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Abstract

Business Development (BD) in complex B2B markets often begins before a conventional buying process
exists. This integrative review examines how external BD professionals convert executive-level access
into organizationally sponsored and actionable opportunities. Drawing on the attention-based view of the
firm, issue selling, boundary spanning, organizational inertia, executive sponsorship, opportunity
development, and interorganizational trust, the study develops an integrated framework explaining how
executive access can evolve into organizational action. The framework distinguishes Executive Access
from Executive Attention and proposes Strategic Legitimacy as a mechanism linking BD capability to
scarce executive attention. It further introduces Strategic Current-State/Future-State Tension, Selective
Status-Quo Reconfiguration, and Opportunity Architecture to explain how attention develops into
strategic reconsideration, active sponsorship, organizational mobilization, and durable
interorganizational relationships. Strategic BD is positioned as boundary-spanning opportunity
development rather than advanced selling or networking. Ten propositions are advanced to guide future
empirical research.

1. Introduction

Business Development occupies a distinctive position in industrial and business-to-business markets. It
is often associated with relationship building, opportunity identification, market development, and
commercial growth, but many BD assignments begin before a conventional buying process exists. The
prospective opportunity may require a customer to reconsider a process, technology, investment,
partnership, operating model, or strategic priority. In such settings, the BD professional is not merely
responding to demand; the individual is helping create the conditions under which a customer can
recognize, evaluate, sponsor, and organize an opportunity.

Business Development remains conceptually fragmented. Wei and Lin (2024) show that BD
encompasses multiple strategic and commercial traditions rather than a single dominant theoretical
foundation. This fragmentation creates room for a mechanism-based account of strategic BD in
complex B2B environments.

The present study began with a recurring observation from executive practice: opportunities often
become easier to develop after a BD professional reaches the person who owns the relevant business
problem or its strategic consequences—the chief executive officer, general manager, business-unit
president, or equivalent decision maker. The observation can easily be misunderstood as a matter of
hierarchy: if the “boss” agrees, the organization will act. That interpretation is too simple.

Executive access does not guarantee organizational action. A senior executive may allocate time
because an issue appears strategically relevant, because the external actor is considered credible, or
because an institutional relationship already exists. The meeting creates an opportunity for attention; it
does not create attention automatically. The executive must decide that the issue is sufficiently relevant,
credible, and consequential to merit scarce cognitive and organizational resources.
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This distinction connects strategic BD to the attention-based view of the firm. Ocasio (1997) explains
organizational behavior in terms of how decision makers distribute attention among issues and
alternatives, while Dutton and Ashford (1993) show how actors attempt to influence which issues
receive top-management attention. Brown et al. (2017) provide complementary B2B evidence that top-
management attention can affect relationship-marketing performance and firm value.

We propose Strategic Legitimacy as the mechanism that helps explain why some external BD
professionals obtain sustained executive attention. Strategic legitimacy refers to the perceived credibility
and relevance of the external actor as a participant in a strategically important business conversation. It
can be supported by experience, contextual knowledge, intellectual breadth, systems thinking, and the
ability to connect technical, operational, financial, and strategic issues.

A second issue concerns the customer's current state. Strategic BD cannot be reduced to identifying
weaknesses. Existing configurations survive because they produce value. They contain investments,
routines, capabilities, relationships, knowledge, technologies, risk controls, and organizational identities.
A strength can therefore become a source of inertia when the external environment changes.
Organizational inertia research distinguishes resource and routine rigidity (Gilbert, 2005) and shows that
inertia and capabilities are dynamically interdependent (Larsen & Lomi, 2002).

This leads to the concept of Selective Status-Quo Reconfiguration. The objective is not to “break” the
status quo indiscriminately. It is to determine what should be preserved, leveraged, reconfigured, or
eventually replaced.

A third issue concerns the transition from executive interest to organizational execution. Executive
attention may create momentum, but implementation requires ownership, stakeholder participation,
resources, governance, milestones, decision rights, and continuity. Research on executive involvement in
key accounts and executive sponsorship indicates that senior involvement is multidimensional and that
nominal sponsorship should not be treated as equivalent to effective organizational support (Guesalaga
et al., 2014; Chandler & Thomas, 2015; Young & Jordan, 2008).

The present paper therefore introduces Opportunity Architecture to describe the organizational
configuration required to move an opportunity from executive endorsement toward execution.
Opportunity Architecture comprises the sponsor, business owner, stakeholders, workstreams, resources,
governance, milestones, risks, decision gates, and commercial pathway.

