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ABSTRACT 
With an important boundary spanning role between customers and coworkers, sales people can play 

a key role in the new product development (NPD) process. Research has indicated that impact of the 

sales-R&D interface varies across different stages of NPD projects and other organizational factors. 

Yet, how sales people allocate their resources among customers and coworkers is not well 

understood. It is suggested that the gathering and dissemination of knowledge by sales people in an 

increasingly more knowledge intensive world requires sales people to adopt a knowledge brokering 

role. Knowledge brokering is a collective term for the activities people perform in order to bridge 

distances between various social groups, create connections between people, and to help knowledge 

flow. Although research on the sales – R&D interface recognizes the importance of including sales 

people in the NPD process, there is no distinctive research on the involvement of sales people in NPD 

from a knowledge brokering perspective. The present research therefore aims to explore sales 

people’s knowledge brokering activities in NPD projects and the possible factors that influence this 

relationship. Fifteen (15) semi-structured interviews with various employees (i.e., marketeers, 

researchers, and sales people) from eight (8) firms were conducted. The findings suggest that the 

organization’s perspective on the sales-R&D interface has a strong influence on sales people’s 

knowledge brokering role in NPD. In firms opposing the sales-R&D interface, sales people are not 

recognized as performing knowledge brokering activities in NPD. Regardless of whether sales people 

are formally involved in NPD projects, it appears that sales people engage in knowledge brokering 

activities in firms that stimulate cross-functional integration in general. Furthermore, personal traits 

such openness to new experiences, responsiveness, and organizational understanding seem to be 

present in specific sales people that actually engage in knowledge brokering activities in NPD. The 

last section of this report will include a discussion of the research limitations and some 

recommendations for future research. 

 

Keywords:  Knowledge Brokering, New Product Development, Sales, Cross-Functional 

Integration, Research and Development  
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1. INTRODUCTION 
In today’s economy, knowledge has become an ever more integrated and important part in both 

product selling and innovation (Vargo and Lusch, 2004). Sales people are more and more required to 

acquire and possess knowledge about products and how these products help customers solve their 

problems (Ofek and Sarvary, 2001; Vargo and Lusch, 2001). Sales people continuously collect and act 

upon customer-initiated feedback and input, and thereby understand customers’ needs and wants 

(Gordon, Schoenbachler, Kaminski, and Brouchous, 1997; Homburg, Wieseke, and Bornemann, 

2009). They can transfer and discuss this knowledge regarding customer cognitions and preferences 

with colleagues from various departments (e.g., research and development (R&D), marketing) within 

the firm (Plouffe and Barclay, 2007). Operating between (prospective) customers and coworkers 

(Plouffe, Sridharan, and Barclay, 2010), they are situated in an important boundary spanning role in 

the firm (Kotler, Rackham, and Krishnaswany, 2006; Pelham and Lieb, 2004; Zahay, Griffin, and 

Fredericks, 2004). Sales people can help bringing technical and market information together for 

decision regarding the development of new products, and hence play a key role in the new product 

development (NPD) process (Ernst, Hoyer, and Rübsaamen, 2010). 

Verbeke, Dietz, and Verwaal (2011, pp. 422) state that the “ability to understand the “know-why” of a 

product how it might produce a solution (“know-how”) and who will adopt it (“know-who”) draws on 

the absorptive learning capacity of a salesperson”, and indicate that sales people should adopt a 

knowledge brokering role in order to acquire and utilize these various components of knowledge 

(Verbeke et al., 2011). Knowledge brokering is a collective term for the activities people perform in 

order to bridge distances between various social groups, create connections between people, and to 

help knowledge flow (Chew, Armstrong, and Martin, 2013; Hargadon, 2002; Kislov, Wilson, and 

Boaden, 2015). People performing these knowledge brokering activities facilitate knowledge sharing 

and sense making processes by providing timely information and knowledge without necessarily 

being formally appointed to do so (Hargadon, 2002). Although research on the sales – R&D interface 

has recognized that sales people providing information in the NPD process can contribute to and 

enhance new product decision making (e.g., Ernst et al., 2010; Homburg, Alavi, Rajab, and Wieseke, 

2016; Rosa, Porac, Runser-Spanjol, and Saxon, 1999), there has been no distinctive research on the 

involvement of sales people in NPD from a knowledge brokering perspective. The present research 

therefore aims to explore sales people’s knowledge brokering activities in NPD projects and the 

conditions that influence this relationship. 

The present research will start with a brief discussion of relevant existing literature. The topics cross-

functional integration and knowledge brokering will receive attention. Also, the sales – R&D interface 

in relation to NPD will be addressed. This offers an understanding of the research perspective on 

sales-R&D cooperation and why the current research explores the sales-R&D interface from a 

knowledge brokering perspective. Subsequently, there is a description of the methodology of the 

empirical study. Specific attention is given to the research context and sample selection. 

Furthermore, the gathering, processing, and interpreting of data are discussed. Next, the results are 

presented case by case followed by a cross-case analysis. Finally, the findings and possible 

implications will be discussed. Also, recommendations for future research will be given.  
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2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 
Integrating customer needs into the innovation process has been indicated as a driver for new 

product success (e.g. Griffin and Hauser, 1996). Traditionally, marketing has been regarded as the 

voice of the customer for innovation purposes (e.g. Brown and Eisenhardt, 1995; Griffin and Hauser, 

1996; Song, Thieme, and Xie, 1998). More recent research investigating the sales and research & 

development (R&D)-interface, however, also distinguishes sales as a primary source for customer 

need knowledge (Judson, Schoenbachler, Gordon, Ridnour, Weilbaker, 2006; Pelham and Lieb, 2004; 

Zahay et al., 2004) and addresses its relevance to the NPD process (e.g. Ernst et al., 2010; Joshi, 

2010).  

Marketing and sales wield distinct competences regarding marketing knowledge, product knowledge, 

and interpersonal skills (Homburg and Jensen, 2007). In the business world, marketing is thought to 

understand the marketplace from the customer’s perspective and to help bring the company where 

is should be in the future (Saxby, 2013). The sales department has to sell what is in stock, by focusing 

on customer needs on a short term (Homburg and Jensen, 2007; Saxby, 2013). Thus, sales people 

provide specific customer needs knowledge, whereas marketing provides strategic information 

regarding the market (Ernst et al., 2010). Due to these differences, marketing and sales have 

distinctive, yet complementary, roles in the NPD process (Ernst et al., 2010). Ernst et al. (2010) show 

that especially during the early stages the cooperation between marketing and sales appears 

valuable for idea generation which translates customer needs into high market potentials. A 

cooperation between sales, marketing and R&D is of great importance during the concept 

development stage for activities such as generating and assessing ideas, and determining the 

product’s value proposition. The quality of cooperation between the various departments is 

therefore crucial for the market performance of business units (Homburg and Jensen, 2007) and 

overall NPD project performance (Ernst et al., 2010). Nonetheless, the NPD process is complex and 

entails various uncertainties. That is why interdependencies between functional departments are 

important (Song et al., 1998). 

The cooperation, representation, and contribution of multiple functional units can be referred to as 

cross-functional integration (Kahn, 1996; Olson, Walker, Ruekerf, and Bonner, 2001; Song, Montoya-

Weiss, and Schmidt, 1997). Cross functional integration ensures the capture, analysis, interpretation 

and combination of knowledge within the firm (Zahra, Ireland, and Hitt, 2000). Homburg et al. (2016) 

show that the impact of cross-functional integration of sales, marketing and R&D is contingent on 

company strategy, relative power level of R&D, and technological turbulence in the market. 

Specifically R&D-marketing cooperation has a stronger association with new product success for a 

firm’s strategy focusing on internal cost alignment. Contrary, R&D-sales cooperation has a stronger 

association with new product success for firm strategies oriented on providing superior product 

value to customers (Homburg et al., 2016). Yet, more research on the contingencies of the cross-

functional integration of sales, marketing and R&D is necessary (Homberg et al., 2016; Joshi, 2010; 

Troy, Hirunyawipada, and Paswan, 2008).  

Nevertheless, integrating teams consisting of members from multiple functional backgrounds can 

increase the performance of NPD processes (e.g. Ernst, 2002; Troy et al., 2008). Implementing cross 

functional teams provides a formal structure for knowledge sharing and learning, which enhances 

the likelihood of finding solutions in the product innovation process (De Luca and Atuahene-Gima, 
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2007; Zahra et al, 2000; Zahra and Nielsen, 2002). Moreover, Jassawalla and Sashittal (1998) link 

effective cross-functional teamwork to team member’s willingness to change, flexibility, and 

openness to learn.  Hence, cross functional integration can be used to embed collective learning into 

NPD (De Luca and Atuahene-Gima, 2007; Zahra et al, 2000; Zahra and Nielsen, 2002). Including 

collective learning into NPD appears especially relevant for radical innovation projects, as their 

disruptive nature requires employees to use communication patterns more extensively in order to 

possibly develop new capabilities and engage more in (un-)learning activities (Sivadas and Dwyer, 

2000). Knowledge management, and thereby the knowledge processing capability, has an 

indispensable role in NPD activities and the throughput of the innovation process (Du Plessis, 2007; 

Liao and Chuang, 2006; Teece, 2000).  Knowledge sharing is an activity through which knowledge is 

exchanged among actors (i.e. people, communities, organizations). By engaging in knowledge 

brokering activities, actors can move knowledge around and create connections between various 

other actors (Hargadon, 2002).  

Knowledge brokering is a multidimensional process that includes activities for information 

management, linkage, exchange, and capacity building (Chew, Armstrong, and Martin, 2013; 

Hargadon, 2002). Hargadon (2002) identifies five steps in the knowledge brokering process linking 

learning and innovation. These steps describe activities which allow knowledge brokers to transform 

existing knowledge into innovative solutions or ideas. The steps described by Hargadon (2002) are (i) 

Access, (ii) Bridging, (iii) Learning, (iv) Linking, and (v) Building. Access (i) highlights the ability to 

combine fragmented domains within a person’s network. The network can include multiple domains, 

intrafirm as well as external with other organizations or customers. Bridging (ii) describes the 

strategies to move resources between the different domains in a person’s network. The strategies 

include ways to gain access to ideas and people that reside within a single domain which could be of 

value for other domains. Learning (iii) includes the activities people engage in to become aware of 

and understand the problems and solutions existing within domains. By performing Linking (iv) 

activities, knowledge brokers are able to recognize the contributions of existing resources or 

knowledge to current problems or challenges which may or may not occur in distinctive domains. By 

Building(v), innovative ideas can progress to accepted innovations by building new network ties 

embedding the new development. Together, these inputs foster direction and energy in various 

ongoing (NPD) projects. 

