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This master’s thesis studies the barriers and success factors of transforming а product-centric sales 

function from selling products to selling services. The objective of the study is to fill the gap in the 

existing knowledge about the barriers and success factors in the servitization of a sales function. The 

topic has received attention in the previous literature only on the general level, but the sales function 

perspective has not received as much attention. For the practice, the study aims to provide an 

overview of the barriers and success factors of leading the sales toward the service orientation. The 

research question of the study is about, what are the barriers and success factors of transforming the 

sales function from selling products to selling services? The topic is relevant for the current business 

environment as more and more product-centric companies are aiming to climb up the value chain 

and transform to become profitable service providers.  

 

Based on the findings from the literature review and the empirical case study, a traditional product 

manufacturer, under the transformation towards the service orientation should consider the following 

barriers and success factors. The barriers can be categorized into three categories. Firstly, the people 

barriers are about lacking capabilities and change resistance. The operational barriers, in turn, are 

about structure and practices that are originally designed for a product manufacturer. And lastly, the 

cultural barriers, refer to the issues with the lack of customer centricity and lack of service culture 

that are both crucial for a successful service transformation.  

 

The success factors instead consist of four categories, which are the operational success factors 

including aligning the structures and practices to support the new service strategies. Secondly, the 

success factors considering people refer to focusing on people and developing the capabilities 

required in the service business. The capabilities should not be considered only internally inside the 

company but also with the external parties, like distributors. Thirdly, to succeed with the service 

transformation, the managers should foster customer centricity and create a service culture. As 

culture is a strong steering method for an organization, its importance cannot be understated. Lastly, 

the study suggests focusing on the offering which means focusing on its competitiveness. Issues with 

the offering cannot be covered by improving other processes including sales or marketing. In the 

future research, more the findings could be elaborated in relation to other disciplines that could bring 

some valuable insight to the transformation process and also the methodological approaches in 

studying the topic could be broadened.  
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Tiivistelmä 

Tämä maisterin tutkinnon opinnäytetyö tutkii esteitä sekä menestystekijöitä tuotekeskeisen 

myyntiorganisaation muuttamisessa tuotteiden myynnistä palveluiden myyntiin. Tutkimuksen 

tavoite on täyttää aukko olemassa olevassa ymmärryksessä esteistä sekä menestystekijöistä 

myyntiorganisaation palvelullistamiseen liittyen. Aihe on ollut tutkimusten alaisena yleisellä tasolla 

mutta juuri myyntiorganisaatioiden näkökulma on jäänyt pääosin uupumaan. Akateemisen tavoitteen 

lisäksi, tutkimus pyrkii tarjoamaan käytäntöön hyödynnettävissä olevan yleiskuvan sekä esteistä että 

menestystekijöistä tuotekeskeisen myyntiorganisaation johtamisesta kohti palvelujen myyntiä. 

Opinnäytetyö rakentuu tutkimuskysymyksen ympärille, jonka tarkoituksena on selvittää, mitä esteitä 

sekä menestystekijöitä myyntiorganisaation muuttaminen tuotteiden myynnistä palveluiden 

myyntiin sisältää?  Aihe on relevantti nykyisessä liiketoimintaympäristössä, jossa yhä useampi yritys 

pyrkii kiipeämään ylös pitkin arvoketjuja ja muuntautumaan kannattaviksi palveluyhtiöiksi.  

 

Perustuen tutkimuksen akateemisiin löydöksiin sekä empiiriseen tapaustutkimukseen, perinteinen 

tuotteiden valmistamiseen keskittynyt yritys, joka on muutosprosessissa kohti palvelullistamista, 

tulisi huomioida seuraavat esteet sekä menestystekijät. Esteet voidaan kategorisoida kolmeen 

kategoriaan, nimittäin ihmisiin liittyvät esteet, jotka koskevat puutteellisia kyvykkyyksiä sekä 

muutosvastarintaa. Operatiiviset esteet sen sijaan liittyvät rakenteisiin sekä käytänteisiin, jotka on 

alun perin suunniteltu tuotevalmistajaa varten. Viimeisenä, kulttuuriin liittyvät esteet, ovat esteitä, 

jotka viittaavat haasteisiin asiakaskeskeisyyden sekä palvelukulttuurin puutteena, jotka molemmat 

ovat hyvin tärkeitä menestyksellisen palvelumuutoksen läpiviemiseksi.  

 

Menestystekijät sen ovat sijaan jaettavissa neljään kategoriaan. Operatiiviset menestystekijät 

sisältävät rakenteiden sekä käytänteiden muovaamisen uusia palvelustrategioita tukeviksi. Ihmisiin 

liittyvät menestystekijät viittaavat ihmisiin keskittymisen tärkeyteen ja uusien palveluiden vaatimien 

kyvykkyyksien kehittämiseen. Molemmissa kategorioissa huomion ei tulisi olla vain sisäisissä 

tekijöissä, vaan huomio tulisi laajentaa myös organisaatiorajojen ulkopuolelle, kuten yrityksen 

jakeluverkostoon. Kolmantena menestystekijöiden kategoriana on asiakaskeskeisyyden sekä 

palvelukulttuurin vahvistaminen. Kulttuuri on vahva työkalu toiminnan ohjaamisessa ja tämän 

vuoksi sen tärkeyttä ei voida aliarvioida. Viimeiseksi tutkimus osoittaa, että myös tarjoaman 

kehittämisen tulisi saada riittävästi huomiota. Tarjoamasta johtuvia ongelmia ei voida ratkaista 

parantamalla muita prosesseja, esimerkiksi myynnin tai markkinoinnin parissa. Tulevaisuuden 

tutkimuksessa aihetta voisi tutkia myös muita tieteenaloja lainaten sekä metodologiaa laajentaen.  
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1. Introduction 

 

1.1 Motivation and background 

 

Designing, manufacturing and delivering traditional hardware products to the customers 

is not enough even for the traditional product-centric manufacturers. Harsh competition, 

declining market shares and profitability, and many major changes in customer behavior 

have forced traditional product-centric manufacturing companies to increasingly search 

for new growth and revenue streams from service and solution businesses. That transition 

is not a new phenomenon, but we can see how it accelerates and expands to all different 

industries. Oracle offers its software as a subscription, Microsoft is selling its well-known 

Office package as a subscription-only and IBM has transformed from a computer product 

provider to cloud-based platform services and so creates value for its customers in a 

totally new way (Kowalkowski, Gebauer and Oliva, 2017). These companies have been 

born around digital technologies but the transformation and shift from products to 

services do not limit only to these examples. Kone and Otis, the leading elevator 

manufacturers, enjoy great margins from their service businesses (Kowalkowski, 

Gebauer and Oliva, 2017), General Electric has started to provide software (General 

Electric, 2021) and Siemens is not anymore only a traditional product manufacturer but 

has connected the products to the cloud and through that, offers valuable solutions for the 

customers (Siemens, 2021).  

 

Through the transition from products to services, the traditional manufacturing companies 

try to answer the threat of the nimble newcomers and fight against the declining market 

shares. Traditional product manufacturers are afraid to become simple component 

manufacturers in the low-end markets and therefore attempt to climb up the value chain 

and capture a bigger stake of the valuable end of it.  

 

As the description above indicates, the transformation of the business field is already 

progressed a lot. Like all the major changes in the markets, also this has received a lot of 

attention from the academic field. The focus of the academics has been mostly on 
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understanding the entire transformation process of the manufacturing companies and in 

trying to create concepts and frameworks to help the companies in the transformation. 

The research is still missing insights in specific areas, like sales function, for example.  

 

The research builds on the following academic literature. Firstly, in academic literature, 

service growth is studied under a variety of concepts, like servitization, digital 

servitization and product-service systems (Kowalkowski, Gebauer and Oliva, 2017). 

Servitization is the biggest field of research as it has over 1000 published articles that 

elaborate the transformation of the companies from products to services (Rabetino et al., 

2018). In my study, I focus on the concept of servitization, which was first introduced by 

Vandermerwe and Rada (1988) and refers to the shift from selling products to selling 

services.  

Secondly, it is stated that service growth is studied in three main categories: service 

design, organization strategy and organizational transformation (Kowalkowski, Gebauer 

and Oliva, 2017). To restrict the study and to provide a deeper understanding of an issue 

regarding transforming the sales function, I focus only on the third category, 

organizational transformation. This decision is supported by my aim to examine what are 

the barriers and success factors in transforming a traditional product-oriented sales 

function towards service orientation.  

This research provides new insights on servitization of the sales function by studying the 

gap of the existing research. Like mentioned earlier, the issue of transforming companies 

from selling products to selling services, is really topical, but the existing literature 

provides only little research about servitization in a micro-context of sales function (T. S. 

Baines et al., 2009). Even some research exists (e.g. Oliva and Kallenberg, 2003; Reinartz 

and Ulaga, 2008; Chung, 2021), there is still  place to enhance the understanding of the 

issue. The managers of servitizing companies need more practical and concrete 

understanding regarding the issues of the transformation, and this study is aiming to fill 

this important demand. These are the reasons why the study is important for the research 

and for the practitioners. 
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1.2 Objectives of the study 

The study has both, academic and non-academic objectives. The academic objective of 

the study is to fill the gap in the existing knowledge about the barriers and success factors 

in servitization of the sales function. The research suggests examining the issues in micro-

contexts and so to be able to deeper explain the findings considering the topic (Rabetino 

et al., 2018). In my research, after familiarizing me with the literature of the field, I chose 

to examine the issues of servitization especially in the sales function. The sales function 

is a micro-context that has a big impact on the servitization’s results but which has not 

got focus in the earlier academic literature (Kindström, Kowalkowski and Alejandro, 

2015). These arguments form my academic aim to be fill the gap in the existing literature 

and deepen the understanding of the considered micro-context issues. 

The study has also a practical objective. The practical objective is to provide 

understanding about the barriers and success factors for the management of traditional 

product manufacturing companies, who are leading the transformation from products to 

services in their sales functions. The existing literature has already offered insights 

regarding the issue generally, but the specific view, focusing on the barriers and success 

factors of transforming the sales function is still missing. Providing a better understanding 

of these issues would help the managers to better succeed in such transformation.  

 

1.3 Research question 

To successfully reach the objective of the study and to provide clear restrictions for the 

topic, I am answering one research question that represents the main problem of the study. 

The research question is formed carefully to enable filling the existing gap in the 

academic research. 

- What are the barriers and success factors in transforming the sales function from 

selling products to selling services? 
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Answering the research question provides a solid understanding of what are the barriers 

that sales function is facing when transforming the organization from products to services. 

In turn, the second part of the question leads me to answer, what are the success factors 

that are positively impacting the success of the transformation. In this context the barriers 

refer to the factors that are negatively influencing the transformation process and the 

success factors in turn, have a positive impact to the success of the transformation. The 

research question is formed with an aim to fill the gap in the existing academic literature. 

 

 

1.4 Structure of the research 

 

The research is continuing in the following manner. I start with the literature review where 

I aim to present the most important insights of the existing literature of the field. The main 

aim of the literature review is to create a theoretical foundation for the empirical research 

of the study. After the literature review is synthesized, I continue to present the 

methodology of the research. The methodology chapter explains how the research is 

constructed and supports the validity of the findings.  

From the methodology chapter, I continue to present the findings of my empirical 

research. The findings are discussed elaborated further and connected with the theory in 

the conclusions and discussion chapter. The chapter aims to provide a clear answer to the 

research question and end the study in a concluding manner. 

 

2. Literature review 

In the literature review, I create a foundation and background for the empirical part of my 

study and link the study to the previous research on the considered field. The chapter 

consists of three main parts. I start by taking a look at the literature addressing the 

background of the transition from products to services and explaining the concepts around 

servitization. In the second part, I focus on addressing the barriers and success factors of 

the transformation process from products to services. In the third chapter, I end by 
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elaborating, on what the literature states about the specific aspect of transforming the 

sales from selling products to selling services. 

 

2.1 Defining the concepts 

 

2.1.1 Servitization  

 

The term, servitization of business, was first introduced by Vandermerwe and Rada in 

1988. The scholars found that the best companies adopt new service strategies and 

combine new offerings with the products to satisfy the customer demand and also, create 

new kinds of relationships with the customers. For the customers, this means a possibility 

to buy for example an installation service on the side of the actual product. After the 

pioneers, servitization as a term has strongly established itself in the academic 

community. Many scholars have been examining the area and have used the same term 

for referring to the shift from selling products to selling services (e.g. T. S. Baines et al., 

2009; Baines and Lightfoot, 2013; Kowalkowski, Gebauer and Oliva, 2017; 

Rymaszewska, Helo and Gunasekaran, 2017; Rabetino et al., 2018).  

 

Although servitization, is the main term for the shift from products to services, it is still 

not the only one. For instance, in the most cited article on the field, by Oliva and 

Kallenberg (2003), no servitization is mentioned. The article discusses instead the issues 

of managing the transition from products to services and in that way is strongly related to 

the field. Other examples of the terms used in the field are for instance service growth 

(Kowalkowski, Gebauer and Oliva, 2017), product-service systems (Mont, 2002; Tukker 

and Tischner, 2006) and product-service-software systems (Kohtamäki et al., 2021). 

 

The finding that the existing literature elaborates on the topic from multidisciplinary 

viewpoints, might challenge the creation of a clear and cohesive picture of the field. The 

literature is discussing the issue of shifting towards services under a large number of 

different terms and therefore the variety of concepts might not always support each other. 

As Rabetino et al. (2018) indicates, this fragmentation of the research leads to limited 
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possibilities to create clear and organized conceptual contributions to the findings. The 

fragmented field is a challenge for further research but to help that issue, some gathering 

studies have already been done (e.g. T. S. Baines et al., 2009; Rabetino et al., 2018).  

 

2.1.2. Digital servitization 

 

To proceed further from the servitization, it is already obvious that digitalization has a 

strong connection with the previously introduced concept (e.g. Kohtamäki et al., 2019, 

2020; Sklyar et al., 2019). Digitalization refers to the use of digital technologies in 

creating new ways to generate revenue and value for customers (Gartner 2021). Adding 

digitalization to the concept of servitization leads to the intersection of these two concepts 

and refers to the use of digital technologies in the process of transforming the company 

from product-centricity to service orientation (Sklyar et al., 2019). Kohtamäki et al. 

(2020), in turn, define digital servitization as a transition from pure products and added 

services to smart product-service systems, that are integrated combinations of products 

and services.  

 

In other words, digital servitization is not about selling software, that already 

Vandermerwe & Rada (1988) included in the servitization´s first definition, but rather 

broader use of digital technologies in the shift from products to services. Kohtamäki et 

al. (2020) also address that although the servitization literature acknowledges software, 

still the aspects of digitalization are partially missing and therefore the academic path for 

combining these two streams is established. 

 

In this study, digital servitization is an important concept, because I have chosen to study 

the transition from products to services in the contemporary business environment and 

therefore the scope cannot be restricted to only traditional services, but it considers digital 

offerings more broadly. Also, even though it is not claimed that even the servitization 

concept would be restricted to only traditional services, it is still important to bring the 

current and broader view of digital servitization to deepen the understanding of 

digitalization as an enabler for servitization (Kohtamäki et al., 2019). Next, the third 
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important concept, product-service systems is introduced and the use of these concepts is 

summarized.  

 

2.1.3. Product-Service Systems (PSS) 

 

To establish a solid theoretical foundation for the later empirical undertakings, it is 

important to present one more important concept in the field of servitization which is 

product-service systems. Product-service systems have been defined as combinations of 

products and services that can fulfill the needs of the customer’s (Mont, 2002). PSS can 

be seen as an effort to extend traditional products by adding and combining services to 

the products (Baines et al., 2007). Baines et al. (2007) address that it is also characteristic 

for PSS that the focus changes from selling products to selling usage. The early scholars 

of the sub-stream, Tukker and Tischer (2006), also state that the aspect of tangibility is 

one of defining factors for the concept. That is to say that PSS is a combination of tangible 

products and intangible services that are designed and delivered to fill the needs of the 

customer’s (Tukker and Tischner, 2006). 

 

The shift toward these integrated systems raises from changing customer needs but also 

from the willingness of western countries to combat the low-cost economies like China 

(Tukker and Tischner, 2006). Manufacturing only products is not enough and climbing 

up the value chain is written down in the strategies of many contemporary companies 

(Neely, 2008; T. S. Baines et al., 2009). Mont (2002) also noticed quite early, that the 

trends, like shifting from ownership to usership, increasing willingness to leas instead of 

purchase, substituting products with services, extending lifespans of the products through 

repair services and changes in peoples´ mindsets to prefer services, are all factors that 

have been accelerating the development of the product-service systems. This broad list of 

accelerating factors for PSS makes the understanding of the need for the transition even 

stronger.   

 

Although the software has been a part of PSS literature already from the beginning, it has 

still got very little focus in the existing literature (Kohtamäki et al., 2021). Since 

Vandermerwe and Rada (1988) introduced the term servitization and included software 
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as a part of it, only a few scholars have given the main focus on the aspect of software or 

even more broadly to other digitalization aspects (Kohtamäki et al., 2021). Therefore 

some scholars have developed the concept of product-service systems even further and 

added software as a third party to the concepts (Kohtamäki et al., 2019). The result is 

product-service-software systems that enable value creation through the combination of 

these three parts. Special for product-service-software systems is the emphasis on smart 

functions, like monitoring, control, optimization, and autonomous functions. In that way, 

the concept supports specifically the current business environment.  

