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ABSTRACT 

 

In the changing sales landscape, social selling strategy poses opportunity for salespeople 

to take advantage of mobile technology and social media to connect with customers.  This 

dissertation uses two essays to conceptualize the social selling constructs, address the 

antecedents and outcomes associated with social selling, and finally provide empirical analysis to 

support the model.  It further seeks to provide a definition of social selling to guide future study. 

Essay 1 proposes the following definition: Social selling integrates personal branding, 

information exchange, networking, and social listening into all stages of the sales process using 

social media, customer relationship management (CRM), and salesforce technology.  Based on a 

comprehensive literature review, the essay identifies the social selling constructs of networking, 

information exchange, social listening, and personal branding.  This conceptual essay also 

provides comprehensive lists in three categories of antecedents based on individual, company, 
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and industry factors.  In addition, buyer engagement, value co-creation, and salesperson 

performance were identified as the outcomes of social selling. 

Using service-dominant logic (SDL) and social networking theory, Essay 2 develops and 

tests a model based on the aforementioned social selling activities and outcomes with corporate 

social media vision as the antecedent.  Using Smart PLS, the findings show that corporate social 

media vision directly impacts the use of all social selling activities, as well as value co-creation, 

and that networking, information exchange, and personal branding also positively relate to value 

co-creation, while information exchange and social listening impact buyer engagement.  Further, 

value co-creation was shown to relate to buyer engagement and both value co-creation and buyer 

engagement were found to have a positive impact on salesperson performance. 

Salespeople today are using new technologies to create efficiencies in the sales process.  

Along with customers’ ability to research and become knowledgeable before sales contact, these 

efficiencies shorten the sales cycle, and some steps take place without direct interaction between 

the salesperson and the customer.  The results of this study fill a gap in current literature by 

providing a clear definition of social selling and statistical analysis that supports the four social 

selling constructs. 

Keywords: social selling, social CRM, social media, salesforce technology 
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Social Selling: A Conceptual Framework and Empirical Study of the Antecedents and Outcomes 

Sales managers and their teams are predictably interested in using the tools and strategies 

to increase sales performance.  Social media introduced a new avenue to reach current and 

potential customers, and its use in the sales process is evolving.  Andzulis, Panagopoulos, and 

Rapp (2012) recognized the impact of social media on sales managers and salespeople, noting its 

potential to make dramatic changes to the sales process.  These changes led to the concept of 

social selling, which, at its inception, was shown to rely on the strength of social media use in the 

sales process (Agnihotri, Kothandaraman, Kashyap, & Singh, 2012). 

 Sales managers and salespeople benefit from a better understanding of how to employ 

social selling strategies to effectively meet desired outcomes (Moore, Raymond, & Hopkins, 

2015).  The desire for this additional information is demonstrated by LinkedIn Learning, which 

boasted tripling sales in their social selling courses between February and March 2020 (The 

LinkedIn State of Sales Report, 2020).  Other practitioner sites have responded to the burgeoning 

need for social selling guidance.  The HubSpot blog provides 14 steps to social selling, including 

optimizing social media profiles, sharing content, tracking engagement, and knowing when to 

take connections offline (Brudner, 2019), while Hootsuite (n.d.) highlights going where the 

customers are—social media—in order to increase revenue.  Understanding how social selling 

fits into current sales processes and what a company needs in place to implement this strategy 

will allow salespeople to more effectively advance their craft. 

 Academic researchers have taken up the mantle to provide evidence that social selling 

lives up to its purported effectiveness.  (Inyang, 2019) supported the relationship between social 

media use and implementation of a sales strategy and further showed that implementation of a 

sales strategy positively affects sales performance.  Ogilvie, Agnihotri, Rapp, and Trainor (2018) 
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showed that using social media technology enhances salesperson behaviors, such as 

communication and adaptability.  This dissertation adds to prior studies by providing a definition 

and constructs to form the basis for future study.  We add to the empirical research by testing 

these constructs and their relationships.  We also identify antecedents and outcomes to the 

salesperson’s use of social selling activities. 

 The dissertation study is presented as two essays.  The first essay provides a 

comprehensive review of the literature to create a social selling framework.  Centering around 

four social selling activities (personal branding, information exchange, networking, and social 

listening), the framework examines the antecedents and outcomes associated with a social selling 

strategy.  The antecedents are based on individual, company, and industry factors.  We identified 

individual attitudes as attitude toward social media, customer orientation, entrepreneurial 

orientation, technical savvy, and extraversion personality trait level.  We then examined the 

individual behaviors of personal social media usage and personal technology usage, along with 

personal characteristics of gender, age, and sales experience.  Company factors explore the 

company strategic orientation by considering social media orientation, marketing orientation, 

customer orientation, sales orientation, and technology orientation.  We then reviewed the 

company behaviors of adoption of social media strategy and adoption of salesforce technology, 

while incorporating the company characteristic of firm size.  Finally, the industry factors account 

for an industry strategic orientation by reviewing technology orientation and industry behaviors 

based on competitive intensity.  We also considered industry characteristics by identifying the 

classification to determine how social selling is enacted within varying industries.  Essay 1 

continues by examining the outcomes associated with the four social selling tasks.  These 

outcomes include buyer engagement and value co-creation, with salesperson performance 
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studied as the ultimate outcome.  A version of this first essay has been accepted by a peer-

reviewed journal for publication in 2021. 

 The second essay refers back to Essay 1 and empirically studies a subset of the 

framework presented there.  The model continues to center around the social selling schema of 

networking, information exchange, social listening, and personal branding.  In this study, we 

delved further into the relationship between these variables by examining the importance of each 

and how one relates to the next.  Additionally, the research examined the corporate social media 

vision antecedent of social selling.  And, finally, the study examined the social selling outcomes 

of buyer engagement and salesperson performance.  The research looks at the mediating role of 

value co-creation between the  social selling activities and both buyer engagement and sales 

performance, as well as the role of buyer engagement in mediating the relationship between 

value co-creation and sales performance.  The variable relationships and the overall model fit 

were tested using structural equation modeling. 

Overview of Dissertation 

This dissertation is organized in two essays.  Essay 1 provides a literature review that 

highlights social media use in the sales process and explores research to date that is spread 

amongst varying key concepts.  This essay conducts an in-depth review of social selling, social 

media and sales, salesforce automation, and social customer relationship management (CRM).  

We introduce a framework that includes the social selling activities of personal branding, 

networking, information exchange, and social listening.  This framework identifies the 

antecedents and outcomes associated with these activities. 

Essay 2 empirically tests a subset of the framework from the first essay, examining 

corporate social media vision as an antecedent to the social selling activities identified in Essay 
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1.  The model further tests the social selling consequences of value co-creation, buyer 

engagement, and salesperson performance. 

Essay 1: A Conceptual Framework for Understanding the Antecedents and Consequences 

of Social Selling: A Theoretical Perspective and Research Agenda 

As technology permeates the sales environment, salespeople and their customers are 

becoming more knowledgeable (Marshall, Moncrief, Rudd, & Lee, 2012).  This newfound cache 

of information results in a changing sales process (Moncrief, Marshall, & Rudd, 2015; 

Hartmann, Wieland, & Vargo, 2018; Inyang, 2019).  Buyers are turning to social media to stay 

connected to people and information needed to make buying decisions (Trainor, Andzulis, Rapp, 

& Agnihotri, 2014; Itani, Agnihotri, & Dingus, 2017; Agnihotri, 2020).  According to Itani et al. 

(2017), industrial buyers use social media for product comparison, market research, and 

relationship building.  Customer expectations for swift answers are evident, making salespeople 

recognize the need to be present and responsive on social media to fulfill this need for 

immediacy (Marshall et al., 2012).  This rise in social media usage in sales gives way to the 

concept of social selling, which, in part, uses the platform to capture customer knowledge for use 

in the sales process (Agnihotri et al., 2012; Trainor, 2012; Agnihotri, Trainor, Itani, & 

Rodriguez, 2017; Yuna Kim & Talbott, 2018).  The research thus far has not provided a clear 

definition of social selling nor constructs for continued research.  We provide a framework to 

outline a social selling strategy and provide a guide for future research in response to calls to 

further examine social selling uses and measures (Moore et al., 2015; Itani et al., 2017; 

Paesbrugghe, Sharma, Rangarajan, & Syam, 2018; Ancillai, Terho, Cardinali, & Pascucci, 2019). 

Prior research has shown that salespeople use social media for interaction and developing 

networks (Agnihotri et al., 2012).  The use of social media, in conjunction with CRM 
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technology, allows salespeople to build networks and communicate effectively (Agnihotri, 

Dingus, Hu, & Krush, 2015), promoting engagement between salesperson and customer 

(Tsimonis & Dimitriadis, 2014).  As social media becomes more prolific, Cummins, Peltier, and 

Dixon (2016) recommended further research to determine at which stages in the sales process 

companies can most effectively use sites such as Twitter, Facebook, or YouTube to engage 

customers; Andzulis et al. (2012) argued the potential of social media to affect every step in the 

sales process.  The use of smartphones and tablets creates ease of use, making social media and 

CRM systems available regardless of location (Moore, Hopkins, & Raymond, 2013); social 

CRM is an extension of the traditional CRM infrastructure (Trainor, 2012).  This combination of 

two technological tools creates a customer-focused system that leads to customer satisfaction, 

loyalty, and retention (Trainor et al., 2014).  Technology provides a platform for customer 

history and preferences that enhances salespeople’s ability to tailor presentations (Ahearne, 

Jones, Rapp, & Mathieu, 2008).  Current literature has discussed some of the implications of 

social selling but stops short of examining each facet in the social selling process. 

Social selling acknowledges buyers’ increased knowledge, thereby changing—and 

potentially shortening—the sales cycle (Rodriguez, Ajjan, & Peterson, 2014).  While often 

discussed in terms of lead generation, effective social media use occurs at all stages of the sales 

process (Andzulis et al., 2012; Agnihotri et al., 2017).  The use of social selling allows 

salespeople to identify the decision makers during lead acquisition and qualification (Rodriguez, 

Peterson, & Krishnan, 2012; Trainor, 2012), and it allows for enhanced communication 

throughout the sales process (Bocconcelli, Cioppi, & Pagano, 2017). 

 The availability of social media has led to social selling, in part, due to the rapid growth 

of mobile technology (Moore et al., 2013).  It is a social interaction-enhancing technology used 
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by salespeople (Agnihotri et al., 2012) or a tool that builds engagement of and collaboration with 

customers (Andzulis et al., 2012).  Social media serves as a platform for salespeople to perform 

the sales tasks of building networks and communicating with customers (Ahearne, Jelinek, & 

Rapp, 2005; Rapp, Agnihotri, & Forbes, 2008; Agnihotri et al., 2015).  Castronovo and Huang 

(2012) showed the engagement of individuals as an essential component of effective social 

media programs.  In a shift from straight salesforce technology, social media is considered a tool 

but often works collaboratively with other technologies, such as CRM (Greenberg & Peters, 

2010; Trainor, 2012).  Social media goes beyond publicly consumed sites, such as Facebook and 

LinkedIn, by also incorporating internal programs, such as Salesforce (Andzulis et al., 2012), and 

it combines with other sales technology, such as CRM, which should be strategically considered 

together rather than separate technologies (Trainor et al., 2014).  The combination of CRM and 

social media lead to the social CRM constructs used throughout sales research (Agnihotri et al., 

2012; Trainor, 2012; Moore et al., 2013; Choudhury & Harrigan, 2014; Trainor et al., 2014; 

Agnihotri et al., 2015; Agnihotri et al., 2017).  In spite of social media’s prevalence, many 

companies lack policies related to social media strategy (Rapp, Beitelspacher, Grewal, & 

Hughes, 2013). 

 Using social media in conjunction with existing sales technology allows salespeople to 

manage information and enhance customer relations (R. J. Schultz, Schwepker, & Good, 2012b).  

Representing a broad range of subsets (CRM and salesforce automation tools), sales technologies 

assist in performing sales tasks (Hunter & Perreault, 2006) and are used to reduce costs and 

increase efficiency as an integrated part of communication and behavior patterns for sales 

representatives (Ferrell, Gonzalez-Padron, & Ferrell, 2010; Cummins et al., 2016).  Jelinek, 

Ahearne, Mathieu, and Schillewaert (2014) broke sales technology into four categories:  
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1. Basic personal productivity aids (e.g., expense report programs, presentation software, and e-

mail), 

2. Personal management tools (e.g., contact managers, scheduling programs, and territory 

management systems),  

3. Functional tools (e.g., proposal generators, order entry systems, and sales configurators), and  

4. Process aids (e.g., team selling and opportunity management systems).  

Sales technology moves beyond CRM and sales force automation tools to encompass all 

information technology used by salespeople to effectively perform their tasks (Hunter & 

Perreault, 2007).  Before the emergence of social media, the programs making up the sales 

technology toolbox were the focus for academic researchers and practitioners.  As social media 

has grown, there has been a blending of the technology definitions to incorporate the existing 

technology along with social media (Trainor, 2012).  These technology shifts have allowed 

social selling strategy to expand as salespeople recognize increased productivity and become 

motivated to increase technology use (Amoako & Okpattah, 2018) 

The current study was designed to clearly define the parameters of social selling by 

developing a framework to describe the antecedents and outcomes.  The two models in this study 

work to answer the following social selling research questions (R1-R4). 

R1: What sales activities are used in social selling? 

R2: Which stages of the sales process benefit most from social selling? 

R3: What factors should be present for sales teams to incorporate social selling? 

R4: How does social selling impact sales outcomes? 
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Scope and Importance of the Study 

A comprehensive literature review of social selling, social CRM, salesforce technology, 

and social media and sales forms the basis of this study.  This literature review provides specific 

criteria to define four unidimensional activities that constitute social selling, and it establishes an 

overall framework to inform additional research on the antecedents and outcomes of social 

selling use.  Using this foundation, we collected data to test the relationships.  Model 1 used 

multivariate regression analysis to determine the relationship between several antecedents based 

on individual, company, and industry factors and the four social selling activities identified.  This 

study provides an empirical analysis of the variables related to social selling while examining 

factors that precede their implementation.  Model 2 builds on Model 1 by assessing the 

antecedents, social selling variables, and outcomes using structural equation modeling to show 

the overall relationship and fit of the model. 

Summary of Contributions to Theory and Practice 

This study contributes to the sales literature in three ways.  First, it provides a clear 

definition of social selling that builds a foundation for current and continued research.  We 

provide four variables that create a foundation for social selling, which can be further studied and 

operationalized within industry.  Next, we respond to calls for social selling research(Moore et 

al., 2015; Itani et al., 2017; Ancillai et al., 2019) by including empirical research related to the 

social selling variables, antecedents, and outcomes (Moore et al., 2015; Itani et al., 2017; 

Ancillai et al., 2019).  Finally, we identify attitudes, behaviors, and characteristics that lead to the 

successful implementation of social selling activities. 

 On the practical side, the information provides a road map for sales managers and 

salespeople to implement social selling.  By providing antecedents, the research shows sales 
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teams the orientations that must be in place to adopt this selling strategy successfully.  We 

identified the social selling activities of personal branding, information exchange, networking, 

and social listening.  Sales manager can use these variables as coaching and assessment tools for 

meeting performance goals.  Since branding and content management pertain to marketing, the 

study is also useful as a sales enablement tool. 

Literature Review 

The traditional personal selling process (Dubinsky, 1980), with its series of steps from 

prospecting to post-sale follow-up, is evolving (Andzulis et al., 2012; Singh et al., 2019).  This 

evolution is due in part to advancing digital technologies that alter how organizations approach 

sales, and, in particular, the business-to-business (B2B) selling process (Moncrief et al., 2015; 

Hartmann et al., 2018; Inyang, 2019).  Although digital technologies can be broadly defined, 

practitioners and academics are particularly interested in the role that social media, and thereby, 

social selling, plays in discovering, creating, and nurturing buyer–seller relationships (Minsky & 

Quesenberry, 2016; Inyang, 2019).  In general, social selling leverages social media platforms 

for understanding, connecting with, and engaging influencers, prospects, and existing customers 

at touchpoints along the purchasing journey (Ancillai et al., 2019). 

To date, most social selling research has focused on use by individual salespeople 

(Agnihotri et al., 2012; Andzulis et al., 2012; Marshall et al., 2012; R. J. Schultz et al., 2012b; 

Trainor, 2012; Moncrief et al., 2015; Guesalaga, 2016; Agnihotri et al., 2017; Itani et al., 2017; 

Moncrief, 2017).  Others have changed the perspective to examine the organizational view (Rapp 

et al., 2013; Rodriguez, Ajjan, et al., 2014; Lacoste, 2016), international considerations 

(Niedermeier, Wang, & Zhang, 2016; Quinton & Wilson, 2016; Schrock, Zhao, Richards, 

Hughes, & Amin, 2018), and buyer point of view (Schaub, 2014; Gustafson, Pomirleanu, John 
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Mariadoss, & Johnson, 2019).  In general, social selling is considered a strategic investment 

(Ancillai et al., 2019) and a positive addition to the salesforce, increasing both customer insight 

and engagement (Woodcock, Green, & Starkey, 2011; Rodriguez et al., 2012; Itani et al., 2017).  

Despite this growing stream of research, little is known about the effectiveness of social selling, 

how to measure the construct, or by what method we integrate social selling and the marketing 

brand, as branding inconsistency may exist between sales and marketing (Marshall et al., 2012; 

Rapp et al., 2013).  Without clear construct parameters, measuring these items, along with the 

outcomes of social selling, has primarily been anecdotal and based on qualitative methodologies 

like case studies (Bocconcelli et al., 2017) and interviews (Ferrell et al., 2010; Niedermeier et al., 

2016).  Researchers have called for measures that will guide managers and salespeople in 

effectively using social selling (Moore et al., 2015).  However, this measurement is difficult due 

to lacking industry standards and benchmarks (Agnihotri et al., 2012).  Some researchers have 

developed empirical studies to examine social media use in sales (Itani et al., 2017; Ogilvie et al., 

2018), moving us toward the development of the needed constructs for social selling.  Additional 

research will uncover the constructs to be used to test outcomes empirically. 

Social selling provides a conduit for information exchange between the seller and buyer, 

as well as a platform for creating and broadening a network to facilitate the sales process 

(Trainor, 2012).  The integration of CRM and social media, which prompted the start of social 

selling, allows more robust buyer engagement in the sales process (Agnihotri et al., 2017).  There 

is widespread agreement that using online social networks for sales is becoming ubiquitous, and 

the balance of power in personal selling relationships is shifting from firms to customers (Rapp 

& Panagopoulos, 2012; Q. Hu et al., 2016).  Social selling shows promise; however, our 

understanding of its theoretical dimensions, including how its use impacts firms, buyers, and 
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markets, is underdeveloped (Moncrief, 2017; Inyang, 2019).  Virtually silent are comprehensive 

frameworks and theoretical constructs useful for understanding the antecedents and 

consequences of social selling usage across the personal selling process (Cummins et al., 2016; 

Ancillai et al., 2019).  

The purpose of this study is to review the literature to define social selling and to offer a 

framework for understanding the antecedents and consequences of key theoretical dimensions of 

social selling, including personal branding, information exchange, networking, and social 

listening (Figure 1).  To prepare the framework, we reviewed literature related to individual 

attitudes, behaviors, and characteristics of technology and social media use, as well as company 

orientation, behaviors, and characteristics related to social media, marketing, and sales strategies.  

We further reviewed the industry’s role in social selling implementation.  Particular attention 

was given to identifying theories used in the social selling literature and ways to operationalize 

these theories (Table 1).  Our framework responds to calls for research to study the antecedents 

of social selling and identify social selling performance measures (Ancillai et al., 2019).  We 

contribute to the literature by offering a conceptual framework and research agenda for 

investigating the role of social selling in sales organizations and how its use impacts firm and 

customer outcomes.  Table 1 provides an extensive array of theories used by social selling 

researchers and may serve as a reference guide for academics seeking to investigate this evolving 

construct. 

