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Abstract

This study investigates how coordination is achieved between the functions sales and
marketing in B2B organizations, and how increased digitalization affects the coordination
between different functions. The paper uses a qualitative method, and data has been collected
by conducting 29 semi-structured interviews with managers and employees from the sales
and marketing departments within several B2B organizations operating in various industries.
When analyzing the empirical findings, the coordination framework has been used as a
theoretical lens. Applying coordination as a theoretical lens for investigating the
sales-marketing interface (SMI), contributes with a new perspective on the subject since
previous research on the SMI mainly has used the theoretical lens sensemaking for explaining
the collaboration and dysfunctions between the two departments. In this study, the importance
of closeness between the functions has been identified within the areas cognitive,
organizational and relational. Without closeness within one or several areas, a situation of
structural insularity easily emerges. Moreover, the degree of structure/flexibility has been
identified as a central part of the coordination between the functions sales and marketing.
Furthermore, our study has shown that the three categories of closeness/distance (cognitive,
organizational and relational) affect each other in a bidirectional and/or circular pattern. In
addition to this, there is an interplay between the different categories of closeness/distance
and the degree of structure/flexibility. Digitalization of interactions has resulted in a
movement towards more structure and less flexibility in meetings, which could both obstruct
and enable coordination between different functions. Through applying holistic perspective,
our study has contributed to the coordination literature by showing in what ways the
structural and relational aspects of coordination are intertwined in practice

Keywords: Coordination, sales-marketing interface (SMI), digitalization, qualitative study,
B2B



Introduction

Globalization has changed the world dramatically, creating more dynamic markets with
shifting boundaries that makes it increasingly important for companies to build their brand
and have efficient market communication (Aaker, 2008). To an increasing extent, customers
demand offerings and services that require involvement from several different functions in an
organization (Aaker, 2008). When it comes to market communication, brand management
and customer relationships, the two most central functions are marketing and sales (Rouzi¢s,
Anderson, Kohli, Michaels, Weitz & Zoltners, 2005). However, the coordination of
marketing and sales is not always efficient. Coordination is a vital part of every organization,
and can be described as “the process of interaction that integrates a collective set of
interdependent tasks” (Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009, p. 463). Malshe, Johnson and Viio (2017)
have investigated the effects of having a dysfunctional sales-marketing interface (SMI) in
business-to-business (B2B) firms. The authors state that the SMI is vital for the functioning
of the organization - it has even been identified as one of the most critical ones due to its
importance for customer interactions. Successful collaboration between marketing and sales
can result in better marketplace strategies, enhanced customer value and increased
organizational performance (Malshe et al., 2017). However, the authors claim that the
collaboration is often obstructed by dysfunctional organizational structures and processes,
which causes difficulties in communication and collaboration within the organization.

Over the years, companies have become increasingly digital (PwC, 2020). As a result
of the Covid-19 pandemic, the digitalization of organizations increased dramatically during
2020 with almost exclusively digitally mediated internal and external interactions (Harrison,
Gavin, Plotkin & Stanley, 2020). In B2B organizations, 96% of the sales teams have shifted
to digitally mediated selling and 79% of B2B organizations plan to continue working in this
way (Harrison et al., 2020). However, a majority of customers perceive companies to have
lost the human element of customer experience, and state that they want more human
interaction with companies in the future (PwC, 2020).

The importance of efficient market communication displayed by Aaker (2008), and
the connection between SMI and customer interactions in B2B organizations displayed by
Malshe et al. (2017), makes SMI in B2B organizations a relevant topic to study. Previous
research on the SMI has mainly focused on sensemaking as a theoretical tool for explaining
the collaboration and dysfunctions between the two departments. In order to contribute with a
new perspective, with a more concrete organizational focus, we have chosen to apply the
theoretical framework of coordination. Within marketing research, the coordination between
marketing and functions for product development is thoroughly examined, while the
relationship between marketing and sales has received less attention (Rouzigs, et al., 2005).
Marketing research has also neglected the role of digitalization when studying coordination
between different functions (Ruiz-Alba, Guesalaga, Ayestaran, & Mediano, 2019). Moreover,
previous research on coordination in B2B organizations has not been focused on the
coordination between sales and marketing (Ruiz-Alba et al., 2019). In addition to this, there is
a need for more research on how digitalization affects B2B organizations (Ruiz-Alba et al.,
2019). Therefore, the purpose of this article is to investigate how the activities of marketing
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and sales within different B2B companies are coordinated in an increasingly digital context.
The research questions are hence as follows:

How is coordination achieved between the functions sales and marketing in B2B
organizations?

What effect does increased digitalization have on the coordination between different
functions?

This article is structured as follows; first previous research on the SMI is presented, thereafter
the theoretical framework of coordination, followed by an outline of the methodology used
for this study. Further on, the empirical findings are presented with the same structure as the
theoretical framework, through using theoretical concepts as headings. The empirical findings
are thereafter analyzed in relation to previous research and the theoretical framework,
continued by conclusion and suggestions for future research.

Previous research on the sales-marketing interface (SMI)

The importance of efficient communication between marketing and sales is highlighted in a
study by Guenzi and Troilo (2006). Communication stimulates collaboration, sharing,
confrontation and mutual understanding, which in turn increase efficiency and enhance
customer value (Guenzi &§ Troilo, 2006). Moreover, their findings show that different
integrating mechanisms for sales and marketing, have different effects on specific integration
components. For example, “job rotation impacts mutual understanding (a component of
collaboration), whereas training and organizational structure impact mutual understanding
and communication albeit differently” (Guenzi & Troilo, 2006, p. 985).

The concept of SMI, has a lot in common with the word “smarketing”, which is
discussed by Hubbard (2007). Hubbard (2007) applies a more practical approach to the
subject. The author argues for the importance of cooperation between sales and marketing
departments within the financial industry, a concept he refers to as “smarketing”. Hubbard
(2007) states that many bankers have issues aligning marketing and sales. One practical
example of an often neglected opportunity to align sales and marketing presented by the
author, is the voicemail the customer reaches when calling a salesperson. Hubbard (2007)
explains that often, the voicemail is dull and does not make a lasting/positive impression on
the customer, which results in a missed marketing opportunity. If marketing would work
together with sales in this area, they could create a voicemail where the company brand is
communicated to the customer (Hubbard, 2007).

Malshe et al. (2017) have investigated the underlying mechanisms causing and
enhancing dysfunctions such as lack of communication and collaboration, within the
sales-marketing interface in B2B organizations. In order to depict the nature and cause of the
SMI dysfunctions, the authors have divided the dysfunctions into three different categories:

1. Communication paucity
Malshe et al. (2017) explain that the lack of communication becomes visible through
the fact that people working within sales and marketing do not seek input from the



other department, resulting in a loss of valuable insight. People working within sales
have a feeling of being neglected and excluded from strategic discussions (Malshe et
al., 2017). Moreover, salespeople perceive themselves to be further down the social
hierarchy than marketers, and therefore are being undervalued by the organization. As a
result, anti-organizational behavior may occur among salespeople, such as actively
ignoring operational directives from the marketing department (Malshe et al., 2017).
However, marketers interpret the situation in a different way. Marketers claim that
reaching out to salespeople is difficult despite their eager attempts, since they feel
avoided by salespeople (Malshe et al., 2017). According to marketers, salespeople
highly value their independence, and therefore avoid being guided by marketing
strategies. As a result, marketers perceive themselves to be working in isolation and
feel like their efforts lack value in the work of salespeople.

2. Lack of collaboration

Malshe et al. (2017) have revealed several examples of deficient collaboration within
the SMI. For example, not providing any support of the other department’s initiatives,
ignoring requests of contribution from the other department in common projects and
discouraging each other’s departments from taking part in marketplace activities.
According to salespeople, the lack of support from the marketing department is a sign
of selfishness - that marketers put their own interests above the interests of customers.
As a result, salespeople tend to adopt a behavior of “lone-wolfism”, where they stop
seeking support from marketers and distance themselves from the rest of the
organization (Malshe et al., 2017). Marketers, on the other hand, experience a feeling of
being disconnected from the market without input from salespeople. Moreover, there is
a loss of valuable marketing intelligence when salespeople ignore the collaboration
attempts from marketers. As a result, marketers start assuming that salespeople will not
support their initiatives, and plan their activities accordingly.

3. Overt conflict

Malshe et al. (2017) define overt conflict as “the open expression of dislike and
exhibition of antagonistic behavior between sales and marketing” (p. 151). According
to salespeople, the overt conflict within the SMI consists of examples where marketers
actively resist, undermine and sabotage initiatives from sales through influencing
departmental colleagues or senior management. For salespeople, the conflict creates a
feeling of being submissive since salespeople perceive marketers to have an advantage
due to their closeness to senior management. As a response, salespeople start protecting
their self-interest rather than those of the organization and its customers. Marketers on
the other hand, describe examples of overt conflict where salespeople intentionally
undermine and avoid promoting promising new products or marketing initiatives to
customers. As a result, marketers lose hope of future collaboration with salespeople and
therefore start allocating resources inefficiently Malshe et al. (2017).

The three categories of dysfunctions follow a bidirectional and/or a circular pattern, rather
than a sequential pattern where for example “the lack of SMI collaboration, over time, may



demotivate sales and marketing personnel to communicate with one another, and
communication paucity may create fertile ground for conflict” (Malshe et al., 2017, p. 155).
In order to analyze the mechanisms causing and enhancing SMI dysfunctions, Malshe et al.
(2017) apply the concept of sensemaking. Sensemaking is explained as a process where
individuals, through their personal interpretation, assign meaning to different situations and
experiences. The authors conclude that people from sales and marketing have different
perceptions of the same SMI dysfunctions, and hence use different strategies to address the
dysfunctions. These differences in perceptions and actions are often counterproductive and
thereby escalate the dysfunctions further (Malshe et al., 2017). Moreover, the authors state
that this might be the reason for why organizational attempts to overcome SMI dysfunctions
fail. Therefore, the authors promote customized solutions adapted to the individuals within
the SMI.