 

According to scholars that have studied the relationship between digitalization and 

servitization, the advantage of the product-service-software systems, is the ability to add 

new features to the products with quite small integration costs and so increase the value 

the customer experiences (Kohtamäki et al., 2020). That wants to say that improving the 

products and services is now easier and can be done in a constant and iterative manner.  

 

To conclude the definitions of the concepts, I underline how I use the presented terms in 

this research. In this research, servitization is referring to the shift from selling products 

to selling services. The growing role of digital services and product-service-software 

systems is taken into account and so services refer to all types of services and do not limit 

only to traditional or digital ones. Understanding the current trend of seamlessly 

combining these elements is a base assumption for this study. Now when the foundational 

concepts are defined, I move forward to examine, what the literature states about the 

actual transformation from products to services.  

 

 

2.2 The transformation process from products to services 

 

After the definitions of the main concepts in the field are clarified it is time to continue 

approaching the core issues of the study. In this chapter the aim is to examine, what the 

existing organizational transformation literature address about the transformation process 

from selling products to selling services. I start by defining what is meant by the 
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transformation in the context of the research and then continue to examine what barriers 

and success factors do already the existing literature recognizes.  

 

2.2.1 What is meant by the transformation? 

 

In this sub-chapter, I focus on examining the organizational transformation aspects 

regarding the shift from selling products to selling services. Even the research in the field 

uses a lot of the term transformation and elaborates on the topic from products to services 

(e.g. Oliva and Kallenberg, 2003; T. S. Baines et al., 2009; Storbacka et al., 2013; 

Tronvoll et al., 2020), it does not establish a common definition for the concept. To 

establish a solid foundation for further elaboration, I see it as an important aspect to 

indicate that in the context of the field, transformation is referring to the transition from 

antecedent strategy to a servitized organizational strategy (T. S. Baines et al., 2009). In 

other words, the literature in the field talks about the transformation as a transition from 

the traditional product strategies to the strategies that focus more on services instead of 

focusing on only products. Examples of this kind of transformation are Microsoft´s 

transition from selling the Microsoft Office package as a license to selling it as a 

subscription or IBM´s transformation from a computer product provider to a cloud-based 

platform (Kowalkowski, Gebauer and Oliva, 2017). Both companies are providing value 

for the customers in an entirely new way as they have made the transition from an 

antecedent strategy to a servitized organizational strategy. 

 

Organizational transformation in general, in turn, is defined as substantial change in an 

organization´s structures and practices (Orlikowski, 1996). The definition is aligned with 

how the term is seen in the field of servitization. The critical point is that when talking 

about organizational transformation, the change is substantial and not only some minor 

adjustments. This definition is not anything specific to the transformation from selling 

products to selling services, but it provides a general view, of what the literature means 

when speaking about transformation in the general context. Building on these definitions 

we can more precisely understand what the transformation literature means when the 

focus is on the transformation. 
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Kowalkowski et al. (2017), Kohtamäki et al. (2019), Baines et al. (2009) and many others 

address that the transformation towards services is far from easy. Oliva and Kallenberg 

(2003) explain that the challenge of the transformation stems from the need for 

establishing new processes, structures and principles that have not been needed in the 

earlier business of the traditional product manufacturers. The shift toward services does 

not happen without developing new capabilities, setting new metrics, targets and 

incentives and without changing the entire business model from transaction-based to 

relationship-based (Oliva and Kallenberg, 2003). The mentioned challenges regarding 

establishing new practices and developing new capabilities have been mentioned as the 

main transformational challenges also by many other scholars (e.g. Baines et al., 2009; 

Kohtamäki et al., 2020). These findings underline the transformational view that the 

literature has on the topic.  

 

Nevertheless, I already touched on some of the challenges of the transformation, it is still 

a theme that needs more elaboration. Many scholars have described the issues of 

servitization in general but still, some micro-level understanding is lacking (Rabetino et 

al., 2018). Therefore, I next present barriers and success factors considering the 

transformation that the existing literature recognizes. 

 

 

2.3 Barriers 

 

The literature on servitization, digital servitization, and PSS are all naming barriers and 

success factors that companies face in transforming the organizations from selling 

products to selling services.  Barriers to moving towards services are appearing internally 

inside the organizations and externally on the customer´s side. Some of the barriers appear 

at the intersection of these two categories. However, the categorization of the servitization 

barriers is not very established and many different ways of presenting the findings could 

be chosen. Galbraith (2002), divides the barriers to one´s considering practices and to 

one´s considering attitudes. Baines et al. (2009), categorizes the barriers to cultural and 

corporate challenges which is quite similar to what Galbraith (2002) already suggested. 

However, all of the categorizations do not follow the same structure and Neely (2008) for 
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example, organizes the barriers into the three main categories, the challenge of shifting 

the mindsets, the challenge of timescale, and lastly the challenge of business model and 

customer offering. The varying views about the categorizations demonstrate that the 

research on the topic has not yet provided one established picture of the barriers to 

transforming the organization from selling products to selling services.  In this chapter, I 

present the barriers the existing literature acknowledges by starting from external barriers 

and then continuing to the internal barriers. After that, I present the barriers at the 

intersection of external and internal barriers. 

 

2.3.1 External barriers 

 

The external barriers on the customer´s side refer to the challenges the companies face in 

getting the customers to prefer using the products without owning the products 

themselves and buying them as services instead (Baines et al., 2007). The issue is that the 

habits the customers have are often very slow to change. Customers are often used to 

something similar for many years or even centuries. When a company tries to escape the 

commoditization and move toward services, the customers might still not understand the 

additional value they are supposed to be getting. Oftentimes, the attitude is, that the old 

is good and there is no need for the changes. 

 

Another issue that companies face is the customer´s presumption that services are always 

free (Witell and Löfgren, 2013). Witell and Löfgren (2013) state, that the history of 

providing services for free in the product business has led to the situation where many 

customers still have a presumption about free services. However, from the company´s 

perspective, this is a challenge because they are now approaching the service offering as 

a new focus area for the business and therefore the mindsets of the customers should be 

changed. These barriers appear as an external issue for the company that starts to provide 

services and wants to build a sustainable business around them. 

 

The external challenges, however, do not consider only challenges that the servitizing 

company is facing with its customers. One challenge that could be a research topic on its 

own, is the manufacturer-distributor relationship that might be challenged during the 
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servitization. Hullova, Laczko and Frishammar (2019) have studied the topic and raised 

some issues that are important also from the perspective of this study. The scholars study 

the issues from the distributor´s perspective but the issues, considering the manufacturer-

distributor relationships, appear in both ways. The main issues are first, the misaligned 

incentives between manufacturers and distributors, secondly the misalignment of the 

manager´s attention and the intended servitization strategy and thirdly, ineffective 

knowledge management inside the partner network in which the organization operates. 

The research underlines the challenge of aligning incentives and interests between the 

manufacturer and its distributors when one of the parties, in our setting the manufacturer, 

is moving towards a servitized strategy. The barriers between suppliers and distributors 

are an important finding, especially when most of the manufacturers are not operating as 

isolated units but more likely in complex value networks.  

 

2.3.2 Internal barriers  

 

Internal barriers refer to the barriers that are appearing inside the company that is under 

the transformation from selling products to selling services. Internally, the barriers can be 

divided into categories, the ones considering practices and the ones considering attitudes 

(Galbraith, 2002). Later, Baines et al. (2009) follow a similar categorization but talk 

instead about cultural challenges and corporate challenges. According to Galbraith 

(2002), it is important to transform both sub-areas to become more customer-centric and 

so succeed in the transformation.  

 

Baines et al. (2009) support the approach and state that providing services requires a 

specific culture that differs from the traditional manufacturing culture.  The culture that 

has the services in the focus has been named by Mont (2002) simplistically as a service 

culture. Neely (2008) highlights in his paper the challenge of shifting the mindsets and 

states that the major shift in mindsets inside the organization happens first, in marketing 

which transforms from transactional to relational view and secondly in sales which 

transforms from making big deals to making long-lasting contracts. The need for a such 

shift in the mindsets becomes obvious also in many other researches (e.g. Galbraith, 2002; 

Gebauer, Friedli and Fleisch, 2006).  
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Even though the need for cultural change is acknowledged, the transition toward the 

service culture is a challenge. The gap between the old manufacturing culture and the 

service culture is big. The traditional manufacturing culture highlights efficiency and so 

differs from the service culture which highlights flexibility instead (Gebauer, Friedli and 

Fleisch, 2006). The gap between efficiency and flexibility makes changing the mindsets 

challenging and requires a lot of focus from the management. This kind of cultural shift 

takes a big effort from the organization under the transformation.  

 

The other part of the internal challenges, corporate challenges, refers to the internal 

changes considering pricing, risks, changes in resource allocation during the 

transformation process and organizational changes (Baines et al., 2007). These changes 

are obvious since the entire business model needs to be aligned with the new strategic 

direction. For the management, it might be challenging to communicate the changes and 

make them visible, which leads to change resistance due to misunderstandings regarding 

the change (Mathieu, 2001).  

 

When examining the internal challenges, pricing gets a big focus (Galbraith, 2002; e.g. 

Baines et al., 2007; Reinartz and Ulaga, 2008). Reinartz & Ulaga (2008) states that the 

main change in the pricing approach is the change from the cost-plus pricing to value-

based pricing. This wants to say that the pricing is not done anymore from the traditional 

manufacturing perspective that aims first to cover the costs and then to add a reasonable 

margin on the top of the price. The value-based pricing is rather focusing on 

understanding the customers’ needs in depth and then pricing the offering in a way that 

the value capture is maximized (Kindström, Kowalkowski and Alejandro, 2015). The new 

approach requires a big change in the pricing practices and effects also the work of the 

sales function (Reinartz and Ulaga, 2008; Kindström, Kowalkowski and Alejandro, 

2015).  

 

Another major change in pricing that stems from the literature, is the change from 

transactional-based pricing to recurring revenue and subscription models (Storbacka et 

al., 2013; Kowalkowski et al., 2017; Chung, 2021). The transition means, that most of 

the services are focusing on generating recurring revenues through selling subscriptions 
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instead of focusing on one-off sales which has been the traditional way of delivering value 

for the manufacturing companies. The model is best known from the software businesses, 

who are selling software-as-a-service (SaaS) offerings that are charged on a monthly or 

yearly basis. The model is copied to other domains as well and now many needs can be 

satisfied through something-as-a-service models that are solving the customer problems 

by selling a subscription to the solution (Kowalkowski et al., 2017). 

 

To continue from the subscription model, Chung (2021) highlights in his paper, that the 

change is not only about changing the prices, but it is about starting to invoice the 

customers based on consumption instead of units. Invoicing the customers based on their 

consumption is increasingly common in the SaaS field. For example, most of the cloud 

services today are charged based on the capacity the customers need.  

 

However, it is important to remember that even though the pricing faces some major 

changes, still part of the offering is priced more or less in the traditional way. Even though 

companies become stronger in adding service offerings on the side of the products, still 

some of the old elements are often preserved. For example, even though the lift 

manufacturers, like Kone and Otis, become stronger in providing services, still, the more 

traditional product manufacturing is in the central position of the companies´ operations 

(Kowalkowski, Gebauer and Oliva, 2017).  The pricing needs to find a balance between 

pricing the more traditional product offering and then finding the models to price the new 

services that are not only about one-off sales but rather about the long-lasting 

subscriptions (Kowalkowski, Gebauer and Oliva, 2017; Rymaszewska, Helo and 

Gunasekaran, 2017). To successfully price the combination of products and services is 

not simple and is seen as a challenge for the transformation. 

 

The risks that Baines et al. (2007) mention in their list of corporate challenges refer 

broadly to any risks of the transformation. Other scholars complete the statement and 

describe the risks in a more specific manner. Tronvoll et al. (2020), for example, mention 

the risk of having unrealistic revenue expectations, which might lead to financial 

challenges depending on how the risks are calculated. Oliva and Kallenberg (2003), in 

turn, address the risk of failing the pricing model which is mentioned also by many other 
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scholars (e.g. Neely, 2008; Reinartz and Ulaga, 2008). Failing the pricing model might 

have large effects due to the long-lasting contracts and subscription nature of the 

relationship. The contract might be challenging to terminate and therefore getting the 

financial model right is an important objective for servitizing companies. Lastly, also the 

risk of lacking resources and competencies is mentioned by Hsuan et al. (2021). The 

article refers to the situation when the organization is still at the beginning of its 

transformational journey and the capabilities required are not yet in the right place. The 

statement about the resources refers to the fact that in many organizations the change 

efforts might lack resources and so have a bigger risk of failure.   

 

The changes in the resource allocation during the transformation process are also a 

challenge for the servitizing companies. Helfat and Lieberman (2002) define 

organizational capability as the ability to organize resources for desired results. Relying 

on that definition, when a company moves from manufacturing focus to service 

orientation, the need for deploying the resources in a new way to achieve the desired 

results is obvious. Kindström et al. (2013) highlight a similar perspective and state the 

importance of organizing the resources in a new way to support the creation of a 

competitive advantage that is new by its nature. Reconfiguration of the resources is seen 

as a challenge but as a very important aspect in moving further with the process of 

servitization (Coreynen, Matthyssens and Van Bockhaven, 2017). 

 

I end the list of corporate challenges by presenting the challenge of organizational 

changes. According to Neely (2008), the internal challenges regarding the organizational 

change are mostly challenges with the change in the business model and customer 

offering. Organizations need to build a better understanding of their customers, develop 

the capabilities to design and deliver the services, and most importantly build an 

organization that supports solving all the challenges listed. Similarly, as pricing needs to 

be changed from cost-plus pricing to value-based pricing (Reinartz and Ulaga, 2008), the 

entire business model needs to be changed from a transaction-based to a relationship-

based model (Oliva and Kallenberg, 2003). According to the scholars, shaking the status 

quo of the organization and changing the business model are very challenging 

undertakings for both, management and the entire organization.  
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2.3.3 The intersection of internal and external barriers 

 

After the external and internal barriers are now presented, I move forward to present the 

barriers at the intersection of internal and external challenges. With such barriers, I refer 

to the barriers that are related to both, customers and the sales function of the selling 

organization. For example, as incompetent sales force that cannot create engaging 

customer relationships (Coreynen, Matthyssens and Van Bockhaven, 2017) can be seen 

as a barrier considering both parties of the relationship. Also, the customers´ change 

resistance that the sales force faces and the customers´ lacking digital capabilities can be 

seen as barriers at the intersection of the parties (Coreynen, Matthyssens and Van 

Bockhaven, 2017). If a customer is incapable to progress with the new digital offerings, 

it does not mean that the barriers are only on that side because the selling organization 

has a theoretical opportunity to affect the capabilities the customers have. The selling 

organization could for example educate the customer or simply design the offering in a 

way that does not require such high digital capabilities for understanding the offering. In 

other words, the barriers in the intersection, are barriers that are on the customers´ side 

but that could be overcome through the actions of the selling organization.  

 

Olivian and Kallenberg (2003) suggest that the servitizing organization should move from 

a transaction-based business model to a relationship-based model. The transition is not 

simple. One of the challenging factors comes from the fact that the change strongly affects 

both parties, the company itself and the customers. For example, making the transition to 

the relationship-based model increases the communication between the selling 

organization and the customer and so affects both parties. For example, in this case, also 

the customers, need to adapt to the new model of operating and have a real relationship 

with the selling organization. The increasing communication and the new way of 

delivering value are per se not a challenge but getting the structures and practices in the 

place to get it all work is not a small or simple project for either of the parties. The changes 

should be planned well and taking all stakeholders into account is important.   

 

Now the barriers that the literature review revealed are presented. The list of the barriers 

is quite general and as I already mentioned, more micro-context research on the topic is 
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needed. That would help the managers in a particular context to better recognize the 

barriers and so plan and lead the transition more successfully. However, to conclude the 

barriers section, I list the barriers in table 1. which should help in creating a clear picture 

of the barriers that the current servitization literature recognizes.  

 

Table 1. The barriers to the servitization 

Scholar Barriers 

 

T. S. Baines et al. (2007) 

Witell and Löfgren (2013) 

 

Customers are not used to buying services instead 

of products and are therefore resistant to change. 

They also assume that services are free. 

 

 

 

Hullova, Laczko and Frishammar 

(2019) 

 

 

Misaligned incentives between suppliers and 

distributors. 

Misalignment between the manager´s attention and 

the intended servitization strategy 

Ineffective knowledge management inside the 

partner network 

 

 

 

Coreynen et al. (2017) 

 

Salesforce is incapable to create engaging customer 

relationships. 

Customers are lacking digital capabilities. 

 

 

Olivian and Kallenberg (2003) 

 

Creating structures and practices that support the 

interaction between suppliers and customers is 

challenging. 
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Mont (2002) 

Neely (2008) 

Baines et al. (2009) 

 

 

The shift from the product culture to the service 

culture is challenging but necessary. 