Social selling definition.  Originating as sales teams began to use social media and CRM 

tools (Moore et al., 2015), the proper use of social selling informs the personal selling process 

and is recognized as a new and growing opportunity (Schenk, 2016; Itani et al., 2017).  Even 

with the acknowledgment that social selling plays an important role in sales, practitioners and 
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academic researchers alike have not arrived at a universal definition of the concept (Ancillai et 

al., 2019).  Popular practitioner sites offer contrasting yet similar definitions.  Hootsuite defines 

social selling as “the art of using social media to find, connect with, understand, and nurture 

sales prospects,” while asserting that “for many salespeople, it’s replaced the dreaded practice of 

cold calling” (Newberry, 2019, para. 8).  HubSpot adds, “Social selling is when salespeople use 

social media to interact directly with their prospects.  Salespeople will provide value by 

answering prospect questions and offering thoughtful content until the prospect is ready to buy” 

(Kusinitz, 2014, para. 2).  Salesforce suggests, “Social selling is a lead-generation technique 

where salespeople directly interact with their prospects on social media platforms” (Crawford, 

2019, para. 7).  And LinkedIn (n.d., para. 1) recognizes social selling as “leveraging your social 

network to find the right prospects, build trusted relationships, and ultimately, achieve your sales 

goals.”  LinkedIn recognized a need for an assessment tool, which led them to develop a social 

selling index tool to measure relationships, connections, and available insights (Berkman, 2013).  

The index score is determined based on four factors: creating a professional brand, engaging 

with insights, networking with the right prospects, and building trusted relationships .  Ralf 

VanSosen, LinkedIn Head of Marketing for Sales Solutions, highlighted that social selling is 

creating a better buying and selling experience by focusing on relationships formed in social 

channels, further stating that it is a mindset (Berkman, 2013). 

These practical definitions, while helpful, are mostly limited to prospecting.  We take a 

broader view of social selling as an integral part of the overall sales process.  Scholarly work has 

defined social selling as a combination of the traditional selling process and the strength of social 

media (Agnihotri et al., 2012; Inyang, 2019), which leverages new media channels (Yuna Kim & 

Talbott, 2018).  Additional research has described social selling as the ability to capitalize on 
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customer relationship networks and use that knowledge to effectively work through the sales 

cycle (Trainor, 2012).  Others have focused on using social media to share content and answer 

questions, thereby building relationships through researching, prospecting, and networking 

(Minsky & Quesenberry, 2016).  The common threads weaving through these academic and 

practical definitions include the sales process and the use of social media.  However, social 

selling moves beyond technology and merely employing a new communication tool.  Leveraging 

social and digital media along the buyer journey allows the salesperson to understand, connect, 

and engage influencers, prospects, and existing customers to build relationships (Ancillai et al., 

2019).  For example, customers can access digital information provided by salespeople before 

meeting face-to-face, thus moving the starting gate forward (Wiersema, 2013; Agnihotri et al., 

2015; Y. Wang, Hsiao, Yang, & Hajli, 2016).  We seek to provide a definition that advances the 

social selling construct and forms the basis for future study.  We propose the following 

definition: Social selling integrates personal branding, information exchange, networking, and 

social listening into all stages of the sales process using social media, CRM, and salesforce 

technology. 

Social selling framework.  Based on our extensive literature review, we identified three 

elements in our conceptual framework: antecedents, social selling activities, and outcomes.  We 

categorized the antecedents identified as customer, company, and industry factors. In addition, 

we examine the social selling activities of personal branding, information exchange, networking, 

and social listening.  And we identified three outcomes of social selling: value co-creation, buyer 

engagement, and salesperson performance.  
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Figure 1. Social selling framework: Impact of social selling on salesperson performance. 

 

Personal branding.  Peters (1997) coined the idea of personal branding, stating that 

people are head marketers for their brands.  Personal branding attributes all notions intended to 

identify a person and differentiate that person from others (Kucharska & Wright, 2017).  Ralf 

VonSosen, Head of Marketing for LinkedIn Sales Solutions, recommended defining a 

professional brand by using social media profiles to target prospects and customers (Berkman, 

2013).  To establish their brand, salespeople use social media profiles, personal websites, and 

content delivery to create a recognizable and consistent brand (Gershon, 2014; Quinton & 

Wilson, 2016; Y. Wang et al., 2016).  
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The online environment makes branding inevitable (Labrecque, Markos, & Milne, 2011), 

and social media networks are now an integral part of the salesperson’s relationship toolbox 

(Quinton & Wilson, 2016).  As a consequence, salespeople now have a platform to engage with 

peers, employees, customers, and the broader public and build a personal brand at a low cost 

(Dutta, 2010).  Serving as ambassadors for their companies, salespeople can establish a unique 

professional identity, leading to more robust customer support for the overall brand (Y. Wang et 

al., 2016).  Andzulis et al. (2012) argued that ownership of the brand belongs in both the 

marketing and sales areas, with marketing handling the brand building, advertising, and 

marketing research and sales focusing on relationship management.  The blurring between 

company and salesperson, where the customer sees the salesperson as the company (Crosby, 

Evans, & Cowles, 1990), means salespeople directly affect the customer’s relationship with that 

brand.  Using personal branding within the context of social selling puts salespeople in a position 

to elicit brand support by sharing common values within online communities, thereby furthering 

their boundary spanning role and linking the brand to the customer (Y. Wang et al., 2016).  An 

empirical study by Amoako and Okpattah (2018) showed a positive relationship between 

personal branding and sales performance, demonstrating how personal branding translates 

salesforce motivation and training into increased performance.  Thus, managers need to make a 

concerted effort to support personal brand development amongst employees, while assuring it 

aligns with corporate branding efforts (Rangarajan, Gelb, & Vandaveer, 2017).  The use of 

personal branding in social selling requires additional research to determine how salespeople 

should develop and convey a brand, as well as how to maintain consistency between the 

salesperson’s brand and the company and product branding.  Which of these branding efforts has 

the greatest impact on customer decision-making? 
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 Information exchange.  Technology tools encourage an exchange process where 

salespeople transfer information to customers in a systematic way (Agnihotri, Rapp, & Trainor, 

2009).  Salespeople gain insights during everyday activities as they participate in the creation 

and exchange of knowledge with the customer (Geiger & Turley, 2005).  Importantly, customers 

no longer rely solely on salespeople for information, opting to gather decision-making data 

across platforms and from numerous sources early in the decision-making process (R. J. Schultz 

et al., 2012b; Wiersema, 2013).  Digital media encourages interactivity between salespeople and 

customers, which prompts information sharing to work in both directions, thereby changing the 

traditional relationship and basis of information control (Sashi, 2012; Keinänen, Karjaluoto, & 

Kuivalainen, 2015).  Using social media in the beginning stages of the sales process allows 

buyers to maintain control of information gathering and sales communication (Barry & Gironda, 

2018).  Rather than pushing information at the customer, buyers are pulled toward the 

salesperson, putting them in control of a process that was traditionally led by the salesperson 

(Agnihotri et al., 2012).  Salespeople who share relevant information and maintain timely 

responses to customer inquiries hold the key to customer satisfaction (Agnihotri et al., 2015).  

Firms, and hence salespeople, can use technology to gather and disseminate customer 

information amongst the sales team (Marshall et al., 2012; R. J. Schultz, Schwepker, & Good, 

2012a; Trainor, 2012; Crittenden, Crittenden, & Crittenden, 2014; Cummins et al., 2016), where 

learning how to use this abundant customer data most effectively is vital (Trainor, 2012).  

Merely using social media to present information is not enough; salespeople need to provide 

information considered critical to the customer to make social media a tool for enhancing 

customer satisfaction (Agnihotri et al., 2015).  For example, salespeople in China recognize the 

importance of leveraging social media for building long-term relationships and enhancing 
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guanxi, a cultural construct revolving around exchanging favors to build trust and deep 

connections (Niedermeier et al., 2016).  Social media use across channels becomes more robust 

when firms better understand customers and work toward customer satisfaction (Rapp et al., 

2013). 

This mutual communication forges collaboration between the buyer and seller, reflecting 

relationship marketing and selling (Moore et al., 2013).  Additionally, this two-way information 

exchange results in better clarity for both parties, reduced uncertainty, and, ultimately, mutually 

beneficial solutions (Shannahan, Bush, Shannahan, & Moncrief, 2017).  Hunter and Perreault 

(2007) heralded the realities of relational selling based upon the abundance of information, 

ultimately driving the need for sales technology.  Based on a focus group study, Marshall et al. 

(2012) found that customers expect sales relationships to include immediate and open access to 

electronic information and do not expect face-to-face contact.  As customers readily seek 

information on their own electronically (Grewal et al., 2015), salespeople need to be visible to 

showcase their knowledge and expertise to provide the information those customers are seeking.  

Further research required for this area includes understanding the process in which buyers use 

the information obtained on social media to make buying decisions (Gustafson et al., 2019).  

Based on prospect usage, which social media platform is best suited for information exchange 

and how do salespeople capture this information for use in a timely manner? 

Networking.  Networking encompasses multiple interdependent relationships, 

connecting actors within their small worlds and seeking to link these actors with others in the 

broader society (Bristor, 1993; Ford & Mouzas, 2013).  Networking allows salespeople to 

identify and connect with potential prospects by participating where the target market is active.  

Salespeople should focus on finding technological platforms that prospects are actively using and 
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then use that platform to communicate with them (Berkman, 2013).  Linking to multiple 

customers insulates sellers from the difficulties facing individual buyers (Kranton & Minehart, 

2001), such as staff changes or shifting needs within a department.  According to LinkedIn (n.d.) 

and Berkman (2013), social selling techniques are more effective than traditional sales for 

finding and connecting with the right prospects.  Rodriguez, Dixon, and Peltier (2014) 

recognized that salespeople need to integrate social media into the current use of CRM 

technology to improve customer-oriented processes.  Although salespeople can make these 

connections using traditional offline methods, social media allows them to connect with large 

numbers of people and firms, as well as use current connections to expand the network (Sashi, 

2012). 

The key to finding online connections is to identify and acquire the right network 

(Castronovo & Huang, 2012).  Creating virtual connections allows salespeople to interact with 

multiple stakeholders while increasing customer engagement (Lacoste, 2016).  Finding the 

appropriate contacts, whether online or in-person, is thus critical to the sales process.  Social 

media is a valuable resource for setting up prospect and customer networks (Bocconcelli et al., 

2017).  The social media interaction between salesperson and customer creates loyalty, 

sometimes more so to a salesperson than to the firm, allowing customers to share valuable 

information directly with the salesperson (Palmatier, Scheer, & Steenkamp, 2007; Groza, 

Peterson, Sullivan, & Krishnan, 2012).  Likewise, it may be easier to make new contacts and 

participate in industry-specific groups through social networks, which accelerates the 

relationship-building process (Quinton & Wilson, 2016). 

Networking is a traditional selling skill that has been elevated by social media.  As a 

social selling activity, networking via social media allows the salesperson to reach surrounding 
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contacts and deepen customer engagement (Lacoste, 2016).  In a call for additional research, 

Itani et al. (2017) argued that networking through social media may enhance customer-oriented 

behaviors through continued contact.  The use of social media and CRM technology extends 

customer contact to everyone in the company, allowing for shared information to reach company 

goals (Berkman, 2013).  Additional social selling research should seek to uncover networking 

best practices to further enhance customer-orientation in the selling process.  Examining the 

relevancy of connections made within online networks requires additional study.  

Social listening.  Salespeople build customer trust by listening (Andzulis et al., 2012), 

and social listening transfers that attention to the online environment (Crawford, 2019).  

Monitoring what customers say on social media leads to a better understanding of the customers 

and overall market (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010; Woodcock et al., 2011; Moncrief et al., 2015).  

Additionally, the use of social media increases the amount of information collected (Itani et al., 

2017).  Companies work to capture customer information, including details on habits, feedback, 

and needs, and store the data in CRM systems for sales use (Trainor, 2012; Järvinen & Taiminen, 

2016; Agnihotri et al., 2017).  Social listening allows the salesperson to learn what is important 

to the customer, including customer needs and related interactions, which ultimately enables the 

salesperson to deliver content that meets customer expectations (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010; 

Andzulis et al., 2012; Trainor, 2012; Inyang, 2019). 

The pull environment of social media means salespeople gather customer data for the 

organization and develop content to capture further customer attention (Y. Wang et al., 2016).  

To create relevant content, the brand owner must be part of the conversation by using social 

media to listen to the customer (Woodcock et al., 2011).  Social listening allows salespeople to 

identify and target top influencers in a network (Trainor, 2012).  Effectively incorporating social 
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listening may lead to changes in strategy and service provided by the salesperson (Woodcock et 

al., 2011). 

Social listening extends to competitors as well.  Gathering information about competitors 

allows salespeople to adapt to the market and selling situations, resulting in increased sales 

performance (Andzulis et al., 2012; Itani et al., 2017).  Social listening goes beyond simple 

monitoring and stresses action in response to the data collected (Tran, 2020).  Social media 

increases the amount of information collected about competitors and customers, which allows 

salespeople to adapt their behaviors in each selling situation (Itani et al., 2017).  As part of social 

selling, social listening research needs to focus on taking advantage of the breadth, depth, and 

immediacy of information available.  Will customers perceive data collected in this manner as 

invasive?  Ultimately, could social listening reduce discovery to simple confirmation? 

Antecedents to social selling.  Our literature review uncovered both individual and 

company antecedents to social selling.  We examined individual attitudes, behaviors, and 

characteristics as precursors to social selling, along with company strategic orientations, 

behaviors, and company characteristics.  While discussed as antecedents, virtually of these items 

could also have a moderating effect. 

Individual factors.  In terms of individual factors affecting social selling, we addressed 

both attitudes and behaviors.  Attitudinal factors, such as attitude towards social media, customer 

orientation, entrepreneurial orientation, tech-savvy, and extraversion all play a role.  Behavioral 

factors such as social media use and technology use and personal characteristics such as gender, 

age, and sales experience are also important.  

Attitude toward social media.  Personal attitudes toward social media impact social 

selling acceptance. As shown by Jones, Sundaram, and Chin (2002), the adoption of sales 
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technology predicates an individual’s attitude toward the new technology.  The three factors of 

perceived usefulness, perceived ease of use, and perceived compatibility explain significant 

variance in attitude (Ajjan & Hartshorne, 2008).  Social selling requires the adoption of social 

media, and when a salesperson holds a positive attitude toward the latest technology, he or she 

will show an increased intention to adopt the new platform (Jones et al., 2002). 

Customer orientation.  When working individually with customers, salespeople who 

practice the marketing concept also use customer-oriented selling (Saxe & Weitz, 1982).  

Examining customer orientation from both sides of the dyadic relationship, Saxe and Weitz 

(1982) found that customer satisfaction is significantly related to a customer-orientation, even 

when the salesperson does not exhibit customer-oriented behaviors.  They concluded that 

customers can distinguish a customer-oriented approach, which affects overall customer 

satisfaction (Saxe & Weitz, 1982).  Customers link higher information technology usage and 

social media usage by salespeople with higher perceptions of customer service (Ahearne et al., 

2008).  Ultimately, a customer-oriented process positively affects sales performance (Rodriguez, 

Ajjan, et al., 2014).  The recognition that a customer-oriented attitude and higher information 

technology usage impacts customer satisfaction lends to its antecedent role in social selling. 

Entrepreneurial orientation.  An entrepreneurial orientation allows salespeople to 

achieve a strategic advantage by leveraging existing competitive advantages and utilizing 

technologies desired by customers (Spillecke & Brettel, 2013).  Since salespeople act as 

boundary spanners, an entrepreneurial orientation helps to increase firm performance, especially 

in highly competitive industries (Spillecke & Brettel, 2013).  Social media allows 

communication between the customer and the organization (Parveen, Jaafar, & Ainin, 2016).  

Dutot and Bergeron (2016) showed that innovation, communication, and social media proactivity 



DEVELOPING A FRAMEWORK FOR SOCIAL SELLING 

22 

 

are three key components linking an entrepreneurial orientation to sales and business 

development in small and medium enterprises.  And an entrepreneurial orientation positively 

influences visibility, which indirectly affects social media performance (Dutot & Bergeron, 

2016).  Employing an entrepreneurial orientation will enable salespeople to contribute to the 

visibility of the organization using social media when adopting social selling. 

Technical savvy.  Training impacts individual attitudes toward technology and, 

ultimately, effectiveness with implementation (Ogilvie et al., 2018).  Research has shown that 

positive attitudes toward sales force automation existing immediately following training can 

dissipate a short six months later (Speier & Venkatesh, 2002).  However, experience with 

technology creates a positive influence on fit with both the job and the organization (Speier & 

Venkatesh, 2002).  Individual competence in social media is synergistic with individual 

commitment when affecting social media usage in sales (Guesalaga, 2016).  Salespeople who are 

more technology-oriented will use information more effectively (Hunter & Perreault, 2006).  

Hunter and Perreault (2006) also showed that this effective use of information improves a 

salesperson’s planning and adaptive behaviors, which may impact the decision to use social 

selling activities. 

Extraversion personality trait level.  Shown to be a valid predictor for sales performance 

(Barrick & Mount, 1991; Furnham & Fudge, 2008; Waheed, Yang, & Webber, 2017), 

extraversion characteristics include being sociable, active, and energetic (Echchakoui, 2017).  

The sociability aspect may make extraverted individuals more likely to use social media 

(Blackwell, Leaman, Tramposch, Osborne, & Liss, 2017).  And, because extraversion was 

shown to be the strongest predictor of social media use among the personality traits (Correa, 
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Hinsley, & de Zúñiga, 2010), research is needed to determine whether this personality type is 

also more apt to incorporate social selling activities. 

Personal social media usage.  Guesalaga (2016) showed a positive relationship between 

the commitment to social media and social media usage in sales.  Salespeople who use social 

media for private purposes are more apt to use it for business purposes (Keinänen et al., 2015).  

The research of Keinänen et al. (2015) further showed that when people see colleagues benefit 

from social media usage, they tend to use social media more.  Youngseek Kim, Kim, and Kim 

(2010) added that perceived enjoyment has a more significant impact on intention to adopt social 

media compared to perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use.  During interviews and 

workshops, Kuikka and Äkkinen (2011) learned that people perceive social media as fun rather 

than work, which may lend itself to the enjoyment factor that furthers the intention to adopt 

social selling activities.  Additional research is needed to determine whether personal social 

media use positively affects social selling adoption. 

Personal technology usage.  Jones et al. (2002) showed that personal innovativeness is 

significantly related to technology infusion and recommended managers recruit salespeople 

based on their willingness to experiment with and adopt new technologies.  Individual 

perceptions toward technology may impact perceptions regarding technology adoption and 

support in professional activities (Speier & Venkatesh, 2002).  Research also has found that 

experienced salespeople may feel conflicted when introduced to new technologies, thereby 

impacting job satisfaction (Speier & Venkatesh, 2002).  Research is needed on whether personal 

use of technology impacts willingness and ability to implement sales technologies. 

 Gender.  Thus far, gender has not been shown to affect social media use (Keinänen et al., 

2015), but the reported rationale for use differs.  Men use social media to make new friends, 
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while women focus on social networking to maintain existing relationships (Mazman, Usluel, & 

Çevik, 2009; Goswami & Dutta, 2016).  Speier and Venkatesh (2002) found that men have more 

positive attitudes toward sales force automation than women, and Curtis et al. (2009) determined 

that women consider social media to be more beneficial, while men exhibit more confidence in 

actively using it.  Differing uses for social media imply that variance may exist in social selling 

implementation between genders. 

Age.  Keinänen et al. (2015) reported that younger people use social media more for 

business purposes.  Salespeople who use social media in B2B settings are more likely to be 

Millennials or Generation Xers (R. J. Schultz et al., 2012b, 2012a), which further confirms 

heightened use by younger salespeople.  Fosso Wamba and Carter (2014) showed that younger 

managers are more likely to adopt Facebook event pages, an element of social media.  

Perceptions of sales force automation are affected by the age of individuals, with younger 

employees exhibiting positive impressions (Speier & Venkatesh, 2002).  Age may be considered 

an antecedent or a moderator in further research on social selling. 

Sales experience.  Hunter and Perreault (2006) examined experience (years in sales) to 

discover a negative effect on technology orientation, exemplifying that older salespeople may be 

less technologically oriented.  Salespeople with a greater length of time in a current position, 

along with salespeople with average experience, gained significant benefits from using salesforce 

automation (Ko & Dennis, 2004).  In one study, networking and performance were positively 

related to sales experience for women but not for men (Macintosh & Krush, 2017), whereas 

another study showed no significance in relating sales experience with CRM and social media 

usage in sales (Agnihotri et al., 2017).  Additional research is needed to determine the role that 

sales experience plays in adopting social selling activities. 
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Company factors.  Examining company factors, we assert that company orientation 

(social media, marketing, customer, technology, and sales) along with the company behaviors 

related to the adoption of social media and salesforce technology contribute to the adoption and 

implementation of social selling.  We also considered firm size as an antecedent. 