Finally, the paper revisits C-Level networking. Executive relationships are valuable, but their strategic
value should not depend indefinitely on a single salesperson, BD professional, or account executive.
Interorganizational trust can develop across interpersonal and organizational levels (Zaheer et al., 1998;
Schilke & Cook, 2013). The objective is therefore not maximum interpersonal dependence but
appropriate institutionalization without overembeddedness.
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The research question is: How can an external Business Development professional convert executive-
level relational access into an organizationally sponsored and actionable opportunity in complex B2B
markets? The paper addresses four related questions: (1) how executive access becomes meaningful
executive attention; (2) how current-state knowledge supports strategic reconsideration; (3) how
executive involvement becomes active sponsorship and organizational mobilization; and (4) how C-Level
relationships can evolve into durable interorganizational relationships. Table 1 summarizes the research
questions and the theoretical mechanisms through which the study addresses them.

Table 1
Research Questions and Theoretical Mechanisms
Research Question Theoretical Focus Expected Explanatory
Contribution
How does executive access Attention-Based View; issue Explains why access alone is
become meaningful executive selling; strategic legitimacy insufficient
attention?
How can current-state Organizational inertia; status Explains selective rather than
knowledge support strategic quo; sensemaking indiscriminate change
reconsideration?
How does executive Executive sponsorship; Explains the transition from
involvement become governance; opportunity attention to mobilization
organizational action? development
How can C-Level relationships Boundary spanning; Explains institutionalization
become durable? interorganizational trust without overembeddedness

The paper makes five contributions. First, it positions strategic BD as boundary-spanning opportunity
development in B2B markets. Second, it distinguishes Executive Access from Executive Attention and
proposes Strategic Legitimacy as an intermediate mechanism. Third, it integrates customer current-state
diagnosis with organizational inertia and strategic reframing. Fourth, it introduces Opportunity
Architecture as a bridge between executive sponsorship and organizational action. Fifth, it reframes C-
Level networking as a path toward institutional relationship development rather than as an end in itself.

2. Methodology

The manuscript is submitted as a Review Article. It adopts an integrative literature review design for
theory development. Integrative reviews are appropriate when a problem crosses theoretical traditions
and requires synthesis of conceptual and empirical evidence (Torraco, 2005; Whittemore & Knafl, 2005).
The design is intended to build and refine a conceptual explanation rather than estimate an aggregate
effect size.

The literature search was organized around eight domains: Business Development; executive and
managerial attention; issue selling; boundary spanning; executive involvement and sponsorship;
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organizational inertia and status quo; opportunity development; and interorganizational trust and
embeddedness.

Six RIS exports supplied from searches conducted through the Brazilian CAPES Portal were processed.
The files contained 122 records in total (30, 30, 1, 1, 30, and 30). Deduplication by DOI where available
and normalized title otherwise removed 30 duplicate records, leaving 92 unique records.

The 92 unique records were screened using title and abstract information. Eighty-two records were
excluded because they did not materially address one or more focal mechanisms. Ten reports were
retained for eligibility assessment, and nine were retained for qualitative and theoretical synthesis. The
resulting literature-selection process is presented in Fig. 1.

The CAPES retrieval was supplemented by targeted scholarly searches and citation chaining to identify
foundational theoretical contributions and highly relevant empirical studies that were not necessarily
retrieved by the six supplied exports.

An adversarial stage was incorporated to identify evidence that could challenge the emerging
framework, including ineffective executive involvement, sponsorship limitations, boundary-spanner role
stress, organizational resistance, status-quo persistence, and relational overembeddedness.

Because the CAPES exports constitute a bounded retrieval universe rather than direct Scopus or Web of
Science exports, the study does not claim exhaustive database coverage. It is presented as an
integrative, theory-building review with a transparent CAPES retrieval component.

3. Theoretical Foundations

3.1 Business Development as strategic boundary-spanning
work

Business Development has historically been difficult to define consistently. Wei and Lin (2024) show that
BD encompasses multiple perspectives associated with identifying, developing, and exploiting
opportunities. In the present study, strategic BD is defined as the organizational activity of identifying,
shaping, legitimizing, and orchestrating opportunities that may create significant value for both customer
and provider.

This definition separates strategic BD from transactional selling without denying the importance of
sales. Sales typically operates once a sufficiently defined commercial opportunity exists; strategic BD
may operate earlier, when the opportunity itself must be understood, framed, sponsored, and organized.

3.2 Executive attention and strategic legitimacy

Ocasio's (1997) Attention-Based View explains why executive interaction matters: senior decision
makers face severe limits on time and attention. Dutton and Ashford (1993) similarly show how
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organizational actors attempt to influence which issues receive top-management attention. Brown et al.
(2017) provide complementary B2B evidence that top-management attention can influence relationship-
marketing performance and firm value.

External BD professionals differ from internal issue sellers because they normally lack formal authority
inside the customer. Their influence therefore depends on perceived relevance, credibility, contextual
understanding, and legitimacy. Strategic Legitimacy is proposed as the perceived right and capability of
an external actor to participate in a strategically relevant business conversation.

