that translation partly depended on organisational openness. 

Many respondents emphasised that customer knowledge had to be shared rather than kept to 

individually. This suggests that moving from external insight to internal attention isn't just 

shaped by formal channels it's also shaped by norms around openness and willingness to listen. 

This matters because it shows that sensing can fail to make a difference if the organisation isn't 

receptive to what sales brings back, customer insights must be received and processed internally 

before they can inform seizing and organisational action. Another implication is that effective 

salespeople needed knowledge of both the customer side and the internal organisational side. 

They had to understand not only what customers were saying, but also how to frame issues in 

ways that would gain traction internally. In that sense, the findings suggest that salespeople 

operate as translators between two domains. They have to be credible to customers and 

understandable to the organisation. 
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Overall, this section argues that translation is a necessary but often overlooked microfoundation 

of dynamic capabilities. Sensing and seizing are not automatically connected. They are linked 

through internal processes of communication, framing, aggregation, and prioritization. In this 

sense, sales contributes to business model adaptation not only by spotting change, but by 

helping that change become visible inside the firm, which reflects Teece’s (2007) emphasis on 

the internal processes through which information is filtered, interpreted, and brought into 

decision-making. 

 

5.3 Bounded Flexibility: Seizing Within Organisational and 

Economic Constraints 

The third main insight is that sales contributes to seizing, but mostly through bounded 

adaptation rather than open-ended adaptation. The findings show that salespeople could tailor 

offers, adjust commercial terms, and negotiate based on customer needs. However, these actions 

were consistently limited by profitability requirements, standardization, technical feasibility, 

and internal authority. In other words, seizing in sales looked more like selective flexibility 

within set boundaries. This aligns with the dynamic capabilities view, where seizing involves 

acting on sensed opportunities through commitments and resource mobilization (Teece, 2007). 

Respondents made it clear that the sales function did not only identify customer needs but they 

also shaped how the firm responded to them. This included adapting value propositions, 

adjusting pricing, negotiating terms, and configuring offers around diagnosed priorities. In that 

sense, sales clearly contributed to the movement from insight to action. 

At the same time, the findings show that this action was typically incremental rather than 

transformative. Respondents mainly described adjusting parts of the offer within an existing 

structure rather than redesigning the entire business model. This suggests that seizing in the 

sales context often takes the form of smaller-scale, customer-specific responses rather than 

major strategic shifts. Sales didn't redesign the business model freely but it did help adjust how 

value was offered and captured in particular cases. Previous research about value-based selling 

show that value-based selling involves understanding customer needs and aligning the offering 

accordingly (Terho et al., 2012). The data suggests that this isn't just a selling practice but also 

a seizing practice. When sales shapes the offer around what matters most to the customer, it's 

helping the firm act on sensed opportunities in commercially relevant ways. 
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However, an important finding from the data concerns that there is limits of such flexibility. 

Respondents repeatedly emphasized that firms couldn't adapt everything for every customer. 

Profitability, margin requirements, technical constraints, and delegation rules all limited what 

sales could actually do. This shows that seizing isn't simply about responsiveness but rather it's 

about balancing responsiveness with organisational and economic viability. 

Zott and Amit´s (2013) view of business model arguably sheds light on this tension. They state 

that the business model is a system of interconnected activities, and because it is systematic, 

one part can't be changed freely without affecting others. The findings show that sales could 

often modify aspects within its domain such as pricing or deal structures but had less ability to 

change elements tied to development, operations, or technical delivery. This helps explain why 

seizing through sales tends to be bounded. The material also suggests that most of these changes 

were modular rather than architectural. Foss and Saebi (2017) distinguish between different 

scopes of business model innovation, and the findings fit best with limited adaptation of specific 

components rather than fundamental redesign. In practice, sales often adjusted the offer within 

a broader, existing framework. This allowed sales to respond to customers needs without 

undermining how the overall business model worked. 

Overall, the analysis suggests that sales contributes to seizing through selective and bounded 

adaptation. This is theoretically important because it offers a more realistic picture of how 

seizing works in practice. In B2B settings, seizing may not always mean large-scale 

transformation. It may instead begin through smaller commercial adjustments that help the firm 

respond to customer needs while still protecting standardization, margin, and organisational 

coherence. 

 

5.4 Cross-Functional Mobilisation as a Condition for Business 

Model Adaptation 

The fourth main insight is that sales can trigger adaptation but making broader business model 

changes relies on collaboration across different functions beyond just the sales function. The 

findings show that when issues moved beyond frontline adjustment, implementation required 

collaboration with other functions, managerial support, and clear internal ownership. Sales 

plays a key role, but it is not enough on its own. This reflects the seizing dimension of dynamic 

capabilities, which involves aligning resources and complementary assets around opportunities 

(Teece, 2007). The empirical material suggests that this kind of alignment rarely happened 
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solely within the sales function. When a customer issue went beyond simple adjustments and 

involved areas like development, technical feasibility, delivery, or strategic priorities, it needed 

to become part of a larger organisational process. So, business model adaptation appeared more 

like a organisational accomplishment rather than a sales accomplishment. The data indicates 

that sales often initiated the process by identifying a need or opportunity, but larger responses 

required input from other areas of the organisation to be implemented. This supports 

Storbacka’s (2011) point that business models in B2B settings rely on cross-functional 

capabilities.  