Social media orientation.  Social media orientation encompasses sales, business 

development, and visibility, defined as “the set of principles and objectives that direct and 

influence a firm’s activities on social media to improve performance” (Dutot & Bergeron, 2016, 

p. 1168).  When corporate culture is favorable for social media, it is more likely to be used to 

reach B2B customers (Keinänen et al., 2015).  Individual attitude also plays a role in social 

media adoption.  Kuikka and Äkkinen (2011) showed that corporate culture is a major factor in 

determining those individual attitudes; based on interviews, they learned that even if upper 

management implies their support of social media usage, corporate culture dictates attitude 

toward use in the workplace.  Customers may not pay attention to the specific platforms firms 

use but instead may look at whether a firm is active on social media and whether that platform is 

effective (Dutot & Bergeron, 2016).  A firm’s stance on social media will ultimately affect 

salesperson social selling activities. 

Marketing orientation.  A firm employing a marketing orientation works toward goals by 

choosing its markets and managing its capabilities (Sharp, 1991).  Market-oriented companies 

focus on customer retention, which may result in increased firm profitability, in part because 

these companies spend significant time with their customers (Slater & Narver, 1994; Kumar, 

Jones, Rajkumar, & Leone, 2011).  The marketing concept informs a marketing orientation by 

focusing on satisfying customer needs (Kotler & Levy, 1969).  Salespeople, who have extensive 

knowledge of customer needs based on direct interaction, become the ambassadors of the 
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company’s market orientation (G. Wang & Miao, 2015).  Social selling activities allow 

salespeople to gain this needed customer knowledge. 

Customer orientation.  Customers are likely to see salespeople as a source of information 

when the company employs a customer orientation (Saxe & Weitz, 1982).  Salespeople in these 

cultures exemplify a customer focus in their relationships, which increases their ability to help 

the customer find the best solution (Saxe & Weitz, 1982; Boles, Babin, Brashear, & Brooks, 

2001).  Companies employing a customer orientation approach will incorporate technology 

based on customer needs.  Choudhury and Harrigan (2014) illustrated the customer impact of 

technology by showing that incorporating CRM technology is positively associated with a 

customer relationship orientation.  Entrepreneurial and customer orientation both positively 

impact sales and business development, which, in turn, positively influence social media 

performance (Dutot & Bergeron, 2016).  Focusing on customer orientation further drives social 

selling activities. 

Technology orientation.  (Dutot & Bergeron, 2016) defined technology orientation as 

using and developing technology, differing from social media orientation, which optimizes social 

media usage.  Companies utilizing a technology orientation are eager to use and develop new 

technologies (Gatignon & Xuereb, 1995).  To employ a technology orientation, companies do 

not have to be high tech or be developing technology (Gatignon & Xuereb, 1995).  Support for 

technology positively affects the salesperson’s technology orientation (Hunter & Perreault, 

2006), and salespeople who exemplify a technology orientation exhibit higher levels of job 

satisfaction (Limbu, Jayachandran, & Babin, 2014), which may result in increased performance. 

Sales orientation.  A sales orientation exists when sales activities focus on gaining 

commitment or closing the sale (R. J. Schultz & Good, 2000; Boles et al., 2001; Jaramillo, 
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Ladik, Marshall, & Mulki, 2007).  Companies exhibiting a sales orientation often use sales 

volume incentives and commission structures to increase performance (Widmier, 2002).  Being 

sales-oriented results in value created over time involving both the seller and buyer (Hartmann et 

al., 2018).  However, sales incentives and job tenure may adversely affect customer orientation 

(Widmier, 2002).  While customer-oriented companies focus on understanding the customer’s 

needs and finding solutions, sales-oriented companies concentrate on making the sale (Jaramillo 

et al., 2007).  Using social selling activities combines customer understanding with the ultimate 

sales goals. 

Adoption of social media strategy.  Cooperation between corporate departments prompts 

more salesperson social media usage (Groza et al., 2012).  Training plays a significant role in 

technology acceptance and its effect on sales performance; like other sales technologies, the 

impact of social media use on sales performance increases as training levels increase (Groza et 

al., 2012).  According to Kuikka and Äkkinen (2011), challenges to corporate adoption of social 

media include lack of resources, the question of ownership, unknown authorization, attitude 

issue, and economic concerns.  Kuikka and Äkkinen (2011) proposed a lack of resources, in the 

form of a controlling organizational culture, inhibits adoption efforts.  The authors further 

contended that the lack of clear social media ownership means that adoption efforts lack 

streamlining and that unknown authorization contributes to inconsistencies between those with 

expertise and those willing to incorporate social media usage (Kuikka and Äkkinen (2011).  

Kuikka and Äkkinen (2011) continued by discussing corporate culture and the view that 

employees see social media as fun rather than productive, which creates an attitude that may 

hinder corporate social media adoption. Finally, the authors showed economic concerns in the 

form of justifying costs (Kuikka and Äkkinen (2011).  How an organization overcomes these 
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challenges may dictate the success of social media adoption.  Organizational social media 

competence (company knowledge, productivity, and expertise) is the most important predictor of 

social media use in sales (Guesalaga, 2016). 

Adoption of salesforce technology.  Using a longitudinal study, Jelinek et al. (2014) found 

that salesforce automation adoption related positively to sales performance improvements.  

Companies who employ a broader vision in technology adoption by looking at integration across 

the organization, rather than simple day-to-day tasks, make larger technology purchases and 

realize more significant improvements in salesforce efficiency (Rivers & Dart, 1999).  Top 

management plays a substantial role in salesforce technology adoption, even more than 

immediate supervisors (Cascio, Mariadoss, & Mouri, 2010), providing a complete view of how 

technology integration will occur.  The authors further showed that synergy between top 

management and immediate supervisors’ is an essential factor in determining salesforce 

automation adoption (Cascio et al., 2010).  Additional research is also needed to determine 

whether social selling incorporation by some members of the sales team will encourage the rest 

of the team to adopt the technique. 

Firm size.  Measuring firm size based on total assets, sales, and market value of equity 

explains that larger firms use more social media platforms than smaller firms (Smith, Blazovich, 

& Smith, 2015).  Examining Facebook events pages, Fosso Wamba and Carter (2014) showed 

that firm size is positively associated with the adoption of this technology.  While the 

accessibility of social media allows firms to participate in social selling, adoption can vary by 

firm size.  

Industry factors.  Specific to industry factors, we looked to strategic orientation 

(technology orientation) and behaviors (competitive intensity) to determine precursors to social 
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selling.  We examined the industry classification to discern how different industries may 

perceive social selling activities. 

Technology orientation.  Industry technology adoption ranges from incremental to 

cutting-edge (Zhou, Gao, Yang, & Zhou, 2005).  The technological change rate within an 

industry establishes the value companies place on a technology orientation (Gao, Zhou, & Yim, 

2007).  Further, resources vary by industry, which can impact how technology is adopted (Hunt 

& Morgan, 1995; Sahi, Gupta, & Cheng, 2020).  Previous research has examined technology 

orientation at the firm level.  We propose looking at technology orientation for the overall 

industry as an antecedent to social selling activities. 

Competitive intensity.  The number of competitors and the frequency and intensity of 

marketing techniques, such as advertising and pricing strategies, determines the competitive 

intensity within an industry (Jaworski & Kohli, 1993; Gao et al., 2007).  In highly competitive 

industries, companies use their current competencies to address new market opportunities (Boso, 

Cadogan, & Story, 2012), and they defend their competitive position by retooling or recreating 

themselves (Josephson, Johnson, & Mariadoss, 2016).  Additional research is needed to 

determine if social selling should be a part of this retooling within highly competitive industries. 

Classification.  Manufacturing, as an industry sector, was shown to be positively related 

to the adoption of Facebook events pages (Fosso Wamba & Carter, 2014).  Fosso Wamba and 

Carter (2014) showed that improving efficiency and reducing costs are cited as reasons for key 

stakeholders to advocate for the implementation of technology advancements, whereas Smith et 

al. (2015) showed no significant difference in social media adoption across industry types when 

examining manufacturing, retail, and service industries.  Smith et al. (2015) did, however, note a 
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difference in the platform chosen by each industry type.  We require additional study to 

determine whether industry factors contribute to social selling use. 

Social selling outcomes.  We examined salesperson performance as the consequence or 

outcome of social selling.  We expected to see sales performance increase for salespeople using 

the social selling framework.  Additionally, we expected that buyer engagement and value co-

creation mediate the relationship between the social selling activities and salesperson 

performance. 

Salesperson performance.  Existing literature shows salesperson performance 

measurements related to both financial and relationship performance.  Rapp et al. (2008) 

measured salesperson performance by the percentage of quota, whereas Groza et al. (2012) based 

the measurement on a comparison between the current year’s return and the previous year’s 

performance.  Other researchers have measured relationship performance separate from financial 

performance by examining relational measures that strengthen buyer relationships (Hunter & 

Perreault, 2007).  When measuring relationship behaviors, salesperson performance is affected 

by customers’ prosocial participation during the sales process (Shannahan et al., 2017).  Social 

media allows companies to connect directly with customers, thereby potentially increasing 

profits, improving efficiency, and reducing costs (R. J. Schultz et al., 2012a).  Adopting social 

media tools provides performance increases for B2B salespeople (R. J. Schultz et al., 2012b).  

These findings were supported by Jelinek et al. (2014), who showed that high-performing 

salespeople report an intention to adopt the technology to increase performance.  The concept 

was further supported by Itani et al. (2017), who indicated that social media use enhances sales 

performance through competitive intelligence gathering and increased adaptive selling.  

Performance is enhanced through the integration of CRM and social media (Trainor et al., 2014), 
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with higher-performing communication leading to performance growth (W. Y. C. Wang, 

Pauleen, & Zhang, 2016).  A recent field study conducted by Ancillai et al. (2019) showed that 

social selling positively affects lead performance, sales process efficiency, and revenues.  In 

addition to monetary incentives, the collaboration between marketing and sales using the 

available technology may prove to benefit cooperation between the departments (Järvinen & 

Taiminen, 2016), thus impacting overall performance. 

Buyer engagement.  Customers are looking for more than just connection when 

engaging with salespeople over social media; they engage intending to achieve value (Heller 

Baird & Parasnis, 2011).  To entice buyer engagement, salespeople need to give buyers a reason 

to engage (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010).  Measuring customer engagement based on the four 

dimensions of purchase engagement, referrals engagement, influence value engagement, and 

knowledge engagement, Prentice, Wang, and Loureiro (2019) found that brand experience 

directly affects customer engagement.  Even as customer needs change throughout the sales 

process, unifying the brand experience remains the goal (Cummins et al., 2016).  Attitudes and 

motivation of salespeople affect interactions with customers, thereby impacting customer 

satisfaction and engagement (Cambra-Fierro, Melero-Polo, & Vázquez-Carrasco, 2014; Zahari & 

Syafruddin, 2018).  As part of social selling, LinkedIn recommends positioning the salesperson 

as the subject matter expert to engage the buyer by sharing articles and posts, commenting, 

messaging, sending connection requests, and joining groups ("What is social selling?," 2019).  

Sashi (2012) proposed a customer engagement cycle where the company captures customer 

interest through superior value, trust, and long-term relationships, allowing the customer to 

become a partner with the seller to co-create value.  Sashi (2012) further contended that social 

media plays an essential role in this process.  Salespeople build stronger relationships through 
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the tenets of social selling by sharing content and creating conversations; these are necessary 

engagement tasks to increase sales performance in selling organizations (Rodriguez et al., 2012).  

Gathering data via social media and managing it in CRM can lead to increased sales through 

customer awareness and engagement (Groza et al., 2012).  This measurement and interpretation 

through tracking and monitoring the actions of the receiver help marketers determine how best to 

engage customers (Swani, Brown, & Milne, 2014).  Additional studies are needed to determine if 

increasing social selling activities will also increase customer engagement. 

Value co-creation.  Value co-creation includes an ongoing shared value for the buyer 

and seller, where each feels the value created matches the effort to participate in the co-creation; 

both parties similarly value the exchange (Vargo & Lusch, 2004; D. E. Schultz & Peltier, 2013).  

Salespeople play an essential role in this value creation (Agnihotri et al., 2012; Hartmann et al., 

2018).  Yi and Gong (2013) examined value co-creation as customer participation behavior 

(information seeking, information sharing, responsible behavior, and personal interaction) and 

citizenship behavior (feedback, advocacy, helping, and tolerance).  Ultimately, they determined 

the key to value co-creation is information sharing; customers who do not share accurate and 

comprehensive information risk lower value co-creation (Yi & Gong, 2013).  Customers should 

be considered resources who actively participate in shaping the relationship and interpretation of 

the company’s offering (Gustafson et al., 2019).  Salespeople can adopt social selling activities 

through social media to encourage customers to join the conversation and begin the process of 

co-creating value (Andzulis et al., 2012; Rapp & Panagopoulos, 2012).  

Brand awareness has a positive relationship with co-innovation, and social media can 

facilitate this awareness, in addition to the co-creation of product or service design, customer 

service, and marketing strategies with key customers (Choudhury & Harrigan, 2014; Y. Wang et 
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al., 2016).  This interactivity, often derived from social media, extends to peer-to-peer 

interactions between customers, where one can advocate for one product or another (Sashi, 

2012).  The ubiquitous nature of information today means that buyers can identify real added 

value; thus, sellers need to have a clear understanding of their customers and effectively use 

social media to convey the value (Marshall et al., 2012).  The proposed social selling activities 

(personal branding, information exchange, networking, and social listening) allow the buyer and 

seller to interact and work together to determine and create value.  Information exchange has 

been shown to be a vital component of value co-creation (Yi & Gong, 2013).  Additional studies 

are needed to determine connections amongst the other components of social selling. 

Social selling theories.  Researchers have applied multiple theories when examining 

social selling, social CRM, and sales and social media.  Table 1 displays the theories that have 

been used in the study of social selling.  The theories provided serve as a starting place to 

continue research in this area and are not meant to be an exhaustive list.  Future research will no 

doubt add new theories.  
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Table 1 

Theories Related to Social Selling 

Theory Key Concepts Social Selling Implications 

Task-Technology 

Fit Theory 

For information technology to positively 

impact individual performance, it must 

be used and be a good fit for the task 

(Goodhue & Thompson, 1995). 

Positive relationships exist between 

information technology and 

salesperson performance (Ahearne et 

al., 2008). 

 

Examines how salespeople use social 

media for customer engagement and 

customer value creation (Agnihotri et 

al., 2012). 

 

The integration of social media and 

CRM will create better salesperson 

service behavior outcomes (Agnihotri 

et al., 2017). 

Transformational 

Leadership 

Transformational leaders create an 

attractive vision to inspire followers 

(known as inspirational motivation). 

Charisma, a part of transformational 

leadership, can be identified and 

encouraged in business settings (Bass, 

1985). 

Salespeople can be encouraged to 

develop and share insights using social 

media. Using tactics such as humor and 

storytelling to present complex ideas or 

new visions has shown to benefit 

influencers effectively. Salespeople 

should be encouraged to practice these 

techniques to employ transformational 

or charismatic leadership (Barry & 

Gironda, 2018). 

(continued) 
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(continued) 

Theory Key Concepts Social Selling Implications 

Resource-

Based 

View 

Performance is based on a firm’s available 

resources and effectiveness to convert these 

resources to create advantage (Barney, 1991; 

Day, 1994). 

Performance improves when 

complementary resources are combined; 

therefore, integrating social media with 

CRM creates a firm-level capability that 

influences performance (Trainor et al., 

2014). 

                                  

Examines how firm-level outcomes of 

customer-based profit, relationship 

performance, and customer-based profit 

performance benefit from critical 

resources and capabilities (Trainor, 2012). 

Equity 

Theory 

Perceived inputs and outputs are analyzed to 

determine fairness in relationships when 

examining social interactions (J. S. Adams, 

1965). 

The customer and business organization 

act as exchange partners by sharing 

thoughts and ideas, often via social media 

(Choudhury & Harrigan, 2014). 

Social 

Network 

Theory 

Network analogy shows that many paths 

leading away from any point A lead back 

again to point A in primitive societies, 

whereas the chances are small in modern 

society (Barnes, 1954). 

 

Social network accounts act as specific 

linkages between a defined group of people, 

which allows for interpretation of the 

characteristics and social behavior of the 

people involved (Mitchell, 1969). 

 

Human relationships, though possibly 

abstracted and simplified, may be capable of 

being represented as a network diagram 

(Mitchell, 1974). 

The overall sales unit is made up of a 

network of relationships where the sales 

manager operates as a network engineer, 

managing the flow of multiple 

relationships (Flaherty, Lam, Lee, Mulki, 

& Dixon, 2012). 
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(continued) 

Theory Key 

Concepts 

Social Selling Implications 

Diffusion of 

Innovation 

Examining diffusion of a new seed for corn 

in two Iowa communities found that 

commercial sources (primarily salespeople) 

serve as the most important sources of 

knowledge, while neighbors play the most 

critical role in product acceptance; the 

acceptance pattern follows a bell-shaped 

curve but not a normal frequency distribution 

(Ryan & Gross, 1943). 

Adoption of social media tools by 

small and medium enterprises is 

significantly related to the firm's 

innovativeness; firm size, 

manager age, and industry sector 

also play a role in social media 

adoption (Fosso Wamba & 

Carter, 2014) 

 

Intraorganizational 

Cooperation 

Theory of interorganizational coordination 

based on four factors: organizational 

interdependence, level of organization 

awareness, standardization of organizational 

activities, and number of organizations 

(Litwak & Hylton, 1962). 

 

Interdependence with other organizations is 

related to the intraorganizational 

characteristics made of higher degrees of 

complexity, program innovation, and internal 

communication (Aiken & Hage, 1968). 

Firms that have higher cross-

departmental cooperation 

positively influence social media 

usage in the sales force (Groza et 

al., 2012). 

Interactional 

Psychology 

Behavior in a situation derives from the 

combined effects of the person and the 

situation (Schneider, 1982; Chatman, 1989).  

Individual, organizational, and 

contextual variables influence an 

individual salesperson’s intention 

to adopt sales force automation, 

actual adoption, and the 

effectiveness of the performance 

(Jelinek et al., 2014). 

 

(continued) 
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(continued) 

Theory Key Concepts Social Selling Implications 

Institutional 

Theory 

Processes such as social processes, 

obligations, or actualities make up 

institutionalization and take on a rule-like 

status in social thought and action (Meyer 

& Rowan, 1977). 

 

Critical areas of institutional life include 

key suppliers, resource and product 

consumers, regulatory agencies, and other 

organizations that produce similar services 

or products (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). 

Creates a new definition of selling aimed 

at creating and maintaining thin crossing 

points using an ongoing alignment of 

institutional arrangements while 

optimizing relationships (Hartmann et 

al., 2018) 

Service-

Dominant 

Logic 

The marketing discipline is evolving from 

a dominant logic based on the exchange of 

goods to a new dominant logic where the 

focus is on service provision as a 

fundamental source of economic exchange 

(Vargo & Lusch, 2004). 

 

There is a broad set of integrated actors 

who apply resources through a service-for-

service exchange to co-create value (Vargo 

& Lusch, 2016). 

A new theory of selling extends sales 

from a dyadic approach to a service 

ecosystem perspective with more selling 

actors and an increased range of 

activities (Hartmann et al., 2018). 

Relationship-

Forging 

Theory 

Due to high switching costs, buyers are 

interested in maintaining a quality 

relationship with salespeople (Dwyer, 

Schurr, & Oh, 1987). 

 

Individuals in organizations perform 

relationship-forging tasks (sharing market 

knowledge and proposing integrative 

solutions) to build relationships with 

external people and organizations (Hunter 

& Perreault, 2007). 

