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Sammanfattning 

Sammanfattning 
 
Syftet med denna uppsats är att tillhandahålla en ökad förståelse för hur virtuella 
relationer kan beskrivas i ett industriellt perspektiv. Detta syfte uppnås genom att 
utforska, beskriva, och delvis förklara hur den virtuella relationsprocessen kan beskrivas, 
hur riskerna och fördelarna med virtuella relationer kan beskrivas, och hur personerna 
som är inblandade i virtuella relationer kan beskrivas. 
 
Fallstudier utförs på Frontec AB, Effnet AB, och MoDo Paper AB. Processen visade sig 
innehålla mestadels informationssökning och utforskning av relationen. De huvudsakliga 
fördelarna var lägre marknadsföringskostnader och ökat kundbevarade, och den 
huvudsakliga nackdelen visade sig vara opålitlig mjuk- och hårdvara. Personerna som var 
inblandade visade sig stämma bra med rollerna i the Buying Team, medan vissa 
avvikelser förekom från the Buying Center. 
 
Slutligen föreslås en definition av virtuella relationer, samt implikationer för chefer, teori, 
och framtida forskning. 



Abstract 

Abstract 
 
This thesis aims to provide a better understanding of how virtual relationships can be 
described in a business-to-business setting. This purpose is achieved by exploring, 
describing and somewhat explaining how the virtual relationship process can be 
described, how the benefits and risks with virtual relationships can be described, and how 
the people involved in a virtual relationship can be described.  
 
Case studies are performed on Frontec AB, Effnet AB and MoDo Paper AB. The process 
was concluded to involve mostly information search and exploration of the relationship. 
The main benefits was found to be lower marketing costs and increased customer 
retention, while the main risk was found to be unreliable soft- and hardware. The people 
involved matched the proposed roles in the Buying Team very well, while some 
deviations existed in the Buying Center. 
 
Finally, a defition of virtual relationships is given, as well as implications for managers, 
theory, and future research. 
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1 Introduction 
 
The first chapter in this thesis will give the reader a background to what this thesis is 
about and narrow down the research problem of interest. We will begin with a brief 
description of relationship marketing in the physical marketplace, and then continue with 
discussing the impact of IT. The chapter continues with a part about relationships and 
what impact the virtual world has had on these connections. After this we will state our 
research problem and the research questions used to conduct this study. Finally, the 
chapter ends with a presentation of the layout of this thesis.  
 
 
1.1 Relationship Marketing 
 
From the early 1980s an alternative approach to marketing theory and practice was 
gaining power, namely relationship marketing. The term itself can be traced back to the 
service marketing literature, though arguably it can be said to have originated in 
industrial marketing (Fletcher, 1990). In its earliest images, relationship marketing 
focused simply on the development and cultivation of long-term, profitable, and mutually 
beneficial relationships between an organization and a defined customer group 
(Parkington & Schneider, 1979). 
 
The concept quickly broadened to encompass internal marketing in acknowledgment that 
the successful management of external relationships was largely dependent on the 
alignment of supporting internal relationships (Kelley, 1990). Shifts in the organizational 
buying behavior from a transaction-centered philosophy to a relational centered one 
brings us to a discussion on some new and evolving perspectives in marketing. Several 
eminent marketing academics have pointed out the changing role of marketing and the 
shift from a transactional to a relational approach, i.e. Webster, F.A. (1992), Grönroos 
(1994), Sheth and Parvatiyar (1995), Payne et al. (1995), Gummesson (1998), Turnbull, 
Ford and Cunningham (1996) and Ford, eds. (1997). Axelsson (1998) also discusses 
modern relationship- and co-operation-oriented purchasing philosophies as opposed to 
the more classical transaction and competition oriented ones. 
 
Webster wrote an article in 1992, which discussed the changing role of marketing in the 
corporation. He showed how new organization structures, including partnerships and 
networks, are replacing simple market based transactions and traditional bureaucratic 
hierarchical organizations. Competition, particularly in the global marketplace, requires 
that firms continually seek out products, processes, and technologies that add value to 
their own offerings (Morgan & Hunt, 1994). 
 
The physical marketplace is complemented and in some cases replaced by the electronic 
marketspace (Ryport & Sviokla, 1994). The companies have the advantage of interacting 
distributors through electronic networks without any physical contact (Gummesson, 
1998). The new media of communication, for example: on-line services, the Internet, e-
mail and interactive multimedia, creates powerful new distribution channels to react and 
influence audiences (Forrest & Mizerski, 1996). 
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Relationships in Business 
 
The presence of relationship commitment and trust is central to successful relationship 
marketing (Morgan & Hunt, 1994). Trust exists when one party has confidence in  the 
reliability and integrity of exchange partners. Further, a relationship commitment is 
defined as when an exchange partner believes that an ongoing relationship with another 
party is so important as to warrant maximum efforts at maintaining it (ibid).  
 
Commitment and trust encourage marketers to work at preserving relationship 
investments by cooperating with exchange partners resisting attractive short-term 
alternatives in favor of the expected long-term benefits of staying with existing partners. 
Therefore, when both commitment and trust are present, they produce outcomes that 
promote efficiency, productivity and effectiveness (ibid). 
 

The relationship life cycle is a process that is passed through different stages. It starts 
from a very shallow relationship and proceeds to a more intense partnership relationship 
and finally it dissolves when the relationship is not satisfying any more. The relationships 
in the business world are not arising from itself or are just there; they are gradually 
proceeding through a process that takes time (ibid).  
 
This relationship life cycle should be seen as an ongoing process. Otherwise too many 
customer relationships are broken, which leads to bad word of mouth (Grönroos, 1990). 
The online medium has the potential to transform the individual’s identity, resulting in a 
relative anonymity of users in these environments. According to Hoffman and Novak 
(1996) in a marketing context, this hinders personal selling at the same time that it 
encourages negative word of mouth activity. 
 

The Role of IT in Business 
 
IT is much broader than advertising, data collection, home pages, selling 
products/services, direct mail, data base or public relations. IT will have as profound an 
effect on the way firms market products and services as the airplane, car, and television 
have had on other aspects of our lives (Glazer, 1991; Hoffman & Novak, 1996).  
 
Marketers and managers must be aware of the new developments in technology and their 
possible effects because technology can and does affect business activities and 
relationships in many different ways, according to Zineldin (2000, p.13): “The Internet 
and World Wide Web (WWW) will dramatically alter the way the company conducts 
business and establishes business or customer relationships, changing both the market 
opportunities and the IT and network infrastructure”. Gates (referred to in Walters and 
Lancaster, 1999, p.800) argues the following: “…selling online is only part of the picture. 
The net is for heavy lifting, too. Businesses will soon transfer endless numbers of 
functions including payrolls and accounting”. 
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According to Zineldin (2000), the use of technologies to create more customer added 
value, and to facilitate the coordinating of networks, is of particular importance for a 
modern organization and its networks. Jeffrey and Sviokla (1995) referred to this IT as 
the virtual world to distinguish it from the physical world of the marketplace. Managers 
have to look to the virtual world, IT, to create added value with information. They have 
to integrate the activities of the physical world with those of the virtual world in order to 
create and extract value in the most efficient and effective manner (Zineldin, 2000).  
 
Furthermore, Zineldin (2000) stated that: “to create value with IT, managers must gather, 
organize, select, and distribute information about the partners involved. The data about 
the customer’s needs and behavior enables organizations to identify today’s key 
customers, develop relations with tomorrow’s customers, calculate the revenue that each 
customer generates, and estimate their own future investment opportunities”. 
 
As for the Internet, it offers direct links with customers, suppliers and distributors and 
facilitates transactions, processes and information transfer. It also enables companies to 
bypass others in the value chain (Walters and Lancaster, 1999). Personalizing customer-
supplier interactions can enhance customer loyalty and new information-based services 
are provided inexpensively (ibid). There are a number of generic objectives concerned 
with establishing the virtual value chain. These are suggested to be: (1) to build direct 
cost-effective connections among value chain members and customers, (2) to provide 
end-user customers with specified value service benefits (security, performance, 
aesthetics, convenience, economy, reliability), and (3) to ensure value delivery continuity 
(ibid). 
 
According to Lones, Höij, and Stjärne (1996) marketing on the Internet is about building 
relationships, and in an already existing customer relation Internet can be used to enhance 
it. Relationship marketing recognizes that the focus of marketing is changing from 
completing the single transaction and other coquet marketing practices to building a long-
term relationship with existing customers (Hoffman & Bateson, 1997). By adopting a 
relationship philosophy, companies begin to understand customers over time and in 
greater depth, and are better able to meet their changing needs and expectations (Zeithaml 
& Bitner, 1996). According to Grönroos (1992), customer relationships do not only exist, 
they need to be earned, and every single customer creates his/her relation to the seller and 
the company has to develop and maintain it. 
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1.2 Problem Discussion 
 
As the Interactive Age arrives, every enterprise will have to learn how to treat different 
customers differently (Peppers, 1997). The impact these developments will have on 
business is almost unimaginable, but what ought to be clear is that product marketing will 
soon be nearly entirely supplanted by relationship marketing, according to Peppers (1997, 
p.2) “The first thing products with microchips will do is remember their purchasers’ 
needs and specifications, and this is the primary requirement for sustaining an ongoing 
relationship with a customer”. 
 
Many companies believe that blending technology with customer requirements is an 
important success element in establishing and developing customer relationships 
(Zineldin, 2000). The partnering of information thechnology, relationship, and marketing 
is an important way to understand this future. The rapid and radical changes in today’s 
marketing environment resulted in an emphasis on relationship marketing, i.e. the 
importance of building and keeping a close relationship between companies, customers, 
and other business parties. Now, the importance of IT in creating and enhancing business 
relationships should be stressed; the problem of integrating IT in building marketing 
relationships has not been solved yet in a comprehensive and satisfactory way (Zineldin, 
2000). 
 
An organization that applies any of the above mentioned methods cannot operate 
effectively unless they have the ability to communicate quickly, accurately and over great 
distance. Advances in IT should make it much easier for managers and marketers to 
communicate and do business within national or international networks. Time 
compression has nearly crippled our ability to cope with change. Technology has made 
the world a smaller, faster place that penalizes the slow moving and stable institution. 
Companies that can quickly get ideas and information through their organizations for 
discussion and action will have distinct competitive advantages over others (Zineldin, 
2000). 
 
The rapid development of IT stresses the need to investigate how companies build 
relationships in the virtual world, according to Haas (1992). Adequate understanding of 
the complex organizational behavior involved is of immense importance to a business-
marketing manager. Without such an understanding, the business-marketing manager 
cannot develop effective marketing strategies (ibid). The Internet offers big opportunities 
for all companies, especially for small and medium- sized organizations, looking to 
market their products and services internationally (Palumbo & Herbig, 1998). The use of 
this vast computer network can substantially minimize a firm’s printing and postage costs 
since with one flat monthly fee a company can send as much e-mail as it wants, wherever 
it wants. In addition, there is no need to pay substantial amounts to rent a mailing list to 
reach potential customers or to purchase an expensive advertisement in a magazine, since 
the Internet offers features like a Web page that performs such tasks. (ibid).  
 
Some authors suggest that the use of Internet in business-to-business relationships will 
mean that parts of the supply chain will be eliminated (Walters & Lancaster, 1999). 
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Others (Lancioni, Smith & Oliva, 2000) argue that efficiency will be improved and cost 
reductions apparent.  
 
Hence, the Internet has opened up new possibilities for a company to create relationships 
with their buyers. The cost of the relationship effort and communications effort is less 
than when performing the actions face-to-face. But does the Internet provide an equal 
value-for-money return on the investment in communications and relationship creation as 
traditional marketing?  Some authors that suggest that the benefits of the Internet are 
largely overrated: “Some observers have suggested the Internet will eliminate channel 
intermediaries (presumably including export intermediaries) (e.g. Benjamin and Wigland, 
1995) and that a whole new business paradigm will emerge (e.g. Quelch and Klein, 
1996). The evidence thus far suggests that the Internet has added channel intermediaries 
rather than displaced them. For example, it has given rise to a new breed of booksellers, 
airline reservation and ticketing agencies, and music distributors (Samiee, 1998). There is 
also a reasoning going on, according to Idegard & Lageson (2000) that as we spend more 
time in front of the computer screens, the need for face-to-face interaction will increase.  
 
However, the majority of the studies done in recent years has conveyed a positive picture 
of how the Internet will provide new business opportunities: “There are good reasons to 
question the universal claim that face-to-face contacts are necessary in case of non-
routine activities”, according to van der Smagt (2000, p. 148). Hence, negotiations and 
complex sales could be done exclusively in the virtual world, without any actual face-to-
face encounters. In the ever-changing business environment it is still the individuals 
behind the screen who are making the business possible (Deeter-Schmelz, Ramsey, 
1995). Hence, the people involved are still important as virtual relationships continue to 
evolve. 
 
The adjective virtual is defined by the American Heritage Dictionary of the English 
Language (2000) as “Computer Science created, simulated, or carried on by means of a 
computer or computer network”. This is how the term will be used throughout this thesis. 
 
The new possibilities in communication today, foremost the Internet, provides companies 
with new possibilities to conduct “one-to-one relationships” with their customers (Levin, 
1998; Rich, 2000). From this, as well as the background and problem discussion 
presented above, an overall purpose for this thesis emerges, as new as specific research 
questions. 
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1.3 Purpose 
 
The purpose of this thesis is to gain a better understanding of virtual relationships in a 
business-to-business setting. 

Research Questions 
 
In order for us to reach our purpose, we have constructed the following research 
questions: 
 
1. How can the virtual relationship process be described? 
 
2. How can the benefits and risks of virtual relationships be described? 

 
3. How can those involved in a virtual relationship be described? 

 
 

Demarcations 
 
We have chosen to study only the focal relationship, as defined by Andersson, Håkansson 
& Johansson (1994). They define a focal relationship as a relationship solely between a 
supplier business unit and a customer business unit. This will eliminate other network 
relationships, thus providing us with a phenomenon that is possible to study during the 
time span allocated for our thesis. Furthermore, it gives our thesis more comparability 
between cases. 
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1.4 Disposition of the Study 
 
In this section, the disposition of this research will be clarified. To start with, this chapter 
has provided the background of the study and a problem discussion of the area, leading to 
the specific research questions.  
 
Chapter two deals with the theories that will be used in this thesis. From the three 
research questions, the literature regarding how virtual relationship and those involved 
can be described, have been selected.  
 
Chapter three we will present our emerged frame of reference. Based on our literature 
review in chapter two, we have conceptualized a number of studies that we will use when 
designing our questionnaire and gathering data. 
 
Chapter four includes the methodology and the research procedure of this study. We 
have in our methodology chapter included research purpose, research approach, research 
strategy, data collection method, sample selection, and analysis of the data and a 
discussion of the quality standard reliability and validity of the study. 
 
Chapter five includes the empirical data that has been gathered in the research. A short 
company presentation is provided and thereafter the gathered data from the interviews is 
presented. There will be three case presentations with Frontec, Effnet and MoDo. 
  
Chapter six contains the analysis of the empirical data. The chapter begins with three 
within case analysis of Frontec, Effnet and MoDo and ends with a cross case analysis 
where the data from the three companies is compared to each other. 
 
Chapter seven includes the overall conclusions of the study that can be drawn from the 
research. Conclusions will also be given in relation to the three research questions that 
have been stated earlier in this chapter. 
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2 Literature Review 
 
The previous chapter provided the background and the problem discussion of the area of 
this study, leading down to the specific research questions. In this chapter, literature 
related to the research questions will be reviewed. We will present available theories that 
are relevant to the three research questions that were introduced in chapter one. When 
doing the literature review to this thesis we have used literature regarding relationship 
marketing and “virtual” organizational processes. The reason for this is that “virtual” 
relationships are such a new area of research and few studies have been done regarding 
this. Therefore, literature and studies done regarding the traditional relationship 
processes will be used throughout this thesis. 
 
Definitions and descriptions 
 
We have already mentioned the definition and classification of relationship marketing in 
our first chapter, but we need to develop our understanding a bit further. There are a lot 
of definitions of relationship marketing suggested in the literature. Below, some of the 
ones collected are quoted: 
 
“Relationship marketing is to identify and establish, maintain, and enhance relationship 
with customers and other stakeholders, at a profit, so that the objectives of all parties 
involved are met; and that this is done by a mutual exchange and fulfillment of promises” 
(Grönroos, 1996, p.11) 
 
“Relationship marketing is marketing seen as relationships, networks and interaction” 
(Gummesson, 1994, p 5) 
 
“An emergent disciplinary framework for creating, developing and sustaining exchanges 
of value, between the parties involved, whereby exchange relationships evolve to provide 
continuous and stable links in the supply chain” (Ballantyne, 1994, p.3) 
 
The definition given by Grönroos is broad and involves relationships between many 
participants. He includes not only customers and suppliers but also non-profiting 
organizations, which also include Governmental organizations. Gummessons description 
is based on three key variables – relationship, networks, and interaction – which are the 
result from research and practical experiences. The variables are for services, consumer 
marketing and industrial marketing. Ballantyne is also using a broad definition of the 
definition relationship marketing. Both Grönroos and Ballantyne are emphasizing the 
importance of win-win (“fulfillment of promises” and “value exchange”) (Gummesson, 
1998). 
 
Jackson’s definition applies to industrial marketing and individual clients and not mass 
markets and segments. She wants to make suppliers who are working with industrial 
marketing aware of the importance of choosing the best strategy in every individual case, 
either relationship marketing or transaction marketing (ibid) . 
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“Relationship marketing is marketing to win, build and maintain strong lasting 
relationships with industrial customers.” (Jackson, 1985, p.165) 
 
The definition of relationship marketing by Jackson above is also the one adopted in this 
thesis, since it takes into account the relationship building with industrial customers and 
the interaction between the buyer and seller(Gummesson, 1998). 
 
2.1 The Virtual Relationship Process  
 
Here, we will present a number of studies that are related to our first research question: 
how the virtual relationship building process can be described. 
 
The expanded relationship building process (Cann, 1998) 
Figure 2.1 gives an overview of the expanded relationship building process from the 
perspective of the seller organization. The figure presents the eight steps in a relationship 
building process under the headings of activities that are internal to the seller 
organization and activities that are external to the seller organization. This expanded 
process also defines the outcomes to the process. These outcomes include customer 
satisfaction and commitment, which are expected to lead to a long-term relationship 
between the two parties involved (Cann, 1998). 
 
Figure 2.1: The expanded business-to-business relationship building process  

 
 

Commitment /  
Long-term 

Relationship 

 

1. Set marketing goals 
 

2. Define services oriented 
marketing strategy 

 

3. Determine current culture 
 

4. Determine congruence of strategy 
and culture 

 

5. Adjust culture to emphasize 
customer oriented philosophy: 

 

a. Internal marketing 
b. External marketing 
c. Interactive marketing 

Activities inside seller
organization 

6. Implement marketing 
strategy 

7. Bond socially with the 
customer 

 

8. Add value to the 
relationship 

Activities outside seller 
organization 

Customer Satisfaction 

Outcomes 

Source: Cann (1998) 
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Steps one to three: set goals, define strategy, determine culture 
Before a selling organization can actually begin the relationship building process with the 
customer, the organization should focus internally. Defining marketing goals and a 
marketing strategy is basic procedure for any selling firm. However, determining the 
current culture of the firm is most probably not a usual part of the average firm’s 
marketing planning. One method that can be used to determine the current culture of an 
organization is to perform a culture audit. It is advocated as an efficient way of 
ascertaining the kind of marketing culture that exists in a firm that needs to have a 
customer service-oriented focus. Webster (1992) emphasizes how important an 
appropriate culture is for a firm to be successful in providing good service, and supplies 
information on how to determine the culture of a service-oriented firm. 
 
Step four: determine congruence of strategy and culture 
Incongruence between the strategy of a firm and the culture of the firm can lead to 
unachieved goals and lack of success. D’Egidio (1990) states that there must be a synergy 
between the service-strategy and the organization culture in order to ensure delivery of a 
quality service. As an example, if an organization communicates a pledge to quality 
customer service, but has constant turnover in account representatives, does not satisfy 
customer’s needs or problems, only makes a contact call when there is a new ancillary 
product to sell and fails to inform customers of updated technology or new innovations, 
the customer will feel that they have been cheated and that the promises made to them at 
the start of the relationship have been broken. 
 
Step five: activate a customer service-oriented culture 
An established service-oriented culture in the seller organization can act as a mechanism 
through which a customer service mentality is established throughout the seller 
organization. This type of culture will encourage everyone in the selling firm to provide 
the necessary level of service support to develop and maintain a long-term relationship 
with the customer. 
 
Step six: implement the marketing strategy 
Once the strategy and culture have been aligned, the selling organization is ready to 
implement the marketing strategy. In the relationship building process, the service 
provider, whose behavior has been influenced by the service-oriented culture, passes 
signals on to the customer. At that point, the priority for the seller should be to find some 
means to encourage the customer to accept that these promises will be fulfilled so that the 
relationship can be developed and maintained. 
 
Step seven: bond socially with the customer 
In the business-to-business context, the issue of how the account representative and the 
customer bonds becomes a critical element in the development of a long-term 
relationship between the buying and the selling firm. Social bonding between the account 
representative and the customer can be an important precursor to customer loyalty and 
can produce a more indulgent and forgiving atmosphere between the seller and the buyer. 
 