 

 

T. S. Baines et al. (2007) 

Galbraith (2002)  

Reinartz & Ulaga (2008) 

Kowalkowski, Gebauer, Kamp, 

et al. (2017) 

 

 

The change from cost-plus pricing to value-based 

pricing is challenging but necessary. Also, when a 

big part of the service sales is done as a 

subscription, so the company should be able to 

adapt to the changes. 

 

Tronvoll et al. (2020) 

Oliva and Kallenberg (2003) 

Hsuan et al. (2021) 

 

 

The transformation is risky; unrealistic revenue 

expectations, failing the pricing model, and lack of 

resources and competencies. 

 

Kindström et al. (2013) 

Coreynen et al. (2017) 

 

 

The old resource allocation does not serve the new 

direction.  

 

Neely (2008) 

 

 

The business model that the traditional product-

centric companies have does not fit for the 

servitizing company.  
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2.4 Success factors 

 

The existing literature regarding managing the transition from selling products to selling 

services is still rather scarce (T. S. Baines et al., 2009). The literature is especially lacking 

suggestions and guidelines about how to successfully manage the transition. With these 

suggestions and guidelines, I refer to the factors that have a positive effect on successfully 

transforming an organization towards service orientation. From the literature review, we 

see that the view on the barriers and success factors is not in balance and therefore direct 

connections between each barrier and corresponding success factor cannot be drawn. 

 

To keep the scope of the research in servitization, I restrict the literature review mainly 

to the literature of the considered field. If the scope would be broadened to transformation 

in general, the servitization-specific issues would not get enough attention, as the change 

management and the organizational transformation field are much broader. Nevertheless, 

I want to remind that the literature of the other fields and disciplines could provide some 

additional value to the transformation aspects of the topic and therefore could be studied 

in future research. Especially, as this study aims to fill the gap of defining the barriers and 

success factors of the sales function servitization, the future research could broaden the 

scope to bring some practices from other disciplines to help solve the possible gaps 

between the barriers and the lacking solutions to the defined issues. 

 

However, the existing literature recognizes success factors in four different areas. 

Cultural success factors are about the new mindsets and attitudes. Structures and 

practices, in turn, refer to the organizational and value chain structures as well as to the 

practices required to succeed with the new service strategies. Capability factors are about 

upskilling the employees and lastly, the leadership factors refer to a strong leadership 

during the transformation from products to services.  

 

2.4.1 Culture 

 

To start presenting the success factors of the transformation from selling products to 

selling services, I start with the need for the creation of customer-centric mindsets and 
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starting to focus on relationships instead of transactions (Galbraith, 2002; Kindström, 

Kowalkowski and Alejandro, 2015; e.g. Coreynen, Matthyssens and Van Bockhaven, 

2017; Kohtamäki et al., 2021). The customer-centricity is highlighted by many scholars 

and it is a tool to tackle the challenge of adapting to the fast-changing customer needs. 

The need for shifting to the relationship-based approach instead stems from the fact that 

providing services requires more communication and collaboration between the company 

and the customer. The services might be running month after month or year after year and 

therefore the relational approach needs to be highlighted. The shift from the transactional-

based view is big and affects the way the company operates. 

 

The aspect of moving from a transaction-based approach to the relationship-based 

approach is addressed also by Gebauer et al. (2006) who examine the success factors for 

servitization in the context of manufacturing companies. The scholars underline the 

importance of aligning the incentives in a way that supports the shift in the mindsets and 

so helps the creation of the new service culture. The incentives are an important tool for 

supporting the successful shift to the new service direction. The incentives should be 

aligned with the new strategy not only inside the company but also outside the company, 

like with the distributors for example. Gebauer et al. (2006) explains also, what is the 

main shift that happens in the culture. According to the scholars, the old manufacturing 

culture highlights efficiency as the service culture in turn, sets the flexibility to the center. 

The nature of business changes radically and therefore also the success factors presented 

below are needed.  

 

2.4.2 Structures and Practices 

 

To succeed in the transformation, and to create a service culture, the structures and 

practices need realignment.  One way to achieve the service culture is to establish a 

separate unit for the new service businesses (Oliva and Kallenberg, 2003; e.g. Gebauer, 

Friedli and Fleisch, 2006). As many scholars state, the separation of the service businesses 

helps the companies to build better service culture and mindset and to develop the new 

venture in a more controlled manner. The scholars underline that separating the service 

business into its own unit helps to avoid clashes that can appear between the old 
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manufacturing culture and the service culture. This separation can be seen as a solution 

to the barriers that I presented earlier, which reminds of the different nature of service 

and manufacturing cultures. 

The idea of creating a separate service unit is supported also by Baines et al. (2009) who 

develop the idea even further and suggest considering isolating the service unit for 

enabling better focus on the transition from selling products to selling services. The idea 

of isolating the new emerging businesses is not new or novel and it is presented also in 

other disciplines (e.g. O’Reilly III, C and Tushman, 2004).  

 

In the paper of O´Reilly and Tushman (2004) the focus is on studying the transition from 

old established businesses to new more innovative and emerging businesses. The scholars 

suggest separating the unit of emerging business from the rest of the organization and 

integrating it into the organizational structure only at the top-management level to share 

the knowledge and to use some of the resources the organization has. This kind of 

structure helps the organization to develop the emerging new businesses more freely and 

without having the old business and old mindsets as a change barrier. So, the 

ambidexterity framework, that O’Reilly III, C and Tushman provide, is not appointed 

directly for the servitizing organization but still, many similarities can be seen, and 

therefore the paper provides important insights also for this research. 

 

However, the servitization literature is not unanimous in separating the services to 

become their own separate unit. For example, Storbacka et al. (2013), present a 

controversial view on the question between separation and integration. The scholars 

address that the current literature, as I already presented, suggests both, establishing a 

separate service unit to support the service examination (e.g. Oliva and Kallenberg, 2003) 

but also to integrating the organization, and increasing interaction to enable the creation 

of repeatable solutions that can be provided for the customers (Storbacka, 2011). So, 

establishing a separate service unit and isolating it from the rest of the organization cannot 

be seen as the dominating strategy for all situations.  

 

Despite some contradictions, the literature also provides a solution to the previously 

presented issue. As mentioned, separating services to an own unit helps the company in 
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the exploration of the new service offering (Oliva and Kallenberg, 2003), but on the other 

hand, the integration and increased interaction help the company in the creation of more 

standardized and repeatable service offerings (Storbacka, 2011). Developing further from 

this finding, I state that the strategy depends on the stage the company is in its servitization 

lifecycle. If the service business is in the beginning and is done to explore the 

opportunities, then the business might be best to be separated as its own unit (O’Reilly 

III, C and Tushman, 2004). In turn,  if the service business is already in a more stable 

foundation and more services are wanted to be delivered and their position is more central 

in the organization´s strategy, then the right solution might be instead to increase the 

integration and interaction (Storbacka, 2011). 

 

Continuing with the success factors, the new requirements for the organizational practices 

need to gain attention. Storbacka et al. (2013), for example,  remind us about the need of 

taking care of the external relationships with partners and suppliers as well as considering 

all the internal issues the organization has. The transformation, like said, is not something 

that happens only internally but it has major effects also to the external players and 

relationships. As concrete success factors in this area, the servitizing manufacturer should 

consider aligning the incentives and increasing the communication with its partners, like 

distributors for example.   

 

2.4.3 Capabilities  

 

When examining the success factors, the importance of capabilities get also attention 

(Oliva and Kallenberg, 2003; Coreynen, Matthyssens and Van Bockhaven, 2017; 

Tronvoll et al., 2020). Coreynen, Matthyssens and Bockhaven (2017), recognize the 

importance of organizing workshops to educate the sales force. In this way, the benefits 

of the transformation are clearer for the central people and some of the barriers can be 

tackled both, internally and externally. Tronvoll et al. (2020) continue and highlight, how 

the new service-oriented strategies of the companies require a dramatically different set 

of skills. The scholars suggest that the management of the company should ensure that 

the company is systematically recognizing the needs for the new skills and has a priority 
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to fill the recognized needs. If the suggested workshops and educations are not enough, 

the lacking capabilities should be filled in other means. 

 

Oliva and Kallenberg (2003), in turn, set two requirements for the development of the 

capabilities.  The scholars state that the organizations moving from products to services 

should develop firstly, capabilities to diffuse knowledge in the existing service network 

and the stakeholders and secondly to develop a capability to manage such large service 

operations. From the development of the leadership capabilities, we can move to examine, 

what more success factors can be categorized under the leadership. 

 

2.4.4 Leadership 

 

When examining the success factors the academic literature acknowledges, the leadership 

aspect gains some attention. Tronvoll et al. (2020), for example, suggest that to 

successfully servitize a sales organization, it is crucial that top management develops a 

clear and strong vision for the transformation. The vision needs to be shared not only 

inside the organization but also with other stakeholders in the company´s network. The 

scholars notice also that the mindsets the people have should be changed to a more agile 

direction as the services in the modern days are usually software related and therefore the 

relation to the agile development cycles is strong. That wants to say that the business 

development, as well as the software and product development, should all share similar 

an approach to the way of doing the work. If only some parts of the organization are agile, 

it does not reach the potential it might have on a bigger scale. 

 

Changing the mindsets as well as taking care of the cultural aspects presented earlier, are 

tasks belonging to the top management of the company. To succeed with the 

transformation, the top management should allocate a major focus on leading the 

transformation. Hullova et al. (2019) remind that the top management of the company is 

in the end carrying the responsibility and therefore real ownership should be taken. 

Leading such a major transition cannot be seen as a small side project and so leave the 

ownership of the transition outside of the top management's priority list. 

 



 

 24 

Continuing with the leadership aspects, Reinartz and Ulaga (2008) provides a simple 

four-step framework for transitioning a company from selling products to selling services. 

The scholars address that successfully servitizing companies do not transform too fast. 

They start slowly by charging the old and simple services that the customers already are 

using. Secondly, successful companies invest in standardization of the delivery process 

so that it becomes as effective as the delivery of the manufacturing products that have 

been the historical core of the company. Thirdly, when the services become more complex 

the successful companies invest in upskilling their sales force so that they become capable 

to sell the new offering the organization is developing. The final change happens on the 

management level and includes changing the focus from a process and structure view to 

a customer-centric approach which includes understanding the changing customer pain 

points and processes and seeing the function of the company´s offering in solving the 

pains the customers had. The process includes many important success factors to be 

considered for any manufacturer transforming from selling products to selling services.   

 

To conclude the section on the success factors, I would like to mention that the list of the 

success factors is not comprehensive. So far, the literature in the field has been focusing 

on quite general level success factors that help in transforming an organization from 

selling products to selling services, but concrete transformation guidelines are still 

missing. To provide a clear picture of the success factors I recognized during the literature 

review and to conclude the section, I present the summarized findings in table 2. In the 

next sub-chapter, I move the focus even more to the servitization´s effects on the sales 

function and address what the literature acknowledges about the core of this study. 

 

Table 2. The success factors for servitization. 

Scholar Success factors 

 

Kohtamäki et al. (2021) 

Galbraith (2002) 

 

 

Create customer-centric mindsets 
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Coreynen et al. (2017) 

Kindström et al. (2015) 

 

Change focus from transaction to relationships 

 

Gebauer at al. (2006) 

 

Align the incentives to support the new service 

strategies and the new service mindset. 

 

Gebauer et al. (2006) 

Oliva & Kallenberg (2003) 

 

The service culture should be created by separating the 

service business into its own unit.  

 

O´Reilly and Tushman (2004) 

 

The separation of the service business helps also to 

lead the new venture in with more focus and more 

flexibility.  

 

Storbacka (2011) 

 

Increase the interaction and integration inside the 

organization to support the development of the 

repeated services. 

 

Storbacka et al. (2013) 

 

 

Align incentives and increase communication with the 

external partners and distributors. 

 

Hullova et al. (2019) 

 

 

Top management should give a lot of focus to the 

transformation from products to services.  

 

Tronvoll et al. (2020) 

 

 

The transformation needs to have a clear vision that is 

shared throughout the organization and external 

partners.  

Also, the mindsets need to be shifted to a more agile 

direction.  
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2.5 Servitization´s effects on the sales function  

 

Now when the background and definitions are clear and the existing general 

understanding of the transformation process from products to services is presented, it is 

time to bring the third important aspect of the study under the examination: what does the 

existing literature state about the servitization of the sales function? In this subchapter, 

the focus is on the servitization of the sales function and it includes all transformation 

activities that have a connection with some of the sales activities (Kowalkowski, 2011). 

The activities are not mutually exclusive like I already presented some issues in the earlier 

chapter, but the main focus in this chapter is to underline the sales-specific factors and 

not servitization in general. The need for examining the considered aspect is already 

presented, but to highlight the importance of having a sales-specific understanding of the 

servitization, Kindström et al. (2015) state, that service growth is seen as the most 

affecting trend on the sales. With this introduction, I move to present the findings from 

the existing literature that are focusing on servitizing the sales function. The objective is 

to create a solid understanding of what the existing literature acknowledges about the 

 

Coreynen, Matthyssens and 

Bockhaven (2017) 

 

Organize workshops to educate the sales force. 

 

Reinartz and Ulaga (2008) 

 

 

1. Start the transition slowly by charging the 

existing services. 

2. Standardize the service delivery. 

3. When the complexity of the services increases, 

invest in upskilling the sales force. 

4. Move the management focus from processes 

and structures to the customers.  
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issues and create a foundation for the further empirical study that I am performing. The 

existing literature in this field is not very extensive but some insights can still be found. 

 

Kindström, Kowalkowski and Alejandro (2015) found that the research, on the 

servitization´s effects on the sales function is scarce and therefore stuck to the issues by 

themselves. They constructed three case studies, which is the dominant methodology in 

the field, and recognized that the transition affects the sales function on three levels: 

organization, roles and capabilities. The scholars suggest that all the areas should get 

attention to successfully manage the considered transition. Focusing on organization 

refers to the new way of organizing the actions inside the company. For example, the 

transition from a transaction-based approach to a relationship-based approach means 

increasing the communication between the salespeople and the customer and so the 

organization should be structured in a way that enables enough communication. Focusing 

on roles, in turn, refers to finding and establishing new roles considering the new ways of 

selling the offering. For example, when the service offering becomes more extensive, it 

might be good to establish some new specific roles. Lastly, capabilities, refer to the 

augmentation of the current competencies of the sales personnel to meet the requirements 

of selling more complex offerings. This is crucial because the shift from simple hardware 

products to software might be very big and so the people should be educated about the 

entirely new aspects. 

 

The same research provides also a broad list of activities to help the management in 

overcoming the issues. Kindström, Kowalkowski and Alejandro (2015) suggest 

establishing training programs for the sales force to educate them about the new offering 

but also about the new way of selling. One important aspect is for example to educate the 

sales force to become better at formulating business cases for the new offering and 

presenting them to the customers. That requires a more thorough understanding of the 

customer´s business and is, therefore, a challenge for the traditional sales force. The shift 

is explained in a similar way also in Sheth and Sharma´s (2008) research, where the 

scholars state that the shift from products to services becomes visible, especially in terms 

of increasing customer orientation and moving towards "consultative" selling. The 

transition to the new way of selling is not challenged in the considered field of research.  



 

 28 

Kindström, Kowalkowski and Alejandro (2015) continue by addressing that the culture 

should be changed to be focusing purely on customer value-creation. This kind of shift in 

the mindsets sets new requirements for the roles of the sales force and leads to the need 

of developing a new "service-savvy" personnel (Ulaga and Loveland, 2014). According 

to Ulaga and Loveland a clear transition to becoming more service-oriented or service-

savvy as they put it, makes the change visible and helps in the creation of the real service 

culture. 

 

Chung (2021) in turn, focuses on the change from selling products to selling services, 

especially in the technology field but points out that the same issues appear in the other 

fields as well. Chung addresses that the main shift happens in the business model and 

means starting to invoice the customers based on consumption instead of units. In the 

article, Chung puts the transformation under three steps: rethinking the customer 

segmentation, organizing the sales unit in a new way and using sales management 

methods in steering the actions in the right direction.  

 

The first step that Chung suggests, rethinking the customer segmentation, refers to the 

shift in segmentation that the new SaaS model requires. The paper has an example from 

a technology field, and it states that the shift happens from dividing companies by size 

(small, medium, large), to dividing companies by consumption. Concretely this means 

that the segmentation is done for example in a cloud technology company, not according 

to the headcounts of its B2B customer but according to the amount of stored data. Each 

company should carefully consider what are the best possible metrics that would best 

serve in identifying the customers in the new setting.   

 

The second step, organizing the sales unit in a new way, focuses on the question, of how 

to sell the offering to these newly identified customers. According to the paper, the 

reorganization should focus on moving from focusing on closing the deals to customer 

success. The shift is logical, since closing the deal does not generate revenue anymore in 

the same way, but the main income is generated through keeping the customer using the 

service or even increasing the use over time. The salespeople should keep the customer 

engaged and help them to become even more advanced users. The shift is not easy since 
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it requires more technical skills from the salespeople, but the challenge can be fixed by 

forming these customer success teams that are focusing on engagement and relationships 

and then technical sales teams that are focusing more on the technical solution after the 

deal is signed. To be successful companies should also utilize the information that the 

salespeople get from the customers through continuous interaction and that way to take 

advantage of the new model. 