Along with building new network ties for new solutions, the activities represent an ongoing process 

enabling actors to adopt a knowledge broker role to transform existing knowledge into innovative 

solutions or ideas (Hargadon, 2002). Even though organizations are starting to recognize the 

potential value of purposefully creating knowledge brokering roles (Chew et al., 2013), much 

knowledge brokering work within and across organizations remains informal, unrecognized and 

embedded in local contexts (Currie and White, 2012). Sales people can gather and transfer 

knowledge among customers and coworkers without formal participation in NPD teams (Plouffe, 

Sridharan et al., 2010). During conversations in which sales people help customers reframe their 

needs or issues, sales people identify how products and services can offer solutions to customers’ 

problems (Homburg et al., 2009). To effectively acquire and distribute knowledge and build networks 

around new ideas, sales people are required to have an role understanding of customers and 

coworkers in their own respective organizations in order to know which person to approach (‘know-

who’) and how to influence these people (‘know-why’) (Plouffe and Carclay, 2007; Plouffe, Bolander, 

Cote, and Hochstein, 2016; Verbeke et al., 2011). Due to a need for high levels of know-why, know-
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who, and know-how Verbeke et al (2011) suggest that sales people are adapt learners. As they have 

little time to navigate among actors in their network, they should be able to respond quickly to 

changing conditions (Verbeke et al., 2011). Internal navigation by sales people is regarded to be 

pivotal to a firm’s success and may particularly affect the success of developing new products 

(Plouffe and Barclay, 2007; Plouffe et al., 2010). As such, Verbeke et al. (2011) imply that sales people 

should adopt a knowledge brokering role.  

3. RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
Research on the sales-R&D interface (e.g. Ernst et al., 2010; Homburg et al., 2016) addresses the 

importance and relevance of including sales people in the NPD process. They are situated in a 

boundary spanning position (Kotler et al., 2006; Pelham and Lieb, 2004; Zahay et al., 2004), as they 

operate between customers and coworkers (Plouffe et al., 2010). Verbeke et al. (2011) recognize this 

position of sales people and imply that sales people should adopt a knowledge brokering role. 

However, little is known about the knowledge brokering activities of sales in NPD. Therefore, this 

research aims to explore sales people’s knowledge brokering activities in NPD processes which leads 

to the following research question:  

RQ1: Which knowledge brokering activities do sales people perform in the NPD process?  

Moreover, it might be worthwhile to investigate the personal characteristics of sales people adopting 

a knowledge brokering role in NPD. For example, Verbeke et al (2011) indicate that the ability of 

sales people to understand a product and how it might contribute to a customer’s problem draws 

heavily on their absorptive learning capacity. Furthermore, Jasmand, Blazevic, and de Ruyter (2012) 

point out that locomotion oriented sales people are able to translate customer service towards cross- 

and up selling, while assessment oriented employees are not. According to Higgins, Kruglanski, and 

Pierro (2003) assessment (i.e. exploitation) oriented employees focus on the means which are used 

to work towards an end. More specifically, assessment oriented employees emphasize on exploiting 

current techniques and resources. A locomotion (i.e. exploration) orientation resembles explorative 

behavior and refers to an intrinsic motivation to drive forward from current state and work towards 

an end (Higgins et al., 2003). Baring this notion in mind, it might be worthwhile to explore the 

orientation of sales people involved in NPD projects. Locomotion oriented sales people might also be 

able to translate customer needs into new product or service ideas. In such case, it could be valuable 

to compensate a more locomotion oriented sales person with an assessment oriented team member. 

Other characteristics such as a sales person’s adaptive capabilities might also affect the internal 

navigation of sales people (e.g., Calantone, Garcia, and Dröge, 2003; Hurley and Hult, 1998; Plouffe 

et al., 2016; Plouffe and Barclay, 2007). Hence,  the research question: 

RQ2: What are personal characteristics of sales people adopting a knowledge brokering 

role in a NPD context?  

As described earlier, it is suggested that the integration of sales in the NPD process is beneficial (e.g. 

Ernst et al., 2010; Gordon et al., 1997). Ernst et al. (2010) show that the impact of integrating sales in 

NPD varies along the stages of an NDP project. Additionally, differences between radical and 

incremental innovation projects do lead to varying needs for customer need knowledge (Hauser, 

Tellis, and Griffin, 2006). Olsen and Sallis (2006) find that narrow scanning on customer needs helps 

in the development of successful incremental product innovations. Hence, sales person’s customer 
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need knowledge might be more linked to current rather than latent needs and thus be more aligned 

to incremental rather than radical innovations. All this makes it interesting to explore whether 

different stages of the NPD process and variations in innovation projects influence the knowledge 

brokering activities sales people perform in an NPD process:  

RQ3: Do sales people perform knowledge brokering activities in all NPD project stages for 

both radical and incremental NPD projects?  

Recent research (Ernst et al., 2010; Homburg et al., 2016) addresses the need for additional research 

concerning possible contingency factors influencing the sales-R&D interface. Hargadon (2002) 

recognizes multiple threats to knowledge brokering and innovation, such as employee turnover, 

increasing organizational size, and pressure toward efficiency that increases the perceived pace of 

work. Furthermore, it appears that the effects of the sales-R&D interface vary depending on market 

conditions, company strategy focus, and R&D characteristics (Homburg et al., 2016). Also, Larsson, 

Segestéen, and Svensson (2011) indicate that technological complexity has an impact on 

communication patterns (e.g., knowledge sharing) and organizational structure. This study alludes a 

firm’s background in a high-tech industry to have an impact on the role of sales in NPD. These 

organizational factors might moderate the knowledge brokering role of sales people in NPD 

processes:  

RQ4: Do sales people perform knowledge brokering activities in NPD regardless of 

organizational characteristics?  

4. METHOD 
As little theoretical precedent theory exists for deductive inquiry in this domain, the current research 

uses an interpretive, exploratory multi-case study based approach (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2011) to 

study the topic of knowledge brokering by sales people in NPD context. An interpretive approach 

allows people to mold first hand thoughts when experiencing certain events. The point of view of the 

people who experience events first hand is an important component of the analysis (van Maanen, 

1988). Also, a case study is appropriate when the purpose of the research is to identify detailed 

relations and underlying motivations of the unit of analysis, while taking into account a broad 

spectrum of potential influential factors (Yin, 2011). The case study design is particularly suitable 

when: (i) the research investigates a contemporary phenomenon, (ii) boundaries between the 

phenomenon and context are not evident, (iii) the research concentrates on distinguishing 

underlying aspects, and (iv) in case the researcher has limited control over the studied phenomena, 

which all apply to this research. According to Yin (2011), multiple case study types exist, namely 

descriptive, exploratory and explanatory research. The present research consists of an exploratory 

study, while it builds on theory  as the study progresses, which subsequently contributes to the 

formulation of research questions and definition of the method used for collecting data (Yin, 2011).   

4.1. CASE SELECTION 

This study investigates the knowledge brokering role of sales people in NPD projects. Organizations 

participating in the research were therefore required to employ sales people and set up a unit which 

executes NPD projects (e.g. a research and development or business development department).  
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By selecting cases with different types of organizational structures which operate in different 

industries like a global design & consultancy firm, food processing machinery manufacturer and 

luminaries producer, variation in cases was ensured. This was considered important for exploring the 

role and impact of contextual factors, i.e. contingencies. As the research focuses on the NPD 

activities and the  actors involved, no restrictions were made with regard to organization structure or 

market type. It was, for example, not necessary for organizations to set up an explicit sales or R&D 

department. Also, firms from both Business to Business (B2B) markets and Business to Consumer 

(B2C) markets as well as firms active in high-tech and low-tech industries were included in the 

research.  

R&D spending intensity as a percentage of gross turnover was used to determine the nature of the 

industry in which the organizations operated in (Smith, 2005). In this light, higher levels of R&D 

spending relative to gross turnover indicated a more high-tech industry. The four categories of Smith 

(2005) were then used to categorize the organizations into high-tech or low-tech industries. The four 

categories of Smith (2005) are:  

 High-tech industries:    R&D intensity above 5% 

 Medium-high-tech industries:   R&D intensity between 3% and 5% 

 Medium-low-tech industries:   R&D intensity between 1% and 3% 

 Low-tech industries:    R&D intensity below 1%.  

Initially, eleven organizations were approached to join the research. One organization operated in a 

niche market and had adjusted its business strategy and organization structure to the specific niche. 

By evolving in atypical conditions, it was hard to compare the niche organization with the sample. As 

a result, the concerning firm was excluded from the study. Two other organizations were unwilling to 

participate. The other firms agreed to participate and were included in the study. Ergo, eight 

organizations have been included in the final research sample. Based on the predefined selection 

criteria, the firms conducted a list of possible candidates for the interviews. Top and middle 

managers of sales, marketing and R&D departments were asked to participate. Sales people were 

approached to attain first hand experiences and thoughts with reference to their role in NPD. 

Marketing and R&D personnel were asked to provide insights in their perceptions regarding the role 

of sales in NPD. The team leaders and top management of these departments  were approached for 

providing input as their functional level requires a minimum overview of sales, marketing and R&D 

activities. In total, 15 interviews have been conducted at eight organizations over the course of 7 

months. Three interviewees were female, all others were male. The function levels of the 

interviewees have been listed per organization in Table 1 on page 9. Our informant’s tenure in 

organizations ranged from four years to over thirty years, adjusting for business acquisitions, fusions, 

etcetera.  

4.2. CASE DESCRIPTION 

In the section below, a brief description of each organization included in the sample is presented. In 

addition, Table 1 provides additional data regarding several factors of the research sample including: 

industry type, market area, home country, gross turnover, R&D spending, the number of employees 

and the interviewee’s function.  As the interviews have been conducted in 2013-2014, the figures for 

gross turnover, R&D investments and R&D spending intensity have been based on the annual figures 

of 2013 of the participating organizations. 
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ORGANIZATION (A) 

Organization (A) is an international design and engineering firm operating in several domains, 

amongst which the infrastructure and (built) environment sectors. The sales function is integrated in 

the job description of consultants. There is no distinct sales department. The consultants and 

engineers present at organization (A) are all required to engage in sales activities. As such, all 

coworkers are required to be able to identify stakeholder interests. The organization emphasizes the 

importance of (local) client relationships, focusing on key industries and expertise areas, and aligning 

other organizations in its network either by mergers or acquisitions in order to add capabilities and 

elaborate market position.   

