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Abstract
Purpose – Currently, online chat is in common use in e-commerce. By adding social interaction to the online
context, companies hope to increase customers’ purchasing intentions. However, previous studies have not
investigated how social presence is embedded in online business-to-business (B2B) chat conversations
between buyers and sellers. Moreover, the functions of online chat in B2B sales have not been investigated.
Design/methodology/approach – The data was collected at a case company over the course of four
years, from which the authors analyzed 157 online chat conversations between buyers (n = 157) and sellers
(n = 9) with a theory-driven thematic analysis. In addition, data from the company’s customer relationship
management systemwas collected to specify buyer types.
Findings – The results reveal that social presence was embedded in online B2B chat via buyers’ interactive,
affective and relationship maintenance responses. Social presence differed depending on the type of buyer,
with only existing customers having relationship maintenance responses. E-commerce B2B chat functions
can be described as multiple and changing depending on the buyer–seller relationship stage.
Research limitations/implications – Having data only from one case company limits the results to
one type of industry.
Practical implications – The results can be used in sales training andwhen developing online chat services.
Originality/value – Results bring scientific utility to B2B sales and marketing research, as the authors
build a bridge between social presence, the existing theoretical model on B2B buyer–seller relationship
development and online chat as a communication medium. Other researchers may use this understanding
when exploring B2B buyer–seller interaction in different digitalized communicationmedia.

Keywords Relationship marketing, Online chat, Business-to-business, Buyer–seller interaction,
Sales interaction

Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
Online shopping continues to grow in popularity, and new online stores are constantly being
established. E-commerce and new forms of computer-mediated communication (CMC) have
increased the use of CMC between buyers and sellers (Murphy and Sashi, 2018) and essentially
changed buyer–seller interactions in business-to-consumer (B2C) and business-to-business (B2B)
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sales (Arli et al., 2018). Buyers increasingly prefer online interfaces, and almost 75 per cent of B2B
buyers prefer purchasing via a website than relying on salespeople, while 93 per cent of them
prefer purchasing online once they have decided what to buy (Arli et al., 2018; Hoar, 2015).
Moreover, within the past decade, there has been a developing interest in investigating how
person-to-person interaction and social presence could be embedded into an online shopping
environment (Gefen and Straub, 2004). Social presence and possibilities to interact with sellers are
important in e-commerce, as shopping has always been a social activity (Lu et al., 2016) and
because social presence has been shown to increase customers’ initial trust in the website and
customer’s trust in the seller, as well as enhance customers’ purchasing intentions and thereby
boost firms’ sales (Gefen and Straub, 2004; Ogonowski et al., 2014; Olson and Olson, 2000).
Furthermore, it has been shown that social presence influences participants’ enjoyment and
perceived usefulness of the website (Ogonowski et al., 2014). Social presence is important in online
shopping, as anonymous, asynchronous and text-based CMC can hinder the development of
interpersonal trust (Sherblom, 2020) between business partners.Moreover, lacking the presence of
social elements has been claimed to be one of the major weaknesses that hinders e-commerce
growth (Lu et al., 2016). For all these reasons, it is highly important to investigate how social
presence is embedded in CMC between buyers and sellers in different online communication
channels.

We contribute to existing sales and marketing research by bringing new and original
knowledge (Corley and Gioia, 2011) on how social presence is embedded in online B2B chat
conversations between buyers and sellers. Furthermore, our results show why buyers join online
B2B chats and thereby what functions does the online chat serve for B2B buyers. Presently,
companies provide online chat facilities to enhance the social aspect of their websites (McLean
and Osei-Frimpong, 2017). Online chat allows customers to easily contact a salesperson if they
need support or assistance. In addition, online chat enables interaction between previously
anonymous customers and salespeople, giving companies the possibility to gain new sales
prospects. By focusing on B2B sales context and buyer–seller online chat conversations, we bring
new knowledge (Corley and Gioia, 2011) to the field, as most of the previous studies on digital
marketing have focused on consumers and B2C sales context (Nicolla and Teresa, 2016; Obal and
Lancioni, 2013). There is a severe lack of studies of the social presence and the functions of buyer–
seller interaction in online chat in B2B sales context (Leek et al., 2017; Ogonowski et al., 2014; Ou
et al., 2014). Our approach is important, as B2B business relationships are typically viewed as
more relational (i.e. more involved, continuous and interactive) compared to B2C relationships
(Brown et al., 2016), and therefore, it can be assumed that there is a high need for social presence
and interaction in digital B2B sales.

As well as this, we bring incremental advance (Corley and Gioia, 2011) to the existing
B2B sales and marketing research by focusing on social presence in online B2B sales
interaction as the ability of participants to project themselves socially and affectively in
sales interaction. Currently, there is no single definition for social presence and researchers
have approached the phenomena from different perspectives. Many of the previous e-
commerce studies (Gefen and Straub, 2004; Ogonowski et al., 2014) have defined social
presence based on Short et al. (1976) and focused on the capacity of the website to convey a
sense of human sociability and warmth (Lu et al., 2016). Instead, other researchers have
chosen to define social presence as a multi-dimensional construct including, for example,
social presence of the web, perception of others and social presence of interaction with
sellers (Lu et al., 2016). In this study, we focus on social presence as interaction with sellers
(Caspi and Blau, 2008; Lu et al., 2016). We do not investigate social presence of the website or
perceived perception of others in computer-mediated communication. Our focus is on
investigating how social presence is embedded in text-based interaction between buyers
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and sellers in online B2B chat. Following Garrison et al. (2001), Garrison and Anderson
(2003) and Rourke et al. (1999), we show how social presence is manifested in online
discussions in buyers’ affective and interactive responses. Furthermore, we are the first
to introduce a new category of social presence in the context of online B2B sales, namely
relationship maintenance.