Beverland, Micheli, and Farrelly (2016) have investigated the collaboration between
departments with different “thought worlds” through a sensemaking perspective. The authors
claim that it is possible to increase the efficiency of the collaboration through creating a
common framework of meaning, while still retaining the different “thought worlds” of the
two departments and thereby keep the benefits of specialization. A common framework of
meaning can, according to the authors, be achieved through adoption of an organizational
logic that is shared by the different departments, such as customer centricity. Moreover, the
authors state that resourceful sensemaking requires identification of differences in semantics,
practice, and interpretive schemes between individuals in the different departments. In
addition to this, it is vital for individuals to realize that their own perceptions can obstruct
others” understanding of their messages. Furthermore, Beverland et al. (2016) emphasize the
importance of reducing physical barriers between different departments to improve
collaboration. Resourceful sensemaking can hence be facilitated through rearranging
workspaces to decrease the physical distance between individuals from different departments
(Beverland et al., 2016).

Theoretical framework

As presented above, previous research on the SMI has mainly used sensemaking as a
theoretical lens when analyzing the collaboration and dysfunctions between the two
departments. In order to shed new light on the subject and contribute with a more concrete
organizational focus when analyzing the SMI, we have chosen coordination to be the
theoretical framework of this study. Since coordination research aims at developing an
understanding on how resources within an organization can be utilized in order to create
superior value for target markets (Ruiz-Alba et al., 2019, it was found appropriate for
studying how different organizations utilize the value creation of the functions sales and
marketing.

Defining coordination

The coordination framework has changed over time and there is no universal definition of
what coordination means. However, coordinating mechanisms is a central part of almost all
research within the field of coordination. Coordinating mechanisms are described as the
organizational arrangement or means that enable individuals to coordinate (Jarzabkowski, Le,



& Feldman, 2012; Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009; Mintzberg, 1979). Coordinating mechanisms
can consist of both formal and emergent parts, and constitute the most basic elements of
structure (Mintzberg, 1989). The research has gone from solely focusing on optimizing the
performance through designing organizational arrangements (such as scheduling, roles,
routines), towards treating coordination as an emergent process where the people within an
organization have to coordinate their work regardless of organizational design (Okhuysen &
Bechky, 2009). Hence, “softer” coordinating mechanisms, such as knowledge sharing
(Carlile, 2002), communication (Ballard & Seibold, 2003) and interaction (Heath,
Hindmarsh, & Luff, 1999), are taken into consideration as important aspects of coordination.
Moreover, the concept of relational coordination has been investigated by Gittell (2011),
further broadening the scope of the coordination framework. Gittell (2011) argues that
coordination includes more than solely technical processes and the management of
interdependence between taks, which was proposed by Malone and Crowston (1994).
According to Gittell (2011), coordination is also about relational processes and the
management of interdependence between the people performing the tasks. Hence, Gittell
(2011) defines coordination as a “network of relationship and communication ties among
participants in a work process, where a work process is a set of interdependent tasks that
transforms inputs into outcomes of value to the organization” (p. 2).

In this paper, we have chosen to include both relational coordination and more
structural coordination that focuses on organizational design elements. Relational and
structural coordination are not two completely separated concepts that contradict each other.
Instead, relational coordination adds a new dimension to the structural elements and develops
the concept of coordination even further to include a wider range of coordinating
mechanisms. Therefore, we will start by presenting structural coordination as a foundation,
and thereafter present relational coordination which will include concepts from the structural
section, described in relation to “softer values”. Moreover, there will be a third category at
the end of the theoretical framework where digitalization is investigated in relation to
coordination.

Structural coordination - organizational design elements

Plans and rules

Defining responsibilities for tasks through the creation of plans and rules at both an
organizational and team level, is a coordinating mechanism that makes it easier for the
organizational members to relate to each other and give accurate responses to emergent work
processes (Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009). Moreover, Okhuysen and Bechky (2009) states that
establishing clear plans and rules (in the form of for example schedules) also facilitates
resource allocation within the organization. In addition to this, plans and rules may also
enhance the agreement between different actors, since it clarifies how a project or mission
will unfold. These working agreements can serve as orientation devices for the different
actors within a group, and thereby enhance the collaboration between these actors (Okhuysen
& Bechky, 2009).

Roles
Okhuysen and Bechky (2009) explain that a clear role structure enables people to get a sense



of who does what in different work processes. A good understanding of the role structure
gives people a sense of what expertise each employee possesses (Hsu, Shih, Chiang, & Liu,
2012; Clagett & Karahanna, 2018). Clagett and Karahanna (2018) argue that shared
knowledge gives people within an organization a better understanding of how their role is
connected to the role of others. Knowing what role and expertise each employee possesses
makes it easier to know who to contact when needed and who to share information with,
resulting in a more efficient work process (Clagett & Karahanna, 2018). Moreover, Okhuysen
and Bechky (2009) state that an understanding of the roles and tasks of others can facilitate
substitution - that employees can fill in for each other in work tasks. Such understanding is
often developed informally (Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009). Physical proximity between
different functions makes their respective work more visible to each other, which improves
cross-functional role perception. Okhuysen and Bechky (2009) explain that through physical
proximity, “organization members can see what others working on the task are doing, get
immediate evidence of the progress of the work, and adjust their own work accordingly” (p.
479). The internal role structure and awareness among employees also affects the value for
customers. Mora Cortez and Johnston (2017) state that in order to improve customer value,
companies have to develop their understanding of the customer journey through increasing
the awareness of which roles different actors play in the process.

An important way of spreading information between different groups in an
organization is to use intergroup roles such as boundary spanners (Okhuysen & Bechky,
2009). Gittell (2002) explains that boundary spanners are individuals who work as
cross-functional liaisons, integrating the work of others across different functions around for
example a project, product, process or a service for a specific customer. A common example
of boundary spanners are project leaders in projects for product development. Boundary
spanners increase performance through facilitating interaction between individuals that are
part of a work process, and are efficient in settings with high uncertainty (Gittell, 2002).

Common goals

The creation of customer value is a responsibility of each individual in any business function,
rather than a function of one business unit (Narver & Slater, 1990). The demand for offerings
and services that require involvement from several different functions in an organization has
increased among customers (Aaker, 2008). However, different functions sometimes work as
silos (Aaker, 2008). The concept of silos is described by Aaker (2008) as a “metaphor for
organizational units that have their own management team and lack the motivation or desire
to work with or even communicate with other organizational units” (p. 145). According to the
author, working in silos obstructs the creation of efficient market communication and brand
synergies throughout the organization. Ruiz-Alba et al. (2019) have investigated
cross-functional coordination in a B2B context. The authors explain that working in silos
obstructs the coordination between different functions and thereby creates a situation of
structural insularity. Structural insularity means that independent functions lack the intention
to collaborate and therefore work in different directions - sometimes towards conflicting
goals (Ruiz-Alba et al., 2019). The authors continue by stating that structural insularity can
result in severe dysfunctions such as internal conflicts, hidden costs and a negative impact on
consumers. Hence, achieving coordination between different functions through resource



integration, which requires processes for collaboration, is a vital success factor for businesses
(Ruiz-Alba et al., 2019).

Research has shown a positive effect on the collaboration between different business
functions when there are common reward systems with shared goals between functions
(Ruiz-Alba et al., 2019; Rouzig¢s, et al., 2005; Menon, Jaworski, & Kohli, 1997). The reason
for this is that shared goals tend to align the interests of different individuals and functions
within an organization (Ruiz-Alba et al., 2019). Moreover, collaboration between different
business units towards a common goal enhances coordination and can contribute to the
creation of innovative, customer-driven ideas (Defee & Stank, 2005). In order to achieve this,
a development of internal relationships as well as customer relationships are required
(Ruiz-Alba et al., 2019).

Relational coordination

The role of relationships

Organizational design elements can facilitate coordination, but the central part of
coordination is about interactions and is carried out through a network of relationships
(Gittell, 2002), even including aspects such as sensemaking (Gittell, 2011). Gittell (2016)
explains that coordination occurs through relationships that include shared goals, shared
knowledge and mutual respect. Having shared goals is having a mutual goal that goes beyond
the functional goals of the individuals. Sharing knowledge is about seeing how the tasks of
individuals interrelate with the whole process. Having mutual respect means that individuals
overcome status barriers obstructing their ability to see and understand the efforts of other
individuals. Moreover, Gittell (2011) explains that these relational aspects improve, and are
improved by communication that is “frequent, timely, accurate, and problem-solving” (p. 3).
Relational coordination can therefore be described as a “mutually reinforcing process of
interaction between communication and relationships carried out for the purpose of task
integration” (Gittell, 2002, p. 301).

Traditional relational coordination perspectives have focused on task-based
relationships, rather than personal relationships based on “liking” each other (Follett, 1949).
Clagett and Karahanna (2018) states that relying on having good personal relationships
within the organization is an insufficient strategy for relational coordination, since it is a
difficult task to intentionally create and sustain personal relationships. Instead, Clagett and
Karahanna (2018) suggest an increased focus on high-quality work relationships between
interdependent roles. Work relationships are described to be “embedded within roles,
organizational structures, and status hierarchies” (Heaphy, Byron, Ballinger, Gittell, Hoffer,
Leana, & Sluss, 2018, p. 564). However, Gittell (2011) proposes to consider that employees
are unique individuals and include personal relationships into relational coordination. Gittell
(2011) continues by explaining that relational coordination can be shaped by both
organizational structures and actions of individuals.