ORGANIZATION (B) 

Organization (B) designs and produces luminaries and control systems for (emergency) lighting 

systems. Its products are merchandised to both commercial and industrial markets, which gives rise 

to a wide array of requirement sets. As a niche player establishing its position in the global market, 

the organization recognizes the importance of customer interaction and market knowledge. The firm, 

therefore, encourages its employees to report findings back to the organization. The firm engages in 

customization projects, but tries to reduce the amount of customization overall. The organization (B) 

operates worldwide with establishments in multiple continents and it has centralized its departments 

such as manufacturing, business development, and marketing in a single facility to promote 

knowledge sharing among coworkers.  

ORGANIZATION (C) 

Organization (C) is a global manufacturer of (pet) food products. Its products are sold in retail stores 

which in turn sell the products to consumers. Product improvements mainly address the food 

products itself and attempt to improve flavors and meet (regional) standards regarding ingredients 

such as sodium in their products. The packaging process is also constantly being developed. 

Organization (C) attempts to reduce the use of raw materials and greenhouse gas emissions. To 

reach such goals with regards to packaging, organization (C) has its own packaging innovation units 

which cooperate with cross-industry partners.   

ORGANIZATION (D) 

 Organization (D) helps customers to reduce the use of energy, water and other natural resources. 

The firm sells various products and offers services towards industrial customers and institutions to 

minimize environmental release and improve the resource in production processes. The organization 

has multiple innovation centers around the world. Throughout the organization’s holding, more and 

more capabilities, insights, and technologies are combined. This results in an increased problem 

solving capacity and more a more comprehensive service offered to customers. In addition, the sales 

professionals at organization (D) are well trained in order to help customers determine their latent 

needs and guide their resource challenges.  

ORGANIZATION (E) 

Organization (E) is a developer and distributor of laboratory and health care products and services. 

The organization offers services across the entire healthcare chain, from diagnosis to treatment. 
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Worldwide, the firm has made agreements with healthcare institutions for co-development. 

Herewith, organization (E) is able to aid physicians and health care providers by providing access to 

new technologies, which contributes to the establishment of new protocols and more efficient and 

productive healthcare systems. To optimize the worldwide service process, organization (E) has 

created a ‘global template’. This fosters an unambiguous way of working within the sales and service 

organizations.  

ORGANIZATION (F) 

Organization (F) produces consumer electronics and small appliances. It especially directs the various 

needs of consumers in their home environment and emphasizes the ambition to connect technology 

with social and emotional needs and desires. Ideally, the products of organization (F) are useful in all 

aspects of the daily life of the regular person. In order to integrate in the everyday lives of consumer, 

organization (F) partners-up with other firms to share expertise and competences that complement 

the organization’s knowledge and skills in order to meet customer needs.  

ORGANIZATION (G) 

Organization (G) offers poultry processing products and services for all process steps and processing 

capacities for organizations worldwide. The systems offered are modular, and can both be combined 

with other equipment and manual processes as build up to complete in-line processing solutions. 

Organization (G) supports clients during the entire asset’s life cycle with a vast array of services in 

addition to the firm’s product range. If needed, clients can utilize organization (G)’s expertise with 

regard to poultry processing. Following the asset life cycle services, organization (G) monitors both 

sales and support services and integrates the input gained from both activities into the development 

of new products and services. Remaining an expertise area is a key element for the firm’s long term 

strategy. This is illustrated by the fact that organization (G) invests more than the industry average 

on developing new technologies, products and services.  

ORGANIZATION (H) 

Organization (H) is specialized in designing, building, and implementing integrated logistics solutions. 

Its systems are used in warehouse automation, baggage handling and parcel handling, and are 

divided into two major business units. The organization has a worldwide customer base and offices in 

multiple countries. Organization (H) has centralized the production, service and support, and R&D 

units to feature challenges from all market segments and business units. Upon installation, the 

logistic systems of organization (H) are adapted for customers. In order to ensure flexibility, the R&D 

and support departments are informally organized with varying employee composure for temporary 

projects. Coworkers from the production and R&D staff are expected to be versatile. Employees are 

partially responsible for their own planning, production, and quality of work. As such, coworkers are 

challenged to initiate improvements in cooperation with the HRM  department.  
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 Category Organization (A) Organization (B) Organization (C) Organization (D) Organization (E) Organization (F) Organization (G) Organization (H) 

Industry Natural & Build 
asset design 

(Emergency) 
Lighting 

Food Ecolab -- 
Waste/Recycling 

Healthcare CONSUMER LIFESTYLE Meat Processing 
machinery 

Material 
Handling 
Systems 

Industry Type B2B B2B B2C B2B B2B B2C B2B B2B 

Home Country Netherlands Belgium USA USA Netherlands Netherlands Netherlands Netherlands 

Market Area Europe, NA, LA, 
Middle East, Asia 

Europe, Middle 
East 

Worldwide Worldwide Worldwide Worldwide Worldwide Worldwide 

Gross Turnover 2013 € 2.54 Billion € 0.060 Billion $ 33 Billion $13,84 Billion € 9.6 Billion € 4,6 Billion € 0.66 Billion  € 0.74 Billion 

R&D Spending 2013 
(monetary value) 

-
1
 - - $ 188 million € 780 million € 261 million 43 million € 24 million 

R&D Spending 2013 
(percentage of Gross 
turnover) 

- 6-7% 1-2% 1,36% 8,13% 5,67% 6,57% 3,28% 

Industry innovation 
level  

- High-tech Medium-low-
tech 

Medium-low-
tech 

High-tech High-tech High-tech Medium-high-
tech 

Employees (2013) 22.000 600 75.000 45.000 37.000 17.800 4.000 2.547 

# Interviews 3 3 2 1 1 1 2 2 

Interviewees Key Account 
Manager | 
Business 
Development 
Manager | 
Senior Climate 
Expert 

R&D Director | 
International 
Sales Director | 
Marketing 
Director 

 Packaging 
innovation 
manager | 
Marketing 
manager 

Manager, 
Strategy | 
Business 
Development 

Business Process 
Excellence 
Director (M2O) 

Director Business 
Transformation 

Commercial 
Director | R&D 
Director 

Area Sales and 
Marketing 
Director | R&D 
Director 

Table 1: case comparison

                                                           
1
 Neither public reports nor interviewees provide a clear R&D Spending Budget which  causes difficulties in determining the industry innovation level (Smith, 2005).  
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4.3. INTERVIEW PROCEDURE 

The semi-structured interviews lasted between 45-100 minutes, and all but two interviews were 

recorded and transcribed verbatim. The two exceptions were caused by malfunctions of the 

recording devices.  To ensure reliability in exploratory research (Yin, 2011), an interview protocol was 

developed and pretested. The interview protocol is included in Appendix A – Interview Protocol. 

Interviews started with general questions (e.g. what is your function within the firm?, How long do 

you work at this firm?) , questions about the organizational structure and culture, and questions 

regarding the position of sales in the organization. Interviews continued with topics regarding the 

NPD process, the role of marketing, sales, and R&D in different stages of the NPD process, knowledge 

sharing activities, type of information and knowledge shared, and the tools offered by the 

organization to assist in NPD. The secondary and tertiary interviews within organizations became 

more structured and involved questions regarding (i) perceptions and actions addressing the 

relationships between departments, (ii) how knowledge creation and sharing occurred, (iii) how sales 

people are involved in NPD projects, (iv) which people influence innovative projects, and (v) how 

customer information is gathered, collected, interpreted and utilized. Individual notes gathered 

during interview sessions were written down using a “24-hour” rule. Notes and interpretations were 

afterwards discussed with senior researchers.  

To foster divergent perspectives and strengthen the grounding of theory, interviews have been 

conducted in teams by multiple investigators consisting of a master student and a senior researcher 

(Eisenhardt, 1989). Although informants have an important role in interpretive research, subsequent 

research is assumed to further interpret and structure the responses in light of contextual factors 

and prior theorizing. In addition to conducting the interviews, secondary data (e.g. annual reports 

and company websites) has been used to verify statements of interviewees and to add 

complementary data regarding interviewees’ organizations  in the sample.  

4.4. ANALYTICAL APPROACH 

Mill’s joint methods of difference and agreement (Mill, 1872) were used to analyze the data. Hilton, 

Smith, and Kim (1995) explain that the methods of Mill (1872) can help determine the cause of an 

effect in a variety of contexts. The method of difference determines whether an effect is caused by a 

specific condition which varies from a general context. The method of agreement on the other hand, 

focuses on the constant factors or background conditions which are always present when a certain 

effect occurs. Most often, however, a cause is formed by a set of conditions rather than a single 

background condition. In such cases, the joint methods of difference and agreement are used. 

Furthermore, the joint methods of Mill (1872) are applicable for small samples.  

The data was analyzed inductively while collecting information using constant comparison 

techniques (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). These practices provided the basis for the collection and 

analysis of qualitative data and helped to determine the focus of later data collection. Qualitative 

analysis program NVivo was used to record and cross-reference codes emerging from the data.  

Initially, all interviews were coded separately on the basis of “in vivo” words, labels, or phrases 

offered by informants. The interviews were reread and codes were refined. After conducting multiple 

interviews at a single organization, phrases and passages that were similar to and different from each 

other were marked to discern corresponding and disparate insights among informants. The within-

case analysis was conducted to gain familiarity with the data and generate preliminary theory 



11 
 

(Eisenhardt, 1989). A next step was to search for cross-case patterns forcing a view beyond initial 

impressions and examine information from informants in other contexts (Eisenhardt, 1989).  

After conducting multiple interviews, the codes of similar meaning across informants were discerned. 

The codes were appointed into first order-codes until no new conceptual patterns arose. Various 

links among categories were distinguished along with this process. These links allowed for creating 

clusters of first-order categories. The second-order themes hereby created comprise at a more 

abstract level. Finally, the second-order themes were put into overarching dimensions, enabling to 

set up a theoretical framework which linked the various phenomena emerging from the data. The 

encoded data and specific codes were discussed with senior researchers in order to reach consensus.  

5. FINDINGS 
The results of the interviews will be presented in the section below. The structure for presenting 

findings is based on the research questions as stated in chapter 0.   