Furthermore, we contribute to the existing B2B sales and marketing research by
showing how functions of online B2B chat vary for buyers who are at different phases
(Dwyer et al., 1987) of the buyer–seller relationship. The extensive exploration of the
evolution of B2B relationship selling by Arli et al. (2018, p. 12) suggests that future research
should explore whether “technology can be a bridge or a barrier in today’s relational
selling.” Moreover, marketing and sales scholars have been called to investigate different
technological tools and how they enable buyer–seller interaction in different phases of the
relationship development process because of reduced social and face-to-face time with
buyers (Leek et al., 2017). Our study responds to this call and brings scientific utility to the
sales and marketing field as we build a bridge between social presence (Garrison et al., 2001;
Garrison and Anderson, 2003; Rourke et al., 1999), the existing theoretical model on B2B
buyer–seller relationship development (Dwyer et al., 1987) and online chat as a
communication medium (Ogonowski et al., 2014). As a communication medium, online chat
has a high level of social presence (Ogonowski et al., 2014, p. 483), and it should thereby
enhance buyer–seller interaction. However, it is not known how buyer–seller interaction
varies in B2B online chat conversations when buyers are at different phases of the
relationship. In addition, in our study, we bring about a new understanding of what kinds of
functions the online chat has at different phases of the buyer–seller relationship
development process and how social presence is embedded in online chat conversations with
different types of buyers. Our results are scientifically useful, as we are the first to build
these connections, and other researchers may use this understanding when exploring B2B
buyer–seller interaction in different digitalized communication media.

Fourth, the results of this study are practically useful (Corley and Gioia, 2011), as
companies offering a chat service on their websites can use our results in their sales training.
Companies should train their B2B chat salespersons well enough to be able to answer
complex questions professionally. B2B chat salespersons should be able to recognize
existing buyers and react to their need for social disclosure online. Moreover, the results can
be used to enhance the content of the company’s website (e.g. add frequently asked
questions and answers) and when testing the use of chatbots in B2B sales. Next, we present
our theoretical background. Following that, we introduce our method and analysis, followed
by our results and discussion. Finally, we present theoretical and practical implications.

2. Theoretical foundation
2.1 Online chat in e-commerce
During the past decade, people have become interested in how aspects of social interaction,
such as social presence, could be embedded in online environments to enhance customers’
trust and thereby sales performance (Gefen and Straub, 2004; Olson and Olson, 2000).
Experts in online business have recognised that customers should not be ignored when they
visit a website, leading to the development of personalized websites. Currently, several
online stores provide online chat functionality (McLean and Osei-Frimpong, 2017) to
enhance the social aspects of their websites. Online chat, which is often entitled live chat or
instant messaging, is a computer-mediated service offered to online businesses who want to
enhance their online customer service (Chattaraman et al., 2012). Indeed, online chat is
viewed as a cost-effective way to assist customers, as it allows customers to search for
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service-related information and contact a human representative from an organization, who
can answer their questions (McLean and Osei-Frimpong, 2017). This definition clearly
emphasizes that the role of online chat is to enhance the buying process by focusing on
business-related discussion.

Previous studies have revealed that customer satisfaction can be increased by providing
access to service personnel via websites (Yoon, 2010), to increase customers’ trust in a
website by providing a social presence via online chat (Ogonowski et al., 2014) and to
encourage repeat visits by customers via virtual agents (Etemad-Sajadi, 2014). However,
research focusing on online chat in the B2B sales context is scarce (Arli et al., 2018). As B2B
sales and B2C sales processes differ, an in-depth understanding of the functions of online
chat in B2B sales is needed. The B2B sales process is longer and more complex than in B2C
sales, there are relatively fewer actors and interdependence is more common (Akrout and
Diallo, 2017; Dubinsky, 1981; Homburg et al., 2011). Trust is usually critical in B2B sales, as
is developing a relationship between buyer and seller (Dwyer et al., 1987; Crosby et al., 1990;
Palmatier et al., 2013). Therefore, the functions of online chat may be somewhat different to
what has already been identified in the B2C context.

Live online chat provides opportunities for two-way synchronous communication, and
many organizations and companies provide online chat on their websites to offer support to
their customers (Truel and Connelly, 2013; McLean and Osei-Frimpong, 2017). Some prior
studies have investigated the functions of online chat in the B2C context. Online chat is
usually provided to give customers the chance to ask questions, answer their queries and
help them overcome problems and to give them help in navigating the website (McLean and
Osei-Frimpong, 2017; Truel and Connelly, 2013). According to Chattaraman et al. (2012),
online chat has three key functions: search support, navigational support and basic decision
support. Previous studies have found that customers use online chat to collect information
from an expert service provider, as well as to shorten the amount of time they spend on a
task (Chattaraman et al., 2012; Truel and Connelly, 2013). However, the functions of buyer–
seller interaction in online B2B chat have not been explored.

2.2 Social presence
Companies usually provide live and interactive online chat in e-commerce to bring a greater
level of social presence (Ogonowski et al., 2014). Currently, there is no single definition for
social presence, and researchers have approached the phenomena from different
perspectives. Many of the previous e-commerce studies (Gefen and Straub, 2004; Ogonowski
et al., 2014) have adopted a one-dimensional model of social presence, basically defining
social presence based on Short et al. (1976) and focusing on the capacity of the website to
convey a sense of human sociability and warmth (Lu et al., 2016). Sallnäs et al. (2000, p. 462)
state that “social presence refers to the feeling of being socially present with another person
at a remote location.” Traditionally, social presence theory states (Short et al., 1976) that the
degree of social presence varies depending on the communication medium. For example,
different communication media have different capacities to transmit information through
verbal and non-verbal communication (Short et al., 1976). According to Knapp (1972), verbal
communication means the spoken or written word, whereas non-verbal communication
refers to kinesics (e.g. movements of the head, hand, arm and foot, posture, gestures and
facial expressions), paralanguage (e.g. voice pitch, volume, frequency, speech rate and
pauses), physical contact (touching), proxemics (interpersonal spacing), physical
characteristics (e.g. skin colour, body shape, attractiveness), artefacts (e.g. jewellery, clothes)
and environmental factors (referring to the influences of the physical setting). In other
words, different communication media have different degrees of capacity to transmit non-
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verbal and verbal communication, and communication is appropriate and effective if the
communication channel has the social presence required for the task (Sallnäs et al., 2000).
Social presence has a continuum (Short et al., 1976) from face-to-face interaction (with the
most social presence), all the way to text-based, written communication (with the least social
presence). Tasks that involve interpersonal communication skills, such as negotiation or
resolving conflicts, require higher social presence, and tasks that require routine exchange
of information require less social presence (Sallnäs et al., 2000; Short et al., 1976). As B2B
sales involve various areas of competence, for example, identifying buyers’ needs and
problems, offering solutions, negotiating and handling complaints, B2B sellers need strong
interpersonal communication skills (Koponen, Julkunen and Asai, 2019). Therefore, it is
assumed that B2B sales interaction requires a vast amount of social presence also in online
context.