Step eight: add value to the relationship 
As the two partners experience repeated business exchanges that have resulted in 
satisfying outcomes, the relationship begins to move towards a new level. However, it 
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takes more than just successful repeated exchanges between the buyer and the seller to 
add value to the relationship; to attain an even stronger bond, the seller must do more 
than provide a quality product and service. The seller must make an extraordinary effort. 
Social bonding in the relationship creates added value to some degree by creating a 
comfortable, trusting atmosphere to do business in. However, to add real value to the 
relationship requires the seller to provide exceptional service. Cann’s (1998) proposal is 
that the ultimate service support is provided when the seller assists the customer with 
implementation with a new product. 
 

The Relationship Life Cycle  
 
The Relationship life cycle has been presented by both Grönroos (1983a) but also by 
Wetzels, de Ruyter & van Birgelen (1998). These processes have been presented slightly 
differently and are therefore presented as The Relationship Life Cycle 1 and 2. 
 
The Relationship Life Cycle I 
 
According to Grönroos (1983a) the customer relationship life cycle could be viewed as a 
progress. A potential customer, who may be unaware of a firm and its services, is the 
initial stage of the life cycle. If this individual, or an industrial customer, has a need that 
he or she feels the firm may be able to satisfy, the customer may become aware of the 
firm’s services and get into the second stage of the life cycle, the purchasing process 
(Grönroos, 1990). 
 
During the purchasing process the potential customer evaluates the service in relation to 
what he or she is looking for and prepared to pay for. If the outcome of this process is 
positive, the customer decides to try the service, that is, make a first purchase. This takes 
the customer into the next stage of the life cycle, the consumption process (or usage 
stage, which may be a more adequate term in a business to business context). During this 
process the customer may observe the firm’s ability to take care of his or her problems 
and provide services, which the customer perceives has an acceptable technical and 
functional quality. If the customer is satisfied, the probability that the customer 
relationship will continue and a new or extended consumption or usage process will 
follow is greater than it would be if the customer becomes unhappy with the service 
(Grönroos, 1990). 
 
Grönroos (1990) also notes that the customer may leave the circle at any stage, or may 
stay within the circle and go on to the following stage. After the consumption or usage 
process the customer may either leave or decide to buy from the same firm the next time 
he or she needs a similar service, or may decide to continue using the service provider. 
Marketing efforts of the firm will have an impact on the decision of the customer 
obviously; the marketing efforts of the firm will have an impact on the decision of the 
customer. The objectives of the firm’s marketing program and the marketing activities to 
be use depend on which phase of the customer relationship life cycle the customer is in 
(Grönroos, 1990). 
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What should the firm recognize to be effective? Where in the customer relationship life 
cycle are the various groups of target customers? Which marketing resources and 
activities are effective at the different stages of the life cycle?  
The firm will have to recognize that the position of a customer in the life cycle has 
important marketing consequences. At the initial stage the objective of marketing is to 
create interest in the firm and its services. At the second stage, the purchasing process, 
the general interest should be turned to sales. The potential industrial buyer (or customer) 
should realize that accepting the promises concerning the future problem-solving offering 
of the firm is a good option. During the usage process the industrial buyer should get 
positive experiences of the firm’s ability to take care of their problems (Grönroos, 1990). 

 

 
Source: Grönroos (1990) 
  

Figure: 2.2 Relationship Life Cycle 
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Relationship Life Cycle II 
 
The relationship life cycle is a process that is passed through different stages. From a 
very shallow relationship to a more partnership relationship and finally dissolve when the 
relationship is not satisfying any more. The relationships in the business world are not 
arising from itself or are just there, rather they are gradually proceeding through a process 
that takes time. This process, according to Wetzels, de Ruyter & van Birgelen (1998), is 
categorized in 5 phases. 
 
Figure: 2.3 Relationship Life Cycle  

Source: Adapted from Wetzels, de Ruyter & van Birgelen, (1998) 
 
”Awareness” 
Wetzel et al (1998) calls the first stage in the relationship life cycle awareness. In this 
stage, a company becomes aware of another company as a potential partner in a business 
relationship. This could, in time, provide both parties with a “win-win” situation. In this 
stage there is no interaction between the parties; the company only positions itself so that 
other parties may perceive the benefits of having a business relationship with their 
particular company. 
 
”Exploration” 
Stage two in the model is exploration. This stage involves a search for relationship 
partners, as well as a test period of the exchange process. At this stage, both parties are 
for the first time evaluating the obligations, benefits, and burdens that a relationship 
eventually would bring, as well as the feasibility of a relationship. 
 
”Expansion” 
In stage three, expansion, the two parties reap larger and larger benefits of the 
relationship, as the mutual dependency increases. The largest difference between this 
stage and the exploration stage is that the two parties trust each other to a much larger 
extent than before. Furthermore, they are satisfied with the relationship, which in turn 
leads to that the dyad takes bigger and bigger risks, in order for them to reap even larger 
benefits through their relationship. 
 

Awareness 

Exploration 

Expansion 

Dissolution

Commitment

Time 



2 Literature Review 

 14

”Commitment” 
If the relationship develops further, it transcends to stage four, commitment. This stage is 
what companies strive to reach with their business relationships. In this stage, the two 
parties have reached a level of satisfaction with the relationship that leads to negligence 
towards other companies that could provide the same benefits. This commitment is, 
according to Wetzels et al (1998), built on two assumptions. The first assumption is that 
both parties produce high levels of input in the relationship. The second assumption has 
to do with persistence, that is, the dual perception of a continued first-rate relationship 
and good effectiveness in the relationship.    
 
”Dissolution” 
The final stage in the relationship life cycle is dissolution, which implies the termination 
of the relationship. This stage begins with one of the parties evaluating their discontent 
with the other party, and reaches the conclusion that the costs of a modification of the 
relationship, or continuance of the relationship in the same manner, is higher than the 
value the relationship provides the company. This results in, according to Wetzels et al 
(1998), the discontinuance of the relationship. After these conclusions have been 
presented to the other party, the two parties enter a phase of negotiation about the 
liquidation of the relationship, and later announces the liquidation to the external 
environment. 
 
Of these five stages, commitment is unquestionably the most important, according to 
Wetzels et al, and what the companies strive for. The reason for this is that if the parties 
are not committed enough, it will lead to a rapid liquidation of the relationship. Hence, 
the company must seek new partners to build relationships with. This incurs a significant 
cost to the company that it wishes to avoid. Thus, the company aims to lower its costs by 
maintaining beneficial, long-term, relationships. 
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The Relationship Marketing Ladder of Loyalty  
 
The relationship marketing ladder of loyalty, illustrated in figure 2.4, identifies the 
different stages of relationship development. This ladder has relevance for all groups – 
buyers, intermediaries and consumers – within the customer market domain  
(Gummesson, 1998). 
 
Figure 2.4: The relationship marketing ladder of loyalty  

 
The first task is to move a prospect up to the first rung to a purchaser. The next objective 
is to turn the new purchaser into a client who purchases regularly; and then to develop a 
supporter of the company and its products. The next advancement up the loyalty ladder is 
to an advocate. This provides powerful word-of-mouth endorsement for a company. In a 
business context this may ultimately develop into a partner, where they are closely linked 
in a trusting and mutually sharing relationship with their supplier (Payne, Christopher, 
Clark & Peck, 1999). 
 
An important implication of the loyalty ladder is that it is not necessarily desirable to 
progress a relationship with every customer; some customers or customer segments may 
not be suitable for the investment needed in developing a relationship to supporter or 
advocate, as it may prove to be too costly. Frequently there may be a need to change an 

Advocate 

Partner 

Supporter 

Client 

Purchaser 

Prospect 

Partner: someone who has the relationship 
of a partner with a company 
 
Advocate: someone who actively 
recommends you to others, who does your 
marketing for you 
 

Supporter: someone who likes your 
organization, but only supports you passively 
 
Client: someone who has done business with 
you on a repeat basis but may be negative, or 
at best neutral, towards your organization 
 

Purchaser: someone who has done business 
just once with your organization 
 
Prospect: someone whom you believe may 
be persuaded to do business with you 

Source: Payne, Christopher, Clark & Peck (1999) 
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organization’s marketing activities and increase the marketing expenditure on the 
relationship building elements of the marketing mix. Managers therefore need to consider 
the potential lifetime value of a customer and determine whether it is appropriate to make 
this commitment (ibid). 
 
 
2.2 Benefits and risks of virtual relationships  
 
Here, we will present a collection of studies that related to our second research question; 
Benefits and risks with virtual relationships. 

Buyer’s Perspective 
 
The advantages/benefits and disadvantages/risks of virtual relationships from a buyer’s 
perspective will be presented here. 
  
 
Advantages / Benefits 
 
Klein & Quelsh (1997), identified a number of advantages/benefits that the buyer may 
obtain via a virtual relationship with the seller. These are listed below: 
 
Market-driven prices. The prices set by sellers in general is very visible in the virtual 
marketplace. This will mean that a buyer in a virtual relationship will be presented with 
prices that are adjusted to the market. 
 
Assortment. Virtual relationships mean a greater number of solutions available for the 
buyer, due to the vast number of sellers easily reachable via these media types. 
 
Convenience and rapid procurement. In a virtual relationship, the buyer may easily 
communicate with the seller anywhere, anytime. Also, there is no lag in communications, 
due to the directness of the communication; the key individuals involved in the 
relationship may communicate directly with each other, without interference, thus 
providing a more effective and efficient relationship. Gummesson (1998) also lists speed 
as an advantage for the buyer. 
 
Savings on information search and transaction costs. The Internet is an extremely 
inexpensive mean of gathering information, and the transaction costs are also decreased, 
relative to the traditional means available for performing these actions. 
 
In addition to these advantages/benefits, Gummesson (1998) proposes the following 
advantages that a virtual relationship poses for a buyer: 
 
Second-hand sources of information about seller. In virtual relationships, buyers may 
interact with each other, trading information about the seller, thus obtaining information 
from other sources than the seller itself. 
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Global access. A buyer can easily have a virtual relationship with anyone, anywhere, 
since the Internet encompasses much of the developed world. 
 
 
Disadvantages / Risks 
 
Besides the aforementioned advantages/benefits, Gummesson (1998) also identifies a 
number of disadvantages/risks that virtual relationships pose for the buyer: 
 
Second-hand information sources about the buyer. It may be possible for a seller to 
access information otherwise unobtainable about the buyer via virtual relationships with 
companies involved in business with the buyer. 
 
Difficulties in assessing the quality of the information received. In virtual relationships, it 
may be harder to judge the quality of the information received than in traditional 
relationships. 
 
Difficulties in assessing the credibility of the seller. In virtual relationships, the buyer 
may not be able to assess the credibility of the seller as easily as in traditional 
relationships. 
 
Unreliable soft- and hardware. In a virtual relationship, much depends on the hardware 
and software used. Hence, there is a possibility for failure. 
 

Seller’s Perspective 
 
The advantages/benefits and disadvantages/risks of virtual relationships from a seller’s 
perspective will be presented here, as identified by a number of authors. 
 
 
Advantages / Benefits 
 
Klein & Quelsh (1997), identifies an advantage that the seller may obtain by having a 
virtual relationship with the buyer: 
 
Lower marketing cost per unit sold than on units sold through traditional sales 
organizations. Virtual relationships are relatively inexpensive, compared to traditional 
relationships. Hence, a unit sold by partially or wholly utilizing virtual relationships will 
cost less for the seller. 
 
Furthermore, Gummesson (1998) identifies a number of advantages that a virtual 
relationship poses for a seller: 
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Second-hand information sources about the buyer. Virtual relationships can also be used 
as a tool for gathering information about the buyer. Other sellers in the buyer’s network 
can easily be contacted for this purpose. Rich (2000) also argues that information of this 
type is an advantage with virtual relationships. 
 
Customer retention. In a virtual relationship, the seller may use different means, 
otherwise unavailable, designed to increase customer retention. These means include 
different membership programs and various ways of customizing Internet mediums 
according to the customer’s preferences. 
 
Speed. In a virtual relationship, the seller may easily communicate with the buyer 
anywhere, anytime. Also, there is no lag in communications, due to the directness of the 
communication; the key individuals involved in the relationship may communicate 
directly with each other, without interference, thus providing a more effective and 
efficient relationship. 
 
Global access. A virtual relationship takes place in the borderless area known as the 
Internet. Therefore, geographic location is not an issue, since access to the media is 
available in most of the developed world. 
 
 
Disadvantages / Risks 
 
Besides the aforementioned advantages/benefits, Gummesson (1998) also identifies a 
number of disadvantages/risks that virtual relationships pose for the seller: 
 
Second-hand information sources about the seller. It may be possible for a buyer to 
access information otherwise unobtainable about the seller via virtual relationships with 
companies involved in business with the seller. 
 
Unreliable soft- and hardware. In a virtual relationship, much depends on the hardware 
and software used. Hence, there is a possibility for failure. 
 
Difficulties in assessing the quality of the information received. In virtual relationships, it 
may be harder to judge the quality of the information received than in traditional 
relationships. 
 
Difficulties in assessing the credibility of the buyer. In virtual relationships, the seller 
may not be able to assess the credibility of the buyer as easily as in traditional 
relationships. 
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2.3 The 30R approach by Gummesson (1998) 
 
The definitions and content of the 30Rs are guided by actual practical and theoretical 
relevancy. As long as there is a focus towards what one seeks – relationship, networks, 
and interaction in marketing in this case – persistent work will always produce patterns, 
categories, and systematism (Gummesson, 1998). 
 
We will here present the 30R approach by Gummesson (1998). We will focus on the 
parts of the theory that may be of importance to this thesis, and just briefly explain the 
ones that discusses issues that are not focused in this thesis. Gummesson (1998) has 
divided the theory into four parts: the classic market relationships, the special market 
relationships, the mega relationships, and the nano relationships. The four areas are 
presented accordingly. 
 

The Classic Market Relationships 
 
Table 2.1. Relationship Marketing’s thirty relationships, 30R 
 
R1. The classic dyad: the relationship between the supplier and the customer. 
This is the parent relationship of marketing, the ultimate exchange of value, which 
constitutes the basis of business. 
 
In individual market relationships an individual, a customer, interacts with another 
individual, the salesman. In market relationships, interaction may also occur between 
companies, branches, regions, countries, and constellations of countries. When the sale is 
more complicated and extensive, the sales activity, as well as the buying activity, 
converts to negotiations between the two parties. 
 
R2. The classic triad: the customer-supplier-competitor relationship 
Competition is a central ingredient of the market economy. In the competition there are 
relationships between three parties: between the customer and the current supplier, 
between the customer and the supplier’s competitors, and between competitors. 
 
R3. Physical distribution: the classic marketing network.  
The physical distribution consists of a network of relationships, which is sometimes 
totally decisive for marketing success. All parts of the supply chain with the exception of 
the last, the consumer, have the role of both seller and buyer. The two roles, and the 
accompanying activities, must be harmonized.  
 
Producers may circumvent the traditional networks through telemarketing, mail order, 
TV-shop, and the possibilities increasingly presented by personal computers, modems, e-
mail, the Internet, and web pages. Internet and the use of web pages are currently 
undergoing a fast evolution that will change distribution; producers may establish their 
own factory outlets and chain stores, that only sells one brand at significantly lower 
prices than the competition. 
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Rather than a sequential channel, Relationship Marketing views distribution as a complex 
network of interactive relations. (Gummesson, 1998) 
 

Special Market Relationships 
 
“The Special Market Relationships all have their roots in R1, the classic dyad, but may 
also have interdependence with the other classical relationships. Our ‘relationship 
spectacles’ will, however, allow us to see aspects of marketing that are not highlighted in 
traditional marketing, but nonetheless vital for success.” (Gummesson, 1998) 
 
R4. Relationships via full-time marketers (FTMs) and part-time marketers (PTMs).  
Those who work in marketing and sales departments, the FTMs, are professional 
relationship-makers. All others, who perform other main functions but yet influence 
customer relationships directly or indirectly, are PTMs. There are also contributing FTMs 
and PTMs outside the organization. 
 
In practice, the marketing function is spread throughout the company, and may even play 
a subordinate role for the total marketing effort. Perhaps a marketing function does not 
even exist. Instead, everybody becomes involved in the marketing, which might be 
perceived an organizational dilemma, but should be seen, however, as an opportunity for 
increased resources for the marketing. 
 
The term PTM (Part Time Marketer) dissolves the boundaries set for marketing within 
the company. Hence, the responsibility for the marketing will not only include the 
marketing and sales departments. The task of creating and maintaining relationships is 
divided between the professional marketers and the “amateurs”, the PTMs. The network 
of contacts within a company – the formal and informal, the professional and social – 
becomes part of the marketing function. 
 
“Everybody is either full time marketers or part time marketers. The one that does not 
influence customer relations directly or indirectly, during part of his time, is unnecessary 
in the company.” (Gummesson, 1998)  
 
R5. The service encounter: interaction between the customer and the service seller. 
Production and delivery of services involve the customer in an interactive relationship 
with the service provider’s personnel. 
     
R6. The many-headed customer and the many-headed supplier.  
Marketing to other organizations industrial marketing or business marketing often means 
contacts between many individuals from the supplier’s and the customer’s organization. 
 
The many-headed sellers and customers are situated in a complex network of 
relationships. To find their way in this network, one requires terms, systematic studies, 
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long-term orientation in marketing, and stubborn endurance. Knowledge about the 
network becomes a resource, a market investment. 
 
R7. The relationship to the customer’s customer.  
A condition for success is often the understanding of the customer’s customer, and what 
suppliers can do to help their customers become successful. 
 
R8. The mental and physical proximity to customers vs. the relationship via market 
research.  
In mass marketing the closeness to the customer is often lost and the customer 
relationship is based on surveys, statistics and written reports. 
 
According to Gummesson (1998), market research should be seen as a complement to the 
knowledge that is acquired naturally in the relationships with the customers and the 
interaction therein, and not as the fundamental basis of knowledge. He furthermore 
argues that “the interaction with the customer is important and the need for market 
research is often a sign of failure.”  
 
R9. The relationship to the dissatisfied customer.  
The dissatisfied customer perceives a special type of relationship, more intense than the 
normal situation, and often badly managed by the provider. The way of handling a 
complaint can determine the quality of the future relationship. 
 
Based on Hirschman (1970), Gummesson (1998) proposes four distinct behaviors of the 
dissatisfied customer: 
 

1. Exit. The customer refrains partially or totally from purchasing the good/service 
in the future, or diverts to a competitor. 

2. Voice. The customer speaks his/her mind, and demands amendment. 
3. Loyalty. The customer retains confidence in the company, within certain limits, 

for religious reasons, slowness, or other reasons 
4. Cooperation. The involved parties interact in order to solve the problem, to 

mutual benefit. 
 
R10. The monopoly relationship: the customer or supplier as prisoners.  
When competition is inhibited, the customer may be at the mercy of the provider or the 
other way around. One of them becomes a prisoner. 
 
R11. The customer as member.  
In order to create a long-term sustaining relationship, it has become increasingly frequent 
to enlist customers as members of various marketing programs. When a company enlists 
its customer in a type of membership program, it is possible for the company to create a 
database for each customer, allowing the company to provide tailored solutions for the 
individual customer. Computer-based database handling of this type will increase in 
frequency as we enter the 21st century, and is often presented as the big opportunity with 
IT; to find new means to increase customer retention. 
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R12. The electronic relationship.  
An important volume of marketing today takes place through networks based on IT. This 
volume is expected to grow in significance. 
 
One important aspect of marketing on the Internet is that color, pictures, sound, and even 
video sequences can augment a text. Gummesson (1998) further states that: “Just like the 
telephone, the Internet is a relationship builder between companies and customers, 
between organizations, and within organizations. The Internet is an electronic network of 
networks in which we can interact. It is global, has no center, no CEO, and no owner.” 
 
Electronic markets can improve relationships in many ways. Customers and suppliers can 
more easily create a dialogue. Customers can ask each other. They can easily investigate 
offers from many different competing suppliers, and compare price, delivery times, and 
other criteria. 
 
Gummesson (1998) furthermore discusses some projected trends that the development of 
Internet and IT would realize, but that have not occurred. Firstly, business travel was 
predicted to decrease, due to increased usage of e-mail and videoconferences, but has 
instead increased. Secondly, Internet conferences were predicted to replace physical 
attendance at international conferences, but the latter has instead increased during the 
90’s.  The electronic contribution to creating relationships may very well increase the 
need to meet personally. 
 
R13. Para-social relationships via symbols and objects.  
Relationships do not only exist to people and physical phenomena, but also to mental 
images and symbols such as brand names and corporate identities. 
 
An emerging kind of para-social relationships is described as: “…with the ability to 
identify prospects and customers with name and address, learn more about them, and 
interact with them in an ongoing relationship, a new form of branding is evolving: 
‘relationship branding’. You no longer simply brand or promote what you sell. You brand 
and promote the relationship as well.” 
 
R14. The non-commercial relationship.  
This is a relationship between the public sector and citizens/customers, but it also 
includes voluntary organizations and other activities outside of the profit-based or 
monitored economy, such as those performed in families. 
 
R15. The green relationship.  
The environmental and health issues have slowly but gradually increased in importance 
and are creating a new type of customer relationship through legislation, the voice of 
opinion leading consumers, changing behavior of consumers and an extension of the 
customer-supplier relationship to encompass a recycling process. 
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R16. The law-based relationship.  
A relationship to a customer is sometimes founded primarily on legal contracts and the 
threat of litigation. 
 
R17. The criminal network.  
Organized crime is built on tight and often impermeable networks guided by an illegal 
business mission. They exist around the world and are apparently growing but are not 
observed in marketing theory. These networks can disturb the functioning of a whole 
market or industry. 
 

