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Abstract 

Previous research has proposed different determinants of the success and failure of 

technological innovation in industrial networks. However, following the recent 

COVID-19 pandemic crisis, distributors have been seeking to become more agile in 

identifying and transforming business processes to the end of avoiding failures. 

Although industrial practitioners have been broadly motivated to understand the effects of 

pandemics on business failure, the contingency factors that affect organizations in their 

responses to such sudden exogenous shocks remain unclear. Inspired by a burgeoning 

academic interest in viewing the COVID-19 pandemic as a digital accelerator, this paper 

presents an examination of how B2B distribution firms have been avoiding business 

failure by using their dynamic capabilities (DCs) in response to the sudden exogenous 

shocks caused by the pandemic. Based on data drawn from interviews conducted with a 

sample of B2B distribution firms, we argue that capitalizing on digital DCs—digital 

sensing (i.e., digital mindset crafting and digital scenario planning), digital seizing (i.e., 

engaging in strategic agility and balancing a digital portfolio), and digital transformation 

(i.e., navigating the innovation ecosystem, redesigning the internal structure, and improving 

digital maturity), —helps to prevent business failure during a pandemic. 

Key terms: Industrial networks, Business failure, B2B distributor, digital dynamic 

capabilities, post-COVID-19 pandemic 24 

25 

Avoiding crisis-driven business failure through digital dynamic capabilities:
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1. Introduction 26 

The COVID-19 pandemic crisis has spurred industrial firms to change their perceptions of 27 

their markets and transform their business processes in order to avoid business failure (Sharma 28 

et al., 2020); in particular, firms have faced disruptions in their product distribution (Donthu & 29 

Gustafsson, 2020; Sharma et al., 2020). The operations of many business-to-business (B2B) 30 

distribution firms from various industries have been impacted by this unprecedented crisis (Hu, 31 

2022; Mora Cortez & Johnston, 2020). In this regard, Islam et al. (2020) argued that, during 32 

the pandemic, B2B distributors have been faced with the need to employ technology-enabled 33 

product order systems suited to bypass the traditional ways in which purchase requests are 34 

placed, which has spurred them to embrace digital tools. Most of these firms are now poised to 35 

introduce more digitized processes in response to changing market demands to the end of 36 

solving customer problems and achieving collective efficiency (Pandey et al., 2020). This 37 

refers to the development of dynamic capabilities (DCs), which points to a firm's ability to 38 

create new competencies and reconfigure its existing ones in line with the changes taking place 39 

in the external environment (Teece, 2007). The current increases in global uncertainty and 40 

ambiguity levels are elevating the importance of the ability of organizations to digitally 41 

transform their industrial businesses (Ghosh et al., 2021). The sudden pandemic shock forced 42 

firms to exploit digital DCs to avoid failure (Belitski et al., 2022; LaBerge et al., 2020). 43 

Consequently, scholars from diverse disciplines, such as marketing and management, have 44 

turned their attention to value creation through digital capabilities (Donthu & Gustafsson, 45 

2020). The sudden exogenous shock triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic compelled B2B 46 

firms to introduce additional digital practices and processes to the end of keeping pace with 47 

digital transformation (Amankwah-Amoah et al., 2021a; Corsaro & D’Amico, 2022). A report 48 

published by McKinsey & Company (2020) highlights how the pandemic has accelerated 49 

product distribution through online platforms and tech-enabled distribution, which are more 50 

likely to become a permanent fixture of post-pandemic business models. 51 

Although the need to understand the effects of pandemics on business failure is widely 52 

shared among industrial practitioners, the literature has hitherto remained silent in regard to 53 

how B2B firms can respond to such sudden exogenous shocks in order to prevent business 54 

failure (Kang et al., 2021). Cope (2011) emphasized the paucity of qualitative evidence by 55 

developing critical reflection and purposeful action on the prevention of business failure. 56 

Additionally, the capability-building initiatives and the specific channel performance 57 

improvement needs driven by the pandemic pressure—of which even distribution firms are 58 

unaware—are hitherto largely unexamined (M. Wang et al., 2021). Further, the literature 59 
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provides limited insights into how B2B distributors can drive the digital transformation of sales 60 

for business success (Guenzi & Habel, 2020). As pointed out by Peruchi et al. (2022), before 61 

the pandemic and with few exceptions, most industrial or business-to-business (B2B) 62 

distributors were either at least partially or completely nondigital. To our knowledge, little 63 

research has hitherto focussed on how distributors can improve their capabilities to respond to 64 

sudden environmental shocks and prevent business failure (Cope, 2011; Guenzi & Habel, 2020; 65 

M. Wang et al., 2021). There is thus little understanding of the micro-level mechanisms and 66 

processes related to industrial network (i.e., distributor) business failure, with researchers 67 

having yet to study the development of industrial networks, the behaviours enacted, and the 68 

decisions made both during and following a pandemic. 69 

Despite the increasing popularity of business failure research (Amankwah-Amoah, Khan & 70 

Wood, 2021), there is still a need for scholarly attention aimed at understanding how B2B 71 

distribution firms meet unprecedented customer demands and operate efficiently to prevent 72 

failure in the wake of sudden exogenous shocks like that caused by the COVID-19 pandemic 73 

(Crick & Crick, 2020). There is also scope to investigate how B2B firms can develop digital 74 

DCs to prevent business failure (Gligor et al., 2021) and what types of business actions can be 75 

considered to be permanent fixtures of the business strategies adopted in post-pandemic times. 76 

Following the DC view, our qualitative inquiry was aimed at exploring how B2B distributors 77 

avoided business failure and are bouncing back in the post-pandemic world. We analysed 78 

qualitative data collected from industrial distribution firms and investigated the ways in which 79 

they avoided business failure following the abrupt pandemic shock. 80 

We explored the role played by digital DCs in avoiding business failure in the event of a 81 

pandemic by enabling rapid digital transformation. Our findings suggest that, in order to 82 

respond to any sudden exogenous shocks, a firm's human resource capital and IT infrastructure 83 

need to be reoriented. They further highlight the transformation required in B2B distribution 84 

sales operations, show how distributors need to develop their digital capabilities in response to 85 

abrupt crises, and point out the newly inducted business strategies that are likely to become a 86 

permanent fixture of distribution setups in post-pandemic times. Further, our findings indicate 87 

the importance of establishing an adaptive B2B distribution sales force capable of modifying 88 

and diversifying sales methods in order to create business value. In line with the DC view, we 89 

argue that distribution firms need to be able to quickly scan the technological environment and 90 

develop the digital capabilities suited to support product deliveries under conditions of 91 

uncertainty. Our study proposes a collaborative approach to the ecosystem that can help 92 

businesses balance digital portfolios, which is essential to avoid failure. 93 
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 94 

2. Theoretical background  95 

2.1. Dynamic Capabilities and Digital Transformation 96 

Our adoption of DCs as a relevant theoretical lens for this study was prompted by the efforts 97 

made by organizations to respond to pandemic-driven disruption by modifying business 98 

models and creating new competencies aimed at creating value from digital technologies. DCs 99 

refers to an organization’s ability to create new competencies and reconfigure its existing ones 100 

to address any environmental changes (Teece, 2007). DCs relate to the actions taken by firms 101 

to gain competitive advantages by continuously changing and evolving their resources in 102 

response to changes in the environment (D. J. Teece et al., 1997). DCs thus represent a firm’s 103 

capacity “(a) to sense and shape opportunities and threats, (b) to seize opportunities, and (c) 104 

to maintain competitiveness by improving, combining, protecting, and, when necessary, 105 

reconfiguring the business enterprise's intangible and tangible assets” (Teece, 2007: 1319). 106 

The current literature distinguishes DCs from the operational capabilities of firms and 107 

considers them to be innovation-based. This is because, whereas a firm’s operational 108 

capabilities are ordinary and only help it to maintain the status quo, leaving it unprotected from 109 

environmental change (Backer et al., 2003; Bharadwaj et al., 2013; Helfat & Peteraf, 2015; 110 

Zahra et al., 2006), DCs are harder to replicate and enable it to adapt to any environmental 111 

needs (Helfat & Winter, 2011). Much research on the adoption of technological change has 112 

been conducted through the DC lens (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000; Teece, 2007a; Warner & 113 

Wäger, 2019). Due to the powerful impact of digital technologies on business survival, the DC 114 

lens invites a uniform approach to the study of digital transformation (Warner & Wäger, 2019). 115 

Therefore, for a successful digital transformation, firms require sets of capabilities suited to 116 

facilitate business model change (Ellström et al., 2022). 117 

Verhoef et al. (2021: 889) defined digital transformation as “a change in how a firm employs 118 

digital technologies, to develop a new digital business model that helps create and appropriate 119 

more value for the firm”. Digital transformation, which is supported by digital technologies 120 

aimed at building a competitive advantage for a firm (Liu et al., 2011), changes the way a 121 

business is operated—i.e., it involves changes in organizational tasks, value creation processes, 122 

and the business model (Verhoef et al., 2021). Most firms lack the ability to fully explore the 123 

potential of digital transformation, and even those companies that are aware of the potential 124 

still struggle to bring about the levels of organizational change needed to yield the full benefits 125 

of their digital efforts (Parviainen et al., 2017). 126 
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Digital DCs (or DCs for digital transformation) refer to digital sensing, digital seizing, and 127 

digital transformation (Warner & Wäger, 2019). Digital sensing includes digital scouting (i.e., 128 

scanning for digital trends, digital competitors, and customer trends), digital scenario planning 129 

(i.e., interpreting future digital scenarios and formulating digital strategies), and digital mindset 130 

crafting. Digital sensing capabilities enable firms to better understand any changes in the 131 

business landscape and to manage them by taking action (Jacobi & Brenner, 2018; Warner & 132 

