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Abstract

The essence of this research is to shed light on use and importance of artificial intel-
ligence (AI) in commercial activity. As such, the objective of the present study is to 
understand the impact of AI tools on the development of business functions and if 
they can be affirmed as a means of help or as a substitute for these functions. In-depth 
interviews were conducted with 15 commercial managers from technological SMEs. 
The results indicate that all the participants use AI systems frequently, that these tools 
assist in developing of their functions, allowing having more time and better prepar-
ing to solve the commercial problems. The findings also indicate that the tools used by 
commercials are still somewhat limited, and companies should focus on their training 
and development in AI, as well as the training of their commercials. Furthermore, the 
results show that firms intend to use the data collection and the analytical tool that en-
able real-time response and customization according to customer needs.

Renato Costa (Portugal), Álvaro Dias (Portugal), Leandro Pereira (Portugal),  
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INTRODUCTION

In the current context, there is clear importance that AI has assumed 
in several areas, such as radiology (Paiva & Prevedello, 2017), cardiol-
ogy (Mesquita, 2017), data analysis (Sharma, Mithas, & Kankanhalli, 
2014), marketing and sales (Martínez-Lopez & Casillas, 2013). AI is 
seen as a powerful tool in the development of daily tasks in each of 
these areas, helping stakeholders make better decisions and optimiz-
ing the response time of professionals. However, some questions arise: 
what kind of intelligent machines and what functions will they be able 
to perform, and above all, what place will the human being occupy 
when this happens? Is it just a means of help, or can AI become a sub-
stitute for some functions in the future? As such, the main motivation 
for this article is to try to find some answers to the questions posed, as 
well as to understand this theme so in, and that is present through the 
most varied forms in our daily lives. Furthermore, this article aims to 
understand what type of AI systems’ are used in commercial area, and 
how these tools can be used for development of daily tasks.

It will also be one of the objectives of this research to understand how 
business professionals look at this type of AI system in the future. In other 
words, the intention is to understand if they value these systems, how they 
view them for the future of their function and the organization itself, and 
what perception they have about the way companies look at these AI tools.

Considering the literature, more and more authors, such as Ahearne 
(2017), Nartissa (2012), Steenburgh and Ahearne (2012), and Palmatier 
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(2017), argue that there must be a partnership between universities and firms, to solve everyday-life 
problems. And this is only likely to happen if companies provide real data that impact the studies per-
formed. Another objective of this research will be to understand how professionals in the commercial 
area look at this type of partnership, value training and how, if exists, they seek knowledge to find the 
solutions in their daily lives.

This paper is divided into two parts: theoretical and an empirical part. The first part is divided into con-
cept and framework, studies conducted in the commercial area, and studies linking AI and the com-
mercial area. The second part concerns the research methodology, the results, and the discussion. In the 
end, the conclusions are presented.

1. LITERATURE REVIEW

1.1. AI concept and evolution

According to Lustosa (2004), the term AI first 
appeared in 1956. The idea was that machines 
have the same human intelligence capabilities 
and could reproduce intelligent behavior. Gunkel 
(2012) stated that the concept of AI was first de-
fined and characterized by Alan Turing in 1950. 
The term AI is related to the development of ex-
pert systems to solve the problems in specific ar-
eas, such as medicine, which has benefited greatly 
from AI developments (Mendes, 1997). The incor-
poration of a natural language into the expert sys-
tem is simple, and that obeys the semantic rules 
(Mendes, 1997). 

Costa (2009) stated that AI includes the methods, 
tools, and systems for solving the problems that 
typically require the use of human intelligence. 
Other living systems also have intelligence and 
complex problem-solving capabilities, adapting to 
new realities. Thus, AI can also be considered as 
the ability to systematize the problem-solving by 
observing the complex systems existing in living 
nature.

According to Costa (2009), when living systems 
identify a problem, they react adaptively way by 
performing three complex tasks: pattern recogni-
tion in images and sounds, language processing, 
and action planning and prediction. Costa (2009) 
also argues that heuristics is closely related to 
problem-solving. This is because heuristics, which 
means discovery, is based on experience, ration-
al ideas and rules, despite the common sense as-
sociated with the concept. Thus, the author con-
siders that one of the major challenges of AI will 

be to integrate the heuristics by establishing the 
mathematical and algorithmic methods, enabling 
its use in a computer system. Still, according to 
Costa (2009), an artificial neural network (ANN) 
is a machine designed to model the way the brain 
performs its tasks. These resemble the brain be-
cause knowledge comes from experience through 
a learning process, and the connecting forces be-
tween neurons allow accumulating the acquired 
knowledge. 