Mega relationships: Relationships above the market 
 
“Mega relationships are the relationships that exist above the market relationships, 
which in a crucial way stipulates the conditions for the market relationships (R18 – R23) 
(Gummesson,1998)  
 
R18. Personal and social network.  
The personal and social networks often determine the business networks. In some 
cultures, business is solely conducted between friends and friends-of-friends. 
 
According to Gummesson (1998), personal relationships will continue to play a central 
role regardless of the recent development of IT. The creation and maintenance of social 
networks is one of the most vital tasks for the top managers, the market managers and the 
sales force. In many cases, social networks may even be more important than the 
professional relationships and competence. 
 
R19. Mega marketing: the real “customer” is not always found in the marketplace.  
In certain instances, relationships must be sought with a “non-market network” above the 
market proper governments, legislators, and influential individuals in order to make 
marketing feasible on an operational level. 
 
In many cases, the real struggle is not on the actual market. The real struggle is about 
being allowed to conduct business on the market. Only after a mega decision has been 
made – when those in power within a non-market network have issued an informal 
blessing or a formal permit – can the company begin building market relationships. 
 
R20. Alliances change the market mechanisms  
Alliances mean closer relationships and collaboration between companies. Thus 
competition is partly curbed, but collaboration is necessary to make the market economy 
work. 
 
R21. The knowledge relationship.  
Knowledge can be the most strategic and critical resource and “knowledge acquisition” is 
often the rationale for alliances. 
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A company may be seen as three knowledge processes: the generative process that 
spawns the knowledge, the productive process that converts the knowledge into a good or 
service – a value-enhancing offer to the customer – and the representative process that 
refer to the relationship with the customer. 
 
R22. Mega Alliances.  
EU (the European Union) and NAFTA (the North America Free Trade Agreement) are 
examples of alliances above the single company and industry. They exist on government 
and supranational levels. 
 
R23. The mass media relationship.  
The media can be supportive or damaging to the marketing. The way of handling the 
media relationships is often crucial for success or failure.  
 

Nano Relationships: Relationships below the market 
 
“Nano relationships exist within a company’s organization, systems and processes and 
affects the conduct of the marketing. They form a crucial prerequisite to success with the 
market and mega relationships” (Gummesson, 1998) 
 
R24. Market mechanisms are brought inside the company.  
By introducing profit centers in an organization, a market inside the company is created, 
and internal as well as external relationships of a new kind emerge. 
 
Because there exists – besides market forces – a defined hierarchical power, superior to 
the operational unit’s relationships, these relationships may even become more complex 
internally than they would have been if the other party was external. 
 
R25. Interfunctional and interhierarchical dependency: the relationship between internal 
and external customers.  
The dependency between the different tiers and departments in a company is seen as a 
process consisting of relationships between internal customers and internal providers. 
 
R26. Quality providing a relationship between production and marketing. 
The modern quality concept has built a bridge between technology and marketing. It 
considers the company’s internal relationships as well as its relationships to the 
customers. 
 
R27. Internal marketing: relationships with the “employee market”.  
Internal marketing can be seen as part of RM as it gives indirect and necessary support to 
the relationships with external customers. 
 
R28. The two-dimensional matrix relationship.  
Organizational matrices are frequent in large corporations, above all in the relationships 
between product management and sales. 
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R29. The relationship to external providers of marketing services.  
External providers reinforce the marketing function by supplying a series of services, 
such as those offered by advertising agencies and market research institutes, but also in 
the area of sales and distribution. 
 
R30. The owner and financier relationship.  
Owners and other financiers can sometimes determine the conditions under which 
marketing works. The relationship to them may influence the marketing strategy. 
 
Source: Adapted from Gummesson,1998 
 
 
2.4 The people involved in virtual relationships 
 
Our third research question we will rely on what several authors have noted, that is that 
selling activities often involve more than a single person. When discussing the interface 
between industrial buyers and sellers, Spekman and Johnston (1986) observe that under 
certain conditions the buyer/seller interaction involves a larger number of people on both 
sides of the dyad. Cardozo and Shipp (1987), in their discussion of national account 
management, state that large customers are often served by a team whose members 
match up with specific individuals in customer organizations. 

The Selling Center 
According to Moon and Armstrong (1994) there is a selling center with members that 
play a distinct role, in much the same way as the buying center. These members may play 
multiple roles in a single selling center. The selling center is divided up to five roles in 
the selling decision process (ibid). 
 
Table: 2.2 Selling center roles 
 
Initiators 
The initiator is the individual who first identifies a sales opportunity and contacts 
someone else on the seller side of the dyad to address that opportunity. The initiation 
should also come from within the selling organization that will act as a trigger to the 
formation of the selling center. According to Moon and Armstrong (1994) the initiator 
within the selling center is often one of the salespersons. The salesperson often serves as 
the person that receives a formal bid from the customer. The selling center is generated 
when the salesperson then contacts the appropriate product-marketing group to begin 
work on the bid response. An initiation could also begin with a sales representative 
discovering an unmet customer need and making an unsolicited proposal (ibid). 
 
In most cases the initiator would be a member of the core team, because the individuals 
assigned to a certain customer would have the most knowledge of that customer’s needs. 
However, the initiator could also be someone from a product or industry marketing 
group. This person could have more extensive information about a particular product or 
application and feel that a certain customer would be a good prospect (ibid). 
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Coordinator 
The coordinator ensures that selling center members work together effectively to respond 
to the sales opportunity. According to Moon and Armstrong (1994) the presence of at 
least one effective coordinator will likely be critical to the success of any selling center 
effort (ibid).  
 
Resource  
These individuals provide information or expertise either to other selling center members 
or directly to the customer. The selling center coordinator identifies needed resources and 
then obtains them. Internal negotiation may sometimes be needed – some information or 
expertise can only be provided by a select few individuals, and their time and attention 
may be at a premium. For example the company might need to put research and 
development people in front of customers to explain detailed technical information. 
These people could be limited resources for the company (ibid). 
 
Approver 
An approver reviews the work done by others, and approves, disapproves, or makes 
suggestions for improvement. It is more likely that the more levels of management 
represented in a selling center the more approvers will be present (ibid) 
 
Implementer 
The final selling center role is the implementer. This person simply carries out their 
normal job assignments: their contributions may have a special impact on specific sales 
transactions. According to Moon and Armstrong (1994) the decision about whether to 
include these individuals into the selling center is not always clear-cut. But according to 
them they take the position that they should be included in cases where their 
contributions have been included in cases where their contributions have an identifiable 
impact on achieving (or not achieving) the selling objectives for a given sales opportunity 
(ibid). 
 
Source: Moon and Armstrong (1994) 
 
These five roles from the selling center will also be counterparts to the five familiar 
buying center roles that will be presented below.  
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The Buying Center 
 
From the buying organization the buying center is composed of all those individuals and 
groups who participate in the purchasing decision-making process, who share some 
common goals and the risks arising from the decisions. The buying center could be 
divided into seven roles in the purchase decision process (Weber & Wind, 1972) 
 
Table: 2.3 The Buying Center 
Initiators: Those who request that something should be purchased. They may be users or 
others in the organization. 
 
Users: Those who will use the product or service. In many cases, the users initiate the 
buying proposal and help define the product requirements. 
 
Influencers: People who influence the buying decision. They often help define 
specifications and also provide information for evaluating alternatives. Technical 
personnel are particularly important influencers. 
 
Deciders: People who decide on product requirements or on suppliers. 
 
Approvers: People who authorize the proposed actions of deciders or buyers. 
 
Buyers: People who have formal authority to select the supplier and arrange the purchase 
terms. Buyer may help shape product specifications, but they play their major role in 
selecting sellers and negotiating. In more complex purchases, the buyers might include 
high-level managers participating in the negotiations. 
 
Gatekeepers: People who have the power to prevent sellers or information from reaching 
members of the buying center. For example, purchasing agents, receptionists, and 
telephone operators may prevent salespersons from contacting users or deciders. 
 
Source: Kotler (2000) 
 
When a buying center includes many participants, the business marketer will not have the 
time or resources to reach all of them. Small sellers usually concentrate on reaching the 
key buying influencers. A larger seller usually goes for multilevel in depth selling to 
reach as many participants as possible. Their salespeople virtually “live” with their high 
volume customers. Companies will have to rely on their communications program to 
reach hidden buying influences and keep their current customers sold (Kotler, 2000). 
 
The average number of people involved in the buying decision ranges from three to 
almost five. This all depends on if it is for services and items used in a day to day 
operation; three persons is the most common composition of the buying center. For high-
tech purchases as construction work and machinery, the average buying center is almost 
five persons according to Kotler (2000). The trend is also toward team-based buying; a 
survey found that 87 percent of the purchasing executives at Fortune 1000 companies 
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expect teams of people form different departments and functions to be making buying 
decisions in the year 2000 (Kotler, 2000). 
 

Roles in the Core Selling and Buying Team 
 
In any team environment, successful outcomes require that each team member have a 
clear understanding of his/her role and how that role interacts with other team roles. 
Alternatively, the lack of clearly defined roles is often the source of team problems 
(Varney, 1989) 
  
 Figure 2.5 Roles in the Core Selling Team 

Selling Team Buying Team 

Selling Team Leader 
Responsible for all team actions. Within the 
team, works directly with the CSR, the IC, 
and the seller. May work directly with the 
buyer and/or buying team leader to satisfy 
customer needs. Obtains information and/or 
approval from management on such things 
as team decisions and special customer 
discounts, as well as information that 
permits the alignment of team and 
organizational goals. 

Buying Team Leader 
Responsible for all team actions. Interacts 
with all core team members: with the buyer 
to ensure the attainment of purchasing 
goals, with the IC to discuss the 
composition of the extended team, and with 
the EIS to obtain information needed by 
core members. Works with management 
regarding the alignment of team and 
organizational goals, and with selling team 
members to ensure that buying team 
performance goals are met. 

Seller 
The primary customer contact. Obtains 
customer information that is distributed 
throughout the team. A key source of 
external information regarding the 
marketplace, competitors, etc. 

Buyer 
The primary supplier contact. Receives 
external information from selling team 
members and the EIS. Serves as a key 
internal and external information link. 

Internal Coordinator 
Responsible for the extended selling team. 
Works closer with the leader, the seller, the 
CSR, and various relevant functional 
departments. 

 Internal Coordinator  
Responsible for extended buying team. 
Works closely with the leader, the buyer 
and the various relevant functional 
departments. 

Customer Service Representative 
Provides installation, maintenance, and 
other customer services. Interacts with 
buying team and selling team members. 

Customer Service Representative 
Responsible for obtaining relevant 
information from external sources. 

Extended Selling Team 
Consists of functional experts possessing 
the technical knowledge needed by the 
selling team to meet specific customer 
needs. 

Extended Buying Team 
Consists of functional experts possessing 
the technical knowledge needed to solve 
specific problems. Provides information for 
both the buying and selling teams. 

 
Source Hut, Johnston and Ronchetto, (1985) 

 
Based on the concept that teams consist of a small number of people with complementary 
skills, we have conceptualized four roles in the core selling team, as shown in figure 
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above. A smaller company may only have one individual who acts as a seller and Internal 
Coordinator (IC), while a large company may include several sellers on the same team. 
 
The Core Selling Team 
Based on the concept that teams consist of a small number of people with complementary 
skills, a conceptualized selling team consisting of four roles is presented in figure above. 
 
Team Leader 
Has the most vital role in the selling and buying team. The emphasis on teams and 
teamwork will place new and demanding requirements on the leader (Deeter-Schmelz & 
Ramsey, 1995). 
 
The team leader represents those members of the core team responsible for all team 
actions, including negotiation and internal and external relationship development (Ingram 
and LaForge, 1992). The leader is responsible for developing united strategies between 
core and extended selling team members (Smith and Barclay, 1993). The leader is 
hypothesized as working directly with the customer service representative (CSR) to 
ensure customer needs are being met, with the IC to plan composition of the extended 
team and with the seller to plan sales approaches and customer relationship development 
techniques (Deeter-Schmelz & Ramsey, 1995). 
 
Seller 
The seller represents those members of the core team who serve as primary contacts for 
customers. Similar to the initiator role conceptualized by Kotler (2000), we see the seller 
as the individual who first recognizes a sales opportunity and conveys that information to 
the rest of the team. The seller is also the primary source of external information coming 
into the team. This information can be useful in selling approach decisions, extended 
team composition decisions, and product development decisions. 
 
Internal Coordinator 
The IC is responsible for adjusting and coordinating the extended selling team. Within 
the core team, the IC must work closely with the seller and the team leader, as well as the 
CSR, to determine customer information needs. These customer needs will drive the 
composition of the extended selling team. The IC should also provide the organizational 
expertise that is needed by the core team to accomplish the teams’ goals. The power to 
choose extended team members may not always lie with the core team, but rather with 
high status experts who impact the process. Accordingly, the IC maintains relationships 
and manages the linkage with potential extended team members from a variety of internal 
functional departments (Deeter-Schmelz & Ramsey, 1995). 
 
Customer Service Representative 
Customer service representatives (CSR) are those members of the core team who provide 
installation, maintenance and other services to the customer (Kotler, 1991). The vital role 
of the CSR position in the core selling team is becoming more important as the selling 
team evolves (Rose, 1991). The CSR could be seen as a customer contact at the home 
office when the seller is unavailable, or when information is needed that does not require 
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the seller’s input. Through interactions with the buying team, the CSR will tend to have 
information on customer requirements, preferences, and previous customer problems and 
complaints (Manning and Reese, 1990) 
 
The Core Buying Team 
As with the core selling team, we expect membership in the core buying team to be 
limited to a small number of people with complementary skills (Katzenbach and Smith, 
1993). 
 
Team Leader 
The team leader is responsible for all actions and performances in the buying team 
(Seguin, 1984). Thus, the buying team leader interacts with all core team members: with 
the buyer to ensure the achievement of purchasing goals, with the IC to discuss the 
composition of the extended team, and with the external information source (EIS) to 
obtain external information needed by all core team members (Deeter-Schmelz & 
Ramsey, 1995). 
 
Buyer 
The buyer represents those members of the core buying team who serve as primary 
contacts for suppliers and are responsible for procurement of products, supplier selection 
and negotiation (Aljian, 1973). The buyer receives information concerning products, 
competitors and suppliers through direct relationships with the seller, the selling team 
leader and/or the CSR, as well as from the EIS within the buying team (Deeter-Schmelz 
& Ramsey, 1995). 
 
Internal Coordinator 
The IC has the responsibility to bring necessary purchase-specific expertise into the core 
team but also responsibility for the extended buying team. The IC will work closely with 
the buyer and buying team leader to gain an understanding of the information 
requirements of a given situation. Once buying needs have been specified, the IC contacts 
those internal organizational members who can provide technical expertise. The IC 
maintains relationships and manages the linkages with a variety of internal functional 
departments, such as production, shipping, and marketing (Deeter-Schmelz & Ramsey, 
1995). 
 
External Information Source 
The primary objective of the EIS is to provide the team with relevant external 
information that can improve the effectiveness of buying team outcomes. The EIS may 
coordinate with trade associations to obtain accurate industry information and/or relevant 
research findings, or with other companies in similar industries to develop buying team 
benchmarking standards (Deeter-Schmelz & Ramsey, 1995).  
 
The new team is self-managed. Team members are united by a common vision that 
cascades across the enterprise. Individuals are empowered to act, and do so responsibly 
and creatively. Freed from bureaucratic control, they take initiatives and even risk to get 
closer to customers and work more productively. They are motivated by one another to 
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achieve team goals rather than to satisfy superiors. With common interests that are 
immediate and clear, cooperation flourishes. This is a working-learning environment 
where individuals develop strong specialized expertise and broader competencies, not 
just specific skills. The notion of learning job skills that require periodic updating is 
replaced with the notion of life-long learning. Income is tied to level of competence and 
accomplishments rather than to position in the hierarchy. The enterprise holds a sense of 
social responsibility, and people identify with it. Rather than good management, 
leadership and vision are becoming the dominant requirements for success in a changing 
and volatile business environment (Tapscott & Caston, 1993). 
 
It is generally accepted that all of this is achievable, because the new enterprise is 
becoming information-based. It is assumed that information technology provide the 
means whereby organizations that have remained fundamentally unchanged for decades, 
and arguably for centuries, can be transformed. The theory is that the new structure is 
possible when each member understands the team vision; has the competencies required; 
has the trust of others; and very important, has access to the information and tools 
required for functioning and collaborating within the team in a broader context (Ibid). 
 
IT has enabled a reduction of the middle layers of management who are relays- human 
boosters for the faint, unfocused signals that pass for communication in the traditional pre 
information organization (Drucker, 1989). The old organization also needed separate 
departments that housed specialized information and knowledge. This assumption can 
now be challenged. For example, it was unthinkable that a plant worker could (or should) 
be involved in any marketing activities. However with technology able to provide 
information regarding production, shipping, ware housing, and sales along with tools for 
marketing such as telemarketing workstations all within a plant it is possible to build a 
different kind of organization structure (Tapscott & Caston, 1993). 
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3 Conceptual Framework 
 
We will here present our conceptual framework. Based on our literature review in 
chapter two, we have conceptualized a number of studies that we will use when designing 
our interview guide and gathering data. To be able to collect relevant data on our 
research questions and then compare them with the chosen theories, we have chosen a 
few studies that this research will rely on and in specific, which concepts that data will be 
collected upon. “The conceptual framework explains, either graphically or in narrative 
form, the main things to be studied.” (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p. 18). Since we have 
studied several theories within the same theoretical area, we have selected the ones that 
match our research questions and our purpose in the most appropriate manner. 
 
General Demarcation 
 
There are three ways of looking at the focal relationship: from a buyer-seller perspective, 
from a buyer’s perspective, and from a seller’s perspective. Due to time constraints, we 
have chosen to conduct our investigation only from a seller’s perspective. Hence, only 
the studies or part of studies that bear on this perspective will be utilized. 
 
 
3.1 How can the Virtual Relationship Process be described 
 
For answering our first research question, we have chosen to use the following studies: 
 
The Relationship Life Cycle by Wetzels et al (1998). We have chosen to use this study 
because we think that it provides a good and thorough base of which to extract data in our 
interviews. This particular study contains five stages that we will use: 
 
Awareness  
When a company becomes aware of a potential business partner 
  
Exploration  
When a company searches for exchange partners, evaluates possible benefits of a 
business relationship, and test exchanges occur. 
 
Expansion  
When the two parties are satisfied with the relationship and take bigger and bigger risks 
to reap even larger benefits of the relationship. 
 
Commitment  
When the two parties are so satisfied with the relationship that other possible sources of 
the same benefits are neglected. 
 
Dissolution. 
When the relationship is terminated due to dissatisfaction from either party. 
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The Relationship Ladder of Loyalty by (Payne, Christopher, Clark & Peck, 1999). The 
reason that we chose this study is that it complements the Relationship Life Cycle in a 
good manner, thus providing a complete theoretical framework for our first research 
question. There are six stages in the ladder, and we will use them all: 
 
Prospect 
Someone whom you believe may be persuaded to do business with you 
 
Purchaser 
Someone who has done business just once with your organization. 
 
Client 
Someone who has done business with you on a repeat basis but may be negative, or at 
best neutral, towards your organization. 
 
Supporter 
Someone who likes your organization, but only supports you passively. 
 
Advocate 
Someone who actively recommends you to others, who does your marketing for you. 
 
Partner 
Someone who has the relationship of a partner with you. 
 
The Relationship Ladder of Loyalty is a process where the customer is classified in these 
six ways. The seller aims to upgrade the customer through the stages. 
 
To be able to answer our first research question, we will only use these two studies. The 
reason for this is that, jointly, they provide a framework that the other theories reviewed 
cannot best. Furthermore, the time limit of this thesis renders us unable to include further 
studies in answering our first research question. 
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3.2 Benefits and Risks with Virtual Relationships 
 
We have presented some advantages/benefits and disadvantages/risks of virtual 
relationships. A summary of the key points for answering our second research question is 
presented in Table 3.1: 
 
      Table 3.1: Advantages/Benefits and Disadvantages/Risks with virtual relationships 
 

Seller’s Perspective 

Benefits / Advantages Risks / Disadvantages 

Lower marketing cost 
per unit sold than on 

units sold through 
traditional sales 
organizations.  

(Klein & Quelch, 1997) 

Second-hand 
information sources 

about seller  
(Gummesson, 1998) 

Second-hand 
information sources 

about the buyer 
(Gummesson, 1998)  

(Rich, 2000) 

Difficulties in assessing 
the quality of the 

information received 
(Gummesson, 1998) 

Customer retention 
(Gummesson, 1998) 

Difficulties in assessing 
the credibility of the 

buyer (Gummesson, 1998) 

Speed 
(Gummesson, 1998) 

Unreliable soft- and 
hardware  

(Gummesson, 1998) 

Global access 
(Gummesson, 1998)  

        Source: Authors own construct 
 
We have chosen to only use Gummesson’s 30R theory in this, visualized in Table 3.1, 
indirect manner. We will not use any of the 30R’s directly in our investigation, because 
we consider them to deal with different types of relationships, thus not tying directly into 
our research questions. 
 