Wäger, 2019). 133 

The seizing capability of firms involves understanding the value of any potential business 134 

opportunities and identifying the changes needed to seize their value (Yeow et al., 2018). 135 

Digital seizing includes rapid prototyping (i.e., the creation of minimum viable products, lean 136 

start-up methods, and the use of digital innovation labs), digital portfolio balancing (i.e., the 137 

scaling up of innovative business models and the setting of execution), and strategic agility 138 

(i.e., the reallocation of resources, the acceptance of change, and the pacing of strategic 139 

responses). While implanting new technologies into their business processes, firms face 140 

potential gaps in capacity (Karimi & Walter, 2015). Consequently, the seizing capability is 141 

crucial for firms to capture value from new technologies (Ellström et al., 2022). 142 

Digital transformation involves navigating innovation ecosystems (i.e., exploiting new 143 

ecosystem capabilities), redesigning internal structures (i.e., hiring digital experts and 144 

digitalizing the business model), and improving digital maturity (i.e., leveraging internal digital 145 

knowledge, identifying digital workforce maturity, and externally recruiting digital natives) 146 

(Warner & Wäger, 2019). In order to manage their own digital transformation, firms need to 147 

develop reconfiguring capabilities (Bharadwaj et al., 2013; Ellström et al., 2022; Karimi & 148 

Walter, 2015; D. J. Teece & Linden, 2017). 149 

Therefore, the sensing, seizing, and transformation routines of DCs facilitate the digital 150 

reconfiguration of firms (Ellström et al., 2022). Warner & Wäger (2019) highlighted various 151 

contingency factors that enable, hinder, and trigger the building of DCs for digital 152 

transformation. The building of DCs for digital transformation is unique and specific and 153 

involves the continuous replacement and refreshing of collaborative approaches, cultures, and 154 

business models (Warner & Wäger, 2019). The current literature, which is relatively silent on 155 

the fact that companies need to build their digital sensing capabilities for digital reconfiguration 156 

(Nambisan et al., 2017; Sebastian et al., 2017), highlights the importance of building new 157 

capabilities in relation to digital scouting and digital scenario planning to quickly detect any 158 

unexpected outer and inner trends (Bharadwaj et al., 2013). 159 
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The existing research points to the importance of digital DCs for companies to embrace 160 

digital transformation (Canhoto et al., 2021; Jafari-Sadeghi et al., 2021; Matt et al., 2015; 161 

Warner & Wäger, 2019). Warner & Wäger (2019) argued that improved digital maturity is a 162 

fundamental DC for on-going digital reconfiguration. As digitalization is a relatively novel 163 

phenomenon, many firms may lack the internal digital resources—e.g., digital expertise—164 

needed for their successful digital reconfiguration (Yeow et al., 2018). Specifically, in times of 165 

crisis, the possession of mere competitive advantages is not enough for firms to survive 166 

(Darawong, 2018); they also need to develop the capabilities to identify any growth 167 

opportunities and to exploit them by means of their existing resources (Eikelenboom & de 168 

Jong, 2019). For example, B2B distribution firms have met COVID-19 driven challenges by 169 

adopting digital technologies. Such firms are part of industrial networks and, as such, rely 170 

heavily on lead firms; therefore, the microfoundations of the DCs of distribution firms could 171 

differ from those of independent ones. The literature includes explorations of the central role 172 

played by digital tools—such as social networks and other online platforms—in improving the 173 

performance of B2B firms (de Jong et al., 2021; Guenzi & Habel, 2020; Mahlamäki et al., 174 

2020). One of the most widespread forms of business networks fosters relationships through 175 

offline, face-to-face, and non-digital interactions (Smith & Smith, 2021). However, due to the 176 

sudden exogenous shock caused by COVID-19, B2B distributors have gone through various 177 

phases of digital transformation to avoid the risk of closure. The existing literature on DCs is 178 

mainly focused on independent firms, rarely dealing with the DCs of B2B distribution firms. 179 

2.2. Business Failure and Dynamic Capabilities 180 

Business failure refers to a situation in which a company can no longer operate sustainably 181 

and thus has to close down its operations, laying off employees (Fleisher & Wright, 2010; 182 

Sheppard, 1994). Shepherd (2003) defined business failure as a discontinuity of business 183 

ownership due to insolvency, referring to circumstances in which a few internal and external 184 

factors trigger a decline that may lead to the abandonment of business operations. Business 185 

failure can also occur when a firm fails to update and upgrade its expertise and resources, and 186 

thus no longer creates wealth for its stakeholders (Amankwah-Amoah, 2015). Amankwah-187 

Amoah (2016) defined business failure as a situation in which a firm ceases operations and/or 188 

loses its identity due to its inability to swiftly respond and adapt to changes in the external 189 

environment. Business failure is viewed as the sudden or gradual death of a business 190 

(Amankwah-Amoah et al., 2021a). In recent decades, two schools of thought pertaining to the 191 

causes of business failure have appeared, with scholars noting these as deterministic and 192 
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voluntaristic perspectives of business failures (Amankwah-Amoah, 2018; Mellahi & 193 

Wilkinson, 2004; Zhang et al., 2019). Any external factors that are outside of managers’ control 194 

pertain to the deterministic perspective of business failure (Amankwah-Amoah et al., 2021a). 195 

Among such factors, the primary challenges faced by a firm that may lead to business failure 196 

are recessions, technological changes, government taxes, and general environmental volatility 197 

(Micelotta et al., 2017; Silverman et al., 1997). Conversely, the voluntaristic perspective 198 

considers a firm’s internal factors linked to business failure—including its capabilities, 199 

resources, leadership, and management (Kücher et al., 2020; Mellahi & Wilkinson, 2004). 200 

Furthermore, combinations of the deterministic and voluntaristic perspectives have also been 201 

identified as causes of business failure (Dahlin et al., 2018). Business failure may arise as the 202 

result of a mismatch between an organization and its environment (Sabherwal et al., 2001). 203 

Any mismatch between a firm's practices, structure, resources, and strategy is termed an 204 

internal misfit, whereas any mismatch between a firm's specific factors and its global or home 205 

environment is deemed to be an external misfit (Amankwah-Amoah et al., 2021a; Gammeltoft 206 

et al., 2012).  207 

A business failure is broadly defined as an entrepreneur’s exit from the business or 208 

discontinuing from those businesses that are closed or sold for several reasons i.e., retirement 209 

age, health reasons, less profit, and switching to another venture (Ucbasaran et al., 2013; 210 

Watson & Everett, 1996).  A narrow definition of business failure refers to poor economic 211 

conditions and bankruptcy (Shepherd & Haynie, 2011). Shepherd (2003) combined the above 212 

two approaches and explained business failure as “Business failure occurs when a fall in 213 

revenues and/or a rise in expenses are of such a magnitude that the firms become insolvent and 214 

is unable to attract new debt or equity funding”. In a similar vein of research, Cope (2011) 215 

considers a business failure when the business revenues do not exceed than cost, and make the 216 

business less attractive to continue. Business failure due to poor economic conditions is a 217 

common notion that is narrated by many studies. However, few studies have emphasized that 218 

the expectations of entrepreneurs constitute a crucial threshold to define a business failure. For 219 

example, according to Ucbasaran et al. (2010) business failure is defined as not only sales or 220 

closure of a business due to liquidation, bankruptcy, or receivership but the closure of the 221 

business because it has stopped to meet the expectations of entrepreneurs, and these 222 

expectations may vary as per personal performance threshold of entrepreneurs.   223 

Businesses manage to survive and avoid business failure, particularly in times of crises and 224 

during sudden exogenous shocks. Several studies have investigated the nature of business 225 

responses to various crises (Ghaderi et al., 2012; Jiang et al., 2021; Kang et al., 2021; 226 
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Makkonen et al., 2014; Mansour et al., 2019; Runyan, 2006). Recent research streams have 227 

also attempted to figure out various sets of strategies and actions that businesses may adopt to 228 

overcome the fear of failure during a crisis (Hu, 2022; Mele et al., 2022; Moi & Cabiddu, 2022; 229 

Rahman, 2022; Thakur & Hale, 2022). For example, a study by Hu (2022) highlighted the 230 

importance of social media in a B2B context to provide essential business information and to 231 

reinforce the business relationships that were being affected due to the lack of physical contact 232 

during a lockdown in the Covid-19 pandemic crises. Rahman (2022) identifies the firm’s 233 

business agility as a significant survival strategy for SMEs in volatile and uncertain business 234 

environments. In a similar vein of research, Thakur & Hale (2022) demonstrate the 235 

effectiveness of offensive and accommodative survival strategies to best protect a business and 236 

help managers survive in a crisis.  Another study by Moi & Cabiddu (2022) illustrates the 237 

importance of agile marketing strategies to empower B2B firms to cope with the business 238 

operational challenges in a stage of crises and uncertainty. Hansen et al. (2022) emphasize B2B 239 

companies to focus on coordination, interaction, and digital trust to address the crisis and 240 

relative challenges.  241 

In a crises situation, the DC view is the relevant lens, as DC downturns have a direct negative 242 

impact on business performance, which can ultimately lead to failure (Weaven et al., 2021). In 243 

particular situations, the extent to which a company can overcome business challenges and 244 

grasp new opportunities largely depends on its ability to adapt to new situations (Teece, 2012). 245 

