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Abstract. Synthetic media presents opportunities for efficiency in multiple busi-
ness environments, and particularly in business-to-business sales where sales 
lifecycles are longer, the customer experience involves multiple touchpoints, and 
the expectations of customization and personalization are high. Video avatars and 
their uses have been studied in cartoonized and semi-human with to varying de-
grees of success; however, there is a gap in research when it comes to customized 
AI video avatars—avatars created using actual video and audio footage of the 
person being represented. This research prototype seeks to study how life-like 
video synthetic media can serve multiple interventions in business sales relation-
ships to create efficiencies with time and cost savings for the seller and offers 
possible uses for AI video avatars in other business environments. 
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1 Introduction and Motivation 

The business-to-business (B2B) sales process typically involves longer relationships, 
multiple customer experiences, and an increased number of interpersonal interactions 
[7,8,17]. The time intensity of qualifying, cultivating, and sustaining B2B relationships 
is a burden on sales teams, who are continually searching for ways to discover more 
effective and efficient ways to communicate to build and maintain relationships and 
ultimately close sales [11]. Interventions in this B2B sales process that could help ac-
complish either of those goals would be highly beneficial.  
 

The customer experience (CX) of a B2B customer is different than the CX journey 
taken by a B2C customer, involving multiple interactions across different touchpoints 
with a variety of personnel involved [17]. This process is more lengthy, more time con-
suming, and more resource-intensive than B2C sales. Savvy businesses understand that 
their most valuable assets are relationships with customers, therefore, customer profil-
ing for each and every customer becomes important so that each customer experience 
is different according the needs and interests of each client [1]. In fact, the consumer’s 
perception of personalization in the sales process is the most predictive of loyalty, trust, 
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and/or satisfaction with the business relationship [3,13]. Understanding that personali-
zation is an important element in CX and that it can lead to longer brand relationships 
and positive perceptions of service quality, the need to investigate how to cultivate 
communicative touchpoints that are personalized while simultaneously decreasing the 
amount of time spent by salespersons becomes evident. From a practice perspective, 
demonstrated success of an artifact intervention that helps accomplish any sales effi-
ciency would be highly attractive to all businesses in this space, as the customer expe-
rience from business to business and customer expectations are more diverse than ever. 

2 Design of Artifact 

This is where artificial intelligence (AI), specifically synthetic media products, may 
intervene. 
 

“Synthetic media is an all-encompassing term for the artificial creation or modifica-
tion of media by ‘machines’—particularly programs that rely on artificial intelligence 
and machine learning” [5]. From early instances of synthetic media mentioned in the 
broadcasting space as virtual backgrounds [10] to instances of deep fakes that make the 
uncanny valley—the unsettling feeling that we get from robots and virtual agents being 
a little too life-life, eerily canny [12,16] the use of AI in sales has rapidly evolved. From 
data-sourcing, to automations in a customer relationship management (CRM) platform, 
to live customer-facing chat bots, to machines that learn preferences and prescribe and 
recommend products and services, and now AI video avatars—video representations of 
a person with the mannerisms, vocal qualities, and production capabilities to come im-
perceptibly close to mirroring a human. These AI artifacts are ripe for study [5,9]. 
 

There is ample debate over the exact definition of AI versus Machine Learning (ML) 
[4] and debating the nuances of these definitions go beyond the scope/intent of this 
research. For the purposes of defining this specific artifact, I will use the term AI video 
avatar to recognize that (a) it is generated with both AI and ML (specifically generative 
adversarial networks, GANs, see Fig. 1), (b) that it is video in format, and (c) it is an 
avatar in that it is a figure representing a real person in a digital context. 

 
In non-geek speak, the AI video avatar looks like you, talks like you, and can repre-

sent you, but you do not need to be present or involved in the process of creation once 
the base avatar is generated (see Fig. 1). Once developed, using your avatar is as simple 
as writing an email. Unlike an email, the messages are delivered via your avatar in a 
medium that is more personalized and may have the capacity to enhance relationships. 
While AI video avatars can be used in myriad situations (e.g., medical patient compli-
ance, customer service, education, DIY, finance, management, feedback, personal de-
velopment, and many others) the research investigated in reference to this prototype is 
focused on service-based B2B sales and the CX process associated within this realm.  
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Fig. 1. Simplified process of creating the AI video avatar through Render Media, with image of 
actual production on-site at Syntax + Motion production studios in Burlington, VT. 