Alternatively, other researchers have chosen to define social presence a multi-
dimensional construct including, for example, social presence of the web, perception of
others and social presence of interaction with sellers (Lu et al., 2016). In this study, we focus
on social presence as interaction with sellers (Caspi and Blau, 2008; Lu et al., 2016). We do
not investigate social presence of the website or perceived perception of others. Our focus is
on investigating how social presence is embedded in text-based interaction between buyers
and sellers in online B2B chat. More precisely, based on Garrison et al. (2001), Garrison and
Anderson (2003) and Rourke et al. (1999), we define social presence in interaction with
buyers and sellers as the ability of participants to project themselves socially and affectively
in sales interaction. Researchers who have also defined social presence as participants’
ability to project themselves socially and affectively in online discussions (Garrison et al.,
2001; Garrison and Anderson, 2003; Rourke et al., 1999) have suggested three categories of
how social presence is manifested in online discussions. These are: affective responses (e.g.
expressing humour, emotions and self-disclosure), interactive responses (e.g. replying to
others, referring to other’s messages, expressing agreement, asking questions) and cohesive
responses representing activities that build and sustain a sense of group commitment (e.g.
addressing participants by name, greetings) (Rourke et al., 1999). These categorizations have
been applied when investigating online group discussions (Rourke et al., 1999). Even though
previous studies have investigated social presence as a projection of the self in online
learning environment (Garrison et al., 2001; Garrison and Anderson, 2003; Rourke et al.,
1999), we apply the same theoretical idea in a professional B2B online sales setting. This is
because this definition focuses on actual observed communication (in our case text-based
online chat conversations) instead of the potential of the medium to transfer social cues,
which was the original idea by Short et al. (1976).

2.3 Interpersonal communication and buyer–seller relationship
Dyadic human interaction is often thought of as a necessity when creating and maintaining
long-term customer relationships (Elo et al., 2015). The marketing literature has addressed
the importance of interpersonal communication in developing long-term business
relationships (Celuch et al., 2006; Dwyer et al., 1987; Mason and Leek, 2012; Vadi and
Suuroja, 2006). Interpersonal communication is a “process involving a dyad or small number
of people in which actors create meanings through verbal and nonverbal message
behaviours” (Baxter and Braithwaite, 2008, p. 3). Via interpersonal communication, people
negotiate meanings and identity and establish relationships (Baxter and Braithwaite, 2008).
Through reciprocal communication, it is possible to coordinate activities and for actors to
develop trust, shared values and understanding (Hung and Lin, 2013; Stanko et al., 2007).
Several studies have shown that effective communication is also connected with the
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perceived quality of the buyer–seller relationship and with the development of commitment
as well as satisfaction between B2B sales partners (Hung and Lin, 2013; Stanko et al., 2007;
Weitz and Bradford, 1999).

Traditional buyer–seller relationships in B2B sales enable buyers to have continuous
contact with a salesperson who they are familiar with (Dwyer et al., 1987), whereas online
commerce often lacks this type of continuous buyer–seller interaction (Gefen and Straub, 2004).
As customers rarely have direct contact with the seller in online commerce, Reichheld and
Schefter (2000) argue that customers have to rely on technology and the organization rather
than a particular seller. To enhance their social presence, companies sometimes use several
social presence tools, such as socially rich photographs, instant messaging with live customer
support, online chat boxes with text or video chat boxes with an online customer service person
(Gefen and Straub, 2004; Ogonowski et al., 2014). In online live chat boxes, an expert or
technician is available when a customer enters the chat to answer questions about services or
products (Ogonowski et al., 2014). Online chat has a high level of social presence (Ogonowski
et al., 2014, p. 483) and it should thereby enhance buyer–seller interaction. However, it is the
users of the medium (in this case buyers and sellers) who actually consider the amount of social
presence required for the task andwhether their task can be handled through online chat.

Relationship marketing literature conceptualizes the development of buyer–seller
relationships as an on-going process that evolves through stages (Dwyer et al., 1987). In their
ground-breaking article, Dwyer et al. (1987) propose a sequence of stages that the buyer–seller
relationship passes through which include: awareness, exploration, expansion and
commitment. They also acknowledged the dissolution of the relationship, which may occur at
any stage of the relationship. According to Dwyer et al. (1987) in the first phase (awareness), the
main function is in recognizing potential exchange partners. The situational proximity of the
partners advances awareness. In the second phase (exploration), dyadic interaction occurs, and
a gradual increase in interdependence reflects bilateral probing and testing. In the third phase
(expansion), mutual satisfaction between partners is possible via customized role performance.
There is deeper interdependence between the buyer and seller and additional gratifications are
also sought from the partners. In the fourth phase (commitment), shared values and/or
contractual mechanisms ensure sustained interdependence between business partners. There
are significant mutual inputs in the process. The partners resolve conflicts and adapt to each
other. Finally, dissolution refers to a partner’s possibility of withdrawal at any stage of the
relationship. Basically, withdrawal is implicitly present throughout the relationship
development process. Later findings have also shown that, for example, service provider–client
relationships (Price and Arnould, 1999) and sales agent–business partner relationships
(Grayson, 2007) can develop into friendships. This shows that even though buyer–seller
relationships are highly task-oriented, as they become long-term relationships, they may share
some similarities with other personal relationships. Moreover, as buyer–seller relationships
evolve from transactional relationships toward long-term relationships, there are needs for a
social presence and deeper interaction between the parties.