This may require reallocating resources to maintain any existing capabilities and to develop 246 

innovative and valuable ones that closely fit the external business conditions (Osiyevskyy et 247 

al., 2020). Although uncertain economic conditions present potential threats to business 248 

survival, they can also provide growth opportunities (Tsvetkova et al., 2014). To exploit new 249 

opportunities and create competitive advantages for survival, businesses need to be able to 250 

leverage their capabilities (Mansour et al., 2019; Wang & Shi, 2011) . Pinho (2011) suggested 251 

that, to survive in turbulent and unpredictable markets, businesses need to fine-tune existing 252 

resources and create new ones. Businesses need to be capable to identify opportunities in times 253 

of crisis (Björklund et al., 2020), and DCs enable them to perform in uncertain and volatile 254 

market environments (Woldesenbet et al., 2011). In the presence of conditions of unpredictable 255 

uncertainty, DCs help businesses to be more resilient (Teece & Leih, 2016). The DC framework 256 

enables entrepreneurs to integrate business, strategy, and technology in complex uncertain 257 

environments (Teece & Leih, 2016). The possession of DCs in times of crisis is crucial for 258 

businesses to survive (Jiang et al., 2021); however, it is inexpedient for them to do so in a very 259 

short time in response to abrupt crises (Jiang et al., 2021). Makkonen et al.(2014) shed light on 260 
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the role played by DCs in increasing the evolutionary fitness of firms in a global financial 261 

crisis. Jiang et al. (2021) proposed a process of resource allocation, routine transformation, and 262 

resource utilization provided by DCs to enable firms to respond to natural crises. Mansour et 263 

al. (2019) highlighted the significance of DCs in empowering firms to survive in turbulent 264 

conditions like civil conflicts. Grewal & Tansuhaj (2018) suggested the role played by a firm’s 265 

ability to respond quickly to changing technologies and market opportunities and improve 266 

performance during an economic crisis. Although several studies have investigated the nature 267 

of business responses to various crises, however, such crises did not have the sudden nature of 268 

that caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. The need for DCs due to sudden changes in the 269 

external environment, and the response of firms to swift shocks is scarcely addressed in the 270 

existing literature. 271 

The above review shows the common understanding of business failure and its relationship 272 

with DCs; however, the existing literature has lamented the paucity of studies on how a B2B 273 

firm builds the capabilities to strategically align its practices and processes to prevent business 274 

failure in the presence of sudden exogenous shocks. Therefore, on the basis of the framework 275 

outlined by Amankwah-Amoah et al. (2021), we attempted  to understand how B2B distributors 276 

built their digital DCs during the COVID-19 pandemic to prevent business failure. 277 

 278 

3. Methodology 279 

3.1. Research design and context 280 

We took a discovery-oriented qualitative approach (Strauss & Corbin, 2014) suitable to 281 

generate theoretical insights into novel phenomena (Locke, 2001). The research approach is 282 

advocated based on the conditions: when emerging procedures and questions are involved; 283 

when data analysis is performed by moving from detailed to broader themes; and where 284 

researcher is engaged in interpreting the meanings of data (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). In this 285 

study, this approach enabled rich insights to be gained into the building of B2B distributor’s 286 

digital DCs to prevent business failure within the pandemic period.  In doing so, using a 287 

theoretical sampling approach (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2003), we studied the development of 288 

distributor digital capabilities at Delta (a pseudonym). When the aim is to seek answers to 289 

"how" and "what" questions, qualitative research provides detailed explanations of micro- and 290 

meso-scale mechanisms and processes, as has been previously done in various industrial 291 

network studies (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). As the study objective is to explore how B2B 292 

distributors avoided business failure and bounced back in the post-pandemic world.  Keeping 293 

in view this research objective, the unit of analysis is distribution firms, and the study is based 294 
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on an in-depth analysis of the B2B distribution network (Dessaigne & Pardo, 2020; Dubois & 295 

Gadde, 2002). The method of data collection is the most appropriate to study such an emergent 296 

process (Eisenhardt, 1989). We carefully followed the footsteps of established scholars (e.g., 297 

Aminoff & Hakanen, 2018) and purposively selected one manufacturing firm and its 298 

distributors in order to fully and specifically capture the role played by digital DCs of 299 

distributing firms in avoiding business failure in the event of a pandemic by enabling rapid 300 

digital transformation. 301 

To gain a full understanding of the phenomenon, semi-structured interviews were conducted 302 

with B2B distributors to elucidate the underlying activities. Reflecting the qualitative nature of 303 

the study, the first discussion was made with the main supplier (Delta) that distributes Motion 304 

and Control technologies to industry through its distribution network (Cepeda & Martin, 2005; 305 

Perry, 2000); and the second with the key B2B distributors that supply the Motion and Control 306 

solutions to retailers. The selection of the B2B distributors was initiated through a discussion 307 

with the top management of Delta (Aminoff & Hakanen, 2018). During the discussion, a list 308 

of distributors (they call it as digital partners) was shared with us that represented all the details 309 

of distributors (as seen in table 1) that were working for Delta. We based our case selection on 310 

several criteria suited to illustrate the practices we sought to study (Aminoff & Hakanen, 2018; 311 

Eisenhardt, 1989).  312 

Delta is a global leader in Motion and Control technologies, providing precision-engineered 313 

solutions for a wide variety of mobile, industrial, and aerospace markets. Delta has an 314 

unmatched breadth and depth of products that originate from a global leadership position in 315 

nine core Motion and Control technologies that include hydraulics, filtration, 316 

electromechanical, pneumatics, process control, fluid and gas handling, climate control, 317 

aerospace, sealing and shielding. Delta operates globally and uses the acronym EMEA (Europe, 318 

Middle East, and Africa) to define its regional business activities. This acronym is purely 319 

designed by the top management of Delta, and the company can change the names and locations 320 

at any time based on geographical business conditions. For example, in the Europe area, its 321 

distribution operations are managed in five different regions, named Nordic region, the UK-322 

Ireland region, Dach region, Benelux region, and Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) region. 323 

Akin to other firms, distributors of Delta experienced a shock as COVID-19 disrupted global 324 

distribution. In order to respond to this crisis, Delta’s distributors responded to such quick 325 

change and proved to be resilient and even blossomed during the lockdown. Delta’s distribution 326 

network provides an excellent empirical setting for observing activities that the distribution 327 

network adopted to avoid business failure in sudden economic shocks, like COVID-19. 328 
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Distributors of Delta were selected based on the expectation of information thickness, and to 329 

provide us with an interesting opportunity to address the research question (Eisenhardt, 1989; 330 

Flyvbjerg, 2006; Yin, 2003).  331 

 332 

The selection of the  B2B distributors of the CEE region was initiated through a discussion 333 

with the top management of Delta (Aminoff & Hakanen, 2018). During the discussion, the 334 

management shared a list of those distributors (as seen in table 1) that were working for Delta 335 

and had significantly developed capabilities to cope with pandemic challenges to prevent 336 

business loss. These distribution firms responded quickly and changed their practices during 337 

exogenous shock.   338 

 339 

3.2. Source of data  340 

Over a three-month period (October to December 2021), we conducted interviews with 341 

selected informants from our 24 B2B distribution firms. Theoretical sampling was used to 342 

select the cases to be analysed (Eisenhardt, 1989), which means that cases were chosen based 343 

on the expected contribution they could give to theory building. These B2B distribution firms 344 

are selected from the CEE region of Delta. CEE regional office is located in the Czech 345 

Republic, which is responsible for sales and distribution operations of EU countries like 346 

Poland, Slovenia, Slovakia, Bulgaria, Hungary, Croatia, Romania, Latvia, Lithuania, Greece 347 

and a few non-EU counties like Turkey, Belarus, Ukraine, and Georgia. Prior to the interviews, 348 

we first talked to Delta and identified those of its B2B distributors in CEE region that had 349 

responded quickly and adopted new practices to cope with pandemic crises challenges. During 350 

the discussion with Delta, we refined our initial sampling criteria as follows: a B2B distribution 351 

(i) with well-organised and established digital capabilities, (ii) that had initiated successful 352 

digital transformation into their distribution processes.  Our informants were senior managers 353 

who: 1) were directly involved in managing their distribution businesses and would thus be 354 

able to provide rich and first-hand knowledge; and 2) held reasonable tenure in their companies 355 

and could thus provide a 356 
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temporal perspective encompassing pre- and post-pandemic business operation processes. The 358 

interviews, which were conducted via ZOOM, were reviewed and transcribed by two 359 

independent researchers who had not taken part in the interview process. The interview guide 360 

comprised two main sections; the first included open-ended questions that enabled the 361 

informants to provide a broad overview of the actions they had adopted to avoid business loss 362 

during the pandemic lockdown. The second section pertained to the specific actions the 363 

informants had undertaken to tackle the challenges (please see the interview script in the 364 

appendix). In order to probe any emergent themes, we added additional questions to the 365 

interview protocol to take advantage of any special opportunities that may have presented 366 

themselves in a given situation (Eisenhardt, 1989).  367 

In order to address any potential informant bias, we followed the guidance of well-368 

established qualitative scholars (e.g., Eisenhardt 1989; Langley & Abdallah 2011). For 369 

example, during the interview, to avoid informant speculation, we paid particular attention to 370 

facts, events, episodes of conflict, and direct interpretations (i.e., what our informants had done 371 

or had observed others doing—e.g., dates, meetings, and participants) (Huber & Power, 1985), 372 

rather than to hearsay or vague commentary (Eisenhardt, 1989). Second, we used archival 373 

data—including email exchanges, meeting notes, or monthly reports—to validate and 374 

triangulate those provided by our informants (Jick, 1979). Third, we also conducted additional 375 

interviews with Delta’s customer relationship managers; we did so not only to produce more 376 

elaborate explanations (Jick, 1979), but also to mitigate any potential biases held by any 377 

individual respondent by getting confirmation of all information from several sources (Yin, 378 

2013). Here each customer relationship manager is an employee of Delta, and responsible of 379 

distribution operations and sales target achievement of Delta distributors.   380 

Table 1 shows our respondents’ demographic information. We interviewed our sample B2B 381 

distributors to explore their strategic alignment by identifying any additional business 382 

strategies and IT strategies enacted in response to the sudden COVID-19 shock for prudent 383 

business failure preclusion, and by uncovering the digital practices more likely to save a 384 

business from closure.  385 
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 386 