Proposition 1

Executive access increases the opportunity for executive attention, but executive attention depends
more directly on perceived Strategic Legitimacy than on hierarchical access alone.

Proposition 2

Strategic Legitimacy mediates the relationship between strategic BD capability and meaningful
executive attention.

3.3 Boundary spanning

Boundary spanners connect organizational domains with different information, interests, incentives, and
decision logics. Strategic BD performs this function when it translates technology into business
consequences, customer strategy into opportunity, operational problems into investment logic, or
supplier capabilities into customer-specific outcomes.

de Ruyter et al. (2009) show that boundary-spanning B2B teams can affect customer satisfaction and

sales, while Satheesh et al. (2024) highlight the role of autonomy, support, and role stress in boundary-
spanning work. Table 2 summarizes the theoretical traditions integrated into the proposed framework

and specifies the contribution of each perspective to the present study.

Page 6/24



Table 2

Theoretical Foundations Integrated into the Proposed Framework

Theoretical Tradition

Business
Development

Attention-Based View

Issue selling

Boundary spanning

Organizational inertia

Executive
sponsorship

Opportunity
development

Interorganizational
trust

Core Insight

BD spans multiple strategic and
commercial traditions

Organizational action depends on
scarce attention

Actors inﬂu_ence whiph issues
receive senior attention

Actors translate knowledge across
organizational boundaries

Resources and routines can resist
change

Senior involvement varies in
effectiveness

Opportunities evolve through
interaction and knowledge

Trust develops across
interpersonal and organizational
levels

Contribution to Present Framework

Defines strategic BD as opportunity
shaping and orchestration

Explains why executive access is
insufficient without attention

Explains strategic reframing and
legitimacy

Explains BD's cross-organizational
role

Explains persistence of the customer
current state

Explains transition from attention to
mobilization

Supports Opportunity Architecture

Supports institutionalization of C-
Level relationships

Proposition 3

Strategic BD effectiveness is positively associated with boundary-spanner autonomy and organizational
support and negatively associated with role conflict and ambiguity.

4. Customer Current-State Knowledge and Selective Status-Quo
Reconfiguration

A strategic BD conversation should begin with the customer's current configuration rather than with the
supplier's offering. The diagnostic question is not simply “What does the customer need?” but “Why does
the customer operate as it does today, and under what future conditions could that configuration
become strategically insufficient?”

A current-state diagnosis should examine strategic objectives, competitive position, operating model,
technologies, capabilities, investments, routines, decision architecture, stakeholder relationships,
financial constraints, regulatory conditions, strengths, weaknesses, dependencies, and sources of
inertia. SWOT analysis can be useful as a managerial tool, but it does not by itself distinguish weakness
from inertia.
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Organizational inertia research reinforces the distinction. Gilbert (2005) separates resource rigidity from
routine rigidity. Larsen and Lomi (2002) model inertia and organizational capabilities as interdependent
dynamic processes. Huang (2013) shows how open innovation can help firms confront inertia in
business-model innovation; Dooley (2018) provides evidence that routine rigidity can cause rational
innovations to be ignored; and Norling (2024) identifies status-quo bias as a constraint on digital
transformation.

The framework therefore proposes Selective Status-Quo Reconfiguration. Figure 2 maps current value
against future relevance: high-value/high-relevance elements should be preserved or leveraged; low-
value/high-relevance elements may require reconfiguration; low-value/low-relevance elements may be
deprioritized; and high-value/low-relevance elements may require gradual replacement.

Proposition 4

Deeper Customer Current-State Knowledge increases the ability of strategic BD professionals to
distinguish valuable strengths from change-inhibiting inertia.

5. Strategic Current-State/Future-State Tension

Diagnosis alone does not create an opportunity. The customer may understand its current situation and
still see no reason to change. Strategic Current-State/Future-State Tension describes the perceived
discrepancy between what the current configuration enables and what a strategically desirable future
configuration requires.

The concept does not imply that the current state is deficient. A customer can be highly competent
today while facing future conditions that change the value of its existing configuration. Strategic BD
therefore has to establish a credible future-state requirement rather than merely expose present
weaknesses.

Proposition 5

Strategic Current-State/Future-State Tension increases the likelihood of strategic reconsideration when
future-state requirements are credible and sufficiently consequential.

6. Strategic Reframing

Strategic reframing transforms a technical, operational, or commercial observation into a strategically
meaningful issue. Nadslund and Pemer (2012) show how dominant organizational stories shape
interpretations of change, while Vinokurova and Kapoor (2020) show how actors in large firms can
shape evaluation criteria to facilitate innovation. Strategic BD therefore involves making the opportunity
intelligible within the customer's existing decision logic.