Furthermore, buyers who are in different phases of the B2B customer-relationship
development process might have different requirements from online chats. They might also
use online chats for different purposes, as in the beginning of the relationship the need for
mutual information sharing is high (Andersen, 2001) and thereby also the demand for social
presence could be assumed to be high. According to Andersen (2001), as the customer
relationship evolves, continuing communication leads to the development of communication
rules and norms between parties. Understanding, interpreting and responding becomes
easier, and also the feelings, interests and intentions of both parties are acknowledged
(Andersen, 2001). Therefore, buyers who are in deeper phases of the relationship might also
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have a need for personal sharing. Still, previous studies have not explored how social
presence is embedded in online B2B chat conversations between sellers and buyers who are
in different phases of the relationship, as we do in this research.

3. Method
The aim of this study is to understand how social presence is embedded in online B2B chat
conversations between sellers and buyers who are at different phases of the customer
relationship. Moreover, we explore what type of functions the online chat serves in the B2B
sales context for buyers who are at different phases of the customer relationship. Therefore,
we chose a single case study approach to gain an in-depth understanding of the phenomena
(Yin, 2009). The aim of a case study is to acknowledge the uniqueness of the case and to
afford an in-depth, contextualized understanding of it (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008; Yin,
2009). We propose the following research questions:

RQ1. How is social presence embedded in online B2B chat conversations between
salespeople and buyers who are at different phases of the customer relationship?

RQ2. How do the functions of online B2B chat vary for buyers who are at different
phases of the customer relationship?

3.1 Data collection
The empirical research data was collected at the case company in 2014-2017 using existing
online B2B chat conversations between buyers and sellers. The case company was selected
by searching for a company which would offer us possibilities to collect data in natural
settings right after the B2B online chat service was established. Therefore, the online B2B
chat conversations in this research have not been produced for the purposes of any research;
rather, our data was collected in a natural setting. The case company is a high-technology
firm which offers software as a service (SaaS) (Obal, 2013) online via its own website. It
offers these cloud-based services to domestic and international B2B buyers, who can
purchase the service online. The case company has a technology team, a marketing and
sales team and a management and finance team. The typical buyer is a small- or medium-
sized enterprise (SME) that has online sales.

To find new prospects and thereby improve their sales, the case firm decided to add
online chat features to their website in 2014. The online chat feature was available during
office hours (from 8 a.m. until 4 p.m.), it provided immediate communication and it was
purely text based (no video available). Sellers (hereafter called chat salesperson) were asked
to respond to all chat visitors and pass possible prospects on to the sales team, which
consisted of more experienced solution sellers. The chat salespersons had received sales
training from the case company. The online chat conversations were recorded using chat
software applications that automatically saved the data as conversations. A total of 157 chat
conversations were downloaded as Excel documents that showed the producer of the data
(buyer or seller). A conversation means chat messages (sentences) are written by one of the
parties into a chat box and are then followed by the other party until the end of that
conversation. Each individual chat message line was identified as a communication unit for
analysis and thereby altogether 2,251 communication units were identified. One
conversation between the buyer and the seller consisted of around ten communication units.
The buyers were aware that the data are recorded, as the case firm’s privacy policy clarifies
that online chat data are recorded and it can be used for research purposes (Eriksson and
Kovalainen, 2008). The company’s customer relationship management data was used to
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verify necessary information related to buyer types. This was done by chat salespeople after
every chat conversation because the company’s online chat system was not able to recognize
customer types at the beginning of the conversation.

3.2 Data analysis
First, we selected only chat conversations including at least one question and one reply for
the analysis, and we eliminated all other data (e.g. where the buyer just says “Hello” and
then leaves the chat). This left us with 157 online chat conversations for the analysis, thus
omitting 23 chat conversations (or single messages). Second, we organized the data based on
buyer types. Even though the case company had established the online chat service for
developing sales prospects, we found that as well as new buyers (n = 101), existing
prospects (n = 19) and existing buyers (n = 37) used the online chat service. Information
regarding buyer types was found from the company’s customer relationship
management data. The company used the term new buyer referring to buyers who they
had not had any prior communication with. Referring to Dwyer et al. (1987), we identified
that these buyers are at the awareness phase of the buyer–seller relationship. The
company named existing prospect to describe buyers with whom they had already
interacted but without concrete sales. Related to Dwyer et al. (1987), we identified that
these buyers were at the exploration phase of the buyer–seller relationship. Existing
buyers (as defined by the company) were those who had bought the company’s service
and had long-term customer relationships with the case company. Referring to Dwyer
et al. (1987), we labelled these buyers to be at the expansion phase of the buyer–seller
relationship. The buyer types are summarized in Table I.

All the online chat conversations were then coded for social presence and their function
using a thematic analysis by classifying the message content (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Leek
et al., 2017). According to Braun and Clarke (2006, p. 79), “thematic analysis is a method for
identifying, analyzing and reporting patterns (themes) within data.” In the analysis, we
followed the principles laid out by Braun and Clarke (2006). We applied theoretical thematic
analysis, which was driven by our research questions (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 84). In the
first phase, we familiarized ourselves with our data. We carefully read the online chat
conversations (in written text format) to gain a holistic picture of the data.