 387 

Table 01. Respondent characteristics 388 

Informant 

pseudonym and 

position 

Distribution role  Relationship length with Delta 

(years) 

Main products distributed Country 

001-Distribution 

Manager 

Main Distribution  28 • Hose assembly 

• Vane pump 

 

Czech Republic 

002-Business Manager Sub Distribution 21 • Automation services  

• Crimping tools  

• Biopharma 

• Filters for Biopharma 

• Gas filters  

Czech Republic 

003-Manager 

operations 

Main Distribution 11 • Air motors  

• Valves  

• Aluminium guides  

• Tox table presses  

Poland  

004-Business 

development manager 

Sub Distribution 24 • Hydraulic cylinders  

• Hydraulic blocks  

Poland  

005-Managing 

director 

Sub Distribution 07 • Pipe couplings  

• Butterfly valves  

• Piping  

• Hose connections  

• Valves  

Croatia  
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006- Retail operations 

manager 

Main Distribution 25 • Pots  

• Hoses 

• Fittings  

• Tubes  

• Flanges  

Greece  

007-Senior key 

account manager 

Main Distribution 21 • Air compressors 

• Oxygen concentrators  

• Air tanks  

• Nitrogen generators 

Greece  

008-System solution 

coordinator 

Main Distribution 17 • Steam valves 

• Water valves  

• Coils for valves  

Greece   

009-Business 

development manager 

Sub Distribution 09 • Fittings 

• Hoses 

• Filters  

Lithuania 

010-Distribution 

account manager 

Main Distribution 11 • Purification services 

• Motor Oil analysis services  

Lithuania  

011-Project and sales 

specialist 

Sub Distribution 16 • Seals  

• Connectors & hoses 

• Hoses 

• Pumps 

Lithuania   

012-Vice president  Main Distribution 08 • Cylinders 

• Hydraulic aggregates 

• Hydraulic cylinders 

Slovakia  
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013- Sales leader Sub Distribution 04 • Filters  

• Pipes  

• Installation services  

Slovakia  

014- Vice president Main Distribution 09 • Air filters  

• Hoses 

• Pumps 

• Oil filters  

Turkey  

015-Marketing and 

communication 

manager 

Main Distribution 11 • Couplings 

• Valves 

• Cylinders  

Turkey 

016-Marketing 

director 

Sub Distribution 06 • Diagnostic equipment 

• Industrial hoses 

• Pumps  

Romania  

017- Sales manager  Sub Distribution 16 • Industrial compounds 

• Hydraulic cranes 

Hungry 

018-Digital and IT 

vice-president  

Main Distribution 14 • Pipes 

• Connectors 

• Tubes 

Hungry 

019-Commercial 

technical 

representative 

Main Distribution 08 • Hydraulic aggregates 

• Hydraulic cylinders 

• Pots 

• Hoses 

Slovenia 



17 
 

020-Managing 

director 

Main Distribution 25 • Fittings 

• Cylinders 

• Tubes 

• Flanges 

Slovenia 

021- Marketing and 

sales leader 

Sub Distribution 06 • Industrial compounds 

• Nitrogen generators 

• Hydraulic cranes 

Spain 

022-Data manager  Main Distribution 21 • Air compressors 

• Oxygen concentrators 

• Air tanks 

Spain 

023- Program manager  Main Distribution 11 • Purification services 

• Biopharma 

• Filters for Biopharma 

• Motor Oil analysis services  

Spain  

024- Digital content 

manager   

Sub Distributor 08 • Automation services 

• Crimping tools  

• Gas filters  

Latvia 

  389 
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 390 

4. Data Analysis and Findings 391 

Following the guideline about naturalistic inquiry (Lincoln and Guba 1985), we started to 392 

analyse the data immediately after the first interview. We did so by adopting the procedures 393 

recommended by Strauss and Corbin (1998) and by adhering to a replication logic whereby 394 

each case served as its own discrete experiment (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). Following 395 

this method, we analysed the data iteratively by linking them with the emerging theoretical 396 

frameworks (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Our analysis of the interview data comprised three main 397 

steps.  398 

First, we began by analytically and systematically breaking down the data taking an open-399 

coding approach (Strauss and Corbin 1998) suited to enable them to speak to us (Suddaby, 400 

2006). We reviewed the transcripts independently and identified any descriptive codes directly 401 

related to each interviewee’s words to document and evaluate the degree and breadth of support 402 

for particular themes among our informants. When we had differences of opinion, we went 403 

back to the interview scripts for clarification. Any similar codes were grouped into first-order 404 

categories. Similar to Vuori & Huy (2016), we refined our coding through a constant 405 

comparison with our conceptual framework (Fig.1). We continued coding our interview 406 

transcripts until we reached a theoretical saturation point (Glaser, 2004). We read our data 407 

several times in a recursive process (Lincoln and Guba, 1985) that enabled us to develop an 408 

initial classification system suited to reflect our informants’ perspectives. Once we had agreed 409 

on the initial categorizations and definitions, we moved on to the next stage.  410 

The first step was open coding. We reviewed the transcripts and identified descriptive 411 

codes tied directly to the interviewee's words. Through open coding, we broke the data into 412 

distinct events, acts, ideas, or incidents and gave a code.  413 

Second, following the development of the first-order categories, we started to identify 414 

the relationships among these to develop, relate, and segregate them (Strauss and Corbin 1998). 415 

This process enabled us to compare and contrast any differences and similarities found within 416 

and between the interviews. We then made sense of the emerging practices and focussed on 417 

the areas in which further analysis of the complete sample was needed (Strauss and Corbin 418 

1998). At this stage, we relied on triangulating our primary and secondary data to ensure the 419 

validity of the construct. Akin to the first stage, we continued to go back and forth between any 420 

emerging theoretical themes and the data until no new categories were produced. Through this 421 

process, the codes were sorted into broader subgroups. Each code represented a theme, and all 422 

common frames were assigned a unique one. Following the digital DCs framework of Warner 423 
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and Wager (2019), six themes appeared on the front line: (1) digital mindset crafting, (2) digital 424 

scenario planning, (3) strategic agility, (4) balancing digital portfolio, (5) navigating the 425 

innovation ecosystem by transforming distribution sales processes , and (6) redesigning 426 

internal structures and improving digital maturity (see Table 02). 427 

Third, we moved on to look for the dimensions underlying these categories to 428 

understand how different ones fit together into a coherent picture. We analysed how these 429 

categories related to each other and established conceptual frameworks that captured these 430 

links. Following Warner and Wager (2019) we then aggregated these dimensions as digital 431 

sensing, digital seizing, and digital transformation (see Table 02). After compiling and 432 

identifying the findings and practices, we sent the concluding report to the participants for final 433 

review and feedback. Such feedback, which became the validation basis, enabled us to extract 434 

implications for managers. Table 02 exemplifies the key themes that appeared in the interviews.  435 

 436 

Table 02. Overview of the Data Structure 437 

Aggregate dimension 
(Digital dynamic capabilities) 

Second-order themes First-order concepts 

Digital sensing 

Digital mindset 
crafting 

- Providing training aimed at 
enhancing employee digital 
literacy and managing 
technostress  

- Making employees comfortable 
by ensuring job-person-fit 

- Promoting a long-term digital 
vision 

Digital scenario 
planning 

- Adopting strategies aimed at 
mitigating cyber threats and 
ensuring security controls 

- Training employees to deal with 
digital risks 

- Training employees to use more 
modern technologies in future 

Digital seizing 

Strategic agility 

- Relocating resources 

- Convincing and training 
employees to accept the change 

- Ensuring digital transformation at 
the right time without delaying 

- Acquiring the ability to quick 
business model innovation 

Balancing digital 
portfolio 

- Acquiring resources from the lead 
firm 

- Sharing resources with other 
distribution firms 
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- Ensuring the effective and speedy 
execution of the business model 

- Ensuring that employees at all 
levels were compatible and 
aligned with a new strategy 

Digital transformation 

Navigating the 
innovation ecosystem 
by transforming 
distribution sales 
processes 

- Revamping omnichannel 
Findings prospects 

- Qualifying leads 

- Sales interaction 

- Addressing complaints 

- Sales demonstration 

- Closing sales calls 

- Follow up 

Redesigning internal 
structures and 
improving digital 
maturity 

- Procuring software and hardware 
components 

- Adapting online platforms 

 
- Employing the right digital talent 

to cope with digital business 
requirements 

 438 

4.1.Digital sensing 439 

Firm’s sensing capabilities to scan the external environment for unexpected trends that could 440 

disrupt the organization (Birkinshaw et al., 2016). Teece (2007) notes that sensing and shaping 441 

new opportunities and threats is very much a scanning, creation, learning, and interpretative 442 

activity that analyses diverse information about trends in the business ecosystem. Therefore, 443 

sensing should take place at all levels of the organization, with lower levels helping to provide 444 

information about and insights into external trends to middle and top managers (Teece and 445 

Linden, 2017). However, firms face significant challenges in building sensing capabilities that 446 

can predict the latest digitalization trends (Warner and Wager, 2019; Matt et al., 2015).  447 

      Firms need to develop sensing capabilities that use technologies to generate and test 448 

multiple hypotheses to help firms explain uncertain events (Dong et al., 2016). Literature 449 

reports that firms in pursuit of digital innovation require digital sensing capabilities to gather 450 

information through new digital technologies, channels and emerging user behaviours (Nylén 451 

& Holmström, 2015). 452 

4.1.1. Digital mindset crafting 453 

Digital mindset crafting, which enables the development of digital DCs by facilitating 454 

digital sensing, refers to promoting a long-term digital vision and mindset among employees 455 