The author argues that AI and ANN are very use-
ful techniques for the study of zootechnics, as they 
allow more effective by processing real the in-
formation through simulations. However, Costa 
(2009) argues that the zootechnician cannot be 
abolished from the equation, as it is this subject 
who inserts the data into the machine and who 
oversees the entire process.

Sarfati (2016) states that AI is machine learning 
and believes that both AI and the collaborative 
economy will have a major impact on social rela-
tionships. Without broadening the concept of col-
laborative economics, as this is not the objective 
of this paper, it refers to a type of business that 
involves peer to peer or P2P exchanges, such as 
the platform. Sarfati (2016) refers to Tesla S model 
that, in addition to the constant innovations that 
are made in the automotive industry year after 
year, has incorporated an autopilot system fueled 
by AI algorithms. He also states that the system 
can learn and improve its performance after each 
trip and make safer decisions than a human being.

Sarfati (2016) also warns that AI is moving to-
wards a future replacement of human beings in 
routine and repetitive tasks. According to Sarfati 
(2016), AI can assert itself as a substitute for less-
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skilled jobs by creating cheaper and more effi-
cient automated solutions, confirming the above 
with the following example: “In the last 15 years, 
the US economy has grown 15% and the employ-
ment level fell 1%.” Given a more recent perspec-
tive, Mesquita (2017) says that AI is defined as a 
set of items (e.g., algorithms, robotics, and neural 
networks), which allows the software to have intel-
ligence capabilities compared to that of a human 
being, including the ability to learn with minimal 
human interference.

The subject that has been approached so far can be 
found in many different forms and sciences. It can 
be evidenced that it is approached in various con-
texts and occasions. Recent studies that have most 
motivated the enthusiasm of the scientific com-
munity and medicine concern AI and the concept 
of machine learning, which means the ability of a 
system or computer to learn over time (Mesquita, 
2017).

Obermayer and Emanuel (2016) suggest that in a 
digital age, where information is directly collected 
from patients through examinations (e.g. radiolo-
gy), the need for medics increases. Machine learn-
ing contributes once again to automated deci-
sion-making, thus adding the ability to collect the 
data without human intervention automatically. 
The bottom line is autonomous and more effective 
machine to make decisions better than humans. 

Unlike Obermayer and Emanuel (2016), medi-
cine is considered an area where specialists are 
extremely difficult to replace (Mesquita, 2017). 
However, the use of these machines makes perfect 
sense and that it improves the doctor’s ability to 
make a better decision and with a significant re-
duction in the analysis process (Mesquita, 2017).

From a corporate perspective, Lustosa (2004) 
states that AI is already present in many compa-
nies through data mining and is a fundamental 
part of the decision-making process because it 
generates strategic information not always recog-
nized by human analysts.

According to Lustosa (2004), AI is also present in 
network management systems, e-commerce, and 
distance education. Intelligent agent technology 
allows negotiating between the system and the hu-

man user, while always monitoring the surround-
ing environment, generating the information that 
can be further analyzed by other intelligent sys-
tems or even humans. 

Lustosa (2004) states that the evolution that com-
puters have been undergoing since they appeared 
was astounding, and questions what might hap-
pen or become possible if AI progresses to the 
same extent and at the same pace. What kind of 
intelligent machines and what functions will they 
be able to perform, and most of all, what place will 
a human being occupy when this happens? 

Dornelles (2018) carried out a study that aimed 
to use ANN-based AI and genetic algorithms, to 
predict oat grain yield (oat sativa) and to optimize 
seeding density in the main succession systems of 
Southern Brazil. Dornelles (2018) concludes that 
the use of AI, through ANN techniques and ge-
netic algorithms, allows efficiently simulating oat 
grain yield with better optimization of sowing 
density when compared to traditional polynomial 
regression models.

Within the study by the above author, other stud-
ies with a similar basis have been developed. It 
can be said in a study conducted 14 years earlier, 
where it can be understood that the basis is simi-
lar, since it addresses the theme of ANN (Poersch, 
2004). Connectionism, which is based on a paral-
lel distribution processor, seeks to design comput-
ers inspired by the human brain. The number of 
neurons that make up the neural network is close-
ly related to the learning algorithm designed to 
train the network. This neural network consists of 
three layers: an input neuron layer, an intermedi-
ate neuron layer, and an output layer. The middle 
layer is responsible for the network learning pro-
cess (Poersch, 2004).