Proposition 6
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Strategic reframing increases the likelihood that a current-state/future-state discrepancy will be
interpreted as a legitimate strategic issue rather than as external criticism of existing competence.

7. From Executive Attention to Active Sponsorship

Executive attention is not equivalent to executive commitment. Guesalaga et al. (2014) show that top-
management involvement in key accounts has multiple dimensions, while Young and Jordan (2008) and
Chandler and Thomas (2015) demonstrate the importance—and limitations—of top-management
sponsorship.

Active Executive Sponsorship is defined behaviorally. An active sponsor legitimizes the opportunity,
establishes priority, identifies an accountable business owner, mobilizes stakeholders, facilitates
resources, participates in critical decisions, removes barriers, and maintains continuity when resistance
emerges.

Proposition 7

Active Executive Sponsorship increases the probability that executive attention will be converted into
organizational mobilization.

8. Opportunity Architecture

Once executive attention becomes sponsorship, the central question changes from “Is this interesting?”
to “How will the organization make this happen?” Opportunity Architecture describes the organizational
configuration required to act on an opportunity: strategic challenge, current state, future state, value
logic, sponsor, business owner, stakeholders, workstreams, resources, governance, milestones,
dependencies, risks, decision gates, and commercial pathway.

Shepherd et al. (2022) conceptualize opportunity development as a social process in which
opportunities are built and engaged through communities of inquiry. Opportunity Architecture extends
that logic toward organizational execution. Table 3 summarizes the core components of Opportunity
Architecture and the managerial question associated with each component.
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Table 3

Opportunity Architecture: Minimum Components for Organizational

Action

Element
Strategic challenge
Current state
Future state
Value logic
Sponsor
Business owner
Stakeholders
Workstreams
Resources
Governance
Milestones
Decision gates

Risks

Commercial pathway

Question

Why does this opportunity matter?
How does the customer operate today?
What should become possible?
What value could be created?

Who provides strategic legitimacy?
Who owns the outcome?

Who must participate?

What activities are required?

What resources are needed?

How will decisions be made?

What must happen and when?
What must be demonstrated?
What can prevent progress?

How will value eventually be captured?

Proposition 8

Active Executive Sponsorship facilitates the formation of an Opportunity Architecture that aligns

ownership, stakeholders, resources, governance, and decision processes.

Proposition 9

Opportunity Architecture increases the probability that strategically relevant opportunities will progress
from executive endorsement to organizational initiative, conditional on customer readiness and

organizational support.

9. C-Level Networking: From Personal Access to Institutional

Relationship

C-Level networking is frequently evaluated through the number of senior contacts or meetings obtained.
Such measures indicate access, but they do not establish whether the relationship creates strategic
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value. Figure 3 proposes a progression from Access — Attention — Trust — Sponsorship —
Organizational Relationship.

Interpersonal trust can initiate a relationship, but the longer-term objective should be appropriate
institutionalization. Zaheer et al. (1998) distinguish interpersonal and interorganizational trust, while
Schilke and Cook (2013) explain how trust can develop across organizational levels.

Institutionalization should not become overembeddedness. Excessive dependence on a narrow set of
trusted individuals can reduce exposure to alternative information, partners, and perspectives.

Proposition 10

The durability of strategic C-Level relationships increases when interpersonal trust becomes
appropriately embedded across organizational actors and routines, subject to the boundary condition of
relational overembeddedness.

10. Integrated Executive-to-Opportunity Development Framework

The preceding sections identify a set of mechanisms that are individually established in different
research traditions but are rarely integrated into a single explanation of strategic Business Development
in complex B2B markets. The present framework brings these mechanisms together to explain how an
external BD professional can move from relational access to organizational action. The framework does
not assume that executive access automatically produces influence or that the process is strictly linear.
Rather, it conceptualizes opportunity development as a contingent sequence in which each transition
creates conditions for the next while remaining vulnerable to interruption, resistance, or iteration.

The proposed pathway begins with Strategic BD Capability, which enables the external actor to enter the
customer's strategic conversation with sufficient contextual knowledge, cognitive breadth, and
boundary-spanning capability. Executive Access provides an enabling condition for interaction with
senior decision makers, but does not itself constitute influence. Strategic Legitimacy determines
whether the external actor is perceived as sufficiently credible and relevant to warrant scarce executive
attention. Executive Attention then creates the possibility for deeper diagnosis, strategic reframing, and
mobilization.

Customer Current-State Diagnosis represents the next transition. The BD professional must understand
not only customer weaknesses but also the strengths, investments, routines, capabilities, and
relationships that explain why the current configuration persists. This diagnosis enables the
identification of Strategic Current-State/Future-State Tension and supports Selective Status-Quo
Reconfiguration: elements that remain strategically valuable can be preserved or leveraged, while
elements whose future relevance is declining can be reconfigured, deprioritized, or gradually replaced.