Relationships between different functions

Bureaucratic structures tend to enhance the ties within different functions, promoting the
creation of functional silos and harming the connections between different functions (Gittell,
2011). Organizational structures including for example cross-functional teamwork and



boundary spanners on the other hand, facilitates cross-functional communication and
relationships without taking away the positive effects of having different professional roles
(Gittell, 2011). Clagett and Karahanna (2018) state that low relational conflict (the parties
have mutual respect for one another) and high task conflict (the different parties have varied
expertise and roles) creates effective coordination behaviors, since it facilitates successful
information sharing. This can, according to Gittell, Seidner and Wimbush (2010) be achieved
through redesigning the formal structures to promote cross-functional relations and thereby
increase organizational performance (Gittell, 2011). Physical proximity (co-location) is a
coordinating mechanism that creates familiarity and facilitates interaction and
communication between employees, according to Okhuysen and Bechky (2009). Research
has proven proximity to be an important factor for building relationships (Okhuysen &
Bechky, 2009)

Customer relationships

Recent studies on relational coordination have extended the perspective through including
customers as an important actor in the process of coordinating work (Gittell, 2011). The
customer can be viewed as an active participant in the workflow since the actions of the
customer are interdependent with the tasks of the employees. If customers are included into
the relational networks of the organization or even considered to be important coproducers in
the work process, companies may enhance both customer value and internal efficiency since
the outcome will be more customer-oriented (Gittell, 2011). Relational coordination does not
only have positive outcomes for consumers, it may also increase work satisfaction among
employees, through enabling them to perform their work more effectively with both more
successful outcomes and positive relationships (Gittell, 2011).

Information sharing
Star and Griesemer (1989) explains that boundary objects can facilitate coordination through
enabling technical and social information sharing across social worlds. Boundary objects are
hence described as “objects which are both plastic enough to adapt to local needs and the
constraints of the several parties employing them, yet robust enough to maintain a common
identity across sites” (Star & Griesemer, 1989, p. 393). According to Okhuysen and Bechky
(2009), these objects therefore serve as a common denominator around which different
groups can interact, align work and create shared meaning. An example of a boundary object
that facilitates direct information sharing between interdependent groups is technological
solutions (everything from algorithms to basic logs) where people can post relevant
information about their current task, and thereby make it visible for other groups (Okhuysen
& Bechky, 2009). These solutions enable different groups to interact with each other around
their work tasks, and can thereby help people from different groups to discuss, mobilize
action, solve common problems, clarify interdependencies and acknowledge progress
(Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009). Moreover, through facilitating learning across groups,
boundary objects in the form of for example protocol sharing or maps of interdependencies
between tasks and group members can contribute to the creation of a shared perspective (a
common mental model or a shared understanding) on work processes in the organization.
Okhuysen and Bechky (2009) state that status barriers between different groups of



employees often obstruct coordination in organizations. Differences in status may prevent
acceptance of mutual responsibilities and trust, resulting in an unwillingness among
employees of low status to share information (ask questions or give feedback) with
employees of high status since they are afraid of the consequences (Edmondson, Bohmer &
Pisano, 2001). As a result, the common understanding between the different status groups is
harmed (Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009).

Team meetings may serve as coordinating mechanisms that facilitate the creation of
shared knowledge, since they are expected to enhance interactions and thereby information
exchange between the team members (Gittell, 2002). Moreover, there are implications that
team meetings work well in contexts with high uncertainty, unlike for example routines.

Coordination in a digitalized context

Clagett and Karahanna (2018) explains that a digitalization of coordinating mechanisms,
decreases the need for face-to-face interactions and enhances the structure of coordinating
processes regarding for example increased control over what information that is transmitted,
who receives the information and when they receive it. Information sharing systems enable
employees to easily, quickly and seamlessly connect with each other and with customers
(Clagett & Karahanna, 2018). Ruiz-Alba et al. (2019) continue the reasoning by stating that
digitalization is an important driver of coordination since it promotes information sharing
between different departments. The authors point out that communications resources, cloud
tools and information sharing platforms are the most central parts of cross-functional
coordination that are affected by digitalization. However, Gittell (2016) claims that having
working relational coordination is a vital precondition for successful usage of a shared
information system. Moreover, there are some possible negative effects of digitalization of
work processes. Ruiz-Alba et al. (2019) states that digital transformation may result in a
decreased level of human interaction, and thereby a less intense coordination between
different functions and a risk of causing depersonalization. Furthermore, inadequate
knowledge about how the digital tools should be managed, may result in misuse which in turn
can harm customers (Ruiz-Alba et al., 2019). Moreover, digital agility is vital for meeting
customers' digital expectations and utilizing the perks of digitalization. Digital transformation
is hence an important part of strategic work in organizations (Ruiz-Alba et al., 2019).
Implementing digital transformation is an organizational change which is investigated by
Gittell (2011) through a perspective of relational coordination. Gittell (2011) highlights the
necessity of some vital conditions for a successful organizational change - “a shared vision of
the change, an understanding of the behaviors that are required for the change, and a belief
that the change is necessary” (Gittell, 2011, p. 13)

Methodology
Setting of the study

The study has not been limited to a specific industry within B2B, since the focus is on
examining the dynamics between sales and marketing (coordination between different
functions) in general and how a dramatically increased digitalisation has affected
coordination between different functions. If the research would have been limited to a
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specific industry, the results of the study would probably have been affected since different
companies and industries are given different conditions for coordination and how to handle
the digitalization. In order to get a relatively broad representation of sales and marketing
within B2B, data was collected from 16 organizations from different industries. Some of the
industries represented were telecommunications, banking and insurance, process and
manufacturing, maritime, energy, chemicals and logistics. Among these 16 organisations
there were many different organizational structures, which we considered advantageous since
it provided a broad basis for several ways of organizing SMI. To get a rich and nuanced
picture of the internal coordination, the goal was to interview one person from the marketing
department, one person from the sales department and one manager with an overall
responsibility for both departments (such as a CEO) from each company. Unfortunately, this
was not possible in all organizations. However, interviewing the ones we had access to was
still considered valuable for our research.

The study took place during the Covid-19 pandemic, which created a unique
opportunity to investigate the effects of a drastic digital transformation in many different
industries, since almost everyone had been working remotely and almost all (internal and
external) interactions had been digital for approximately one year at the time of the
investigation (Harrison et al., 2020). However, there is a risk that the pandemic negatively
impacts the validity of the results regarding the effects of increased digitalization, since the
two changes are interconnected and therefore difficult to separate. The perception/experience
of the respondents is probably influenced by the exceptional circumstances of the pandemic,
which could make them either more indulgent or more negative towards the digital changes.
However, the risk was limited due to the awareness of the interviewers. Since, the
interviewers were aware of the risk, the purpose of investigating the effects of the
digitalization, and not the pandemic, was clearly communicated to the respondents prior to
the interviews.

Research design

In order to answer the research questions; How is coordination achieved between the
functions sales and marketing in B2B organizations? and What effect does increased
digitalization have on the coordination between different functions?, a qualitative study was
conducted. Silverman (2017) states that the method should be chosen based on what best fits
the research question. The reason for choosing a qualitative approach was hence that a
qualitative method is well aligned with the chosen topic, since the aim was to investigate how
the activities of sales and marketing are coordinated within different companies and/or what
is obstructing a possible coordination, rather than if there is coordination between the two
functions (which would have called for a quantitative method instead). Moreover, the aim
was to investigate what effect increased digitalization has on coordination, rather than if
digitalization affects coordination. A qualitative approach is the best method to study
everyday actions and behaviours (Silverman, 2013) and is preferable when collecting data
that describes social practices and processes (Bryman & Bell, 2011). As explained by Bell,
Bryman, and Harley (2019), a qualitative method has the advantage of creating a nuanced
picture of a chosen topic, which was desired in this study.
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Data collection

The interviews were semi-structured in order to make the interviews structured but yet
dynamic. By using semi-structured interviews, we were able to, without deviating from the
research question, follow interesting side-tracks (Ericson, Torlind, & Wiberg Nilsson, 2016).
Semi-structured interviews also provide more thoughtful and vivid responses (Silverman,
2013). Furthermore, this method reduces the risk of guiding and influencing the respondents'
answers (Nygren, 2012).

In order to get a nuanced picture of the SMI, several perspectives were included.
Therefore, the data for this study was collected through interviews with employees from
marketing departments, sales departments and managers with an overall responsibility such
as CEOs. It was considered important to interview individuals in different positions in the
hierarchy, such as salespeople and CEOs, to capture different perceptions. Including several
perspectives, enabled a deeper, more complete and nuanced understanding of the dynamics
between the different parties. In total, 29 interviews were conducted. A compilation of the
interviews can be found in Table 1. The respondents were divided into the following groups;
Salesperson, Sales Manager, Marketer, Marketing Manager and Manager. In order to ensure
the anonymity of the respondents, characteristic details about their roles and the organization
they are working within have been left out. There are several reasons why protecting
anonymity is important. To begin with, the study involves sensitive subjects such as opinions
about colleagues, which could harm internal relationships if exposed. Furthermore,
information about internal dysfunctions could harm the legitimacy of an organization if made
public to customers. The risks mentioned above could, without guaranteed anonymity, make
respondents uncomfortable with participating or answering honestly, resulting in an
unwillingness to answer sensitive questions or a distortion of their opinions.

In order to create a structure and ensure that the interviews were comparable,
interview guides for the areas; Sales, Marketing and Managers were created. The interview
guides had the same themes and mostly similar predetermined questions, but were adapted to
the department/role of the respondent. Since we were interested in the different parties'
perspectives, the same guide was used for salespeople and sales managers (Sales) and the
same for marketers and marketing managers (Marketing). The interview guide for Managers
was thus for managers who have overall responsibility for both departments. The respondents
from this group were CEOs, regional managers, product managers and managers with
responsibility for both functions (sales and marketing). The themes used in the interview
guide were; Background, Organizational strategy and corporate culture, Customer relations,
Cooperation between sales and marketing and Technology and systems. Examples of
predetermined questions were: “What is your perception of the marketing/sales department?”
and “What effect has the digitalization of interactions had on the collaboration between the
departments?”. The follow-up questions were adapted depending on what the respondent
answered. Each interview ended with asking the respondent if he or she would like to add
something to the interview.