Sales technologies used to analyze or 

communicate information mediates 

positive effects on the relationship-

building performance salespeople have 

with customers (Hunter & Perreault, 

2007). 
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(continued) 

Theory Key Concepts Social Selling Implications 

Social 

Contagion 

Theory 

Social contagion diffuses innovation 

through interaction between people, where 

the individuals look to each other to 

determine acceptable risk (Burt, 1987). 

Social contagion informs the adoption of 

social media within downstream channel 

relationships, thereby affecting 

performance (Rapp et al., 2013). 

Social Capital 

Theory 

Social capital allows for access to specific 

resources based on a network of 

relationships. Social capital stems from 

power, prestige, and social resources 

(Burt, 1992). 

Social media is an extension of sales 

technology. Using social capital theory 

helps to create opportunities by 

understanding how human interaction 

takes place in a relationship (Rodriguez 

et al., 2012). 

Theory of 

Organizing 

Members of an organization seek to gather 

information to understand a situation 

better, thereby maximizing opportunity 

and minimizing cost (Weick, 1979). 

Customer’s voluntary prosocial behavior 

triggers the salesperson’s perception, 

interpretation, and response process, 

leading to increased performance 

(Shannahan et al., 2017). 

Technology 

Acceptance 

Model (based 

on the Theory 

of Planned 

Behavior) 

Causal links in the technology acceptance 

model include design features, perceived 

usefulness, perceived ease of use, and 

attitude toward using (Davis, 1985). 

A person’s attitude about technology 

before implementation affects the 

intention to use the technology 

(Sundaram, Schwarz, Jones, & Chin, 

2007). The authors further posited that 

beneficial salesperson performance 

relates to the extent that innovation is 

incorporated. 

Media 

Synchronicity 

Theory 

Media can support synchronicity, which 

allows individuals to coordinate behavior 

when working together (Dennis, Fuller, & 

Valacich, 2008). 

Media synchronicity explains the 

relationship between social media 

capabilities and business-to-business 

communication and business 

performance (W. Y. C. Wang et al., 

2016). 

(continued) 
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(continued) 

Theory Key Concepts Social Selling Implications 

Social Influence 

Theory 

Social influence is made up of three 

elements: compliance (to gain a 

favorable reaction, an individual 

conforms to another individual or a 

group), identification (accepting 

influence from another to maintain a 

self-defining relationship), and 

internalization (accepting influence to 

align with personal value system; 

(Kelman, 1958). 

Social influence factors of social 

identity and social comparison work 

together to motivate sellers to co-

create solutions (Y. Wang et al., 

2016). 

 

 

 Social selling and the sales process.  Personal selling is changing (Moncrief & Marshall, 

2005; Dixon & Tanner, 2012; Guesalaga, 2016; Hartmann et al., 2018).  The traditional sales 

process follows seven steps: prospecting, pre-approach, approach, presentation, overcoming 

objections, close, and follow-up (Dubinsky, 1980).  This process is defined by the clear buyer 

and seller roles incorporating a paid, promotional, interactive, and personal approach (Hartmann 

et al., 2018).  However, face-to-face interaction is decreasing in favor of the efficiency of social 

media, which may ultimately affect these buyer–seller relationships (Guesalaga, 2016).  Andzulis 

et al. (2012) argued that regardless of the definition, leveraging the salesperson’s network 

through social media affects each step of the personal selling process.  As part of social selling, 

social media plays a considerable role in the prospecting, pre-approach, and follow-up stages of 

the sales process (Rodriguez et al., 2012; R. J. Schultz et al., 2012a; Moore et al., 2013).  Social 

selling flips prospecting when customers reach out to the organization after independently 

studying the information online (Moncrief et al., 2015).  Salespeople often qualify leads online 

before approaching the customer (Marshall et al., 2012), while the pre-approach step takes place 

through data mining on social media sites (Marshall et al., 2012; Moncrief et al., 2015).  Using 
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data effectively during the sales process can assist the salesperson in anticipating and responding 

to customer objections (Hunter & Perreault, 2006). Additionally, closing sales or gaining 

commitment may occur with limited face-to-face meetings as social selling allows the process to 

speed up and take place entirely online (R. J. Schultz et al., 2012a). 

Shifting data collection to the digital environment increases salesperson efficiency and 

frees up time to focus on relationship-building activities (Trainor, 2012).  Having customer data 

before the first call also makes it less invasive and more natural to tailor to the prospect’s profile 

since the information is readily accessible (Rodriguez et al., 2012).  Incorporating social media 

data into CRM technologies enhances the sales relationship (Rodriguez et al., 2012).  Social 

media aids sales presentations by allowing real-time pricing, as well as the ability to deal with 

customer concerns on the spot (Andzulis et al., 2012).  Salespeople can further tailor sales 

presentations by using customer purchase history and preferences (Ahearne et al., 2008).  When 

salespeople are pressed for time or have an overload of information to supply to the buyer, online 

sources can be used for credibly signaling to the buyer where they can go to find additional 

information (Bhardwaj, Chen, & Godes, 2008).  

 Andzulis et al. (2012) suggested that the proper adoption of social media forges a 

relationship, rendering the concept of transactional marketing obsolete, and Lacoste (2016) 

suggested that traditional methods of customer communication may disappear with social media 

interactions between the buyer and seller.  Increasingly, salespeople work beyond the 

conventional dyadic relationships, which are prompting new sales definitions.  One such 

definition comes from (Dixon & Tanner, 2012), who, citing the need for multiperson and 

multipoint engagements in selling, proposed that selling be defined as “the phenomenon of 

human-driven interaction between and within individuals/organizations in order to bring about 
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economic exchange within a value-creation context” (p. 10).  We contend that social selling 

activities further extend these new definitions and change the techniques salespeople use, as well 

as the desired skills needed to effectively manage the sales process. 

Social selling is receiving attention from sales scholars and sales practitioners seeking to 

understand how the selling process incorporates social media.  We present a framework that 

identifies items for defining social selling activities and outlines the antecedents and outcomes 

(see Figure 1).  Because social selling is an evolving sales and selling activity, additional 

research expanding the concept and its dimensions are warranted. 

Social selling defined.  To extend research in social selling, the construct requires a clear 

and consistent definition.  Practitioners liken the phenomenon to merely adding social media to 

the sales process, particularly prospecting and leveraging a network (Kusinitz, 2014; "What is 

social selling?," 2019; Crawford, 2019; Newberry, 2019), whereas academic researchers 

recognize that social selling goes beyond merely using social media as a technological tool 

(Agnihotri et al., 2012; Trainor, 2012; Yuna Kim & Talbott, 2018; Ancillai et al., 2019; Inyang, 

2019).  Over time, social selling has expanded to complement CRM processes, including 

increasing the understanding of customers’ perspectives while interacting through new media 

channels (Agnihotri et al., 2017; Yuna Kim & Talbott, 2018).  Q. Q. Hu et al. (2016) noted that 

using online social networks to sell products has become ubiquitous, leading companies such as 

LinkedIn to develop tools to measure implementation.  Moving forward on the call to 

conceptualize social selling and develop the construct (Ancillai et al., 2019), we propose a 

multidimensional construct that includes personal branding, information exchange, networking, 

and social listening.  
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Research needs.  The social selling construct must be clearly defined to move research 

forward in this area.  Studies are required to confirm and support the construct dimensions and 

develop scales for use in the study of social selling.  To foster continued research, we provide the 

following definition: Social selling intentionally integrates personal branding, information 

exchange, networking, and social listening into all stages of the sales process using social media, 

CRM, and salesforce technology. 

Social selling antecedents.  Prior studies have highlighted the need to study the 

antecedents to social selling (Ancillai et al., 2019).  We explored the relative impact between the 

individual, company, and industry factors impacting the implementation of social selling, which 

deserve additional attention.  Examining the attitudes and behavioral characteristics of 

individuals who are predisposed to social selling can be used to recruit and train salespeople.  

We recognize a need to understand how sales processes should adapt to meet purchasing 

function needs (Paesbrugghe et al., 2018). 

Research needs.  Further study is required to determine how company orientation and 

behaviors create an effective deployment of social selling across sales teams.  Additional 

examination is needed to determine how personal (gender and age) and company (industry and 

firm size) characteristics impact successful social selling implementation. And researchers may 

consider how these characteristics fit as antecedents, moderators, or control variables. 

Buyer engagement.  Choudhury and Harrigan (2014) examined engagement as a 360-

degree cycle where data is automatically and manually gathered to learn about customers.  

Salespeople play a critical role in relationship and information management between the selling 

firm and customers (Hunter & Perreault, 2006).  Like engagement, value co-creation leverages 

the network of customers developed by salespeople (Itani et al., 2017).  In addition, the use of 
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social media in social selling allows increased amounts of information to be gathered and 

exchanged with buyers and prospects (Itani et al., 2017), leading to buyer engagement and value 

co-creation.   

Research needs. Empirical research is required to confirm the current outcomes of social 

selling, which strive to strengthen buyer engagement while allowing for value co-creation to 

achieve performance goals.  Networking, an activity of social selling, allows salesperson 

interaction with buyers and prospects, thereby deepening customer engagement (Lacoste, 2016).  

Buyers are more willing to share content and communicate with the salesperson, which allows a 

strong relationship to form (Rodriguez et al., 2012).  The ultimate level of engagement via social 

media is determined by the organization (Marshall et al., 2012).  We encourage research on how 

social selling activities of personal branding, information exchange, networking, and social 

listening work together to impact buyer engagement. 

 Value co-creation.  Creating value for customers requires a broader understanding of the 

customer, market, and issues (Guenzi & Troilo, 2006).  Communication with the customer 

influences the customer perception of the co-creation process and further enhances the 

relationship (Haumann, Güntürkün, Schons, & Wieseke, 2015).  Social media assists in the 

communication needed to co-create value, as shown by Andzulis et al. (2012), who defined 

social media in terms of networking with customers and prospects in a move toward value co-

creation.  As salespeople exchange information with customers, these customers add value to the 

exchange process, and social media plays an important role (Choudhury & Harrigan, 2014).  Still 

undefined are data surrounding how social media facilitates value co-creation between customers 

and firms (Singaraju, Nguyen, Niininen, & Sullivan-Mort, 2016).  Although artificial intelligence 

for consumer applications has recently received more attention (Manser Payne, Peltier, & 
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Barger, 2018), research examining the intersection of artificial intelligence and the selling 

process is particularly warranted (Moncrief, 2017; Singh et al., 2019). 

 Research needs.  Social media is a critical tool in employing social selling (Agnihotri et 

al., 2017).  To this end, understanding how social media facilitates value co-creation requires 

additional study. We provide a social selling framework to include information exchange and 

social listening.  How these activities, along with personal branding and networking, facilitate 

value co-creation requires empirical data to confirm.   

 Salesperson performance.  The ultimate measure of personal selling is performance.  We 

measured salesperson performance in financial (Rapp et al., 2008; Groza et al., 2012) and 

relational (Hunter & Perreault, 2007; Shannahan et al., 2017) attributes.  Each stage of the 

personal selling process contains performance assessments, often focused on the prospecting 

tactic of lead generation (Ancillai et al., 2019).  Some researchers have noted a change from a 

performance focus to a customer needs focus (Yuna Kim & Talbott, 2018).  When examining 

long-term goals, social selling allows the salesperson to interact regularly with customers and 

prospects, leading to sales in the long-term (Minsky & Quesenberry, 2016).  Understanding how 

social selling impacts each of these performance outcomes will direct its practical use and 

training within sales teams. 

 Research needs.  Empirical research is needed to determine how each social selling 

activity affects varying performance measures.  Salespeople find more success when developing 

digital networks (Yuna Kim & Talbott, 2018).  A salesperson’s behavior affects customer 

satisfaction to the degree that sharing market knowledge may mediate the relationship between 

sales technology and performance (Hunter & Perreault, 2007).  Pairing CRM technology with 

social media shows a positive effect, thereby recognizing that standards to measure social media 
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use in sales are required to determine the effect on performance (Agnihotri et al., 2012; 

Agnihotri et al., 2017).  

Essay 2: Examining the Antecedents and Outcomes of Social Selling Using Service-

Dominant Logic and Social Networking Theory: An Empirical Study 

In Essay 1, we completed a comprehensive literature review to study current research in 

social selling.  We created a framework to inform further study and develop empirical research.  

Here, we examine a subset of that framework.  Using social networking theory and service-

dominant logic (SDL) theory, we propose a model examining antecedents and outcomes of social 

selling activities to understand the strategy and how it applies to the sales process. 

Sales technology has been widely adopted in B2B sales.  Salesforce automation and 

CRM software streamline sales tasks (Hunter & Perreault, 2006; Jelinek et al., 2014).  Upon 

introduction, social media provided an additional layer of technology employed in the sales 

process (Andzulis et al., 2012).  Social media's impact on the selling process is undisputed 

(Andzulis et al., 2012; Moncrief et al., 2015; Inyang, 2019).  Buyers have more access to 

information today than ever before.  The abundance of information available means that buyers 

are more knowledgeable and, in some cases, can make decisions faster (Marshall et al., 2012).  

Salespeople have turned to social media as a means of being present as the buyer begins the 

buying journey (Ancillai et al., 2019).  Social media opens a venue for salespeople to interact 

with customers as they make buying decisions (Agnihotri et al., 2015).  Previously regarded as a 

face-to-face process, selling has largely moved online, allowing buyers to collect and digest the 

information before sales contact (Wiersema, 2013; Agnihotri et al., 2015; Y. Wang et al., 2016).  

As buyers access data online, salespeople's face-to-face contact may decline (Marshall et al., 
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2012; Guesalaga, 2016).  Since their inception, social media platforms have moved from novel to 

necessary for customer communication (Cummins et al., 2016). 

The rise in social media has created strategies for its use in the selling process.  The 

integration of social media and sales has produced social selling, which complements the 

existing CRM processes (Agnihotri et al., 2012; Agnihotri et al., 2017).  Ancillai et al. (2019) 

defined social selling as “a selling approach, which leverages social and digital channels for 

understanding, connecting with, and engaging influencers, prospects, and existing customers at 

relevant customer purchasing journey touchpoints for building valuable business relationships” 

(p. 303).  They further considered that social selling may result in personal branding, sales 

performance, customer satisfaction, and commitment and that it may also increase company-

level performance (Ancillai et al. (2019).  Implementing social selling tactics brings the seller 

and buyer together to create a successful experience (Berkman, 2013).  Social selling allows 

salespeople to recognize customer needs and interact with customers (Yuna Kim & Talbott, 

2018; Ancillai et al., 2019).  Customers use this knowledge throughout the sales process 

(Trainor, 2012).  Social selling helps the salesperson better understand the customer journey and 

use appropriate touchpoints to build relationships (Ancillai et al., 2019).  Embracing the right 

technology allows sellers to generate interest, engage, and secure sales (R. J. Schultz et al., 

2012a).  Ultimately, using technology tools helps salespeople be more productive (Sundaram et 

al., 2007).  Salespeople have access to all social media, but different platforms may be more 

appropriate for different sales process stages.  For example, Itani et al. (2017) referenced using 

Twitter for prospecting and finding opportunities and LinkedIn for qualifying leads and 

identifying decision-makers.  Regardless of platform, the use of social media is a strategic 
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investment by businesses interested in embracing social media in response to buyer behavior 

(Ancillai et al., 2019).  

Social Networking Theory 

Social networking theory examines the networks between people, including link creation, 

the strength of the connections, and how the network of individuals collaborates (Barnes, 1954; 

Mitchell, 1969; Granovetter, 1983).  Barnes (1954) recognized the social ties that exist between 

family, friends, and acquaintances and found that these ties lead to consensus-building and 

cooperative activities as the network of individuals works together.  Additional research has 

identified three critical aspects of a social network: the point of reference for the social network 

(anchorage), the number of links between ties (reachability), and the number of people linked 

within a network (range; (Mitchell, 1969).  Sales networks and, in particular, complex sales 

include multiple participants from the selling and buying organizations (Steward, Walker, Hutt, 

& Kumar, 2010).  Based on the social contagion approach, Bowler, Dahlstrom, Seevers, and 

Skinner (2013) contended that peers with similar networks may be more influential to buyers; 

this contention led them to recommend salespeople focus on connecting buyers to one another 

while also connecting to the salesperson. 

Individuals are connected to their own networks and linked to other networks (Casson & 

Giusta, 2016).  Prior research has established that high positional centrality—access to people 

who are not connected and do not share information—creates social benefits within the network 

because a focal salesperson shares all information (Burt, 1987; Bolander, Satornino, Hughes, & 

Ferris, 2015; Kang, Ryu, & Lee, 2019).  Research has further contended that high relational 

centrality—social ties to influencers with many connections within a network—may work to 

preserve a positive reputation and not act opportunistically (Burt, 1987; Bolander et al., 2015; 
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Kang et al., 2019).  Ultimately, network position and connections are associated with salesperson 

performance (Bolander et al., 2015).  The abundance of network ties supports social selling, 

where networking, information exchange, social listening, and personal branding exist through 

social media.  Üstüner and Iacobucci (2013) recognized that salespeople are effective when 

communicating regularly with their network ties; they noted the particular usefulness of the 

social network during opportunity identification and when closing the deal.  Trainor (2012) made 

the same argument, recognizing the importance of diversified versus overlapping networks and 

further noting that social media helps modify the social network for effectiveness.  Moore et al. 

(2013) identified the usefulness of technological ties in social networking to reach external 

customers. 

Stemming from social contagion theory, which recognizes that individuals may acquire 

attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors from others in close proximity (Burt, 1987), and social capital, 

which allows individuals to create and control the information flow in a network (Burt, 1992), 

social networks provide salespeople the opportunity to communicate directly with others as a 

means of value creation.  We create value through social networks, but it requires both time and 

effort to maintain the network (Bolander et al., 2015).  A salesperson’s relational ties contribute 

to the coordination of expertise, which links to performance (Steward et al., 2010).  Y. Wang et 

al. (2016) showed that the seller's social influence significantly affects co-innovation activities.  

As such, the authors recommended additional research to determine how different networks may 

influence co-innovation efforts (Y. Wang et al., 2016).  Our research seeks to answer this call 

using social networking theory as a basis for social selling activities and outcomes. 
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Service-Dominant Logic 

In a customer-centric view, SDL seeks to co-create value between the firm and the 

customer by developing stronger customer connections through one of the fundamental tenets, 

which is to “cultivate relationships that involve the customers in developing customized, 

competitively compelling value propositions to meet specific needs” (Vargo & Lusch, 2004, p. 

5).  While the service provider leads the creation of value, the effectiveness happens through co-

creation, where the buyer is actively involved and contributes to the process (Grönroos & Voima, 

2013).  Dahl, Peltier, and Milne (2018) demonstrated SDL in a healthcare setting; they examined 

how healthcare providers enhance value by encouraging patients to seek digital health 

information.  By promoting the information-seeking activity, customers may be encouraged to 

use their social networks to refer others, thus elongating the reach of the healthcare provider 

(Dahl, Milne, & Peltier, 2019).  This premise transfers to the sales process, where salespeople 

aim to encourage customers to seek out the needed information to make buying decisions.  As 

noted previously, through social networking theory, the salesperson links to others through 

connections made with their initial prospects (Casson & Giusta, 2016).  These social forces assist 

in value co-creation and can be reproduced within social structures (Edvardsson, Tronvoll, & 

Gruber, 2010). 

Using SDL to create value allows the company to compete through service 

(Kowalkowski, 2011).  Grönroos and Voima (2013) defined value-in-use, where value is created 

when customers use the resource.  This value co-creation is based on the interaction between the 

firm and customer and can be direct or indirect (Grönroos & Voima, 2013).  Direct interaction 

involves active involvement via coordinated processes between the firm and the customer, while 

indirect interaction results from consuming a firm’s resource, thereby interacting with the 
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resource (Grönroos & Voima, 2013).  Salespeople, who are the primary customer contacts within 

the firm, need to incorporate value co-creation at both direct and indirect levels while including 

co-creation of customer usage processes (Le Meunier-FitzHugh, Baumann, Palmer, & Wilson, 

2011).  Thus, SDL requires a strong understanding of the customer, which fits with personal 

selling as salespeople shift to solution selling (Sheth & Sharma, 2008). 