In the second phase, we divided the data into three data sets based on buyer type
(Table I: new buyers; existing prospects; and existing buyers). We then generated initial
codes from each of the data sets related to social presence. As Garrison et al. (2001), Garrison
and Anderson (2003) and Rourke et al. (1999) suggest, we applied their idea of categorization
in the analysis by using three categories of how social presence can be manifested in online
discussions. Their categories were affective responses (e.g. expressing emotions and self-
disclosure), interactive responses (e.g. replying to others, referring to other’s messages,

Table I.
Buyer types in the
data

Definition
Information from the case company
regarding the buyer

Relationship phase based on Dwyer
et al. (1987)

New buyer No proven prior interaction with the case
company

Awareness phase in B2B buyer–seller
relationship

Existing prospect Potential end-client with some prior
interaction with the company

Exploration phase in B2B buyer–seller
relationship

Existing buyer Current paying end-client or a partner.
Long-term business relationship with much
prior interaction with the company

Expansion phase in B2B buyer–seller
relationship
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expressing agreement, asking questions) and cohesive responses (e.g. addressing
participants by name, greetings). We systematically coded the data sets, and then we
separated the codes under the themes of affective responses, interactive responses or
cohesive responses in each of the three data sets. We were able to find interactive and
affective responses from the data, though cohesive responses were not particularly present.
In previous studies, cohesiveness referred to activities that build or sustain a sense of group
commitment (Rourke et al., 1999), and this was found to be applicable when investigating
online group discussions. However, in our study, we investigated a dyadic interaction rather
than group communication and our interest was in buyer–seller relationship rather than in
group cohesiveness. Therefore, we added a new category in the analysis, “relationship
maintenance,” which referred to responses that aimed to maintain the existing customer
relationships (e.g. small talk, greetings and bringing in another client). Bringing in another
client was thought to represent willingness to maintain the relationship, as the buyers
wanted to let their clients know about the case company’s SaaS services.

In the third phase, we analyzed the codes applied in the social presence analysis to
discover if we could find potential themes related to functions of the online chat for the
buyers. This was indeed possible, as, for example, their vast amount of questions served
different functions. Furthermore, we named these functions. Finally, we counted the number
of utterances in each theme, and we selected relevant excerpts from our data to illustrate
social presence as well as the functions of the online B2B chat for buyers.

4. Results
Here, we present the results from our study which are organized in Figure 1 according to the
main themes that correspond to the research questions. First, the number of buyers using
the online B2B chat features came to 157. These were categorized as new buyers (n = 101),
existing prospects (n = 19) and existing buyers (n = 37), based on their customer
relationship phase (Dwyer et al., 1987). With all the above-mentioned buyers, online chat
conversations included social presence referring to interactive and affective responses.
However, the results show that only with existing buyers did some of the online chat
conversations include relationship maintenance responses. Furthermore, our results reveal
how the functions of online B2B chat varied depending on the types of buyers. The results
are shown in Figure 1 and elaborated thereafter.

4.1 Social presence and functions of the online business-to-business chat for new buyers
For new buyers (n = 101), social presence was embedded in online B2B chat conversations
through interactive and affective responses. Interactive social presence emerged when
buyers were asking the seller several different kinds of questions in online chat (Figure 1).
Most of these questions were related to gaining more precise information on SaaS services
(such as service packages or how the service works) or pricing. A typical example of
interactive social presence focusing on an information search is shown in the next quotation
from the data:

New buyer: Hi! Can I have some assistance here?

Chat salesperson: Yes of course, how can I help you?

New buyer: I am searching for information on your services. Do I select one service package or
should I combine them?
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Figure 1.
Results of social
presence and
different functions of
online business-to-
business chat
conversations for
buyers

Buyer type 
& number 
of buyers

Social 
presence 

Code of social presence
(number of units)

Function of the online chat 
for the buyer

New buyer 

(n = 101)

Interactive - Asking for more information about 

SaaS services (75)

- Asking about pricing (20)

Searching for information 

- Asking questions and figuring out if 

the service meets the customer’s 

specific needs (50)

- Asking for customized solutions (4)

Problem-solving 

- Asking the salesperson to contact 

the customer via phone or email (39)

- Asking for registration for a 

seminar (3)

Further interaction 

- Customer asking to buy SaaS 

services (2)

Purchasing 

Affective - Expressing positive emotions (3)

Customers’ feedback
- Expressing negative emotions (13)

Existing 

prospect 

(n = 19)

Interactive - Asking for more information on 

SaaS services (6)

- Asking about pricing (3) 

Searching for information 

- Asking for the salesperson to 

contact the customer via phone or 

email (6)

- Asking for registration for a seminar 

(2)

Further interaction 

- Customer asking to buy SaaS 

services or start collaboration with 

the case company (2)

Purchasing  

Affective - Expressing negative emotions (4) Customers feedback

Existing 

buyer 

(n = 37)

Interactive - Asking for more information about 

SaaS services (27)

- Asking about pricing (8)

Searching for information 

- Asking for the salesperson to 

contact them via phone or email (28) Further interaction  

- Asking questions and figuring out if 

a new service meets the customer’s 

needs (11)

- Asking for a professional opinion 

on other service providers (2)

Problem-solving  

Affective - Self-disclosure (9) Become acquainted

- Expressing negative emotions (13) Customers’ feedback 

Relationship 

maintenance

- Asking for a solution for the 

customer’s customers (13)

Bringing in another potential 

client 

- Sending greetings to certain people 

in the company by his/her name (7) Socializing 

- Small talk (5)
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Chat salesperson: This decision is up to you.

New buyer: What is the cost of each package?

Chat salesperson explains the price and conversation continues.

Interestingly, buyers also expressed rather detailed business problems to which they were
searching for solutions. For example, they expressed having a problem to integrate different
software and they were asking the chat seller if the case company could do the integration.
When the chat salesperson was successfully able to help the buyers, they found a positive
solution for their problems. Typical examples related to problem-solving are shown in next
two examples.