 

Lastly, Chung suggests using sales management methods in steering the actions in the 

right direction. The paper states that the tools the sales management should use are 

recruiting the right people, educating them, leading their performance, and lastly, 

compensating them so, that the incentives are aligned with the strategy of the company. 

Also, the culture should start to underline performance and collaboration and, in that way, 

remind about the chosen strategy. 

 

In the research, Chung reveals that often times the change from technical roles to 

customer-facing roles is easier than vice versa. The salespeople often struggle with 

mastering the increasing technical demand and therefore the shift should be supported by 

education. However, if the people do not show a willingness to change or if they are 

incapable to learn the new requirements and the new selling models, termination should 

be seen as the leadership responsibility. The compensation, in turn, is a good way to steer 

salespeople’s behavior. When moving between two models, the more traditional model, 

and the SaaS model, it is incompetent to adjust the compensation plan according to the 

roles. To continue with concrete suggestions, Chung says that the training and education 

should be focusing on problem-solving and forming business cases to help the customers 

in the decision making. Managers should all the time be close to the sales force and 

measure the performance and see where is a need for more support. Lastly, to make all 

this possible, the culture should be renewed. The salespeople´s focus should change from 

knowing everything to learning everything and through that, even the complex shift from 

selling products to selling services should be possible. 

 

As I already in the introduction presented, the sales function perspective in the 

servitization literature has not received much attention. Raddats et al. (2019) have studied 
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the servitization broadly and they have given some special focus to the sales aspect as 

well. However, the conclusion of the scholars is similar to mine, as they state, that most 

of the studies, considering the sales perspective, are limited to only providing a general 

understanding of the issues appearing in the sales function. The central statement is that 

service sales require a move towards relational and value-based selling and that the 

capability requirements are very different. The capabilities that the traditional sales force 

has are enough only for selling some simple or basic services. This insight becomes clear 

already through only reviewing the literature of the field and points out that deeper 

understanding and frameworks are needed to get the research stream developed even 

further. 

 

 

2.6 Synthesis of the literature review 

 

To conclude the literature review, I would like to synthesize the most central findings and 

create the foundation for the empirical part of the study. We have now understood the 

field of servitization and its most important sub-fields, like digital servitization, and 

product-service systems. I have stated that the services include not only traditional 

services but also more broadly other digital offerings, like for example product-service-

software-systems. I have also addressed how the transformation is seen in the companies 

and that the barriers are appearing on both sides, internally and externally, and include 

both, cultural and corporate issues. The literature acknowledges also some success factors 

for the servitization and also on that side, the culture and capabilities get focus from the 

scholars. In addition, many scholars consider aligning the structures and practices as an 

important factor for a successful servitization. The leadership of the transformation 

receives also attention as an enabler and driver of the transformation. However, as the 

sales function perspective is the core of the study, I focus on addressing what the literature 

acknowledges about that issue. 

 

In short, the most important barriers to the transformation from selling products to selling 

services can be divided into cultural barriers, barriers considering the structures and 

practices, and capability barriers. The cultural barriers include inter alia the slowly 
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changing customer behavior, lack of the service culture, and the lack of genuine customer-

centricity. The barriers considering the structures and practices, in turn, include the 

challenges with the distribution network and the lack of structures enabling the 

communication between the stakeholders. Also, the resource allocation and old pricing 

models appear as barriers in the considered category. Lastly, the capability barriers 

include the lacking capabilities in different areas. The sales force is not capable to create 

engaging customer relationships and sell the new offering and value proposition. The 

customers, in turn, are lacking the required digital capabilities to adapt to the new digital 

offerings. The companies in general, are lacking understanding of the transformation and 

for example, changing the pricing model from cost-plus pricing to value-based pricing 

causes lots of challenges as many new capabilities are required. Although the academic 

literature notices the need for transformational leadership, it still does not emerge as its 

own theme, like on the side of the success factors. 

 

The most important success factors can be grouped into the four main categories: cultural 

factors, factors considering structures and practices, capability factors, and leadership 

factors. The cultural factors are about creating a customer-centric service culture that 

helps the company to succeed in the new direction. The factors considering structures and 

practices are about creating a structure that supports the service transition, like separating 

the new service business into its own unit and creating channels for the increasing 

communication between stakeholders, for example between sales personnel and the 

customers. Also, practices, like increasing the interaction between the units and aligning 

the incentives are important for the success of the servitization. The success factors 

related to capabilities are about upskilling the salesforce and ensuring the capabilities the 

organization requires. When considering the capabilities, the distributors and the 

customers can neither be forgotten. Supporting the external stakeholders with their 

capabilities is important. The leadership factors, in turn, are at least as important, and 

include activities, like changing the organization's focus from transactions to 

relationships, aligning the incentives to support the new strategy, and sharing a clear 

vision of the direction for all stakeholders. Also, the transformation process on its own 

should get a lot of management’s focus and sufficient resources to reach success. The 

leadership factors can be seen as the activities that are ensuring the other factors are 
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implemented successfully and the barriers removed from the front of the organization. 

Strong leadership with clear goals is critical for reaching success. 

 

As mentioned, the academic literature has also contradictory viewpoints on the topic. The 

level of integration can be seen to be dependent on the stage in the company’s lifecycle. 

In the beginning of the transformation, separating the new service business as well the 

service, to its own unit helps the new business in building a more customer-centric service 

culture and to keep the focus strictly on the new undertakings. However, when the focus 

is broadening and the delivery of repeatable services becomes the core focus area, more 

integration is needed. To create a clear path for the steps during the transformation, more 

research is needed.  

 

To present a coherent and logical view of the barriers and success factors the current 

literature acknowledges, I have synthesized the conceptual framework of the study in 

figure 1. The framework is a starting point for the empirical research that is conducted as 

a case study and provides the possibility to strengthen the framework further from the 

sales function perspective. Now, as the theoretical and conceptual foundation for the 

study is created, I will next elaborate more on the methodology of the research.  

 

 

Figure 1. The conceptual framework for barriers and success factors of servitization. 
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3. Methodology 

 

In this section, I present the methodology used in the thesis. First, I describe my decision 

behind choosing a qualitative case study method in general and then define more precisely 

the case company and how the data is gathered. After that, I present the data analysis 

method used in the thesis and then end up the section with the evaluation of the study, 

including validation and limitations.  

 

 

3.1 Research process 

 

I started the thesis research project in September 2021 at the same time as the thesis 

seminar. I started to think about the topic having several criteria in my mind. First, the 

topic should be well linked with my own interests in business transformation in a way 

that I could combine my gained knowledge from studies and work. Secondly, it should 

be a topic that is relevant for both, academic and practice and that could provide some 

new perspectives that would be relevant to the current business environment. Thirdly, it 

was important that I have enough material to conduct the study and access to a possible 

primary source, like for example a case company. 

 

With these criteria’s in my mind, I quite fast found a topic from the company where I 

have been working earlier. The company is under a big transformation so I knew that 

thinking about the issues the company has a good topic would be found. I first contacted 

my old manager with the idea of conducting a thesis in cooperation with the company but 

without doing any contract with them because I wanted to preserve my own freedom and 

flexibility with the project. The idea was received warmly and after some discussions, we 

found a topic that is strongly related to the tasks I was doing in the company while 

working there as a business transformation trainee. I knew that choosing the topic of 

defining barriers and success factors in transforming а product-centric sales function 

towards solution orientation, would be a great fit for all, for me and my interest, the 

academic body of knowledge and also practice, like the managers of the company or other 

similar more traditional manufacturing companies. 
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So, considering the interests, the resources, the research context, and the nature of the 

topic, I ended up choosing a qualitative case study method as the research method for the 

thesis, which is elaborated more in the following sections. However, the first interview 

was conducted 27th of October 2021, and the last 19th of November 2021. The analysis 

of the research data was done parallelly with the interviews and the report was written in 

the spring of 2022. 

 

 

3.2 Case study approach  

 

The aim of the research is to study the barriers and success factors in transforming а 

product-centric sales function towards solution orientation and so fill the gap in the 

existing research. The studies of servitization follow mainly qualitative methods and are 

mostly case studies and explorative by nature (Rabetino et al., 2018). Also, according to 

Baxter and Jack (2008) the case study method, based on the interviews is the ruling 

method in the strategy research. Therefore, to build on earlier knowledge and to continue 

the research tradition, I have chosen the case study method also for this thesis. In that 

way, I can elaborate on the phenomenon of servitization in a special context and bring 

valuable insights for theory and practice. 

 

I selected a single case study as the design frame as it helps me to put the findings of the 

topic in a specific context, which in this case is a sale function (Yin, 2009). Piekkari et al. 

(2009) defend the single case study method against its criticism by stating that the single 

case study method helps find many perspectives on the same phenomenon. In my 

research, the context is new and specific (sales function) but the transition from selling 

products to selling services is already well addressed in the earlier academic research. In 

this way, the single case study method helps me to provide a new perspective on the topic 

as I am not aiming to generalize or build theory from the earlier research. In turn, selecting 

multiple case study method would have enabled me to generate more generalizable 

findings (Gerring, 2004), but as the access to such information and the resources for 

conducting the study are limited, choosing the single case study method is well-argued. 
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3.3 Data collection 

 

In this sub-chapter I will present in more detail the case company that is used in the 

research and then continue to present in more detail, how is the data collection in the 

empirical part of the research done. 

 

3.3.1 Selection of the case company  

 

As already mentioned, the research focuses on one single case, which in this study, is an 

old, traditional Finnish product manufacturer. The company has operations in over 90 

countries it employs around 1000 employees total in Finland and abroad. The company 

is a market leader in its old field, even the competition has started to be more aggressive.  

The company’s success stems from the high-quality hardware products that it provides 

through its distributors to several customer segments.  

 

However, in recent years the competition has intensified, and the rivals have expanded to 

new areas. Digitalization has affected the field a lot and the offering is no anymore only 

about hardware, but the software is increasingly part of the offering. The industry is 

disrupted by the new IoT technologies, which leads to a big need for the transformation 

also for the case company. The company wants to continue its successful history and it 

has decided to expand the service business by developing a variety of new digital services 

for its customers. The services include software that supports the clients but also some 

traditional services, like providing help with designing the solutions in collaboration with 

the customers. 

 

The company is chosen for the study because it represents a typical manufacturing 

company under the transformation from selling products to selling services. The findings 

from the considered single case study are not generalizable as such (Eriksson and 

Kovalainen, 2008) but they can be valuable for other similar companies and in developing 

their own thought processes with the transformation. My own background in a company 

is also a big driver for the selection of the company and it might have both positive and 

negative effects on the research. As a positive effect, I see the access to the data that 
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would otherwise be hard to access. Knowing some of the people in the company really 

helps in getting access to the right people and getting the valuable information for the 

study. Negative effects in turn might be the assumptions and perspectives that I have 

formed already when working in a company. Having a history in a company might 

therefore lead to a fact that I would not see something that someone from outside the 

context could see. However, after a consideration, I think that the positive effect is much 

stronger and therefore the case company was accepted. Also, the decision to do the 

research as my own independent project and not take any commissions for the project is 

a factor mitigating the risk of becoming biased or trying to give a picture of the situation 

that would be aligned with some specific interests of the company. 

 

3.3.2 Selection of the interview participants 

 

I did the selection of the interviewees in cooperation with my key informant, who was 

my former manager from the time I was working in a company. According to Bogdan 

and Biklen (2007), the key informant is someone who has a good relationship with the 

researcher and can help the researcher to get access to the research participants. My key 

informant was a person in a leadership position who has an extensive network around the 

company. The person knows the people in a different unit and was therefore in a good 

position to help me with the research. The key informant was not appointed in any formal 

process but was chosen rather due to the earlier personal contact. There was not any 

reason to change the person when the decision to proceed with the research was done. 

 

The interview participant was selected in the collaboration with the key informant. The 

idea was to conduct 5 interviews inside the company and 2 for the customer organizations 

of the company. In this way, the findings would be tested also outside the company and 

the perspective would not be too unilateral and therefore possibly biased. The interviewed 

people from the company were sales and country managers who all had a good view of 

the sales function and its transformation. All the participants had more than 1 year of 

experience from the company which was important because it enabled them to have a 

better view of the transformation already for some years back. The interviewees were 

selected from 3 different countries to represent the global nature of the company. The 
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interviewees from outside the company were selected to represent typical customers of 

the company that have been following the transformation from selling products to selling 

services from a customer's perspective. The organizations were selected with the help of 

the key informant's recommendation and with a limitation of having access to the 

customers quite quickly. We agreed with all the interviewees that I preserve 

confidentiality when presenting the results and no names or facts that would link the 

interview results with the personalities will be presented. The interviewed employees 

varied from sales personnel to country managers, but no more details need to be provided 

to ensure the good quality of the study. 

 

 

Table 3. Interviewees, positions and the interview times 

Interviewee                            

(A-Employee, C-Customer) 

Position Date of the interview 

Employee (A1) 
Sales personnel, 

Domestic 
27.10.2021 

Employee (A2) Manager, Domestic 8.11.2021 

Employee (A3)  Manager, International 10.11.2021 

Employee (A4) Manager, International 18.11.2021 

Employee (A5) Manager, Domestic 19.11.2021 

Customer (C1) 
Manager, responsible 

for purchasing 
15.11.2021 

Customer (C2) 
Manager, responsible 

for purchasing 
16.11.2021 

 

3.3.3 Conduction of the interviews 

 

All the interviews were semi-structured by the nature. The approach fits well the study as 

I am focusing on finding answers mainly to ‘what’ and ‘how’ questions (Eriksson and 

Kovalainen, 2008 p. 83). The semi-structured setting helps me in guiding the interviews 

in the desired direction, but it also leaves the freedom for the participants to provide 

insights about the topics they consider to be important (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008). 
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Also, Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) state, that when the earlier theory on the topic is not 

very extensive, the semi-structured setting is supporting the research. In turn, in research 

where the topic is already extensively researched and the goal is for example to test some 

hypothesis, more strictly guided methods can be used. The decision to conduct the 

interviews as semi-structured proved to be correct, as the interviewees underlined some 

important aspects that I would not otherwise have asked about.  

 

All the interviews were conducted through online tools Zoom or Microsoft Teams. The 

decision to conduct the interviews remotely online was easy as the situation at the time 

with COVID-19 did not leave any choice. The meetings started always with a camera on 

and with short informal introductions. After the introductions, the interviewee got to 

choose if the cameras were left on or not. Starting the meeting with a more informal 

approach was a good method to create confidentiality and a more relaxed feeling. At the 

beginning of a bit more formal part, the actual interview, I read through the data protection 

practices. The central point was about anonymity and that the interviewee can stop the 

interview if desired. 

 

The interviews lasted from 22 to 54 minutes. One of the interviews was conducted in 

English and the rest in Finnish. Each of the interviews was transcribed shortly after they 

were conducted. The transcriptions were done by hand to help me to familiarize myself 

more with the gathered research materials. The transcriptions were done in the same 

language as the interviews. In all of the interviews, I used the same interview guide, which 

was however more guiding than strict by its nature. The main elements of the interview 

guide were the following. 

 

1. Introductions 

2. The difference between buying products and buying services 

3. Barriers and challenges in the sales function’s transformation towards services 

4. Success factors in the sales function’s transformation towards services 

  

The quality of the data gathered in the interviews is good. All the professionals were 

aware of the transformation but no one of them viewed the topic from a transformation 
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professional's perspective. This led to a situation where the data was highlighting the sales 

function perspective genuinely and so provides a good foundation for the empirical 

findings of the research. However, the gathered data has also its limitations. The 

interviewees were answering the questions from their own perspectives and therefore the 

gathered data is quite limited to the specific context of the research. If the context would 

be different, the barriers and success factors might have been experienced in a different 

way. This limitation should be noticed when trying to utilize the results of the study in 

other possible contexts. 

 

 

3.4 Data analysis  

 

To broaden the understanding of the topic, bring new insights beyond the previous 

research, and to well address the research questions, I use the theoretical or inductive 

thematic analysis method in the data analysis of my research.  The method is driven by 

my theoretical interest in the area of the research topic. To make it clear, I use familiar 

patterns from the previous literature, like barriers and success factors in the 

transformation from selling products to selling services, but I compliment the already 

existing themes and patterns by adding new findings done in my research. I see this as an 

important aspect due to my aim to fill the gap in the existing literature and to broaden the 

understanding of the topic through studying the issues in a specific sales function context. 

Using the inductive method might provide a less rich picture of the data overall but instead 

focuses on more detailed analyses of the aspects presented in the research questions (Yin 

2002, cited in Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008). 