This also highlights the coordination role of sales in boundary-spanning terms. Coordination of 

task performance across interdependent units is a key boundary-spanning activity (Marrone, 

2010). The findings show that the sales function helped with this by bringing issues to the right 

people, connecting them with the right teams, and sometimes taking responsibility for follow-

through. However, as previously noted, the findings also make it clear that sales often didn’t 

have the authority to make larger changes on its own. Their role points more towards initiating, 

linking, and keeping the momentum going. Ownership emerged as especially important for 

driving change. Respondents shared examples where nothing progressed unless someone took 

charge of pushing the issue forward internally. This showed that valuable insights didn’t 

automatically lead to adaptation, it had to be driven by someone who could coordinate across 

different functions and keep the process going. This highlights ownership as an important link 

between sensing and seizing, since recognised customer issues only become actionable when 

someone assumes responsibility for mobilising internal response. This also suggests that 

salespeople’s contribution to sensing and seizing depends not only on access to customer 

information, but also on whether they are expected and motivated to share this information 

internally. Customer insights do not automatically become organisational knowledge. Sales 

actors must recognise broader patterns, communicate them beyond the individual customer 

relationship, and follow up with relevant internal functions. Individual incentives and role 

expectations may therefore influence whether customer information is used mainly to close 

deals, or also becomes a basis for broader organisational adaptation. Even when sales raised a 

relevant issue, broader change within the firm depended on whether decision-makers viewed it 

as strategically and financially worth pursuing. Seizing depends on judgement, prioritisation, 

and internal alignment around action (Schoemaker et al., 2018). The findings indicate that 

customer input gained traction not simply because it existed, but because it aligned with broader 

priorities and was supported by those with decision authority. 
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A helpful way to interpret the findings is by distinguishing between two levels of response. 

First, there was bounded frontline adaptation within the sales authority. Second, there was 

broader organisational adaptation that needed cross-functional collaboration. Sales played a 

role in both, but in different ways. In the first, it shaped the response directly. In the second, it 

acted more as trigger, coordinator, and internal advocate. 

Overall, this section argues that the sales function contributes to business model adaptation 

most effectively in its etharly and connecting stages. It helps identify opportunities, translates 

them internally, and can initiate responses. However broader business model adaptation 

requires cross-functional mobilisation, managerial judgement, and organisational commitment 

beyond just the sales function alone. This makes the contribution of sales both important but 

also clearly bounded. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6. Conclusion  

6.1 Summary of Findings 

This thesis set out to answer the research question “How does the sales function contribute to 

sensing and seizing processes that enable business model adaptation in B2B firms?” by 

examining how the sales function in B2B firms contributes to sensing and seizing in response 

to customer and market change. 

The findings show that sales contributes to business model adaptation by connecting the 

external environment to internal organisational response through four interrelated mechanisms. 

Relational sensing, internal translation, bounded flexibility and cross-functional mobilisation. 

First, sales contributes to sensing through ongoing customer interactions. By maintaining close 

relationships and recognizing patterns across different accounts, the sales function helps firms 

identify changing needs, challenges and broader market changes. Sensing therefore appears not 
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only as a formal analytical activity but also as an ongoing process shaped through everyday 

contact with customers. 

Second, sales contributes by translating customer insights into organisational attention. 

Customer knowledge doesn’t automatically become strategically important but has to be 

framed, shared and validated internally within the company. In this way, sales seems to act as a 

boundary-spanning link in between the customer interface and the internal organisation. Third, 

sales contributes to seizing by shaping specific responses to customer needs. This was often 

done by adjusting the value proposition, pricing, or commercial terms. However, such responses 

was usually limited by profitability, standardization, technical feasibility and internal decision 

authority. So, while sales therefor contributes to seizing opportunities, it usually does so within 

existing organisational and economic limits. 

Lastly, when customer insights indicated the need for broader changes, adaptation seemed to 

depend on cross-functional mobilisation beyond the sales function itself. Larger responses 

required coordination with other departments, internal ownership, and managerial support. 

Sales could trigger such processes but it was rarely able to implement broader business model 

change on its own. Its role is therefor important, but bounded. Sales is not the sole driver of 

business model adaptation, but it is a key customer-facing function through which adaptation 

is often started and supported in practice. The findings also help explain why business model 

adaptation remains difficult even when firms are aware of changing customer needs. Customer 

insight must pass through internal framing, prioritisation, decision authority, economic 

evaluation, and cross-functional mobilisation before it can become organisational action. 