In order to test the quality of the interview questions before conducting the real
interviews, it is appropriate to perform a plot study (Ericson et al., 2016). Therefore, a test
interview was performed to ensure that the questions were comprehensible and suited the
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purpose of the study. After careful evaluation, the interview guide was revised in accordance
with the new insights. Due to the ongoing pandemic, we were not able to perform the
interviews in person. However, in order to make the interviews as close to a face-to-face
meeting as possible, the interviews were performed virtually with cameras over either Zoom
or Teams. The reason for using cameras was that a video meeting captures more information
than just a phone call by adding facial expressions and body language. The information
gained from noting facial expressions and body language, could be valuable to the study
according to Silverman (2017). In addition, there is a risk that researchers interpret the
questions in different ways, which can influence how the questions are asked to the
respondents (Bryman & Bell 2017). This risk was reduced through ensuring that both
interviewers were present through all interviews.

All interviews lasted between 40 to 80 minutes and were recorded after receiving
permission from the respondent. By having the interviews recorded, it was ensured that all
essential information was saved, which in turn enabled the data to be correctly rendered in the
empirical findings (Bryman & Bell, 2017). Moreover, recording interviews is advantageous
since it allows the interviewers to fully focus on the interview instead of taking notes at the
same time (Bryman & Bell, 2011). However, there is always a risk that the respondents do
not dare to speak freely and completely truthfully about all questions, especially when
interviewing different departments about their relationships, which can be amplified by the
interviews being recorded. To reduce this risk, we made sure to ask if the respondent was
comfortable with recording and also ensured that the recording would remain confidential.
All respondents received information at the first contact that they were guaranteed
anonymity.

IRole Number of interviews
Salesperson 6

Sales Manager 6

Marketer A

Marketing Manager 5

Manager 3

Total 29

Table 1. List of interviews

Data analysis

When analysing the empirical data, a grounded theory approach was applied. Grounded
theory approach means that the collection and analysis of data starts before the theoretical
framework has been determined. Martin and Turner (1986) argue that this approach allows
the researchers to enter the field of research with an open mind. Furthermore, it is easier to
perform an analysis right after an interview, when the experience is still “fresh” in mind. If
the analysis of the collected data does not start until the end of the process, it might be more
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difficult to remember details or initial reflection. Therefore, the data was analyzed throughout
the whole data collection process.

The interviews were transcribed right after the interviews were performed. In addition
to this, notes were taken in order to summarize the most relevant parts of the interviews. All
interviews have been conducted in Swedish and transcribed in Swedish. All quotes used in
the findings are thus translated into English which involves a risk of the meaning getting lost
in translation. This risk was mitigated through having both researchers involved in the
translation process, and using a dictionary when needed. In order to make sense of the data
and facilitate searching in the material after potential inquiries (Silverman, 2017), coding was
used. A thematic data analysis was used to identify patterns or common themes/categories
from the transcribed interviews and the notes (Bell et al., 2019). Since the aim was not to
investigate a specific industry, we chose to not distinguish and analyze the results based on
the different industries, but only focused on #ow the respondents handled and experienced the
coordination between the two functions. The first step in analysing and structuring the
empirical data, keywords that were considered central to the aim of the study were
highlighted. When we started to see patterns in the empirical material, categories for the
codes were created. Since the coding started before determining the theoretical framework,
the codes were used to choose the theory most suitable for the empirical material instead of
adapting empirical material to a theoretical framework. By using the grounded theory
approach, it became clear that the theoretical framework coordination suited our empirical
data. The theoretical articles in the theoretical framework were handled the same way as the
transcribed material - by using coding. The coding process began with using the same
categories/themes that were created for the empirical material. Throughout the coding
process, new, relevant aspects from the theory were added. The selected themes were then
evaluated continuously throughout the process. Examples of themes were roles, systems,
personal relationships, information sharing, etc. To ensure that no interesting information was
left out, a category was created for quotes that did not fit any theme but were found valuable
to our research.

Empirical findings

The theoretical concepts used as headings in the theoretical framework, have also been used
for structuring the empirical data. Moreover, the empirical findings regarding the impact of
the increased digitalization will be presented throughout the whole chapter in relation to the
theoretical concepts.

Defining the empirical setting

Having the functions sales and marketing as two separate departments is common in
companies selling less complicated, more standardised solutions/products. A majority of the
respondents working within sales in companies with sales and marketing as two separate
departments have expressed that there are deeply rooted cultural differences between the two
departments. One salesperson even stated that these differences had been present in all his
previous workplaces. Many of the respondents working within a separate sales department
perceived people working within marketing to consider themselves superior to, more
sophisticated and more well-educated than people working within sales, resulting in a
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one-way communication between the departments where the marketers tell salespeople how
they should do their job without being open to feedback from salespeople. Moreover, some
respondents working within sales perceived people from the marketing department to have an
unrealistic view of reality, making their suggestions completely irrelevant for the daily work
of salespeople. An example depicting the lack of alignment between the two departments,
was given by Salesperson 1. Salesperson 1 explained that the marketing department had
developed a sales manuscript that they wanted salespeople to follow in their conversations
with customers. However, the salespeople never used the manuscript when talking to
customers, since it did not correspond to a realistic dialogue. Salesperson 1 stated that it is
impossible for marketers to develop a working manuscript, since they do not have any direct
communication with customers and never ask for the opinions of salespeople. As a result of
the cultural differences and lack of communication, Salesperson 1 considered the relationship
between the two departments to be inefficient and filled with conflicts.

The dysfunctions between the two departments look different from a marketing
perspective. Often, salespeople are perceived by marketers to be difficult to reach and
unwilling to take part in projects initiated by the marketing department. As described by
several marketers, there is a lack of motivation among salespeople to engage in long-term
marketing projects that will not immediately generate sales numbers for them. Salespeople
are depicted by marketers to be a bit reluctant to change and focused on immediate results
and provision - things that will be rewarding for their specific department. Marketing
Manager 2 for example, described a situation where marketing tried to implement an
initiative to increase the online presence of the salespeople on their digital platforms. The
initiative was based on thorough research on customer demand, and would likely increase the
sales numbers, which according to Marketer 3 could benefit salespeople.

I don't know why they don't bite. I have tried to talk inspirationally at their
meetings, and explain how they should do it, but no, most of them are still not
doing it. Could it be their high age? [...] Salespeople are more about here and now.
They don't need this right now, so it just becomes an extra burden outside their
daily tasks.[...] One solution might be to take in an expert to explain the
advantages to them. Then, maybe they will listen... (Marketer 3)

However, several respondents from both departments also highlighted positive sides of
having the functions separated. If kept separated, the departments can keep their
specialization, which enables them to contribute to the organization in different ways.
Moreover, some respondents emphasized that the personal qualities of the individuals
working in each department determine whether there is a successful collaboration between
the two departments or not. Salesperson 2 stated that:

It is not enough for a marketer to just be good at communicating externally to
customers, you also have to be able to take in information from other departments.
Otherwise, there is a risk that they do not understand what they are marketing.|...]
This has worked with some marketers, others not. I think it is a question of
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personality. You need to be humble and curious as a person to be a good marketer.
(Salesperson 2)

In companies that offer very complex, expensive and long-term investments that require
maintenance from the selling company, a more integrated organizational solution of the
functions marketing and sales is often applied. An integrated solution looks different in
different companies. In most cases, the marketing department consists of only one person and
works as a support function to sales. Supporting sales often means providing them with
necessary material for their work, such as brochures, design of the website and showcases for
fairs. In these cases, the marketer is often part of the work of the sales department - joining
fairs and meetings with customers to get input for their work. Another, more uncommon
solution is to have the functions marketing and sales as one, common department. The same
cultural differences and dynamics described by respondents working in a company with sales
and marketing as two separate departments, were also present in most organizations with an
integrated, organizational solution. However, the dysfunctions seemed to be less extensive
and the collaboration between the two departments generally worked more factionless
according to respondents from both marketing and sales.

Structural coordination - organizational design elements

Plans and rules

Organizing fairs is often a common project for sales and marketing, according to almost all
respondents. When planning a fair, a majority of the respondents stated that defining
responsibilities beforehand is a vital factor to avoid conflict and increase the chances of a
successful collaboration between the departments. In most companies, the responsibility of
planning the participation and designing the fair stand lies on the marketing department.
However, it is often the people working within sales that are going to be present during the
fair. Therefore, they are often involved in the planning process to give their opinion. Due to
the ongoing pandemic, most fairs have been replaced by a digital version. In the planning and
execution of the new, digital events, many respondents described the collaboration between
sales and marketing to be more strained. In several companies, the area of responsibility for
the sales department is not as obvious as before, since the physical presence of the
salespeople is no longer needed during digital events. Because of this, the marketing
department does not include salespeople in the planning process to the same extent anymore,
despite their insight in customer needs. However, there was one company where the
collaboration continued to be successful when the fairs were replaced with digital events. The
reason for the success was described to derive from the fact that the functions kept their areas
of responsibility from before the pandemic, and continued performing the digital fairs as
similar to the original fairs as possible.

The digitalizations of meetings have been expressed by a majority of the respondents
to have made the workday more efficient and easier to plan due to the absence of
transportation, set time and informal conversations. The role of planning has also become
more central since it is no longer possible to take anything spontaneously and expect
meetings to “just happen” at the office. As a consequence of the improved structure of the
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workday, several respondents perceive it to have become easier to book a meeting with
someone.

Roles

Several respondents emphasized the importance of clearly defined roles for a successful
collaboration between different functions. Sales Manager 5 stated that the top management
recently implemented an organizational change including creating a clear role structure for
people working within sales and marketing, as a response to the dysfunctions between the
two departments. After the organizational change, the collaboration between the two
departments enhanced markedly. Moreover, Sales Manager 5 explained that the improved
role structure also promoted the development of mutual respect between the two departments.

In addition to having a clear role structure, a majority of the respondents within both
sales, marketing and management highlighted the importance of developing an understanding
for the work of other functions and their roles in relation to their own. An understanding of
the work of other departments was found to make it easier to ask the right person for help and
facilitate the feedback process. Some respondents within both marketing and sales gave
examples of activities (arranged by management) that improved their understanding of the
roles within the other department. Examples mentioned by several of them were common
projects and/or educational days/events where representatives from the other department
inform the other department of their work. Moreover, personal relationships between people
from sales and marketing were described to facilitate the understanding of the roles of people
from the other department.