Poersch (2004) also states that cognition science is 
the study of intelligence and computational pro-
cesses. According to neuroscience, it is the area 
of knowledge that studies the input, storage, pro-
cessing, and retrieval of knowledge, both declara-
tive and procedural, whether natural or comput-
er simulated. Poersch (2004) argues that a neural 
network is constituted as a machine designed to 
simulate the way the brain performs a certain task 
or function. 
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Thus, for Paiva and Prevedello (2017), AI will bring 
professional changes for radiologists, just as it has 
changed some aspects of people’s lives, such as 
electricity, internet, thus improving people’s qual-
ity of life. But it is not only in radiology that AI 
has had an impact, in medicine, this has also hap-
pened, as has been the development of software 
to identify the malignant dermatological lesions. 
Lab exams are also analyzed almost automatical-
ly. Paiva and Prevedello (2017) consider that these 
technological advances are mainly due to three 
factors: the abundance of existing data, the devel-
opment of ANN, and reduced hardware cost. 

Regarding the development of neural networks, 
they permit an increase in efficiency, recogniz-
ing, in some studies, that the effectiveness of the 
machine surpassed the effectiveness of humans 
(Paiva & Prevedello, 2017).

According to Paiva and Prevedello (2017), the im-
pact of AI on the routine of radiologists must be 
progressive because there is the software that pro-
vides the data that cannot be extracted from the 
images, but the importance of radiologists in in-
tegrating the information obtained through the 
data from AI.

Paiva and Prevedello (2017) also think that radi-
ologists should integrate these techniques into 
their daily lives in order to provide better service 
to patients.

1.2. Studies carried out  
in the commercial area

Increasingly, companies are seeking to build close 
relationships with research centers and business 
schools. This trend is the result of research that 
has been done that has helped companies evolve 
the way business is done today, and it also leads 
to a natural evolution of theoretical knowledge 
(Ahearne, 2017; Nartissa, 2012; Steenburgh & 
Ahearne, 2012).

Despite the advances made in the research con-
ducted in the area of marketing, in the sales area, 
advances are scarcer (Ahearne, 2017). Most like-
ly because sales executives wonder what the real 
impact sales studies can have. One of the barri-
ers that most sales researchers have encountered 

is access to quality business data, and the need to 
identify the issues that are truly impacting for the 
academic community and sales directors at the 
same time. 

According to Ahearne (2017) for decades, business 
schools have been conducting the investigations, 
mainly in the areas of finance and marketing, in 
order to improve the student education. However, 
Kumar (2017) says that research that is not based 
on evidence makes it difficult for students to ap-
ply what is learned in the real world, due to its 
extremely theoretical nature. As suggested by 
Wetherbe and Eckhardt (2014), many business 
schools conduct a great deal of research, which 
generates a great deal of interest from the academ-
ic community, but of little interest in the business 
world. Taking the example of medicine, which 
conducts research that can be applied in practice 
by health care professionals, much of the research 
carried out at management level lacks applicability 
in practice. If this happens, Ahearne (2017) consid-
ers that companies may become more interested. 

Lilien (2017) also states that to teach effectively, it 
is necessary to “tackle” real problems, have a high 
degree of expertise, access the data, and have re-
sources to get started. 

Palmatier (2017) states that the most successful re-
search centers have five key factors: strong leader-
ship, production of relevant research, strong rela-
tionships with firm directors, a diverse and well-co-
ordinated team of students, researchers, theorists, 
and teachers, and a related academic community. 
For Nartissa (2012), most microenterprises are con-
centrated on direct management and production, 
not on research. They do not reach their full poten-
tial due to lack of knowledge about method, skills, 
and new trends in science and research.

Steenburgh and Ahearne (2018) presuppose un-
derstanding how to sell new products by the prop-
er training of salespeople, or massively betting on 
product demos. Steenburgh and Ahearne (2018) 
suggest that the most successful sellers are those 
who constantly want to learn because custom-
ers want to know exactly the history of the prod-
ucts they buy. Therefore, it is necessary to create a 
mindset of demand, research and development in 
corporate salespeople.
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Steenburgh and Ahearne (2018) state that the 
time spent in each customer is longer for a seller 
selling a new product than a seller who sells reg-
ular goods. The authors also suggest that compa-
nies should have a candidate selection system that 
includes an analysis of their skills and market 
knowledge. Another point is the training program 
that the company must provide to the seller of a 
new product, which should be based on the acqui-
sition of new skills, as well as personal growth, as 
selling new products puts the sellers’ confidence 
to the test.