This study uses SDL to connect the social selling activities of networking, information 

exchange, social listening, and personal branding to value co-creation.  A case study developed 

by Payne, Storbacka, Frow, and Knox (2009) examined brand experiences through the co-

creation process by looking at the customer and firm goals and mapping the interactions.  The 

direct interaction between salespeople and customers involves multiple actors, including the 

beneficiary, and creates an exchange of service-for-service, resulting in value co-creation (Vargo 

& Lusch, 2004, 2016; Hartmann et al., 2018). 

Scope and Importance of the Study 

We designed the current study to define social selling parameters by testing a social 

selling model, including antecedents and outcomes.  We collected data from individual 

salespeople to examine the relationships between the antecedents and social selling activities and 

the outcomes of these social selling tasks.  We further studied the coordination between social 

selling activities.  We used partial least squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) 

through the Smart PLS software to statistically test the model. 

The first problem that we addressed is the lack of a clear definition of social selling.  

Social selling emerged with increased social media usage, but we recognize that it is not merely 

based on adding social media to the sales process (Ancillai et al., 2019).  Instead, we propose 

four tasks that work congruently to formulate the multidimensional social selling construct.  
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Based on a comprehensive literature review, we offer a social selling schema that includes 

networking, information exchange, social listening, and personal branding. 

This study also addresses a second problem regarding the need to identify the antecedents 

and outcomes of social selling (Cummins et al., 2016; Ancillai et al., 2019).  We answered this 

call by examining corporate social media vision and salesperson perception of social media use 

in sales as antecedents to the social selling activities.  We further answered the call for additional 

research on social selling outcomes (Moore et al., 2015; Itani et al., 2017; Ancillai et al., 2019), 

identifying the outcomes of value co-creation, buyer engagement, and salesperson performance.  

We sought to answer three research questions (R1–R3). 

R1: How does corporate social media vision impact social selling implementation? 

R2: Do networking, information exchange, social listening, and personal branding impact 

value co-creation and buyer engagement? 

R3: Do value co-creation and buyer engagement impact salesperson performance? 

Summary of Contributions to Theory and Practice 

The proposed model contributes to the current literature by defining the variables that 

make up social selling and by offering antecedents and outcomes.  It provides a foundation to 

determine how social media is used in each stage of the sales process to meet the desired results.  

Prior research has focused mainly on the connection of social media in sales, whereas this study 

expands this to include the variables that make up social selling. 

Model Development 

This study developed a framework to examine social selling, including variables 

considered as social selling activities and selected antecedents and outcomes based on 

collectively engaging in these activities.  We further sought to define the social selling concept to 
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create a consistent way to research efficacy.  While sales practitioners have incorporated this 

social selling strategy, little has been done to identify the tactics needed to employ social selling, 

and the concept lacks a universal definition (Ancillai et al., 2019).  By establishing the variables 

that make up the social selling construct, we set a foundation for this and future research to 

continue to study the strategy. 

 A thorough literature review examining the antecedents and outcomes for social selling 

informed the development of this framework (Barney-McNamara, Peltier, Chennamaneni, & 

Niedermeier, 2021). Figure 2 features the proposed research model to continue this study.  In this 

research, we empirically tested the hypothesized relationship for each variable. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Social selling model. 

Note. Plus sign (+) represents positive hypothesis 
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 Model 1: Social selling.  The emergence of social media prompted social selling 

strategy.  Agnihotri et al. (2012, p. 341) recognized it as a “new era” of selling where social 

media's strength directly impacts the sales process.  In its initial stages, social media was seen as 

a tool for the salesforce to build networks and communicate (Ahearne et al., 2008; Rapp et al., 

2008).  As this medium evolved, so too did the view of its usefulness in the sales process.  Social 

media is now a tool of engagement and collaboration necessary to perform the sales role 

(Andzulis et al., 2012; Agnihotri et al., 2015).  Social media creates platforms for social 

interaction and can be defined based on the intensity of use for this purpose (Guesalaga, 2016).  

While these definitions recognize social media as a tool, they do not identify the specific 

activities required to use it within the sales process. 

 To close this gap, we propose the social selling model in Figure 2 to identify the variables 

that make up social selling and identify selected corporate and individual antecedents to their 

success.  The social selling model empirically tests the relationships between the antecedents and 

social selling activities.  In this model, we respond to research calls to conceptualize the 

variables of social selling and study the antecedents to social selling (Ancillai et al., 2019), as 

well as calls to explore how social selling can be used and measured (Moore et al., 2015; Itani et 

al., 2017; Paesbrugghe et al., 2018; Ancillai et al., 2019).  Understanding these factors helps 

researchers determine businesses that can most effectively employ social selling, and it helps 

practitioners understand how to strengthen the implementation of this strategy. 

 Social selling schema.  Social selling activities allow the salesperson to interact, 

communicate, and ultimately engage with current and potential buyers (Ahearne et al., 2008; 

Rapp et al., 2008; Andzulis et al., 2012; Agnihotri et al., 2015).  This model focuses on four 
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specific social selling activities: networking, information exchange, social listening, and personal 

branding.  These activities are defined in the follow paragraphs. 

Networking.  Salespeople have their own network of personal and business relationships 

that may be relied upon during the sales process.  The very definition of social networking theory 

is connections between people within and between networks (Barnes, 1954; Mitchell, 1969; 

Rodriguez et al., 2012).  Based on social capital theory, these networks allow salespeople to 

manage and leverage relationships, leading to all aspects of social selling (Rodriguez et al., 

2012).  Examining social networks, Mitchell (1969) defined the number of people in the network 

as the range and the number of links between an originator and target as the reachability.  Social 

selling recognizes the importance of the salesperson’s network in terms of the number of 

connections and proximity to decision-makers (Agnihotri et al., 2012; Rodriguez et al., 2012).  

Building a robust network helps create opportunities and allows salespeople to access potential 

customers before the need recognition stage, bypassing the need for cold calls (Rodriguez et al., 

2012).  Social networks are continually evolving (Peltier & Naidu, 2012), providing salespeople 

new relationship-building opportunities.   

Taking advantage of these relationship-building opportunities and connecting with 

customers—current and potential—is an integral part of the sales process.  In social networks, 

salespeople connect with their networks and the networks of each of their connections (Casson & 

Giusta, 2016).  Identifying industry-specific contacts and leads occurs faster using social media 

compared to traditional methods (Quinton & Wilson, 2016).  Social media provides an 

immediate platform to make connections, allowing salespeople to increase their overall network 

exponentially (Sashi, 2012).  Salespeople can use strong and weak ties to accomplish tasks such 

as developing new business or solving a business issue (Quinton & Wilson, 2016).  Further, 
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when social media networking is combined with current CRM and salesforce technology, the 

overall organization network is strengthened as it shares information internally (Berkman, 2013). 

Another essential part of networking is service motivation, which drives sales (Lassk, 

Ingram, Kraus, & Mascio, 2013).  Salespeople serve a strategic role based on SDL by acting as a 

network intermediary to work through the process of co-creating value (Le Meunier-FitzHugh et 

al., 2011).  Understanding the customer is a foundation of SDL (Sheth & Sharma, 2008).  Vargo 

and Lusch (2004) established the service-centered view, which includes identifying entities 

(potential customers) and cultivating relationships.  Networking supports both tasks, and 

specifically, social media provides a platform to identify potential customers and engage them in 

relationship activities more efficiently.  For example, industrial buyers use social media to build 

relationships with salespeople (Itani et al., 2017).  Salespeople use social media to create virtual 

network connections and interact with stakeholders, including customers, competitors, and 

suppliers (Lacoste, 2016).   

Michaelidou, Siamagka, and Christodoulides (2011) proposed that social networking 

sites' most important goal is attracting new customers and building relationships, while Moore et 

al. (2013) espoused that the ability to have dialogues initiated by anyone in the network is a 

primary benefit of social media.  Buyers with similar industry ties are likely to make similar 

purchases, so salespeople can use social media to identify current customer contacts and 

potential prospects (Bowler et al., 2013).  In this way, social media positively impacts an 

organization’s ability to create opportunities and strengthen relationships (Rodriguez et al., 

2012), providing the service-for-service exchange identified in SDL (Vargo & Lusch, 2004, 

2016; Hartmann et al., 2018). 
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Information exchange.  Social networking theory suggests that positional centrality 

places salespeople as the hub of information within a social network, giving them power to 

control the information exchange (Kang et al., 2019).  The social ties that link entities together 

allow for the transfer of resources (Wasserman & Faust, 1994).  The more ties a person has, the 

higher the information exchange level, resulting in stronger team–task performance (Balkundi & 

Harrison, 2006).  Ultimately, creating and controlling information leads to social capital, 

allowing the salesperson to capitalize on opportunities (Burt, 1992).  Social media expands the 

opportunity by providing a network for sharing information, thus changing the lotus of 

information control from remaining strictly with the seller (Sashi, 2012; Keinänen et al., 2015).  

Instead, buyers have the option of gathering information available through social networks at the 

beginning of the buying process, allowing them to retain control of the sales process (Barry & 

Gironda, 2018).  Providing critical buyer information via social media enhances customer 

satisfaction (Agnihotri et al., 2015).  Customers are more readily accessing information 

electronically (Grewal et al., 2015), making social media a useful information exchange tool.  

Information exchange between the seller and prospective buyer adds value to the 

relationship.  The concept of SDL recognizes that service-centered exchanges of intangibles, 

including knowledge, allow salespeople to more clearly understand customer needs and 

recommend solutions (Sheth & Sharma, 2008).  Further, SDL’s focus on operant, or human, 

resources allows the salesperson to use this knowledge to create stronger value propositions 

(Vargo & Lusch, 2004).  Ahearne, Jelinek, and Jones (2007) showed that information 

communication, along with salesperson diligence and inducements, is an essential element that 

directly affects the buyer’s satisfaction with the salesperson.  In this same study, the authors 

showed an indirect effect on trust (Ahearne et al., 2007).   
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Technology plays a critical role in effectively acquiring customer information (Crittenden 

et al., 2014).  Specifically, social media can assist with capturing and internally sharing 

customers’ information (Groza et al., 2012; Agnihotri et al., 2017).  Social media allows for 

collaboration and two-way communication between the firm and the buyer, further assisting in 

the needed information exchange (Groza et al., 2012).  Using technology allows the seller to 

participate at all points of the selling process—before, during, and after the sale (Harrison-

Walker & Neely, 2004).  As it is inherently service-oriented, the selling process follows SDL, 

and social selling uses social media to collect and exchange information to determine value 

(Sheth & Sharma, 2008).  The type of connection (associate, friend, or fan) may impact the type 

of information exchanged (Kietzmann, Hermkens, McCarthy, & Silvestre, 2011).  Encouraging 

customers to seek out needed information may result in additional referrals, as customers tend to 

trust others with similar networks (Bowler et al., 2013; Dahl et al., 2019). 

Social listening.  Social networks give way to a new set of resources (Üstüner & 

Iacobucci, 2013).  By leveraging a social network, the salesperson learns about prospects, current 

customers, and competitors.  The sales environment is more knowledge-intensive (Üstüner & 

Iacobucci, 2013), making it essential for salespeople to use their networks and social media's 

immediacy to listen to critical voices and gather information.  Further, buyers tend to rely 

heavily on peer networks similar to their own, making the salesperson’s ability to listen via 

social media an important tool to uncover new opportunities (Bowler et al., 2013).  The process 

of monitoring what customers say on social media, or social listening, provides a better customer 

and market understanding (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010; Woodcock et al., 2011; Moncrief et al., 

2015).  Social media enhances the amount of information collected (Itani et al., 2017).  Using 

this social listening process allows salespeople to identify and target influencers (Trainor, 2012), 
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which informs the sales process strategies (Woodcock et al., 2011).  While often used for 

monitoring, the purpose of social listening is to create action on the salesperson's part (Tran, 

2020).  To ensure those actions are correct, the salesperson needs to participate on the platforms 

where the conversation is taking place (Woodcock et al., 2011). 

As a means for co-creating value, based on SDL, information must come from both the 

seller and the buyer, which makes listening to the buyer and other influencers paramount.  The 

concept of SDL relies on learning from the customer to collaborate effectively (Vargo & Lusch, 

2004).  The importance of acquiring the fundamental knowledge and skills needed to determine 

value is a critical tenet of SDL (Vargo & Lusch, 2004; Kowalkowski, 2011).  Direct interaction, 

which coincides with firm resource consumption, and indirect interaction, which occurs after 

customer consumption, require active attention to the buyer's needs, which customers may share 

within the network via social media (Grönroos & Voima, 2013).  Salespeople use social listening 

to gain an understanding of the customer, community, and competitive information (Andzulis et 

al., 2012; Agnihotri et al., 2017).  Using social media encourages listening, allowing companies 

to collect information about their stakeholders and build trust with customers (Andzulis et al., 

2012; Agnihotri et al., 2017).  Salespeople can use the volume of information available through 

social media in differing selling situations, allowing them to provide the needed service level 

(Itani et al., 2017). 

Personal branding.  Salespeople may use personal branding within their social network 

to attract and, ultimately, connect with a network (Trainor, 2012).  Referencing social 

contagions, Bowler et al. (2013) asserted that structural equivalence, or similar networks, 

predicts brand choices.  Combined with social listening to detect similar customer networks, the 

customer must find the salesperson’s social media personal brand appealing.  How salespeople 
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differentiates themselves from others and the identity created is part of personal branding 

(Kucharska & Wright, 2017).  The personal branding facet of social selling enhances 

salespeople’s social network by letting buyers understand what they provide and emphasizing 

their industry and product expertise (Lacoste, 2016).  Visibility on social media networks allows 

for self-promotion through professional profiles (Quinton & Wilson, 2016).  Buyers assess 

individuals' credibility and competency through reference group comparison (Scarbrough, Swan, 

Amaeshi, & Briggs, 2013), and the personal brand created by salespeople provides data for this 

comparison.   

Content dissemination, profiles, and personal websites contribute to the salesperson’s 

personal brand (Gershon, 2014; Quinton & Wilson, 2016; Y. Wang et al., 2016).  Social media 

provides a low-cost platform to develop this personal brand (Dutta, 2010).  An empirical study 

by Y. Wang et al. (2016) found that the seller's social identity and social comparison facilitate 

co-innovation, creating brand awareness.  Personal branding can also be an essential tool for 

internal promotion.  Field salespeople typically rely on managers to convey and promote their 

efforts within the company (Flaherty et al., 2012).  A social media presence allows salespeople to 

take control of this internal self-promotion through profiles and content dissemination. 

Ongoing customer experiences also help develop a brand, where value co-creation, one of 

the main facets of SDL, plays a role (Payne et al., 2009).  The power of corporate 

communication has shifted from marketing and public relations to individuals and communities 

in online environments (Kietzmann et al., 2011).  Information is now a commodity, which means 

that organizations have a concise window to present value (Marshall et al., 2012).  Establishing 

knowledge and expertise through personal branding may speed up this process.  Online platforms 

allow sellers to create a professional identity to set themselves apart from competing entities (Y. 



DEVELOPING A FRAMEWORK FOR SOCIAL SELLING 

60 

 

Wang et al., 2016).  In the social media space, buyers like and comment on posts, which may add 

to the salesperson’s brand.  Consistency across social media platforms encourages 

recognizability in personal branding (Gershon, 2014), and digital content posted influences 

purchasing decisions (Barry & Gironda, 2018).  Salespeople can further shape their role and 

promote their brand through public discussion in social media comments.  Using social media 

profiles helps companies look official, professional, and experienced (Berkman, 2013).  The 

same applies to individuals who use their profiles to promote their knowledge and background. 

Hypotheses Development 

Antecedents to social selling. 

 Corporate social media vision.  A corporate vision is determined and carried out by 

individuals throughout each level of the organization and is an open-ended statement of the 

corporation’s values, aspirations, and goals that work to guide the operation (Quigley, 1994).  A 

clear vision that is communicated and understood throughout the organization positively impacts 

employee satisfaction (Slack, Orife, & Anderson, 2010), and a corporate vision for customer 

information is shown to relate positively to customer data quality and use (Peltier, Zahay, & 

Lehmann, 2013).  Implementing systems to collect, interpret, share, and use customer 

information relies on the organization's shared goals (Rodriguez, Ajjan, et al., 2014).  One such 

example is the technology used to manage data.  A quality CRM system plays a role in data 

collection and enhancing customer performance, as easier-to-collect data results in higher-level 

customer data collected (Peltier, Zahay, & Krishen, 2013).  The technology needs to be accepted 

and adopted across the firm to be effective.  Studies have shown the complementary relationship 

between internally-focused CRM and externally-focused social media (Trainor, 2012), further 

finding that social media platforms “facilitate capabilities that allow firms to better meet the 
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needs of customers” (Trainor et al., 2014, p. 1206).  Leaders who see value in social media use 

and prioritize network development and expansion create a vision that encourages salespeople to 

do likewise (Andzulis et al., 2012).  As these networks expand, they can be used for value co-

creation by providing a platform to “access, adapt, and integrate resources” (Archpru Akaka, 

Vargo, & Lusch, 2012, p. 13).  Through resource integration, the firm, customer, and social 

media platform work together to co-create value (Singaraju et al., 2016).  Salespeople who see 

colleagues benefit from social media use are more likely to adopt the technology (Keinänen et 

al., 2015).  This increased adoption of social media requires support and measurement to be 

effective because social media operates as a strategic tool (Andzulis et al., 2012; Castronovo & 

Huang, 2012).  Organizations with a vision that embraces social media use will provide 

salespeople with the needed aid for effective implementation.  Ultimately, when leaders 

emphasize social media usage, salespeople are more likely to integrate it into the selling process. 

 Taking a social network view, Flaherty et al. (2012) asserted that an organization must 

consider network relationships to manage a sales organization effectively.  Individual networks 

form initially and then connect to other networks (Casson & Giusta, 2016).  Social media 

provides a platform where salespeople can communicate with prospects and customers and build 

their networks (Agnihotri et al., 2015), and the customer focus provided through social media 

makes it a valuable resource for salespeople (Groza et al., 2012).  Huang and Liu (2017) studied 

social media use between employees within organizations, finding that the employees connecting 

with each other on social media accumulate online social capital that aids in job performance and 

satisfaction.  Similarly, salespeople use social media to build social capital with prospects and 

customers to strengthen network ties.  Resources become more available to individuals based on 

these networks' social relations structure (Adler & Kwon, 2002).  The resources cultivated by the 
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organization create the upper bound for its actors, meaning that companies lacking in resources, 

including networking, constrain the performance of employees (Adler & Kwon, 2002; Zaheer & 

Bell, 2005).  Organizations with vision for effective social media use provide the needed 

resources and support to implement social media to develop and expand sales networks. 

 Beyond network development, salespeople use social media to exchange information 

with customers to identify and create value.  Value creation requires multiple actors, integrating 

information from different sources (Vargo & Lusch, 2016; Hartmann et al., 2018).  As 

individuals share information through social media, it can further the process of co-creating 

value by involving all relevant participants.  Andzulis et al. (2012) defined social media as a tool 

that promotes value co-creation by leveraging the network of customers and prospects while 

providing communication, transaction, and relationship-building functions.  The concept of SDL 

focuses on the value co-created with the customer, who ultimately defines that value (Vargo & 

Lusch, 2004).  The value determined by the user of the resources and processes denotes value-in-

use (Grönroos & Voima, 2013) and value-in-use results in the actual value created 

(Kowalkowski, 2011).  With enhanced customer knowledge, salespeople play a critical role in 

establishing value by coproducing the customer’s usage processes (Le Meunier-FitzHugh et al., 

2011).  When organizations support social media, they provide effective communication and 

value-added content to customers (Rodriguez et al., 2012).  In turn, customers reciprocate by 

adding value through supporting content used in peer-to-peer review (Sashi, 2012).  Social media 

facilitates value co-creation, allowing key customers to add value to product or service design, 

customer service, and marketing strategies (Choudhury & Harrigan, 2014).  Institutional 

arrangements and how the institution operates can support and constrain the value creation 

process (Vargo & Lusch, 2016; Hartmann et al., 2018).  Organizations seeking to derive value 
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from technology must instill a framework to deliver value to customers (Rodriguez, Ajjan, et al., 

2014).  Social media helps facilitate customer engagement and the subsequent value creation 

resulting from the seller–buyer interactions (Trainor, 2012).  Therefore, we hypothesized that 

organizations’ vision for social media use will affect how their salespeople view its use. 

H1: Corporate social media vision will be positively associated with networking 

activities. 