5.1. FINDINGS AT ORGANIZATION (A) 

General findings at organization (A):  

At organization (A), performing sales activities is distributed across various functions. Consultants are 

expected to bring in new business alongside their regular work activities. Organization (A) recognizes 

variations in the extent to which consultants are more or less sales oriented. Account managers 

perform sales activities as a fulltime employment. Hence, the present study will focus on account 

managers as sales people for organization (A). A sales department provides support on sales 

activities performed by account managers and consultants, for example by finalizing sales orders.  

“I work at this firm for 14 years now. With a degree in engineering, I first cooperated in 

design and engineering projects. Over time, I started to engage more in customer 

relations activities. Now I have come to a point in my career where the biggest part of 

my job is to maintain customer relations and acquire new projects for the firm,” –  

interviewee (2, Account Manager). 

Account managers generally do not formally participate in NPD teams. The business development 

department is, however, required to include two coworkers in the NPD team for a NPD project that 

are not business development staff. Consultants can be included for their specific expertise areas, 

experiences and general team fit.  

Findings regarding RQ1  

Account managers maintain large networks. These networks harbor customers, coworkers, and other 

relevant actors external to the firm. Account managers maintain these networks and make sure to be 

aware of current trends, issues, and needs.  This enables dialogue between account managers and 

people in their network. Account managers try to break down customer primal and latent needs and 

seek to fulfill these needs with the resources of organization (A). Where possible, account managers 

will define latent customer needs themselves and initiate further actions within the organization. If 

necessary, a colleague is included in a follow-up meeting the fill specific gaps in knowledge or 
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understanding. Where the organization cannot fulfill a specific need, the account manager may look 

for solutions outside the organization yet within the account managers’ own network.   

 “I initiate this myself with all these parties, for my role within organization (A) is also to 

bring various parties together. Then you should also know what these parties can do 

and what they can contribute to what we have. It is a huge network that you need to 

build. And by bringing parties together, you can start to innovate on the intersect of 

each party’s capabilities,” –  interviewee (2, Account Manager). 

Once the account manager sees an opportunity for the organization, he or she will bring it forth to 

the business development department. As organization (A) drafts multi-year plans, it may be that 

there are limited opportunities for new projects. Account managers will try to fit the opportunity into 

the scope for investment purposes and promote the opportunity to stakeholders. The account 

managers contributes to the new product development opportunity by enthusing potential 

customers and coworkers.  

Findings regarding RQ2  

The account manager is considered to have a high level of technical knowledge. The account 

managers is not an expert, but able to understand understand firm capabilities, interpret customer 

needs, discuss possibilities with customers, and help solve customer needs. The account managers is 

deemed to perform these activities in multiple context areas, depending on business activities of the 

customer. Additionally, a base understanding of the organization’s goals, products, and services 

favors the account manager in order to makes sure new business opportunities match the 

organization’s strategy. It is deemed critical that the account manager is aware of his/her knowledge 

limits and not solve all customer problems alone.  

The account manager is recognized as a person with high level of know-who. In this network, the 

account manager is aware of individual’s strengths and needs. The account manager is supposed to 

swiftly locate people that are able to fulfill missing input of  others, whether due to missing 

knowledge, resources, or authority. For this purpose, a superficial affiliation is insufficient. The 

account manager must be aware of relevant issues and developments for their specific situation. In 

the communication with actors in the network, the account manager credited to be able to keep an 

overall view in conversations. Account managers will try to pinpoint needs in a specific context and 

act upon these needs by making use of their network.  

“They are able to keep an overall view instead of going directly into the detail, use 

schemes, and know who to approach,” interviewee (3 – Business Development 

Manager). 

Furthermore, the account managers is labeled as curious and naturally interested in engaging in new 

alliances topics, issues etc. There is an intrinsic driver for success. How to approach an issue is less 

relevant, each problem can be solved differently. They are open to new experiences and considered 

opportunistic.  

“Sales people – or consultants – require an intrinsic motivation for the acts of knowledge 

sharing and invovlement into multiple business activities,” Interviewee (3 – Business 

Development Manager) 
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Findings regarding RQ3  

Organization (A) offers fewer products and emphasizes on providing consulting services tailored to 

the problem at hand of the customer. Consultants are selected to match experience and attitude 

levels with customer needs.  As such, the end product is not necessarily predetermined. In a 

partnership, consultants work with customers to a solution.  

Knowledge teams periodically meet to discuss developments in specific knowledge areas. Outcomes 

of discussion enter a feedback loop to business development. Business development in turn uses the 

outcomes of discussions for product developments. The products being developed, whether product 

improvements or radically new products, can be used by consultants in a partnership with 

customers.  

The business development unit is obliged to include at  least two people from other functional units 

in NPD teams. These are selected for expertise areas or team fit. Interviewees indicate account 

managers may initiate development project based on customer need knowledge. They are no longer 

involved during actual NPD projects. There is no indicating variations in NPD projects influence 

involvement of account managers in NPD projects or moderate the knowledge brokering activities 

account managers perform.  

Findings regarding RQ4 

The business development department of organization (A) is centralized and responsible for product 

developments. They include coworkers from other departments for specific activities and expertise 

areas.  

Furthermore, organization (A) at the Netherland harbors the so-called ‘Polder’ model in which the 

organization partners with the customer and possibly other parties to approach a problem. This 

reflects in the development projects, in which SME firms can be included. Account managers and 

sales oriented consultants assist in identifying these possible partners due to their networks.  

Organizational success affects the extent to which sales people can inspire colleagues to adopt 

opportunities based on customer needs. Especially in the aftermath of the global financial crisis, top 

management was cautious regarding new business opportunities. Without a proper intrafirm 

network and status, it was considered very difficult to built new networks around new ideas.  

5.2. FINDINGS AT ORGANIZATION (B) 

General findings at organization (B):  

Organization (B) employs sales people which operate in distinct sales units operating in various 

geographical locations. Sales people not part of new product development teams. The sales people 

operate their customer groups and are able to make suggestions for new market approach 

strategies, product alterations or new concepts. These suggestions can be made to lighting engineers 

or senior staff members who in turn forward promising ideas to the product manager responsible for 

the relevant product line, R&D department, or commercial director. Sales people provide customer 

feedback and improvement suggestions to lighting engineers and area sales managers.  
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Though all employees are encouraged to provide new ideas for product development, the centralized 

R&D department will eventually take the lead NPD projects and is assisted by marketing for concept 

specification and market orientation activities. A development team meets bimonthly to evaluate 

new ideas and progress of concept in the innovation funnel. Sales people are generally excluded 

from the NPD process due to past experiences. Previously, new products have been developed for 

too narrow scopes. This has lead to disappointing (low) revenues compared to relative high 

investment costs. sales to avoid developing new products with a too narrow scope.  

“We have tried to configure some ‘quick wins’ in the past. But all those ‘quick wins’ 

have turned into little or nothing. It all takes much longer to develop than initially 

estimated and the sales are disappointing. So you really sacrifice a lot of time in things 

that ultimately generate little revenue. That’s what we want to avoid. You can do this 

by building a fairly strict organization,” Interviewee (4 – Marketing Director).  

Findings regarding RQ1:  

Sales people in general are not recognized for contributing to NPD. The international sales director 

appears an exception. The international sales director has a large intrafirm and external network and 

acts as a connector between coworkers of different functional roles and hierarchy levels. In addition, 

international sales director excites coworkers to develop thoughts or images into tangible designs 

and helps shaping the concept from a commercial perspective. Also, the international sales director 

persuades and inspires decision for NPD purposes. The international sales director is able to 

recognize custom development for a single customer as commercial opportunity for a rollout to 

other market segments.  

“For basically, those two developers who are now retired were helped by a sales man 

who had some projects at the government who liked to have them, and by myself 

because I could provide my signatures if a boss likes that, huh… Those products come 

from the circuit we call ‘special’ and made especially for a project. And if that ‘special’ 

hits off in order you can convince the rest of the organization ‘we can do a lot more of 

that’, than the ‘special’ will be bombed into a development project which we can 

industrialize.” Interviewee (5, International Sales Director).   

Findings regarding RQ2:   

The international sales director has an employment record at organization (B) of over 20 years. 

During this period he has build a large (intra-firm) network and acquired extensive knowledge about 

the products, procedures, markets operated by organization (B). In addition, the international sales 

director participates in the review committee monitoring projects in the innovation funnel. As such, 

he is aware of future directions of the organization. In his role as an executive, the international sales 

director has a high level in the firm’s hierarchy. Furthermore, the international sales director has a 

great urge to act upon a concept and is persistent in influencing stakeholders and building a support 

base.  

 “…We made a solution… and then came those developers, they were all my friends 

back then… So I said ‘that’s it then’, so I started pushing. I went from sales to 

development and said ‘I want that’. But luckily I had those two developers with, and 
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they fabricated it for me. I demonstrated it at a customer who replied ‘Yes, I want that’. 

So we started delivering…”, Interviewee (5, International Sales Director).   

The international sales director is an outlier in the sales team. Sales people are indicated as 

being conservative. They typically prefer to sell known successful products over new, and 

perhaps, risky products.  

Findings regarding RQ3:   

Area sales managers and the international sales director are urged to stimulate other sales people in 

selling new product due to the perceived conservative nature of sales people. This network building 

behavior is mainly required for radical new product developments. This role is less important for 

incremental product innovations, as sales agents are already familiar with the products.  

The stimulation of other sales people occurs mainly during product development and launch stages 

of the product development cycle, once prototypes are being conducted. Beforehand, network 

building occurs among other stakeholders in order to increase the likelihood of a product being 

considered for product development. The international sales director may be consultant for 

providing additional input during product development projects. It may be that he is requested to 

provide missing customer need knowledge. However, the international sales director also helps 

develop business cases.  

Findings regarding RQ4:  

At organization (B), sales people are the primary contacts for customers. It takes up to two years 

before a new sales person starts mastering all job requirements (e.g. technical expertise, being able 

to uncover latent customer needs) and is allowed to visit customers without supervision. If deemed 

necessary by the sales person, a lighting engineer can accompany the sales person in a meeting with 

a customer. Lighting engineers typically attend customer meetings to bring technical expertise to 

sales meetings or customer service requests. It is the sales persons’ responsibility to decide whether 

or not additional expertise is necessary.  