Furthermore, one manager stated that due to the fact that the employees felt confident
in their roles, the collaboration between sales and marketing worked well despite the fact that
the two departments faced conflicting goals. Moreover, some respondents described cases
where a person within the organization served as a bridge between the separated departments
marketing and sales. An example of such a person was described by Manager 2:

The same person that is responsible for marketing is the same person who coaches
our customer teams. That person is deeply involved in the activities of every team.
It is a coincidence but it turned out to be a very good match since what customers
say and need can be taken up to the marketing department. [...] We have just been
lucky that that person is interested in and good at coaching. (Manager 2)

The above mentioned quote was hence not the result of a planned strategy to enhance
interactions between departments, but rather a result of an individualized role based on the
fact that the marketer also was good at coaching. The information spreading function was
thereby solely a positive side effect. The strategy of creating individualized roles based on the
interest and competences of the employee, is described as a success factor by several
respondents.

We adapt the roles so that people can work with what they like and what they are
interested in. I think this has been a success factor for us since people can work
with what they are good at. (Manager 6)
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Common goals

Conflicting goals between departments is a common phenomenon in companies who have
sales and marketing as two separate functions. For example, Sales Manager 3 stated that their
sales department is responsible for all sales except for the sales that are done through their
web page, which is marketing’s area of responsibility. This could, according to Sales
Manager 3, create an incentive for the marketing department to solely create campaigns
promoting digital sales, harming the performance of the company as a whole. Having
conflicting, departmental goals between the functions sales and marketing is described by a
majority of the respondents to cause dysfunctions between the departments. A few
respondents from both marketing and sales describe the departments to be working parallel to
each other without any communication or collaboration, striving to get as much resources as
possible to their own department without considering what is best for the company as a
whole. In some cases, respondents described situations where they have had absolutely no
insight in, or respect for, the work of the other department.

It happens that I stumble upon a marketing campaign of ours that I have never
seen before and wonder, is that really what we stand for? (Salesperson 5)

The dysfunctions described above sometimes harm customer relationships, according to some
respondents. For example, Salesperson 6 stated that:

Sometimes, marketing sends out e-mails with offerings that we have not been
informed of. Then our customers contact us with questions that we do not have
the time to answer about an offering that we know nothing about. This causes
confusion among our customers and more work for us. (Salesperson 6)

The dysfunctions related to conflicting goals are described to be intensified if the departments
are under heavy pressure from top management to achieve their departmental goals. Several
respondents working within the sales department stated that they start acting in their own
self-interest and are less prone to support the work of other departments if they are on the
verge of failing to deliver their high sales target.

When you are out in the field fighting to deliver, you only care about reaching
your selling target here and now. When you are under pressure, you do not want
to waste your time on helping the marketing department with projects that will not
help you to close the deal with a customer. (Salesperson 1)

A majority of the respondents emphasized the importance of aligning the efforts of marketing
and sales through giving them a common goal to strive for. The most common way of doing
this among our respondents is to work customer-oriented. In practice, customer-orientation is
often performed through creating teams around each customer with employees from different
departments. In most cases, these solutions were a natural result of having large, long-term
clients, making them the obvious focus. Several respondents within both marketing, sales and
management gave other examples of how their companies (intentionally or unintentionally)
aligned the interests of marketing and sales; to work product-oriented or to give the
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departments other common projects to work on. These different solutions were all described
to make the departments work in the same direction and facilitate the communication and
collaboration between them. In some cases, the creation of a common goal was the result of a
conscious organizational change with the purpose of improving the coordination between the
functions of sales and marketing.

We have become better at involving each other. There is always a person from
sales in the team when developing [marketing] campaigns. Before, we did not
collaborate so the campaigns were not based on reality. [...] The [organizational]
initiative came from discussions in different management teams where many
people had a say in what had to be done. Before, we had conflicting goals, but
now they have worked with the corporate strategy and how to create common
goals so that everyone works in the same direction. We have come a long way. It
is not a one man show - everyone should contribute with what they can towards a
common goal. (Sales Manager 6)

We often work together on projects. Campaigns for example, usually start from an
initiative from us and then sales get involved to give their input. We try to make it
a fun event to work with the campaigns. This makes the campaigns better and
everyone is engaged in the outcome. I think it is important to have fun, it prevents
conflicts. Sales also prefers to present these common projects to the customer
since they are proud of the outcome. (Marketer 1)

Moreover, creating common goals for the two departments can be achieved through having
marketing as a support function to sales. When the role of marketing is to support the work of
sales, the two functions work towards a common goal - reaching the selling targets. This
solution is common in companies that sell complex, long-term solutions where the role of the
salespeople is central.

Relational coordination

The role of relationships

From the interviews, it became clear that relationships play a central role for both the
well-being and the performance of employees. The digitalization of interactions have
different implications for relationships depending on context and the nature of the
relationship. Almost every respondent stated that digital interactions work rather well with
someone you already know, but not so well with someone you have never met in person
before. Digital interactions was hence described to be sufficient for entertaining already
existent relationships, but not for building new relationships. Making almost all interactions
digital, has affected the internal relationships in several ways. Regarding digitalization of
team-meetings, the implications differ depending on the nature of the meeting. Some
questions are easily, and efficiently dealt with online - even more than face-to-face, according
to several respondents. Meetings where the purpose is to quickly exchange information, to
make small decisions or to do a check off are unproblematic to make digital. However,
meatings that require discussions or creativity or include sensitive subjects or many
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participants, are more difficult to perform digitally according to a majority of the
respondents.

It gets more efficient but a lot more boring. [...] Exchanging information and
making concrete decisions is more efficient to do online because you get more
structured. You are forced to become more structured online. But to be creative
and when dealing with tougher, more sensitive questions, it is better to sit together
so that you can read the body language. (Manager 8)

Moreover, several respondents working as managers emphasized the fact that it is hard to
create a “team-spirit” in digital meetings. They stated that their ability to support and
motivate their staff decreased drastically in digital meetings. In addition to this, almost all
respondents stated that the informal meetings disappear if you do not meet in person, since
natural ways to “small-talk” disappear - all interaction has to happen through scheduled
meetings. This creates a situation which harms both the mental health of the employees, and
the relationships between them. Some managers explained that teams that have to have a lot
of team meetings to perform their daily work have kept their cohesion relatively intact, since
they have scheduled meetings every day and are thereby “forced” to keep up their
interactions. Teams with relatively independent work tasks on the other hand, have to a larger
extent lost the strength of their cohesion. Furthermore, the independent teams also tend to
lose a grip of what the other team members are doing, since they can not “overhear them
talking to someone”, “look above their shoulder” or “catch up” by the coffee machine.
Marketing Manager 2 has tried to minimize the negative impact by scheduling a coffee
meeting with the team every morning where they can have informal conversations and
“check in" on each other. According to Marketing Manager 2, this has to some extent
compensated for the face-to-face interactions, but it is far from enough. Some organizations
have tried to implement relation building activities digitally, such as virtual “After Works”,
with very limited results. Moreover, several respondents with management roles described
the digitalization of interactions to have a negative impact on the integration of new
employees. The reasons were stated to be that it is difficult to make them feel welcome and
make them part of the organizational culture through digital meetings.

It feels a bit tough because I have gotten new personnel that I have not met yet.
[...] T feel bad for them. I mean, how welcome do they feel when they have not
even met their closest manager? [...] It would have been better to meet in person,
take a cup of coffee or an AW so that you can build a relationship with them [...] I
recently had an informative meeting online with newly hired staff and I think it is
completely worthless. [...] You try to make it nice and make some jokes, but when
you can't see any reactions everything falls flat, which makes me stick to just
giving them information. [...] It is boring for both me and them. (Manager 5)

Relationships between different functions
There is a consensus among the respondents, that relations play a vital role for the
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collaboration between sales and marketing. By some respondents, personal relationships were
even described to compensate for dysfunctional structures and conflicting goals.

Sometimes the departmental goals [for sales and marketing] go against each other.
[...] In our case, the collaboration works very well because we have known each
other for many ears and have a good relationship. [...] In other departments, on the
other hand, I know they have issues with the collaboration due to conflicting
goals. (Manager 9)

Several respondents stated that personal relationships between people from sales and
marketing, create an environment where the different perspectives and opinions between the
two departments become constructive and unpretentious. If the people within both sales and
marketing respect each other's opinions, the two departments can complement each other in
projects and thereby create a better outcome than if they would not have collaborated.
Moreover, if there are personal relationships between people within sales and marketing, they
can easily ask each other for help and exchange information informally. One sales manager
claimed that the relationships and the successful collaboration between sales and marketing
are enabled by the fact that there is no hierarchy in their organization.

Customer relationships

The statement that digital interactions are sufficient for entertaining already existent
relationships, but not for building new relationships is also accurate for external relationships
(relationships with customers). What causes the difficulties in external meetings with new
customers is, according to almost all respondents within sales, that it is hard to create frust in
a digital meeting. The respondents working within sales explained that it is almost impossible
to build a trusting relationship with a new customer through a digital meeting, which is a vital
part of B2B selling. Most respondents did not perceive it to be an issue to maintain trust with
already existing customers in digital meetings. However, some respondents found it hard to
“seal the deal” with existing customers in digital meetings when it requires them to make a
new, large investment.

Information sharing

Information sharing between sales and marketing can happen in different ways and contexts.
Some respondents describe that they use digital tools, such as online platforms, for
information sharing across different functions. In some organizations, they have developed
one common platform where all information and communication channels are gathered in one
place. Almost all respondents working within organizations with one common platform had a
positive attitude towards the platform. One example of such a platform was described by
Marketing Manager 1. Marketing Manager 1 explained that the company has a digital
platform where the marketing department shares documents with policies and work processes
that the other departments are supposed to follow. When the marketing department creates
and updates these policies and work processes, the marketing department seeks input
informally from the departments that work closer to the customers (for example the sales
department) in order to make the documents relevant for the users. The platform also includes
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contact information to people within the organization, corporate news, control documents,
educational material. Moreover, the platform can be used for sharing feedback. Another
positive effect is that more documents are uploaded online instead of only saved on the
employee's own server which makes the information available for other employees.
Marketing Manager 1 stated that the platform is an efficient way of making sure all
employees have the same information easily at hand and work in accordance with the
company policies, making it easier to create a common picture of what the company stands
for. In a few other organizations, a variety of different platforms were used for different
needs. Respondents working in organizations using several platforms, expressed a feeling of
confusion and inefficient communication and information sharing.