Due to the lack of studies mentioning advantages and disadvantages with virtual 
relationships, and our inability in finding relevant articles, these points will be the only 
ones we investigate. Of course, we could construct a table with considerably more points 
in each column, but that would make our research on this particular research question 
inductive. Hence, we would not be able to perform sound empirical data gathering, due to 
the time limitations on this particular thesis. 
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3.3 How can the people involved in Virtual Relationships be described 
 
When answering our third research question, we will try to correlate the different roles in 
the seller’s organization, as described in our literature review chapter. The roles that we 
will use are found in the selling center (Moon and Armstrong, 1994) and the selling team 
(Hut, Johnston and Ronchetto, 1985), as shown in table 3.2: 
 
 
          Table 3.2: Types of exchange organizations 
  

Selling Center Selling Team 

Initiator Team Leader 

Coordinator Seller 

Resource Internal Coordinator 

Approver Customer Service Representative 

Implementer  

 Source: Author’s own construct 
 
We have touched upon virtual relationships earlier in our thesis, but due to the lack of 
defined roles in the studies reviewed, we are unable to conceptualize upon these two 
types of teams. 
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4 Methodology 
 
In this chapter a brief discussion regarding methodology and what methodology is about 
will be presented. We continue to discuss and describe what research position, research 
purpose, research approach, and research strategy that have been used in this study and 
we also explain why we have chosen these ways of conducting the study. The sample 
selection will also be explained. The selection of investigated companies, the data 
collection method, and the analysis method is discussed. We finally present the 
methodology problems and how these problems have been solved in order to strengthen 
validity and reliability in this study. We also end this chapter with a table to visualize the 
path we have chosen for this research. 
 
 
4.1 Research Purpose 
 
Yin (1994) means that research strategies can be used for the three purposes: explore, 
describe, or explain. 
 
Exploratory studies aim for basic knowledge within the problem area (Wallén, 1996). 
These studies are suitable when a problem is difficult to demarcate and when relevant 
theory is unclear. They are further appropriate when important characteristics and 
relations are hard to determine. (Eriksson & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1997) 
 
Descriptive research is appropriate when a problem is clearly structured but the intention 
is not conduct research about connections between causes and symptoms. The researcher 
knows what he or she wants to investigate but not the answers. (Eriksson & 
Wiedersheim-Paul, 1997). 
 
Explanatory research is useful for studying relations between causes and symptoms. The 
researcher tries to identify the factors, which together cause a certain phenomena 
(Eriksson & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1997). 
 
Which category a study belongs to depends on ambitions and knowledge within the 
research area (Wallén, 1996). The research purpose of this thesis is mainly descriptive. 
This due to the fact that it was stated in the research purpose that this thesis wanted to 
gain a better understanding of how virtual relationships from a business-to-business 
perspective can be described. In this thesis a number of variables connected to the issue 
of how ethical capability can be used as a competitive advantage will therefore be 
described. However, this thesis is also somewhat exploratory. This due to the fact that we 
have not been able to find studies that focus on the exact same problem as we have 
chosen to do in this thesis. Towards the end of this thesis the authors’ own conclusions 
are presented by answering the research questions, this thesis is beginning to explain the 
issures that have been described. This makes our study mainly descriptive but with 
explanatory and exploratory influences. 
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4.2 Research Approach 
 
There are two main approaches within research according to Holme and Solvang (1991), 
qualitative and quantitative. Qualitative methods of research are usually describing a 
situation as a whole, in which the research questions exists. The researchers are striving 
to find the unusual and to create a complete understanding of the problem from the 
situation as a whole. The data is collected abundantly to investigate several variables 
from a few numbers of entities. Qualitative research method is conducted through 
interviews where no set of alternatives of answers is being offered (ibid). 
 
When conducting quantitative research, data is formalized and structured and the 
researcher has a high degree of control. The results from a quantitative research are such 
data that can not be converted to numerical values or in form of statistical material. The 
aim with the research is to make a generalization, based on the processed results of the 
investigation. Quantitative research methods study few variables on a large number of 
entities. The quantitative researches are most commonly carried out with a set of 
alternatives to answers (Holme & Solvang, 1991).  
 
Our intention with this thesis is to use a qualitative research methodology that examines 
the virtual relationship activities at three companies. A qualitative method is being used 
due to gain a better understanding of how an organization may use virtual medias in the 
strive to create a better relationship with their customers. A qualitative method is 
conducted through interviews, which also is our way of collecting data in this thesis. As 
an effect, our result can not be presented statistically, only in the form of words. 
 
4.3 Research Strategy 
 
According to Yin (1994) there are five research strategies that a researcher can choose 
from: experiment, surveys, archival analyses, histories and case studies. He also claims 
that when using each strategy it consists of (1) the type of research question posed, (2) 
the extent of control an investigator has over actual behavioural events, and (3) the 
degree of focus on contemporary as opposed to historical events. 
 
TABLE 4.1 relevant situations for different research strategies 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Form of research 
question 

Requires control over 
behavioural events 

Focuses on 
contemporary 
events 

Experiment How, why Yes Yes 
Survey Who, what, where, 

how many, how much 
 

No 
 

Yes 
Archival analysis Who, what, where, 

how many, how much 
 

No 
 

Yes / No 
History How, why No No 
Case study How, why No Yes 

  Source: Yin, 1994, p. 6 
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History, case study and experiment all use how and why questions. What distinguishes 
them from each other is the investigator’s control and access to actual behavioural events. 
(ibid.) 
 
With an experimental research the strive is to establish a causal relation. This is defined 
in two types of variables: dependent and independent. Experiments require assumptions 
about relations, in other words hypothesis (Wallén, 1996). Other characteristics of an 
experiment are control over the used variables, randomly spread participants, and a 
possibility of carrying it out repetitively (Wiedersheim-Paul & Eriksson, 1997). 
 
A surveys ability to investigate the context is extremely limited (Yin, 1994). The purpose 
of a survey is to draw general conclusions from a sample. A survey is appropriate when 
conducting an investigation with many entities and few variables (Wiedersheim-Paul & 
Eriksson, 1997). The information is most commonly gathered with a questionnaire (Yin, 
1994) 
 
When conducting an archival analysis there is no control over behavioral events. This 
strategy is favoured when the research goal is to describe the incidence or prevalence of a 
phenomenon as well as when the goal is to predict certain outcomes (Yin, 1994). 
 
When investigating the past and there is no person alive to report what occurred, a history 
investigation could be conducted. In this case the investigator must completely rely on 
primary documents, secondary documents or cultural and physical artifacts as the source 
(ibid.). 
 
According to Yin (1994), a case study can be either a single-case study or a multiple-case 
study. When making a single case study the investigators have no possibilities to make 
comparisons or generalize. Multiple case studies on the other hand give the researchers 
the opportunity to compare; however, less time can be spent on each case (Yin, 1994). A 
case study is used when investigating contemporary events and relevant behaviours 
cannot be manipulated. There are two additional sources: direct observation and 
systematic interviewing. When using participant-observation there is a risk that informal 
manipulation occur (Yin, 1994). Using a case study as a research strategy means that the 
researchers investigate a few numbers of objects, like industries and companies, in many 
dimensions (Eriksson & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1997). 
 
The above discussion indicates that one strategy seems to be appropriate in our research, 
namely a case study, since the research questions stated are “how”. In addition, we 
wanted to investigate a limited number of companies, in different branches, in order to 
receive as exhaustive information as possible from each case regarding our area of 
research. This also contributed to our choice of using multiple case studies. Using 
multiple case sampling will add to the confidence of the findings. Multiple case sampling 
also adds to the validity, precision and the stability of the findings. Further more, we 
wanted to use contrasting cases in order to find out possible similarities and 
dissimilarities between them. From investigating similar and contrasting cases we as 
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researchers are able to understand the findings from a single case and specify how, where 
and maybe also why it has this behavior (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 
 
 
4.4 Data Collection 
 
According to Yin (1994) when conducting the data collection one can rely on six 
different sources. These sources include documents, archival records, interviews, direct 
observation, participant observation and physical artifacts. If the information is received 
from people the source is usually interviews, survey or observations (Lundahl & Skärvad, 
1992). In the table below strengths and weaknesses for each of the six sources of 
evidence are shown. 
 
TABLE 4.2 Six sources of evidence: Strengths and weaknesses 

 Strengths Weaknesses 
 

Documentation •  Stable - can be reviewed 
repeatedly. 

•  Unobtrusive – not created as a 
result of the case study. 

•  Exact – contains exact names, 
references, and details of an 
event. 

•  Broad coverage – long span of 
time, many events, and many 
settings. 

•  Retrievability – can be low. 
•  Biased selectivity, if collection is 

incomplete. 
•  Reporting bias – reflects 

(unknown) bias of author. 
•  Access – may be deliberately 

blocked. 

Archival Records •  Same as above for 
documentation. 

•  Precise and quantitative. 

•  Same as above for documentation.
•  Accessibility due to privacy 

reasons. 
Interviews •  Targeted – focused directly on 

case study topic. 
•  Insightful – provides perceived 

causal inferences. 

•  Bias due to poorly constructed 
questions. 

•  Response bias. 
•  Inaccuracies due to poor recall. 
•  Reflexivity – interviewees gives 

what interviewer wants to hear. 

 

•  Reality – covers events in real 
time. 

•  Contextual – covers context of 
event. 

•  Time-consuming. 
•  Selectivity – unless broad 

coverage. 
•  Reflexivity – event may proceed 

differently because it is being 
observed. 

•  Cost – hours needed by human 
observers. 

Participant 
Observation 
 
 

•  Same as above for direct 
observations. 

•  Insightful into interpersonal 
behavior and motives. 

•  Same as above for direct 
observations. 

•  Bias due to investigator’s 
manipulation of events. 

Physical Artifacts •  Insightful into cultural features. 
•  Insightful into technical 

operations. 

•  Selectivity. 
•  Availability. 

    Source: Yin, 1994, p. 80 

 Direct Observations 
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The strengths in archival records are the same as in documentation, but archival records 
are more quantitative and precise. Since this is a qualitative research, these latter 
characteristics are not needed in this study. Direct observations will not be used due to 
being time consuming and costly. This is also the case with participation in observation. 
Since there is no real need for data on cultural features or technical operations, physical 
artifacts will not be used either. The two sources used in this research are documentation 
and interviews. For documentation we have mainly used web sites and written material 
about the companies. The documentation is to provide us with more information about 
the companies so we can get a clearer picture of their business activities. To get deeper 
insight interviews were also conducted. 
 
According to Kumar (1999), there are two major approaches to gather information about 
a situation, person, problem, or phenomenon. The first approach is used when the 
information required is already available and only needs to be extracted. This kind of 
data, available from secondary sources, is therefore called secondary data. The second 
approach to information gathering is used when the information needed must be collected 
from primary sources, which yields primary data. Eriksson and Wiedersheim-Paul (1997) 
further explains that secondary data is data that has already been collected by someone 
else for primarily another purpose, whereas primary data is collected directly by the 
researcher for a specific purpose. We have based our study on both primary and 
secondary data. In order to gather our primary data we used interviews. We interviewed 
two persons within each company. 
 
According to Kumar (1999), interviews can be unstructured or structured. An 
unstructured interview, also known as an in-depth interview, implies that the interviewer 
develops a framework, within which to conduct the interview. A structured interview 
implies that the investigator asks pre-determined questions, using the same wording and 
order of questions as specified in the interview guide (ibid). The interview guide is 
discussed later in this section, and can also be viewed in appendix A and B. One of the 
main advantages of the structured interview is that it provides uniform information, 
which assures comparability of data (Kumar, 1999). In this study a structured interview 
was conducted since a certain set of questions needed to be answered, in order to obtain 
data on the research questions.  
 
According to Kumar (1999), questions may be formulated as closed-ended or open-
ended. Closed-ended questions call for responses that are strictly limited. The respondent 
is offered a choice of alternative replies from which he/she is expected to select an 
answer corresponding to his/her personal views on a particular subject (Chisnall, 1997). 
We have used some closed-ended questions, but in order to get a deeper understanding of 
how the companies handle their customer complaints we have mainly used open-ended 
questions. The reason for this is that Chisnall (1997) claims that open-ended questions 
call for response of more than a few words, and the respondent has considerable freedom 
in phrasing an answer, which may be lengthy and detailed, in his or her own words. We 
have therefore used open-ended questions since we wanted to get answers that reflected 
the companies’ virtual relationship processes in a detailed way. Patton (1980) claims that 
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the fundamental principle of qualitative interviewing is to provide a framework within 
which respondents can express their own understanding in their own terms. The 
advantage of this is that the interviewer never supplies and predetermines the phrases of 
categories that must be used by the respondents to express themselves (ibid). As 
mentioned above, we have chosen to use structured interviews, but we still want the 
respondents to answer the questions with their own words, and therefore we have mainly 
used open-ended questions. 
 
Eriksson and Wiederheim-Paul (1997) mention two different kinds of interviews: 
personal and telephone. Advantages with personal interviews over telephone interviews 
are that personal interviews enable the interviewer to establish confidence with the 
interviewees, and more complicated questions can be asked. The advantages with 
telephone interviews over personal interviews are that they are cheaper and easier to 
arrange (ibid). 
 
In this research, we made one personal interview and five telephone interviews. Our 
original intention was to conduct personal interviews exclusively. Personal interview 
were not used in five of the cases due to high cost and time consumption, since the 
respondents were located in Piteå and Stockholm. We also believe that the questions in 
this research could be answered properly by telephone interviews. Before the interviews 
were conducted, e-mail with the set of questions was sent to the respondents, so that they 
could get a preview of what we would ask and a chance to become familiar with the 
questions. The questions were designed to build a "skeleton" of the research, allowing the 
telephone and personal interview to be as smooth as possible. 
 
The telephone and personal interviews lasted between 40 to 60 minutes and were 
conducted in Swedish, which is the mother tongue of both the researchers and the 
interviewers. During the interviews we used a tape recorder and we also took notes in 
order to register the empirical data in the best way possible. Merriam (1994) means that 
the recording of the interview makes sure that everything that was told during the 
interview is available for analysis. We followed our interview guide and we also 
complemented with additional questions that we considered to be of relevance. We were 
open to information that added to, or depended on the issues covered in our interview 
guide. 
 
 
4.5 Sample Selection 
 
As mentioned before, a multiple-case study has been conducted to gather the most 
appropriate empirical data. The case study includes three cases, which are based on 
interviews with two persons within the three different companies.  
 
The companies that we have chosen to study all use the virtual opportunities that websites 
possess and keeping a relationship within the company but also with their customers by 
virtual means. The reason for choosing one multinational company (MNC) and two 
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medium sized companies (MSC) was to get access to different views of their experiences 
from their perspectives.  
 
Since we wanted to study how companies handle relationships in the virtual world as a 
way to improve customer relations, we have chosen to study both a company that has 
been in the business for some years and two companies that are relatively newly 
established. The reason for choosing companies of different age is that the companies 
have varying degrees of experience in the way that they handle customer relations. 
 
In order to get a good spread of how long the companies have been in business and how 
much experience they have we have chosen to study one pulp and paper company and 
two IT companies.  
 
TABLE 4.3 Companies, industries and respondents included in this research 

Company Industry Respondents 
Frontec IT � Senior sales and marketing 

representative  
� Key account manager / Computer 

program developer 
Effnet IT � Marketing and sales representative 

� Key account manager 
MoDo Paper Pulp & Paper  � Inner sales representative 

� Key account manager 
              Source: Constructed by the authors. 
 
We chose to investigate Frontec and Effnet within the IT business and MoDo who will 
represent the more traditional company within the pulp and paper industry. The reason 
we chose two different industries is due to that we would like to see if there are any 
differences or similarities in their way of using virtual media activities between the two 
sectors. 
 
The selection of respondents is crucial according to Holme and Solvang (1991). If the 
wrong persons are being interviewed, the research may turn out to be invalid or worthless 
(ibid). During the first contact with each company, the intention of the research was 
explained and the right person was identified. In order to fulfill the purpose of this 
research it was of great importance to get in contact with a person at the company with 
the best knowledge and experience of selling activities. We believe that this has been 
achieved after narrow selection of persons at Frontec, Effnet and MoDo.  
 
At Frontec a personal interview was conducted with Anders OE Johansson, senior sales 
and marketing executive in Luleå on December the 11th. To get richer data we also did an 
additional telephone interview on December the 15th with Stefan Kullberg, key account 
manager for Landstinget. Mr Kullberg had also brought along Lars-Olof Persson who is 
working as a computer program developer, to be able to answer questions related to a 
more technical basis over the Internet and questions related to their homepage.  
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Telephone interviews were also conducted at Effnet, where we did an interview at 
December the 15th with Jessica Gustavsson, marketing and sales coordinator. On 
December the 19th an additional interview was conducted with Sandra Gaverud working 
as a Sales representative. Both of them were located at the head office in Stockholm. 
 
Two telephone interviews were also conducted with representatives at MoDo.  Anna Imé 
who is working at the head office in Stockholm as an inside salesman was interviewed on 
December the 12th. On December the 21th an additional interview was conducted with 
Mr. Lennart Carlsson, who has worked as a Key Account Manager at MoDo’s 
Scandinavian sales office for five years. 
 
 
4.6 Analysis Method 
 
The analysis of case study evidence is one of the last developed and most difficult aspects 
of doing case studies (Yin, 1994). Wolcott (1994, p.1) states, “the real mystique of 
qualitative inquiry lies in the processes of using data rather than in the process of using 
data rather than in the process of gathering data”. Data analysis consists of examining, 
categorizing, tabulating, or otherwise recombining the evidence to address the initial 
propositions of a study. The ultimate goal with the data analysis is to treat the evidence 
fairly, to produce compelling analytic conclusions, and to rule out alternative 
interpretations. Every investigation should start with a general analytic strategy yielding 
priorities for what to analyze and why. One common general strategy is to rely on 
theoretical propositions and this implies to follow the theoretical propositions that led to 
the case study (Yin,1994). Another general strategy is to develop a case description, a 
descriptive framework for organizing the case study. This strategy serves as an 
alternative when theoretical framework is absent (ibid). We have used the strategy of 
theoretical positions since we have followed our research questions throughout the theory 
chapter, the frame of reference, the data presentation, the data analysis, and the 
conclusions. 
 
Holme and Solvang (1991) have a recommendation on how to do a systematic analysis, 
beginning with a within case analysis and followed by a cross-case analysis. We followed 
this recommendation and began with the within-case analysis, in which we compared the 
data collected regarding each of the companies with our frame of reference. We 
continued with the cross-case analysis where the data from the different companies were 
compared with each other. 
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4.7 Methodology Problems 
 
The methodology problem that arises from a study like this are the problems of validity 
and reliability. These two areas are discussed below and we explain how we have 
proceeded in order to reduce these problems. Dezin (1970) claims that every type of data 
gathering is potentially biased and has specific to it certain validity threats. Yin (1994) 
further means that the case study researcher must maximize four aspects of quality of the 
design, namely construct validity, internal validity, external validity, and reliability. 
 
These four tests have been commonly used to establish the quality of case studies as well 
as an empirical social research (ibid). Table 4.4 displays the four tests, the recommended 
case study tactic, and a cross-reference to the phase of research when the tactic is to be 
used. 
 
TABLE 4.4 Case Study Tactics for Four Design Tests 

 Case study tactic Phase of research in 
which tactic occurs 

0Construct Validity •  Use multiple sources of 
evidence 

•  Establish chain of evidence 
•  Have key informants review 

draft case study report 

Data collection 
 
Data collection 

 
Composition 

Internal validity •  Do pattern-matching 
•  Do explanation-building 
•  Do time-series analysis 

Data analysis 
Data analysis 
Data analysis 

External validity •  Use replication logic in 
multiple-case studies 

Research design 

Reliability •  Use case study protocol 
•  Develop case study data base 

  Data collection 
  Data collection 

    Source: COSMOS Corporation as referred in Yin, 1994, p.33 
 
Construct validity establishes correct operational measures for the concepts being 
studied. 
Internal validity (not for descriptive or exploratory studies, only for explanatory or causal 
studies): establishes a casual relationship, where certain conditions are shown to lead to 
other conditions, as distinguished from spurious relationships. 
External validity: establishes the domain to which a study’s findings can be generalized. 
Reliability: demonstrates that the operations of study, such as the data collection 
procedures, can be repeated with the same results. 
 
According to Yin (1994), internal validity is of concern only for causal or explanatory 
case studies, and not for descriptive or explanatory studies. Since our study is descriptive 
and a little explanatory, we will not discuss internal validity further. The different types 
of validity that is relevant for our study, construct validity and external validity, and the 
reliability are discussed in the section below. 
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Reliability and Validity 
According to Eriksson and Wiederheim-Paul (1997), there are two important criteria that 
can be used to determine the quality and trustworthiness of a research work. These are 
reliability and validity.  
 
Validity shows if the researcher has established correct operational measures for the 
concept being studied. Yin (1994) further on defines reliability as “demonstrating that the 
operations of a study, such as the data collection procedures, can be repeated with the 
same results”(p.33). When using reliability the researcher has the goal of minimizing the 
errors and biases in the study. Another researcher that later conducts the same research 
over again and follows the same procedures as described, should arrive at the same 
findings and conclusions as the previous researcher. For the researcher to be able to 
repeat a previous case study there is a prerequisite that the procedures followed in the 
earlier case are documented. Therefore a good guideline is to conduct the research so that 
an auditor could repeat the procedures and arrive at the same results.  
 
In our research we have tried to identify the procedures involved throughout the study. 
Firstly, we have tried to develop clear questions that guide the research. Secondly, the 
steps that have been taken in order to collect data on these research questions have been 
thoroughly described in this chapter. Furthermore, the respondents have received a copy 
of the interview guide before the telephone interview (see appendix A and B). Despite 
our attempts of maintaining a high reliability in this study, personal biases are always 
present to a certain extent when conducting interviews. We can not be sure of how the 
attitudes and values of the respondents and us influence this study. Moreover, Yin (1994) 
suggests that a case study protocol and a case study database can be developed as a 
reliability tactic, but this has not been used in this study. 
 