Steenburgh and Ahearne (2018) say that the man-
agers’ thinking must also change in order to have 
the same attitude of seeking knowledge, as well as 
applying and trying new strategies and approach-
es to the market. In other words, basically putting 
themselves on the line and putting the seller on 
the line, not just blaming the product when it does 
not fit the market at some point.

Finally, Steenburgh and Ahearne (2018) conclude 
that the companies questioned admit that invest-
ing in research and development is not sufficient, 
there must be a commitment to commercializa-
tion (e.g., effective seller selection, training and 
coaching processes), and not only in launching 
the innovative ideas and products.

1.3. AI trends in the commercial area

Zoltners, Sinha, and Lorimer (2018) address-
ing the issue of decreasing sales forces, state that 
many industries have had to decrease their sales 
force. They indicate several reasons for these cuts, 
such as changes in a dynamic market, as well as 
consumer needs, new sales channels, and market 
growth slowdown; changing company strategy, 
including new priority and more specialized prod-
ucts/markets; the desire to increase productivity 
by eliminating unproductive and inefficient sales 
times, reducing the cost of sales. A sales force de-
crease is always a stressful and cumbersome event 
(Zoltners et al., 2018). These cuts do not always 
happen for the right reasons and in the best way, 
leading to the loss of key customers and a decrease 
in sales team performance.

Furthermore, the internet has transformed the tra-
ditional marketing model and its system (Khatibi, 

Thyagarajan, & Seetharaman, 2003). Khatibi et 
al. (2003) also conclude that most of the compa-
nies interviewed consider that e-commerce is a 
real competitive advantage and that competing 
companies that ignore this technological advance 
will eventually close down. The companies inter-
viewed consider e-commerce to be the future, and 
it is a benefit to providing the information, spread-
ing the company’s image, improving the business 
processes, and customer service. 

On the other hand, Sharma et al. (2014), state that 
in recent years, interest in the subject of big da-
ta and analytics has increased, by companies and 
researchers in the areas of AI and management, 
due to its potential to increase the organizational 
performance. According to Sharma et al. (2014), at 
the same time that automated AI systems process 
the data, they also generate a significant amount 
of information. This information can and should 
be used to make better decisions.

Managers and analysts nowadays have at their 
disposal a huge amount of analytical tools such 
as data analysis, data mining, and data visualiza-
tion. However, in order to be able to process the 
data and gather the information from these sys-
tems, analysts and managers are critical because 
they must constantly enter the data into the sys-
tem so that it can evolve at the informational level 
(Sharma et al., 2014). 

Only in this way, as mentioned above, is informa-
tion about the business processed, which allows 
increasing the organizational performance, as 
well as operational level, in the employees’ daily 
tasks (Sharma et al., 2014). Its main objective is to 
optimize the work of each one, either in a man-
agement function (e.g., costs and income), which 
is more of analysis and planning, or in a more op-
erational function, such as the salesperson.

Sharma et al. (2014) affirm that the fact that these 
systems produce the information alone is not 
enough to improve the performance. Dealing 
with this type of systems needs proper training 
and know-how to interpret and value the informa-
tion obtained to make good decisions. Therefore, 
the authors state that the use of these analysis 
systems depends largely on each person. Sharma 
et al. (2014) state that the use of business intelli-
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gence enables the companies to better understand 
their business problems, as well as the market in 
which they operate, identifying the opportunities 
through analysis of current operations, and which 
may lead to new forms of financial return or sav-
ings costs.

Sharma et al. (2014) conclude that analysts and 
managers should pay particular attention to infor-
mation that creates value while ignoring less rele-
vant ones. By value creation, the authors mean in-
formation that is important to make strategic and 
operational, day-to-day decisions. 

