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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: Relational selling is at a crossroads: Some trends undermine salespeople's ability to build strong relationships (e-
Relational selling commerce, buying norms), but others emphasize the importance of such links (services, solutions). To anticipate
Relationship marketing the future of relational selling, this comprehensive review of research and practice seeks to clarify the impact of
Review paper the changing conditions. Specifically, this study assesses relational selling from three perspectives. Perspective 1
Fsr:i?:erson is a temporal lens that reflects the evolution of relational selling, to delineate how it has changed over time.

Perspective 2, a theoretical lens, then encompasses the key theories that provide a theoretical underpinning of

relational selling and that can be refocused on emerging conditions to understand its future effectiveness.
Finally, with an empirical lens in Perspective 3, this study identifies which relationship strategies are most
effective and in what conditions. By combining these perspectives, this article derives six key tenets to guide
managerial practice and research in relational selling.

1. Introduction

Relationship selling is at the forefront of marketing practice and
research (Palmatier, Houston, Dant, & Grewal, 2013), especially as new
challenges—such as the rapid development of new technologies,
growing expectations from buyers, and more administrative activitie-
s—hinder  opportunities for relationship building (Dixon,
Frewer, & Kent, 2011). As e-commerce has expanded, both business-to-
business (B2B) and consumer transactions increasingly take place on
digital platforms; by 2020, an estimated 85% of customer transactions
will not require any salesperson involvement, implying a 33% potential
reduction in the sales force (Baumgartner, Hatami, & Valdivieso, 2016).
Yet B2B customers also confront increasingly complex service and so-
lution offerings, which make trust and personal relationships critical
(Nink, 2013; Viio & Gronroos, 2014) and assign more strategic re-
lationship management responsibilities to sales forces (Paesbrugghe,
Rangarajan, Sharma, Syam, & Jha, 2017; Sheth, Sharma, & Iyer, 2009).
In this sense, relational selling is at a crossroads, such that some trends
undermine strong, face-to-face relationships, but other trends demand
such interactions.

In response, this study seeks to provide insights into the future of
relational selling by undertaking a comprehensive review of research
and practice that can reveal the impact of changing conditions, on the
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basis of three critical perspectives. By describing the evolution of rela-
tional selling from the 1970s to the present, Perspective 1 provides an
important historical lens that reveals how relational selling has changed
over time and thereby predicts how emerging changes may affect its
future. In addition, this approach presents a multidimensional view of
relational selling and provides insights to guide future research and
practice. We also analyze key theories in Perspective 2, using these
fundamental building blocks to assess current conditions and anticipate
the future effectiveness of relational selling. Perspective 3 reveals key
empirical insights from relational selling literature that indicate the most
effective relational selling strategies, mediators, and moderators. With
this approach, this study contributes to extant literature in four main
ways. First, with Perspective 1, we identify four key approaches over
the evolution of relational selling:

(1) Individual selling. The early roots of relational selling featured a
traditional, one-to-one sales process, with a strong emphasis on the
salesperson's efforts (Borg & Young, 2014). Subsequently, it ex-
panded to include both the salesperson's and the buyer's perspec-
tives.

(2) Buying center. Buyer—seller exchanges soon emerged not as discrete
events but as ongoing relationships. As a result of global competi-
tion, buyers and sellers increasingly engage in collaborative efforts
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to reduce costs while maintaining quality.

(3) Adaptive selling. This model of personal selling focuses on identi-
fying customer's needs and wants.

(4) Customer orientation and solution selling. In line with the shift to a
service economy and increased focus on customers, the role of the
salesperson has evolved from partner to value creator.

Understanding how such trends have altered relational selling
suggests likely changes in the future. That is, we anticipate that B2B
selling approaches will entail team efforts to maximize competitive
advantages and develop, test, and apply new sales concepts and models.
A frequency analysis of extant literature shows that team-based selling
and solution selling approaches are likely to remain critical.
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