Eriksson and Wiederheim-Paul (1997) claim that validity is the most important 
requirement on a measurement instrument. According to Yin (1994) there are three types 
of quality tests regarding the validity of a study. Their description follows below: 
•  Construct validity can be defined as “establishing correct operational measures for the 

concepts being studied”. 
•  External validity concerns ”establishing the domain to which a study’s findings can 

be generalized”. 
•  Internal validity refers to “establishing a casual relationship, whereby certain 

conditions are shown to lead to other conditions, as distinguished from spurious 
relationships”. (Yin, 1994, p.33) 

 
In relation to the construct validity of this study, the principle of “triangulation”, i.e. use 
of multiple sources of evidence, is followed. Sources for the data collection were both 
documentation and interviews. Our supervisor and some of our colleagues read through 
our interview guide, so that we could receive feedback. Furthermore, both notes and a 
tape recorder were used when documenting the interview. Effort was also put into 
identifying the proper person to interview. We conducted the interviews in Swedish and 
then we translated them into English, which includes the risk of translation errors. When 
it comes to the second tactic in construct validity, the establishment of a chain of 
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evidence, our study builds upon existing theories related to our research questions, and 
follows this base throughout the research. Regarding the third tactic of construct validity, 
out supervisor and our colleagues have continuously during the process reviewed our 
study. The feedback given to us at these occasions has helped us to revise our material. 
Concerning the external validity and to what extent the findings can be said to be 
generalisable, Yin (1994) notes that case studies do not rely on statistical generalization 
as with surveys, but analytical generalization. Analytical generalization is concerned with 
generalizing a particular set of results to some broader theory (ibid). In this study, case 
studies of three companies have been conducted, which might be considered to give a 
better base of generalization than a single-case study. According to Yin (1994) the aspect 
of internal validity is only applicable for explanatory or casual studies, not for descriptive 
or exploratory studies. While this thesis is mainly descriptive internal validity is not of 
interest. 
 
Visualization in form of a figure has been made of our research path. This figure will 
hopefully give the reader a better understanding of the methodology used in our research 
as well as make it easier to follow the structure of this chapter. 
 
Figure 4.5 Visualisation of the Method used in our Research.  
 

Source: Composers own Figure 
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5 Empirical Findings 
 
We will here present our empirical findings. We will begin each case presentation with a 
brief presentation of the company, and then move on to present our empirical findings in 
the order set by our research questions and conceptual framework. 
 
 
5.1 Frontec AB 
 
Frontec was established in 1981. It was established by the five present A-stockowners as 
a microcomputer unit within Tele-Planning, a company within tele- and computer 
communication. In 1986, they bought the full ownership and started Frontec LTD. 
Frontecs head office is located in Stockholm. During 1986 the business idea was 
formulated as “we save time” and there own software AMTrix started to develop between 
the technical and the administrating system (www.frontec.se). 
 
From the beginning of 1990 to 1996 Frontec LTD built four regional offices. The first 
was established in Gothenburg by an acquisition of IDK, this was the beginning to the 
strong position in the west of Sweden. Also, acquisitions in both Linköping and Luleå 
were made. In 1996, the already successful company was also starting up in Malmö with 
a base for the expansion over to Denmark. But already in 1993 the decision was made for 
an internationalization process by purchasing the company called Idhammar in Bristol 
within maintenance systems for the industry (ibid). 
 
Frontec is a consulting company in IT, management, and product and software 
development. They deliver solutions that shorten lead times in their clients’ operations 
and projects. Frontec is listed on the OM Stockholm Exchange’s Attract 40 list. Their 
core business is e-Business. Technical services are a separate business with the name 
BlueLabs (ibid). 
 
The Frontec Group also includes Frontec Research & Technology (FRT) and Frontec 
Maintenance Systems (FMS), based in the UK. FMS is a well-established supplier of 
maintenance systems to many European industrial companies. Frontec’s previous 
AMTrix operations are now part of Viewlocity, headquartered in the U.S., with Frontec 
as a minority owner (ibid). 
 
We have done an interview with Anders Johansson on the December 11, 2000 who is 
working as a senior sales and marketing executive at Frontec in Luleå. Mr Johansson has 
been working there for four years at this position. The second interview was conducted 
on December 15, 2000, where we talked to both Stefan Kullberg, Key Account Manager 
for Landstinget, and Lars-Olof Persson, system developer. Both of them had started their 
position within the company this year and are located in Piteå. 
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How can the virtual relationship process be described? 
 
According to Mr. Johansson, virtual relationships are not important for creating 
Awareness. Since Frontec have mostly larger customers who usually do not use virtual 
accessories like the web to be able to find their customers. Therefore, Frontec uses a 
more active approach with a seller, who visits their prospects, to be able to initiate 
awareness of their company. Mr. Kullberg mentions that it is hard to measure how 
important the web page is in the awareness stage because they do not know if the visitor 
is using the web page for primary or secondary data.  
 
When selling their products, Frontec utilizes virtual relationships as a cost saving tool 
throughout the relationship process. In both the Exploration and Expansion stages virtual 
tools are used. As an example, Mr. Johansson stated that Frontec often opens up its 
firewall, and lets the customer enter their system, combined with a telephone conference, 
in order to visually and audibly present a solution. Furthermore, the sales personnel often 
refer to the homepage for various questions, like product lists and results, in order for the 
customer to obtain thorough information. E-mail is used to a wide extent. Mr. Kullberg 
also mentions that they have built a special web page for customers within Landstinget, 
since they have a different need than the public customers. According to Mr. Persson, this 
web page was just established and at this early stage it is hard to tell what impact it will 
have. At this point, Frontec is trying to direct as many as possible of their customers at 
Landstinget to their web page, in order to convey, for example, proposals and other 
information. 
 
In the commitment stage, e-mail is used to a wide extent, combined with telephone 
conferencing and personal sales visits. When dissolution is being processed, the use of 
virtual medias is quite low according to Mr. Johansson. This is because a more personal 
contact is needed to precede the necessary relationship in the best way possible. 
 
A prospect is divided up in two segments according to Mr. Johansson, the public and 
private sector. The public sectors have to advertise the different consultancy services that 
they are looking for. The requests from the some public sectors, which are of interest for 
Frontec, are also coming as mail notifications, and tells them that there is a job out that 
would be appropriate for Frontec. Frontec can then find the more detailed version of the 
requirements on the public sector web page. Frontec then has the possibility to evaluate 
the different orders and can turn in a bid. They can hereby chose which ones they want to 
conduct business with and who they would not like to have as customers. According to 
Mr. Kullberg, the personal contact at this stage is very important for Frontec’s customers 
since their systems could cost millions. Mr. Kullberg also thinks that their prospect 
approach would have been different if their products would have been in a different area. 
 
When it comes to the private sector, the marketing is done in a more traditional way, with 
e-mail as a complement, but the face-to-face contact dominates. Through the face-to-face 
contact, the sales representative investigates the possibilities to do business with the 
different companies that they have as prospects. It is most often so that the sales 
representative doing a face-to-face sales effort precedes customer requests. 
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The use of virtual media is seen as a complement at the purchasing stage, to be able to 
meet customer requests and also being able to answer questions that they may have at this 
stage. 
According to Mr. Johansson, it is hard to identify the different stages of Client, Supporter 
and Advocate, since customers may say one thing when Frontec is present and another 
when they are not. The customers that Frontec have are traditionally relatively large and 
Frontec is keeping an ongoing contact with their customers with different ideas and 
solutions for e-Business within the customer’s company. According to Mr. Johansson, the 
best way to keep a customer is to have continuous business transaction. To keep this 
ongoing relationship with their customer, Frontec is using both e-mail and their monthly 
news, which is available in both e-mail format and written forms. According to Mr. 
Kullberg, the need for a more personal relationship with the customer is higher if the 
relationship is unstable. If, on the other hand, the customer is satisfied with the 
relationship, the use of virtual medias is a good way to keep in contact.   
 
Frontec has no direct partnerships but they are having very close relationships with large 
customers as, for example, Telia. These customers constantly give them new projects. 
According to Mr. Johansson, Frontec have not done any partnerships agreement but still 
view these customers as very important; These, important customers, have a key account 
sales representative who they can turn to for requests and questions both virtually and 
face-to face if needed. 
 
 
How can the benefits and risks of virtual relationships be described? 
 
One of the benefits, according to Mr. Johansson is, as mentioned before, the possibilities 
to utilize e-mail to send, for example, their monthly news brochure. This has given 
Frontec the opportunity to spread information more broadly. They are also often mailing 
their proposals in form of PowerPoint versions or in pdf format to their customers.  
 
Mr. Johansson also noted that second hand information sources about their customers is a 
great advantage, but also the fact that the customers can get information from Frontec via 
their home page. The Internet is an important information source for the sales 
representatives who want to get a better overview of their customers; Usually, both the 
annual report and other information can be retrieved over the Internet, which helps them 
to gain a better understanding of who they are dealing with. Mr. Johansson also noted 
that he sometimes gets surprised by some of the sensitive information that some of their 
customers publish on their web page. Regarding the consideration about increased 
customer retention, Mr. Kullberg saw the possibilities to keep updated with what is 
happening within the customers company throw looking at their homepage as an 
advantage. This gives the seller the opportunity to present a more “caring” perception of 
himself towards the customer.  
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According to Mr. Johansson, the speed of virtual relationships is an important factor, but 
it may still not totally replace the personal interaction. The speed is important for sending 
over biddings or looking at the economical results, so the Internet is of great assistance. 
 
For the more personal relationships and access to more soft values within the buyer 
organization, a face-to-face interaction would be preferred to gain excessive knowledge 
about the customer. Mr. Johansson also thinks that this will hold true for many years to 
come.  
 
The access to global customers is an advantage with virtual relationships, according to 
Mr. Johansson, but Frontec views their business as local. It is not enough to build long-
distance relationships with foreign customers, but they also need to have someone who 
can support the customer on their international location and make personal visits 
frequently. Furthermore, Mr. Johansson stated that the further away you get, the more 
vital role is played by the time difference, although Frontec have had telephone- and 
Internet videoconferences with customers in England on occasion. Mr. Johansson also 
claims that the virtual relationship cannot totally subsidize the personal relationship, thus 
forcing Frontec to visit the customer in person; therefore, it is important to have 
competent partners, which will support these kind of international customers.  
 
The main disadvantage, according to all of the respondents, is that virtual relationships 
are impersonal. Another disadvantages, that Mr. Johansson could see, is that their 
customer might not keep up-to-date information on their web pages, but he also notes that 
a date when last updated is often given on the home pages. This also gives an idea over 
how up-to-date the information is. He cannot see any difference between the credibility 
between Internet-based information and traditional, printed, information material. The 
second hand information that Frontec give out over the Internet, Mr. Persson said, can 
give the customer the wrong perspective from what was first intended, but they are trying 
to make the possibilities for interpretation errors as small as possible on their homepage. 
Also, the use of the web page is hard to measure, according to Mr. Kullberg, since you 
could not see what the intentions of the visitor is when entering the web page. 
 
One of the biggest disadvantages with a virtual relationship is still the technological 
aspect, according to Mr. Johansson. Problems with screen dissolutions and also the 
problems sometimes associated with connecting, to the Internet or a specific homepage, 
are some of the most frustrating actions. Therefore, virtual medias is seen as a 
problematic way of conducting business, thus making for extensive use of traditional 
medias is still being used extensively. 
 
 
How can the people involved in virtual relationships be described? 
 
The initiator in a selling center is always a salesman. However, the sale is initiated 
differently depending on if it is a public customer or a private. The public sector usually 
gives the initializing stage to Frontec in form of an inviting e-mail to lay a bid on their 
project that needs to be done. In the private sector, a more active role by Frontec’s sales 
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force is needed to initiate the sale; this is conducted both by e-mailing and personal 
meetings. They could also divide the initiating stage into new acquisitions and additional 
sales. 
 
The virtual coordinator within the Selling Centers is the salesperson in charge of the 
customer. In addition to traditional means, he utilizes the Internet, where the 
representatives within the group can, for example, book telephone conferences with the 
other members to be able to synchronize their activities. This is often used; some groups 
have their own conference numbers that they can logon to. According to Mr. Kullberg 
and Persson, the projects going on with Landstinget are using the intranet to a quite large 
extent, in order to be able to coordinate the different project from the north of Sweden to 
the south. Mr. Kullberg also mentions that to be able to sell their products, they also need 
to work with it to have a more active knowledge of how it works.  
 
When it comes to the coordination between people within Frontec, Mr. Johansson said 
that everybody tries to help each other but the customer representative is responsible for 
the overall coordination. Also, help from expertise and other resources are provided by 
the internal connections that Frontec has. They have used a method called multicasting, 
where they use a camera on the computer and can have a net conference meeting over the 
Internet with their sources. This is not used extensively since it is quite costly and takes 
resources to be able to work. 
 
In a sales project, the approver is usually the Key account manager if it has to do with a 
larger project. This takes place after the coworkers have put their effort in to the project 
and is just getting it finally approved. According to Mr. Kullberg, they usually publicize 
this on the intranet; that they have accomplished their mission with their work. A person 
within Frontec with high technological knowledge usually does the actual procedure with 
the implementation of the product. The implementation is usually done in cooperation 
with the customer according to both Mr. Johansson and Mr. Kullberg. 
 
 
According to Mr. Johansson, there is just one team leader that leads the team throughout 
the project. This person is called Key account manager for larger customers. This means 
that the customer could always get in contact with them in order to have a personal 
contact within the company. The team leader is using virtual relationship to a fairly wide 
extent both toward other parts of the selling team but also toward the customer.  
 
The key account manager is also the seller within the organization since he is the contact 
that the customer has to be able to answer questions and lay bids on different projects. 
Furthermore Mr. Kullberg states that the seller is using virtual relationships to a wide 
extent in order to fulfill the need of information that is required by the customer. Mr 
Johansson strengthened this statement by implying the same issues as Mr. Kullberg. 
 
The key account manager also has to be the extension to the internal coordination but 
with help from the organization within and the intranet. According to Mr. Johansson the 
key account manager could be seen as the “spider in the web”, a large amount of the 
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information that is preceded toward the customer and within the organization is 
coordinated throw the key account manager. Mr. Kullberg also supported this but also 
noted that he as a key account manager lets the inside staff handle the contacts with 
different parts within Frontec. The use of their intranet is used at a wide extent but also 
the use of e-mail is widely used towards the customer but also within the organization. 
This was also agreed this upon by Mr. Johansson. 
 
When it finally comes to the Customer Service Representative, Frontec is working on 
building an online service that will provide this function. According to Mr. Kullberg, this 
function will give the customers the possibilities to send inquiries, and a discussion forum 
will be established so the customers may exchange experiences.  
 
 
5.2 Effnet AB 
 
Effnet was established in 1997 and it was founded on a number of revolutionary research 
results and new technologies permitting more secure Internet communications. The 
company combines its roots in research and academia with professional management and 
outstanding business skills. The name is shortening from Efficient Networking. 
 
The company’s founders were the four research engineers Svante Carlsson, Andrej 
Brodnik, Mikael Degermark and Stephen Pink and they where all doing research at Luleå 
University of Technology. Effnet’s business concept is based on developing and 
marketing network products and technologies that improve efficiency and security. 
Effnet´s mission is to develop and market multifunction-networking products that deliver 
outstanding performance at affordable prices. Besides offering stand-alone solutions, 
Effnet aims to be the leader in the new “server-centric” market that is now emerging, 
which adds key features to industry-standard servers (www.effnet.se). 
 
Today the company has 56 employees who are situated in Sweden and USA. In Sweden, 
Effnet have two offices. The main office is situated in Luleå where research and 
development also are conducted in co-operation with the University of Luleå, and in 
Stockholm Effnet has a sales, marketing and finance office. In USA the subsidiary, Effnet 
Inc, has two sales and marketing offices that has been established in Boston and 
Mountain View in California (ibid).  
 
For 1999, the company had net sales that totaled approximately 2,3 million Swedish 
crowns, of which 30 percent was exported, and the result for the year was a deficit of 
49,4 million Swedish crowns. For the year 2000, the company expects the turnover to be 
40 to 100 million Swedish crowns (ibid).  
 
We have done an interview with Jessica Gustavsson, market coordinator at Effnet, on 
December 15, 2000. Ms. Gustavsson has been working for six months in this position. 
The second interview was conducted on December 19, 2000, where we talked to Sandra 
Gaverud who is working as a Key Account Manager, and has been working in this 
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position for the last eight months, although she has worked for Effnet for two years. Both 
of our interviewees are located at the marketing and sales office in Stockholm. 
 
 
How can the virtual relationship process be described? 
 
According to Ms. Gustavsson, awareness is created quite a lot through various virtual 
means; e-mail, web pages, discussion forums, etc; when Effnet searches for customers, or 
wants potential customers to become aware of the services that they are offering, virtual 
relationships are often created, via web pages and e-mail. Ms. Gaverud also supports this 
by noting that it is often Effnet that has to create the awareness of their customers in 
some way. 
 
In the exploration stage, web pages are frequently used for informational purposes 
according to Ms. Gustavsson: “You may want to know to whom they sell their products, 
and this can usually be found on their homepage”. Ms. Gaverud agreed upon this. 
In relationships in the expansion and the commitment stage, Ms. Gaverud stated that 
Effnet has no support-web for the customers right now. This is because their products are 
more or less specialized for each specific project. It is possible that this will be applied in 
the future but is not of current interest. Ms. Gustavsson also supported this. 
 
In the dissolution process the virtual medias is not that commonly used. The need for a 
more personal approach is needed, according to both Ms. Gaverud and Gustavsson, 
which stated that the use of telephone and personal meetings is the main method of 
handling the relationships in this stage. 
 
According to Ms. Gustavsson, prospects are investigated a lot though virtual activities, 
such as their homepage, or virtual magazines where they may have an ad. Effnet also 
receives a lot of inquiries from possible future clients via virtual means such as online 
registers and the Effnet homepage. Ms. Gaverud also agreed upon this and said that the 
use of virtual medias at this stage is used extensively. 
 
Ms. Gustavsson and Ms. Gaverud furthermore stated that Effnet’s relationships with 
customers are a long-term ongoing development process, where Effnet’s system 
developers work jointly with the customer’s developers to produce the optimal solution. 
Hence, the possibilities of developing/classifying customers in terms of purchaser, client, 
supporter, etc, are very limited within Effnet.  
 
Those partners that Effnet has got, according to Ms. Gaverud, are those who produce 
computer chips and also develop them. One of the virtual medias used is e-mailing 
between each other, to a certain extent. Other than that, more traditional medias are used. 
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How can the benefits and risks of virtual relationships be described? 
 
Ms. Gustavsson confirmed that lower marketing cost per unit sold than on units sold 
through traditional sales organizations is an advantage with virtual relationships that has 
been noticeable within Effnet. Ms. Gaverud agrees upon this and also brought up the 
example of material that is available in pdf-format from the homepage, which also 
contains a wide variety of information in plain HTML. 
 
Second-hand information sources about the buyer is an advantage with virtual 
relationships, according to Ms. Gustavsson, who stated that information searches about 
the customer is conducted on the Internet to a wide extent. Ms. Gaverud supported this 
and, furthermore, added that most of their customers are found through the Internet. 
 
Ms. Gaverud claimed that customer retention and speed are two of the chief advantages 
with virtual relationships, because of the convenience that e-mail presents to the seller. 
Effnet also give their purchasers and investors the possibility to sign up for press releases 
and also reports over the Internet. They hope that this will give their customer a deeper 
insight and awareness of products, which hopefully will lead to customer retention. Ms. 
Gustavsson also agreed upon this and, furthermore, stated that these two advantages also 
brings with it global access: “One can always tell the customer to go to the homepage for 
additional information”. This will also help bridge the time difference that will occur 
between different continents. 
 
Another advantage is, according to Ms. Gustavsson, that she gets newsletters from her 
customers in order to get updated within the same line of business. 
 
One of the risks with virtual relationships that they have noted at Effnet is that, because 
they have not been sending their e-mails encrypted, the information transfer has been 
insecure.  
 
The second-hand information sources could also be seen as a disadvantage, according to 
Ms. Gustavsson, who also implies that the appearance and design of a web page usually 
has an impact on the first impression of the customer; these impressions have sometimes 
shown to be wrong in the process of evaluation of the company.  
 
The credibility of information and quality of the information on a web page is hard to 
evaluate, according to Ms. Gustavsson, who also implies that the complication of not 
being able to open up a web page or their mail is something that could be seen as a 
disadvantage.  
 
According to Ms. Gaverud and Ms Gustavsson unreliable soft- and hardware is a 
disadvantage especially when things do not work, as they should. Ms. Gaverud stated that 
trespassing of unauthorized persons could make their system very fragile but also the 
breakdown of networks is a direct problem when wanting to use virtual medias to 
communicate. 
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How can the people involved in virtual relationships be described? 
 
According to Ms. Gaverud the initiation of new customers often comes from within the 
marketing and selling department. A common way is that they first read about the 
company and then enters their web page to be able to find out more about that particular 
company. There are also customers that enter their homepage and have questions that 
start the initiation of a customer relation. Furthermore, Ms Gustavsson adds that the 
initiation could come also from other sources within the company that has identified a 
sales opportunity. The virtual medias is a common way to use it. 
 
The coordinator within the selling center, according to Ms. Gaverud, is usually the 
person that has the specific company as the customer (the key account manager). This is 
the person that coordinates who will be participating. This person also coordinates 
meetings and is the face towards the customer; Effnet uses the term “single point of 
contact”. To coordinate this, the seller usually uses e-mail and the intranet but also the 
more traditional ways are being used.  
 