 

Analyzing the gathered data, which consists of the transcribed interview recordings, is 

done by following the thematic analysis method. Although the theory of the field was 

guiding the interviews, the field of servitization is still lacking a solid theoretical 

foundation (Rabetino et al., 2018) and therefore the research cannot be based on a 

grounded theory approach and pre-formulated theoretical propositions (Eriksson and 

Kovalainen, 2008). Using the thematic analysis provides me a flexible way to analyze the 
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gathered data and therefore fits well with my research. According to Yin (2002, cited in 

Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008), using an inductive-oriented strategy in analyzing the 

data helps in forming the answers to the research questions from real empirical data and 

from not any pre-given theoretical foundation. Even the data analysis follows the 

inductive-oriented strategy it does not mean that any influences would not be taken from 

the current body of knowledge. Hirsjärvi and Hurme (2008) support the approach and 

state that the themes should be connected with the previous theory of the topic and also 

stem from the empirical data gathered for the research. In this way, I seamlessly combine 

both of the elements. 

In the data analysis, I follow the guideline of the thematic analysis method by Braun and 

Clarke (2008). The six phases of the methods are presented in table 4. 

Table 4. Phases of thematic analysis by Braun and Clarke (2008). 

Phase Description of the process 

1. Familiarize yourself with the data Transcribing the data, reading the data and 

noting down the initial ideas 

2. Generate initial codes Coding interesting features of the data in a 

systematic fashion across the entire data 

set, collating data relevant to each code 

3. Search for themes Collating codes into potential themes, 

gathering all data relevant to each 

potential theme 

4. Review themes Checking if the themes work in relation to 

the coded extracts (Level 1) and the entire 

data set (Level 2), generating a thematic 

‘map’ of the analysis 

5. Define and name themes Ongoing analysis to refine the specifics of 

each theme, and the overall story the 

analysis tells, generating clear definitions 

and names for each theme 
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6. Produce the report The final opportunity for analysis. 

Selection of vivid, compelling extract 

examples, final analysis of selected 

extracts, relating back of the analysis to 

the research question and literature, 

producing a scholarly report of the 

analysis 

 

The guideline presented above consist of six phases but should not be interpreted as a 

linear process, as the scholars state that in qualitative research it is important to keep such 

guidelines as guidelines and not take them as strict rules (Braun and Clarke, 2008). Also, 

in this research, the guidelines are used flexibly so that the method best fits the data and 

the research questions. According to Braun and Clarke the process should be recursive 

and iterative, and that suggestion is followed in this research as well. For example, the 

interviews were transcribed directly after conducting them, so familiarizing myself with 

the data was done parallelly with the data gathering. Also, the coding and themes were 

considered already while transcribing the interviews and so the process was more 

recursive and iterative than linear.  

The coding of the research data was done to address the research questions in a quite 

specific manner.  I chose to account the particular aspects of the research questions more 

precisely instead of providing a rich description of the entire data set I gathered in my 

interviews. This decision enabled me to comprehensively address the research questions 

that were set according to my theoretical research interest and the objective of filling the 

gap in the existing research. The coding was a very iterative process, and I did it by hand. 

I read through the transcriptions and highlighted the most important citations with a color. 

When many of the citations followed a specific pattern, I gathered them under a code. For 

example, many of the interviewees were mentioning that there is no willingness to change 

or that the long history of working in one way leads to resistance to change, which lead 

me to form a code, “change resistant sales force”. When the coding was mostly done and 
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the most important findings regarding the research question were written as citations and 

codes in a separate Word-document, I moved forward to set the themes.  

I approached the construction of the themes in an explicit way. That wants to say, that I 

identified only visible themes and patterns and did not focus on diving deeper and going 

beyond the surface-level messages with the purpose to interpret the statements of the 

interviewees. Approaching the analysis at a latent level instead would have been more 

about interpreting the sayings and finding some underlying assumptions from the explicit 

data. The decision of focusing on the explicit level was done based on the observation, 

that the research questions and the interview guide were mostly well understood by the 

interviewees and the answers were mostly straightforward. Also, the topic was not 

sensitive to the interviewees which helped me to gain honest answers. In this context, 

trying to find some deeper underlying assumptions wouldn´t have provided any additional 

value to the research.  

Concretely, forming the themes was done after a careful analysis of the existing codes. I 

tried to find patterns that combine some of the codes under a common or shared factor. 

For example, when the coding resulted in codes like, “change resistant sales force”, “sales 

unit and distributors are lacking capabilities” and “the strategy and vision of moving 

towards services are unclear to the sales personnel”, I saw that the theme for the codes 

could be named, as “people are not prepared for the service shift”. After the initiative 

codes and themes were set, I reviewed the analysis several times and did changes to the 

coding and themes. In this way, I proceeded with the entire data set and ended up forming 

9 themes that included together 34 codes. Finally, when I was satisfied with the coding 

and got divided the themes under the barriers and success factors, I defined and named 

the themes. All the themes ended up under two, categories, barriers and success factors 

and each theme included 3-6 codes.  

After being satisfied with the process, I moved forward to write the reports to summarize 

the empirical findings of the study. During this phase, I did the last modifications to the 

themes and codes and chose the examples to highlight the voice of the interviewees and 

the primary data. The findings chapter is structured according to the coding of the study. 
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3.5 Validation of the study 

In this sub-chapter I present the validation of the conducted findings to prove the 

truthfulness and accuracy, which according to Altheide & Johnson (1994 p. 486) are the 

main criteria for the validity of the research.  The validation is done following the four 

criteria for evaluating the quality of the study (Yin, 2009 p. 40-45). Firstly, construct 

validity, is about multiple sources of evidence that support the research and about building 

a link between the evidence and the gathered data. In my own study, the evidence is 

gathered from my primary data source, the case company. The data is gathered in the 

semi-structured interviews conducted with the employees of the company. However, to 

support the credibility of the data and to broaden the perspective outside the organization, 

I interviewed also two persons from two different customer organizations. Using 

additional interviews to gather supportive data outside the case company made the 

gathered data even more reliable.  

Secondly, internal validity, whose importance is emphasized particularly in the 

explorative case studies (Yin, 2009), is about understanding some specific events and 

their results in a specific context. As my research is focusing on defining the barriers and 

success factors in transforming a sales function, internal validity is in a central role. To 

ensure internal validity, I am focusing on thoroughly analyzing the gathered data set and 

not making any own assumptions based on my earlier knowledge but also focusing on 

selecting the data sources inside the company correctly. As mentioned also the selection 

process of the interviewees focused on creating a cross-section of the organizations so 

that the global presence and the broad perspectives of the employees will be genuinely 

present and so improve the validity of the research. 

Thirdly, external validity, which refers to the replication and is especially important in 

the multiple case studies was taken into account in my study in the following way. 

Eisenhardt (1989) suggests using multiple case study method to validate the research as 

it is not relying only on one case and is so more vulnerable. Nevertheless, that my research 

was a single case study, I still conducted many interviews during the process. When 

conducting the interviews, I focused on creating replication through the interview guide 

used in the study. The semi-structured interview method did not enable preserving any 
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strict or fixed form in the interviews but having the same core enabled me to create more 

comparable results in the interviews. Lastly, reliability is taken care of through careful 

documentation of each phase of the research. During the analysis, I documented all the 

citations that have formed the codes that in turn have formed into themes. I have also 

along with the report brought up any possible concerns that could undermine the 

reliability of the research. 

 

3.6 Limitations of the study and ethical concerns 

Considering the limitations of the study, I underline a few important aspects. Firstly, using 

the single case study method is not as strong method as multiple case study method 

(Eisenhardt, 1989). Using multiple case study method would have enabled generalizing 

the findings more also in other contexts but the findings of this research can act only as a 

tool for provoking thoughts when the context is different from the study. The topic is 

however new, and due to interesting findings, the method limitation can be resolved in 

future research. Secondly, the data collection is done through interviews which enables 

reaching only a limited number of participants. In this setting, taking the limited resources 

into account, the number of participants was sufficient but having more participants with 

even more different backgrounds and positions could make the data even richer.  

Thirdly, considering the data, one limitation is also my own position as a researcher in 

relation to the researched entity. My background as a former employee has given me some 

presumptions that might affect my approach to the study. However, the employees that 

were interviewed were not close colleagues to me which mitigates the risk of the possible 

issues. Also, during the data collection, I focused on not guiding the interviewees too 

much and so mitigated the risk of letting my presumptions to steer the research.  

Lastly, I would remind about the limitation regarding the sales function perspective of the 

study. As the literature review reveals, a lot of the transformation issues considers broadly 

the entire organization. Restricting the issues to only sales function context might be 

challenging and therefore when applying the findings in the practice, the broader view 

should be considered. The barriers and success factors are both examined to provide an 
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overview of the issues in the sales function context, but when the transformation is topical 

in practice, the cross-functional perspective should be applied.  

Moving forward to ethical considerations, in my study, I follow the ethical concern 

guidelines designed for qualitative research by Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008 p. 70-75). 

The ethical concerns have been guiding the research already from the beginning as 

cooperating with an external company requires continuous nurturing of trust and 

confidentiality to get everything arranged. The company has been satisfied with the 

ethical concerns that have designed for the study and no additional requirements have 

been presented.  

All the participants of the research, in my case, the interviewees, are voluntarily 

participating in the study. The participants are informed about their right to not participate 

to the study and also about the right to withdraw from the process even after the start. In 

case some of the participants withdraws from the research, the employer would not be 

informed about the withdrawal. Also, the aspect of an informed consent is considered 

through providing the central information about the study for the participants. The 

interviewees are informed about the aim of the study, the use of data and also who all are 

the main stakeholders of the research. In my study, it is me and my supervisor and the 

case company. Also, two customer organizations are involved. To ensure that the 

participants are not going to have any harm due to participation in the research, all the 

participants will be anonymized. The personal information of the participants is respected 

and is treated with the highest confidentially. Lastly, the concern of professional integrity 

is considered through the thorough explanation of the research methods. In this chapter, 

I have clearly stated how is the research conducted and how the findings of the research 

have been formed. In this way, the reader of the research can form an understanding about 

how the findings of the study are formed.  Next, I present the findings of the research. 
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4. Findings 

 

After defining the theoretical framework by emphasizing what the previous literature 

states about the topic and having presented the methodology of the research, it is time to 

present the findings of the study. I will present the findings following the pattern of the 

research question. First, I present the findings regarding the barriers and then continue to 

the success factors. More elaboration on the theory and the findings will be done in the 

conclusions and discussion chapter. 

 

The chapter is structured according to the themes recognized in the study. I start with the 

barriers and the themes that belong to that area and then continue to the recognized 

success factors. Each theme is defined, and the codes are explained more precisely 

supported by the citations from the interviews. 

 

 

4.1 Barriers to the service transformation  

To reach the objective of the study, which is to recognize, what are the barriers and 

success factors in transforming the sales from selling products to selling services, I now 

present the findings regarding the barriers part. While constructing the data analysis, I 

managed to construct 4 themes that emerge from the barriers mentioned in the study. In 

this subchapter, I am presenting the findings theme by theme and elaborate more on what 

is included in each of the themes.  

4.1.1 Existing operations support product but not service businesses  

 

The first barrier is about the operations that support the product but not service businesses. 

The operations of the company are evolved over the years to support the traditional 

product manufacturing business. Now during the period of the transformation, many of 

these operations are not optimal considering the new direction of the company. The 

operational side barriers are divided into five different sub-themes: the transformation 

process is lacking resources, the slowness of the organization is a challenge, the lack of 
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cooperation is a challenge, the salespeople´s possibility to participate in the product 

development is limited and lastly the current offering is not competitive. 

 

The transformation process is lacking resources 

The set of interviews revealed that the personnel experiences the resources allocated to 

the transformation process to be too scarce. Running the daily business and parallelly 

focusing on the new initiatives becomes too heavy. The feeling of lacking resources, in 

turn, affects the motivation and the engagement with the new strategic direction. A sales 

manager from the company commented on the issue in the following way: 

 

A3. “It is a barrier that sometimes they will tell us to do this or that more but 

sometimes, and mostly on the group´s side, the management does not understand 

that we have x-amount people at our office. We are already so busy that the 

transformation requires new headcount.” 

 

 

The slowness of the organization is a challenge 

As a barrier on the operational side, slowness was also mentioned in many different 

interviews. The interviewees underlined that the company is just generally too slow in 

moving forward with the new initiatives in the market. The competitors challenge the 

company´s good position, and sales personnel is forced to explain to the customers when 

the new generation products are going to be launched and why only then. The challenge 

is experienced to be in both, the development, and the production side. Slowness was not 

only mentioned in the interviews with the company´s own personnel but it appeared also 

in the interviews with the customers of the company. The slowness appeared in the 

interviews in the following way: 

 

A5. “I guess it is kind a linked what you already said but speed, agility – we are 

terrible and too slow. The factory is too slow. The developers are too slow, you 

know they are saying that we can have look at it in two years. But sorry guys, 

there is people doing it in months if not in weeks and we don’t have that level of 

flexibility. “ 
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C1. “The biggest issue is that the company is so big. I mean the entire 

organization. An ocean ship turns slowly.” 

 

The lack of cooperation is a challenge  

To continue with the operational barriers, it is important to underline the importance of 

cooperation inside and outside the company. The transformation from selling products to 

selling services requires tight cooperation between different parties. The shortcomings, 

appearing in that area are seen as a serious barrier that is slowing down the pace of the 

transformation. The interviewees talked also about the silos that should be removed and 

also that long distances between the product and service development as well as 

customers cause issues in creating a coherent picture about the customer needs regarding 

the new direction. Both, the silos and the distance between the product development and 

the customers are issues that are summarized under the lack of cooperation. The 

importance of cooperation became clear in many interviews. 

 

A2. “There are partially some silos that should get rid of. When different units 

are under own leadership areas, it requires some exercising to get them work 

seamlessly across, like in matrix.” 

 

A5. “There is a long distance between the guys that build up stuff and the 

customer. They have probably never met a customer. So, they are not going to 

know what the customer wants.” 

 

The salespeople have limited possibility to participate in product development  

Although the salespeople are the part of the organization that works closest to the 

customers, their possibility to participate in product development is limited. The sales 

personnel work mostly with their own activities and their knowledge is not effectively 

used in the product development. Some of the interviewees brought up that even if some 

ideas are asked or tested with the sales function, still the opportunity for major changes 

is already closed. The opinions are asked too late when the feedback is not anymore for 

making major changes to the design or the offering. Also, the aspect of selling and 
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marketing the products should be taken into account already in the early phase, so the 

offering could be built having the customer close to the mind.   

 

A3. “On the software side they might ask some features, like should something be 

there but when the ball is already too big, and even if we would the say that this 

feature should be added, it still doesn’t mean that that the entire ball could be 

modified anymore because it is already too big and expensive.” 

 

The current offering is not competitive  

While going through the transformation from selling traditional hardware products to 

selling services and connected systems, the creation of a new offering is very central. The 

old product offering is not enough when the future is seen to be more in services. The 

interviews revealed that the personnel who are working on the customer level, do not see 

the new offering as competitive enough. The company has a history as a high-end player 

on the market but now it should humbly seek a new direction and not be too proud or sure 

with the new offering it is providing. The company has many competitors that are 

specialized in this kind of service product and so competing against them requires clear 

focus from the company. 

 

To define the critics that the offering gets, it is important to provide some clarification. 

For instance, the company gets critics for launching products or services that are not 

working well enough. The service product might have errors, or they are not functioning 

as well as the reference points from the competitors. The issues harm the reputation and 

are very harmful to the salespeople that have personal connections with the customers. In 

the end, the salespeople are the ones to be in charge for the customers of the shortcoming 

with the offering. 

 

As barriers regarding the offering, the packaging is also mentioned. When the complexity 

of the offering increases, it becomes even more important to package the offering in a 

way that is easy to understand and easy to sell. Many of the interviewed salespeople 

underline, that the offering should be so well packaged that the capabilities of the sales 

force do not become a problem. That wants to say, that when the issue is that the sales 
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personnel are not capable enough to sell the complex products, the problem is not actually 

in the people but in the fact that the offering is packaged in a too complex way. The sales 

personnel underline that selling should not be made too complex because it really 

decreases the efficiency of the sales operations and directly affects the results that the 

sales function is generating. 

 

A3. “The services that the organization provides are not competitive.” 

 

A3. “Pretty often in the world of our company, comes up a thought, that when 

there is a product that costs 1000€ and there is our stamp on the product, so we 

think that customers want it and run after it but in real life it maybe doesn’t work 

this way. The functions and pricing needs to be very competitive.” 

 

A4. “Too complex thing becomes as barriers for the sales.” 

 

To conclude the section on operational barriers, I would state that the old operational 

practices that the company has developed over the years of the product era are not enough 

to support the new service businesses. The organization cannot succeed with the new 

service businesses if it does not approach the operational issues from an entirely new 

perspective. 

 

4.1.2 The old structures hinder the service transformation 

 

During the analysis of the interview data, structural barriers that hinder the successful 

transition toward services strategies emerged as a second theme. The theme consists of 

barriers, that are structural by their nature and refer to both, internal organizational 

structures but also to the structures regarding the value chain of the business. Many 

manufacturing companies are strongly dependent on their distributors that are owning the 

relationships with the end customers. While moving toward services, the companies 

would like to increase the direct contact with the end customers, but due to the created 

distribution model, having a direct relationship might be challenging. The structural 

barriers consist of three categories: the current distribution channel is a barrier, the 
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distributors are not strong enough incentivized and lastly, there is a confrontation between 

domestic and international markets. 