H2: Corporate social media vision will be positively associated with information 

exchange activities. 

H3: Corporate social media vision will be positively associated with social listening 

activities. 

H4: Corporate social media vision will be positively associated with personal branding 

activities. 

 Hatch and Schultz (2001, p. 130) described a vision as “top management’s aspirations for 

the company” (p. 130), and enacting a corporate vision requires business leaders’ support 

(Zerfass & Sherzada, 2015).  Companies with a social media vision promote its use in customer 

relations throughout the organization (Andzulis et al., 2012).  Social media communication 

enhances marketing, innovation, and collaboration performance (W. Y. C. Wang et al., 2016).  

As social media use increases, it becomes easier for network actors to communicate quickly and 

frequently, enabling value co-creation (Zadeh, Zolfagharian, & Hofacker, 2019), and social 

media use becomes an organization extension, allowing salespeople to provide immediate 

updates and information (Rapp et al., 2013).  Integrating CRM and social media can increase 

customer collaboration (Rodriguez, Ajjan, et al., 2014).  In addition to the social selling 

activities, we deem that corporate social media vision has a significant relationship with co-
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creating value.  It takes many actors, including the beneficiary, to co-create value (Vargo & 

Lusch, 2016; Hartmann et al., 2018).  The customer's ultimate value (value-in-use) occurs based 

on the interaction between the firm and the customer (Kowalkowski, 2011; Grönroos & Voima, 

2013).  Value co-creation happens within social systems (Edvardsson et al., 2010), and social 

networks may also influence co-innovation performance (Y. Wang et al., 2016).  Guenzi and 

Troilo (2006) noted the need for shared vision, goals, and resources as requirements for 

collaboration between parties.  Salespeople who capitalize on information acquired may more 

aptly participate in value co-creation and increase sales performance.  When an organization has 

a social media vision and supports working with customers, salespeople are more likely to utilize 

these social systems to co-create value.  

H5: Corporate social media vision will be positively associated with value co-creation. 

 Outcomes of social selling. 

Value co-creation.  The seller’s social influence significantly impacts co-innovation (Y. 

Wang et al., 2016).  Social network membership provides instrumental benefits, such as 

productivity and trade promotions, which differ from intrinsic benefits like recognition and 

support (Casson & Giusta, 2016).  Social media adds to the ability to participate in two-way 

communication to enhance the interactions required between sellers and buyers to establish value 

(Woodcock et al., 2011; Agnihotri et al., 2015).  Salespeople can impact every level of the sales 

process by incorporating social media to manage their social networks (Andzulis et al., 2012).  

These social networks provide the opportunity to work together to determine and co-create value 

between two or more entities.  Fostering the ties and relationships needed to create this value 

takes substantial time and effort (Peltier & Naidu, 2012; Bolander et al., 2015).  Social media 

allows salespeople to become knowledgeable about the customer’s business, which assists in 
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value creation (Marshall et al., 2012).  Trust based on credibility forms more quickly over social 

media than other means (Quinton & Wilson, 2016); this trust also forms a foundation for value 

co-creation.  Flaherty et al. (2012) contended that we must consider relationship networks when 

effectively managing a sales organization.  Complex sales require the coordination of multiple 

participants across the selling and buying organizations, requiring social network management 

(Steward et al., 2010).  Therefore, creating the optimum product and service combination or 

solution creation, thereby creating value, requires professional network ties (Üstüner & 

Iacobucci, 2013). 

Sellers and buyers working together to create value that matches their efforts allows for 

outcomes that promote both parties (Vargo & Lusch, 2004; Peltier, Zahay, & Lehmann, 2013).  

The concept of SDL shows that creating value is not a singular approach but takes multiple 

actors, one of whom is the beneficiary (Vargo & Lusch, 2004, 2016).  Each entity involved in 

co-creating the value, acting both independently and jointly, impacts the value adoption (Peltier, 

Dahl, & Swan, 2020).  We used social forces for value co-creation, with actors assuming 

different roles within an evolving network (Edvardsson et al., 2010); salespeople play a critical 

role in this value co-creation process (Agnihotri et al., 2012; Hartmann et al., 2018).  Le 

Meunier-FitzHugh et al. (2011) proposed that the sales function is transformed based on SDL.  

Customers are resources in value co-creation, and the relationship between seller and buyer is 

critical (Gustafson et al., 2019).  Further, customer knowledge is an essential component of SDL 

(Sheth & Sharma, 2008).  Social media provides a platform that leads to peer-to-peer interactions 

between sellers and buyers and between different buyers who may advocate for brands or 

products (Sashi, 2012). 
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Connecting people within and between networks defines social networking theory 

(Barnes, 1954; Mitchell, 1969; Rodriguez et al., 2012).  As the networks grow, opportunities 

arise for network members to collaborate and find ways to co-create value.  Social media 

accelerates this process beyond the traditional methods (Quinton & Wilson, 2016).  A service-

centered view recognizes “marketing as a continuous learning process,” requiring core 

competency development, identification of entities that benefit from the competencies,  

cultivating relationships, and gauging feedback (Vargo & Lusch, 2004, p. 5).  Expanding 

salespeople’s networks allows them to leverage resources to assist in value creation. 

Using their networks in the service-centered environment of SDL, the salesperson and 

buyer exchange knowledge to better understand customer needs and ultimately co-create value 

(Sheth & Sharma, 2008).  The existing social ties allow for resource transfer, with higher 

exchange levels resulting from more extensive networks (Wasserman & Faust, 1994; Balkundi & 

Harrison, 2006).  The salesperson sits at the center of the network where information exchange is 

orchestrated (Kang et al., 2019).  Based on SDL’s reliance on operant, or human resources, the 

salesperson uses the knowledge gained to strengthen value propositions (Vargo & Lusch, 2004).  

Therefore, the information exchange between stakeholders is paramount in the value co-creation 

process. 

To ascertain the information shared by customers, competitors, and industry 

professionals, salespeople must listen to their networks carefully across media.  Social media 

allows salespeople to collect substantial amounts of information (Itani et al., 2017).  Monitoring 

social media, known as social listening, enables salespeople to understand the overall market and 

customer-specific information (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010; Woodcock et al., 2011; Moncrief et 

al., 2015).  Acquiring the knowledge and skills needed to create value is an essential component 
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of SDL (Vargo & Lusch, 2004; Kowalkowski, 2011).  Salespeople acquire the required 

information for value co-creation through social listening. 

Showcasing their knowledge and expertise through personal branding, salespeople can 

expand their networks.  Communicating via social media to enhance customer relationships 

helps salespeople build their brands (Andersson & Wikström, 2017), which allows salespeople to 

set themselves apart from the competition (Y. Wang et al., 2016).  Personal branding will enable 

salespeople to engage with customers and communities (Dutta, 2010).  These customer 

relationships evolve to allow the salesperson and customer to develop compelling value 

propositions, a fundamental SDL element (Vargo & Lusch, 2004). 

We, therefore, hypothesize that the social selling activities of information exchange, 

networking, social listening, and personal branding positively relate to value co-creation. 

H6: Networking will be positively associated with value co-creation. 

H7: Information exchange will be positively associated with value co-creation. 

H8: Social listening will be positively associated with value co-creation. 

H9: Personal branding will be positively associated with value co-creation. 

 Buyer engagement.  Engagement focuses on customer interactions with specific 

engagement objects, such as a brand (Brodie, Hollebeek, Jurić, & Ilić, 2011).  Social media 

provides a platform to extend customer communication, leading to engagement interactions 

(Choudhury & Harrigan, 2014).  This enables the salesperson to become more knowledgeable 

about the customer, which benefits the value co-creation process, resulting in increased 

performance (Rodriguez, Ajjan, et al., 2014). 

 Social network theory maintains that individuals’ social links connect them throughout 

that society (Mitchell, 1974), and individuals’ social networks expand exponentially by linking 
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to their current connections’ networks (Casson & Giusta, 2016).  Each network opens access to 

different resources, allowing salespeople to broaden their knowledge and effectiveness within the 

sales process (Üstüner & Iacobucci, 2013).  As salespeople integrate social media and experience 

this network expansion, their positive perception of its value is confirmed (Youngseek Kim et 

al., 2010).  Technology helps use information more effectively, which improves salesperson 

planning and adaptive behaviors (Hunter & Perreault, 2006).  Sales performance is positively 

affected by incorporating these customer-oriented strategies (Rodriguez, Ajjan, et al., 2014). 

 The concept of SDL is a customer-centric, service-centered view that requires 

understanding customers (Vargo & Lusch, 2004; Sheth & Sharma, 2008).  The concept asserts 

that customers define and co-create value with the seller (Vargo & Lusch, 2004, 2016).  Value 

co-creation is a function of interaction where both the firm and the customer’s actions, directly 

and indirectly, determine the value (Grönroos & Voima, 2013).  Social media platforms allow 

these interactions to happen faster and more often, resulting in value co-creation (Choudhury & 

Harrigan, 2014).  Predicated on the shift to a service emphasis, Sheth and Sharma (2008) 

foundincreases in sales automation, customer-focused sales forces, and global account 

management teams.  Combining automation technologies such as CRM software and social 

media allows companies to realize higher levels of salesperson service behaviors (Agnihotri et 

al., 2017).  Additional studies have shown a positive connection between CRM and social media 

related to customer orientation activities, positively impacting sales performance (Rodriguez, 

Ajjan, et al., 2014).  Through in-depth interviews, Ferrell et al. (2010) found that technology is 

central to the day-to-day communication for salespeople and customers, and since social media is 

always available, communication can take place at any hour, without regard for time zones 

(Harrison-Walker & Neely, 2004). 
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 Networking. Salespeople develop a network of personal and business relationships to use 

during the sales process.  When defining a social network, Mitchell (1969) recognized the 

importance of the range (number of people in the network) and reach (number of links between 

the originator and the target).  Developing a substantial, wide-reaching network provides 

salespeople an opportunity to expand the number of potential prospects and engage with current 

customers, which builds relationships and increases retention (Rodriguez et al., 2012; Itani et al., 

2017). 

 Using the salesperson’s network to share content and respond to customer inquiries helps 

build relationships (Minsky & Quesenberry, 2016).  With the salesperson at the hub of the 

information dissemination, positional centrality provides the salesperson control over the 

information distribution within the network (Kang et al., 2019).  Social media networks increase 

these information exchange opportunities (Sashi, 2012; Keinänen et al., 2015).  The salesperson 

adds value to the network by providing information using social media platforms.  However, 

buyers still value direct interaction, provided through personal selling, and find it the most 

credible source of information (Deeter-Schmelz & Kennedy, 2002).  

 Information exchange. The information exchange generated via social media spurs 

engagement and value co-creation.  The value created is not determined by a single actor; 

instead, it requires multiple people within a network to co-create value (Vargo & Lusch, 2016; 

Hartmann et al., 2018).  Social media provides a platform for collaboration between all 

stakeholders, allowing for value co-creation based on information exchange within the network 

(Lacoste, 2016).  Using social media to manage customer relationships increases engagement 

and value co-creation, positively impacting firm performance (Trainor, 2012).  As part of SDL, 

salespeople play a strategic role by serving as network intermediaries (Le Meunier-FitzHugh et 
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al., 2011).  Maintaining a robust and diverse network enables salespeople to gather and exchange 

needed information. 

 As stated previously, information exchange occurs between multiple stakeholders, 

including salespeople, customers, industry experts, and the community.  The social ties that 

connect people allow them to share resources (Wasserman & Faust, 1994).  Social media 

platforms provide easier access to networks, creating opportunities to exchange information 

(Grewal et al., 2015).  In this study, we used social listening to understand the shared knowledge 

and information. 

 Social listening. Social networking theory recognizes member connections within and 

between networks (Barnes, 1954; Mitchell, 1969; Rodriguez et al., 2012).  Social media allows 

these network connections to produce faster access to industry leads than traditional methods 

(Quinton & Wilson, 2016).  As networks expand, it boosts information exchange, requiring 

salespeople to improve their social listening capabilities.  An important aspect of sales, building 

trust, requires listening (Andzulis et al., 2012), and listening takes place through conversations 

online and via social media (Moncrief et al., 2015).  Through social media, salespeople can learn 

about customers’ habits and needs and apply this information in the sales process (Agnihotri et 

al., 2017).  Social media benefits the network because anyone can initiate dialogue (Moore et al., 

2013).  The use of social media increases the collection of competitive information and adaptive 

selling behaviors, both of which may lead to increased sales performance (Itani et al., 2017). 

 Focusing on the service-centered view of SDL, social selling recognizes the need to 

include multiple actors in value co-creation (Vargo & Lusch, 2016; Hartmann et al., 2018).  

During this process, the salesperson must engage in social listening to collect information from 

all stakeholders.  The organization network is strengthened by connecting social media to listen 
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for industry-specific information with CRM and salesforce technology, allowing data to be 

shared internally (Berkman, 2013).  The concept of SDL requires salespeople to understand 

customers’ needs, including knowledge and processes (Sheth & Sharma, 2008).  As buyers 

become more knowledgeable, social networks provide new resources to aid the value co-creation 

process (Üstüner & Iacobucci, 2013).  Salespeople need to pay attention and listen to the 

information provided by these knowledgeable buyers.  Listening to those within the network is a 

proper way to discover opportunities and participate in value co-creation (Bowler et al., 2013). 

 Social listening typically focuses on monitoring, but Tran (2020) asserted that its purpose 

is to create salesperson action.  To ensure the salesperson takes appropriate measures, the 

salesperson must participate in the correct media (Woodcock et al., 2011).  Using social media, 

salespeople connect with customers, prospects, industry professionals, and other salespeople.  

Salespeople then discern the needed service levels by listening to information these connections 

share (Andzulis et al., 2012; Agnihotri et al., 2017).  Social listening alerts salespeople to 

industry trends and what prospects are looking for in salesperson attributes.  This information 

can then be used to create the salesperson’s personal brand to attract prospects and assert 

expertise. 

 Personal branding. Showcasing a personal brand on social media makes the salesperson 

more visible to current and potential customers (Quinton & Wilson, 2016). And a personal brand 

provides the opportunity for comparison, which helps customers determine credibility and 

competency (Scarbrough et al., 2013).  Buyers with similar networks make similar brand choices 

(Bowler et al., 2013).  Social listening allows for value co-creation between social network 

members, and the seller’s social identity, promoted through personal branding, enables co-

innovation (Y. Wang et al., 2016). 



DEVELOPING A FRAMEWORK FOR SOCIAL SELLING 

72 

 

 Corporate communication often occurs at the individual or community level in online 

environments (Kietzmann et al., 2011), necessitating personal brands in the sales role.  Learning 

from the customer is essential for effective collaboration when using SDL (Vargo & Lusch, 

2004), as over time, these customer experiences help develop the brand by co-creating value 

(Payne et al., 2009).  Salespeople can acquire feedback related to the content shared on social 

media to build their brands.  Because digital content may influence the purchasing decision 

(Barry & Gironda, 2018), the salesperson’s personal brand provides expertise and knowledge 

that weighs in on that choice.  Fully comprehending what customers find valuable in personal 

brands requires social listening.  Therefore, we hypothesize that all social selling activities—

networking, information exchange, social listening, and personal branding—positively relate to 

buyer engagement. 

H10: Networking will be positively associated with buyer engagement. 

H11: Information exchange will be positively associated with buyer engagement. 

H12: Social listening will be positively associated with buyer engagement. 

H13: Personal branding will be positively associated with buyer engagement. 

 Salesperson performance.  Market performance is derived by measuring outcomes 

compared to the competition (Homburg, Workman, & Jensen, 2002).  The social network ties 

developed by salespeople help identify opportunities and increase performance (Üstüner & 

Iacobucci, 2013), while the relational centrality and positional centrality of the salesperson in the 

network substantially contribute to performance outcomes (Bolander et al., 2015).  Salespeople 

who actively engage their network ties are more effective than those who do not activate network 

ties (Üstüner & Iacobucci, 2013); coordination of expertise via internal working relationships 

and strong network ties link to salesperson performance (Steward et al., 2010).  The network 
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strength and ability to share and contextualize competitive intelligence, combined with internal 

capabilities, enhance sales performance (Zaheer & Bell, 2005; Ahearne, Lam, Hayati, & Kraus, 

2013). 

 Social network development is fundamental in successful value co-creation, which occurs 

within social systems (Edvardsson et al., 2010).  Value co-creation requires resource integration 

amongst multiple actors (Vargo & Lusch, 2016; Hartmann et al., 2018).  The needed interaction 

between the firm and customer can happen directly through ongoing dialogue or indirectly when 

the customer uses or consumes the firm’s product (Grönroos & Voima, 2013).  When 

salespeople understand the customer, they can offer stronger value propositions and work with 

them to co-create value and drive performance (Le Meunier-FitzHugh et al., 2011).  Ultimately, 

taking the service-centered view demonstrated in SDL allows the salesperson to make more 

concrete recommendations based on customer needs (Sheth & Sharma, 2008), which may lead to 

stronger sales performance.  In addition, taking a service-centered view enables companies to 

analyze financial performance to gauge marketplace feedback and learn how to improve firm 

performance (Vargo & Lusch, 2004). 

Researchers measure sales performance on a percentage of quota (Rapp et al., 2008), year 

over year performance (Groza et al., 2012), or relational measures (Hunter & Perreault, 2007).  

Jelinek et al. (2014) found that high-performing salespeople looked to adopt social media 

technology to increase sales performance.  Social media adoption increases sales performance, 

allowing salespeople to support their customers (Groza et al., 2012; R. J. Schultz et al., 2012b).  

Performance is enhanced by using social media to build and sustain customer relationship 

management (Trainor, 2012).  Social media use also enhances adaptive selling and competitive 

intelligence gathering, which increase sales performance (Itani et al., 2017).  Further, Andzulis et 
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al. (2012) recognized social media’s role in value co-creation through customer collaboration.  

Social selling allows salespeople to use social media throughout the sales process, positively 

affecting performance (Ancillai et al., 2019).  These performance outcomes will likely lead to 

performance and sales process efficiency (Ancillai et al., 2019). 

The mediating roles of buyer engagement and value co-creation. 

 Buyer engagement.  Social network theory involves collaboration and cooperation 

between network members (Barnes, 1954; Mitchell, 1969).  In particular, complex sales require 

multiple entities from selling and buying organizations (Steward et al., 2010).  Effective 

salespeople activate or frequently engage with their networks (Üstüner & Iacobucci, 2013).  It 

takes time and effort to extract value from a social network (Bolander et al., 2015); merely 

providing information to the buyer does not reduce the workload (Hall, Mullins, Syam, & 

Boichuk, 2017).  Using social selling to connect with buyers via social media allows for the 

needed interaction and collaboration.  The collaboration may lead to new business development 

or professional development (Quinton & Wilson, 2016).  Salespeople affect these interactions 

through their attitudes and motivation, impacting customer satisfaction and engagement 

(Cambra-Fierro et al., 2014; Zahari & Syafruddin, 2018).  Buyer engagement is essential to 

increasing sales performance (Rodriguez et al., 2012).  Using social selling, salespeople share 

content and create interactions necessary to engage buyers in the process.  Ancillai et al. (2019) 

noted that social media is not merely a tool but a conduit to engaging an informed buyer during 

buying decisions. 

 Cultivating relationships is an essential element of SDL, ultimately resulting in value co-

creation (Vargo & Lusch, 2004, 2016).  The process of creating value requires multiple 

participants dynamically engaging in knowledge and resource exchanges (Vargo & Lusch, 2004, 



DEVELOPING A FRAMEWORK FOR SOCIAL SELLING 

75 

 

2016; Hartmann et al., 2018).  As salespeople are the primary point of contact for customers, 

SDL transforms the selling process from product focused to consultative (Sheth & Sharma, 2008; 

Le Meunier-FitzHugh et al., 2011).  Customer engagement relies on providing superior value 

(Sashi, 2012).  Salespeople use technology, CRM, and social media to gather data during each 

encounter to foster future customer engagement (Choudhury & Harrigan, 2014).  Social media's 

networking role furthers customer engagement and may increase sales when combined with 

CRM (Woodcock et al., 2011; Lacoste, 2016).  Salespeople must become proficient at customer 

engagement through technology because using social media resources not only increases 

engagement but may lead to more meaningful relationships (Rodriguez et al., 2012).  While 

technological engagement can provide faster information exchange, salespeople must also 

maintain non-technical engagement to the degree desired by the buyer (Fleming & Artis, 2013).  