Ms. Gustavsson says that the resources, in form of expertise and information, should be 
handled through the intranet but that is not the case at this moment. The intranet is used 
within the R&D department but not as an extension between the Sales and R&D. This is 
something that they are working on to improve. Right now the expertise is handled throw 
e-mail or telephone mostly. 
 
The approver is different dependent on what the project is all about, according to both 
Ms. Gaverud and Ms. Gustavsson. The vice president of sales, marketing and product 
management usually approves the larger projects. Otherwise it is the key account 
manager who does the approving within the project. The product manager is one of the 
approvers within Effnet, but in general, it is the one with the most knowledge within the 
project or the product that approves the work. The virtual medias mainly used, according 
to Ms. Gaverud, is e-mail. Ms. Gustavsson also implies this but adds that since the 
organization is relatively small personal meetings are commonly used. 
 
The implementation of the product is carried out in cooperation with the customer, 
according to Ms.Gaverud. It is usually so that they have different delivery dates for their 
projects. In this stage, there is very little e-mailing since they are usually doing this work 
together on place. Some questions could be e-mailed to get richer data, but usually there 
is not that much virtual medias being used. 
 
According to Ms. Gustavsson, the team leader is usually the key account manager who 
has the overall responsibility for the proceedings of the project. The team leader is 
backed up with a team that will help give him/her sales support. The team leader is more 
or less responsible for all the information that should be transferred over to the customer 
and, therefore, e-mail is used both within the organization and to customers 
 
The key account manager is also taking the position within Effnet as the seller. The key 
account manager is the face to the customer and gives the first prospect. The seller 
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usually uses the virtual medias to gather information about the customers but also the use 
of e-mail is used to get the required information. 
 
Ms. Gustavsson implies that the key account manager handles the role of with the 
internal coordination in order to fulfill the final purchase. Ms. Gaverud also agrees upon 
this and adds that both the intranet, web site but mainly e-mailing is being used in the 
virtual world to make this easier and faster. Effnet has also special applications that are 
being used and could be sent over the intranet to set up the specific coordination of a 
project group. The traditional medias like telephone, face-to-face visits is still very 
important, and in some cases even more important than usually. 
 
Ms. Gaverud also points out that they have customer service over the Internet where their 
customers could get help with questions and other product inquiries. Since they’re 
different projects has different customer service support they usually have a contact that 
they could get in touch with when problems occur. When the product is out to the 
customer the service support is completed. This support correspondence is done with 
mailing or the more traditional ways. 
 
 
5.3 MoDo Paper AB 
 
MoDo Paper’s operations consist of two areas – Paper and Paper Trade. The merchanting 
operations comprise the business area MoDo Paper Trade. The Paper operations consist 
of the business areas Commercial Print, Office Paper and Pulp & Packaging together with 
the seven paper mills. The mills are located in France, Sweden, Germany and Austria 
(www.modopaper.se).  
 
MoDo Paper is the third largest fine paper producer in Europe. MoDo Paper Trade, with 
an estimated market share of 10%, is Europe’s third-largest fine paper merchant. In 1999, 
MoDo Paper incurred SEK 18,880 million in net sales, SEK 902 million in operating 
profit, and had approximately 7000 employees (ibid). 
 
We have conducted two interviews with MoDo Paper. The first interview was conducted 
with Ms. Anna Ihme, who works as an inside salesman at MoDo’s Scandinavian Sales 
Office. She has worked for MoDo for two years. The other interview was conducted with 
Mr. Lennart Carlsson, who has worked as a Key Account Manager at MoDo’s 
Scandinavian sales office for five years. 
 
 
How can the virtual relationship process be described? 
 
According to Ms. Ihme, virtual relationships are very seldom used to create awareness 
with the customer. Mr. Carlsson agreed, and added that MoDo’s line of business is ill 
suited for virtual means being used for this purpose; Awareness is completely created by 
traditional means like trade shows and regular advertising. 
 



5 Empirical Findings 

 57

Furthermore, Ms. Ihme stated that MoDo’s homepage is used when the customer is 
exploring the relationship; Product specifications, applications, and such information is 
available to the customer via the homepage. Nevertheless, Ms. Ihme stated that the 
customer’s seem to prefer to make active inquiries, mostly by means of e-mail. Mr. 
Carlsson talked more in general terms on this topic, stating that once a contract is signed, 
the relationship is mostly conducted via e-mails. 
 
When the relationship with the customer expands, customer contacts are handled mostly, 
or in some cases exclusively, by e-mail: “You conduct all dialogues and discussions via 
e-mail”, as Ms. Ihme stated it. As mentioned earlier, Mr. Carlsson stated that this stage of 
the relationship involves extensive e-mailing. 
 
The relationship with customer that have reached a high level of commitment resembles 
the relationship with the expanding customer to a high degree, according to both Ms. 
Ihme and Mr. Carlsson, thus involving virtual means to a quite high extent, both e-
mailing and use of web pages. 
 
As for the dissolution of a relationship with a customer, Ms. Ihme did not think that 
virtual relationships were used to any wider extent. She thought that these kinds of issues 
have to be conveyed by means of verbal communication. Mr. Carlsson strengthened this 
fact by agreeing that dissolution of relationships is done in a physical context rather than 
in a virtual one. 
 
Ms. Ihme thought that prospects are approached by virtual means to a fairly high extent. 
She furthermore noted that the level of virtual relationships is somewhat higher with 
prospects outside of Sweden, when she stated that: “I think that virtual relationships 
prohibits language difficulties to a certain extent”. Mr. Carlsson, however, stated that, 
with prospects, personal visits/contacts is the dominant method used: “Personal contacts 
is vital for establishing trust”. 
 
The relationship with the customers that have purchased only a few times is conducted a 
lot through e-mail and the Internet, according to Ms. Ihme. Mr. Carlsson also confirmed 
this. However, Mr. Carlsson mention that the level of virtual relationships towards any 
type of customer that have made a purchase depends a lot on the customer’s attitude 
towards MoDo. 
 
When it comes to clients, Ms. Ihme stated that the more one gets to know the customer, 
the more telephone calls are made, based on a mutual friendship. However, she stated 
that she would rather place a telephone call to a customer that she knows is not very 
positive towards Modo, than e-mail. Mr. Carlsson also mentioned this, and stated that 
personal conversations are preferred when dealing with customers that are not entirely 
positive in their attitude towards MoDo. 
 
With supporters, Ms. Ihme stated that the ratio between virtual relationships and 
traditional ones is about fifty-fifty. This also held true with customer that can be seen as 
advocates and partners. Mr. Carlsson did not provide a ratio, but said that with all these 
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types of customers, that are positive in their attitude toward MoDo, virtual relationships 
are conducted to a wide extent. 
 
Furthermore, Ms. Ihme stated the level of telephone calls as compared to the level of e-
mails would depend on whether MoDo wanted to upgrade the customer or not; if yes, 
more telephone calls. One of the reasons for this, according to Ms. Ihme, was that “one 
cannot completely rely on e-mails. One has to maintain the personal contact, the 
friendship”.  Another reason for not using e-mails exclusively, that Ms. Ihme stated, was 
that it may be hard to assess how an e-mail is perceived, due to the low level of context 
conveyed. Also, as friendship grows between the seller and the customer, virtual 
relationships are increasingly utilized, according to Ms. Ihme. 
 
Mr. Carlsson concluded this topic by stating that with very faithful customers, decisions 
of very high importance may actually be done by ways of virtual relationships. 
 
 
How can the benefits and risks of virtual relationships be described? 
 
As for lower marketing cost par unit sold, than on units sold trough traditional sales 
organizations, Ms. Ihme could not directly identify it as an advantage, but agreed in 
general terms. Mr. Carlsson, on the other hand, strongly agreed that this was a major 
advantage, which MoDo has gained upon: “We do business all over Europe. If I can save 
one single plane ticket, I’ve saved thousands of crowns.” 
 
Furthermore, Ms. Ihme identified second hand information sources about the buyer as a 
major advantage with virtual relationships: “It is very easy to gather information about 
the customer, should you choose”. Mr. Carlsson, however, stated that information about 
the customer still is gathered via traditional means, but that the ability to read branch 
magazines online is convenient. 
 
As for increased customer retention, Ms. Ihme had no opinion whether it is an advantage 
or not. Mr. Carlsson stated that there is, indeed, possibilities for improved customer 
retention, because one may keep a customer relationship more close with virtual means: 
“It [virtual relationships] makes inquiries from the customer easier, faster, and more 
frequent”. 
 
Speed was a clear advantage, according to Ms. Ihme, who connected it with global 
access, which she also counted as a clear advantage. Mr. Carlsson clearly agreed upon 
these advantages, arguing that regardless of ones location, communication is easily 
conducted with whom ever you choose; for example, Mr. Carlsson may receive proposals 
from customers via e-mail when he is on a business trip, and start evaluating it. 
 
In addition, Ms. Ihme stated that virtual relationships gives the seller the ability to bridge 
difficulties in the linguistic sense, when communicating with customers that do not speak 
her native tongue. Furthermore, an advantage identified by Ms. Ihme was that fact that 
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when having an e-mail relationship, one obtains all statements from the customer in 
written form. 
 
When it comes to the disadvantages of virtual relationships, Ms. Ihme did not consider 
second hand information about the seller as a disadvantage. Mr. Carlsson supported this, 
and furthermore added that the size of this particular corporation somewhat protects them 
from a lot of misleading or inaccurate information, that could have incurred negative 
consequences, were the corporation smaller. 
 
Furthermore, Ms. Ihme did not consider difficulties in assessing the quality of the 
information received nor difficulties in assessing the credibility of the buyer as 
disadvantages with virtual relationships. Mr. Carlsson, however, stated that MoDo never 
completely trusts the information given trough virtual means, because of these possible 
inaccuracies. Therefore, traditional means of information always complement the 
information collected trough various virtual means. 
 
A clear disadvantage, according to Ms. Ihme is unreliable soft- and hardware: “Well, 
things do not always work as they should. Tied in to this disadvantage, Ms. Ihme stated 
that the main disadvantage with virtual relationships is that one cannot be certain that the 
message reaches the receiver. This is exactly what Mr. Carlsson pointed out in 
connection with unreliable soft- and hardware. 
 
In addition to the aforementioned disadvantages, Ms. Ihme pointed on the impersonality 
of virtual relationships and that one cannot sense the mood of the customer as well with 
virtual relationships as in traditional ones. Mr. Carlsson added that the amount of 
information sent by e-mail makes it hard to single out the important messages and the 
nonessential ones: “If I do not check my e-mail for a couple of days, I will have 
approximately 80 new messages. People send copies of messages just to be certain it 
reaches me, and so on.” 
 
 
How can the people involved in virtual relationships be described? 
 
According to Ms. Ihme, the initiator is always a senior sales executive. These individuals 
use virtual relationships to a wide extent, mostly in the form of e-mails. However, 
according to Mr. Carlsson, who identified himself as the initiator, virtual relationships 
never occur when performing this function. 
 
The coordinator is the field salesman, according to Ms. Ihme. When performing this 
function, virtual relationships is used to a great extent. Mr. Carlsson also stated that he 
performs this function, with the aid of his sales assistants, and that virtual relationships is 
almost exclusively used when performing this function. 
 
Ms. Ihme identified the technical service department within MoDo as the resource. The 
information transfer between the resource and the sales department is done almost 
exclusively by means of virtual relationships, according to Ms. Ihme. Mr. Carlsson 
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supported this, and also added that the majority of the communication between the 
resource and the customer also takes place as virtual relationships, even though the 
technical service department may make personal visits to the customer if the problem at 
hand is very extensive. 
 
When it comes to the function of approver, Ms. Ihme stated that the field salesmen 
perform this function, and that virtual relationships are rarely used for performing it. Mr. 
Carlsson had nothing to add to this function, which he performs: “E-mails may be used 
when discussing or evaluating the work, but the actual approval always is always done in 
person”.  
 
The field salesman is also functions as the implementer, according to Ms. Ihme. When it 
comes to performing this function, virtual relationships are never used. Mr. Carlsson also 
identified himself as the implementer, and conveyed the same response as Ms. Ihme, 
when he stated that the implementation of a business transaction is always done in 
person, and never by means of virtual relationships. 
 
Within MoDo, the individuals acting as team leaders use virtual relationships to a fairly 
wide extent, both towards the customer and towards other parts of the selling team, 
according to Ms. Ihme. Mr. Carlsson, however, stated that he, as team leader, rarely 
utilizes virtual relationships towards the customer, but to a wide extent towards the other 
parts of the selling team. 
 
The role of seller involves multiple people for each individual customer. The field 
salesman the main seller, but to his aid are also a number of inside salesmen, e.g. sales 
assistants, according to Ms. Ihme: “Virtual relationships are of great help when the field 
salesman is on business trips, allowing the inside salesmen to support the field salesman 
with various information”. Furthermore, Ms. Ihme stated that towards the customer, the 
inside salesmen use virtual relationships to a greater extent than the field salesmen but, 
nevertheless, the general level of virtual relationships towards the customer is high. This 
was completely agreed upon by Mr. Carlsson as well. 
 
 
The role of internal coordinator is allocated mostly to the inside salesmen at MoDo, 
according to Ms. Ihme; they have a policy called “one face to the customer”, which 
implies that the sales department should conduct all relationships with the customer, and 
handle all inquiries. In this function, e-mail is used extensively towards the customer and 
almost exclusively in intra-company relationships. Mr. Carlsson also supported this by 
noting that he as a field salesman lets the inside salesmen handle the contacts with 
different parts of MoDo, as per requests from customers; an example of this could be a 
technical inquiry, which the customer is instructed to do trough the inside salesmen. The 
inside salesmen thereafter contact the technical support department, and coordinates their 
effort to answer this inquiry. 
 
The previously mentioned policy, “one face to the customer”, also brings with it that the 
sales department also acts as customer service representatives, according to Ms. Ihme. 
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Furthermore, she stated that in the sense of customer service, virtual relationships are an 
important tool. Mr. Carlsson strengthened this statement by implying the same issues as 
Ms. Ihme: “inside sales are the customer service representatives, and there is an 
incredible amount of e-mails going in both directions”. 
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6 Analysis 
 
In this chapter, we will provide an analysis of our empirical findings. We will perform a 
within-case analysis of research question, where we will compare each case against our 
conceptualized framework. Finally, we will provide a cross-case analysis, where our 
three cases are compared to each other. Miles and Huberman (1994) provide three 
different “flows of activities” in analyzing the gathered data, which we will perform; 
data reduction, data display and conclusion drawing. 
 
 
6.1 How can the virtual relationship process be described? 
 
Here, we will analyze our first research question against our conceptualized framework. 
Each point in our conceptualized framework for research question one will be analyzed 
against each of our three cases. 
 
[The Relationships Life Cycle (Wetzels et al, 1998)] 
 
Awareness 
Within Frontec, we could not identify awareness as a stage in their virtual relationship 
process, thus deviating from Wetzels et al’s (1998) findings. In the case of Effnet, 
however, we were able to identify the stage awareness in their virtual relationship 
process, in correlation with Wetzels et al (1998). Within MoDo, the stages awareness 
was not a part of the virtual relationship process; both our interviewees considered that 
physical conversation is needed for this stage, thus deviating from the study by Wetzels 
et al (1998). 
 
Exploration 
We were, in accordance with Wetzels et al (1998), able to partially identify the stage 
exploration as a stage in the virtual relationship process of Frontec. In the case of Effnet, 
the stage exploration was clearly identified as a part of their virtual relationship process, 
in accordance with Wetzels et al (1998); web pages was named the main tool for this 
purpose by our interviewees. Within MoDo, however, virtual relationships seem to 
constitute the majority of the relationships in the exploration stage. Hence, this provides a 
clear correlation to the study by Wetzels et al (1998). 
 
Expansion 
We were, in accordance with Wetzels et al (1998), able to partially identify the stage 
expansion as a stage in the virtual relationship process of Frontec. A clear absence of the 
stage expansion was found within Effnet’s virtual relationship process, thus deviating 
from the study by Wetzels et al (1998); both interviewees supported this by their 
statements. When it comes to the expasion stage, as proposed by Wetzels et al (1998), 
MoDo has a lot of virtual relationships, mostly in form of e-mail communication, thus 
correlating. 
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Commitment 
We were, in accordance with Wetzels et al (1998), able to partially identify the stage 
commitment as a stage in the virtual relationship process of Frontec. The stage 
commitment, as described by Wetzels et al (1998) in their study, was not identified in the 
virtual relationship process of Effnet. We could identify commitment as a stage in the 
virtual relationship process of MoDo, thus correlating with the study by Wetzels et al 
(1998); e-mail is used extensively, as well as complementary information support from 
web pages. 
 
Dissolution 
Furthermore, the stage dissolution was no found within Frontec, providing an additional 
deviation from the study by Wetzels et al (1998). In Effnet, dissolution is not a part of the 
virtual relationship process, because a more personal approach is needed, according to 
both our interviews. Hence, a deviation from the study by Wetzels et al (1998) exists. 
Within MoDo, the stages dissolution was not a part of the virtual relationship process; 
both our interviewees considered that physical conversation is needed for this stage, thus 
deviating from the study by Wetzels et al (1998). 
 
 
The Relationship Ladder of Loyalty (Payne, Christopher, Clark & Peck, 1998) 
 
Prospect 
We were able to partially identify the stage prospect from Payne et al’s (1998) study in 
the virtual relationship process of Frontec. With public sector customers, virtual means 
were used to a limited extent, while with private sector customers, virtual means was 
nonexistent in the process. In the case of Effnet, the stage prospect was clearly identified 
in the virtual relationship process, thus correlating to Payne et al (1998); Activities on the 
web constitute the majority of the informational transfer, according to our interviewees. 
In MoDo, we are not able assess whether the stage prospect is a part of the virtual 
relationship process or not, due to inconsistencies in our findings. Hence, we cannot tell 
whether a correlation or a deviation with Payne et al (1998) exists. 
 
Purchaser 
Virtual means are used as a complement in the purchaser stage within Frontec, thus 
somewhat correlating with Payne et al (1998). With regards to the purchaser, the stage 
could not be identified in the virtual relationship process in Effnet, thus deviating from 
Payne et al (1998). In the case of MoDo, relationships with purchasers are often virtual 
ones, thus correlating with Payne et al (1998). 
 
Client 
Clients, as defined in the study by Payne et al (1998), are not a part of the virtual 
relationship process, in the case of Frontec. We could not identify the stage client as a 
part of the virtual relationship process in Effnet, thus deviating from the study by Payne 
et al (1998). Within MoDo, relationships with clients are not conducted via virtual means, 
due to the impersonality of the media, according to both our interviewees. Therefore, 
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clients cannot be said to be a part of the virtual relationship process of MoDo, thus 
deviating from Payne et al (1998). 
 
Supporter 
In the virtual relationship process of Frontec, we were able to identify the stage 
supporter, in accordance with Payne et al (1998). In the case of Effnet, the stage 
supporter could not be found in their virtual relationship process, thus deviating from 
Payne et al (1998). MoDo has a lot of ongoing virtual relationships with supporters, thus 
making this stage a part of their virtual relationship process, correlating to the study by 
Payne et al (1998); both interviewees pointed out that the more positive the customer is 
towards MoDo, the more extensive the virtual relationship would be. 
 
Advocate 
In the virtual relationship process of Frontec, we were able to identify the stage advocate, 
in accordance with Payne et al (1998). The stage advocate is not a part of the relationship 
process in Effnet, thus deviating from the study by Payne et al (1998). MoDo has a lot of 
ongoing virtual relationships with advocates, thus making this stage a part of their virtual 
relationship process, correlating to the study by Payne et al (1998). 
 
Partner 
In the virtual relationship process of Frontec, we were able to identify the stage partner, 
in accordance with Payne et al (1998). Due to inconsistencies and contradictions in our 
interviews, we cannot say whether the stage partner is a part of the virtual relationship 
process in Effnet. Hence, we can propose neither a correlation nor a deviation towards the 
study by Payne et al (1998). MoDo has a lot of ongoing virtual relationships with 
partners, thus making this stage a part of their virtual relationship process, correlating to 
the study by Payne et al (1998). 
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6.2 How can the benefits and risks of virtual relationships be described? 
 
Here, we will analyze our second research question against our conceptualized 
framework. Each point in our conceptualized framework for research question two will 
be analyzed against each case study. 
 
 
Advantages/Benefits 
 
Lower marketing cost per unit sold than on units sold through traditional sales 
organizations. (Klein & Quelch, 1997) 
Within Frontec, lower marketing costs were identified as an advantage with virtual 
relationships, thus correlating with the study done by Klein & Quelch (1997). Lower 
marketing costs is an advantage with virtual relationships within Effnet that was clearly 
identified. Therefore, a correlation with the proposition by Klein & Quelch (1997) exists. 
For MoDo, lower marketing costs is an advantage with virtual relationships that is 
strongly perceived within the company, thus correlating with Klein & Quelch (1997). 
 
Second-hand information sources about the buyer (Gummesson, 1998) (Rich, 2000) 
In Frontec, second-hand information sources about the buyer is a major advantage with 
virtual relationships, which correlates with the findings by Gummesson (1998), and Rich 
(2000). Second-hand information sources about the buyer is an advantage with virtual 
relationships in the case of Effnet, thus correlating to Gummesson (1998) and Rich 
(2000); Much of Effnet’s search for customers is currently being done utilizing Internet 
tools and methods. As for second-hand information sources about the buyer, we could 
not identify it as an advantage within MoDo, dur to inconsistencies in our interviewee’s 
responses. Therefore, we cannot say whether a correlation or deviation from the study by 
Gummesson (1998) and Rich (2000) exists. 
 