 

The current distribution channel is a barrier 

Many interviewed employees underlined that the distributors have a strong role in the 

company’s value chain. The success of the products and services is strongly dependent 

on how the distributors are engaging with the new offering. If the distributor sees the 

service in a good light, the success is many times bigger. In turn, if the distributor does 

not engage with the new offering, it is almost obvious that the new product or service is 

not going to succeed. Another challenge for the company is that many of the traditional 

distributors see the direct customer relationships between the manufacturer and the 

customer as a big threat. That is because in case the manufacturer starts to do business 

directly with the customers, the distributor's role weakens and becomes less critical. That 

in turn means an increase in the manufacturer's bargaining power and a strong 

deterioration in the company´s position. 

 

A2. “Service does not succeed if the distributor is not supporting it.” 

 

A5. “And obviously when some of the distribution parties recognize that we are 

getting involved in services, they didn’t like it.” 

 

The distributors are not strong enough incentivized  

To continue with the structural barriers and deepen the understanding of the issues 

considering the distribution, the issue of asymmetric incentives can be recognized. The 

distributors that are selling the manufacturer's products and installing them as a service 

are not very interested in investing in the future’s uncertain opportunities regarding the 

new service offering. Especially the issues come clear when the new services that are 

tried to be launched on the markets include software and more complex technologies. The 

distributors are mostly very traditional companies and do not have the required 

capabilities for these new generation’s digital offerings. The distributors are also quite 

small, except for a few bigger players, and therefore they do not have big enough 
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resources to invest in the development of the new capabilities or recruiting new people 

with the required capabilities. 

 

The issues become even more challenging from the distributor’s perspective when the 

fact, that many of the services are not profitable or generating cash from day one, is added 

to the picture. The service business is often about the estimated customer lifecycle value 

and therefore the upfront investments are needed. For a small distributor, such 

investments are often not aligned with their own interests. 

 

A3. “They (distributors) prefer selling the hardware but then leave selling the 

software to others. “ 

 

A3. “The investment that should be done to find the right people and then training 

them, takes time and money but the distributors want to get the results today. Also, 

for the smaller distributors the challenge is that when the company is only 3-4 

employees, they need to hire one more to the new tasks but that can be done only 

if it is sure that it is profitable.” 

 

The confrontation between domestic and international markets  

The last point regarding the structures is about internal issues. The company is operating 

globally but the headquarter is located in Finland. This causes some tensions that are 

visible inside the company but also for the customers. One of the interviewed customers 

addressed the issue:  

 

C2. “It is highlighted that the company has an internal challenge that they have 

strong export sales and domestic sales and the communication between these is a 

bit lost.” 

 

The tension between the home market and the international markets is seen mostly in the 

form of misalignment or imbalance in the attention the different markets are getting. 

Many of the salespeople in the international markets state that the home market has a too 

strong impact on the product and service development and the possibility to impact the 
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development from abroad is challenging. Still, the international markets are in a very 

central role in the company’s business and so it becomes a challenge also for the 

transformation. Many services require a very customer-oriented approach in their 

development and if the international markets are neglected, the success is very 

challenging to be reached. 

 

A3. “I think that when there are the steering groups of the factory and there is 

always homeland and then the production, so why there is always homeland but 

no export?” 

 

A3. “Also, sometimes I have such a picture that they actually understand but don’t 

want to understand, so they rather force other to take Finland’s model and copy 

it to other countries than adjust the model to the countries, which would make the 

work harder in Finland.” 

 

The structural barriers are definitely a hinder to a successful servitization of the company. 

The structures that are created to support the product business do not work as effectively 

when the focus shifts toward services. The distribution channel, which is built mainly 

relying on the distributors, brings its own challenges to the transformation. The company 

cannot focus only on building well-functioning structures internally, but the external 

structures of the value chain need redesigning as well. Also, when moving towards 

services, the global presence of the company should always be preserved. 

 

4.1.3 People are not prepared for the service shift 

 

When structuring the data, it became obvious that the barriers are not considering only 

the organizational questions, like organizing the operations or structuring the business in 

a proper way, but that the people of the organization have an important role in succeeding 

in the transformation towards services. The people of the company should be taken into 

account, and even in a central role in performing the transformation. In the end, it is 

always about people and if employees are resistant to the change, salespeople or 

distributors are lacking capabilities, or the vision and the direction of the company are 
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unclear, the odds of success with the transformation are small. The theme consists of the 

following codes: change-resistant sales force, sales unit and distributors are lacking 

capabilities, and lastly, the strategy and vision of moving towards services are unclear. 

 

Change resistant sales force 

The interviews showed that many of the sales personnel might be resistant to the change 

regarding the transition from selling products to selling services. Employees of the 

company are used to do things in an old way and that leads to challenges when the status 

quo interferes. It seems to be normal for the company that when something new rises, it 

is usually questioned. For the sales function, this means, that the new service-oriented 

direction is not only warmly welcomed.  People need time to accept the changes and they 

need to get an understanding that why is the transformation done. 

 

A1. “We are used to do the things in an old way. New initiatives are questioned, 

and the resistance rises always when something new comes.” 

 

A3. “…it is just so easy to continue doing the same things as the earlier 20 years. 

The human nature is such with the changes that the people with a change 

willingness are hard to find.” 

 

Sales unit and distributors are lacking capabilities 

To continue with the barriers regarding people, also the role of the capabilities receives a 

lot of attention. Both, the employees of the company and the distributors are lacking 

capabilities that are required in the transformation towards services. The new generation 

of mostly digital services increases the complexity of the business and so challenges the 

current capabilities of employees and distributors. The salespeople might experience their 

capabilities to be lacking and that is one factor leading to the change resistance that was 

presented previously. No employees want to end up in a situation where their current 

experience and capabilities are not valued anymore. A sales manager of the company 

stated it clearly and said that: 

 

A2. “Our own capabilities have been a barrier.”  
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The need for new capabilities considers both, capabilities regarding the more complex 

systems but also the way of selling the new kind of offering. Excelling in selling the new 

kind of service offering requires capabilities of serving the customers in a new way. The 

salespeople should be capable to create business cases for their customers who underline 

the importance of understanding the value of buying services. In the same way, also the 

way of selling changes. The approach becomes even more counseling, so the sales force 

should adapt to the new way of providing solutions for their customers. 

 

A5. “You know, we are a sales unit. We don’t necessarily have the skills to do 

integrations.” 

 

C2. “The company should be bolder to advice the customers and say what is 

important to take into account when one is acquiring a system.” 

 

The strategy and vision of moving toward services are unclear  

The last point regarding the people barriers is about the bad understanding of the strategy 

and vision of moving towards services. None of the interviewed people had a clear view 

of the strategy regarding the transition towards services. Engaging with the service 

orientation is hard because the bigger picture is still lacking. 

 

A1. “I have no ability to comment the strategy that is behind the transition from 

products to services and I think that the missing understanding of the bigger 

picture is a barrier.”  

 

A3. “Honestly speaking the background (for the transformation) is not clear… [] 

…The question that why we want to move there (services and software) has 

remained unclear.” 

 

The barriers regarding the people can be concluded by underlining the issues of change 

resistance, lacking capabilities and the vague strategy and vision that can be placed under 

the responsibility of management. The management of the company should focus on 
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communicating the strategy and the vision in a way that the sales personnel becomes 

involved in the transition. One important aspect is also to recognize the gaps in the 

capabilities so that the sales personnel gets support with understanding the requirements 

for the new type of selling.   

 

4.1.4 The old product culture is a barrier to the service transition 

 

As the people barriers referred more to the change resistance, capabilities and to the need 

of communicating the vision and the strategy, the cultural barriers are more about the 

mindsets the organization and the distributors have. The cultural barriers reach beyond 

the organizational borders and affect both, employees and distributors. The codes of the 

theme are the following: distributors are stuck in the old world, the confrontation between 

sales and production, and lastly, the backward-looking mindset is a challenge. 

 

Distributors are stuck in the old world 

As mentioned already earlier, the distributors have a strong role in the company´s value 

chain. Even if the company itself is getting the minds renewed and employees start to 

commit to the new direction, the change process is still not done. The distributors are 

strongly stuck in the old world and are not willing to seize the change. However, there 

are some bigger players on the distributor side as well, who are transforming and adapting 

to the change. The industry has been under consolidation and many distributors have 

become part of bigger players. When understanding the ongoing changes in the industry, 

it can be seen that probably the change toward new types of offering is a central driver 

for the consolidation. The distributors need to find new ways to effectively build new 

capabilities and start to master the new increasingly digitizing ways of providing value 

for the customers. 

 

The company cannot force the distributors to change. Both parties are trying to find a 

balance in their relationship and testing the strength of their position in the value chain. 

Both parties have their bargaining power and so the distributors are carefully taken into 

account. The transformation seems to take time inside the organization but adding the 
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barrier and historical mindset that the distributors have, the complexity of the 

transformation increases even more.  

 

A1. “There is probably a thought that why are you going into this kind of things? 

Could we not just continue as earlier?” 

 

A3. “…it is a barrier because even the company would have the desire for the 

transformation, however, distributors are separate and private companies and 

therefore we cannot force them to change.” 

 

The confrontation between sales and production  

The confrontation between the established units and functions can also be seen as a 

cultural barrier. Some of the people are used to working inside their own unit and not 

collaborating a lot with others. That appears for example as a confrontation between sales 

and product and service development. Salespeople might experience that the people in 

the product development are just developing new things that make the actual sales job 

more challenging. The feeling might be that their ideas are not heard and therefore the 

product and services that come out from the funnel are not done in a way that the 

salespeople would wish. 

 

A1. “Sometimes there might appear confrontation between sales and product 

development, like again they did something like this. This appears especially when 

speaking about our company traditionally.” 

 

The backward-looking mindsets 

The cultural barriers could almost be summarized under the theme of backward-looking 

mindsets. Succeeding with the new service strategies takes time because the focus of the 

company is still strongly on the products. The service business is growing but still, the 

focus is clearly on products. One of the sales managers put it clearly: 

 

A4. “The company´s focus is fully on products.” 
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The statements underline also the differing views about the transformation. People in 

different roles are having different perspectives on the lifecycle stage the company is 

currently having. As some employees experience to be working clearly in the product 

business, a growing part sees the company being increasingly a product-service system 

provider. The aspect is important to be taken into account as the change communication 

is planned forward. 

 

To continue, also the general way of doing things is seen as a barrier. The interviewees 

commented that the way of developing new offerings is not agile enough. The offerings 

are often overdeveloped, and the development is not done accordingly to the most critical 

features. Some of the interviewees state that the desire and the actions are not aligned and 

that the company is lacking ambition in driving the change in the new direction. 

 

A5. “We say that we are the greatest, but we still don’t have the capability to 

really satisfy the customers need. Certainly, there is lot of talk and not action.”  

 

A5. “I sound negative but some of us are frustrated on the time and the lack of 

ambition and I guess the realization is quite close to the top, certain risk needs to 

be taken if you want to change the business model.” 

 

The barriers of the old product culture consist of both internal and external cultural issues. 

The internal issues are about the cooperation inside the different units and also about the 

backward-looking mindset the organization has. The company has not yet created an 

identity as a service company, but most views are still in the history, in the old product 

business. The external cultural issues are mostly about the distributors’ mindsets that are 

as well stuck in the old world. The company has fewer direct tools to affect the culture 

on the distributor's side, but through cooperating and communicating the vision of the 

future, the distributor's culture could be affected. 
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4.1.5 Conclusions of the barriers 

 

To end the section of findings regarding the barriers, the following can be stated. First, 

the company´s operational practices hinder the transformation. In a manufacturing-

oriented company, the operations are created to support a product business. When 

transforming a product business towards solution orientation, the old way of organizing 

the operations appears as a barrier. More concretely, resources, the pace of doing things, 

cross-unit collaboration, and the offering should all be redesigned to support the new 

direction of the company. 

 

Secondly, the structures that have been designed to support the product business are not 

optimally supporting the transition towards selling services. In concrete terms, the 

distribution channel should be reconsidered and closely involved as well as incentivized 

and the inputs from different markets should all be taken into account. In a service 

business, if the decisions about the new offerings are done too long away from the 

customer level, the end result will not be satisfying.  

 

Thirdly, the barriers are also seen in how the people adapt to the change. The salespeople 

are lacking capabilities regarding the new offering and solutions and also the way of 

selling changes. The sales force is change resistant because they do not understand the 

changes that are ongoing, and the benefits are not well enough explained. Also, a vague 

picture of the strategy and vision regarding the transition causes barriers that hinder the 

transformation.  

 

Lastly, the cultural barriers should also be understood to be able to tackle them in an early 

phase. The cultural barriers consider the mindsets and are concretely seen in the form of 

being stuck in the old world and not open to new trials. The culture becomes an issue also 

in the form of confrontation between sales and product development which should be 

working seamlessly when developing new kinds of offerings and trying to become more 

customer-centric. Also, the historical mindset is a burden. The company has a long history 

of succeeding with the hardware product and now starting to build a new position also in 

services is not welcomed only positively. History is an advantage in many ways, but it 
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requires a good strategy to be able to turn it into positive energy.  Next, the success factors 

are presented. 

 

 

4.2 Success factors behind the service transformation 

 

After the barriers are presented, I continue presenting the findings regarding the success 

factors that emerge in the study. To succeed in the transformation from selling products 

to selling services, the following success factors should be taken into account. In this 

context, the success factors are seen as factors, that have a positive influence on the 

transformation. The list of success factors listed is not comprehensive and is consisted of 

the findings from only the considered case study. The list of factors cannot be used as a 

roadmap in the transformation, but it provides a good view of the specialties that should 

be considered when leading the sales function through the transformation. The previous 

literature is already providing a good view about the transformation generally but 

bringing the sales point of view to the transformation literature is the value that the study 

provides.  

 

The findings are organized under the themes of five success factors. Each theme or 

success factor summarizes a number of codes that emerge in the bigger groups and the 

final versions of success factors. I start by presenting the success factors regarding 

operations and structures and then continue to present the requirement of moving towards 

stronger customer-centricity. After that, I present the recommendation of focusing on 

people and developing capabilities and finally end by presenting the success factor of 

focusing on the competitive offering. The findings are not listed in the order of their 

importance. 

 

4.2.1 Rethink the operations to support the transition toward services 

 

Designing the operations to support the transition towards services is seen as a very 

important success factor. The operations should be aligned with the new vision and 

strategy and they can be seen as a backbone of the transition. The operations are not only 
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about how the internal operations are organized but also how the entire value chain serves 

the new direction of becoming a more service-oriented company. Rethinking the 

operations includes involving the distributors, supporting the business of the distributors, 

developing the background operations, and lastly, communicating and sharing 

information. 

 

Involve the distributors  

The interviews underlined that the distributors should be involved in the process of 

transformation. The distributors have a strong position in the value chain of the company 

and therefore the idea of moving toward services should be sold to them in the same way 

as it should be sold to the internal salespeople. If the distributor is strongly involved in 

the transformation and is committed to the new direction, the potential for successful 

transformation increases dramatically. The interviewed salespeople underline that when 

the distributor is excited about the new offering, the potential volumes that can be reached 

are probably tenfold. That wants to say that to succeed in the transformation, the 

distributors should be taken close to the changes and involved in the discussions about 

the new direction. 

 

As a concrete action, the distributors could also be educated to better understand the new 

offering and in that way increase the odds of success. As it became clear already in the 

barriers section, the distributors are stuck in history and are not having all the resources 

and capabilities the new service transition requires. For the company, this means that by 

educating the current distributors, the company could build an even stronger relationship 

with them and also get them to be willing to move in the same direction. All in all, the 

distributors should be tightly involved in the development and the communication of the 

vision and the changes should be highlighted so that the distribution is continuing to be 

satisfied with the partnership and in that way enables better success for the company. 

 

A1. “When the idea of services is sold to the sales force, the next step is to sell it 

to the distributors.” 
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A2. “If there is a product or solution that we think is good and also the distributors 

think it is good, then the potential volume is probably tenfold.”  

 

 

Support the business of the distributors 

The second operational success factor and suggestion that the data provides is the 

importance of supporting the business of the distributors. The tight relationship where 

both parties are highly dependent on each other’s forces the company to build ways to 

support the distributors' business. In that way also the distributors are more motivated to 

be involved and participate in the transformation from their side. The main interest to 

support the distributor's business comes from the fact that the distributor's success is 

directly affecting the success of the company. 

 

The interviews underlined also that it is important to be close to the distributors, develop 

their business and in that way get a share of the new services provided. So, from the sales 

functions perspective, it is more attractive to continue having a good relationship with the 

distributors and not step too much on their toes. That wants to say, that when often 

services are tried to deliver directly to the customers, without distributors in between, and 

so capturing an even bigger share of the value, that is not the way the salespeople want it 

to be. The salespeople are having the closest relationships with the distributors and so it 

is not in their interest to end up in the hard discussions with the distributors who are not 

happy with the direction of the development. Supporting the business of the distributors 

could be done for example through organizing education, developing new service 

offerings in tight collaboration, and creating a clear vision about the future development. 