Example 1

New buyer: “Hi, I am trying to figure out how I could connect my ERP [System Z] with [Webstore
1] or [Webstore 2]. I need to get my webstore and my inventory synced. Is it possible to get this
kind of synchronization done in real-time?”

Chat salesperson: “Yes, I checked the service technical information. It looks like we can do the
synchronization.”

The online chat conversation continues.
Example 2

New buyer: “Hello, do you happen to have any experience of Software A and Software B? I mean,
how do you connect these programs? Currently we do it all manually, however, it is getting too
hard.”

Chat salesperson: “Hello! Yes, it is possible to connect these programs, so this should be doable!
Please tell me what company you represent?”

The online chat conversation continues.
Furthermore, many buyers asked the salesperson to contact them via another

communication channel (e.g. phone or email). This way the chat sellers were able to
start building the business relationship by giving solution sellers an email address and/
or phone number to the new buyers and by proposing setting a meeting for further
interaction with another salesperson from the company who was a more experienced
solution seller. Usually, the chat salesperson asked for the buyer’s contact information
(name, name of the company, phone number and email address) to set a meeting. In
most cases, the chat salesperson was able to help the new buyers or pass them on to a
solution seller (in 93 of the 101 chat conversations between new buyers and chat
salespersons). In eight chat conversations, the chat seller was not able to help the new
buyer. This was shown with expressions, such as, “I don’t fully know whether that
particular function is included in [Program X]” or “I could not find any information
about that, so I don’t know.” Thereafter, they asked the buyer if they could put them in
touch with a more experienced salesperson. Additionally, two new buyers wanted to
make a purchase by having a conversation with a chat seller.

Affective social presence emerged when new buyers expressed positive and negative
emotions in online B2B chat conversations. Basically, these emotional expressions were
related to either having a good or bad customer service. New buyers gave positive feedback
about the informative website and good service. On the other hand, they complained if they
had a problem with the website or if it did not provide enough in-depth information related
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to SaaS services. However, self-disclosure or the use of humour (Rourke et al., 1999) did not
exist in online B2B chat conversations between new buyers and sellers.

Functions of the online B2B chat for new buyers (Figure 1) were found when we analyzed
interactive and affective social presence further. As a result, we found six functions which
were searching for information, problem-solving, starting interaction with the solution
seller, purchasing and giving feedback. New buyers mainly used online chat to ask how to
find information on the website or to ask for more information about the SaaS services and
howwell the services met their needs and solved their problems.

4.2 Social presence and functions of the online business-to-business chat for existing prospects
For existing prospects (n = 19), social presence was embedded in online B2B chat
conversations through interactive and affective responses. Interactive social presence
emerged as requesting different kinds of questions from the seller in online B2B chat. As
Figure 1 shows, existing prospects’ questions were mainly related to case company’s
services and pricing. Furthermore, existing prospects asked the seller to contact them via
another communication channel or they expressed their willingness to make a purchase/
start collaboration with the company. In most cases, the chat salesperson was able to help
the prospects or forward them to company’s solution seller (17 of the 19 chat conversations
between new prospects and chat salespersons). In two chat conversations, the focus was on
negative feedback, and the prospect’s situation remained unresolved.

Affective social presencewas shown only through negative emotional expressions focusing
on customer complaints. The existing prospects mainly complained if the seller had not called
or contacted the prospect as promised, as the next example from the data illustrates.

Existing prospect: “You have not bothered to call me, so we have decided to take another
provider’s service.”

Chat salesperson: “I have sent an urgent request to our solution seller to contact you. I will call the
seller again and ask him to speed up. Can I help you in any other ways?”

Existing prospect: “I think it is too late because you don’t seem to want to sell me anything!”

Chat salesperson: “Of course we want to sell! Our sales expert will call you in a minute, I was able
to catch him now.”

Existing prospect: “It would be best if you had an expert in the chat so you would not need to act
as a useless intermediary:)”

Chat salesperson: “Thank you for your feedback. We will try to develop our services.”

Functions of the online B2B chat for existing prospects were further analyzed and the results
showed that the functions were related to searching for information, having further
interaction with a solution seller, purchasing and giving feedback. Figure 1 shows that, as
with new buyers, existing prospects had pretty similar reasons to use the online chat.
However, they did not express specific business problems into which they would have been
searching for a solution.

4.3 Social presence and functions of the online business-to-business chat for existing buyers
For existing buyers (n = 37), social presence was embedded in online B2B chat
conversations through interactive, affective and relationship maintenance responses.
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Existing buyers included currently paying clients or partners who had prior interaction with
the case company. In most of the chat conversations (in 29 of the 37 online chat
conversations between chat salespersons and existing buyers), the chat salespersons were
able to help the existing buyers or forward them to a solution seller. Interactive social
presence emerged when existing buyers were asking questions related to the case company’s
SaaS services and pricing. They also asked if the seller could contact them via another
communication channel. Furthermore, they wanted to discuss how the new service they had
already bought hadmet their expectations and fulfilled their needs. In addition, some buyers
requested a professional opinion regarding other service providers which shows respect
toward the case company’s expertise.

Affective social presence was shown as buyers’ self-disclosure and in expressing
negative emotions. As with the two other buyer types, negative emotions were related
to customer complaints, particularly if they could not reach the solution seller, when
the solution seller had not called or if they had problems with a SaaS service. Notably,
self-disclosure existed only in online B2B chat discussions with existing buyers and
chat salespeople. Self-disclosure was social in nature, not exchange-specific (Jacobs
et al., 2001); that is, the buyers voluntarily revealed personal information about
themselves which was not related to sales, exchange or transaction, as the next
example illustrates.

[At the end of earlier discussion]

Existing buyer: “I will try to be available all day. You know, I am in Spain right now and mobile
connections are not always good here, so if you can’t get through straight away you can try to call
again.”