If there are too many systems and software, you have to learn them all and it is
probably up to 10 systems just for the basics, for example, everything from HR,
business systems, technology platforms, travel invoices, sales platforms, etc. You
almost drown in systems and when you get in technology trouble, there are
several different supports for different systems that you have to contact. For the
future, I think it is very important to clean up this jungle. If we want to work
digitally, the systems should be intuitive and simple so you do not notice that you
work digitally, it should just flow, then it will be more efficient. (Salesperson 3)

However, having one common platform is not free from complications either. Marketing
manager 1 stated that “A system is never better than the one using it”, which is something
several respondents agree with. Age is one factor emphasized by several respondents to be
affecting adaptability to new digital systems since the younger generations are raised in a
more digitalized world. In addition to this, some respondents explained that not everyone
uses the common platforms. Marketing Manager 3 for example, stated that people within the
sales department rarely use their common information sharing platform, making it useless
from an information sharing perspective.

Another way to promote information sharing between sales and marketing is to either
invite each other to department specific meetings or to have regular meetings where the two
departments can share information, give feedback and discuss ideas. Both solutions were
present in several companies and were described by several respondents to promote the
integration between the two departments, making their work more aligned and the outcome
more successful due to the utilization of the different competences of the two functions.
Moreover, one respondent stated that the mutual respect between the departments enhanced
after the implementation of the regular meetings, due to an increased level of insight into the
daily work of the other department. Arranging continuous mandatory education for the whole
company is another way to facilitate learning and to create a common picture of the work
processes within the organizations, according to some respondents. Furthermore, working
customer oriented is stated by several respondents to improve information sharing between
different functions. If working in customer teams consisting of employees from different
departments, there is a natural, cross-functional information exchange according to the
respondents.

During the current Covid-19 pandemic, face-to-face interactions are almost
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completely replaced by digital meetings. The digitalization of internal and external meetings
creates a new context for cross-functional information sharing. To begin with, almost all
respondents find it hard to create natural ways of having informal conversations digitally.
They explain that when situations such as meeting up at the coffee machine or taking a lunch
together at work no longer appear, the informal conversations are taken away from their
workday. Since a majority of the respondents consider these informal meetings to be where
the real creativity happens, cross-functional information is shared, relationships are built,
decisions are made and truthful opinions are spoken, an important part of the cross-functional
communication is lost when all meetings become digital.

There are advantages of working remotely from home. Many think it is more
comfortable and easier to concentrate at home. [...] However, there is a risk that
the knowledge exchange is harmed. (Manager 8)

Furthermore, a majority of respondents expressed that the opportunity for fruitful discussions
is very limited in a digital setting, since it is hard to create a working dynamic digitally when
there are more than two people in a meeting. The digital setting makes it harder to “break in”
with a comment at the right time, technical delays make the participants unintentionally
interrupt each other and the attention span of the participants is much shorter. Formal, digital
meetings with more than two participants thereby creates situations where one person simply
“informs” the rest of the participants. Some respondents even stated that this type of meeting
could be replaced by a pre-recorded presentation. Moreover, a digital setting enables the
participants to multitask (such as reading e-mails) during the meeting without being exposed.
As a result, the participants often have a split focus which makes the speaker insecure. A
majority of the respondents perceive this problem to decrease when the participants have
their camera on. However, using cameras is not a guarantee for having the attention of the
participants since it is possible to look concentrated while doing something else on the
computer during the meeting. Moreover, the risk of technical difficulties tends to increase
when using cameras, resulting in a less natural talking dynamic between the participants.

Many respondents within both sales, marketing and management have announced
physical proximity between the departments to facilitate information sharing. However, when
digital meetings during the pandemic have become a norm, the communication between
departments with long geographical distance has been facilitated. Some respondents stated
that due to the digitalization of all interactions, it no longer matters where you are situated -
everyone is equally far away in the digital world. The removal of physical distance as a
barrier for meetings, is according to almost all respondents a positive thing that enables them
to have a more efficient workday.

Analysis

From our findings, it has become clear that tensions between the functions marketing and
sales are common. However, the coordination of the two departments also seems to offer a lot
of potential for increased organizational performance. After analyzing the empirical findings
in relation to the theoretical framework, a pattern became clear. The statements made by the
respondents about each theoretical concept, could in fact be categorized into either a
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description of closeness/distance or structure/flexibility. Therefore, the analysis will be
structured with closeness/distance and structure/flexibility as the main headings, and the
theoretical concepts from the empirical findings and theoretical framework will be analyzed
in relation to these.

Closeness vs. distance

Closeness/distance between the functions sales and marketing can be experienced within
several areas. The relevant areas identified from the empirical findings are cognitive,
organizational and relational. Having too much distance within several areas, obstructs the
cross-functional coordination and creates a situation of structural insularity where the two
functions work in silos. There is an interplay between the different areas, which means that
closeness/distance may affect the closeness/distance in another area. For example,
organizational closeness may facilitate relational closeness. Moreover, strong closeness in
one area can compensate for distance in another area. Through analyzing how
closeness/distance i1s created within the different areas, we will be able to find out how
various coordinating mechanisms can facilitate closeness between the functions marketing
and sales.

Cognitive

From previous research on the SMI, the different “thought worlds” of the functions marketing
and sales have become apparent. The different perspectives of the two departments enable
them to contribute to the organization in different ways (Beverland et al., 2016). However,
Malshe et al., (2017) state that the different perceptions of the two departments may result in
misunderstandings and destructive patterns. From our empirical findings, it has become clear
that the different thought worlds derive from the fact that the purpose of the roles differs
vastly. Salespeople have an ad-hoc focus on serving the needs of their own customers, while
marketers have a more holistic perspective with focus on the message of the company.
Moreover, salespeople often focus on managing the present since they have concrete
sales-targets to meet every month, quarter and/or year. Marketers on the other hand, serve the
more long-term mission of strengthening the brand and increasing the awareness of the
company. Without successful coordination between the two functions, the boundaries
between the functions become impassable and conflicts of interest easily emerge. As a result,
the two departments often fight over resources and work in different directions without
communicating with each other.

The distance between the thought worlds of marketing and sales can be compared to
the concept of having “high task conflict”, which is described by Clagett and Karahanna
(2018) as a situation where the nature of expertise and role significantly differ between two
parties. Having high task conflict is a facilitator of coordination, but only if there is low
relational conflict between the parties which requires the parties to have mutual respect for
one another (Clagett & Karahanna, 2018). In our empirical findings, there has been a clear
pattern in how various respondents describe the different perspectives of the two
departments. In companies where the respondents claim to have respect for the work of the
other department, the differences are described to be constructive and enriching. This goes in
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line with the findings by Gittell (2016), who claims that mutual respect is a vital part of
relational coordination. In other companies, where respondents perceive the work of the other
department to be inefficient or incomprehensible, the differences are described as separators
or reasons for relational conflict. From this, it can be concluded that it is unavoidable and
desirable for the two functions to have different thought worlds, since it lies in the nature of
their roles and allows the company to benefit from their specialization. However, the
perceptual distance is only constructive when there is mutual respect between the
departments.

In order to achieve coordination and thereby utilize the benefits of the perceptual
differences described above, one solution could be to decrease the cognitive distance in ways
that allows the functions to keep their specialization. This may be done through giving them a
common framework of meaning (Beverland et al., 2016). From our empirical findings, several
ways of creating a common framework of meaning has been identified. One way of aligning
the interests of the two functions and thereby provide them with incentives to collaborate, is
to give them a common goal or reward system to strive for. This is a well established strategy
in the coordination literature (Ruiz-Alba et al., 2019; Rouzig¢s, et al., 2005; Menon, Jaworski,
& Kohli, 1997). Empirically, the effect of creating a common goal was depicted by for
example Sales Manager 6, who stated that the collaboration between sales and marketing had
improved markedly after the implementation of an organizational initiative to create a
common goal for them. However, there could be a risk of implementing a common reward
system for the two functions. A common reward system creates an incentive to collaborate,
but also makes the two functions become more dependent on each other since their reward
lies in the hands of another department. In the best of worlds, this makes the departments
realize the value of each other when it becomes visible that the work of the other department
positively impacts the outcome. However, when your reward is dependent on the
performance of someone with a different thought world, conflicts regarding the course of
action to reach the goal might occur. As a result, the tensions between the departments could
increase even further. However, having separate or even conflicting goals are described in the
empirical findings to give the departments incentives to work in different directions and serve
their own interests, which might result in an increased cognitive distance. Thus, creating a
successful reward system requires careful consideration where both context and
characteristics of individuals should be included. Moreover, there might be a need to change
the design of the reward system regularly due to changing circumstances, such as increased
digitalization or new employees.