2. METHODOLOGY

This research was based on a pragmatic or induc-
tive character, and a non-probabilistic conveni-

ence sample, constituted according to the availa-
bility and accessibility of the elements addressed 
(Carmo & Ferreira, 1998). Fifteen interviews were 
conducted with commercials from various com-
panies. However, it is important to note that these 
were intentional to constitute the sample since the 
participants who best represented the investigat-
ed the phenomenon in terms of knowledge were 
selected. Although the response rate is consid-
ered satisfactory, the findings of this investigation 
should be carefully taken from a small sample. 
Thus, given the impossibility of making generali-
zations, this factor presents itself as the main limi-
tation of this investigation, with the due exception 
that generalization was not a primary objective 
either.

Regarding the methodology applied, this research 
was based on a set of primary sources, from the 

Figure 1. Categorization and coding of the interview corpus for qualitative analysis

Generic categories SubcategoriesMain category

1.1. AI current trends 

in the commercial area 

1.2. E-commerce, data 

analytics and business 

intelligence

1.1.1. Perception 

about the impact of 

the AI in the process of 

commercial decision

1.2.1. AI tools might 

replace the 

commercials

1.2.2. AI tools as 

competitive advantage 

1.2.4. AI tools as used 

by commercials and 

commercial managers

1.2.3. How companies 

look at AI tools from 

the commercial’s 

perspective

1. The impact of the AI

in the commercial area
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application of surveys on semi-structured in-
terviews to commercials from various compa-
nies, and from secondary sources, through bib-
liographic research and information processing, 
comprised in the systematized study developed in 
books, magazines, scientific articles, and electron-
ic networks. 

Regarding the qualitative analysis technique used 
to interpret the data reproduced in the interviews, 
it was translated into a content analysis, trying to 
relate the semantic (significant) structures with 
the sociological (meaning) structures, in order to 
articulate the surface of the texts with the factors 
that determine their characteristics (psychosocial 
variables, cultural context and context, process-
es, and message reproduction) (Duriau, Reger, & 
Pfarrer, 2007). Figure 1 details the categorization 
and codification of the in-depth interview that 
gave rise to the qualitative analysis.

From the voice reproductions, the process, sys-
tematization and expression of message content, 
promoted by content analysis, was organized in 
accordance with the three chronological poles of 
Bardin (1977), in other words, a first phase, where 
ideas were organized and systematized, and a sec-
ond phase, in which all the material was explored, 
and the treatment and its interpretations of the re-
sults obtained were performed at the end. 

In Table 1, on the other hand, it is possible to 
analyze the relationship between the study ob-
jectives, the research questions elaborated, and 
their connection with the literature review pre-
viously made.

At the beginning of the interviews, all the varia-
bles were collected that could statistically charac-
terize the sample, especially regarding its demog-
raphy, age group, gender, qualifications, and aca-
demic background, in order to understand the ex-
isting sample regarding its nature and dimension 
of experience and professional knowledge (Freitas, 
2013). Finally, we proceeded to the content analy-
sis of the answers in order to obtain the data that 
later allowed to draw theoretical and empirical 
conclusions. 

From the total number of interviewees, 20% were 
men and 80% women. Regarding the academ-
ic qualifications, five respondents (33%) have no 
higher education, 6 (40%) has a BA degree, 5 (33%) 
have a MsC degree. Regarding the period in their 
company, the average years is 3.8 years, and the 
average time of the interviewees in the commer-
cial area is 6.5 years. This distribution is represent-
ative of the Portuguese labor market on the com-
mercial area. According to the ESC (2014) report, 
the proportions in gender and education are very 
close to the sample.

3. RESULTS

3.1. Perception of the impact of AI  
on commercial decision-making

By analyzing Table 2, two types of impacts are con-
sidered by respondents relating to the role that AI 
tools have in the decision-making of commercials. 
These findings are aligned with Lustosa (2004), 
Mosque (2017), and Dornelles (2018) regarding 

Table 1. Framework of the research objectives and research questions

Objective Research questions Framework
Analyze the role of AI in the 
commercial area, its impact 
on the performance of 
commercial employees, and in 
the decision-making process

Q1 – What is the impact of AI tools (e.g., data 
analysis and processing systems) on the daily 
commercial decision-making process?

Martinez and Casillas (2013), Sharma et al. (2014), 
Lustosa (2004), Mesquita (2017), Dornelles (2018)

Verify which AI tools are 
used by commercials, and to 
understand the perception 
about the use of these tools

Q2 – Are AI tools a substitute for business 
professionals, or will they help in the 
development of their functions?