Those actions would help the distributors to invest in their capabilities and to build an 

even better position in the new service-oriented business. 

 

A4. “We should aim to support the distributors and develop their business and 

through that get a share of the continuous services.” 

 

A4. “We should think everything in a way that supports the business of the 

distributors and through that benefit by ourselves also.” 
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Develop the background operations 

The last point that comes to the operations is developing the background operations that 

support the new service businesses. In the new setting, many of the old processes become 

very different. For example, when a company starts to produce continuous services that 

are invoiced monthly instead of just relying on one-off sales, the invoicing process 

becomes heavy. Also, all the updates and renewals need to be taken care of and therefore 

the requirement for smooth background operations is crucial. From the perspective of the 

sales force, the most important thing is that the customers are getting what they are 

promised, and that the sales force does not need to do too much of the routine job by 

themselves but that the routine processes should be automated. The sales force has a 

strong desire to focus only on the core task, which is selling, and not spend too much time 

on the additional tasks that the transition towards services causes. 

 

A2. “It requires questioning some processes even internally and the background 

processes need to be automated. The functioning of the background processes is 

crucial” 

 

Communicate and share information  

According to the study and the third code, communication and sharing the information 

inside the organization are also crucial elements behind the success. Many of the 

interviewed managers stated the same and emphasized the changes that has happened in 

the area. It is important that the organization creates transparency and, in that way, keeps 

all the parts on the same line.  

 

For the sales function, communication is important for several reasons. Firstly, talking 

about the transformation, and the things related to it, helps the sales force to adapt to the 

changes. As one of the sales managers stated: “A1. To success we just talked more about 

the transformation.” The statement shows that the required actions are not all that 

complex, and they can be performed even with small resources.  

 

Secondly, communication is important, because it helps to share the learnings regarding 

the new services and the issues that the transformation rises. The salespeople are all 
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individuals, and they adapt to the changes at a different pace. Having discussions inside 

the sales teams and sharing the learnings impacts the results positively. Internal 

communication and knowledge sharing in the sales team were mentioned in many 

interviews.  

 

Also, involving all members of the sales team in the discussion is important. Often, 

salespeople and people from different units generally are listened to during the 

transformation processes but then the knowledge, insights and understanding do not move 

further to the other team members. To succeed, and to get also the other salespeople on 

the board it would be important to communicate the messages further from the discussions 

that are done between only a few salespeople that are also usually handpicked and already 

the ones that are not resisting the change or even supporting it.  

 

Lastly, an important point in getting the sales function involved in the change is to let 

them communicate the new ideas to the customers and in that way test the new offering 

in the practice. The most important requirement for the salespeople is that the customers 

are satisfied with the offering. The study revealed that it is about creating the proof of 

success and letting the salespeople see by themselves, how the new services are providing 

value for the customers. The interviewed managers did not present any complex or 

sophisticated tricks to get the sales personnel involved but they underlined the importance 

of communication and involvement of the people in the change. 

 

A1. “Sparring that happens between the salespeople is important.” 

 

А1. “When we noticed the changes and got to talk them through and then the idea 

was presented for a few customers, salespeople noticed that there is demand for 

such a service and it changed the attitude in a way that again it was nice to sell 

it.”  

 

To conclude the success factors regarding the operations, I state that again the role of the 

distributors is highlighted. In the context of a manufacturing company, the distributors 

are such important partners that their importance should not be understated. If the 
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distributors are not aiming for the same goal, success is hard to achieve. The manufacturer 

should build the operations in a way that takes the distributors into account and supports 

their business as well. Inside the company, the operational focus should be on creating 

supporting background operations. As the nature of the sales changes, the automated 

background operations should enable fully focusing on the new challenges the sales 

function is facing. The well-functioning background operations allow the salespeople to 

focus on the issues that are at the core of their roles. To enable sharing the same vision of 

the new service businesses, the company should focus on communication and sharing 

information. To enable reaching better results internally, communicating about the best 

practices is key. 

 

4.2.2 Focus to find a supportive structure that fosters the service 

orientation 

 

To succeed in the transformation from selling products to selling services, the 

organization should focus on finding the right organizational structures that support the 

service transformation. This needs to be done to enable the service orientation, becoming 

customer-centric, tackling the issue of working in silos and also to tackle the issues that 

the sales force is facing when doing the actual sales activities. Finding the right 

organizational structure might be challenging but the data provided the following insights 

to support the restructuring. The theme of finding a supportive structure consists of three 

codes: creating a special sales force, the sales should be closer to the product 

development, and lastly, highlighting the service focus through organizational structures. 

 

Create a special sales force  

The need for creating a special sales force stems from the findings that highlight the 

lacking capabilities of the current sales force, the difficulty of developing capabilities 

same time in all the required areas, and from the fact that selling services is different from 

selling products. The sales force is already busy, and they feel that expanding the area of 

their professionality might be too much. Now many of the salespeople are lacking 

capabilities and the interviews did not reveal a very big interest to develop the capabilities 

of the current salespeople in their current role, but rather creating a new specialized sales 
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force who are focusing on the service sales.  The service-focused sales force would 

support other salespeople with their knowledge and so the salespeople would be able to 

create even deeper knowledge and capabilities each in their own focus areas. The product-

focused salesforce, in turn, would be experts in their own areas. 

 

The creation of the new service sales force gets support in the interviews because the 

employees felt, that learning about both, products and services might be too much. Also, 

they mentioned that the way of selling is different and the number of different kinds of 

requirements is high. Becoming professional in the area requires extra effort and 

therefore, according to the interviews, the specialized sales force would be the best way 

to proceed. 

 

A5. “If we did have that capability, I say that we should have at least one 

salesperson who is more software-oriented.” 

 

C2. “It highlights that sales have own end customers and own capability areas 

and I think that it shows but also, I think that there are still thinks to be developed 

on that area”.  

 

Move sales closer to the product development  

To continue with the structures, the second code, internal distance, gets attention. The 

interviewed sales and country managers all noticed that sales should be closer to product 

and service development. They underlined that close collaboration is an important success 

factor and leads to better results in terms of sales and customer satisfaction. According to 

the interviews, the sales is the unit closest to the customers and therefore has the best 

knowledge about the customer needs. Utilizing that knowledge leads to more efficient 

product development, to an offering that better serves the customer needs, and in the end 

to the increased sales volumes. Also, one of the sales managers mentioned, that it is not 

only about the increased quality in product development but that the sales force has a 

strong need of being heard.  
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According to the gathered data, increasing the integration and collaboration between the 

development and the salespeople could be done by adjusting the organizational structures. 

As an example, formal and regularly arranged meetings, where both, product 

development and sales function are involved, could solve the problem. To even broaden 

the perspective from the field, also international salespeople should be involved. Having 

a too big focus on the home market can otherwise lead to biased decision-making.  

 

The service transformation requires even stronger customer focus and that is the main 

driver, of why tighter collaboration is needed. Silos all over the company need to be 

recognized and tried to be broken down. The changes can start already from more 

informal sparring between the sales and the product units and then through testing 

different structures, find the best way of organizing the development. 

 

A1. “The cooperation between the development and sales should be bigger and 

more regular than what it is now. When development is sparring with the sales, 

good ideas are born.” 

 

Highlight the service focus through organizational structures  

The last code of the theme, focusing on supportive structures, focuses on the actual 

organizational structures. To better succeed in the transformation, the case company has 

been under the process of restructuring which has been done to support the new strategical 

intentions. The services are moved under own manager and the development and product 

management are combined in the same unit to do the work more systematically. Also, an 

aspect that needs to be taken into account is, that in the world of services and software, 

the changes are happening faster than what the organization is historically used to. 

Therefore, the organization should also be organized in a way that enables faster reactions 

and a more agile way of moving forward. 

 

The right organizational structure is still seeking its form, but the interviewers underlined 

the importance of small units. The company is big which challenges its nimbleness and 

therefore it was mentioned as a barrier in the previous section. To tackle the challenge, 

the interviews provided a suggestion of organizing smaller units that would be nimbler to 
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react to the new inputs on the market. Too big organization, heavy decision-making 

processes and many layers of hierarchy slow down the pace and therefore do not serve 

the goal of growing the service businesses. As a success factor, the organization should 

be structured in a way that enables agility and speed.  

 

A2. “As a result of the organizational restructuring, services are moved under the 

own manager and the development and product management are combined to the 

same unit.”  

 

A5. “I do hear people when saying that we are a big organization and maybe we 

need to set up a smaller organization which is capable and flexible.” 

 

As a conclusion for the structures section, I state that the structure that has been successful 

in the era of product business seems not to be supporting the new service business 

similarly. For the service business, the old structures become a barrier. The get the 

services to success, the company should create a special sales force, move the sales closer 

to the product development, and in general restructure the organization to serve the new 

strategical intents regarding the service transformation.   

 

4.2.3 Enforce customer centricity and create a service culture 

 

Customer centricity and the need for service culture became obvious in the study. Many 

of the interviewed managers addressed the importance of having the focus on customers. 

As already mentioned, the fast pace of the service field, higher customer requirements 

and different way of providing the services leads to the need for strong customer-

centricity. Succeeding in becoming customer-centric is an important success factor in 

transforming the sales function from selling products to selling services. Enforcing 

customer centricity and creating a service culture include focusing on customers, 

renewing the mindsets, involving customers in the service development, and ensuring that 

the customer understanding covers the entire market. 
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Focus on customers  

Firstly, the study highlights the importance of focusing on customers. It becomes clear 

that in service sales, the understanding of customers and their goals is even more 

important. To reach that understanding, the salespeople should be close to the customer 

and ensure that the contact with the customers is continuous. Being close to the customer 

is also directly mentioned to be one of the success factors behind the company’s current 

success. 

 

Increasing the customer focus also outside the sales function would help the sales function 

in their transformation indirectly. Getting the entire organization to become interested in 

the customers helps the organization in aligning the goals between different units. The 

biggest interest should not only be the goals set for the unit but instead having the 

customer always in the center. Spreading the customer understanding through the 

company could happen by listening more to the salespeople that are in continuous 

connection with the customers. 

 

For the sales function, it is a challenge to really understand the benefits the customers are 

getting from the services and then argue them further to the customers. The benefits are 

differing by nature from the normal product benefits and therefore to succeed, sales 

personnel should learn to argue the benefits for the customers. Also, from the customer's 

perspective, the more complex the services are, the more support is required. 

 

A1. “In service sales, understanding the customer needs and the customer´s goals 

for the services are even more vital.” 

 

C1. “I think that continuous contact with the customers is very important.” 

 

A2. “The sales need to understand what benefits and value the customers are 

getting from the products and then being able to argue these for them.” 
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Renewing the mindsets  

Moving to the second code of the theme, to successfully transform towards the services, 

the mindsets need to be renewed. The transition cannot be done too carefully and slowly 

but more boldness to try out is needed. The transformation from one-off sales to 

subscription sales might in short term negatively affect the value of sales but to reach 

success in the longer term, the risk needs to be taken. The risk-averse approach needs to 

be renewed and it should be replaced with boldness. The business should be prepared to 

work without reward for a time to enable the longer-term rewards. Also, when expanding 

to a business that is new by its nature, an open mind is important. The sales force should 

openly approach the new solutions and try to find the solutions that best fit the customer’s 

needs. Relying on the old ways of doing is not enough. 

 

A5. “…be first and fail and then come back stronger with the second attempt and 

learn on the way. You need to be prepared to be doing a lot of work without 

reward for a time.” 

 

A5. “You need to take a completely open view on things.” 

 

Involve customers in the service development  

The third code considering involving the customers in the service development is about 

developing products that are designed directly to customer demand. Only thinking about 

what customers need is not enough but real customers should be involved. All the ideas 

of new offerings could be tested with the customers and only then developed further. 

Taking the customers to the center of the development is important for the salespeople 

because, in the end, it is they who need to argue the goodness of the product for the 

customers. 

 

As mentioned, all the solutions that are designed should be done to the real customer 

demand. Customer´s needs should be taken into account already in the early phase of 

designing the products but also in designing, how to approach the customers. The sales 

force should carefully consider what are the most important points for the customers and 

then design the sales materials and arguments accordingly. In service sales, the needs for 



 

 71 

the services differ from the product need and therefore it is important to reconsider how 

to approach the customers. For the company, one important aspect is to provide materials 

that articulate the value for the customer in a new and better way. Providing good tools 

and material makes the actual sales work easier. 

 

Thinking about designing the solutions to the customer needs, got one more perspective 

in the interviews. To successfully get the sales force involved in the transformation, the 

new solutions should be designed for the masses. The salespeople did criticize the fact, 

that many of the products and services are designed for huge customers that are very 

attractive to the company but in the end, that types of customers are only a fraction of the 

company’s customer base. The offering should be designed for the masses and so the 

salespeople would see selling the new offering as a more attractive opportunity. 

 

The last point of providing solutions to the customer demand is that the demand should 

always be verified with the customers. When getting excited about the opportunities in 

the service field, it is easy to forget that providing the services is as complex as building 

great products. The company needs to really understand what the needs are and then 

provide high-quality solutions to the needs. All services are not selling, and therefore 

especially in the beginning to get the sales personnel involved, it would be important to 

focus on creating really successful services that would prove the concept to be working. 

The service development should be started from the simple example services that would 

be easy to provide and so gather experience both, of developing the services but also of 

learning the new way of selling the new kind of offering. 

 

A1. “There should be more customers involved to the planning and designing the 

services so that everything would function better from their perspective.”  

 

A2. “Doing tests and trials with a few chosen customers to make the proof-of-

concept. Test and trials should be made with some ideas through involving 

customers to the proof-of-concepts and to get experience from different use 

environments.” 
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A3. “If we want to reach masses then the services should be designed for the 

masses and not for a small group.”  

 

Ensure that the customer understanding covers the entire market  

As a last code in the theme, to succeed in the transformation of the global sales function, 

it is crucial to take the entire market area into account when developing customer 

understanding. The headquarter has easy access to the information in the home market 

and that easily leads to biased customer understanding. To fix the issue and success in 

building a customer understanding that covers the entire market is possible by involving 

the international market experts in the product development meetings. For example, 

inviting the sales managers from different market areas to participate in the development 

meetings, helps the product development unit to have a real customer understanding 

present and so neglects the overrepresentation of the home market. 

 

A3. “There is an overrepresentation of the homeland in the product development. 

There should be also one or 2-3 people from the international markets to mitigate 

the effect of the home market. It could be some kind of rotation.” 

 

Another success factor for creating a genuine customer understanding of an international 

market is to send the product development people to visit the international markets. The 

salespeople would willingly introduce the development experts to the customers and so 

provide them a real feeling about the life of a customer. Each mediator weakens the 

message on the way and therefore it would be important that the development people 

would themself travel to the target markets. This would also make the cooperation 

between sales and development more tight, interactive and effective since the perspective 

on the issues becomes more aligned. 

 

A3. “There should be salespeople from different countries taking part to the 

product development because the countries are so different.” 
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A3. “The management who are in charge of the decisions in product development 

should acquire more market knowledge. This could be done though travelling 

themselves to the different markets. Writing an email does not work.”  

 

To conclude the success factors regarding enforcing the customer centricity and creating 

a service culture, concrete actions are provided. The customer focus should be in the 

center of doing and the real customer insights should be created by involving the 

customers in the development. Also, the product developers, as well as decision-makers, 

should get to the field and meet the customers in the target markets of the company. 

Focusing on customers leads the company in the right direction with the new service 

strategy.   

 

4.2.4 Focus on people and develop new capabilities 

 

Focusing on people is a very important success factor in the transformation from selling 

products to selling services. As already mentioned, the people should be involved, they 

should develop new capabilities and renew their mindsets to be open to changes and so 

on.  Even the operational backbone, high-quality services, and good technological 

solutions among many other things are important, but still, without the people, the 

transformation does not proceed anywhere. Focusing on people includes selling the idea 

of services to the salespeople, noticing the individual needs of the sales personnel, and 

lastly, developing special capabilities. 

 

Sell the idea of services to the salespeople  

To begin the transformation and to reach success, it is important to first sell the idea of 

moving towards services to the sales personnel. The vague rationale behind the transition 

makes it harder to engage with the changes and therefore the selling becomes a challenge. 

Arguing the idea first to the sales force is critical. The higher-level people who already 

understand the idea of the transition should establish solid arguments on why the 

transition happens. They should also focus on arguing the customer benefits clearly 

because for the sales personnel that is the biggest matter of concern. 
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A1. “Salesmen need to understand the impact, not numerically or business-wise 

but rather what is the purpose of the service and why am I selling this with this at 

the same time.” 

 

Recognize the individual needs of the sales personnel  

The second issue in focusing on the people is about noticing the individual needs of the 

salespeople. As I already mentioned earlier, the salespeople adapt to change at different 

speeds and therefore they should be treated individually. This should be done on a low 

level and the sales manager should take care that all the sales force is getting on the same 

line. A helpful way to do that alignment is to organize workshops or even informal 

sparring with salespeople where they can share their insights and learnings about the new 

way of doing the work. 

 

A1. “Especially when a new product or service is launched, some salesman adopts 

it fast when some other does not even see the perspective which the one who 

understands it has already started the sales.” 