Another way to create a common framework of meaning that is supported by both the
empirical findings and the research of Beverland et al. (2016), is to work customer oriented.
In organizations where they have few, large customers and offer technically advanced and
expensive long-term solutions, working customer orientated often comes naturally. As a
result, the different functions automatically share a common organizational logic. Moreover,
when teams are constituted around the customers, the teams often involve members of
different functions. Working together in customer teams, facilitates interactions and thereby
the creation of shared knowledge between different functions, according to both our findings
and previous research (Beverland et al., 2016)
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Lastly, a common framework of meaning can be created through the usage of
boundary objects. Boundary objects are stated to serve as a common denominator since they
facilitate interaction, align work and create shared meaning (Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009). In
the empirical findings, the boundary objects described were online platforms for information
sharing and communication. For example, education is a function in many platforms that both
spreads information and creates a common perspective by conveying the organization's point
of view on ethics, morality, security and organizational changes, etcetera. From the
descriptions of these platforms, it can be concluded that when the organization has one
common platform for all information sharing and internal communication, there are positive
effects on the creation of a shared perspective throughout the whole organization. When there
are several platforms for information sharing and communication on the other hand, the
platforms no longer serve as boundary objects since the creation of a shared perspective is
left out. Instead, too many different systems lead to confusion and fragmentation.
Furthermore, it is not automatically given that a platform works as a boundary object even if
everything is gathered in one place. Both the empirical findings and coordination theory
(Ruiz-Alba et al., 2019) agree that a digital system is dependent on the digital knowledge of
the users. Without adequate knowledge, there is a risk that the platform is used in the wrong
way or not at all, resulting in a loss of potential benefits. Marketing Manager 3, for example,
described that the sales department rarely uses the platform. If people from one department
are hesitant to use the platform, the reason for their behaviour should be analyzed before
making any changes to the platform. Their negative attitude towards the platform may derive
from factors outside the design of the platform. An example of such a factor could be status
barriers between different groups of employees, which is described by Okhuysen and Bechky
(2009) to result in an unwillingness among low status employees to share information with
high status employees. Even though status barriers are not explicitly described by the
respondents in the empirical findings, there are implications of status differences in
statements from salespeople where they describe marketers to consider themselves superior
and more well-educated. Moreover, previous research has identified clear status barriers
between marketing and sales, where marketers often have a higher status (Malshe et al.,
2017). Therefore, performing a critical investigation of potential status barriers might be a
good idea if a specific department refuses to use the common platform for no obvious reason.

The rapid transition to remote work and digital meetings has entailed a large
transformation of the work in organizations. Although changes in organizations often receive
a critical response from employees, a majority of the respondents had a positive attitude
towards their organization's handling of the forced digital transformation. A majority of the
respondents expressed that the transition to remote work has been surprisingly frictionless
and that the pandemic in some cases has resulted in an increased solidarity and collaboration
between the functions sales and marketing. This could be explained by Gittell's (2016)
approach on how to create a successful organizational change. She highlights the importance
of knowing why the change is necessary, what behaviors and changes that are required and a
common vision of the change. The reason for the positive attitude towards the organizational
change could hence be that everyone knows why the change is necessary and share a common
fear of the virus. Since the pandemic strongly affects the society as a whole, it results in a
situation where employees share the same vision on how to survive. Moreover, there is no
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doubt as to why the change must take place and it is clear that working digitally from home is
what needs to be done. The difficulties of the transformation does hence seem to be mitigated
by the fact that the different parties (colleagues, departments, customers, etcetera) are
cognitively close in the situation.

Organizational

Among other things, work relationships are shaped by organizational structures (Heaphy et
al., 2018). According to Gittell et al. (2010), cross-functional relations can be improved
through a redesign of the organizational structures (Gittell, 2011). The two functions
marketing and sales can be organized in many different ways, with various levels of distance
between them. The organizing of the two departments goes from completely integrated (total
closeness) with one person managing both functions, to completely distant with two separate
departments without any common tasks. From our empirical findings, it became clear that
organizational distance between the two departments creates an increased vulnerability for
dysfunctions. Organizationally distant functions, hence seem to require an increased level of
closeness in other areas to achieve coordination, compared to closely integrated functions.
However, there are ways to decrease the organizational distance between separated
departments. Organizing teams around customers, with team members from different
functions, is shown to improve coordination according to both our empirical findings and
previous research (Beverland et al., 2016), since team-meetings facilitate interactions and the
creation of shared knowledge between the team members (Gittell, 2002). Moreover,
cross-functional teamwork facilitates cross-functional communication and relationships
without taking away the positive effects of specialization (Gittell, 2011). Another way to
decrease the organizational distance between separated departments could be through the
usage of boundary spanners, which is stated by Okhuysen and Bechky (2009) and Gittell
(2002) to facilitate work integration and interactions between different functions. Empirically,
this phenomenon was present in several companies. For example, Manager 2 described that
their team-coach served as a bridge between the functions marketing and sales, and thereby
facilitated the cross-functional information sharing.

Bureaucratic structures tend to enhance the ties within different functions, promoting
the creation of functional silos and harming the connections between different functions
(Gittell, 2011). Empirically, this was shown through a statement by one respondent who
claimed that the relationships and the successful collaboration between sales and marketing
were enabled by the fact that there is no hierarchy in their organization. Hence, bureaucracy
and hierarchies could be expected to create organizational distance between sales and
marketing.

Another organizational factor that impacts the closeness/distance between the two
departments is how the workspace is arranged. According to previous research, a reduction of
physical barriers between different departments could improve collaboration (Beverland et
al., 2016). Moreover, physical proximity is described to facilitate communication,
relationship building and cross-functional role perception since it creates familiarity and
visibility (Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009). The physical aspect of organizational
closeness/distance is a central part of the empirical findings, since proximity forcefully has
been replaced by remote work and digital meetings due to the current pandemic. The
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digitalization of meetings has reduced the role of physical distance, since everyone has the
same opportunity to contact each other regardless of location. Hence, the digitalization of
meetings has reduced barriers between physically distant actors (for example if the two
departments are located in different cities). However, the empirical findings have confirmed
that physical proximity is a vital part for relationship building, while digital meetings mainly
serve to maintain already existing relationships. This goes in line with the statement of
Ruiz-Alba et al. (2019), that digital transformation may decrease human interaction, and
thereby result in a less intense cross-functional coordination and a risk of causing
depersonalization. Moreover, the empirical findings imply that cameras in meetings seem to
be an attempt to substitute physical meetings since cameras enable the user to interpret facial
expressions and body language. However, technical issues are a common problem harming
the quality of interactions. Furthermore, there are some aspects of human interaction that
often disappear in a digital context such as trust building, creativity and jokes. Thus, it
becomes clear that it is not possible to replace human contact with digital meetings even if
there are tools that can improve the situation somewhat. The same difficulties of building
internal relationships through digital meetings is also accurate for external meetings,
according to our findings. Since customer relationships affect the tasks of employees (Gittell,
2011), the difficulties of building customer relationships could harm the coordination
between marketing and sales.

Relational

Gittell (2011) emphasizes the importance of relationships in organizations, and considers the
fact that employees are unique individuals with the ability to build personal relationships.
Close personal relationships were described by some respondents in the empirical findings to
compensate for distance in other areas. Many of these relationships derive from working
together for a long time (in some cases 20 years). However, there are obvious risks of having
a coordination that is dependent on the personal relationship between two individuals. For
example, the coordination might erode if one of these individuals resigns. Furthermore, if the
coordination of two departments relies on personal relationships that are built up during a
long time, there is a risk of keeping employees for too long in the same positions and thereby
miss out on potential competence exchange. Moreover, Clagett and Karahanna (2018) explain
that it is an insufficient strategy to rely on close personal relationships within the
organization. Therefore, Clagett and Karahanna (2018) proposes an increased focus on
creating high quality work relationships. These relationships should, according to Gittell
(2016) be built on shared goals, shared knowledge and mutual respect. Working relations
improve, and are improved by, communication that is “frequent, timely, accurate, and
problem-solving” (Gittell, 2011, p. 3). In the empirical findings, a positive connection
between some of these building blocks for relational coordination became visible.

One clear implication that was accurate for several organizations, was that
cross-functional information sharing (through for example common meetings or informal
interactions) creates shared knowledge through improving the understanding of and respect
for the work of the other function. This connection goes in line with the research by Hsu et al.
(2012) and Clagett and Karahanna (2018), where they concluded that information sharing
improves role perception within organizations. Both previous research on SMI (Guenzi &
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Troilo, 2006) and coordination theory (Mora Cortez & Johnston, 2017) have shown that
having an understanding of the role of other employees positively impacts efficiency and
customer value. That role perception affects the efficiency and customer value became
apparent in the empirical findings through examples where the lack of cross-functional
information sharing and shared knowledge caused inefficiency and harmed customer
relationships. One of these examples were the descriptions of Salesperson 1, where the
marketing department had developed a sales-manuscript that was never used. Another
example was given by Salesperson 6, who explained that the marketing department
sometimes developed campaigns without informing nor considering the consequences for
people working within sales. This resulted in more work for salespeople and difficulties in
acting professionally towards customers due to information asymmetry, which derived from
the fact that the customers knew more about the campaign than the salespeople who received
questions from the customers.

Furthermore, the empirical findings showed that mutual respect between the
functions, facilitates a problem-solving communication between them where their different
opinions were considered constructive and enriching. The interplay between these factors was
hence shown to build a foundation for closeness in work relations if applying the definition of
Gittell (2016; 2011). Close work relations between the departments does in turn make it
easier for people to ask each other for help and exchange information informally - the
departments develop shared knowledge. There does hence seem to be a mutually reinforcing
process between these factors, which goes in line with the statements of Gittell (2011).

Moreover, the importance of frequent communication became visible in the empirical
findings. For example, it was depicted in the statements of several managers who described
the frequency of digital team meetings to be the deciding factor for whether a team kept or
lost their cohesion when remote work became the norm. Actively maintaining frequent
communication, even if the work tasks do not require frequent meetings, does hence seem to
be an important factor for entertaining relational closeness in a digital context. Furthermore,
several respondents described that digital interactions are relatively unproblematic with
people you have an already existing relationship with, but very difficult with people you do
not know. This goes in line with the thoughts of Gittell (2016), who describe high quality
working relationships to be a vital precondition for successful usage of digital solutions.

Structure vs. flexibility

In coordination research, the role of structure plays a vital part. In our study, we have
identified two areas in which the degree of structure is central, namely for knowing who does
what and for knowing what type of meeting that serves the purpose.