(Woodcock et al., 2011; Lacoste, 2016)Customer engagement requires long-term value 

reciprocated by each party, and customers who are engaged will continue the value co-creation 

process (Sashi, 2012; D. E. Schultz & Peltier, 2013). 

 We hypothesize that value co-creation mediates the relationship between social selling 

activities and salesperson performance.  Incorporating information exchange, networking, social 

listening, and personal branding into the social media strategy allows the salesperson to work 

collaboratively with buyers to create value.  Additionally, a study by Gupta, Polonsky, and 

Lazaravic (2017) showed value co-creation to be critical to business performance. 

We further hypothesize that value co-creation is positively associated with buyer 

engagement.  The social networks developed through social selling create a setting for the 

salesperson and buyer to co-create value, thereby engaging the buyer.  Social networking ties 

allow for value co-creation (Üstüner & Iacobucci, 2013), and social media provides a platform to 
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participate in the needed dialogue that enhances the interactions (Woodcock et al., 2011; 

Agnihotri et al., 2015).  When customers engage, it allows the salesperson to learn about that 

customer as information and feedback are provided (Choudhury & Harrigan, 2014).  D. E. 

Schultz and Peltier (2013) argued that engagement occurs when long-term value includes equity 

of inputs and outputs for both the salesperson and the customer.  Value co-creation provides a 

reason for customers to engage and the opportunity to participate in determining outcomes. 

H14: Value co-creation will be positively associated with buyer engagement. 

H15: Value co-creation will be positively associated with salesperson performance. 

 We hypothesize that buyer engagement mediates the relationship between value co-

creation and salesperson performance.  Based on increased customer insight and engagement, 

social media is a fundamental resource to drive business performance (Woodcock et al., 2011; 

Trainor, 2012).  Buyers need a reason to engage (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010), and working with 

the buyer to co-create value provides that reason.  Successful salespeople understand how to 

digitally engage buyers within their networks (Yuna Kim & Talbott, 2018). 

H16: Buyer engagement will be positively associated with salesperson performance. 

Methods 

 Sample. The sample consisted of individual sales representatives who sell within a B2B 

environment in the United States.  The respondents represented a cross-section of industries, and 

their primary task within those industries focuses on direct communication with customers and 

potential customers.  To determine sample size when using PLS-SEM, Hair, Hult, Ringle, and 

Marko (2017) offered the option to use the statistical power analyses by Cohen (1992).  We used 

the a priori sample size calculator for SEM and entered an anticipated effect size = 0.3, desired 

statistical power level = 0.8, number of latent variables = 8, number of observed variables = 47, 
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and probability level = 0.05 (Soper, 2021).  The calculator returned a minimum sample size of 

177 to detect an effect and recommended a minimum sample size of 183.  Our survey returned 

255 respondents, which meets the statistical power required to detect correlation, significance, 

and one-way variance analysis (Cohen, 1992). 

 We obtained the sample using panel research from Qualtrics.  Before completing the 

survey, Qualtrics screened respondents on four questions: are you employed in the United 

States? (Yes or No; Yes advanced), which of the following best describes your current role (a list 

of roles was displayed and only those answering Sales advanced in the questionnaire), which of 

the following best describes your current role in sales (Sales Representative or Sales Manager 

and only those answering Sales Representatives advanced), and are you CURRENTLY 

employed as a B2B salesperson (Yes or No; Yes advanced). 

Data Collection 

 We used a cross-sectional research design based on the fact that we were studying 

salespeople at the individual level.  Cross-sectional research allows researchers to collect data at 

one point in time and may reduce common method bias (Rindfleisch, Malter, Shankar, & 

Moorman, 2008).  Respondents completed a self-administered questionnaire, allowing for data 

collection from many participants at one time (K. A. Adams & Lawrence, 2019).  We employed 

Qualtrics to administer the questionnaire distribution electronically to panel participants.  The 

survey was comprised of 92 questions taking participants less than 10 minutes to complete.  

Upon completion, we obtained 255 usable responses.  Table 2 shows the respondent profile. 
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Table 2 

Respondent Profile 

Demographic 

Characteristic 

Sample Percentage 

Gender 

  Male 

  Female 

 

58.8% 

41.2% 

Age Range 

  18–24 

  25–34 

  35–54 

  55–64 

  65 + 

 

12.2% 

21.2% 

59.2% 

4.7% 

2.7% 

Total Years in Sales 

  Less than 1 year 

  1–5 years 

  6–10 years 

  11–15 years 

  16–20 years 

  21–25 years 

  26 + years 

 

3.5% 

26.3% 

37.3% 

21.2% 

3.1% 

3.5% 

5.1% 
Note. N = 255  

 

 Measures.  To construct the questionnaire, we used a multi-stage approach.  We first 

reviewed the literature on social selling, social CRM, social media in sales, and salesforce 

technology.  Due to the unique nature of examining the social selling variables based on social 

media use, existing literature helped inform the measurements of these variables.  Next, we 

adapted and developed scales for the social selling activities, antecedents, and outcome variables.  

Each item was measured using a 5-point Likert Scale (Hinkin, 1998).  In addition, we included 

control variables related to the salesperson’s demographics and geography and the industry 

classification.  Conceptual and operational definitions of the variables are as follows: 

• Information exchange: This measure examines the amount and type of information shared 

between the salesperson and the customer.  It reflects both the desire to contribute to the 
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knowledge of the other party and actively offer information.  The survey items were adapted 

from scales from Ahearne, Gruen, and Jarvis (1999) and Agnihotri et al. (2009); four items, 1 

= Strongly Agree, 5 = Strongly Disagree). 

• Networking: Examining how salespeople use social media to actively expand their network, 

this measure focuses on the quantity and quality of online contacts.  It also looks at network 

expansion via current connections.  Survey items were adapted from Mitrega, Forkmann, 

Ramos, and Henneberg (2012); five items, 1 = Strongly Agree, 5 = Strongly Disagree). 

• Social listening: This measure examines social media use to find and listen to stakeholder 

feedback and response to company and salesperson initiatives.  It also includes gathering 

competitive intelligence.  The measure focuses on the activities the salesperson undertakes to 

access this information.  The survey items were adapted from Mickelson and Welch (2013); 

five items, 1 = Strongly Agree, 5 = Strongly Disagree). 

• Personal branding: This variable examines how salespeople create their personal brands.  The 

focus is on publicly accessible information, mainly information supplied through social 

media profiles and content dissemination.  Survey items were adapted from Gorbatov, 

Khapova, Oostrom, and Lysova (2020); seven items, 1 = Strongly Agree, 5 = Strongly 

Disagree). 

• Corporate social media vision: This variable looks at the vision initiated at the executive or 

upper management level of the company.  It focuses on the salesperson’s perception of 

management’s interest in and direction for social media use in the company.  The survey 

items were adapted from Peltier, Zahay, and Lehmann (2013); nine items, 1 = Strongly 

Agree, 5 = Strongly Disagree). 



DEVELOPING A FRAMEWORK FOR SOCIAL SELLING 

80 

 

• Buyer engagement: The buyer engagement construct examines the buyer’s interest in 

interacting with the brand or organization.  It looks at the buyer’s propensity to discuss the 

brand, see the benefits, and provide suggestions or feedback to the salesperson.  Survey items 

were adapted from Kumar and Pansari (2016); five items, 1 = Strongly Agree, 5 = Strongly 

Disagree). 

• Value co-creation: This construct examines how the salesperson and customer work together 

to create the best outcome.  It focuses on the interactions between the buyer and seller in 

terms of discussing and resolving issues, following through on agreed-upon actions, and 

continuing to observe product or service usage.  The survey items were adapted from Yi and 

Gong (2013); six items, 1 = Strongly Agree, 5 = Strongly Disagree). 

• Salesperson performance: This measure examines salesperson performance based on new 

account acquisition, leads, customer retention, and quota.  Survey items were adapted from 

Groza et al. (2012); six items, 1 = Strongly Agree, 5 = Strongly Disagree). 

Control variables.  

 Gender.  Prior literature has shown that gender impacts how social media is used (Speier 

& Venkatesh, 2002; Curtis et al., 2009; Mazman et al., 2009; Keinänen et al., 2015; Goswami & 

Dutta, 2016).  In turn, this may affect social selling implementation. 

Age.  Younger employees exhibit positive impressions of salesforce technology (Speier 

& Venkatesh, 2002). Additionally, younger generations use social media on a larger scale (R. J. 

Schultz et al., 2012b, 2012a; Keinänen et al., 2015). 

Sales experience.  More years of experience have been shown to negatively affect 

technology orientation (Hunter & Perreault, 2006), which may correlate with salesperson age.  

However, those with average years of experience are shown to benefit from using salesforce 



DEVELOPING A FRAMEWORK FOR SOCIAL SELLING 

81 

 

automation (Ko & Dennis, 2004).  Another study showed no significance in years of experience 

when examining CRM and social media usage in sales (Agnihotri et al., 2017). 

Industry classification.  Existing literature varies on whether industry classification 

impacts social media adoption, which then impacts social selling.  For example, Fosso Wamba 

and Carter (2014) found a positive relation to the adoption of Facebook events pages by those in 

the manufacturing sector.  However, other studies have found no significant differences when 

examining adoption by industry types (Smith et al., 2015).  Therefore, the current study 

controlled for gender, age, sales experience, and industry. 

 Non-response bias.  The survey was designed to show how the information will generate 

respondent interest (Rogelberg & Stanton, 2007).  To do this, we provided clear instructions, as 

well as completion time, to encourage participation.  The design was simple to allow respondents 

to focus on the questions being asked.  We employed Qualtrics to distribute the survey to 

respondent panels. 

 Data analysis procedures.  The data analysis methods used in this study are provided in 

Table 3.  Cronbach’s alpha was utilized to test the measurement scales' reliability and ensure a 

good fit for the dimensions.  In addition, the model was tested using PLS-SEM. 
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Table 3 

Data Analysis Procedures 

Stage Data Analysis Key Statistics 

Measurement 

Model & 

Scale 

Development 

Factor Loading Analysis 

 

 

Composite Reliability 

 

Convergent Validity 

 

Discriminant Validity 

 

 

 

 

Collinearity 

Factor Loadings > 0.7; 

Cronbach’s α > 0.70 

 

Composite Reliability above 0.6 

 

AVE > 0.50 

 

Fornell-Larcker (AVE greater than 

latent variable correlations); 

Heterotrait-monotrait ration < 0.90 

 

VIF below 5 

Model 1 

Hypothesis 

Testing 

Partial least squares structural 

equation modeling (PLS-SEM) in 

Smart PLS 

SRMR 

Note. AVE = average variance extracted; SRMR = standardized root mean square residual; VIF = variance inflation 

factor 

 

 Measurement model results.  We used Smart PLS version 3.3.3 (Ringle, Wende, & 

Becker, 2015)for data analysis.  Table 4 shows the descriptive statistics.  We utilized PLS-SEM, 

which is a causal predictive approach that allows researchers to estimate complex models that 

include large numbers of constructs and paths (Joseph F. Hair, Risher, Sarstedt, & Ringle, 2019); 

PLS-SEM tests the paths between the constructs (structural model) and the relationship between 

the constructs and their indicators (measurement model; (Sarstedt & Cheah, 2019).  Being 

predictive sets PLS-SEM apart from the traditional covariance-based SEM, which seeks to test 

and confirm one hypothesized model (Wold, 1985; Joe F. Hair, Sarstedt, Ringle, & Mena, 2012). 

Using Smart PLS algorithms, we conducted a factor loading analysis to determine item 

correlation with latent variables (Churchill, 1979).  Based on the expected outcomes, we tested 

the variables as hypothesized, removing survey items to test path significance while maintaining 
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an average factor loading greater than 0.7.  We ran a one-tailed test using complete bootstrapping 

with 5,000 subsamples to determine the coefficient paths (Hair et al., 2017). 

 

Table 4 

Descriptive Statistics and Variable Correlations 

Construct M SD 

Buyer 

Engagement 

Information 

Exchange Networking 

Corp Soc 
Media 

Vision Performance 

Personal 

Brand 

Social 

Listening 

Buyer 

Engagement 9.07 2.881        

Information 

Exchange 7.69 2.853 0.643**       
Networking 9.55 3.366 0.621** 0.717**      

Corp Soc Med 

Vision 18.08 6.644 0.622** 0.701** 0.739**     
Performance 11.19 3.56 0.543** 0.471** 0.499** 0.537**    

Personal Brand 13.42 4.452 0.651** 0.719** 0.728** 0.685** 0.589**   

Social 

Listening 9.56 3.115 0.601** 0.624** 0.601** 0.566** 0.521** 0.721**  

Value Co-

Creation 12.03 4.346 0.649** 0.696** 0.713** 0.707** 0.532** 0.717** 0.612** 

**p < 0.001. 

Note. Corp Soc Media Vision = Corporate Social Media Vision  

 Factor loadings.  Wold (1980) recognized that starting with a vast number of observable 

items creates an opportunity for a rich model and enhances the accuracy of the PLS estimation 

analysis.  Because of a lack of scales representing social selling, we started with 92 items 

representing 10 latent variables.  These items were reduced to 47 items measuring our final eight 

latent variables.  Using PLS-SEM, Wold (1980, p. 70) deduced that “in the interaction between 

the data and the original model it will become apparent which indicators are relevant and which 

should be omitted” (p. 70).  The final items included in the model and their outer loadings are 

shown in Table 5. 
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Table 5 

Outer Loadings 

Survey 

Items 
Buyer 

Engagement 

Information 

Exchange Networking 

Personal 

Brand Performance 

Social 

Listening 

Corp Social 

Media Vision 

Value 
Co-

Creation 

ENG1 0.725        

ENG2 0.644        

ENG3 0.701        

ENG4 0.759        

ENG5 0.728        

IE1  0.776       

IE4  0.747       

IE8  0.809       

IE9  0.847       

N2   0.762      

N3   0.758      

N5   0.748      

N8   0.741      

N9   0.75      

PB1    0.747     

PB3    0.722     

PB4    0.739     

PB5    0.748     

PB6    0.731     

PB7    0.708     

PB8    0.679     

PERF2     0.686    

PERF3     0.739    

PERF5     0.712    

PERF6     0.69    

PERF7     0.745    

PERF9     0.701    

SL1      0.69   

SL10      0.716   

SL11      0.743   

SL4      0.739   

SL7      0.768   
(continued) 

  



DEVELOPING A FRAMEWORK FOR SOCIAL SELLING 

85 

 

 

(continued) 

Survey 

Items 
Buyer 

Engagement 
Information 

Exchange Networking 
Personal 

Brand Performance 
Social 

Listening 
Corp Social 

Media Vision 

Value 

Co-

Creation 

SM1       0.79  
SM2       0.702  
SM3       0.733  
SM4       0.752  
SM5       0.769  
SM6       0.771  
SM7       0.742  
UM4       0.736  
UM5       0.73  
VC3        0.774 

VC5        0.813 

VC6        0.737 

VC7        0.782 

VC8        0.782 

VC9        0.774 
Note. Corp Soc Media Vision = corporate social media vision; ENG = engagement; IE = information exchange;  

N = networking; PB = personal branding; PERF = performance; SL = social listening; SM = sales management; 

UM = upper management; VC = value co-creation 
 

 Construct internal consistency, reliability, and validity.  We examined the model for 

internal consistency, convergent reliability, composite reliability, and discriminant validity.  

After identifying the outer loadings shown in Table 5, we assessed each construct using the level 

α = 0.05.  We maintained Cronbach’s alpha above 0.70 to ensure internal validity for the 

constructs (Cronbach, 1951; Nunnally, 1978).  Internal consistency was measured using 

Cronbach’s alpha, Rho A, and compositive reliability, which were all greater than 0.70.  

Additionally, the average variance extracted (AVE) was over 0.5, suggesting convergent 

validity.  See Table 6 for additional information. 
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Table 6 

Construct Reliability and Validity 

Construct 

Cronbach’s 

Alpha Rho A 

Composite 

Reliability 

Average 

Variance 

Extracted 

Buyer Engagement 0.757 0.760 0.837 0.508 

Information Exchange 0.806 0.807 0.873 0.633 

Networking 0.807 0.808 0.867 0.565 

Corporate Social Media Vision 0.901 0.902 0.919 0.559 

Performance 0.806 0.809 0.861 0.507 

Personal Brand 0.850 0.850 0.886 0.526 

Social Listening 0.783 0.784 0.852 0.535 

Value Co-Creation 0.869 0.869 0.902 0.604 

 

 

We assessed discriminant validity by using the Fornell-Larcker criterion to look at the 

square root of the AVE compared to the latent variable correlations (Fornell & Larcker, 1981; 

Hair et al., 2017).  As shown in Table 7, the square root of each AVE is greater than the latent 

variable correlations, indicating discriminant validity is present. 

We also examined the heterotrait-monotrait ration proposed by Henseler, Ringle, and 

Sarstedt (2015) to assess the “ratio of the between-trait correlations to the within-trait 

correlations” (Hair et al., 2017, p. 117).  Using the 0.90 threshold for the heterotrait-monotrait 

ration (Gold, Malhotra, & Segars, 2001; Henseler et al., 2015), we found that all variables met 

this requirement, furthering our claim of discriminant validity. 
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Table 7 

Fornell-Larcker Criterion 

Construct 

Buyer 

Engagement 

Information 

Exchange Networking 

Corp Social 

Media Vision Performance 

Personal 

Brand 

Social 

Listening 

Value 
Co-

Creation 

Buyer 
Engagement 

0.712        

Information 

Exchange 
0.643 0.796       

Networking 0.621 0.717 0.752      
Corp Social 

Media Vision 
0.622 0.701 0.739 0.748     

Performance 0.543 0.471 0.499 0.537 0.712    
Personal Brand 0.651 0.719 0.728 0.685 0.589 0.725   
Social Listening 0.601 0.624 0.601 0.566 0.521 0.721 0.732  
Value Co-
Creation 

0.649 0.696 0.713 0.707 0.532 0.717 0.612 0.777 

 

Note. Corp Soc Media Vision = Corporate Social Media Vision 

 

Table 8 

Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio 

Construct 

Buyer 

Engagement 

Information 

Exchange Networking 

Corp Social 

Media Vision Performance 

Personal 

Brand 

Social 

Listening 

Value 
Co-

Creation 

Buyer 
Engagement 

        

Information 

Exchange 
0.820        

Networking 0.789 0.890       
Corp Social 

Media 

Vision 

0.748 0.822 0.865      

Performance 0.686 0.579 0.614 0.628     
Personal 

Brand 
0.808 0.868 0.878 0.781 0.715    

Social 
Listening 

0.781 0.786 0.757 0.673 0.655 0.885   

Value Co-

Creation 
0.795 0.832 0.851 0.798 0.633 0.833 0.742  

 

Note. Corp Soc Media Vision = Corporate Social Media Vision 
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 Structural model results.  This section discusses collinearity assessment, examines the 

structural model relationships, assesses the model's predictive ability (R2), and determines the 

effect size (f2). 

Collinearity assessment.  After identifying the final model, including latent and observed 

variables, we examined the structural model for collinearity.  Using PLS-SEM maximizes the 

explained variance of the endogenous latent variable(s) by estimating the parameters (Hair et al., 

2017).  As such, we examined the outer variance inflation factor values, looking to maintain 

output below the threshold value of 5 (Hair et al., 2017).  For our research, the highest item value 

was 2.184; therefore, we concluded that collinearity is not an issue for this model. 

 Although in the early stages of development, standardized root mean square residual 

(SRMR) is also considered a model fit measure in PLS-SEM (Sarstedt, Ringle, Henseler, & Hair, 

2014; Hair et al., 2017; "Model Fit," 2021).  In covariance-based SEM, the model is considered a 

good fit when the SRMR is below 1.0, or more conservatively, below 0.08; however, no 

threshold value has been identified for PLS-SEM (L. t. Hu & Bentler, 1999; Hair et al., 2017; 

"Model Fit," 2021).  In our model, the saturated SRMR, which considers correlations for the 

entire model, was 0.058, and the estimated SRMR, which includes model structure 

considerations, was 0.091. 