3 Significance of the Research 

Existing research focusing on AI, ML, and synthetic media in the sales process is rela-
tively sparse. Early research in AI and ML done [2] used these technologies to predict 
the likelihood of a customer decreasing or increasing spend over time based on multiple 
input variables collected from a four-year period of retail loyalty data. Much research 
in the early 2000s was done on processes, but not directly on interacting with people. 
But that changed at the turn of the decade. “In the second half of the 2010s technolog-
ical advances gave AI a new capacity to create” [4]. This creation ability spawned a 
new era of possibility for AI in multiple industries and applications. The study most 
comparable to the artifact proposed in prototype submission was conducted [9] using a 
commercially available avatar that could be animated with gestures and facial expres-
sions to use in a study that compared video, robot, and avatar “experts” with study 
participants evaluating the three based on trust. They found that “there was no signifi-
cant difference in advice-seeking behavior between video and robot; however, the use 
of an avatar negatively affected trust formation patterns” [9]. On the surface, this may 
seem off-putting to the proposed artifact of an AI video avatar. However, there is a 
major difference. The avatar used in this study was clearly not human—and clearly 
only a representation of a human. The proposed AI video avatar prototype is human-
like and often indistinguishable from the actual human used for development (see Fig. 
2). Another study [15] chose to use cartoonized avatars deliberately because of possible 
uncanny feelings leading to mistrust and the negative impacts of photorealistic repre-
sentations when introducing an avatar-based prototype for morbidly obese patients.  
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Fig. 2.  The female Rocketbox® avatar (left) animated by Faceshift® animation software used 
in Pan and Steed’s (2016) study on video, robot, and avatar trust versus the AI video avatar (right) 
at different points in a video showing variation on facial expressions and slight body movements. 

It is demonstrated that a real human video is more trusted than this non-human ava-
tar, and that the uncanny valley may have an impact on a human’s interaction with 
“close, but not close enough” representations of humans via avatars and robots [12]. 
But no research exists on AI video avatars used that are customized forms of synthetic 
media used to represent a person with whom a customer, client, or patient already has 
an established relationship. As such, the potential for AI video avatars in terms of rela-
tional trust exists, especially if users are honest about their synthetic nature with their 
recipients. Further studies are needed to determine the true efficacy of AI video avatars 
in any of the above, or myriad other, situations. Specific to the design of this artifact 
and research, there are multiple areas of the B2B CX process where AI video avatars 
may provide efficiencies for all parties involved. When selling complex solutions, such 
as services, there is a need for a stronger physical bond between the seller and the buyer. 
This also is present in any training processes presented in B2B selling, where studies 
show that salesperson involvement in the training is an enabler of content retention and 
continued trust and relationship building [11]. The AI video avatar might serve as an 
expander of this physical bond. If so, the possibilities for application are endless.  

4 Significance to Practice 

To research possible interventions of AI video avatars, in and beyond the B2B realm, 
five executives at companies in multiple industries were shown the AI video avatar 
video What Can Artificially Intelligent Video Avatars—A Form of Synthetic Media—
Do for Business? and provided the following responses:  
 
Financial Services Managing Director: “This is a game-changer for legacy planning. 
It will also augment how communicate market updates clients based on portfolio allo-
cations and present market conditions in a more personal way.” 

 
Vitamin Supplements CEO: “In a high-touch business model, this would be a great 
way for me to automate communication with my retailers in a way that would likely 
get more traction than emails, which really don’t work well for them.” 
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Travel and Hospitality Director of Sales: “Selling travel is so personal. To be able to 
have a virtual presence and continue a relationship this way and pivot quickly, espe-
cially when situations change (can we say, COVID) will make a real difference.” 

 
Medical and Clinical Specialists CEO: “I can see using this for evolving education 
so that we’re not constantly having to re-create content and being able to communicate 
more personally to patients and their families during a difficult time.” 

 
Human Resources Senior VP: “Being able to have our executives communicate in a 
more personal way is something we ask for all the time but don’t often get it because 
of time constraints. Even as an avatar employees would be excited about it.” 
 

In attempts to differentiate, many teams err on the side of adopting the shiny new 
object—whatever new technological intervention, communication channel, or method-
ology comes to its attention. But this adaptation is often done without strategic inquiry, 
examination of the customer’s experience throughout the B2B process, or matching the 
technology to the most appropriate communicative touchpoints. Presently, synthetic 
media—specifically, AI video avatars—are poised to be one of the next “shiny objects” 
that attracts (or detracts) sales teams’ attention and implementation [5]. Pinpointing 
specific points within a B2B sales process where AI video avatars can be strategically 
used for communication would be powerful. This has bottom line impact. 