Organization (B) facilitates bimonthly meetings for country managers and directors of al functional 

units. Part of this meeting is for the R&D department to discuss all progress and decisions made for 

future development. The directors committee will subsequently determine a priority list. The 

minutes of the bimonthly meeting are shared throughout the organization. As such, all coworkers are 

up to speed of the development activities.  

During an annual ‘innovation day’ the R&D department presents all new development in the 

innovation funnel and displays prototypes. Innovation day serves to enhance the relationship of sales 

people with the organization and to facilitate interaction between sales people and engineers. The 

latter being exceptional for organization (B), as typically lighting engineers would be the first 

spokespeople for sales people with regards to technical issues and suggestions. During ‘innovation 

day’, marketing and R&D harvest customer needs knowledge provided by sales people and match 

this customer need knowledge to concepts in the NPD funnel. Also, sales people increase their 

awareness level of the organization’s NPD and future directions.  
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Currently, sales people are primal contact people for customers. Hence, they are a primal source for 

customer need knowledge. An increase role for the after sales service unit might affects this status of 

sales people. After sales service will be contact people for customers for all maintenance and support 

regarding their installed base. Service people may be able to extract customer need knowledge. 

Whether the perceived role of service people is complementary to the role of sales people is unclear.  

5.3.  FINDINGS AT ORGANIZATION (C) 

General findings at organization (C):  

Customers of organization (C) are retailers. Retailers in turn sell products to end consumers. Sales 

people at organization (C) are responsible for products selling and customer relationship 

management activities, i.e. retailer relationship management. In order to facilitate customers, sales 

people can order existing product variations (e.g. different package-size). In case there is sufficient 

distribution potential, sales people can request specific product settings. Marketing performs market 

research directed at end consumers. Marketing subsequently is the source of market knowledge for 

strategy making. Marketing communicates market knowledge to R&D and to sales. There is no link 

between R&D and sales. 

Findings regarding RQ1:   

Sales people may or may not perform knowledge brokering activities in general. There is, however, 

no indication of sales people performing knowledge brokering activities with reference to NPD. An 

incident at organization (C) may cause a shift in the sales – R&D interface. In this incident, a customer 

request was beyond sales’ resolution capacity. Hence, the issue was forwarded to the R&D 

department.  

“Due to a recent sales request we have started interacting with sales. The sales agent 

had to forward an unusual customer request for customer product adjustments. This 

provided an opportunity to interact and discuss the possibilities of sharing knowledge 

among our departments. So far it appears that sales can provide us with answers to 

our questions which marketing is unable to answer, and we can make sales’ job a lot 

easier! Hence, a kick-off meeting has been set to discuss the possibility of an increased 

level of cooperation,” – Interviewee (8, Packaging Innovation Manager). 

In this action, the sales person has appeared to have acknowledged the limits of his current 

knowledge and resolution capacity within his network. The sales person has stepped outside his 

network and linked R&D as potential source of solving the problem at hand. In the first meetings, 

sales and R&D appear to learn from one another and understand each other’s problems and 

capacities.  

Findings regarding RQ2:   

No personal characteristics influencing whether sales people perform knowledge brokering activities 

are put forth in the interviews.  
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Findings regarding RQ3:   

Sales people are not included in NPD processes at organization (C). This does not differentiate for 

different types of NPD projects or stages in NPD projects.  

Findings regarding RQ4:  

Marketing is the current source of market information for the NPD process. This goes both for need 

knowledge regarding end consumers as for retailers. There is no indication of top management being 

inclined to alter this set up. Additionally, there is virtually no chance of R&D people and sales people 

interacting informally, as their departments are located far from one another physically at different 

ends of the organization’s campus.  

“I think the current relationship really is R&D talks to marketing, and marketing 

talks to sales and customers. So it would definitely be new if R&D would interacts 

with sales, let alone R&D interacting with customers!” Interviewee (7 - Marketing 

manager) 

The current market orientation is directed at the end consumer. Sales people interact with retailers 

and may possess additional knowledge regarding how products are sold to end consumers. Their 

retailer need knowledge may provide vital information regarding product dimensions and product 

positioning, which in turn can be entered into via a sales. The recent incident causing sales, 

marketing, and R&D to interact has caused R&D to question the end consumer orientation of the 

organization and include a broader customer view.  

5.4. FINDINGS AT ORGANIZATION (D) 

General findings at organization (D)  

At organization (D), R&D controls the NPD process and cooperates with marketing to make sure new 

developments fit market requirements. Throughout the entire process marketing interacts with sales 

to identify customer needs. Some of the senior sales people are identified as ‘sales champions’. 

These sales champions are formally and informally involved in the NPD process.  

“Research has a heavy hand in developing the technologies, and then sales has a 

large part in translating those technologies to the delivery to the customer sites. We 

(marketing) mainly craft the message, but then we use sales to help define that 

message. Then we also have, …, the innovation champions, within the sales 

organization, that provides a lot of input through the process”, interviewee (9, 

Manager, Strategy & Business Development) 

Findings regarding RQ1:   

There is a lot of informal interaction between sales, marketing, and R&D. Hence, sales people have 

access to various actors such as engineers, marketeers, and customers. Sales is incorporated in to the 

NDP process to better meet customer needs and sell new product better. There are no findings 

regarding the specific knowledge brokering activities of sales people or sales champions with regards 

to R&D that are separated from the formal appointment in NPD teams.  
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Findings regarding RQ2:   

Sales people at organization (D) all tend to have technical backgrounds. Sales champions included in 

NPD teams are recognized for having a high amount of technical competence and experience in the 

market. Also, they have an intrinsic desired to bring new products to the market.  

“Well, I would say it’s both. One: it is a fairly new world for us, and the same couple 

of folks have been here for the last couple of years. But they all are former sales 

managers, so they have been in the field for their technical experience. But they also 

have some tendencies of one of liking to bring new things to the market. So yes, 

definitely they possess technical experience and knowledge, but they also have this 

certain something about them that they want to bring something new to the 

market,” interviewee (9, Manager, Strategy & Business Development) 

Findings regarding RQ3:   

Sales people are included throughout the entire NPD cycle for radical NPD projects as the projects 

are more depended on customer need knowledge provided by sales people. For incremental NPD 

projects, sales people are less involved. Here, customer need knowledge is still valued as an input. 

Yet, as the projects are less challenging it is less likely that sales people are included in NPD teams. 

For radical innovation projects, there are no apparent differences in sales people’s knowledge 

brokering role for distinctive NPD project stages.  

Findings regarding RQ4:  

The product range offered is standardized to a high extend. Some level of customization is possible, 

yet mostly on a service level not on basic product features. There are several layers of after sales 

support. Basic questions go to a technical support team. However, once a technical support team 

cannot solve an issue, R&D provides support. Providing support consumes up to 20-30% of R&D 

budget. Customers may hence communicate with multiple people from the organization. Due to high 

levels of product complexity, engineers from the R&D department may bypass sales people and 

engage in direct customer interaction.  

As sales people tend to bias customer need knowledge, feedback directly provided by customers is 

integrated in market analyses executed by marketing. Although marketing processes market 

information in trend reports, sales people collect customer data and feedback. Subsequently, 

organization (D) has obligated the sales to report their findings into a documented system. 

5.5. FINDINGS AT ORGANIZATION (E) 

General findings at organization (E) 

Organization (PHILIPS HEALTCARE) has integrated the sales and marketing functions a commercial 

department, as they are distinctive components of a larger process of commercialization.   

“Sales is a downstream activity. Marketing on the contrary fulfills both upstream and 

downstream activities.” – Interviewee (11, Business Process Excellence Director 

(M2O)) 
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The sales unit in organization (E) engages in customer relationship management activities and, as 

such, sales people and account managers interconnect with users, providers and buyers. The 

downstream marketeers provide input for next generation, upgraded and modified products in 

response to user needs and market trends. Organization (E) has recognized a certain level of overlay 

between the upstream and downstream marketing subunits. Hence, a part of the marketing 

employees are involved in both upstream and downstream marketing activities. Sales people and 

marketeers have meetings on a regular basis with reference to topics such as market approach 

evaluations. Organization (E) does not formally involve sales people in marketing or R&D activities 

due to the likelihood of a biased viewpoint which can lead to wrong assumptions:  

 “Account managers may ad hoc discuss customer needs with coworkers from 

marketing or other departments and thereby influence decisions for entire market 

segments based on the desires of a small group.” – Interviewee (11, Business Process 

Excellence Director (M2O))   

Findings regarding RQ1:   

Sales people may or may not perform knowledge brokering activities in general. There is, however, 

no indication of sales people performing knowledge brokering activities with reference to NPD 

Findings regarding RQ2:   

No personal characteristics influencing whether sales people perform knowledge brokering activities 

are put forth in the interviews.  

Findings regarding RQ3:   

Sales people are not included in NPD processes at organization (E). This does not differentiate for 

different types of NPD projects or stages in NPD projects.  

Findings regarding RQ4:  

In the NPD process, marketeers are responsible for gathering customer need knowledge and 

transferring (strategic) reports to the R&D department. Also, marketeers discuss new concepts for 

development and launch strategies with engineers involved in NPD projects. Feedback from 

customers is formally regulated and does not rely on sales people’s efforts.  

“We have a process for capturing customer feedback. So this is a formal structured 

process where customers would provide us with any written or verbal feedback on the 

performance of our organization or the performance of our products. That information 

needs to be captured and that is a closed loop process. So in that instance … then that’s 

a way structurally and formally we need to capture that information and then that 

information would be seen en should actually be acted upon or at least responded to by 

the business unit. They may choose to say “no we don’t see a market for that particular 

feature or that application”, but it is still a closed loop process ... And we do this also on 

a business market combination axes. So we would take particular products and in 

particular markets there are some criteria applied to which markets which products we 

will do the survey in. They will need to be statistically relevant. But we would also … 
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gather some implicit customer feedback which would not be about performance, but 

also about feature requirements.” – Interviewee (11, Business Process Excellence 

Director (M2O)) 

If necessary, account managers assist in approaching lead users, either for testing or launching new 

products. Occasionally, engineers attend product testing sessions. This occurs mostly due to high 

levels of technological complexity or controversial use patterns of the product being tested. 

Nonetheless, the engineers are not formally authorized to approach customer – for product 

development related purposes – themselves, as managers of these firms do not consider direct 

customer-engineer contacts beneficial for commercial or business developmental purposes.  