Customer retention (Gummesson, 1998) 
Frontec confirmed increased customer retention as an advantage with virtual 
relationships, thus correlating with Gummesson (1998). Identification was made with 
regards to customer retention as an advantage with virtual relationships within Effnet, 
thus correlating with Gummesson (1998); our interviewees pointed on this issue being 
major. The possibility for increased customer retention is an advantage with virtual 
relationships that was clearly identified within MoDo, thus correlating with the study by 
Gummesson (1998). 
 
Speed (Gummesson, 1998) 
In the case of Frontec, our interviewees pointed on speed as an advantage of limited 
importance, thus somewhat correlating with Gummesson (1998). Speed is an advantage 
with virtual relationships within Effnet, which was pointed out as a major advantage by 
our interviewees. Hence, a correlation exists with Gummesson (1998). As for speed, it 
was identified as an advantage with virtual relationships within MoDo, thus correlating 
with Gummesson (1998); both interviewees identified it clearly and directly, and often 
implicitly tied it into other advantages. 
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Global access (Gummesson, 1998) 
Global access is only a weak advantage of virtual relationships within Frontec, because 
they do not have ongoing relationships with foreign clients, but rather acts locally; this 
makes it hard to say whether Frontec correlates or deviates with the findings by 
Gummesson (1998). In the case of Effnet, global access was identified as an advantage 
with virtual relationships, supported by both our interviewees. Hence, a correlation exists 
with the proposition by Gummesson (1998). Within MoDo, global access was swiftly 
identified as an advantage with virtual relationships, thus correlating with Gummesson 
(1998); both interviewees stated directly and indirectly that this advantage is a major one. 
 
 
Disadvantages/Risks 
 
Second-hand information sources about seller (Gummesson, 1998) 
In Frontec, second-hand information sources about the seller was partially identified as a 
disadvantage; only one of our three interviewees pointed on this issue. Hence, only a 
slight correlation can be made towards the study by Gummesson (1998). We have 
identified second-hand information sources about the seller as a disadvantage with 
virtual relationships within Effnet, thus correlating with Gummesson (1998). Within 
MoDo, second-hand information sources about the seller was not identified as a 
disadvantage with virtual relationships, thus deviating from Gummesson (1998). 
 
Difficulties in assessing the quality of the information received (Gummesson, 1998) 
Assessing the quality of the information received was not perceived as a disadvantage 
within Frontec, although Mr. Persson indicated something towards this end. Hence, we 
cannot correlate this factor with the findings by Gummesson (1998). In virtual 
relationships within Effnet, difficulties in assessing the quality of the information 
received, was found to be a disadvantage, thus correlating with Gummesson (1998). Our 
data in the case of MoDo indicated that difficulties in assessing the quality of the 
information received was not perceived as a disadvantage but acted upon as one; there is 
a lack of trust in information received trough virtual media. Hence, a correlation with 
Gummesson (1998) exists. 
 
Difficulties in assessing the credibility of the buyer (Gummesson, 1998) 
As for difficulties in assessing the credibility of the buyer, our interviewees at Frontec did 
not consider it a disadvantage; Mr. Johansson, for example, saw no difference in 
credibility between printed, traditional, material and virtual material. Hence, a deviation 
from the study by Gummesson (1998) has been identified. Within Effnet, difficulties in 
assessing the credibility of the buyer is a disadvantage of virtual relationships that was 
clearly identified, thus correlating with Gummesson (1998). In MoDo, we were unable to 
identify difficulties in assessing the credibility of the buyer as a disadvantage with virtual 
relationships. Hence, our data deviates from the study done by Gummesson (1998). 
 
Unreliable soft- and hardware (Gummesson, 1998) 
A disadvantage from Gummesson (1998) that we clearly identified in Frontec was 
unreliable soft- and hardware. All of our interviewees pointed on the high complexity of 



6 Analysis 

 67

these cornerstones of virtual relationships, as well as their tendency towards unreliability. 
Unreliable soft- and hardware was nimbly identified in the case of Effnet, with both our 
interviewees clearly indicating this particular disadvantage with virtual relationships. 
Hence, a correlation exists with Gummesson (1998). As for unreliable soft- and 
hardware, it was clearly identified as a disadvantage with virtual relationships within 
MoDo, thus correlating with Gummesson (1998); the main problem was the uncertainty 
whether the message reaches the receiver or not, according to both our interviewees. 
 
 
6.3 How can the people involved in virtual relationships be described? 
 
Here, we will analyze our third research question against our conceptualized framework. 
Each point of our conceptualized framework for research question three will be analyzed 
against each case study. 
 
The Selling Center (Moon & Armstrong, 1994) 
 
Initiator 
In Frontec, the salesman, who is always the initiator, uses e-mail to a fairly high extent, 
thus utilizing virtual relationships. Hence, Frontec correlates to the study by Moon & 
Armstrong (1994). The initiator within Effnet most often comes from the marketing & 
sales department. Virtual relationships are frequently used when performing this 
particular function, thus correlating with Moon & Armstrong (1994). Within MoDo, we 
could identify the initiator, who is always a senior sales executive. However, we cannot 
say to what extent this individual utilizes virtual relationships in performing this 
particular function, due to contradicting answers from our interviewees. Hence, we dare 
not propose that neither a correlation nor a deviation exists with the study by Moon & 
Armstrong (1994). 
 
Coordinator 
The salesman in charge of a specific customer also acts as the coordinator. In this 
function, virtual relationships are used as a complement to traditional means when 
communicating with the rest of the selling center members. This correlates with the study 
by Moon & Armstrong (1994). Within Effnet, the role of coordinator is held by the 
senior sales executive responsible for a specific customer. In performing the functions 
associated with this role, virtual relationships are frequent, but traditional relationship 
methods are still used to a large extent. Hence, a partial correlation with Moon & 
Armstrong (1994) exists. The senior sales executive responsible for the customer 
performs the role of coordinator within MoDo, and virtual relationships are used almost 
exclusively when performing this particular function. Hence, a correlation with Moon & 
Armstrong (1994) exists. 
 
Resource 
The resources within Frontec uses virtual relationships sparsely, and mostly as a cost-
saving tool when otherwise a trip to the customer would be necessary, and the matter at 
hand is fairly low in complexity. Hence, a correlation with the study by Moon & 
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Armstrong (1994) exists, but only to a low extent. The resources within Effnet, the R&D 
department, utilize virtual means to communicate with other members of the department, 
but to a very low extent towards the Sales department or towards the customer. Hence, a 
correlation so weak that it borders on being a deviation exists towards Moon & 
Armstrong (1994). The role of resource within MoDo, the technical service department, 
uses virtual relationships almost exclusively in their contacts with the sales department or 
the customer. Hence, a correlation with Moon & Armstrong (1994) exists. 
 
Approver 
In a sales effort within Frontec, the salesman in charge of the project performs the 
function of approver. Virtual relationships are only used to mediate approval internally, 
via intranet, and are nonexistent towards the customer when performing this particular 
function. Hence, we cannot say whether a deviation or correlation exists with the study 
by Moon & Armstrong (1994). In the case of Effnet, the approver utilizes virtual 
relationships to a very moderate extent, in the form of e-mail. Hence, a weak correlation 
exists towards Moon & Armstrong (1994). Within MoDo, the role of approver is 
assigned to the senior sales executive in charge of the specific customer. In performing 
this function, virtual relationships are never used; both interviewees pointed on this 
particular fact. Hence, this role, as proposed by Moon & Armstrong (1994), could not be 
identified in virtual relationships within MoDo. 
 
Implementer 
The implementer within Frontec performs the tasks associated with this particular role in 
a joint effort with the customer, and traditional relationships dominate. Hence, a 
deviation exists towards the study by Moon & Armstrong (1994). In the case of Effnet, 
virtual relationships are not used by the individuals acting as implementers, when they are 
performing this particular function, thus deviating from the study by Moon & Armstrong 
(1994); joint work efforts with the customer, at the customers location, is the method 
used. Within MoDo, the role of implementer is assigned to the senior sales executive in 
charge of the customer. In performing this function, virtual relationships are never used; 
both interviewees sported this view. Hence, a deviation from the study by Moon & 
Armstrong (1994) exists. 
 
The Selling Team (Deeter-Schmelz & Ramsey, 1995) 
 
Team Leader 
Within Frontec, the team leader is the senior sales executive responsible for the specific 
customer. In performing as such, virtual relationships are used to a wide extent, thus 
correlating with Deeter-Schmelz & Ramsey (1995). In the case of Effnet, the role of team 
leader is played by the senior sales executive responsible for the specific customer. 
Virtual relationships are moderately used in performing this specific function, thus 
correlating somewhat to Deeter-Schmelz & Ramsey (1995). Within MoDo, the team 
leader was identified as the senior sales executive responsible for the particular customer. 
In performing his assignments as team leader, virtual relationships are frequently used 
towards the other members of the selling team, but only to a limited extent towards the 
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customer. Hence, there is both a correlation and a deviation toward the study by Deeter-
Schmelz & Ramsey (1995). 
 
Seller 
Within Frontec, the role of seller is allocated to the senior sales executive responsible for 
the specific customer, and virtual relationships are used to a wide extent when performing 
this particular function. Hence, a correlation exists towards what is proposed by Deeter-
Schmelz & Ramsey (1995). In Effnet, the senior sales executive responsible for the 
customer performs the role of seller, and virtual relationships are used to a limited extent, 
as a complement to traditional relationships. Hence, a weak correlation exists with the 
study by Deeter-Schmelz & Ramsey (1995). The role of seller is divided between a 
number of individuals for each customer within MoDo. Virtual relationships are used to a 
great extent by these individuals, both towards the customer and towards other members 
of the selling team. Hence, a correlation with Deeter-Schmelz & Ramsey (1995) exists. 
 
Internal Coordinator 
We found a strong correlation in Frontec with Deeter-Schmelz & Ramsey (1995) when it 
came to the role of internal coordinator, which is performed by the senior sales 
executives responsible for the specific customer. Within Effnet, the internal coordinator, 
which also acts as the team leader, utilizes vast amounts of virtual relationships when 
coordinating the sales effort, thus correlating with Deeter-Schmelz & Ramsey (1995). In 
the role of internal coordinator, we identified the inside salesmen. In performing the 
duties associated with this role, virtual relationships are almost exclusively used both 
towards the customer and towards internal contacts. A notion conveyed in our interviews 
was that the only reason for using traditional relationship methods in this function was if 
a personal friendship existed, bringing with it the desire for conversation. Therefore, a 
correlation with Deeter-Schmelz & Ramsey (1995) exists. 
 
Customer Service Representative 
In the case of Frontec, the customer service representative is currently performing this 
function utilizing traditional relationships, but virtual relationship methods are currently 
being developed. Hence, a correlation exists towards Deeeter-Schmelz & Ramsey (1995), 
albeit a weak one. The customer service representative within Effnet performs the 
functions associated with this role utilizing virtual means to a moderate extent; general 
inquiries are easily solved by means of virtual relationships, while more complex matters 
still are solved by traditional relationship methods. Hence, a partial correlation exists 
towards the study by Deeter-Schmelz & Ramsey (1995). The customer service 
representative in MoDo was identified as the inside salesmen. In performing this 
function, virtual relationships with the customer are frequent; both our interviewees 
stated that there is a massive amount of e-mails going in both directions when performing 
this task. Hence, there is a correlation with the study by Deeter-Schmelz & Ramsey 
(1995). 
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6.4 Cross Case Analysis 
 
We will now perform a cross-case analysis, where each of our three cases will be 
compared to each other, according to our conceptualized framework for each research 
question. 
 
How can the virtual relationship process be described? 
 
Table 6.1 lists our conceptualized framework for research question one and shows, within 
each case, if a correlation was identified, partially identified, or not identified. 
Furthermore, the specific issues, which we were unable to find correlations or deviations 
to, are marked with a question mark. 
 
 
 

Source: Author’s own construct 
 
As visualized in table 6.1, the correlations towards previous studies varies quite a lot 
between our cases. With regards to the conceptualized points from the Relationship Life 
Cycle (Wetzels et al, 1998), there were quite a few dissimilarities. Awareness was 
correlated in Effnet only, while a deviation existed in both Frontec and MoDo. 
Exploration was correlated in all three cases, albeit only partially in Frontec. Expansion 
and commitment was correlated in Frontec and MoDo, while a deviation existed in 
Effnet. Dissolution held deviations across all of our three cases. 
 
When it comes to the Relationship Ladder of Loyalty (Payne et al, 1998), and our 
conceptualized points, quite a wide spread exists between the cases. Prospect was 
correlated in Effnet and Frontec, with the latter being a partial correlation, while neither a 

How can the virtual relationship 
process be described? Frontec AB Effnet AB MoDo Paper AB 

Awareness No Yes No 

Exploration Partial Yes Yes 

Expansion Partial No Yes 

Commitment Partial No Yes 

Dissolution No No No 

Prospect Partial Yes ? 

Purchaser Yes No Yes 

Client No No No 

Supporter Yes No Yes 

Advocate Yes No Yes 

Partner Yes ? Yes 

Table 6.1: Cross Case analysis of research question one 
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correlation nor a deviation could be found in the case of MoDo. The stage purchaser was 
correlated in the cases of MoDo and Frontec, while a deviation existed within Effnet. All 
three cases deviated from previous studies when it comes to the stage client. Frontec and 
MoDo correlated in the stage supporter, while Effnet provided a deviation. The same 
held true in the stage advocate, where MoDo and Frontec correlated, and Effnet deviated. 
The final stage, Partner, correlated in Frontec and MoDo, while neither a correlation nor 
a deviation was identifiable in the case of Effnet. 
 
 
How can the benefits and risks of virtual relationships be described? 
 
Table 6.2 lists our conceptualized framework for research question two and shows, within 
each case, if a correlation was identified, partially identified, or not identified. 
Furthermore, the specific issues, which we were unable to find correlations or deviations 
to, are marked with a question mark. 
 
 
 

Source: Author’s own construct 
 
As shown in table 6.2, there were quite a few similarities between the cases when it 
comes to benefits, while there was more dissimilarity with the risks. As for the benefits, 
lower marketing costs were correlated in all three cases. Second-hand information 
sources about the buyer was correlated in Frontec and Effnet, while in MoDo, neither a 
correlation or a deviation could be identified. Customer retention was an advantage that 
was correlated across all three cases, as well as speed, although only a partial correlation 
was found in the case of Frontec. Finally, global access was correlated in Effnet and 
MoDo, while neither a correlation or a deviation could be identified in the case of 
Frontec. 
 

How can the benefits and risks of 
virtual relationships be described? Frontec AB Effnet AB MoDo Paper AB 

Lower marketing costs Yes Yes Yes 

Second-hand info about buyer Yes Yes ? 

Customer retention Yes Yes Yes 

Speed Partial Yes Yes 

Global Access ? Yes Yes 

Second-hand info about seller Partial Yes No 

Assessing info quality No Yes Yes 

Assessing customer credibility No Yes No 

Unreliable soft- and hardware Yes Yes Yes 

Table 6.2: Cross Case analysis of research question two 
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When it comes to the risks, second-hand information sources about the seller was 
correlated in Frontec, partially, and Effnet, while a deviation existed in the case of MoDo. 
As for difficulties in assessing the quality of the information received, a deviation existed 
in Frontec, while a correlation was found in Effnet and MoDo. Difficulties in assessing 
the credibility of the buyer was a disadvantage that was correlated in the case of Effnet, 
while deviations existed in Frontec and MoDo. Unreliable soft- and hardware was a 
disadvantage that was correlated across all three cases. 
 
 
How can the people involved in virtual relationships be described? 
 
Table 6.3 lists our conceptualized framework for research question three and shows, 
within each case, if a correlation was identified, partially identified, or not identified. 
Furthermore, the specific issues, which we were unable to find correlations or deviations 
to, are marked with a question mark. 
 
 
 

Source: Author’s own construct 
 
As visualized in table 6.3, there are a lot of similarities between our cases when it comes 
to our third research question. Firstly, the conceptualized points from our first study, the 
Selling Center (Moon & Armstrong, 1994); Initiator yielded correlations in Frontec and 
Effnet, while in MoDo, neither a correlation or a deviation could be found. Coordinator 
correlated across all of our three cases, as well as resource, albeit the latter only provided 
partial correlations in Frontec and MoDo. When is comes to approver, neither a 
correlation or a deviation could be found within Frontec, a partial correlation was found 
in the case of Effnet, and a deviation exists in MoDo. Finally, the implementer provided 
solid deviations across all of our three cases. Furthermore, the second study we 
conceptualized upon, the Selling Team (Deeter-Schmelz & Ramsey, 1995) provided 
similarities across all cases. Team leader was correlated across all three cases, although 

How can the people involved in 
virtual relationships be described? Frontec AB Effnet AB MoDo Paper AB 

Initiator Yes Yes ? 

Coordinator Yes Yes Yes 

Resource Partial Partial Yes 

Approver ? Partial No 

Implementer No No No 

Team Leader Yes Partial Partial 

Seller Yes Partial Yes 

Internal Coordinator Yes Yes Yes 

Customer Service Representative Partial Partial Yes 

Table 6.3: Cross Case analysis of research question three 
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only partial ones in Effnet and MoDo. Seller was correlated in Frontec and MoDo, while 
a partial correlation was made in the case of Effnet. Internal coordinator was correlated 
across all cases, as well as customer service representative, although the latter yielded 
only partial correlations in Effnet and MoDo. 
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7 Findings and Conclusions  
 
We will in this chapter conclude the findings from our research. In order to do so, we will 
restate each of the research questions posed in chapter one and try to answer them, 
based on our conducted research. We will also give some overall conclusions before 
presenting implications for management, theory and future research. 
 
 
7.1 How can the virtual relationship process be described? 
 
From our study, we may now draw some conclusions as to how the virtual relationship 
process can be described. Firstly, awareness was not a part of the virtual relationship 
process of two of our company. Effnet’s process included awareness, and we think that 
this is because Effnet sells products of relatively low monetary value. Hence, it seems 
awareness, as a stage in the virtual relationship process, is dependent on the relative size 
of the business transaction. 
 
Exploration is a stage in the virtual relationship process in general, and the speed of 
gathering data via these kinds of relationships as opposed to traditional means is probably 
a beneficial factor in the impact virtual relationships seem to have had regarding this 
issue. 
 
With regards to the expansion and commitment stages of the virtual relationship process, 
we have identified a pattern. In MoDo, the expansion and commitment stages are part of 
the virtual relationship process, while in Frontec it is partially a part of the virtual 
relationship process, while it is nonexistent in the case of Effnet. We think that this stage 
depends on the level of joint efforts existent in the sale; MoDo performs no joint effort, 
they just deliver the pallets or the reels. Frontec develops the product at home, and then 
visits the customer on a regular basis to jointly implement and evaluate the product. 
Effnet develops all its products together with the customer. 
 
The dissolution of a relationship is not a part of the virtual relationship process. This 
particular event requires a level of context in communications that virtual relationships 
are, as of yet, unable to provide. 
 
Finding and evaluating possible buyers, prospects, seem to be a part of the relationship 
process, but we feel that a similar pattern as described earlier, for awareness, is applicable 
here, although we cannot say for certain. However, it seems that whether prospect is a 
part of the virtual relationship process is dependent on the number of possible 
clients/monetary value involved. Although we could not find any correlation on this point 
in the case of MoDo, we have noticed indications that finding and evaluating customers 
is still mostly done by ways of traditional means. Frontec uses a bit more virtual means at 
this stage, probably because they have a broader customer base than MoDo. Finally, this 
is clearly a part of Effnet’s virtual relationship process, probably with their customers 
numbering significantly more than both MoDo and Frontec.  
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Handling customers that have purchased on a single occasion, purchasers, is done by 
ways of virtual relationships by Frontec and MoDo, while not in Effnet. We think this 
also ties into conclusions we have made earlier. Effnet develops its products wholly in 
conjunction with their customers, thus making physical conversation the dominant media 
for informational transfer. Frontec and MoDo develop their products themselves, which 
makes virtual relationships a convenient method for exchanging relevant information 
with the customer.  
 
Client was not found to be a stage in the virtual relationship process; if the customer is 
not completely satisfied, a virtual relationship carries too low a context for the result of 
the relationship to be clear to the seller. Hence, traditional relationships are preferred, 
regardless of type of company or product. 
 
Supporter, advocate, and partner are all stages in the virtual relationship process, with the 
exception of Effnet. A probable reason for this is, as mentioned earlier, that Effnet 
develops its products in a joint effort with the customer, while Frontec and MoDo 
develops its products themselves, and offer the customer the finished solution. 
 
As a more explicit conclusion, we would to propose a number of points that seem to 
describe the virtual relationship process, regardless of the context: 
 
•  General information search about the customer 
•  Exploring of the relationship 
•  The dissolution of a relationship is not a part of the virtual relationship process 
 
The validity of all other points that we used in our conceptual framework for research 
question one seems to depend on the context, as described previously. 
 
 
7.2 How can the benefits and risks of virtual relationships be described? 
 
As for the benefits, all of our proposed benefits turned out to match reality. Lower 
marketing costs per unit sold, second-hand information sources about the buyer, 
possibilities for increased customer retention, speed, and global access all matched 
throughout our cases. However, in addition to these advantages, we have discerned on a 
number of additional benefits of virtual relationships: Firstly, the fact that one obtains all 
statements in written form, thus providing “evidence” of the counterpart’s statements if 
necessary at some point in, for example, final negotiations. Secondly, when having a 
business relationship with a customer that does not speak one’s native tongue, virtual 
relationships are beneficial in that they allow the seller to formulate statements in a 
discussion with the help of various aids, like a dictionary, without it disturbing or 
hindering the “flow” in the informational transfer. 
 