 

6.2 Practical Implications  

This study offers several practical takeaways. First, firms should more explicitly recognise 

and support the strategic role that sales can play beyond immediate revenue generation. The 

findings show that sales can contribute strategically by identifying changing customer needs, 

interpreting market developments, and bringing these insights into the organisation. Firms 

would therefor likely benefit from creating clearer internal structures for sharing, evaluating, 

and acting on customer insights. Valuable customer insights or knowledge does not 

automatically become important internally within the organisation, which means that firms 

need routines, forums and internal structures that allows such information to move across 

function and reach the appropriate decision-makers.  At the same time, firms should not rely 
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on sales alone to drive broader adaptation. Customer-driven adaptations seems to require 

cross-functional collaboration, managerial support, and clear internal ownership. If firms want 

customer insights to translate into action, they need internal coordination that promote 

strategically relevant issues to move across different function internally. Another practical 

implication concerns the incentives of salespeople. If sales actors are evaluated mainly 

through short-term revenue, individual targets, or deal volume, they may have limited 

motivation to spend time identifying broader customer patterns, sharing insights internally, or 

supporting changes that do not immediately improve their own sales performance. Firms that 

want sales to contribute to sensing and seizing should therefore ensure that incentive systems 

and role expectations also recognise high-quality customer insight, internal knowledge 

sharing, and contribution to cross-functional development. Otherwise, valuable customer 

knowledge may remain at the individual salesperson level rather than becoming a basis for 

broader organisational action. 

 

6.3 Limitations 

While this study provides valuable insights into how the sales function contributes to sensing 

and seizing process in the B2B market, several limitations must be acknowledged. First, it relies 

on a qualitative research design, that means the analysis is interpretive by nature (Bell et al., 

2019). While the Gioia-inspired approach provided a systematic way to code and analyse the 

data, the identification of second-order themes and overall aggregate dimensions was still 

affected by the researcher’s interpretations. Additionally, the semi-structured format of the 

interviews affects the replicability of the study as the responses and follow-up questions varied 

from one interview to another. 

Secondly, the study is based on limited interviews and the sample was partly determined by 

access and respondent availability. Although the sample provided rich and relevant insights, it 

also limited the range of perspectives included. The findings should therefore be seen as useful 

for understanding the phenomenon, rather than as statistically generalisable. 

Third, the empirical material is based only on interview data and mainly reflects the views of 

respondents connected to sales. This means the study captures how respondents describe and 

understand these processes, rather than how they can be directly observed in practice. This is 

particularly important for cross-functional processes such as internal coordination and 

implementation, which are here mainly seen from a sales perspective. By Including respondents 
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from other functions, such as product development, operations or IT it could have given a 

broader picture of how customer-driven changes are handled within the firm. 

Finally, the study is also tied to a specific context and to the material collected at a particular 

point in time. As sensing, seizing, and business model adaptation are ongoing processes and not 

fixed, the study cannot fully show how issues develop over time from customer insights to 

organisational implementation. These limitations do not reduce the relevance of the study, but 

they should be kept in mind when assessing the findings and how far they can be applied beyond 

the context examined. 

 

6.4 Future Research  

Several directions for future research emerge from this study. First, future studies could examine 

these processes discussed from a broader cross-functional perspective. Since this thesis mainly 

reflects the sales-side view, including respondents from functions such as product development, 

operations or IT could provide a fuller understanding of how customer insight is not only 

received but interpreted, evaluated and acted on across the organisation. 

Secondly, future research could benefit from longitudinal and observational designs. Since 

sensing, seizing and adaptation unfold over time, longitudinal studies could examine how 

customer insights develop from initial signals into organisational responses. Observational 

studies could further strengthen this understanding by examining sales work as it happens in 

practice, for example through customer meetings, internal sales discussions, and cross-

functional decision-making forums. This would provide deeper insight into how sensing and 

seizing are enacted in real time, rather than only how they are described retrospectively by 

respondents.  

Future research could explore how the role of the sales function differs across more specific 

industries. Such comparisons could provide a more nuanced understanding of how sales 

operates in different contexts and how this may shape its contribution to sensing, seizing, and 

adaptation.  
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Appendix 
A1 – Interview Guide  

Introduction  

Section 1: Background & Context  

1. Can you briefly describe your company’s business model and how it  earns 

revenue?   

2. What is your role in the organization and how do you interact with customers?  

3. What factors are most important in winning a deal?   

Section 2: Identifying Opportunities & Changes  

4. How do you identify changes in customer needs or market conditions?  

5. What types of customer insights or signals do you encounter in your daily 

work? 

6. How is customer feedback communicated internally?  

7. Can you recall an example where sales discovered a new opportunity or 

problem early?  

Section 3:  Seizing (Responding & Acting on Opportunities)  

8. How do you tailor solutions for different clients?  

9. To what extent can sales influence how services are delivered or structured for 

clients?  

Section 4: Adaptation  
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10. Can you describe a situation where sales contributed to changing the offering 

or business model?  

11. What internal collaborations are needed to turn customer insight into action?  

12. Have customer interactions led to larger organizational or process changes? 

Section 5: The role of sales  

13. Has the role of sales become more strategic, advisory, or consultative over 

time?  

Section 6: Post-Sale Learning  

14. How does the company learn from post-sale customer experience?  

Section 7: Barriers and challenges  

15. What makes it difficult to act on customer insights internally?  

Section 8: Closing  

16. Is there anything else you believe is important for understanding how sales 

contributes strategically?   

Appendix B: Gioia data structures 

Figure B1: 
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