(Warner & Wager, 2019). During the interviews, the respondents affirmed that technostress 456 

management fell outside the distributors’ current capabilities. Our sample distribution firms 457 
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were crafting a digital mindset among their employees by improving the latter’s digital literacy, 458 

thus reducing technostress. Brod (1984) explained technostress as a modern disease of 459 

adaptation caused by an inability to cope with new computer technologies healthily. Our 460 

findings highlight the technostress generated by the abrupt digital change caused by a pandemic 461 

and by the induction of massive IT equipment into the distribution infrastructure. Our 462 

respondents argued that they were providing their employees with specialized training aimed 463 

at improving their digital literacy and reducing technostress. One participant stated: 464 

“Digital literacy is crucial for employees to align with the growing need of IT 465 

knowledge; that is why we started to train our employees to avoid distribution failure. 466 

We compared the use of software and selected the one that was more efficient and easier 467 

to adopt; that is, user-friendly.” [Informant ID #18] 468 

Technostress is likely to explain the internal causes of failure. We argued that a lack of 469 

digital literacy leads to poor sales performance and failure at both the individual and 470 

organizational levels. Apart from IT knowledge and skills, our respondents also highlighted 471 

that a shift in focus from educating teams to implementing these tools had enabled the agile 472 

management of technostress to speed up distribution operations. The distributors had also taken 473 

care to introduce computer applications that were more user-friendly.  474 

Our respondents also argued that they had been emphasizing the job-person fit to reduce the 475 

stress caused by the sudden adoption of digital technologies. One participant mentioned: 476 

Previously, making personal calls was not a practice during office hours, but we now 477 

allow our employees to talk to their loved ones in comfort ... We also managed to place 478 

the right person to the right job, and handled IT-related tasks for those employees who 479 

had previous IT knowledge or who felt comfortable using various digital 480 

tools[Informant ID #14] 481 

Furthermore, we found that our respondents were trying to craft a digital mindset among their 482 

employees by informing them about the future gains made possible by the use of these digital 483 

technologies and the ambitious growth plans enabled by them. It was about promoting a long-484 

term digital vision. For example, a participant argued: 485 

To encourage our employees to accept new digital ways of working, we tell them about 486 

the future benefits of these technologies and inform them of why it is important for our 487 

survival and their future. We inform employees that our plans depend on these 488 

technologies, so it is necessary for our work routine to include the use of these 489 

technologies and to gradually move away from the conventional style of work 490 

[Informant ID #24] 491 
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 492 

4.1.2. Digital scenario planning  493 

Digital scenario planning, which is an important element of digital sensing, refers to the 494 

formulation of digital strategies suited to prepare for the future digital environment by 495 

addressing any threats and opportunities (Warner & Wager, 2019) such as cyber security risk 496 

and new customer trends. DCs dedicated to scenario planning are crucial for sensing 497 

unanticipated trends. This is particularly challenging in a context, where organizations are 498 

using digital infrastructures such as the IoT platforms to collect and analyse big data (George 499 

et al., 2014; Sebastian et al., 2017). 500 

We found that those distributors that manage their data and cyber security risks during crises 501 

are more successful and confident in their businesses. The sudden implementation of digital 502 

technologies, work-from-home policies, digital payments, and bring your own device (BYOD) 503 

schemes had put distributors at risk of possible cyber-attacks. This risk was addressed using a 504 

cyber security risk management strategy. One participant argued: 505 

We need to be vigilant in mitigating possible cyber threats due to the pandemic to avoid 506 

disruption of delivery because now we use digital channels for orders and payments, 507 

and any cyberattack can ruin our business [Informant ID #09] 508 

As part of continued successful business, a strong cyber security awareness culture could 509 

help distributors succeed and makes it less likely for them to be affected by serious incidents 510 

resulting from attacks, such as data leaks. This is consistent with the digital DC scenario 511 

planning dimension, whereby firms need to design strategies for their digital future (Warner & 512 

Wager, 2019). Distributor cybersecurity may appear to be complex and daunting; however, 513 

distributors need to take systematic and collaborative approaches suited to respond to security 514 

threats and assess the resources required to mitigate them in a structured way. We suggested 515 

that these approaches contribute to protect security information flows and to promote a healthy 516 

cyber security awareness culture in organizations. Few distribution processes are designed to 517 

support the extensive adoption of work-from-home practices, and most of the related processes 518 

lack the right implanted controls. For example, a participant explained: 519 

We ensured the implementation of processes with complementary security controls to 520 

reduce the risk of cyberattacks. This helped those employees who had never done 521 

remote work and had never set up a VPN, and those employees that did not know the 522 

in-person requirements for VPN initiation. [Informant ID #13] 523 
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Consequently, in relation to the failure to manage risk, data security management is 524 

recommended to ensure data transparency regarding sales and the log management of devices. 525 

Regarding the support of secure remote-working tools, a participant argued: 526 

It was crucial to provide first-line support by temporarily deploying a security team in 527 

call centres. The security and IT desk had been added with the capacity to handle a 528 

large number of calls from those employees who were working from home, because 529 

these employees were setting up and installing the basic security tools—i.e., VPNs and 530 

MFA. [Informant ID #18] 531 

The reporting of and response to a cyberattack can efficiently be handled when employees 532 

work under a single roof, and IT officers are there to fix it. However, during a pandemic, when 533 

employees work from home, the only rule is to clarify the incident response protocol. Several 534 

training sessions were conducted in order to understand the digital risks and the suitable 535 

actions.  A respondent argued: 536 

Our IT team runs several sessions for employees on what to do and how to report in 537 

the event of a cyberattack threat. They build redundancy options into response 538 

protocols in order to avoid the stalling of responses. This made us confident in 539 

operating smooth distribution processes with high digitalization speed.[Informant ID 540 

#15] 541 

4.2.Digital seizing 542 

To address opportunities and mitigate threats, firms need seizing capabilities to avoid hubris, 543 

deception, bias, and delusion and to allow businesses to experiment with new business models 544 

(Teece, 2007). Seizing refers to the experimental capability that supports action and 545 

commitment by using techniques such as rapid prototyping and real options logic to effectively 546 

balance risk and reward (Day & Schoemaker, 2016). Digitalization has encouraged 547 

entrepreneurial firms to seize opportunities by experimenting with the decoupling, 548 

disintermediation, and the generativity of existing value chains, which has created radical 549 

business model innovations (Autio et al., 2018) 550 

4.2.1. Strategic agility 551 

To seize the opportunities and address any environmental threats, organizations need 552 

strategic agility. This refers to their ability to implement new strategies quickly and decisively 553 

when necessary. A firm can anticipate environmental changes and conduct strategic 554 

experiments with new business models or approaches to launch innovations in response to 555 

market dynamics (Lee, 2017). According to Warner and Wäger’s (2019) framework of digital 556 

dynamic capabilities, strategic agility is an important element of digital seizing. Warner and 557 
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Wäger (2019) explained strategic agility in the context of dynamic digital capabilities, such as 558 

rapidly allocating resources, accepting redirection and change, and pacing strategic responses. 559 

We found that those distributors that were successfully operating through new digital business 560 

models were strategically more agile. Some of the common practices found to have been 561 

enacted among agile distribution firms were: reallocating resources, convincing employees to 562 

accept change, training employees to adapt to new systems, implementing timely digital 563 

transformation, avoiding delays in adopting new digital technologies, and quickly adapting to 564 

business model innovations. For example, one respondent argued about the relocation of 565 

resources: 566 

Considering the urgency of the situation, we had to reallocate our resources—including 567 

human, financial, and physical ones—to address the challenges of the pandemic. We 568 

suspended our annual budget plan and came up with a contingency plan to address the 569 

new requirements and ensure the availability of the required resources. [Informant ID 570 

# 23] 571 

One participant added about convincing and training employees to accept the digital change: 572 

It was not easy for us to convince our employees to accept the new working system, we 573 

made it happen through continuous and rigorous training to improve their digital 574 

literacy. This training was very useful in encouraging our employees to quickly adjust 575 

their work routines according to the new system. [Informant ID # 18] 576 

One respondent argued the timely decision of digital technology adoption: 577 

The best thing we did was adopt these modern sales technologies well in time. Right at 578 

the beginning of the pandemic, when the government announced the first lockdown, we 579 

were ready to work with these technologies. [Informant ID #22] 580 

Another example of a supporting argument reflecting the importance of quick business 581 

model innovation was: 582 

It was a tough and risky decision due to the uncertainty caused by COVID-19, but we 583 

had to quickly transform our business model. We changed it by adopting digital tools 584 

to contact, serve, and manage our customers and markets before many of our 585 

competitors. This is one of the reasons we not only survived during the pandemic, but 586 

maintained our competitive position. [Informant ID #19] 587 

 588 

4.2.2. Balancing digital portfolios 589 

The balancing of digital portfolios, which is crucial for digital seizing, refers to scaling up 590 

innovative business models, setting the appropriate speed of execution, and utilizing internal 591 
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and external options (Warner & Wager, 2019). Our findings reveal that the balancing of digital 592 

portfolios plays a crucial role in preventing business failure. Our respondents reported that they 593 

acquired resources from lead firms that were utilizing external options and sharing their 594 

resources, including digital talent, with other distribution firms. For example, one respondent 595 

reported: 596 

Due to the pandemic, our business was on the verge of failure, but our lead firm came 597 

to the rescue by offering financial support and helping us to set up a digital 598 

infostructure. IT experts from the lead firm worked with us to train our employees to 599 

adapt to the new digital environment. [Informant ID #20] 600 

Another participant argued: 601 

We have good relationships with other industrial distributors in the region. This helped 602 

us greatly in acquiring new knowledge and insights and in sharing resources with each 603 

other. We took a collaborative approach with other industrial distributors selling 604 

different products; for example, by sharing online platforms to sell products. [Informant 605 