 

Develop special capabilities  

Lastly, developing new capabilities requires also investments. To succeed in the 

transformation, it is important to invest in new capabilities. This can be done through 

educating and training the old salespeople but also through recruiting new people who 

already have the required capabilities. The interviews underlined the importance of the 

new recruitments as a success factor in the transformation. The advantage of recruiting 

people with the required capabilities does not come only from the fact that they master 

their work to be done but also that they spread the information to others. More service 

and software-oriented people in the middle of the more traditional product experts are an 

important factor in getting progress to the transformation. 

 

A2. “The transformation requires us to get new skills.” 
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A2. “Many new people, new skillsets and better understanding has been recruited. 

The new people genuinely understand the software and service business and those 

as a combination with specific aspects of our field.”  

 

As well as the company should focus on customers, the finding underlines the importance 

of focusing on its own salespeople as well. As the salespeople are the ones getting the 

services to the markets the idea should be first sold to them. In the adaption to the changes, 

the sales personnel are all in different phases and they all react to the new situation in 

their own ways. Therefore, individual needs should always be taken into account. Also, 

as the offering becomes more complex, more special capabilities are needed. The sales 

personnel should get a lot of focus during the process of the service transformation. 

 

4.2.5 Focus on developing a competitive offering 

 

After presenting the success factors of rethinking the operations, findings a supportive 

structure, enforcing customer-centricity and building a service culture, investing in people 

and new capabilities, lastly, also the offering should be taken into consideration. The 

offering the company provides is the core of the sales functions work and therefore its 

competitiveness got a big focus in the interviews. As already mentioned in the earlier 

sections, the offering can’t be transformed from products to services just for doing so but 

it should always respond to the real customer needs. The issues regarding the offering are 

among others that the changes in it should be well explained to the customers, it should 

be designed in a way that it is simple to sell, it is functioning well, and it is packaged well 

keeping the distributors in mind. 

 

The changes in offering should be well explained to the customers 

From the customers' perspective, the transformation from products to services and from 

one-off buying to subscriptions causes many implications. The buying of services is 

different, and the recurring fees causes often differing procedures in the buying 

organization. For example, making many years-long deals is no anymore in the hands of 

a normal purchasing manager but the decisions are made on the higher levels. Therefore, 

the reasons and rationale for the changes that the transitions bring should be clearly 
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explained also to the customers. They have a willingness to understand where the change 

stems from and what value they are getting from it. So, in the end, the transformation and 

its rationale should be thoroughly communicated to all parties, internally inside the 

company and then externally to the partners and distributors, and also to the customers.  

  

A1. “Now, when we are moving from the strong product-sales approach towards 

service businesses and we start to monetize the services that have earlier been 

free we need to firstly, go carefully through, why are we asking money for this 

now, and why we don’t do the service for free anymore?” 

 

Services should be very simple to sell 

The challenge of selling the services attained a lot of focus in the interviews with the sales 

personnel. Many interviewed employees stated that the services cannot be too hard to sell 

and everyone should be able to learn the rules of the game. The view is, therefore, a bit 

contradictory to the statements about the need for a special sales force that would be able 

to sell the more sophisticated services and offerings in that area. However, the 

combination might be a good solution in a way, that the basic services are sold by 

everyone but the specialized sales force, in turn, is in preparedness to help with the details. 

Another important aspect is, that a major share of the sales is still done through the 

distributors. If the service is too hard to sell, the distributors do not see it as an attractive 

option to be offered to the customers. Distributors do not have high incentives to struggle 

with the service sales and therefore it is more in the company´s interests to develop the 

service offering in a way that the distributors experience it to be easy to sell. The offering 

should be simple because otherwise, the core idea becomes unclear during the path from 

the product development to the end customer. 

 

A4. “Most of our distributors are not rocket scientists and when they have done 

for 30 years something in one way, you shouldn’t make it too hard for them.”     

 

A4. “The simplicity is important because have many layers in the business. First, 

we need to understand the offering by ourselves, then the distributor needs to 

understand it, then maybe some middle-part and only then comes the end-user.” 
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Another point that the salespeople presented is to launch only well-functioning services. 

The salesperson is the one who loses the face when a customer gets a product that does 

not redeem the promises. The salesperson can also miss the trust in the services and that 

affect negatively the adaption of the new service strategies.  

 

A2. “For a salesperson, it is a lot easier when the things are working well and 

they don’t need to think about an issue, that if they sell something so how much 

problems they get about it to be solved in the future.” 

 

Focus on packaging the offering 

A well-functioning service should also be packaged well to make the path to the markets 

easier. Focusing on packaging the offering has many effects. Firstly, the proper packaging 

helps to successfully sell the service in a combination of products, services, financing and 

so on. Customers want to get entire solutions and to that demand, the well-desiged 

packages are a good solution. 

 

Secondly, to solve the issue of getting the distributors to sell the services the proper way 

of packaging is an answer. Packaging the offering in an easily understandable way helps 

to convey the message and the value proposition of the offering further to the distributors 

and then to the customers. Too complex packaging makes this operation too hard.  

 

Lastly, well-designed packaging helps to get the own salespeople of the company 

involved in the selling of the new offering. The education about the new service offering 

is a good way to increase the skills of the sales force but in the first place, the offering 

should be packaged in a so simple way that the salespeople can easily understand the way 

of selling it. The packaging is not always easy and therefore it is tried to replace by adding 

the education but in the end, investing in packaging seems to be an important factor 

behind succeeding with the transformation. 

 

A4. “How the change appears in the sales is mostly, that packaging the offering 

has become very central. That is, if we get good packages of financing, products, 
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services and all this together so through that it is possible to succeed (in 

services).” 

 

A4. “You could educate sales personnel to do the sales, but I think that the best 

way is to focus on packaging the offering in a way that they are easy to sell.”  

 

All the findings are now presented. The study reveals many similarities with the theory 

that was presented in the literature review, but also new insights emerged. The central 

findings regarding the barriers and success factors are presented in figure 2. Next, in the 

conclusions and discussion chapter, I elaborate more on the connections between the 

theory from the current academic knowledge and the empirics from this study. I will 

answer the research questions through the revised theoretical framework that connects 

the findings of this study to the earlier academic knowledge. 

 

 

Figure 2. Barriers and success factors that emerged from the empirical data  

Barriers Success Factors 

Structures 

Operations 

People 

Restructure for 

services 

Rethink the 

operations 

Create customer 

centric service culture 

Culture 

Invest in people 

Focus on the offering 



 

 79 

5. Conclusions and Discussion 

 

To conclude the research, I will discuss the empirical findings in relation to the prior 

academic literature and the research question set for this study. I start by restating the 

research problem, and the objective of the study and repeating the research question. I 

continue by concluding the theoretical and empirical findings of the research. I am also 

creating a link between the theory and the empirics and providing an answer to the 

research question. After concluding the research, I move forward to the evaluation of the 

study. I will also state what are the managerial implications of this research. I end the 

chapter and the thesis by giving suggestions for further research on the topic. 

 

 

5.1 Conclusions of the research 

 

Servitization, which refers to the shift from selling products to selling services 

(Vandermerwe and Rada, 1988), has become a more important business trend during the 

last decades. The topic has received a lot of attention also in the academic literature (e.g. 

Oliva and Kallenberg, 2003; Kindström, Kowalkowski and Sandberg, 2013; 

Kowalkowski et al., 2017; Kohtamäki et al., 2021). However, reviewing the literature of 

the academic field reveals a clear gap in the research. Although the sales function 

perspective is in a central role in the transformation (Kindström, Kowalkowski and 

Alejandro, 2015), the research about the sales function perspective is still very scarce.  

 

The finding forms my research problem around studying the barriers and success factors 

of transforming a sales function from selling products to selling services.  Filling the gap 

in the existing research about the barriers and success factors in the servitization of a sales 

function is the academic objective of the study. For the practice, the research aims to 

provide an understanding of what aspects should be taken into account when leading the 

transformation of a product-centric sales function towards service orientation. The study 

aims to answer, what are the barriers and success factors in transforming the sales function 

from selling products to selling services? 
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5.1.1 Barriers to transforming a sales function toward services 

 

The barriers to the transformation from selling products to selling services are according 

to the theory, cultural barriers, barriers considering structures and practices, and 

capability barriers. The empirical findings, in turn, suggest the barriers to be quite aligned 

with the theory, as the main categories are operational barriers, structural barriers, people 

barriers, and lastly cultural barriers. However, some differences do appear.  

 

Both, the theory and the empirics underline the traditional culture and structures to be a 

barrier to the transformation. Old manufacturing culture highlighting the efficiency does 

not fit the new service environment where flexibility is the main factor. Having a culture 

where the physical products are in the center hinders the transition towards the services. 

Also, when the structures are designed for a product organization, the organizations 

cannot succeed with the servitization. Considering the structural issues, both the theory 

and the empirics highlight the challenge of creating an effective structure for delivering 

services in the collaboration with the distributors. The empirics highlight the role of the 

distributors more than the academic literature on the topic. So far, the focus of the 

academic literature is mostly on the internal issues, although external issues receive some 

focus as well.  

 

Continuing further, the theory suggests the old practices to be a barrier which refers to 

the practical aspects that are hindering the service growth, like wrong resource allocation 

and old pricing models. The empirical findings, in turn, are not mentioning practices at 

all, but they highlight the operational barriers instead. The operational barriers refer to 

the challenges, like lacking resources and the lack of cooperation and so have a clear link 

with the practices that emerge from the theory. When traditional product manufacturer is 

moving toward services, the old operational practices are not enough to support the new 

direction.  

 

To continue comparing the results, the theory suggests that the capabilities are a barrier 

to servitization. The capability barriers emerge from the empirics as well. However, when 

forming the findings of the empirical research, I position the capability barriers under a 
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bigger group of people barriers. The people barriers include not only capabilities but also 

change resistance and the unclear vision for the change. The people who are used to the 

old way of doing the business might at the beginning of the journey be a barrier to the 

change.  

 

As an answer to the first part of the research question, the barriers can be divided into 

three categories. Firstly, the people barriers include the issues of lacking capabilities and 

change resistance. The lacking capabilities refer not only to the capabilities of employees 

but also to the customer’s and distributor’s capabilities. The resistance to change can 

appear as well inside the organization but also on the distributor’s and customer’s side. 

Understanding the people barriers helps the managers to plan their leadership actions 

accordingly. Secondly, the operational barriers include both structures and practices. The 

old manufacturing operations are not sufficient for successfully running the new service 

businesses. Lastly, the old product-centric culture is a barrier. The biggest issues are the 

lacking customer-centricity and lacking service culture which are both crucial for 

succeeding with the new service strategies.   

 

As we see from the findings, the barriers that are challenging the sales function 

transformation do not restrict only inside the boarders of the sales function. The 

transformation cannot be seen as a process that could be done only inside the sales 

function but more as a transformation considering the entire organization. The barriers 

considering the sales function transformation are therefore more precisely transformation 

barriers that has a connection with the sales function aspect and therefore should be 

recognized and reacted inside the sales functions. Now, as the first part of the research 

question is answered, I will next answer, what are the success factors of the 

transformation. 

 

 

5.1.2 Success factors for transforming a sales function toward services 

 

The success factors that the theory suggests, are cultural factors, factors considering 

structures and practices, capability factors and leadership factors. The empirical findings, 
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in turn, categorize the success factors into five categories that are: rethink the operations, 

restructure for services, create a customer-centric service culture, focus on people, and 

focus on the offering. The differences on the success factors side are bigger than on the 

barrier’s side.  

 

To succeed with the servitization, the organizations should recognize the old product 

culture as a barrier and react to the issues by creating a customer-centric service culture. 

The culture can be built with the help of the new structures that foster customer-centricity 

and service culture by having a clear vision, sufficient capabilities and resources in an 

own separate unit. Creating an own separate service unit helps the company to transform 

the business towards a new direction without having the old manufacturing model as a 

burden for the transformation.  

 

Considering the practices stemming from the theory and the operations emerging from 

the empirics, certain connections can be recognized. The main idea is to focus on creating 

operations and practices that ensure successfully running the service operations in 

collaboration with the distributors, sales force, and the background operations. No 

stakeholders can be left outside the transformation efforts because otherwise, the potential 

of the positive end results becomes much smaller. Having a shared vision with the 

distributors leads to a much greater potential for the transformation. 

 

The creation of new capabilities, which is a success factor stemming from the theory, 

receives attention also in the empirical part of the study.  The category of investing in 

people includes the aspect of developing capabilities but takes a slightly broader view on 

people development. As the lacking capabilities are hindering the transformation, the 

managers should focus on developing the new required capabilities both, inside the 

organization but also outside the organization, considering the distributors and the 

customers of the organization.  

 

The theory of the study suggests leadership to be one of the important success factors for 

servitization. The empirical research, in turn, does not give much focus to the leadership 

aspect. Considering the reason for the difference, I would remind that most of the 
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participants of the research were in management positions by themselves. Giving more 

weight to the leadership aspect would require the interviewed managers to have a very 

honest self-reflection to highlight the issues with the current leadership actions. However, 

the leadership aspect stemming from the theory can be seen as a connector between the 

transformation actions. Without strong leadership and well-managed processes, the odds 

for the success of the transformation are a lot smaller.  

 

Lastly, the empirical findings highlight an aspect that does not get attention in the 

reviewed theory, namely, focusing on the offering. Many of the interviewees state that 

focusing on developing sales capabilities and finding new ways of selling would not be 

needed if the offering would be developed having the entire value chain in the mind and 

creating and easily understandable service packages. The offering should get a lot of 

attention and its development should be done following the new guidelines of agile 

development and not following the old procedures from the product era.  

 

The final framework for categorizing the barriers and success factors in transforming a 

sales function from selling products to selling services is presented in figure 3. The 

purpose of the figure is to provide a concise answer to the research question. 
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Figure 3. Conclusion of the barriers and success factors emerged in the study 

 

 

5.2 Practical implications 

 

Defining the barriers and success factors of transforming the sales function from selling 

products to selling services, is a very practical issue for the managers of the servitizing 

companies. Leading the transformation requires having a solid view of the possible issues 

that might challenge the successful transformation of the company. Only, after 

understanding the barriers, the managers can design the leadership actions in a way that 

leads to better success with the challenging process of moving towards the new service 

strategies.  
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As the practical objective of the study, is to provide an understanding of the barriers and 

success factors for the management of traditional product manufacturing companies, I 

would state that the research reaches the objective. Namely, the most important practical 

implication of the study is the overview of the possible barriers and success factors of 

transforming a sales function from selling products to selling services. Having an 

overview of the topic, the managers can better prepare for the transformation. The 

findings are especially beneficial for the managers of the traditional product 

manufacturing companies, but the study can provoke some valuable thoughts also for the 

managers outside the context of the research.  

 

To lead the transformation successfully, managers should utilize the framework 

developed in the study. The framework summarizes the main barriers and success factors 

according to both, academic and empirical suggestions. However, the managers should 

note that the list is not comprehensive and is constructed under certain resource 

imitations. However, as I know from my own experience, communicating the issues of 

the transformation inside and outside the company is not an easy task. All materials and 

research that are available help the managers to argue the need for certain actions. Having 

this research and the findings as justifications for the changes, the managers can develop 

and communicate an understanding of the issues in a more efficient manner. 

 

 

5.3 Suggestions for the further research 

 

My research contributes to the field of servitization and organizational transformation. I 

aim to bridge the gap in the servitization literature which has given only a little attention 

to the sales function perspective. More specifically, I aim to answer, what are the barriers 

and success factors in transforming the sales function from selling products to selling 

services. I have now presented, what the existing academic literature states about the issue 

and also, what my empirical research provides as an answer. For future researchers, I 

suggest combining other academic fields under the research to combine deeper sales 

function insights with the developing field of servitization.  
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For the practice, it would be very valuable, if the academic research could build more 

guiding theories about the process of transforming a sales function towards service 

orientation. As this research focuses only on defining the barriers and success factors of 

transforming a product-oriented sales function toward service orientation, future research 

could develop the topic further and fill the gaps between the defined barriers and the 

lacking success factors. Future research could in that way provide valuable insights for 

the practice and provide concrete tools for better success with the transformation. Also, 

combining other disciplines, like change management to the study, would possibly 

provide some useful frameworks to be applied in the context of transforming sales 

functions toward service orientation.  

 

To addition, the research revealed a central contradiction in terms of level of integration 

during the transformation. Majority of the literature suggests separating the new service 

businesses to a separate unit, but also contradictory views are presented. As I already 

stated the level of integrations seems to be depending on the lifecycle stage of the 

company but more theory on the topic should be provided. Separating the services in a 

separate unit is a major recommendation of the field in order to foster the transformation 

from selling products to selling services, and therefore it should be grounded to the theory 

more solidly.  

 

The limitations of the methodology used in my master’s thesis provides also an 

opportunity for future research. To strengthen the view on the barriers and success factors, 

I would suggest using multiple case study method to avoid the issues with a narrow view 

on the topic. Studying the issue in many companies would provide even more reliable 

view on the topic and the findings could be more generalizable also in other contexts.  
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