Strategic Reframing translates this diagnosis into a strategically legitimate issue within the customer's
decision logic. When the issue receives sustained executive attention, Active Executive Sponsorship
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becomes the critical mechanism through which attention can be converted into organizational
mobilization. Sponsorship is therefore conceptualized behaviorally rather than symbolically: the sponsor
must help establish priority, assign ownership, mobilize stakeholders, facilitate resources, and maintain
organizational continuity.

Opportunity Architecture provides the organizational structure through which sponsorship can become
executable action. It connects the strategic challenge and future state to ownership, stakeholders,
workstreams, resources, governance, milestones, risks, decision gates, and a commercial pathway.
Finally, Organizational Action and Commercial Realization can create the conditions for Institutional
Embedding, through which the value of the original C-Level relationship becomes less dependent on a
single individual and more resilient at the interorganizational level.

Figure 4. Executive-to-Opportunity Development Framework. Executive access is treated as an enabling
condition rather than an outcome; strategic legitimacy, attention, diagnosis, reframing, sponsorship, and
opportunity architecture mediate the path toward organizational action.

The pathway should be interpreted as sequential in logic but contingent in operation. Progression from
one stage to the next is not automatic: executive access can fail to generate legitimacy, attention can fail
to generate strategic tension, sponsorship can fail to generate organizational mobilization, and an
apparently well-structured opportunity can fail because of insufficient readiness or organizational
support. Consequently, the framework allows for iteration, particularly between diagnosis, reframing,
sponsorship, and Opportunity Architecture.

The framework is formalized through ten propositions that connect its principal constructs and
mechanisms. Table 4 consolidates these propositions, their underlying mechanisms, theoretical
foundations, and expected outcomes.
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Table 4
Propositions and Supporting Theoretical Mechanisms

Proposition

P1

P2

P3

P4

P5

P6

P7

P8

P9

P10

Mechanism

Executive access — executive
attention, conditioned by

Strategic Legitimacy

BD capability — Strategic

Legitimacy — attention

Boundary-spanning capability —

effective translation

Current-state knowledge —

inertia diagnosis

Current/future tension —

reconsideration

Reframing — issue legitimacy

Active sponsorship —
mobilization

Sponsorship — Opportunity

Architecture

Opportunity Architecture —

organizational action

Institutionalization —
relationship durability

Primary Theoretical
Foundation

Attention-Based View;
issue selling

Boundary spanning;
executive cognition

Boundary-spanning
literature

Organizational inertia

Attention and change
literature

Issue selling;
organizational
narratives

Executive sponsorship

Governance;
opportunity
development

Opportunity
development;
governance

Interorganizational trust

Expected Outcome

Greater executive
attention

Higher-quality
executive
engagement

Better cross-
functional alignment

Better change
strategy

Strategic
reconsideration

Greater acceptance

Organizational
commitment

Executable
opportunity

Implementation

Relationship
resilience

Taken together, the propositions specify the theoretical logic of the framework. P1-P3 explain how BD
capability and executive access can generate meaningful executive attention through Strategic
Legitimacy and boundary-spanning capability. P4—P6 explain how customer diagnosis, recognition of
current-state/future-state tension, and strategic reframing can create conditions for strategic
reconsideration. P7—P9 explain how executive attention can be converted into sponsorship, Opportunity
Architecture, and organizational action. P10 extends the model beyond the individual executive
relationship by proposing that appropriate institutionalization can increase relationship durability while

remaining subject to the boundary condition of relational over embeddedness.

These integrated mechanisms provide the basis for the theoretical and managerial implications
discussed in the following section.
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11. Discussion

The first theoretical contribution is to distinguish Executive Access from Executive Attention in strategic
B2B Business Development. Access is an enabling condition; attention is an allocation of scarce
executive resources. The distinction is consistent with the Attention-Based View and issue-selling
literature and extends those perspectives to an external organizational actor.

The second contribution is Strategic Legitimacy. The framework does not claim that degrees, titles, or
years of experience automatically produce influence. Rather, professional knowledge becomes
consequential when it is converted into customer-specific understanding and useful strategic
interpretation.

The third contribution concerns the customer current state. The framework integrates organizational
inertia with BD diagnosis and argues that effective opportunity development requires recognition of both
strengths and sources of inertia. Selective Status-Quo Reconfiguration therefore differs from generic
disruption logic.

The fourth contribution is Strategic Current-State/Future-State Tension. Identifying weaknesses is
insufficient because customers need a credible reason to reconsider an established configuration. The
construct focuses on future requirements rather than declaring the current state deficient.

The fifth contribution is Opportunity Architecture. Existing literatures explain executive attention,
sponsorship, opportunity development, and organizational change from different perspectives. The
present framework connects them by specifying the organizational elements that must be configured for
an opportunity to move from executive endorsement toward action.