Martinez and Casillas (2013), Sharma et al. (2014), 
Zoltners et al. (2018), Khatibi et al. (2003), Costa 
(2009), Sarfati (2016), Lustosa (2004)

Q3 – How do companies view these types of AI 
tools?

Sharma et al. (2014), Costa (2009), Sarfati (2016), 
Obermayer and Emanuel (2016), Mesquita (2017), 
Paiva and Prevedello (2017)

Q4 – Are AI tools seen as a competitive 
advantage?

Martinez and Casillas (2013), Sharma et al. (2014), 
Zoltners et al. (2018), Khatibi et al. (2003)

Q5 – What type of AI tools might be useful for 
commercials and business managers to use?

Nartissa (2012), Steenburgh and Ahearne (2018), 
Zoltners et al. (2018)



448

Problems and Perspectives in Management, Volume 17, Issue 4, 2019

http://dx.doi.org/10.21511/ppm.17(4).2019.36

the facilitation of AI systems in decision-making.

Most respondents find that the AI tools they use 
in their daily lives help them negotiate better with 
their customers and, therefore, make better deci-
sions in line with the argument of Martinez and 
Casillas (2013) considering AI tools to produce the 
automated decisions. 

During the interviews, respondents mentioned 
the quality and quantity of information coming 
from the tools they use, as we can see in Table 2. 
However, giving more value to the quality of in-
formation, rather than quantity. One can also ob-
serve that four of the respondents affirm that AI 
tools allow them to have access to comparative 
market data and define the action plans, thus giv-
ing them a greater ability to argue with the client. 
These data allow partially confirming Sharma 
et al.’s (2014) argument, where AI tools generate 
a quantity and quality of information that has a 
great impact on the performance of companies 
and their employees.

Table 2. Impact AI tools have on commercial 
work

Key ideas Frequency Respondents
AI can help on routine tasks 1 1

Help in commercial 
decision-making 11 2, 3, 6 to 15

The amount of information 
coming from AI tools 
facilitates client negotiation

8 2, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 
9, 11

AI tools allows comparing 
market data, with greater 
argumentative capacity

4 4, 8, 9, 10

AI tools have been changing 
the functions of commercials 4 5, 9, 12, 14

3.2. AI tools may replace commercials

Looking at Table 3, it can be seen that 13 respond-
ents consider that AI tools will continue to be a 
means of assisting in the development of daily 
commercial tasks. To justify this point of view, 8 
respondents also state that the commercial func-
tion still has a large weight, regarding the human 
relationship that is created with the customer. 

This perspective reinforces what we are told in 
the literature by Costa (2009) and Paiva and 
Prevedello (2017), regarding the difficulty of re-

placement by AI tools in certain functions. In 
this particular case, the respondents consider that 
there are social skills in the commercial function 
and techniques (e.g., negotiation) that are difficult 
to reproduce by an AI system. Hence the vast ma-
jority of respondents consider that hardly an AI 
system can replace a commercial.

On the other hand, we can see that 2 respondents 
state that, in some areas and industries where work 
is more routine, substitution may occur, while in 
others, it will remain as a means of help. This per-
spective partially supports the view of Obermayer 
and Emanuel (2016) concerning the replacement 
of more automated functions. Although they do 
not mention it directly, when respondents talk 
about a possible replacement in some industries, 
this will eventually lead to a decrease in the sales 
force. In this case, the theory of Zoltners et al. 
(2018), when it states that the emergence of AI sys-
tems is generating the increasing interest and that 
this has led to the decrease of some sales forces. 

Table 3. Commercial perspective about the 
future impact of IA tools in the commercial area 

Key ideas Frequency Respondents
AI tools are and will continue to 
be a help in developing business 
functions

13 1, 2, 3, 5 to 15

It is difficult for an AI tool to 
perform trading functions 3 1, 7, 8

The commercial function still 
has a large weight in the human 
relationship with the customer

8 2, 5, 6, 8, 10, 
11, 13, 14

In some industries where work 
is more routine, AI tools may 
become a substitute, in others 
where it is not, AI tools will be 
an aid

2 4, 12

3.3. AI tools as competitive 
advantage

About 53% of respondents (Table 4) consider 
that AI tools may replace commercial functions 
that will depend on business-to-business strat-
egy, vision, and profitability. On the other hand, 
53% of respondents also mention that companies 
view AI tools as a means of assisting in the devel-
opment of daily tasks, as advocated by Lustosa 
(2004), Mosque (2017), Dornelles (2018). On this 
vein, respondents show some reticence regarding 
this theme, when asked about the possible view 



449

Problems and Perspectives in Management, Volume 17, Issue 4, 2019

http://dx.doi.org/10.21511/ppm.17(4).2019.36

that the company has about its functions. On the 
one hand, they consider that their function is ir-
replaceable; however, they admit that the perma-
nence or not of their function in the future may 
have to do with the company’s view of its business 
and profitability.