5 Evaluation of the Artifact 

Research needs to be done to determine the efficacy and value of this proposed artifact 
in practice, including studies on perceived value (consumer), time and cost savings 
(seller), and of course ultimate ROI impact. Additionally, opportunities exist for re-
search into how humans perceive interactions with the AI video avatar in a range of 
contexts, set-ups, and conditions. Neurological studies can be done to study if any un-
canny valley effects exist when consuming synthetic media and its impact on trust and 
relationship longevity. Researchers can study specific interventions where practitioners 
find themselves bottlenecked with communication backlogs and determine whether or 
not interventions using AI video avatars are effective. And further, into how humans 
choose to willingly interact (or not interact) with the AI video avatar in these scenarios.  

 
Finally, it would be remiss not to mention the potential ethical dilemmas presented 

by synthetic media. During the creation and development stage there are many legal 
touchpoints and use restrictions on the AI video avatar, and during the delivery stage 
there are suggestions on the usage and communication of and about the avatar; how-
ever, there is no way to guarantee implementation follows. As this field continues to 
evolve, researchers in ethics and related fields have much to consider as we present new 
iterations of and digital representations of ourselves in virtual spaces and worlds. 
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To see the AI video avatar prototype in action, please view the videos What Can 
Artificially Intelligent Video Avatars—A Form of Synthetic Media—Do for Business, 
Jill and Her AI Video Avatar: A Conversation and Description, and A Prototype for 
DESRIST 2022 at https://thedynamiccommunicator.com/ai-video-avatars 

References 

1. Anshari, Almunawar, M. N., Lim, S. A., & Al-Mudimigh, A. (2019). Customer relation-
ship management and big data enabled: Personalization & customization of services. Ap-
plied Computing & Informatics, 15(2), 94–101. 

2. Baesens, B, et al. (2004). Bayesian network classifiers for identifying the slop of the cus-
tomer lifecycle of long-life customers. European Journal of Op Research, 156, 508-523. 

3. Bitner, Booms, B. H., and Mohr, L. A. (1994). Critical service encounters: The employee’s 
viewpoint. Journal of Marketing, 58(4), 95–107. 

4. de Vries, K. (2020). You never fake alone: Creative AI in action. Information, Communi-
cation, & Society, 23(14), 2110-2127. 

5. Digital Humans (2021). What is synthetic media, and how is it distinguished from digital 
human technology? Retrieved November 18, 2021, from https://digitalhu-
mans.com/blog/what-is-synthetic-media-digital-human-technology/ 

6. Lemon, and Verhoef, P. C. (2016). Understanding customer experience throughout the 
customer journey. Journal of Marketing, 80(6), 69–96. 

7. Meyer, C. & Schwager, A. (2007). Understanding customer experience. Harvard Business 
Review, 85(2), 117-126. 

8. Palmer (2010). Customer experience management: a critical review of an emerging 
idea. The Journal of Services Marketing, 24(3), 196-208. 

9. Pan, Y. and Steed, A. (2016). A comparison of avatar-, video-, and robot-mediated interac-
tion on users’ trust in expertise. Frontiers in Robotics and AI, 3, 1-12. 

10. Parker, & Wilbur, S. (1995). Image Processing for Broadcast and Video Production Pro-
ceedings of the European Workshop on Combined Real and Synthetic Image Processing 
for Broadcast and Video Production, Hamburg, 23–24 November 1994 (1st ed. 1995).  

11. Rodríguez, R., Svensson, G., and Mehl, E. J., (2020). Digitalization process of complex 
B2B sales processes—Enablers and obstacles. Technology in Society, 62, 1-12. 

12. Rosenthal-von der Puetten, Kraemer, N. C., Maderwald, S., Brand, M., & Grabenhorst, F. 
(2019). Neural Mechanisms for Accepting and Rejecting Artificial Social Partners in the 
Uncanny Valley. The Journal of Neuroscience, 39(33), 6555–6570. 

13. Tam, and Ho, S. Y. (2005). Web personalization as a persuasion strategy: An Elaboration 
Likelihood Model perspective. Information Systems Research, 16(3), 271–291. 

14. Vougioukas, K., Petridis, S., and Pantic, M. (2020). Facial animation with GANs. Inter-
tional Journal of Computer Vision, 128, 1398-1413. 

15. Weimann, T., Schlieter, H., & Fischer, M. (2021). Designing an Avatar-Based Virtual 
Coach for Obesity Patients. Proceedings: 16th International Conference on Design Science 
Research in Information Systems and Technology, Kristiansand, Norway, Aug 4-6, 2021. 

16. Whittaker, Kietzmann, T. C., Kietzmann, J., & Dabirian, A. (2020). “All Around Me Are 
Synthetic Faces”: The Mad World of AI-Generated Media. IT Professional Maga-
zine, 22(5), 90–99. 

17. Zolkiewski, et al. (2017). Strategic B2B customer experience management: the importance 
of outcomes-based measures. The Journal of Services Marketing, 31(2), 172–184. 

 