The sixth contribution concerns C-Level networking are in shown in Table 5. The paper shifts the unit of
value from personal network size toward interorganizational relationship resilience. The C-Level
relationship is important, but its ultimate value lies in enabling a broader organization-to-organization
relationship rather than creating dependence on one individual.
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Table 5
Failure Points in the Executive-to-Opportunity Pathway

Failure point What happens Diagnostic question
Access without legitimacy Meeting occurs but attention Why should this executive spend
is superficial time on this issue?
Attention without tension Executive agrees but sees no Why change now?
reason to act
Tension without reframing Change is perceived as Does the proposal threaten
criticism current competence or identity?
Sponsorship without Executive supports but Who actually owns the outcome?
architecture organization does not move
Architecture without Project exists but stalls Is the organization prepared to
readiness execute?
Relationship without Relationship depends on one What happens if this executive
institutionalization person leaves?

12. Managerial Implications

The framework provides a practical development path for BD professionals. Table 6 describes five
maturity levels.

Table 6

Strategic Business Development Maturity
Level Orientation Central question
1 Transactional What can | sell?
2 Relational Who do | know?
3 Consultative What does the customer need?
4 Strategic What should change?
5 Orchestrating  How can the organization make it happen?

The progression is not simply hierarchical; it represents increasing complexity in the object of BD.
Figure 5 provides a complementary executive-engagement view.

The progression described above also implies a corresponding development of the capabilities required
from strategic Business Development professionals. Moving from transactional and relational activity
toward strategic opportunity orchestration requires the integration of cognitive, diagnostic, relational,
strategic, orchestration, and institutional capabilities. Table 7 summarizes these competency domains
and their respective development objectives.
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Table 7
Core Competency Domains for Strategic BD Professionals

Competency domain Development objective

Cognitive capability Breadth of knowledge and systems thinking

Diagnostic capability Ability to understand the customer's current state

Relational capability Ability to establish credible relationships at multiple levels

Strategic capability Ability to identify future-state implications

(C:);chisl'g{ation Ability to mobilize stakeholders and construct Opportunity Architecture
pability

Institutional capability Ability to transform personal relationships into organizational
relationships

For managers, the practical implication is that executive networking should not be evaluated only
through meetings or introductions. More meaningful measures include executive attention, sponsor
activation, stakeholder mobilization, opportunity-architecture completeness, progression through
decision gates, and the extent to which relationships become organizational rather than person-
dependent.

13. Research Agenda

Future research should test whether perceived Strategic Legitimacy predicts executive attention more
strongly than formal hierarchical status.

Researchers could investigate whether breadth and integration of professional experience are better
predictors of executive engagement than years of experience alone.

Qualitative research could examine how experienced BD professionals distinguish customer strengths
from organizational inertia and how they decide which elements to preserve or reconfigure.

Experimental research could compare alternative framings of the same current-state/future-state
discrepancy and measure executive perceptions of legitimacy, urgency, and threat.

Longitudinal studies could distinguish nominal from active executive sponsorship and identify the
organizational behaviors through which sponsorship becomes mobilization.

Opportunity Architecture should be operationalized and tested using dimensions such as sponsor clarity,
ownership, stakeholder completeness, governance, resource sufficiency, milestones, decision gates, and
commercial pathway.

Dyadic and longitudinal studies could investigate how interpersonal C-Level relationships evolve into
organizational trust and how institutionalization affects opportunity resilience.
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Future research should examine boundary conditions including industry, organizational size, opportunity
complexity, uncertainty, regulatory intensity, customer change readiness, executive turnover,
organizational support, BD autonomy, relationship maturity, and relational overembeddedness.

14. Limitations

First, the framework is theory-building and has not been empirically validated. The propositions should
therefore be treated as propositions for future testing rather than established causal relationships.

Second, the CAPES retrieval universe is bounded. Although the search was supplemented by targeted
scholarly searches and citation chaining, the study does not claim exhaustive retrieval from Scopus, Web
of Science, or all other major bibliographic databases.

Third, Business Development remains terminologically fragmented. Relevant research is distributed
across strategy, marketing, sales, organizational behavior, entrepreneurship, project management,
innovation, and interorganizational relationships.

15. Conclusion

Strategic Business Development in complex B2B markets cannot be adequately explained as advanced
selling or as executive networking. Executive access matters, but it is only the beginning.

The central process proposed in this paper is the conversion of access into attention, attention into
strategic reconsideration, reconsideration into sponsorship, sponsorship into Opportunity Architecture,
and Opportunity Architecture into organizational action.

The framework suggests that this conversion depends on Strategic Legitimacy, deep knowledge of the
customer's current state, recognition of the difference between strength and inertia, credible
construction of current-state/future-state tension, strategic reframing, active executive sponsorship, and
disciplined Opportunity Architecture.