ID # 18] 606 

This ensured the fast and effective execution of new business models and ensured that 607 

employees at all levels were aligned with the new business models and strategies. In this way, 608 

our sample distribution firms ensured that their digital portfolios were balanced, leading to 609 

digital seizing.  610 

One respondent reported: 611 

As a business leader, I knew that buying these technologies was only the beginning of 612 

transformation, and the biggest challenge was to make our employees compatible with 613 

the new business model. We involved our employees in the planning process to give 614 

them a sense of ownership of the new plan. This helped us to successfully execute our 615 

new business model and avoid pandemic-driven business failure. [Informant ID #21] 616 

 617 

4.3.Digital transforming 618 

Sensing and seizing capabilities enable firms to create and discover opportunities, but to 619 

execute a digital strategy, firms need transforming capabilities to realize the full potential 620 

of strategic change (D. J. Teece & Linden, 2017; Warner & Wäger, 2019). Firms with 621 

transforming capabilities are those where an agile, entrepreneurial mindset is actively 622 
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cultivated within, with a broad expansive approach to external network-building as well 623 

(Day & Schoemaker, 2016). Thus, transforming capabilities support incumbents with the 624 

continuous strategic renewal of assets and organizational structures to ensure responsiveness 625 

in rapidly changing business environments (D. J. Teece, 2014).    Digital transformation is 626 

more challenging and firms must try to balance, building innovation capabilities alongside 627 

existing product innovation practices;  process and product innovations; collaborative 628 

tensions between employees and external stakeholders; and governance structures that 629 

ensure strategic agility (Svahn et al., 2017). Firms need to design digital strategies for rapid 630 

innovation and responsiveness to instigate novel value propositions and operational 631 

effectiveness (Matt et al., 2015; Warner & Wäger, 2019).       632 

4.3.1. Navigating innovation ecosystems by transforming distribution sales processes 633 

Navigating innovation ecosystems involves joining new digital ecosystems and exploiting new 634 

ecosystem capabilities (Warner & Wager, 2019). The pandemic has changed business 635 

innovation ecosystems, and B2B distributors are navigating them by transforming their 636 

distribution sales processes. B2B distributors are not just moving to the omnichannel, rather 637 

they have arrived. The term omnichannel refers to all the available touchpoints of a company 638 

(Verhoef et al., 2015), which, in an omnichannel context, are integrated and work 639 

simultaneously and seamlessly to provide a uniform experience (Hossain et al., 2020). The 640 

abrupt requirement of a digital business model suited to meet the needs of retailers during the 641 

COVID-19 pandemic forced B2B distributors to go omnichannel. Our research shows that, for 642 

B2B distributors, the omnichannel approach is not a trend; it is a pandemic turnaround that is 643 

a critical fixture for B2B sales. Our participants viewed omnichannel selling as the most 644 

effective way to secure business revenues during the pandemic. One respondent stated: 645 
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The shift in our sales development from face-to-face to online seems to be a more 646 

successful way to prevent our businesses from failing as a result of the pandemic 647 

restrictions. It mitigates the hurdle of acquiring and accessing new customers during 648 

lockdowns. [Informant ID #13] 649 

In distribution setups, omnichannel sales enabled the creation of a hybrid model in which 650 

sellers interact with their customers through apps, phones, and video, rather than in-person. 651 

The participants affirmed that in-person sales may return to being the norm in the post-652 

pandemic era. During the interviews, one of the distributors argued: 653 

The first key to business success during the pandemic was to change our sales mode to 654 

a hybrid one. As purchasing went omnichannel, we increased the number of our hybrid 655 

sellers. Interacting with retailers through phone apps and videos is even cost-effective 656 

because it reduces travel and other operating expenses as well. [Informant ID #16] 657 

The B2B distributors had firmly anchored e-Commerce in the omnichannel mix. One of the 658 

participants stated: 659 

Due to the increased interest of buyers in digital sales, we selected e-Commerce as the 660 

most popular route to the market. It is the most effective sales route, beating in-person 661 

visits and promoting video interactions. [Informant ID #04] 662 

At the same time, our sample distributors had overcome specific omnichannel pain points to 663 

capture growth and avoid business failure. A B2B distributor responded: 664 

A sudden increase in remote and digital sales is a learning curve for us. Our sales team 665 

had never worked from home in the past, and that is why the pain points were the sales 666 

team working from home and making remote interactions feel like original in-person 667 

practice. We continually innovate our sales practices by giving video demos to retailers 668 

to ensure smooth sales operations to avoid business loss. [Informant ID #01] 669 
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The omnichannel approach seems to have become a permanent fixture of B2B business 670 

operations. Those B2B distributors that have embraced this change and facilitated the buying 671 

and selling interactions among their business partners have turned this learning curve into a 672 

new path for business growth.  673 

The findings pertaining to the hybrid sales model adopted for the current B2B distribution 674 

processes prompted us to explore its impact on sales strategies and practices. Specifically, we 675 

explored how the threat of business failure enabled hybrid sales processes and changed the 676 

traditional face-to-face sales strategies of our sample B2B distributors. To understand the 677 

change in sales processes, we used the B2B selling steps suggested by Dubinsky(1981) and 678 

asked our sample distributors how they had transformed their sales processes to prevent 679 

business failure.  680 

The first step to generating sales involves finding and reaching sales prospects and points 681 

of sales (Thaichon et al., 2018) through an ideal sales force that comprises both internal and 682 

field sales teams (Sharma et al., 2020). We found that the ways in which prospects are found 683 

and leads are generated had changed during the pandemic. Before the pandemic, the 684 

distribution sales team used to prospect customers through, for example, personal visits, 685 

exhibitions, referrals, fairs, and inbound and outbound marketing. However, due to the 686 

pandemic and changing business needs, our sample distributors had adopted new strategies 687 

suited to prospect customers even in the presence of strict government pandemic restrictions—688 

i.e., social distancing, lockdowns, etc. Our respondents believed that the current prospecting 689 

and lead-generation techniques would persist even in the post-pandemic era. One participant 690 

stated: 691 

Before the pandemic, we were organizing fairs and exhibitions to reach our prospects, 692 

and also looking at other pre-approach strategies such as customer annual reports, 693 

prior relationships with customers, and company repute. However, this pandemic has 694 

reduced the budget for outdoor sales activities. Now we use webinars, social media 695 
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searches, and social listings to reach prospects and lead customers. [Informant ID 696 

#14]' 697 

Another distributor argued: 698 

Previously, our sales team used to pre-plan a sale, such as asking relevant suppliers 699 

about customers, discussing with other sales representatives, and sometimes reading 700 

their reports. But now, to prospect and pre-approach, the sales team uses more sales 701 

engagement tools than the old traditional ones discussed. [Informant ID #12] 702 

The pandemic crisis increased the need for advanced technology-enabled tools for the sales 703 

team to enhance its ability to perform. The interviewees highlighted the importance of the 704 

adoption and usage of blended technology by the B2B sales teams in order to generate higher 705 

sales volumes. Visiting customers face-to-face was no longer possible due to the government’s 706 

COVID-19 restrictions; it had therefore been crucial to train the sales team to use technological 707 

tools. Various social media sites and platforms enabled our sample B2B distributors to interact 708 

and communicate. The distribution sales team had been trained to communicate with their 709 

prospects and customers using social media platforms, shifting from face-to-face interactions 710 

to online ones, and our sample distributors stated that this would most likely remain a fixture 711 

of the sales processes in the post-pandemic era. A respondent stated: 712 

Although we had already been working to avoid any unnecessary visits of the sales team 713 

to retailers, the pandemic made it essential. Now, we meet our customers virtually, and 714 

we recommend using WebEx. We experienced it, and it is the best platform for virtual 715 

interaction. [Informant ID #11] 716 

Another distributor affirmed: 717 

Many of our business partners are now shifting to virtual interaction. The pandemic 718 

has put into question the need for face-to-face interactions even after it will have 719 
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passed; that is, will it be important to continue making face-to-face visits after the 720 

pandemic or will a blended approach involving face-to-face and virtual visits be 721 

required? Our answer is yes … we may need a blended approach, and we may prioritize 722 

face-to-face visits if necessary. But I assume that major sales operations will remain 723 

virtual. [Informant ID #07] 724 

Salespersons are the ideal resources able to take organizations out of crises. Epler & Leach 725 

(2021) highlighted the importance of a salesperson's ability to utilize any available resources 726 

to create business value during the COVID-19 pandemic. Those salespersons who, before the 727 

pandemic, used to make sales calls through brochures, handouts, and printouts had started to 728 

adopt digital tools. Similarly, in relation to handling sales complaints, they had begun to refer 729 

to used cases in a storytelling way. Likewise, sales deals were previously finalised through 730 

face-to-face visits; however, the distribution sales team had started to use e-signature software 731 

to close deals. Some interview participants added: 732 

We think that the presentation of brochures and handouts will become history. Our 733 

sales team has begun to operate in this digital environment, and we believe that this 734 

digital change may persist even after the pandemic.” [Informant ID #09] 735 

“There is an increasing trend of storytelling of successful customers and used cases, 736 

which is helpful to digitally bring prospects to a practical solution. We have started to 737 

upload success stories on our web pages to keep our customers upbeat and passionate 738 

about business development. [Informant ID #15] 739 

Although we were already using online platforms to communicate with our customers, 740 

the pandemic has sped up this activity. Now, our sales team uses the "DocVerify” e-741 

signature software to close small deals, but still personally visits customers for large 742 
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ones, which we think will completely change virtual deals in the next few months. 743 

[Informant ID #17] 744 

The findings of our study indicate that our successful sample B2B distributors had rapidly 745 

changed their sales team’s modus operandi according to the environmental needs and had 746 

enabled them to act digitally to generate revenues to prevent business failure. 747 