Chat salesperson: “Yes! I forwarded this information already to Matt. He will contact you today.
Have a wonderful holiday in Spain!”

Existing buyer: “It is so great to have this kind of job. I can move around, so it does not really
matter where I am. Thanks!”

Chat salesperson: “Yes, that’s the best part of remote working. I wish the sun was shining here!
You know, in Helsinki it’s snowing today.”

Relationship maintenance social presence was shown in existing buyers’ small talk, sending
greetings to certain people in the company by his/her name and in asking for a solution for
the customer’s customers. Compared to other buyer types, relationship maintenance was
only shown in B2B online chat discussions between sellers and existing buyers; small talk
existed when buyers entered the only chat room and came to talk without any specific task-
related purpose, as the next example shows:

Existing buyer: “Hello, it is me [John] from [Company A]:) ”

Chat salesperson: “Hello. How are you doing? It’s [Amanda].”

Existing buyer: “Hi!: D/I’m ok, thanks:)/How about you?”

Chat salesperson: “I’m fine too! I am chatting and so many things are going on at the same time. . .
By the way, did you get our email?”
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Existing buyer: “This chat just popped up and I wanted to try it:)/Oh, what email do you mean?/I
have received “insider news” if you mean those emails:) ”

Chat salesperson: “I am not sure if I can tell you about our news yet [. . .]: D Just kidding. Well, we
have some exciting news related to new compatibilities with your software!/Ok, nice talking to
you.”

Existing customer: “Okay:)/I’ll stay tuned So we will keep in touch! Give my greetings to
everyone!:) ”

In addition, social presence as relationship maintenance emerged when buyers asked
someone to contact them because they wanted to find a solution for their own customers, as
illustrated below:

Existing buyer: “Hello, I tried to call you. One of my clients is in need of a solution. I think my
client is interested in your services, so could you please call me? [Adds a phone number.]”

Chat salesperson: “Of course! Could you just please type your name, the name of your company,
and your email address?”

Existing buyer: “Yes, of course.” [Requested information provided.]

Functions of the online B2B chat for existing buyers were further analyzed. The results
showed that the main functions included: searching for information, requesting further
interaction with a solution seller, problem-solving, giving feedback, becoming acquainted
with salespersons, bringing in another potential client and socializing (Figure 1).

5. Discussion
5.1 Theoretical contribution
Knowledge is brought to the sales and marketing field by focusing on the B2B sales context
and actual observed buyer–seller online chat conversations, as most of the previous studies
on digital marketing have focused on consumers and a B2C sales context (Nicolla and
Teresa, 2016; Obal and Lancioni, 2013). Our results contribute to existing sales and
marketing literature (Corley and Gioia, 2011), as we are the first to show how social presence
is embedded in B2B online chat conversations through buyers’ interactive, affective and
relationship maintenance responses. Furthermore, our results show how online B2B chat
had different functions for buyers in different stages in their customer relationship.

Additionally, we bring an incremental advance (Corley and Gioia, 2011) to existing B2B
sales and marketing research by focusing on social presence in online B2B sales interaction
in the ability of participants to project themselves socially and affectively in sales
interaction. Many of the previous e-commerce studies (Gefen and Straub, 2004; Ogonowski
et al., 2014) have defined social presence based on Short et al. (1976) and focused on the
capacity of the website to convey a sense of human sociability and warmth (Lu et al., 2016).
Our approach is different, as we focused on social presence as interaction with sellers (Caspi
and Blau, 2008; Lu et al., 2016) and investigated how social presence is embedded in text-
based interaction between buyers and sellers in online B2B chat. In our data, there were
three buyer types: new buyers, existing prospects and existing buyers. With new buyers
who were in awareness phase of the relationship (Dwyer et al., 1987), and with existing
prospects who were in the exploration phase of the relationship (Dwyer et al., 1987), social
presence emerged in buyers’ interactive and affective responses. With existing buyers who
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were in the expansion phase of the relationship (Dwyer et al., 1987), social presence was
embedded as buyers’ interactive, affective and relationshipmaintenance responses.

Interactive social presence (Garrison et al., 2001; Garrison and Anderson, 2003; Rourke
et al., 1999) was shown in most of the online chat conversations in buyers’ different types of
questions through which they wanted to start interaction with the seller. With all buyer
types, these questions were related to sales (e.g. requesting more information on the case
company’s service, pricing, solutions for specific problems, asking how to make the
purchase and how to contact the salesperson for further interaction). This shows that online
B2B chat conversations were largely sales and exchange oriented, as has been found in
studies focusing on face-to-face sales interactions (Jacobs et al., 2001).

Affective responses (Garrison et al., 2001; Garrison and Anderson, 2003; Rourke et al.,
1999) emerged when buyers expressed positive or negative emotions in online chat
conversations. Only new buyers gave some positive feedback to the case company; however,
all buyer types focused mainly on customer complaints in their negative affective responses.
Therefore, online chat is a channel via which B2B buyers can complain. Furthermore, in
online chat discussions between existing buyers and sellers, the buyers also expressed self-
disclosure and voluntarily revealed personal information about themselves, which was not
exchange-specific disclosure (Jacobs et al., 2001). This is an important finding, as self-
disclosure enhances social bonding between business partners (Geiger and Turley, 2005;
Murphy and Sashi, 2018) and reciprocal self-disclosure improves the communication
satisfaction in a relationship (Sherblom, 2020).

Furthermore, we are the first to introduce a new category of social presence in the context
of online B2B sales, namely relationship maintenance. This emerged in the data as sending
greetings, having small talk with the seller and in buyers’ questions when they wanted to
find a solution for their own customers. Previous studies have shown that when B2B
relationships mature, partners have more trust and commitment in their relationship
(Morgan and Hunt, 1994), and then buyers can even start to bring in new customers.
Furthermore, by coming to the online chat for just small talk or sending greetings, it reveals
that the social component of communication is needed in digital B2B sales, as it plays a
significant role in building relationships. Social interaction can help partners to get to know
each other better, build trust (Morgan and Hunt, 1994), build commitment (Dwyer et al.,
1987) and also align perceptions, set expectations and improve coordination (Sheng et al.,
2005).