Reinforcing the point above, a third of respond-
ents say that AI tools are the future and that if 
companies that want to evolve and stay on trend, 
have to keep up with those same trends, and in-
creasingly use these tools. A third of respondents 
also say that in more routine roles, the company 
may consider replacing, but even with a more au-
tonomous tool, human supervision will be needed. 

In this case, the respondents believe that a partial 
substitution may happen, meeting what was veri-
fied in the literature review in the articles by Costa 
(2009), Sarfati (2016), Mosque (2017), Lustosa 
(2004), Paiva and Prevedello (2017) who consider 
that they concluded that professionals in other ar-
eas could not be replaced by an AI system, as they 
still need human supervision.

As for the e-commerce issue, it was never men-
tioned in this part of the interview by the respond-
ents. Regarding the point defended by Martinez 
and Casillas (2013), Sharma et al. (2014), Zoltners 
et al. (2018), Khatibi et al. (2003), Costa (2009), and 
Sarfati (2016), it is found that respondents consid-
er their function difficult to replace by AI systems 
because they consider the commercial function 
still highly dependent on customer relationship. 
However, respondents feel that companies, de-
pending on the industry in which they operate, 
may think of a partial or even total replacement, 

depending on their business vision and company 
profitability.

3.4. How companies look at AI tools 
from a commercial perspective 

Looking at Table 5, all respondents consider that 
there is a clear advantage in the use of AI tools by 
commercials and companies. These data support the 
theory of Martinez and Casillas (2013), Sharma et 
al. (2014), Zoltners et al. (2018), Khatibi et al. (2003), 
when they state that the use of these tools was a great 
advance for companies. 

Respondents consider that the use of these tools to-
day should be a priority in any company, as it assists 
the commercial in the development of their daily 
tasks, either in the information collection and deci-
sion-making, as Martinez and Casillas (2013) argue. 
Respondents also value information allowing them 
to access more and better information. Sharma et 
al.’s (2014) perspective about AI tools and their tech-
nological advances, transforming employee’s roles in 
companies is supported.

Hierarchically, in the table we can also see that 
the most cited justification by respondents to sup-
port their response, is that AI tools allow more re-
al-time access to customer information. The sec-
ond most mentioned justification has to do with 
the possibility that AI tools make it possible to 
make a more conscious decision, given the data 
presented. And lastly, three of the respondents jus-
tify that AI tools are a competitive advantage over 
other companies that do not use them, stating that 
there is a clear advantage for companies that fol-
low technology development.

Table 4. Companies perspective, according to commercials, about the future impact of AI tools on 
business

Key ideas Frequency Respondents
Very helpful, due to the difficulty of AI in negotiation 4 1, 7, 8, 14

There may be more automated AI tools (under the supervision of a human-being) 5 1, 6, 7, 11, 14

It may depend on B2B strategy, vision, and profitability 8 2, 4, 8, 9, 10, 11, 
12, 15

AI as a mean for the development of business tasks 8 2, 4, 5, 6, 8, 9, 
13, 14

Companies that want to evolve will have to follow the trend as traditional methods are falling 
further behind 5 3, 5, 8, 9, 15

Some companies pay little attention to AI 2 6, 12
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3.5. AI tools used by commercials  
and commercial managers

Looking at Table 6, it can be seen that most of the 
respondents, about one-third, do not know or are 
unaware of what type of AI tools could be useful 
for their daily tasks. These results suggest that 
firms’ should invest in AI training. Nartissa (2012) 
talks about research and training partnerships to 
improve the employees’ performance. According 
to Steenburgh and Ahearne (2018), the best sellers 
are the ones who research the most and invest the 
most in training.

On the other hand, another group of 5 respond-
ents indicated that it would be interesting for their 
daily life to have a tool that would allow data col-
lection and analysis, while, in real time, generate 
a solution that best suits their customer. In other 
words, part of the respondents considers that the 
tools they use can still be improved and evolve to 
another level. In this case, the companies where 
these employees work should invest a little more 
in the area of AI and try to provide other solutions 
to their commercials.