 Structural model relationships.  Using the model in Figure 3, we ran a one-tailed test at 

the 0.05 significance level using complete bootstrapping with 5,000 subsamples.  The results are 

shown in Table 9.  All model paths were found to be significant except networking to 

engagement, personal branding to engagement, and social listening to value co-creation. 

 Corporate social media vision was found to have a significant and positive relationship 

with all social selling activities—networking (t = 13.972, p < 0.01), information exchange (t = 
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13.214, p < 0.01), social listening (t = 7.733, p < 0.01), and personal branding (t = 13.409, p < 

0.01)—as well as with value co-creation (t = 2.401, p < 0.05).  Therefore, H1–H5 are supported. 

 Networking was found to have a significant and positive relationship with value co-

creation (t = 1.675, p < 0.05), supporting H6.  However, networking was not found to have a 

relationship with buyer engagement (t = 1.041, p > 0.05), which means that H10 is not supported.  

Information exchange was found to positively relate to both value co-creation (t = 1.892, p < 

0.05) and buyer engagement (t = 2.193, p < 0.05), therefore both H7 and H11 are supported.  

Social listening was found not to have a relationship with value co-creation (t = 1.136, p < 0.05), 

which means that H8 is not supported.  However, social listening was found to have a positive 

relationship with buyer engagement (t = 1.879, p < 0.05), thereby supporting H12.  Personal 

branding was found to have a positive relationship with value co-creation (t = 2.001, p < 0.05), 

which means H9 is supported.  Personal branding does not show a relationship with buyer 

engagement, however (t = 1.250, p > 0.05); thus, H13 is not supported. 

 Value co-creation was found to have a positive relationship with buyer engagement (t = 

2.009, p < 0.05) and with salesperson performance (t = 2.147, p < 0.05).  In addition, buyer 

engagement also relates positively to salesperson performance (t = 2.236, p < 0.05).  Therefore, 

H14, H15, and H16 are all supported. 
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Figure 3. Social selling structural equation model. 

Note. ENG = engagement; IE = information exchange; N = networking; PB = personal branding; 

PERF = performance; SL = social listening; SM = sales management; UM = upper management; 

VC = value co-creation 
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Table 9 

Path Coefficients 

Variable Paths 

Original 

Sample 

(O) M SD 

t Statistics 

(|O / SD|) p Values 

COCREATE -> ENG 0.223 0.224 0.111 2.009 0.022* 

COCREATE -> 

PERFORM 0.31 0.3 0.144 2.147 0.016* 

VISION -> COCREATE 0.237 0.233 0.099 2.401 0.008* 

VISION -> INFO 0.701 0.699 0.053 13.214 0.000** 

VISION -> NETWORK 0.739 0.738 0.053 13.972 0.000** 

VISION -> PB 0.685 0.687 0.051 13.409 0.000** 

VISION -> SOC LIST 0.566 0.569 0.073 7.733 0.000** 

ENG -> PERFORM 0.342 0.358 0.153 2.236 0.013* 

INFO -> COCREATE 0.171 0.164 0.09 1.892 0.029* 

INFO -> ENG 0.198 0.188 0.09 2.193 0.014* 

NETWORK -> 

COCREATE 0.199 0.185 0.119 1.675 0.047* 

NETWORK -> ENG 0.114 0.105 0.11 1.041 0.149 

PB -> COCREATE 0.219 0.23 0.109 2.001 0.023* 

PB -> ENG 0.144 0.154 0.115 1.25 0.106 

SOC LIST -> 

COCREATE 0.094 0.105 0.083 1.136 0.128 

SOC LIST -> ENG 0.168 0.172 0.089 1.879 0.03* 

**p < 0.001; *p < 0.05 

Note. COCREATE = value co-creation; ENG = engagement; Perform = performance; Vision = corporate social 

media vision; INFO = information exchange; NETWORK = networking; PB = personal branding; SOC LIST = 

social listening 
 

 Predictive power and relevance.  To further our study, we examined the coefficient of 

determination (R2), which measures the model's predictive power by calculating the squared 

correlation between a construct’s actual and predicted value (Hair et al., 2017).  The higher the 

R2, the stronger the predictive power.  However, it can be difficult to set parameters because 

what is considered a high R2 level varies by discipline (Joe F. Hair, Ringle, & Sarstedt, 2011). 

For example, in marketing research, R2 values of 0.75 can be considered substantial, 0.50 can be 

considered as moderate, and 0.25 can be considered weak (Joe F. Hair et al., 2011).  As shown in 
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Table 10, value co-creation, networking, and buyer engagement account for the highest R2 

values, exceeding the moderate benchmark, with information exchange and personal branding 

falling just below 0.50. 

 

Table 10 

Coefficient of Determination 

Construct R2 

R2 

Adjusted 

Buyer Engagement 0.538 0.528 

Information Exchange 0.491 0.489 

Networking 0.546 0.545 

Performance 0.351 0.345 

Personal Brand 0.470 0.468 

Social Listening 0.320 0.318 

Value Co-Creation 0.643 0.636 

 

 

 Effect size.  We examined the effect size (f2) of all constructs.  The f2 value reports the 

change in the R2 value when a specific endogenous construct is removed and is measured based 

on values of 0.02 (small effects), 0.15 (medium effects), and 0.35 (large effects; (Cohen, 1992; 

Hair et al., 2017).  Consistent with the statistical paths, the strongest relationships existed 

between corporate social media vision and the social selling activities of networking, information 

exchange, social listening, and personal branding.  In contrast, the weakest relationships occurred 

where the paths were not shown to be significant, specifically between networking and buyer 

engagement, personal branding and buyer engagement, and social listening and value co-

creation. 
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Table 11 

Effect Size 

 Buyer 

Engagement 

Information 

Exchange 

Networking Corporate 

Social Media 

Vision 

Performance Personal 

Brand 

Social 

Listening 

Value Co-

Creation 

Buyer 

Engagement 

    0.104    

Information 

Exchange 

0.031       0.030 

Networking 0.010       0.037 

Corporate 

Social Media 

Vision 

 0.965 1.204   0.886 0.472 0.059 

Performance         

Personal 

Brand 

0.013       0.041 

Social 

Listening 

0.027       0.011 

Value Co-

Creation 

0.041    0.086    
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Discussion, Limitations, and Future Research 

Discussion.  This study adds theory to the current research on social selling by providing 

empirically tested constructs and a framework for continued research.  It further suggests that 

salespeople who participate in the social selling activities of networking, information exchange, 

social listening, and personal branding positively impact value co-creation and buyer 

engagement, leading to better sales performance.  Rather than simply adding social media as yet 

another tool in the sales process, it appears that there are specific activities where salespeople 

should focus on incorporating social media effectively.  This study focused on exploring and 

testing those activities, including the antecedents and outcomes of the newly proposed social 

selling activities.  Our research helps guide sales leaders to strategic opportunities to widen the 

reach and impact of their sales teams through social selling.  Sales management and all of 

corporate management establish the social media vision, which is critical for successful 

implementation of social selling within the salesforce.  Our study shows that salespeople are 

more likely to engage in social selling when it fits the corporate social media vision. 

This paper provides theory and a comprehensive literature review to identify a framework 

for social selling.  As part of this framework, we put forth several antecedents that may also 

work as moderators to social selling and three specific outcomes (see Figure 1).  Due to the 

overall size of the initial framework, we focused on company factors as the antecedents.  

Ultimately, we tested the salesperson’s perception of both upper management’s and sales 

management’s views of social media use in the selling process and determined that the overall 

corporate social media vision, derived from all management, directly impacts social selling.  

Corporate social media vision is shown to have a positive relationship with social selling 

activities (networking, information exchange, social listening, and personal branding) and value 
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co-creation, an outcome of social selling.  Further, we maintained the three outcomes from the 

initial frame by testing value co-creation, buyer engagement, and salesperson performance (see 

Figure 2).  As shown in the results, all but three hypothesized paths were found to be significant.  

These results contribute to the study of social selling by providing concrete actions that 

salespeople can incorporate to achieve the desired outcomes.  

 Networking, information exchange, and personal branding were all shown to be 

positively associated with value co-creation.  The nature of value co-creation is interaction, 

which is supported through networking.  Lacoste (2016) identified the ability of social media to 

create virtual networks amongst stakeholders.  The networks that salespeople build allow the 

reciprocity needed to co-create value, thereby creating an exchange of service-for-service (Vargo 

& Lusch, 2004; Hartmann et al., 2018).  Information exchange allows salespeople to create 

stronger value propositions, also assisting in value co-creation (Vargo & Lusch, 2004).  

Additionally, social media provides a platform to assist in two-way communication, allowing the 

information to move among the involved actors (Groza et al., 2012).  The process may be 

conducted more quickly when personal branding is incorporated, allowing the salesperson to 

establish expertise.  Social media provides a way for salespeople to present a professional brand 

to set themselves apart from the competition (Y. Wang et al., 2016).  The digital content posted 

as part of this personal brand can affect the buyer’s decision-making and ultimately how the 

entities work together (Barry & Gironda, 2018).  Salespeople who engage in these social selling 

activities position themselves to work with the buyer to create value before, during, and after a 

purchase decision.  Social listening was not shown to significantly relate to value co-creation (H8 

was not supported).  Social listening is the process of monitoring what customers and others post 

on social media to gain an understanding of the market (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010; Woodcock et 
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al., 2011; Moncrief et al., 2015).  As such, it is a one-way process by which the seller is 

assessing or listening to the posts of the buyer, rather than the two working together. 

 When examining the social selling activities, we found that both information exchange 

and social listening had a significant and positive effect on buyer engagement.  In contrast, 

networking and personal branding were not shown to be significant.  Customers are using 

electronic means to access information throughout the buying process, allowing them to control 

the process (Grewal et al., 2015; Barry & Gironda, 2018).  As this occurs, salespeople recognize 

that using social media to distribute information can increase customer satisfaction (Agnihotri et 

al., 2015).  As buyers become more engaged in the process and can access and use information, 

they become partners and collaborate with the sellers (Sashi, 2012).  The sales environment is 

impacted by a more knowledgeable buyer (Üstüner & Iacobucci, 2013).  As these buyers engage 

with their peers online and rely on their networks for research, salespeople who use social 

listening can identify and target influencers (Trainor, 2012; Bowler et al., 2013).  They do so 

with accurate information taken from the buyers’ statements or the statements of their peers.  As 

salespeople better understand a buyer, they can better plan the sales process to fit the needs of 

that buyer, prompting the buyer to become more engaged in the process. 

 Conversely, networking and personal branding were not shown to be significantly related 

to buyer engagement.  Salespeople work to connect with their networks and the networks of their 

connections (Casson & Giusta, 2016).  These networks allow salespeople to connect with 

potential buyers before the need recognition stage (Rodriguez et al., 2012).  Ultimately, 

networking can occur before a buyer becomes engaged in the sales process and may be focused 

on growing the salesperson’s connections, which is not a tenet of buyer engagement.  Profiles, 

personal websites, and online content are some of the things that comprise a salesperson’s 
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personal branding (Gershon, 2014; Quinton & Wilson, 2016; Y. Wang et al., 2016).  While it 

helps establish the expertise of the salesperson, which can help the buyer invest in creating value, 

the information is focused on the salesperson and is unlikely to engage the buyer in the process. 

 The outcomes of the social selling activities are value co-creation, buyer engagement, and 

salesperson performance.  Our research shows that value co-creation positively relates to buyer 

engagement and salesperson performance and that buyer engagement also has a positive 

relationship with salesperson performance.  Buyers need salespeople to give them a reason to 

engage (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010; Bolander et al., 2015).  While focused on value co-creation, 

successful salespeople will incorporate information exchange, which engages the buyer to share 

information and become part of the process.  The value co-creation process encourages buyer 

engagement because the buyer becomes a partner in creating the desired value. 

 Both value co-creation and buyer engagement show significant relationships to 

salesperson performance.  Multiple actors may be involved in the co-creation process (Vargo & 

Lusch, 2004; Hartmann et al., 2018).  As more people become involved, the group's knowledge 

and resources are amplified, resulting in critical opportunities for buyer satisfaction.  As buyers 

see the value created, they may be more likely to purchase, thereby increasing salesperson 

performance.  The same is true when this path goes through buyer engagement, which pulls the 

buyer further into the process. 

 Our findings clearly show the importance of incorporating social selling into the sales 

process.  As technology evolves, salespeople will have additional opportunities to capitalize on 

the communication structures it allows.  In this case, as more buyers take part in social media, it 

offers an opportunity for salespeople to reach them more often and be available at each stage of 

the buying process. 
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 Practical implications.  The results of this study provide direction for sales managers 

and sales team leaders seeking opportunities to implement social selling tactics with their sales 

teams.  Recognizing that corporate social media vision affects all aspects of social selling, sales 

leaders should work to establish an environment that supports and promotes the use of social 

media within the sales process.  Training and coaching on best practices and maintaining 

company policies that allow access to social media platforms are needed to prompt its use in 

social selling.  A social media-friendly vision needs to start with upper management and sales 

management so that the salesforce sees its expectation and is rewarded for its use.  Further, the 

salesforce needs to understand the activities involved in social selling and incorporate them into 

their everyday sales activities. 

 One activity is networking, which is an ongoing activity that must occur daily.  Building 

and maintaining connections on social media platforms requires continuous effort, and teams 

need to allow time for this activity.  Sales managers should encourage salespeople use these sites 

to grow their networks and expand prospecting efforts.  While networking can happen at in-

person events, the exponential growth  of social media connections allows salespeople to make 

more connections quickly and provides a platform to nurture the relationships (Sashi, 2012).  

Another benefit of social media use is personal branding.  Completing a profile and posting 

pictures and other content allows buyers to know the salespeople and their expertise.  Our 

research shows that personal branding relates positively to value co-creation, likely stemming 

from the information provided in the brand that allows trust to build early in the relationship.  

Encouraging salespeople to cultivate their online brands can positively impact the shared value 

creation experienced with buyers, leading to more robust performance. 
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 The current study provides empirical evidence for the use of social selling to impact 

value co-creation, buyer engagement, and salesperson performance.  Based on SDL and social 

networking theory, the study focused on the activities needed to incorporate social selling 

effectively.  The results recognize the importance of having a corporate social media vision 

conducive to social media use.  The study further illustrates four activities that make up the 

social selling dimension: networking, information exchange, social listening, and personal 

branding.  Statistical analysis showed that networking, information exchange, and personal 

branding positively relate to value co-creation, which, in turn, impacts both buyer engagement 

and salesperson performance.  Information exchange and social listening both directly impact 

buyer engagement, leading to salesperson performance.  These activities can be utilized by sales 

professionals to increase effectiveness in their positions. 

Limitations and future research.  The present study includes limitations.  The 

salespeople in this study are located in the United States and findings may differ across 

countries.  As such, further research is needed to determine if geography impacts social selling in 

the sales process.  Further, while we considered the salesperson's industry as a control variable, 

the industry where the salesperson is employed may change the desirability of social selling or 

even the methodology.  Future research should look at the role of industry to determine whether 

particular sectors of business benefit more or less from social selling activities.  This study 

placed equal weight on four social selling constructs: networking, information exchange, social 

listening, and personal brand.  It is possible that one or more of these variables should garner 

more focus than the others.  Future research should look to prioritize the social selling constructs 

to determine if a hierarchy exists.  As an exploratory study, we encourage research that more 

finely operationalizes our constructs using additional items. 
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The current research identifies corporate social media vision as an important antecedent 

to social selling and value co-creation.  Other antecedents, such as salesperson perception of 

social media use or technical savvy, may also exist and warrant continued study in future 

research.  Our study did not address the specific stages in the sales process where these social 

selling activities are used or are most successful.  For example, do networking, information 

exchange, social listening, or personal brand help salespeople succeed in prospecting?  Or in 

discovery?  Further research is needed to determine which aspect of social selling fits into each 

stage of the sales process or if there is a best fit between a specific activity and a step in the sales 

process. 

Additionally, research should be conducted to determine how company social media 

policies impact a salesperson’s ability to implement social selling successfully.  Our study 

focused on the salesperson’s perspective of social selling; future research should examine social 

selling from the customer perspective (to determine how the initiatives are received) or from the 

sales manager's perspective. 

Finally, social media leverages technology.  Sales technology continues to evolve, 

including the incorporation of artificial intelligence.  Future research needs to consider whether 

artificial intelligence impacts the selling process or how social selling occurs. 
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APPENDIX 

Construct Definitions 

Construct Definition 

Information Exchange Four items: The amount and type of information shared 

between the salesperson and the customer. 

Networking Five items: How the salesperson uses social media to actively 

expand his/her network. 

Social Listening Five items: Social media use to find and listen to stakeholder 

feedback and response to company and salesperson initiatives. 

Personal Branding Eight items: How the salesperson creates his/her personal brand 

through publicly accessible information. 

Corporate Social Media 

Vision 

Nine items How the company maintains a vision for social 

media use within the organization. 

Buyer Engagement Five items: The buyer’s interest in interacting with the 

brand/organization. 

Value Co-Creation Six items: How the salesperson and customer work together to 

create the best outcome. 

Salesperson Performance Six items: Salesperson performance based on new account 

acquisition, leads, customer retention, and quota. 

Control Variables 

   Gender 

   Age 

   Sales Experience 

   Industry 

 

Gender (male, female, other, prefer not to answer) 

Age Ranges (18-24, 25-34, 35-54, 55-64, 65+) 

Years in Sales (<1 to 10, 11-20, 21-30, 31-40, 41+) 

Industries (Manufacturing, Technology, Wholesale, 

Information, Finance, Professional, Other) 

 

Measurement Items 

Information Exchange (1 = Strongly Agree, 5 = Strongly Disagree) 

1. Providing customers with useful information 

2. Allowing customers to ask my advice 

3. Determining information for closing a sale 

4. Following-up on sales calls 

Networking (1 = Strongly Agree, 5 = Strongly Disagree) 

1. Building relationships with influential people 

2. Connecting with prospects after the first meeting 

3. Asking contacts for introductions to their connections 

4. Generating leads 

5. Qualifying leads 

(continued) 
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(continued) 

Social Listening (1 = Strongly Agree, 5 = Strongly Disagree) 

1. Following customer company pages 

2. Tracking what others are saying about my company 

3. Following industry influencers 

4. Viewing/reading electronic PR/news posts 

5. Learning about customer milestones (promotions, work anniversaries, successes, etc.) 

Personal Branding (1 = Strongly Agree, 5 = Strongly Disagree) 

1. Communicating a clear professional story 

2. Creating a distinct professional image 

3. Allowing me to be known in my professional field 

4. Allowing me to be regarded as an expert in my professional domain 

5. Enabling customers to recommend me to their professional contacts 

6. Enabling endorsements and/or recommendations from others 

7. Enhancing customer relationships 

8. Keeping in touch with customers 

Corporate Social Media Vision (1 = Strongly Agree, 5 = Strongly Disagree) 

1. My sale manager places a priority on social media use 

2. My sale manager encourages networking through social media 

3. My sale manager encourages customer collaboration through social media 

4. My sale manager encourages me to use social media to measure customer satisfaction 

5. My sale manager encourages our sales and marketing departments to collaborate on 

social media management 

6. My sale manager encourages me to frequently review my social media usage to ensure 

that it is meeting customer needs 

7. My sale manager provides training on social media use 

8. Upper management is committed to having the sales force use social media 

9. Upper management is responsive to new social media ideas for use by the sales force 

Buyer Engagement (1 = Strongly Agree, 5 = Strongly Disagree) 

1. Are enthusiastic about us 

2. Talk about us to others 

3. Recommend us to others 

4. Are loyal to us 

5. Value our relationship 

Value Co-Creation (1 = Strongly Agree, 5 = Strongly Disagree) 

1. Collaboratively creating value with customers 

2. Creating customized/tailored solutions 

3. Creating shared decisions with customers 

4. Implementing value-creating solutions 

5. Working together to find the best solution at the right price 

6. Working together post-sale to ensure long-term, collaborative value 

(continued) 
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(continued) 

Salesforce Performance (1 = Strongly Agree, 5 = Strongly Disagree) 

1. I meet or exceed goals for number of qualified opportunities/leads 

2. I meet or exceed customer retention rate goals 

3. I contribute to my company’s market share 

4. I generate a high level of dollar sales 

5. I quickly generate sales of my company’s new products/services 

6. I assist my sales manager in meeting his/her goals 

 

 

 