5.6. FINDINGS AT ORGANIZATION (F) 

Organization (F) consider sales people to be responsible for sales volumes by engaging in product 

selling and customer relationship management activities. The sales department at organization (F) 

document their experiences in Customer Relationship Management (CRM) Systems. Periodic reports 

concerning statistics with regard to sales volumes and market segments are used as input for the 

marketing department. The marketing department in turn is appointed with tasks such as market 

orientation, market analysis, and determining product strategies and market segmentations. Also, 

the marketing department cooperates with the R&D departments during product development and 

life cycle management practices. Sales people in organization (F) are not formally included in NPD. In 

fact, sales people are not regarded as suitable input for new product developments as they would 

follow the needs of a selected group of customers:  

“Letting a sales person decide the color of a new razor, it would turn out blue or yellow, 

for that is what their customers would want to buy. While in fact the new razor could 

better become green, as this is what the overall market would prefer,” Interviewee (10, 

Director of Business Transformation).  

Findings regarding RQ1:   

Sales people are regarded as sellers of products. There appears to be no room for sales in the NPD 

process.  

Findings regarding RQ2:   

There is no indication of personal characteristics influencing whether sales people perform 

knowledge brokering activities in an NPD context.  

Findings regarding RQ3:   

Sales people are not included in NPD processes at organization (F). This does not differentiate for 

different types of NPD projects or stages in NPD projects.  

Findings regarding RQ4:  

Feedback from customers is formally regulated and does not rely on sales people’s efforts. There are 

no formally regulated encounters between sales and marketing. Sales agents are bound to product 

selling and account management activities. In order to satisfy customers, sales agents are able to 
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order pre-set product variations (e.g. color variations) or request for specific supply conditions. 

Marketeers facilitate product testing sessions with customer sample groups during NPD projects.  

5.7. FINDINGS AT ORGANIZATION (G) 

Findings regarding Q1:   

Sales people are expected to move around in a network of customers. They should be able to 

become aware of and understand problems of customers. Subsequently, they are expected to match 

customer needs to product and solutions offered by organization (G). Sales people should 

communicate customer’s needs back to the organization and report as much as possible. Area sales 

managers included in NPD projects, should promote new products among team members. 

Furthermore, all sales people are considered to advocate new product among customers.  

Findings regarding Q2:   

Sales people at organization (G) are selected for a curious nature and intrinsic motivation to ask 

questions. This is deemed necessary for unraveling latent customer needs and truly understanding 

the product they have to sell. Both components are key in creating a proper value proposition. 

Having a curious nature and intrinsic motivation to ask questions is thought to be most commonly 

found in technically schooled people. The interviewees indicate this might be a reason why there are 

no jargon issues between sales people and engineers.  

 “It is not so much about what the customer tells you what he needs, of course you have to 

nicely note this all down and bring it back home, quite often the true needs lie below the 

knowledge level of the customer. We expect our sales people to, through their knowledge and 

craftsmanship, ask the right questions and also analyze the process with the customer. 

Possibly with some of our other specialist, the bring out the real opportunities in his process 

and connect to these,”  interviewee (12 – Commercial Director) 

Sales people should be able to share, receive, interpret, and integrate information. All components of 

knowledge sharing are equally relevant for innovation purposes. Sales people are generally more 

opportunistic and may have limited knowledge about certain areas. In such cases it is a considered a 

quality of sales people to know the limits of one’s knowledge and yet to be motivated to learn and 

acquire new knowledge..  

Findings regarding Q3:   

The R&D department is in the lead for the execution of specific innovation projects. Radical NPD 

project teams consist of at least one area sales manager throughout the entire development project. 

The Incremental projects are more service oriented. A sales person is present during these projects. 

The present sales person is not necessarily an area sales manager. 

The sales person is included in the NPD team to provide additional customer need knowledge or 

acquire market knowledge from colleagues if necessary. During the production and launch stage, the 

sales person included in the NPD team reports the progress to internal stakeholders and is expected 

to entice other sales people about the new developments. The sales person included in the NPD 

helps identifying launching customers.  
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Interview question: “Is there a difference in the role of sales in both types of 

innovation?”  

 “That is a good question and frankly I have never thought about it like that. It should 

not be different. Sales should signal opportunities in organizations and scoop market 

opportunities. It might be that an opportunity is best handled by an incremental 

innovation. That might be better than a radical innovation. The choice what is done 

with it, is not for sales. It is mainly about what commerce signals,” Interviewee (12 – 

Commercial Director)  

Findings regarding Q4:  

Organization (G) emphasizes on the value for data based decision making. Where possible, decisions 

are  made based on data analysis. Only for a limited number of decision points skill and experience 

are conclusive. Part of the reason for the emphasize on data for decision making is the possible 

influence of major customers. Customers interact with people from multiple functional backgrounds 

and have previously influence NPD projects. 

“The only thing, but I say this on a personal note, where it goes wrong is that we need to 

create a better balance between needs of customer with which people have a good 

relationship, and the mission of the organization to attain a certain position on the global 

market. Remarkably, it is not always sales that is influenced, but the other site of the 

company,” Interviewee (12, Commercial director).  

Furthermore, during radical product developments, the commercial director participates in a product 

market group (PMG) for overviewing NPD projects and identifying new development areas. The 

commercial director shares need knowledge acquired from area sales managers to the PMG. For 

incremental product developments, a PMG is present in a different composition. Here, commercial 

director is absent and replaced by a sales person.  

Cross-functional teams are stimulated at organization (G), including projects not necessarily related 

to innovation. This conception comes forth from a long term strategy, or vision, set up in previous 

times when the organization was still smaller. Part of this vision is that all departments have their 

specific purposes. Marketing warms up the market, sales cools the market down, the services 

department provides customer care. All aspects center around the customer and are integrated in 

the business generation processes of the firm, including innovation.  

In the organizational culture, dialogue is valued deeply. Top management emphasizes on a culture in 

which people communicate openly with each other and do not enter discussion with predetermined 

points of view. Open communication is stimulated by dialogue enhancing training modules and a 

positive attitude towards ‘snitches’ that address problems in projects.  

New employees are generally hired with some level of experience. Before new employees are 

enabled to have customer interaction, they are required to perform multiple internal activities. This 

internal program can take up to a year and makes sure the employee is more acquainted to the 

organization, products, and technologies. This is valued highly by customers.   
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Multiple times per year, all area sales managers, the commercial director, and the CEO gather during 

an ‘innovation day’. During innovation day, present and future customer needs are discussed. In 

order to prevent that sales people provide with input for specific customers, the innovation day 

follows a structured  routine. This routine includes a survey for all area sales managers in advance of 

the innovation day.  

Organization (G) intends to enlarge the role of customer care provided by the service department in 

the innovation process. Sales is already part of the innovation process and provides customer need 

knowledge. The service department is present at customer sites and able to provide additional 

customer need knowledge. This input might be complementary or contradictive to input provided by 

sales. Both departments are included in the feedback loop to innovation, independent of each other.  

There is almost no customization. Organization (G) offers multiple modules which can be integrated 

to complete products. Customers are able to choose the modules. The PMG for silhouette creation 

and planning determines whether customizations are performed. 

5.8. FINDINGS AT ORGANIZATION (H) 

General findings at organization (H):  

The sales department of organization (H) consists of general sales people and sales engineers with 

more technical affiliation. The sales department is assistant with ‘systems’ department which designs 

the most complex systems. In case sales people face difficulties in responding to a customer request 

of conduction a quotation, sales people will approach the systems department as first support. In a 

limited number of cases, a product manager is involved for specific issues regarding the product line. 

There is a product manager for each product group. The product manger governs all activities 

regarding a specific product line. 

At organization (H), there is no direct communication between sales and R&D in general. Sales 

findings would typically be communicated via a product manager or market trend reports. In 

particular for complex projects, analyses are made based on data from the ‘systems’ department. All 

projects at organization (H) are tailor made for customers to some extent. This as products must be 

placed according the specific conditions of the customer site. To excite customers for product and 

technologies of organization (H), sales people can invite customers for workshops and other events. 

During these events, customers can interacts with product managers, engineers, and possibly even 

the R&D director. Although a sales person is a primal contact person for customers, there are 

possibilities for direct communication between customers and product manager or engineers. The 

sales person will be informed of this interaction.  

Findings regarding Q1:   

Sales people are regarded as sellers of products. There appears to be no room for sales in the NPD 

process. Sales people leave a project once a quotation is finished. The project manager who is next in 

charge is regarded as source for need knowledge regarding the customer’s needs for R&D.  

“And project management then just takes over, is also more profound than the 

account manager who have more of their own contacts. Our contact persons is 
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often a project manager situated at a customer site”, Interviewee (14 – director 

R&D) 

A separation from business activities appears to be set to make sure sales people keep a focus on 

product selling activities.  

“…there really is a separation of sales and systems. Systems start at the beginning 

of the V-model, determining what are requirements, and finally coming to an offer. 

Usually, we subsequently have a kick-off meeting with the customer, which brings 

forth a very intense effect. Next, we will leave the V-model and come to the 

integration in which project management delivers to the customer. You can see the 

tension between sales, who are involved in the back side of this model. A battle of 

forces is created, which is quite good actually, which keeps them a bit more 

opportunistic and to operate more to chances than risks. Project organization 

reasons more from risks. There is a natural tension”, Interviewee (14 – director R&D) 

Findings regarding Q2:   

There is no indication of personal characteristics influencing whether sales people perform 

knowledge brokering activities in an NPD context. Even so, sales people are typified as being more 

opportunistic and less profound or business oriented.  

Findings regarding Q3:   

Sales people are not included in NPD processes at organization (H). This does not differentiate for 

different types of NPD projects or stages in NPD projects.  

Findings regarding Q4:  

At organization (H), the knowledge gained during the sales activities are collected and shared 

throughout the organization. Organization (H)’s sales people convert experiences and raw data into a 

data system. Area sales managers subsequently process the acquired data and provide sales 

managers and marketeers with periodic trend reports. Sales managers, in turn, base the future sales 

strategies these reports, and marketeers use them to determine more long-term market approach 

strategies.  

At Organization (H) a steering committee meets every six weeks to discuss the current sales funnel, 

the type of tenders placed in the market, what are changes or trends, what type of projects are 

executed, what do competitors do, and is the product road map still fit for demand. Here, the R&D 

executive meets with commercial directors from various countries and managing directors from 

various business units. The input from these meetings is used in the R&D process.  

Annually, sales people, R&D, product managers and high profile customers are invited for a ‘product 

announcement’. During this product announcement, products in near launch phase a presented by 

product development. There is no pre-announcement without customers solely for sales people. 