The table also shows that at least three respond-
ents do not use any type of Customer Relationship 
Management (CRM) tool or use a poorly devel-
oped tool. Being CRM, as stated by Zoltners et al. 
(2018), an essential tool for companies and em-
ployees to have access to all customer information.

4. DISCUSSION

Considering the results, it was possible to veri-
fy through the literature review the importance 
that AI has assumed in several areas. However, 
the studies that have been developed in the 
commercial area, including the AI theme, are 
very incipient.

The objective of this work was, therefore, to 
make a contribution, both professional and ac-
ademic, where commercial area and AI could 
be integrated. And so, try to understand how 
AI inf luences the commercial area. Thus, AI is 
present and inf luences the daily life of the com-
mercials that were interviewed, either in their 
decision-making or in the data collection, which 
eventually are relevant to their decision-making.

Based on the question of Lustosa’s (2004) article 
which is, what kind of intelligent machines and 
what functions will they be able to perform, and 
above all what place will the human being occu-
py when this happens? Is it just a means of help, 
or can AI become a substitute for some func-
tions in the future?

These turned out to be the basic questions of 
this research. The interviewees, in general, con-
sider that AI enhances the competitive advan-
tage, however, they consider that the relation-
ship with the customer is still very important in 

Table 6. Commercial perspective on the most beneficial tools in the future

Key ideas Frequency Respondents
Use of a collection and analysis tool integrated with other areas 2 1, 7
Using a data collection and analysis tool that enables real-time solution to be tailored to 
customer needs 5 2, 7, 9, 12, 15

Increasingly gradual use of e-commerce 2 2, 12
Use of a tool that allows to automating processes 1 3
CRM tool used for real customer management 3 4, 5, 10
Does not know or does not have the knowledge 5 6, 8, 11, 13, 14

Table 5. Commercial perspective on competitive advantage in using AI tools

Key ideas Frequency Respondents

AI tools develop the competitive advantage 15 All respondents

More real-time access to customer information. 7 1, 5, 7, 8, 10, 13, 14

It allows a more conscious decision-making, given the data presented. 4 3, 4, 7, 10

Advantage of keeping up with technological development 3 8, 12, 15
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the negotiation process and difficult to replace 
by AI.

Considering Ahearne (2017), Nartissa (2012), 
Steenburgh and Ahearne (2012), Kumar (2017), 

and Palmatier (2017), they argue that there must 
be a partnership between universities and firms, 
promoting the knowledge transfer, as well as a 
search for knowledge is important for the evolu-
tion of the professionals.

CONCLUSION

Based on the results, some conclusions can be considered. First, commercials use AI tools, but their 
knowledge on this subject is still scarce, which can give us two indicators, or lack of training by com-
panies in the area of AI, or lack of investment and training in the commercial area. In either case, the 
solution that seems most valid will be a strong investment from the companies or even from the profes-
sionals if their companies do not have this opportunity, both in the commercial area and in the AI area.

Second, in the commercial area, the use of tools such as e-commerce or data analytics systems has in-
creased in recent years (Sharma et al., 2014). However, results also showed that firms are investing on 
data analytics systems, and reducing e-commerce efforts, which can generate an important return for 
companies, for non-key customers. 

Third, it was interesting to realize that very few commercials mentioned the fact that e-commerce could 
be a substitute for commercial functions and could lead to the extinction of some jobs. Most of the 
respondents’ discourse was directed at the importance that data analysis tools have in their daily lives. 

Fourth, the participants do not believe that a machine can produce the same work they do, with the 
same effectiveness and efficiency, especially with regard to negotiation techniques or customer relation-
ship. However, there is a small group of respondents who believe that the AI tools could lead to a total 
or partial replacement of professionals in this area. This, according to the respondents, in less qualified 
and more automated functions, and depending on the company and the business area in which they are, 
as also defended by Sarfati (2016) who argues that AI can assert itself as a substitute in less skilled jobs 
by creating cheaper and more efficient automated solutions.

Finally, it was also found out that AI systems have a great impact on the professional of the commercial 
area, because, as it was mentioned, it allows access to a quantity and quality of information in real time, 
which ultimately better prepares the professionals working in this area regarding negotiation processes 
with their clients, as defended by Paiva and Prevedello (2017) in their article on the impact that AI has 
on the daily work of radiologists.
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