The results further showed that functions of the online chat were related to searching for
information, problem-solving, having further interaction with a seller, purchasing and
giving feedback. Additionally, for existing buyers, the online chat served the function of
becoming acquainted with salespersons, bringing in another potential client and socializing.
The results of our study partly support previous findings related to functions of the online
chat in B2C context. Previously, studies have found that online B2C chat has three key
functions: search support, navigational support and basic decision-making related to
purchasing (Chattaraman et al., 2012). Previous studies (Chattaraman et al., 2012; Truel and
Connelly, 2013) have found that people use online chat to gather information from an expert
as well as to reduce the time spent on a task. Searching for information was the main
purpose our study identified, as well. However, B2B buyers did not use online chat for
support in navigation or in basic decision-making. Instead, the functions of the online B2B
chat can be described as multiple and changing depending on the buyer–seller relationship
stage. This is an incremental advance to previous sales and marketing research, as we show
that online chat can actually help sellers to build and even develop business relationships
with buyers at different stages of the relationship. Moreover, as B2B sales are increasingly
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occurring online, a more in-depth understanding is needed of how and why B2B customer
relationships evolve via computer-mediated communication in online context. The existing
theoretical understanding of the phases of B2B buyer–seller relationships (Crosby et al.,
1990; Dwyer et al., 1987; Palmatier et al., 2013) is based on the underlying assumption that
buyers and sellers are able to communicate and negotiate frequently in face-to-face settings.
This study has shown that computer-mediated communication via online B2B chat is
slightly different with different types of buyers. Even though social presence emerged
through interactive and affective responses with all buyers, only existing buyers expressed
relationship maintenance responses. Therefore, we should further investigate different
technological tools, how buyers and sellers are using them and what their influence is across
the different phases of buyer–seller relationships, as Arli et al. (2018) have also pointed out.
Eventually, we should build a new theoretical understanding of the development process of
the buyer–seller relationship in B2B sales via computer-mediated communication in online
contexts.

As services are increasingly offered via the internet, the results of this study are
scientifically useful (Corley and Gioia, 2011) as they could be applied when testing if
chatbots could be used for B2B sales. According to Shawar and Atwell (2005, p. 489),
a chatbot is a “machine conversation system which interacts with human users via natural
conversational language.” Chatbots are used, for example, in place of humans in online
customer service chats (Hill et al., 2015) in B2C sales. Usually customer service chatbots are
based on human dialogue, and therefore, the results of this study could be used when
developing chatbots for B2B sales. Yet the extent to which chatbots can be used in B2B sales
needs investigation, as the B2B sales process has been known to be more complex than B2C
sales process (Akrout and Diallo, 2017; Dubinsky, 1981; Homburg et al., 2011). Moreover, as
the results of this study showed, B2B buyers can have specific questions and problems in
mind when they enter a chat room, and they might even ask for customized solutions to their
problems.

5.2 Practical contribution
The study has several managerial implications. As our results reveal, chat salespersons
were not able to help the buyers in all cases, and therefore, a more experienced salesperson
should be in charge of B2B online chats or they should be at least very easily available to
offer better customer service. Therefore, even though buyers entering the chat room
expected to gain instant solutions to their complex problems, online chat does not seem to be
the best possible communication medium for solving very complex problems and offering
solutions for those problems. For successful complex B2B solution, selling a richer
communication medium (such as face-to-face meetings or face-to-face video chats with an
expert salesperson) would be a more suitable choice (Ogonowski et al., 2014). Even though
all the chat salespersons had received sales training, it seemed not to be sufficient for the
needs of B2B buyers, who demanded more professional answers and fast solutions to their
problems. Therefore, the chat salespersons would need an even more in-depth
understanding of the company’s SaaS services and their technological aspects or they
should be able to consult an expert solution seller to answer complex questions from the
buyers. Furthermore, in sales training the B2B sellers could learn how to add some self-
disclosure into online sales interaction, for example, a salesperson’s intimate social
disclosure has been found to positively impact the quality of sales interaction (Jacobs et al.,
2001). Therefore, salespersons who will be involved in online B2B chats with potential
customers should be taught how to elicit social disclosure from buyers, how to respond to
them and how to add some social disclosure elements to their own chat messages. Based on
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our results, the case company could also improve their customer service by considering why
their customers are not getting call backs and how their internal communication is working.

All in all, the results indicate that online chat could be seen as adding value for the case
company. Online chat reached both new buyers and existing ones, making it a
communication channel that can bring in new customers, as well as strengthen the existing
customer relationship. Chat conversations can be used to improve online stores and to
enhance sales communication via an increased social presence on a company’s website.
Furthermore, CMC tools such as Aliwangwang (an instant message tool developed by
Alibaba) have been found to be an effective way to communicating with a vast amount of
customers (Lu et al., 2016), and an online chat box brings added value to sellers, as they can
easily serve a larger amount of B2B customers, as they able to interact face-to-face. In the
future, we need a better theoretical understanding of the impact of different technological
tools on relational development across different phases of the buyer–seller relationship.

6. Limitations
Although our study has strengths, it has some limitations. Although the data consist of
online chat conversations between 157 buyers and sellers, they were still collected from a
single case company. Having data only from one case company limits the results to one type
of industry. In the future, multiple case study could be conducted to investigate and compare
several industries to see if there are differences in the findings. The data were collected in
natural settings, which makes them more reliable than interview data (Eriksson and
Kovalainen, 2008). Still, we could have combined buyer survey data or buyer interviews
with our online chat data to link our results to, for example, customer satisfaction or
customers’ trust toward the seller. However, that can be conducted in future studies.
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