New product developments are kept secret for as long as possible.  
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6. CROSS CASE ANALYSIS 
In this section, the findings will be discussed across the cases.  

Forthcoming from the findings regarding, not in all the organizations sales people adopt a knowledge 

brokering role with regards to NPD. When they do so (organization A, B, D, G), sales people appear to 

perform all knowledge brokering activities, ranging from access, bridging, learning, and linking to 

building new networks around newly developed products. These activities include both gathering 

customer need knowledge, identifying lead users, addressing people with critical information needed 

to deal with issues at hand, and building networks around new products. The latter includes 

enthusing sales people and internal stakeholder about new products developed. In organizations (C, 

E, F, H) sales people are not recognized to engage in knowledge brokering activities in a NPD context. 

In these organizations, it is not clear whether sales people engage in knowledge brokering activities 

in general. The findings regarding sales people performing knowledge brokering activities in a NPD 

context are present in Table 2 below.  

Organization Access Bridging Learning Linking Network 
Building 

A + + + + + 

B + + + + + 

C - - - - - 

D + + + + + 

F - - - - - 

E - - - - - 

G + + + + + 

H - - - - - 

Table 2: Findings regarding which knowledge brokering activities  sales people perform in a NPD context 

Next, the findings indicate that sales people adopting a knowledge brokering role in NPD share 

several personal characteristics. As seen in organizations (A, B, D, G), sales people engaging in 

knowledge brokering activities appear to have high levels of product knowledge and a basic level of 

technical expertise. Sales people that do not seem to adopt a knowledge brokering role have 

sufficient product knowledge to match customers issues with solutions offered by the organization 

(organizations C, E, F, H). Also, in organizations (E, H) sales people are required to have a minimum 

technical expertise to engage in customer interaction. It appears relevant for sales people in general 

to be aware of their own knowledge limits and know when to include more technically skilled 

colleagues in customer interactions (organizations (A, B, D, E, G, H).  

Based on the findings, it seems that sales people are typified as being opportunistic in general. Sales 

people recognized in adopting a knowledge brokering role, however, seem to be open to new 

experiences (organizations (A, B, D)). Whereas the typical sales people is conservative and prefer to 

sell new versions of known successful products, knowledge brokers are intrinsically motivated to 

engage in new opportunities and solutions. Additionally, sales people in a knowledge brokering role 

seem to have a high level of organization understanding (A, B, D). It appears that they use this 

knowledge to align new concepts with firm goals to acquire budget and convince stakeholders to 

adopt specific concepts, products and ideas. Also, findings at organizations (A, B) indicate that sales 

people in a knowledge brokering role regarding NPD are able to have a high level of responsiveness, 



26 
 

i.e. they are able to quickly respond to new request and technologies. Findings regarding personal 

characteristics of sales people adopting a knowledge brokering role in NPD are listed in Table 3 

below.  

Organization High 
Responsiveness 

Openness to 
new 
experiences 

Opportunistic Organizational 
understanding 

Product 
knowledge 

Technical 
Expertise 

A + + + + + + 

B + + + + + + 

C   + - +/- - 

D  + + + + + 

E   +  +/- +/- 

F   +  +/-  

G  +/- + + + +/- 

H  -  +/- +/- +/- 

Table 3: Findings regarding personal characteristics of sales people engaging in knowledge brokering activities in  NPD  

The findings regarding RQ3 indicate that sales people engage in knowledge brokering activities 

regardless of the level of disruptiveness, i.e. radical vs. incremental NPD projects, and the stages of 

NPD projects (organizations A, B, D, G). In other words, whether sales people adopt a knowledge 

brokering role seems to be independent of NPD project variations. However, It does seem that 

building networks, one of the knowledge brokering activities, becomes more relevant in radical NPD 

projects. In early stages of the radical NPD project the findings imply that the sales person in a 

knowledge brokering role convinces stakeholders to start a project (organizations (A, B)). This activity 

occurs by sales people that are not necessarily formally included in the NPD project team actually 

developing the project (organizations (A, B)). In later stages of the NPD process sales people in a 

knowledge brokering role seem to inspire other sales people into selling newly developed products 

(organizations (B, D, G)). These network building activities are recognized by sales people that are 

formally included in NPD teams (organizations (B, D, G)).  

It appears that organizations have a different perspective of the sales-R&D interface. As show in 

Table 4 on page 27, organizations (D, G) formally include sales people in NPD teams. Hence, these 

firms enable the sales-R&D interface. In organization (A), account managers, representing sales in 

this study, are not included in NPD teams. However, including sales is no longer allowed at 

organization (B) as it is thought that sales people have a too narrow view on the needs of specific 

customers. For the same motivation, sales people are excluded in the NPD process at organizations 

(C, E, F, H).  The findings indicate that sales people informally interact with R&D at organizations (A, 

D, G). At organization (B) the sales director is recognized in adopting a knowledge brokering role and 

is the only sales person to interact with R&D. Other sales people at organization (B) do not approach 

R&D people directly. At organizations (C, E, F, H) there appears to be no interaction between sales 

people and R&D. At organization (C), sales input is not integrated in NPD projects. In this organization 

(C), marketing is the primal source of customer need knowledge for NPD purposes. At all other 

organizations, sales input is analyzed by marketing and presented to R&D.  
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Organization Formal sales-
R&D interface 

Informal 
sales-R&D 

Indirect transfer of sales’ 
input to R&D via marketing 

A +/- + + 

B - +/- + 

C - - - 

D + + + 

E - - + 

F - - + 

G + + + 

H - - + 

Table 4: findings regarding sales-R&D interface 

Based on Table 1 on page 9, the organizations in which sales people adopt a knowledge brokering 

role are considered high technology (organizations (B, G)) and medium-low-tech (organization (D)) 

firms. Organization (A) is not classified in a specific industry level. As a consulting firm, organization 

(A) does not have a typical R&D department and NPD process. Organizations (E, F) are typified as 

high-tech industry firms,  and organization (H) is classified as a medium-high-tech firm. Hence, a high 

tech environment is not a predictor of sales people’s knowledge brokering role by itself. 

Firms in which sales people are perceived to adopt a knowledge brokering role seem to stimulate the 

cross functional integration of sales with other departments (organizations A, B, D, G). Actions to 

stimulate sales-R&D interaction include obliging sales people to engage in a training program to learn 

about the organization and its product for up to two years before allowing sales people to engage 

customers unaccompanied by a senior colleague, and organizing ‘innovation days’ (organizations (B, 

G)). Sales people from all regions are gathered for ‘innovation days’ at organizations (B, G). During 

‘innovation days’, new product featuring release in the nearby future are presented to sales people 

and sales people can interact with engineers from the R&D department informally (organizations (B, 

G). Organization (H) organizes an ‘annual product announcement’ which deviates from the 

‘innovation day’ at organizations (B, G). During the ‘annual product announcement’, R&D and 

product managers present new products in launch phase to selected sales people and high profile 

customers. At this event in organization (H), sales people and customers are informed about new 

products simultaneously.  

7. CONCLUSION 
The findings indicate that sales people may adopt a knowledge brokering role in a NPD context. If 

sales people adopt a knowledge brokering role, they perform all five types of knowledge brokering 

activities. However, it appears that not all sales people adopt a knowledge brokering role in a NPD 

context. A conceptual framework describing sales person’s knowledge brokering role in NPD is 

presented in Figure 1 on page 29. 

As indicated on the left side of the conceptual framework, organizational factors appear to influence 

sales people’s knowledge brokering role. Sales people are primarily recognized in a knowledge 

brokering role regarding NPD in high tech firms. In addition, firms in which sales people adopt a 

knowledge brokering role seem to stimulate cross-functional integration in general and regard the 

sales department as a primal source of customer need knowledge. The latter is contrary to other 
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firms which appear to regard marketing as the primal source of customer need knowledge for 

innovation purposes. 

The findings suggest that the perspective of organizations regarding the sales-R&D interface 

influences sales people’s knowledge brokering role in NPD. In firms firmly opposing the sales-R&D 

interface, sales people seem not to engage in knowledge brokering activities in a NPD context nor are 

they included in NPD teams at all. Here, customer need knowledge is gathered by marketing and 

transferred via marketing to R&D. Any possible input from sales people relevant for NPD projects is 

collected by marketing before being shared with R&D. In organizations that stimulate the integration 

of sales in the NPD process, sales people are recognized while performing knowledge brokering 

activities such as bridging and building networks. In remaining organizations which do not oppose the 

sales-R&D interface yet do not formally include sales in NPD projects, sales people seem to adopt a 

knowledge brokering role.  

Lastly, not all sales people engage in knowledge brokering activities in a NPD context. It appears that 

sales people engaging in knowledge brokering activities in a NPD context share some personal 

characteristics. They are recognized as having a high level of technical and product related 

knowledge. Also, they appear to have a basic understanding of the organization’s resources, 

strategies, and stakeholders, which they use to promote their thoughts and engage in building 

networks. The former coincides with the inclination that sales people adopting a knowledge 

brokering role have a long term employment in the organization. Furthermore, it appears that sales 

people engaging in knowledge brokering activities are open to new experiences and show a high 

level of responsiveness.  
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Figure 1: Conceptual Framework regarding sales person involvement in NPD.
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8. DISCUSSION 
The goal of the current research was to explore the involvement of sales people in the NPD process 

from a knowledge brokering perspective. The findings of this study raise intriguing notions and 

recommendations for future studies. Furthermore, this research has several limitations that should 

be noted.  

The findings of this research indicate that sales people may adopt a knowledge brokering role. This is 

in line with the suggestion that sales people should engage in knowledge brokering activities made 

by Verbeke et al. (2011). However, the findings indicate that not in all firms sales people adopt a 

knowledge brokering role with regards to NPD. Hence, it is not clear whether sales people who do 

not engage in knowledge brokering activities in a NPD context adopt a knowledge brokering role in 

general.  

Whether or not sales people engage in knowledge brokering activities in a NPD context could be 

associated with organizational and personal characteristics, as has been suggested by Homburg et al. 