Knowing who does what

In accordance with Okhuysen and Bechky (2009), the empirical findings shed light on the
importance of having a clear role structure for achieving coordination. However, several
respondents stated that having individually adapted roles is a success factor. This could be
described as being flexible to the human factor and thereby gives space for individual
variation. However, not applying standardized roles could make it more difficult for
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managers to define roles and more time consuming to put together teams. Moreover, it might
create higher demands on other employees to make an effort in developing an understanding
of the role of others. From our empirical findings, and according to previous research (Hsu et
al., 2012; Clagett & Karahanna, 2018), it has become clear that understanding the roles of
others is a vital part of coordination between interdependent departments. Due to the
digitalization of interactions, the opportunity for enhancing cross-functional role perception
with visibility created through physical proximity, which was presented by Okhuysen and
Bechky (2009), is no longer there. As a result, digitalization has created an even higher
demand for creating a clear role structure and conveying it to the employees, since role
perception is difficult to achieve informally in a digitalized context. Arranging
cross-functional educations or inviting people from one function to the meetings of another
department, was presented in the empirical findings as one way to increase the awareness of
the work tasks of other departments and specific employees.

Defining responsibilities for tasks is a coordinating mechanism that enhances
agreement and enables employees to relate to each other and act in a constructive way
(Okhuysen & Bechky, 2009). Empirically, the importance of defining responsibilities became
visible in the digitalization of fairs. Due to the changing circumstances, several companies no
longer had plans and rules for how to divide the areas of responsibilities between sales and
marketing during digital events. Therefore, they did not know how to relate to each other
anymore. As a result, the collaboration between the functions no longer worked smoothly -
either marketing took over the whole process themselves, or conflicts occured when the
functions tried to work together. In companies where the areas of responsibilities did not
change due to the digitalization, the collaboration continued undisturbed. Thus, it becomes
clear that defining responsibilities 1s a coordinating mechanism that facilitates collaboration
between different functions. Moreover, digitalization evidently creates new situations in
which employees no longer know how to relate to the task or to one another. Hence, areas of
responsibility may have to be renegotiated in order to fit the new context. Our empirical
findings showed that renegotiations can not be expected to automatically turn out in a
constructive way. Therefore, active creation of new plans and rules (through informal
discussions or managerial directives) might be necessary in order to facilitate the adjustment
to a new context and make sure that the collaboration continues smoothly.

Both creating a clear role structure and defining responsibilities for tasks, are thereby
described to facilitate cross-functional coordination. However, the empirical findings imply
that there could be advantages of being flexible to adapting the role structure and division of
responsibilities to changes in the context and the individuals working within the organization.

Knowing what type of meeting that serves the purpose

From our empirical findings, it becomes clear that meetings are one of most important
activities for internal communication. This could be explained since the coordinating
mechanism team meeting facilitates interactions and the creation of shared knowledge
between employees (Gittell, 2002). Empirically it was shown that the nature of a meeting to a
large extent influences what type of interaction that occurs between the participants. The
reason for this is that different types of meetings provide interactions with different levels of
structure/flexibility. For example, spontaneous, informal meetings that occur due to physical

30



proximity (for example meeting at the coffee machine) lacks structure but gives the
interaction a high level of flexibility. This type of meeting facilitates relationship building,
creativity and honesty, according to the empirical findings. Another type of meeting
described in the empirical findings are planned, formal face-to-face meetings. This type of
meeting gives a higher level of structure (the meeting has a predetermined purpose, agenda
and starting time), while retaining some level of flexibility (there might be room for
discussions, creativity and questions). The digitalization of meetings has, according to the
findings, increased structure and efficiency but decreased creativity, dynamic discussions and
relationship building interactions. As a result, the digitalization of all interactions has meant a
shift in all meetings towards more structure and less flexibility. In the empirical findings,
formal, digital meetings with more than two participants, were described to create situations
where one person simply “informed” the rest of the participants. Some respondents even
stated that this type of meeting could be replaced by a pre-recorded presentation, which
implies that there is no room for flexibility in this type of meeting.

Some organizations have attempted to replace the informal meetings with a larger
number of planned, digital meetings. However, the flexibility of face-to-face meetings does
not seem to be replaceable, according to the empirical findings. This goes in line with the
findings of Ruiz-Alba et al. (2019), which shows that digitalization could decrease the level
of human interaction and cause depersonalization. In conclusion, different types of meetings
have different outcomes depending on the level of structure/flexibility provided by the
format. The chosen format for a meeting should hence correspond to the purpose of the
meeting. In order to be a successful coordinating mechanism, meetings have to fit the needs
of the organization/department/team. For example, an organization depending on innovation
and creativity might have difficulties to succeed in a completely digitalized context without
face-to-face interactions. Moreover, a digital meeting might not be sufficient for a team
facing a tough decision that requires thorough discussion. However, meetings such as
follow-ups, updates and presentations, can be made more efficient and structured in a digital
context.

The connection between closeness/distance and structure/flexibility

The three categories of dysfunctions (communication paucity, lack of collaboration and overt
conflict) between the functions marketing and sales in B2B companies described by Malshe
et al. (2017) could be compared to working in silos and a state of structural insularity (Aaker,
2008). Similar to the reasoning that the three categories of dysfunctions follow a bidirectional
and/or a circular pattern where they reinforce each other (Malshe et al., 2017), the results of
our study implicate that the three categories of closeness/distance (cognitive, organizational
and relational) affect each other in a bidirectional and/or circular pattern. For example,
organizational closeness (through for example cross-functional teams or workspaces with
physical proximity between departments) facilitates information sharing between sales and
marketing, which in turn enhances relational closeness since communication is a vital part of
strong work relationships. Strong work relationships does in turn create mutual respect
between the functions, which is vital for making cognitive distance constructive. Moreover,
organizational distance can create relational and cognitive distance, while relational closeness
can compensate for organizational and cognitive distance. In addition to this, cognitive
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distance (having different thought worlds and conflicting goals) may create conflicts and
obstruct interactions between the two functions, which could lead to relational distance.

There is not only a connection between the different areas (cognitive, organizational
and relational) within the concept of closeness/distance - there is also an interplay between
these areas and the concept of structure/flexibility. For example, cognitive closeness through
common goals might increase the motivation to develop an understanding of who does what
and to schedule meetings with people from the other functions, due to the fact that the two
departments are dependent on each other to reach their goal. Moreover, lack of structure
through vaguely defined roles and areas of responsibility could create conflicts and thereby
relational distance. However, relational closeness can compensate for lack of structure since
strong relations create clarity and collaboration through informal communication.
Furthermore, organizational closeness with physical proximity creates an increased visibility
and familiarity, which facilitates an understanding of who does what even if there is a lack of
structure in the role definitions. The lack of visibility and familiarity in remote work with
high physical distance, therefore needs to be compensated by a higher level of structure in
order for everyone to know who does what. Moverover, the results of this study have shown
that physical distance creates an increased need for digital meetings, which results in more
structure and less flexibility since many of the informal aspects of interactions are removed.
When meetings become digital and thereby obstruct flexibility, the empirical findings show
the importance of having relational closeness in order to make the digital interactions more
factionless and fruitful.

Conclusion

This study has investigated how coordination is achieved between the functions sales and
marketing in B2B organizations, and how increased digitalization affects the coordination
between the two functions. The study contributes with valuable insights, since there is a need
for more research on how digitalization affects B2B organizations (Ruiz-Alba et al., 2019).
Furthermore, applying coordination as a theoretical lens for investigating the SMI,
contributes with a new perspective on the SMI since previous research on the subject (Malshe
et al.,, 2017 & Beverland et al., 2016) mainly has used the theoretical lens sensemaking for
explaining the collaboration and dysfunctions between the two departments. Using the
coordination framework, enabled a broader understanding of the SMI through including both
relational and cognitive aspects (which has been the main focus in sensemaking research), as
well as more structural, organizational aspects. Through applying holistic perspective, our
study has contributed to the coordination literature by showing in what ways the structural
and relational aspects of coordination are intertwined in practice.

Achieving coordination between the functions sales and marketing entails both
challenges and opportunities. In this study, the importance of closeness between the functions
has been identified within the areas cognitive, organizational and relational. Without
closeness within one or several areas, coordination between the two departments is hard to
achieve and a situation of structural insularity where the two functions work as silos easily
emerges. As a result of insufficient coordination, both efficiency and customer relationships
are often harmed. In this study, the various factors that create closeness or distance within the
three areas have been identified. Moreover, the degree of structure/flexibility has been
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identified as a central part of the coordination between the functions sales and marketing. To
begin with, having a clear structure when it comes to defining roles and areas of
responsibilities, has been identified to facilitate coordination. However, there could be
advantages of being flexible to adapting the role structure and division of responsibilities to
changes in the context, such as increased digitalization, and the individuals working within
the organization. Moreover, the study has shown that different types of meetings provide
interactions with different levels of structure/flexibility, which affects the outcome of the
meeting. The chosen format for a meeting should hence correspond to the purpose of the
meeting. In order to be a successful coordinating mechanism, meetings have to fit the needs
of the organization/department/team.

Furthermore, our study has shown that the three categories of closeness/distance
(cognitive, organizational and relational) affect each other in a bidirectional and/or circular
pattern. In addition to this, there is an interplay between the different categories of
closeness/distance and the concept of structure/flexibility. Therefore, the dynamic between
closeness/distance and structure/flexibility has to be carefully considered in decision making
and when evaluating the coordination between different functions.

Digitalization of interactions as a cause of physical distance, has resulted in a
movement towards more structure and less flexibility in meetings. The increased
digitalization has hence been shown to obstruct innovation and the creation of relational
closeness. However, the digitalisation facilitates the development of digital tools, such as
information and communication systems, which could serve as boundary objects and thereby
increase cognitive closeness. Increased digitalization does hence work as both a facilitator
and obstructor of coordination between different functions.

For future research, it could be interesting to investigate what aspects of digitalization
that will remain after the pandemic, and how coordination unfolds in the new context. Since
our study identified digitalization to obstruct relationship building and innovation, another
interesting subject to investigate could be the long term effects of increased digitalization on
organizational performance. Moreover, our analytical framework of using levels of
closeness/distance and structure/flexibility could be used for analyzing the coordination
between other departments, such as research and development which is highly dependent on
innovation and input from other departments.
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