C-Level networking is consequently repositioned as an enabling relational mechanism rather than the
ultimate objective. The strategic goal is to create a credible executive conversation that can become an
organizationally legitimate, sponsored, structured, and executable opportunity, while allowing the
relationship itself to evolve from interpersonal trust toward institutional resilience.

In this sense, the strategic BD professional is neither simply a salesperson nor merely a networker. The
role is that of a boundary-spanning business strategist who combines knowledge, judgment, diagnosis,
relationships, and orchestration.
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Q Records identified from B e e ot o
supplied CAPES RIS exports = | CAPES Portal (period: ‘
[

IDENTIFICATION

Records retrieved L
from CAPES RIS n=122 L
exports

\ 2020-2025; languages:
| English; fields: Title,
Abstract, Keywords).

Duplicate records removed n  Removal of exact
‘ E duplicates based on
SCREENING 1 (%) title, authors, year, and
source.
Deduplication |
.t -, (P T T L et g
| = | Unique records screened B e
by title/abstract e @ topical relevance to the
SCREENING 2 @ focal mechanisms and
Title/abstract constructs.
screening
Records did not materially
- ‘ address one or more
& Records excluded R
at title/abstract (e.g., executive attention,
EXCLUSION legitimacy, sponsorship,
Records excluded opportunity development,
at title/abstract boundary spanning). _
E
v— Reports assessed Full texts evaluated
Vi f ligibilit against inclusion criteria |
ELIGIBILITY sl (theoretical relevance,
I % mechanism coverage,
Full-text eligibility rigor, and contribution). |
assessment
Q Studies retained for Studies integrated into the
qualitative/theoretical synthesis theoretical synthesis and
INCLUDED framework development.
Studies retained n= g

for synthesis

foundational literature (classic and recent theoretical works) that informed the theoretical

: Beyond the CAPES retrieval component: Targeted searches and citation chaining supplied additional
foundations and framework.

Note: The nine retained studies represent the auditable CAPES retrieval component. (Source: Author own work)

Figure 1

PRISMA-informed flow of the supplied CAPES literature search. The nine retained studies represent the
auditable CAPES retrieval component; foundational literature identified through targeted searches and
citation chaining is retained separately
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Strategic actions depend on the current value of the status quo (low—high) and its future relevance (low-high).

HIGH
(More relevant
in the future)

RECONFIGURE

High future relevance / Low current value

The current state is not delivering value today,
but it will be highly important in the future.

=) Action: Redesign, improve, or reconfigure

PRESERVE / LEVERAGE

High future relevance / High current value

The current state delivers value today and will
remain important in the future.

=) Action: Protect, strengthen, and leverage

FUTURE to unlock current value and prepare for existing advantages. Invest to sustain
RELEVANCE future needs. leadership.
TO CUSTOMER

(How critical the status
quo will be to future

Goal: Transform to create future advantage.

Goal: Protect and extend competitive advantage.

performance) DEPRIORITIZE ® GRADUALLY REPLACE
Low future relevance / Low current value Low future relevance / High current value
The current state neither delivers value today The current state delivers value today, but its
nor will be important in the future. relevance will decline over time.
LOW =) Action: Reduce investment and attention. =) Action: Plan the transition. Gradually

(Less relevant
in the future)

Consider eliminating or outsourcing.

Goal: Free resources and reduce complexity.

replace while managing risk and
continuity.

Goal: Transition smoothly to the future state.

>

Low CURRENT VALUE TO CUSTOMER HIGH

(Low current value) (How much value the status quo delivers today) (High current value)

(Source: Author own work)

by assessing its current value and future relevance. Then choose the strategic action indicated in each quadrant.

@ How to use: Diagnose each element of the customer’s current state (processes, systems, assets, practices, relationships, etc.)

Figure 2

Customer Current-State Diagnosis and Selective Status-Quo Reconfiguration
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A relational progression from individual-level access to durable, organization-level collaboration.

1. PERSONAL
C-LEVEL RELATIONSHIP

Individual-level connection
based on personal interaction

Key characteristics
« Built through interpersonal contact
and professional rapport

« Access to insights, perspectives
and informal information

Relationship depends on individuals
and their current roles

Limited transferability within the
organization

Example: A sales executive develops

a trusted relationship with the
customer’s CTO.

(Source: Author own work)

TRUST
—_—

Trust enables
continued
interaction,
information
sharing and
reciprocal
value creation.

(A
—

000 RELATIONSHIP

Multi-level connection that
involves functions and teams

2. CROSS-ORGANIZATIONAL |

EMBEDDING
e

Key characteristics

« Expands beyond individuals to
involve multiple stakeholders

« Shared understanding of challenges
and opportunities

« Joint problem framing and
co-creation of value

« Relationship becomes less dependent
on single individuals

Example: The relationship evolves to
include the operations, finance and
innovation leaders on both sides.