(2016) who have urged the need for additional research on contingency factors influencing the sales-

R&D interface. The present study’s findings reveal several of such contingency factors. First, this 

study indicates that sales people adopting a knowledge brokering role have high technical and 

product knowledge. This corresponds to existing literature (e.g. John et al., 1999; Kotler et al., 2006) 

arguing that sales people require a minimum level of technical expertise to be able to communicate 

with R&D. Technical expertise may also be a requisite for sales people to be able to influence internal 

stakeholders, as has been suggested by (Joshi, 2010). In line with Plouffe et al. (2016), the findings 

appear to indicate that sales people who perform knowledge brokering activities in NPD have a 

certain understanding of the organization’s resources, capabilities, and stakeholders. Such 

organizational understanding is required for internal navigation of and influencing stakeholders by 

sales people (Plouffe et al., 2016).  

Second, the interviews seem to indicate that sales people engaging in knowledge brokering activities 

with regards to NPD can quickly adapt and respond to different contexts and opportunities. Previous 

research (e.g. Calantone et al., 2003; Hurley and Hult, 1998) acknowledge that responsiveness to 

external conditions is a key element of innovation in dynamic environments. Based on the findings, 

sales people are recognized to engage in knowledge brokering activities in NPD context in firms 

operating in high-tech industries, it does not appear to be a good predictor. Sales people are namely 

not perceived in adopting a knowledge brokering role in high tech firms as well. This may be 

explained by Homburg et al. (2016) who in their study associate sales-R&D relationships to new 

product advantage in conditions of high technological turbulence, yet combine this variable with 

other factors influencing the sales-R&D interface such as organizational culture and firm strategy.  

Additionally, the findings of the current research suggest that sales people adopting a knowledge 

brokering role differ from sales people in general. Sales people typically tend to be conservative and 

prefer to sell existing, successful products. On the other side, sales people in a knowledge brokering 

role are recognized as being open to new experiences and willing to work towards a goal regardless 

of the approach used to attain that goal. This is in line with the locomotion behavior as described by 

Higgins et al. (2003). Jasmand et al. (2012) imply that locomotion oriented sales people are better 

able to engage in cross- and up selling activities. The present findings indicate that locomotion 
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oriented sales people may also contribute to the NPD process through the act of knowledge 

brokering.  

Finally, the present study highlights some organizational factors regarding sales people knowledge 

brokering role in NPD. The findings indicate an increase in knowledge brokering activities during the 

early stages of concept development and product launch stages of radical NPD projects. This might 

be explained due to an increased need for customer knowledge in radical NPD projects as found by 

Hauser et al. (2006). A perceived increase of performing knowledge brokering activities by sales 

people in later stages of NPD projects is in line with existing literature regarding the sales-R&D 

interface (Ernst et al., 2010). It is argued that sales people are included in product development and 

launch stages to approach lead users and collect customer feedback (Joshi, 2010; Judson et al., 

2006). Sales people engaging in knowledge brokering activities during early project stages appears to 

be in alignment with the study of Ernst et al. (2010), which indicates that it is worthwhile to include 

sales when determining a product’s value proposition and matching new ideas with customer needs. 

The present study’s results indicate that sales people are not necessarily included in NPD teams. This 

may explain why knowledge brokering activities are only recognized during project stages with 

conceded beneficial input from sales.  

8.1. LIMITATIONS OF THE PRESENT RESEARCH AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS 

The present research explores the knowledge brokering role of sales people in an NPD context. With 

15 interviews conducted over 8 cases, the sample size may be too limited in order to generalize 

results. Furthermore, some cases are represented by a single interviewee. More interviews in total 

and per case would increase validity of the present study’s findings. This is especially relevant due to 

the high number of possible moderating factors influencing sales people’s knowledge brokering role 

in NPD addressed in this research.  

Also, In three of the selected cases, sales people are recognized to adopt a knowledge brokering role 

in NPD context. In one more additional case, sales people are formally involved in NPD projects. Yet 

in this case, sales people are not perceived to engage in knowledge brokering activities. Other cases 

in the sample size do not include sales people in the NPD process. Moreover, these cases do not 

enable the sales-R&D interface. Although differences in sales people’s involvement in NPD among 

cases help identify contingency factors, it also leads to a diminished sample size which makes it 

difficult to explore the actual involvement of sales people in NPD. Hence, possible ways of how sales 

people adopting a knowledge brokering role are involved in NPD may have been overlooked. Future 

research should therefore further explore the knowledge broker role of sales in organizations 

enabling the sales – R&D interface.  

Another limitation of the present study is that the concept of knowledge brokering has not been 

scaled and made measurable. For that reason no pronunciations concerning the extent to which 

sales people perform knowledge brokering activities in NPD context could be. In addition, the degree 

to which knowledge brokering activities performed by sales people affect new product advantage 

cannot be determined. Likewise, the moderating effects of organizational and personal factors are 

not assessed. So future research should focus on developing a measurement scale for the concept of 

knowledge brokering in order to measure the actual impact of sales people’s knowledge brokering 

role on NPD.   
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Complementary, conducting a measurement scale for knowledge brokering can help examine the 

effect of knowledge brokering on sales performance. Possibly even the sales performance of sales 

people adopting a knowledge brokering role. It is assumed that sales people performing knowledge 

brokering activities have higher selling-related knowledge (Verbeke et al., 2011) and a higher sales 

performance. Studying the effects of sales people adopting a knowledge brokering role on new 

product advantage and sales performance can help managers determine whether to stimulate 

knowledge brokering activities in the sales – R&D interface.  

To conclude, Homburg et al (2016) emphasize that marketeers and sales people have different 

thought worlds and propose that market and organizational environments influence whether 

marketing or sales can best be included into NPD. The present research indicates differences in 

personal characteristics among sales people and relates these differences to involvement in NPD. In 

addition, the present study recognizes sales people adopting a knowledge brokering role primarily in 

high technology industries. Hence, future research may further investigate the relationship between 

organizational factors and personal characteristics to resolve which type of sales person can best be 

included in NPD processes in various environments.  

8.2. MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS 

The present study provides several potentially helpful insights for managerial practice. Previous 

research has shown that integrating knowledge of customer needs is key to innovation success. As 

sales people operate between customers and coworkers, they are recognized as a primary input of 

customer need knowledge for NPD. Due to an increased knowledge intensive environment which 

requires high levels of responsiveness, it is suggested that sales people should adopt a knowledge 

brokering role. The present study indicates several organizational factors and personal characteristics 

that might influence sales people adopting a knowledge brokering role in NPD.  

Sales people engaging in knowledge brokering activities appear to perform important activities such 

as building networks around new product which need to be adopted by sales people before being 

sold to customers. Not all sales people, however, engage in knowledge brokering activities. It 

appears that sales people with high levels of responsiveness and openness to new experiences are 

more likely to adopt a knowledge brokering role. Hence, it is important for managers to include 

individuals with these traits in their sales teams.  

Furthermore, sales people who engage in knowledge brokering activities seem to have a high degree 

of technical expertise, product knowledge, and organizational understanding. The findings of this 

study indicate that it might be worthwhile to identify commercially competent engineers and help 

them grow into a sales oriented function. Due to their engineering background, they have natural 

high levels of technical expertise and product knowledge. Additionally, as they are active in multiple 

functional units within the organization, they may have higher degrees of organizational 

understanding.  

Finally, it does not seem necessary for sales people to be formally included in NPD teams in order to 

adopt a knowledge brokering role. However, opposing the sales-R&D interface overall diminishes the 

likelihood of sales people engaging in knowledge brokering activities in NPD context. Enabling at 

least an informal interaction between sales and R&D is sufficient for sales people to adopt a 

knowledge brokering role in NPD.  
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX A – INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 

INTRODUCTION:  
Previous research indicates the important role of sales as actor between customers and coworkers. 

However, several aspects of the role of sales within the firm remain unanswered. Hence, the aim of 

the current study is to explore the role of sales within the firm, in specific during new product 

development. Durign the interview we will address several aspects regarding the internal navigation 

of sales people in the firm and the perception of other departments.  

GENERAL QUESTIONS 
 What is your function within the firm?  

 How long do you work at this firm?  

 Have you always worked at your current department?  

 What is your relationship with sales?  

Sales 
 What is the role of sales within the organization?  

General:  

 What is your function within your firm? For how long?  

 If Sales:  

- What is the role of sales within the innovation process? 

 If not sales:  

- What is your role within the innovation process of your organization?  

- What is your relationship with Sales?  

- What is the role of sales in the NPD process?  

CASE DESCRIPTION:  
We would now like to consider the last NPD project you cooperated on, whether or not successful – 

we will attain that matter later on in the conversation. Please describe what part you played in this 

process?  

 Who did share information?  

 What type of information?  

 Was it difficult to communicate regarding this information/topic 

- Are there systems for the transfer of information?  

- Is information coded?  

- Implicit vs. Tacit 

 What are your sources of information?  

 When do you consider what type of information?  

 Pros/Cons 

 Does it cost much effort understanding information/knowledge from other departments (e.g. 

Marketing/R&D) 

 Does it take you a lot of time?  
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 When do you experience more trouble 

 Are there language/jargon barriers between departments?  

 Do you notice a difference when exchanging information with colleagues from other 

departments?  

 Do you succeed in integrating the knowledge from colleagues to take your knowledge and 

performance to a higher level?  

 How is this enhancement transferred to the customer?  

 Vice versa, do you integrate customer knowledge to your own knowledge base and use this 

to enhance the output of your efforts?  

 What effect does your knowledge enhancement have on your colleagues?  

 When in the NPD process what information shared?  

 Concept development vs. Product development vs. Implementation 

 Who are involved? – what contacts exist during the distinctive phases 

 IS there a difference in the extent to which knowledge is shared over the product 

development life cycle? How/what difference?  

 What type of information is being shared at what moment in the cycle?  

 What are main differences/similarities between the phases?  

 Are there specific roles for Sales/Marketing/R&D in the contact with the customer?  

 On what moments do the distinctive departments have contact with customers?  

 What type of interaction happens?  

 How is the knowledge gained by customer interaction transferred to the R&D 

project?  

 Are there fixed staff member appointed for approaching customers?  

ORGANIZATION:  
 To what extent does your organization (business unit) customize products to the needs of 

the customer?  

o To what extent is information from other departments integrated in the 

development of a new product?  

 To what extent in the organization formalized in rules, procedures, functions, or roles?  

o Is this a good thing?  

o To what extent are you stimulated in sharing knowledge/information with 

colleagues?  

 And colleagues from different departments?  

 Are there eye catching stimuli/restraints for sharing knowledge 

o Physical distance/fixed contacts/competitive behavior?  

CONCLUSION:  
Thank you very much for you time and help.  

- Follow up interview 

 