The B2B sales teams had been following up on sales by phone or face-to-face visits before 748 

the pandemic. The abrupt digital change in distribution sales processes and practices prompted 749 

them to engage in account-based marketing, whereby digital tools highlight any potential 750 

customers. In the presence of large numbers of customers, it is practically difficult to visit them 751 

in person (Hochstein et al., 2020). Therefore, a recurring theme in our interviews was reaching 752 

existing customers virtually. The B2B sales teams had been making sales calls via platforms 753 

like Zoom and had adopted a subscription model to the customers under the same interest. The 754 

subscription-based model and account-based marketing approach had proved to be effective 755 

tools in managing customer relationships during the pandemic, and the interviewees expected 756 

them to persist even in the post-pandemic era. An interviewee argued: 757 

Our sales team used to personally approach existing customers for sales growth; 758 

however, but due to lockdowns and other government-imposed restrictions, we first 759 

checked and then started to use those models that were being adopted by other 760 

distributors around the world. Now, we contact existing valuable customers through 761 

account-based calls, and we are receiving positive feedback from retailers, it is 762 

encouraging. [Informant ID #07] 763 

Another respondent argued: 764 

We realized that we could create value from existing customers more easily than by 765 

approaching new ones, which we didn’t have the time to pursue anyway. The pandemic 766 
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left us no choice but to generate revenue as quickly as possible. We set up a six-member 767 

sales team designed to interact with potential existing customers and generate instant 768 

value. We know, this is what a need of the time is. [Informant ID #05] 769 

These findings suggest that, in the context of the pandemic, distribution firms have been 770 

navigating the innovation ecosystem (Warner & Wagner, 2019). Following the digital DC 771 

view, this contributes to the digital transformation that gives rise to digital DCs. 772 

 773 

4.3.2.  Redesigning internal structures (Transforming the infrastructure) and improving 774 

digital maturity  775 

In relation to digital DCs, the redesign of internal structures refers to the digitalization of 776 

the business model and infrastructure, which contributes to digital transformation (Gosh et al., 777 

2021). The digital infrastructure refers to the digital technology tools and systems that provide 778 

communication, collaboration, and/or computing capabilities in support of innovation 779 

(Nambisan, 2017). Previously, our sample B2B distributors had only planned to adopt digital 780 

technologies. However, the sudden pandemic shock pushed them to accelerate the 781 

digitalization process to avoid business failure. The IT skills of all distribution networks 782 

emphasized the importance of a digital infrastructure suited to communicate with the new 783 

business landscape.  784 

 785 

For example, one distributor argued: 786 

While we were working to add a digital infrastructure to our distribution processes, we 787 

had made a procurement deal with IT service providers on hardware and software 788 

components, enterprise allocation software solutions, servers, data centres, etc. 789 

Usually, such infrastructure takes a lot of investment, power and space, so the 790 

digitalization process was a bit slow. However, COVID-19 forced us to speed up the 791 

introduction of a digital infrastructure because we had to save our business from 792 

falling. [Informant ID #17] 793 

We argue that a digital infrastructure plays a critical role, with its successful evolution 794 

depending on the flexibility of the distribution and scaling mechanisms of effectuation. Under 795 

conditions of uncertainty, unique circumstances make it impossible to draw inferences to 796 

estimate how much revenue a specific action will bring in the long run. 797 

However, given the novelty and innovative nature of the work climate in industrial 798 

networks, most of our respondents emphasized the importance of digital platforms for 799 
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procurement purposes. Research has highlighted the need to explore the dynamic nature of the 800 

impact of digitization on networking opportunities to foster existing B2B relationships (Pandey 801 

et al., 2020). These quotes illustrate how our B2B distributors were not ready for this digital 802 

change, but the pandemic urged them to adopt digital tools to prevent business failure. Another 803 

interviewee added: 804 

Our sales team used to generate orders from visiting retailers; however, due to the 805 

pandemic lockdown and social distancing, all sales team members had to limit physical 806 

interaction. Furthermore, the retailers had also requested to use an online platform for 807 

all procurement purposes. With the consent of our business partners, we introduced a 808 

central online application to streamline sales and purchases. This was connected to 809 

their inventory, suggesting possible orders of the products. This action not only reduced 810 

our go-to-market time, but also supported our business in generating revenues during 811 

the pandemic. [Informant ID #03] 812 

The COVID-19 pandemic has digitally changed the practices and processes of B2B 813 

distributors, which project this change to become a permanent part of the business model. As 814 

the economy continues to change and markets evolve, the pace of IT investment changes 815 

necessitates a more holistic approach to achieve their business objectives (Cao et al., 2012). A 816 

participant argued: 817 

“We extended our offer to present our business on all digital platforms and for all ... 818 

online banking, communication, apps, and digital presence ... most people use it, but 819 

some of them refuse it … but we need to do both. The development has been tremendous, 820 

as all of us could easily check the progress of the transformation.” [Informant ID #09] 821 

 822 

According to the digital DCs framework, it is referred to as digital transformation, i.e., 823 

redesigning internal structure by digitalizing the business model. 824 

The improvement of digital maturity is a prerequisite of digital transformation that 825 

contributes to DCs. It refers to identifying, recruiting, and leveraging the knowledge of 826 

employees with suitable digital skills (Warner & Wager, 2019). By focussing on the causes of 827 

failure and re-aligning their distribution processes, our study participants realized the need for 828 

digitally mature and skilled employees (i.e., digital capabilities) brought about by the changing 829 

business requirements during the pandemic. Our respondents highlight that how digital skills 830 

are crucial to avoid any misalignment of operations during the pandemic. A participant stated: 831 

So, as a business, we asked ourselves whether we had the right people to detect any 832 

significant business improvements during the pandemic. We hired team members who 833 
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were digitally talented to cope with the digital business requirements and to align our 834 

resources to fully avoid misalignment. [Informant ID #19] 835 

As a result, our sample distributors were able to address the distribution needs and problems 836 

associated with any unanticipated quality issues as quickly as possible. Our participants also 837 

outlined the scope of the new skills within the transformed distributor business model and 838 

highlighted the importance of appropriate digital capabilities to run a smooth business and 839 

prevent losses. They highlighted how they were less likely to adopt and understand the 840 

importance of digital DCs, take control of the information in the changing pandemic 841 

environment, provide collective rationalisation, avoid stereotypes, and apply alternative 842 

solutions that would avoid the magnitude of disruption and synergy. One participant stated: 843 

We need to know where we are headed and what immediate steps we need to take in 844 

this difficult business scenario. Naturally, we need technologists who can implement a 845 

digital infrastructure as quickly as required to mitigate the distribution process. 846 

[Informant ID #02] 847 

Considering the importance of digitalization, most of our respondents stated that 848 

understanding data analytics technologies were becoming necessary to develop smart sales 849 

solutions for customers. Building digital DCs and transferring new IT skills to distribution were 850 

also identified as needs. 851 

5. Discussion and implications 852 

The deterministic view literature has enhanced our understanding of external dangers 853 

(Amankwah-Amoah et al., 2021b); however, there is a paucity of insights into the unexpected 854 

and intense environmental shocks and other natural disasters that can bring about the failure of 855 

businesses (Damle et al., 2021). Many previous B2B marketing studies have identified the 856 

factors that contribute to failure in customer relationship management (King & Burgess, 2008), 857 

explored and recognized the failure recovery strategies employed by industrial suppliers (Wu 858 

et al., 2013), explored the determinants of key account sale failures from the buyers' perspective 859 

(Friend et al., 2014), and underlined the causes of failure in technological innovation 860 

(D’Attoma & Ieva, 2020). However, scholarly attention is still needed to understand how 861 

industrial distribution firms meet unprecedented customer demands and efficiently operate to 862 

prevent failure during a pandemic (Crick & Crick, 2020). We took a qualitative approach to 863 

explore how B2B distribution firms prevent business failure due to the abrupt shock of a 864 

pandemic and bounce back. In our study, we collected and analysed qualitative data drawn 865 

from the top managers of B2B industrial distribution firms and provided evidence of how B2B 866 
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distributors avoided business failures by developing digital DCs in response to the abrupt 867 

pandemic impact. 868 

5.1.Theoretical Contribution 869 

There are three key theoretical contributions to our study. First, in understanding the 870 

business survival strategies of B2B distribution firms during crises, we provide intuitions into 871 

the role of digital DCs (Warner & Wäger, 2019).  Although the B2B literature is becoming 872 

increasingly popular, research on how B2B distribution firms  prevent business failure during 873 

sudden exogenous shocks is still scarce (Kang et al., 2021); specifically, there is a need for 874 

research on the key action needs of distribution firms under a pandemic-driven pressure (M. 875 

Wang et al., 2021) and on the capabilities required by B2B distribution firms to prevent 876 

business failure in response to unprecedented environmental shocks like COVID-19. We 877 

therefore conducted this study during COVID-19 and highlighted the development and 878 

importance of digital DCs in the design of firm resources through the perspective of digital 879 

sensing, digital seizing, and digital transformation, which helped to respond to any sudden 880 

exogenous shocks and prevent business failure. Our findings provide exploratory evidence 881 

(Ghosh et al., 2021). We suggest that, when pandemic crises hamper customer access, aligning 882 

with a firm's human resource capital and IT infrastructure becomes necessary to avoid failure 883 

by developing greater digital DCs. More specifically, we reveal that after sensing a sudden 884 

exogenous shock of COVID-19, our B2B distribution firms transformed their several activities 885 

through digital seizing and reconfiguring. Those include a swift digital row-back; digital 886 

infrastructure, digital talent pool, technostress management, cyber security risk management, 887 

revamping omni channels, and digital transformation of distribution sales processes. Sensing 888 

and seizing business opportunities is indispensable to smoothly operate business operations, 889 

particularly in uncertain environments caused by pandemics like COVID-19 (Y. Wang et al., 890 

2020). In addition, B2B distribution firms re-organized and reconstructed resources and 891 

capabilities to continue business operations during the uncertain business environments 892 