Embedding
occurs through
processes,
governance,
routines and
formal
agreements.

3. INSTITUTIONAL
RELATIONSHIP
Organization-level relationship

supported by structures and
formal mechanisms

o

Key characteristics

+ Formalized through agreements,
governance and joint processes

« Survives personnel changes
and organizational transitions

« Integrated into strategic planning
and decision-making

+ Creates durable, long-term
relational and competitive value

Example: A strategic partnership with
formal governance, shared KPIs and
a multi-year roadmap.

BOUNDARY CONDITION:
The relationship must preserve openness to alternative knowledge, ideas and partnerships.

Institutionalization should increase relationship resilience, but not lead to rigidity. E
i
I

TAKEAWAY: The objective is not just access, but the evolution of a personal connection into a durable,
organization-level relationship capable of supporting complex opportunity development.

Figure 3

From Interpersonal C-Level Networking to Institutional Relationship.

A sequential process through which executive engagement is transformed into institutionalized opportunity value.

(1] (2] ©

(5]

o &

o

o

© (1) [12)

Strategic Executive Strategic Executive [Current-Statelj Current/ Strategic Active Opportunity [l Organizational 8 Commercial |l Institutional
BD Access Legitimacy Attention Diagnosis Future Reframing Executive Architecture Realization Embedding
Capability Tension Sponsorship
@ & @ @ .\@ “» 7 cZo I
[ 75} S ~ € &oo al pilly
The firm builds Access to The executive The executive The provider A meaningful The challenge  The executive The opportunity Cross-functional Value is The solution
capabilities to C-level recognizes devotes diagnoses the gap is is reframed sponsors the is designed with teams act, delivered, and relationship
identify, shape executives the provider cognitive customer's articulated in business opportunity roles, workstreams,  execute business results  become
and orchestrate  through as legitimate resources current state between terms and and champions ~ resources, experiments are achieved embedded in
strategic relationships and relevant and opens and core current reality linked to itinside the milestones, and build and captured. [processes,
opportunities. and credibility. to strategic the agenda. challenges. and desired strategic organization. governance and momentum. governance
challenges. future. priorities. commercial logic. and culture.

| PO SR A L S S e g Ve e B0 LI S W R S e ) s

(Source: Author own work)

Boundary Conditions

Customer readiness

[ ]
".‘ Willingness and ability to
engage in change.

Continuous learning and adaptation

Insights and results from later stages inform earlier stages and future opportunities.

Organizational support
'@‘ Internal alignment and

resources behind BD efforts.

Opportunity complexity
Technical, organizational
and market complexity.

)
(O]

Executive turnover
Stability of relationships
and continuity of sponsorship.

Relational embeddedness
Depth and breadth of ties
across the organization.

g

I- Purpose: To convert executive relationships and insights into structured organizational action and sustainable opportunity value.
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Figure 4

Executive-to-Opportunity Development Framework. Executive access is treated as an enabling condition

rather than an outcome; strategic legitimacy, attention, diagnosis, reframing, sponsorship, and
opportunity architecture mediate the path toward organizational action.

A progression of executive engagement from initial access to the realization of measurable value.

Key principle

Each transition is a
potential failure point.

Executive access is
therefore an enabling
condition,
not the outcome.

(Source: Author own work)

Figure 5

Executive Engagement Ladder. Each transition represents a distinct conversion challenge rather than an

ACCESS

Initial entry to the
executive’s time
and perspective.

ATTENTION

The executive allocates
mental time and interest.

RECONSIDERATION

The executive re-examines
assumptions and options.

SPONSORSHIP

The executive commits
and champions the issue.

MOBILIZATION

The organization mobilizes
people, resources and
processes.

REALIZATION
Value is delivered and
the opportunity is
materialized.

Feedback and iteration

Purpose / What happens

Open the door to a strategic
conversation and establish
credibility.

Secure scarce executive
attention for the issue.

Encourage strategic questioning
and openness to new
possibilities.

Obtain explicit support,
priority and ownership.

Convert sponsorship into
cross-functional action
and execution.

Achieve measurable results
and create customer and
organizational value.

Key risk if the transition fails

A Access without credibility
does not lead to attention.

Attention is not sustained
and the issue loses priority.

®

The status quo is not
challenged; no change
in thinking occurs.

®

The executive remains a
A supporter, not a sponsor;
no organizational weight.

Resources are not allocated;
A efforts remain isolated
or symbolic.

No measurable outcome;
the opportunity does not
justify continuation.

®

Insights and outcomes at any stage can require returning to earlier stages.

automatic consequence of the preceding stage.
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