(Cannas, 2021; Zahoor et al., 2022).  893 

Second,the current literature is scant to report the fact that organizations need digital sensing 894 

capabilities in the digital age (Nambisan, 2017; Sebastian et al., 2017). The study results reveal 895 

the importance of building new capabilities in digital mindset crafting and digital scenario 896 

planning to prevent business failure in uncertain business environments like COVID-19. 897 

Digital mindset crafting is a subset of strategic thinking (Mintzberg, 1994), and supports recent 898 

research that shows the requirement of strategic thinking to avoid business threats (Kane et al., 899 

2017). Our findings are consistent with the existing research that emphasises the building of 900 
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digital mind-crafting capabilities and digital scenario planning capabilities to cope with 901 

business challenges (Dong et al., 2016; Matt et al., 2015; Monteiro & Birkinshaw, 2017).  902 

Third, our study reveals the agile practices that are facilitated by digital seizing capabilities 903 

and thereby adds new knowledge to the strategic agility literature in the context of B2B 904 

distribution business failure prevention due to a pandemic. Exogenous shocks like COVID-19 905 

not only threaten the business survival but also come up with opportunities (Klyver & Nielsen, 906 

2021). Our study shows that these opportunities are retained by those B2B distribution firms 907 

that demonstrate strategic agility (García-Vidal et al., 2020). B2B distribution firms are in a 908 

position to prevent business loss by following agile practices like, relocating resources, 909 

convincing and training employees to accept the change, and ensuring digital transformation 910 

at the right time without delaying. Previous literature on strategic agility signifies decision 911 

leadership to stimulate market dynamism in agile firms (Pereira et al., 2021; Shin et al., 2015). 912 

Our study extends this line of research and shows that strategic agility helps B2B distribution 913 

firms in building strategic alternatives and making timely business decisions during a pandemic 914 

period like COVID-19.    915 

Finally, the study suggests an adaptive and hybrid sales force and contributes to the literature 916 

on digital dynamic capabilities by transforming the sales capabilities of B2B distribution firms. 917 

The current literature is scant on how the sales teams of B2B distributors respond to sudden 918 

exogenous shocks by adopting digital DCs aimed at business success (Guenzi & Habel, 2020), 919 

and on what type of sales activities are more likely to become permanent fixtures of business 920 

in the post-pandemic period. Our findings highlight the digital transformation of B2B 921 

distribution sales operations and point out the business sales strategies that have been adopted 922 

by the B2B distribution firms to prevent business failure, which is likely to become permanent 923 

in post-pandemic distribution setups. By studying the transformation of distribution sales 924 

processes, we demonstrate that distributors are likely to adopt an IT infrastructure and digital 925 

sales processes in response to the sudden exogenous shock caused by pandemics. Furthermore, 926 

we stipulate the importance of building adaptive B2B distribution sales teams that improve 927 

sales methods to generate business value and prevent failure during pandemic crises. The study 928 

provides a comprehensive perspective on building digital dynamic capabilities through a digital 929 

transformation at each step in the B2B sales funnel during an uncertain business environment. 930 

The article offers new insights into the existing B2B sales literature in the context of pandemics 931 

and crises (Rangarajan et al., 2021).      932 

5.2.Management implications  933 
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Our findings suggest that those distribution firms that consider improving their customer 934 

experience need to adopt flexible and connected technologies and to gain the ability to quickly 935 

scan the technological environment and develop the managerial capabilities suited to support 936 

deliveries. Importantly, distributors need to navigate the innovation ecosystem by transforming 937 

their sales processes by adopting digital sales technologies, online platforms, and taking an 938 

omnichannel approach. Aligning employees with a new digital system is crucial; firms can do 939 

so by creating a digital mindset, improving digital maturity, and achieving strategic agility. 940 

A collaborative approach to the ecosystem can help businesses in balancing their digital 941 

portfolios, which is essential to avoid failure amid a pandemic. Acquiring resources from the 942 

lead firm and sharing them with other distributors—i.e., utilizing external options—is useful 943 

to ensure the rapid and effective execution of a new business model. Relocating resources, 944 

convincing employees to accept change, and training employees to adopt new digital 945 

technologies enable firms to achieve swift business model innovation and enhance strategic 946 

agility to prevent failure. Suppliers and lead firms need to implement such triadic strategic 947 

alignment efforts to cope and perform better in the distribution market. Organizations have 948 

been forced to use their existing crisis management capabilities and technical assets to face 949 

possible business drops during a pandemic. B2B distributors should build adaptive sales teams 950 

capable of modifying and diversifying their sales methods to bring business value during 951 

pandemic crises. 952 

5.3.Limitations and avenues for further research 953 

Our qualitative study has various limitations that offer potential directions for future research. 954 

First, in our study, we focussed only on a B2B distributor network located in central east EU 955 

countries and a few non-EU countries. Therefore, it would be insightful to investigate how 956 

digital infrastructure and digital DCs affect the strategic investment decisions of both suppliers 957 

and distributors in other countries of the EU and also Asian countries, particularly in 958 

developing economies. Second, our study provides basic information on the process of 959 

avoiding B2B distribution business failure and bouncing back during a pandemic from the 960 

distributers’ perspective. It would thus be pertinent to perform more fine-grained and detailed 961 

analyses to explore the perspective of manufacturers focusing on the interaction between the 962 

distributors and manufacturers and how such interactions can shape the appropriate digital 963 

DCs, specifically to develop omnichannel strategies. It would be fruitful to examine the effect 964 

of supplier and distributor human capital traits on the sensing, seizing, and reconfiguration of 965 

external resources in the value chain through quantitative research where scholars can gather 966 

large sample data from distributors of many other manufacturers. Another avenue of future 967 
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research would involve identifying the specific unforeseeable events that may cause the large-968 

scale success and failure of distribution businesses. Lastly, this study put greater attention on 969 

the distributors themselves, rather than the relationship dimensions between the distributors 970 

and manufacturers.  The future studies can examine the value of the relationship dimensions, 971 

and the given information can be analysed to discuss the success or business failure in the 972 

perspective of digital dynamic capabilities. 973 

5.4.Conclusion 974 

This study focuses on and highlights the key digital changes occurring in B2B distributor 975 

business operations along with revolutionary changes in sales practices and processes. The 976 

study sets out to explore digital DCs that enable industrial B2B distribution firms to react to 977 

abrupt pandemic-driven challenges and prevent business failure. Using the exploratory study 978 

of 24 B2B distribution firms, we find that distribution firms enacted digital sensing, digital 979 

seizing, and digital reconfiguring activities to develop DCs, and survived during a pandemic 980 

crisis like the COVID-19. We argue that capitalizing on digital DCs—i.e., improving digital 981 

maturity through a digital talent pool, crafting a digital mindset, planning digital scenarios, 982 

achieving strategic agility, balancing digital portfolios, and navigating the innovation 983 

ecosystem by transforming distribution sales processes, redesigning the internal structure, that 984 

helps to prevent distribution business failure. Following Warner and Wäger (2019), the 985 

aggregate theme for the crafting of a digital mindset and planning digital scenarios is digital 986 

sensing. The achievement of strategic agility and the balancing of digital portfolios are 987 

aggregated as digital seizing (Warner & Wäger, 2019). The aggregate theme for navigating the 988 

innovation ecosystem, redesigning the internal structure, and improving digital maturity is 989 

digital transformation (Warner & Wäger, 2019). Together, these dimensions form the digital 990 

DCs (Gosh et al., 2021) that help avoid business failure.  991 

We also find that DCs (i.e., digital transformation) enhance distribution agility by altering 992 

traditional sales processes towards an adaptive B2B distribution sales model that is capable of 993 

modifying and diversifying sales methods to sustain distribution business. These findings are 994 

partially consistent with those of Gosh et al. (2021), (Zahoor et al., 2022) and Tabaklar et al. 995 

(2021); however, our study has focussed on the unique context of industrial B2B distribution 996 

firms. Taken together, digital DCs strengthened the internal infrastructure of B2B distribution 997 

firms, transformed traditional sales processes, and aligned employees to the ongoing digital 998 

transformation within distribution networks to compete with uncertain business environments.  999 

 1000 

  1001 
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Appendix-1: (Interview script) 1002 

1- How do you plan the quick business model transformation to avoid business loss in 1003 

these days of lockdown? 1004 
 1005 

2- In the time of pandemic and lockdown, what is the most effective way to secure your 1006 
distribution business revenue? 1007 

 1008 
3- How do you manage your sales? Have you made any specific changes in sales 1009 

operations?  1010 
 1011 

4- As most of the firms have introduced work-from-home for their employees. Does it 1012 
apply to your distribution sales team as well? If yes, then how did you train your sales 1013 

team to respond to a such sudden change in working conditions? 1014 
 1015 

5- How does the distribution sales team reach to prospects in this pandemic period?  1016 
 1017 

6- Do you think that the need for virtual interaction with customers and suppliers will 1018 
last in future as well? 1019 

 1020 

7- How did you gain capabilities to work through new digital technologies 1021 

 1022 

8- Could you please share some examples of how digital technologies enabled you to 1023 

survive amid the pandemic. 1024 
 1025 

9- How do you close the sales call on distribution setups? Is it the same way or a bit 1026 
changed?  1027 

 1028 
10- How do you approach your customers in these pandemic days? 1029 

 1030 
11- Do you think that the sudden pandemic shock expedites the digitalization process in 1031 

your business models? Please share some examples. 1032 
 1033 

12- How and what kind of digital tools you have started to use in this lockdown days to 1034 
prevent your business fall? 1035 

 1036 
13- How does your distribution team prepare for any digital change? 1037 

 1038 
14- How do you manage to prepare your staff for digital change? 1039 

 1040 

15- Do you think that managing technostress is important in these 1041 

  1042 
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