The main risk, or disadvantage, with virtual relationships is unreliable soft- and 
hardware. We feel that it this particular disadvantage makes companies hesitate in 
utilizing virtual relationships to a higher extent. Furthermore, second-hand information 
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sources about the buyer seems to be a greater disadvantage for smaller companies, where 
rumors and unsolicited information have a greater impact on the company; MoDo did not 
consider this issue a disadvantage at all, because they felt that the size of their particular 
company prevented this kind of information in being harmful for MoDo’s operations. 
 
Since smaller companies have fewer resources available in gathering information about 
the customer, difficulties in assessing the quality of the information received and 
assessing the credibility of the customer in a virtual relationship becomes greater 
disadvantages. Larger companies still rely on traditional relationships, making the above-
mentioned disadvantages less of an issue.  
 
To sum up our second research question, we will now present the benefits and risks that 
we have found to be valid regardless of context: 
 
Benefits: 
 
•  Lower marketing costs per unit sold than trough traditional means 
•  Increased customer retention 
 
Risks: 
 
•  Unreliable soft- and hardware 
 
The other benefits and risks that we have studied seem to be highly dependent on the 
context of the relationship, as discussed previously. 
 
 
7.3 How can those involved in a virtual relationship be described? 
 
To begin, the individuals acting as initiators utilize virtual relationships, probably 
because of the speed and availability of the media. This is also true for the coordinators, 
where our findings indicate that virtual relationships are widely used. Even though we did 
not find strong correlations across all of our cases, we will still conclude that the 
individuals functioning as resource utilize virtual relationships; in the cases where our 
correlations were weak, we still received notions that development is under way to 
facilitate an increased utilization of virtual relationships concerning these particular 
individuals. As for the approver, traditional relationships are still the dominant type, in 
performing this function, because the context in virtual relationships seems to be 
insufficient in the informational transfers handled by these individuals. Finally, the 
individual/individuals acting as implementer, are not involved in virtual relationships. 
The reasons for this is probably, as mentioned previously, that the level of context 
currently carried by virtual relationships is insufficient for this particular function. 
 
As for the roles proposed in the selling team, all roles turned out to be involved in virtual 
relationships. The team leader utilized virtual relationships in all our three cases, albeit 
only partial correlations were made in Effnet and MoDo. It seems like most of the virtual 
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relationships that these individuals engage in are directed towards other members of the 
selling team, and that relationships with the customer still contain much elements of 
traditional methods. The seller seems to be involved in virtual relationships regardless of 
industry or company size, although we suspect that smaller companies have deeper 
virtual relationships, at the expense of physical information transfer. The internal 
coordinator is involved in virtual relationships, and it seems like the depth and frequency 
of the virtual relationships, that these individuals are involved in, are equal regardless of 
the type of industry that they are operating in or the size of the company. Finally, the 
customer service representative; these individuals are involved in virtual relationships as 
well, but it seems like the characteristics of the relationships are more of a passive nature. 
The smaller companies in our study, Frontec and Effnet, typically have some kind of 
customer support on their homepage, where no active participation is necessary from the 
personnel at the company. Within MoDo, on the other hand, the virtual relationships take 
on a more active nature, relying heavily on e-mails. Based on these notions, passive 
support seem to be preferred by companies with a relatively low amount of employees 
capable of functioning as customer service representatives. 
 
To sum up our conclusions regarding the people involved in virtual relationships, we will 
now present a list of individuals that seem to be involved regardless of the context: 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
7.4 Overall Conclusions 
 
An overall conclusion that we have made about how virtual relationships may be 
described is that it is still used as a complement to traditional relationships. Very few 
pure virtual relationships seem to exist in the corporate world today, and we would like to 
propose a very simple answer to why; as long as it is easier to just make a telephone call, 
or send a fax, virtual means will never have a major impact. Furthermore, there is a 
potential within virtual relationship methods for quite high context and rich information 
transfer, via for example multicasting, but its usage is still fairly complex, as well as 
resource-demanding. 
 
As we discovered when reviewing the literature used in this thesis, there do not seem to 
exist a definition of virtual relationships. Therefore, based on our study, we would like to 
broaden our scope and propose a definition: 
 
Virtual Relationships are relationships in which the information transfer between the two 
interacting entities is carried out trough computer-based media.  

Selling Center 
 

•  Initiator 
•  Coordinator 
•  Resource 

Selling Team 
 

•  Team Leader 
•  Seller 
•  Internal Coordinator 
•  Customer Service Representative 



7 Findings and Conclusions 

 78

7.5 Implications 
 
To finalize this thesis, we will now present a number of implications within a number of 
areas, where this thesis may contribute in some sense. These areas are implications for 
management, theory, and future research. 
 

Implications for Management 
After concluding this thesis, we have come up with a number of issues we feel can be 
beneficial to the corporate manager. These implications for management are listed below: 
 

•  A well-developed intranet is an important tool for maintaining effective and 
efficient virtual relationships within the company. 

 
•  Well-designed and maintained web activity is an important asset in maintaining a 

close virtual relationship with the customer, and also brings with it an increased 
efficiency in customer support. Furthermore, it mediates a positive image of the 
company to both future customers as well as existing customers. 

 
•  Virtual relationships should be seen as a complement to the traditional customer 

relationships, rather than a supplement. Personal relationships are still by far the 
best way to build trust with the customer. 

 

Implications for Theory 
We have deductively formulated our purpose and research questions, based on previous 
studies by numerous authors. We have in this thesis explored, described and begun to 
explain how virtual relationships can be described. We have explored the process, the 
benefits and risks, and the people involved, though three different case studies. 
 
 Furthermore, we have described our findings drawn conclusions upon it, thus beginning 
to explain how virtual relationships can be described. This thesis contributes to theory in 
that it provides an empirical investigation as to how well established theory in 
relationship marketing correlate with virtual relationships currently evolving within the 
corporate world. Since there exist a very limited amount of studies combining virtual 
means and relationships, this thesis provides a foundation from which further studies may 
be done. 
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Implications for Future Research 
In writing this thesis, a number of different issues have come up, which we feel would be 
interesting to see future research done upon. Hence, we will now present a list of 
suggestions for future research: 
 

•  To perform the same study on a larger sample of companies. 
 
•  To perform the same study on different companies in a different line of business. 

 
•  To investigate what impact culture has on various virtual information transfer 

methods, like for example e-mail. 
 

•  To perform the same study from the buyer’s point of view. 
 

•  To perform the same study but focus on other types of relationships that exists in 
a specific company’s network. 

 
•  To investigate how web page measures, with an intention to spawn business 

relationships, affect sales activity. 
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Interview Guide 
 
[GENERAL INFO] 
 
- Name 
 
- Position in company 
 
- Tenure 
 
EXPLAIN FOCAL AND VIRTUAL RELATIONSHIPS 
 
[RESEARCH QUESTION 1] 
 
- How can the virtual relationship process be described? 
 
[The Relationship Life Cycle] 
 
Awareness (when a company becomes aware of a potential business partner) 

 
- To what extent is virtual means used in this stage? 

(Why? In what ways? To what end?) 
 
Exploration (when a company searches for exchange partners, evaluates possible 
benefits of a business relationship, and test exchanges occur) 
 

- To what extent is virtual means used in this stage? 
(Why? In what ways? To what end?) 

 
- (How do you usually get first requests, etc..?) 
 

Expansion (the two parties are satisfied with the business relationship and the mutual 
trust makes them take bigger and bigger risks to reap even larger benefits) 
 

- To what extent is virtual means used in this stage? 
(Why? In what ways? To what end?) ex. Extranets? 

 
Commitment (when the two parties are so satisfied with the business relationship that 
other possible sources of the same benefits, e.g. other companies, are neglected) 
 

- To what extent is virtual means used in this stage? 
(Why? In what ways? To what end?) ex. Extranets? 
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Dissolution (the termination of the business relationship due to dissatisfaction from 
either party) 
 

- To what extent is virtual means used in this stage? 
(Why? In what ways? To what end?) 

 
[END RLC] 
[The Relationship Ladder of Loyalty] 
 
Prospect (someone whom you believe may be persuaded to do business with you) 
 

- How are virtual relationships used with this type of customer? 
(Why? In what ways? To what end?) 

 
- (How do you use virtual means for reaching customers who you know has an 

interest/need for your products?) 
 
Purchaser (someone who has done business just once with your organization) 
 

- How are virtual relationships used with this type of customer? 
(Why? In what ways? To what end?) 

 
Client (someone who has done business with you on a repeat basis but may be negative, 
or at best neutral, toward your organization) 
 

- How are virtual relationships used with this type of customer? 
(Why? In what ways? To what end?) 

 
Supporter (someone who likes your organization, but only supports you passively) 
 

- How are virtual relationships used with this type of customer? 
(Why? In what ways? To what end?) 

 
Advocate (someone who actively recommends you to others, who does your marketing 
for you) 
 

- How are virtual relationships used with this type of customer? 
(Why? In what ways? To what end?) 

 
Partner (someone who has the relationship of a partner with  you) 
 

- How are virtual relationships used with this type of customer? 
(Why? In what ways? To what end?) 

 
[END RLL] 
 
- Is there anything you would like to add? 
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[RESEARCH QUESTION 2] 
 
[Advantages/Benefits] 
 
- What are the advantages/benefits of virtual relationships? 
 
Do you consider lower marketing cost per unit sold, than on units sold through 
traditional sales organizations, as an advantage of virtual relationships that has been 
noticed in your company? 
(Why, why not. Motivate) 
 
Do you consider second hand information sources about the buyer as an advantage of 
virtual relationships that has been noticed in your company? 
(Why, why not. Motivate) 
 
Do you consider increased customer retention possibilities as an advantage of virtual 
relationships that has been noticed in your company? 
(Why, why not. Motivate) 
 
Do you consider speed as an advantage of virtual relationships that has been noticed in 
your company? 
(Why, why not. Motivate) 
 
Do you consider global access as an advantage of virtual relationships that has been 
noticed in your company? 
(Why, why not. Motivate) 
 
- Is there anything you would like to add? 
 
[END Advantages] 
[Disadvantages] 
 
- What are the disadvantages/risks of virtual relationships? 
 
Do you consider second hand information sources about you as a disadvantage of virtual 
relationships that has been noticed in your company? 
(Why, why not. Motivate) 
 
Do you consider difficulties in assessing the quality of the information received as a 
disadvantage of virtual relationships that has been noticed in your company? 
(Why, why not. Motivate) 
 
Do you consider difficulties in assessing the credibility of the customer as a disadvantage 
of virtual relationships that has been noticed in your company? 
(Why, why not. Motivate) 
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Do you consider unreliable soft- and hardware as a disadvantage of virtual relationships 
that has been noticed in your company? 
(Why, why not. Motivate) 
 
- Is there anything you would like to add? 
 
[END Disadvantages] 
 
 
 
[RESEARCH QUESTION 3] 
 
- Which people are involved in a virtual relationship? 
 
[The Selling Center] 
 

Initiator (The initiator is the individual who first identifies a sales opportunity) 
 

- How is a typical sale initiated? 
- By whom? (the customer or the sales rep.) 
- How do you use virtual relationships at this stage? 

 

Coordinator (The coordinator ensures that all selling center members work together 
effectively to respond to the sales opportunity) 
 

- Who coordinates the efforts made by all parties involved in a typical sale? (R&D, 
Marketing, Finance, etc..) 

- How does these individuals utilize virtual relationships when performing this 
function? 

 

Resource (These individuals provide information or expertise either to other selling 
center members or directly to the customer) 
 

- How is information/expertise transferred through virtual relationships? (R&D to 
Sales, R&D to Customer, etc..) 

- From where/who does the information/expertise usually originate? 
 

Approver (An approver reviews the work done by others, and approves, disapproves, or 
makes suggestions for improvement) 
 

- Who is responsible for approving the work done by an individual in a sales effort? 
- How is virtual relationships used at this stage? (memo, PM, e-mail, etc..) 
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Implementer (the person that carries out the actual implementation) 
 

- How does the person that carries out the actual implementation use virtual 
relationships? (contacts with R&D, the customer, Finance, etc..) 

- Who carries out the actual sale? 
 

[END TSC] 
[The Selling Team] 
 

Team leader (Responsible for all team actions) 
  

- Who is usually the team leader? (one or many?) 
- How does this individual use virtual relationships when performing this function? 

 

Seller (The primary customer contact) 
 

- Who is usually the seller? (one or many?) 
- How does this individual use virtual relationships when performing this function? 

 

Internal Coordinator (Responsible for the extended selling team) 
 

- Who is usually the internal coordinator? (one or many?) 
- How does this individual use virtual relationships when performing this function? 

 

Customer Service Representative (Provides installation, maintenance, and other 
customer services) 
 

- Who is usually the customer service representative? (one or many?) 
- How does this individual use virtual relationships when performing this function? 

 
[END TST] 
 
- Is there anything you would like to add? 
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Intervju Guide 
 
[ALLMÄN INFO] 
 
- Namn 
 
- Position inom företaget 
 
- Anställnings tid 
 
FÖRKLARA  AFFÄRSRELATION OCH VIRITUELLA RELATIONER 
 
[FORSKNINGS FRÅGA 1] 
 
-  Hur kan den virtuella relations processen beskrivas? 
 
[The Relationship Life Cycle] 
 
Medvetande (När ett företag blir medveten om den potentiella kunden)Hemsida, mail, 
nyhetsbrev, diskussions grupp mfl. 

 
- Till vilken utsträckning används virtuella hjälpmedel i detta steg? 

( Varför? På vilket sätt? Till vilken utsträckning?) 
 
Utforskning (När ett företag söker efter ett utbyte med en partner, utvärderar 
möjligheter och fördelar av en kund relation, test utbyten förekommer)  
 

- Till vilken utsträckning är virtuella hjälpmedel andvända i detta steg? 
( Varför? På vilket sätt? Till vilken utsträckning?) 

- (Hur får Ni vanligtvis Er första förfrågan, etc..?) 
 

Utvidgning (De två parterna är nöjda med deras relation och den ömsesidiga 
tillitligheten till varandra leder till att de tar större och större risker som leder till större 
fördelar) 
  

- Till vilken utsträckning är virtuella hjälpmedel andvända i detta steg? 
(Varför? På vilket sätt? Till vilken utsträckning?)ex. Extranets? 

 
Förbindelse (När två parter är nöjda med deras företags relation och andra möjliga 
relationer är bort räknade)Stamkunder 
  

- Till vilken utsträckning är virtuella hjälpmedel andvända i detta steg? 
(Varför? På vilket sätt? Till vilken utsträckning?)ex. Extranets? 
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Upplösning (avslutandet av företags relationen pga. otillfredsställande från endera 
parten) 

-  Till vilken utsträckning är virtuella hjälpmedel andvända i detta steg? 
(Varför? På vilket sätt? Till vilken utsträckning?) 

 
[END RLC] 
[The Relationship Ladder of Loyalty] Uppgradering 
 
Prospekt (Någon som du tror kan övertalas för att inleda en affärs relation med dig) 
  

- Till vilken utsträckning är virtuella hjälpmedel andvända i detta steg? 
(Varför? På vilket sätt? Till vilken utsträckning?) 

- (Hur man använder virtuella medel för att undersöka kunder som Ni vet har ett 
intresse/behov av Era produkter?) 

  
Köpare (någon som har gjort affärer endast en gång med Er organisation) 
  

- Till vilken utsträckning är virtuella hjälpmedel andvända i detta steg? 
(Varför? På vilket sätt? Till vilken utsträckning?) 

 
Klient (någon som har gjort affärer med Er upprepade gånger men kan ha fått ett 
negativt intryck eller kanske som bäst neutralt mot Ert företag) 
  

- Till vilken utsträckning är virtuella hjälpmedel andvända i detta steg? 
(Varför? På vilket sätt? Till vilken utsträckning?) 

 
Anhängare (någon som gillar Ert företag, men stödjerEr endast passivt) 
  

- Till vilken utsträckning är virtuella hjälpmedel andvända i detta steg? 
(Varför? På vilket sätt? Till vilken utsträckning?) 

 
Förespråkare (någon som aktivt rekommenderar Er till andra, som med andra ord gör 
marknadsföringen åt Er) 
  

- Till vilken utsträckning är virtuella hjälpmedel andvända i detta steg? 
(Varför? På vilket sätt? Till vilken utsträckning?) 

 
Partner (någon som har en relation med Er i form av partnerskap) 
  

- Till vilken utsträckning är virtuella hjälpmedel andvända i detta steg? 
(Varför? På vilket sätt? Till vilken utsträckning?) 

 
[END RLL] 
 

- Är det något som Ni skulle vilja lägga till? 
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[RESEARCH QUESTION 2] 
 
[Fördelar/Nackdelar] 
 
- Vilka är fördelarna med virtuella relationer?  
 
Anser Ni att lägre marknadsförings kostnader per såld enhet i jämförelse med  om man 
säljer genom den traditionella försäljnings kanalerna, är en fördel av virtuella relationer 
som har märkts inom företaget? (Varför, varför inte. Motivera) 
 
Anser Ni att andra hands information om köparen  är en fördel av den virtuella relationen 
som har märkts inom företaget? (Varför, varför inte. Motivera) 
 
Anser Ni att virtuella relationer ger ett ökat kund bevarande vilket Ni inom företaget har 
lagt märke till. (Varför, varför inte. Motivera) [Nöjdare kunder] 
 
Anser Ni att snabbhet är en av fördelarna med virtuella relationer som man lagt märke till 
inom företaget? (Varför, varför inte. Motivera) 
 
Anser Ni att möjligheterna till den globala marknaden är ett av fördelarna av virtuella 
relationer som Ni lagt märke till inom företaget? (Varför, varför inte. Motivera) 
 
- Finns det något som du skulle vilja lägga till? 
 
[END Advantages] 
[Nackdelar] 
 

- Vilka nackdelar/risker ser Ni med virtuella relationer? 
  
Anser Ni att andrahands information om Er är en nackdel av virtuella relationer som har 
märkts inom företaget? (Varför, varför inte. Motivera)  
 
Hur ser Ni på svårigheten med att fastställa kvalitén av informationen som Ni får, är detta 
en nackdel som Ni har märkt av inom företaget? (Varför, varför inte. Motivera) 
 
Anser Ni att det är svårt att fastställa trovärdigheten av en kund som en nackdel av 
virtuella relationer, Har Ni märkt av detta inom företaget? (Varför, varför inte. Motivera) 
 
Anser NI att otillförlitlig mjuk- och hårdvara är en nackdel av virtuella relationer som har 
märkts av inom Ert företag? (Varför, varför inte. Motivera)  
 

- Finns det något som Ni skulle vilja tillägga? 
  

[END Disadvantages] 
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[RESEARCH QUESTION 3] 
 
- Vilka personer är inblandade i virtuella relationer?  
[The Selling Center] 
 

Initiativtagare (Initiativtagaren är personen/na som först identifierar en försäljnings 
möjlighet) 
 

- Hur startas en vanlig försäljning vanligtvis? 
- Av vem? (från kunden eller från försäljnings representanten?) 
- Hur använder Ni de virtuella relationsskapanden i detta steget? 
  

Samordnare (Samordnarna säkerställer att sälj gruppens medlemmar arbetar 
tillsammans effektivt för att tillgodose försäljnings möjligheter) 
 

- Vem samordnar alla som är involverade i ett typisk sälj grupp? (R&D, 
marknadsföring och finans, etc..) 

- Hur använder dessa individer virtuella relationer när de utför denna funktionen 
som samordnare? 

  

Resurs (Dessa idivider förser speciell information (expertinfo.) till sälj gruppen eller 
direkt till kunden) 
 

- Hur är information/expertise framförd genom virituella relationer? (R&D till 
försäljning, R&D till kunder, etc...) 

- Från var/vem kommer vanligtvis den ursprungliga informationen/expterticen?  
 

Godkännare (En godkännare granskar arbetet som har blivit gjort av andra och 
godkänner, förkastar eller ger förslag till förbättringar) 
 

- Vem är ansvarig för godkännanden till arbeten som är gjorda av individer i ett sälj 
försök?  

- Hur använder man sig av virtuella relationer vid godkännande? (memo, PM och e-
mail, etc..)  

 

Implementerare (Den person som implementerar försäljningen) 
 

- Hur använder sig implementeraren av virtuella relations skapande när han/hon 
utför försäljningen? (kontakt med R&D, försäljaren, finansieringen etc..) 

- Vem utför den faktiska försäljningen? 
 

[END TSC] 
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[The Selling Team] 
 

Grupp ledaren (Ansvarig för alla utföranden från gruppen) 
  

- Vem är vanlig vis grupp ledare? (en eller flera?) 
- Hur använder sig grupp ledaren av virtuella relationer när han utför sin funktion ? 
  

Försäljaren (Utför den primära kontakten med kunden) 
 

- Vem är vanligtvis försäljaren? (en eller flera?) 
- Hur använder sig försäljaren av den virtuella relationen när han utför sin 

försäljnings funktion? 
  

Intern kordinator (Ansvarig för den förlängda sälj styrkan) 
 

- Vem är vanligtvis intern kordinator? (en eller flera?) 
- Hur använder sig den intern kordinatorn av virtuella relationer för att utföra sin 

funktion? 
  

Kund Service Representant (förser installation, underhåll samt kund service) 
 

- Vem är vanligtvis kund service representant? (en eller flera?) 
- Hur använder sig dessa individer sig av virituella relationer när de utför denna 

funktion? 
  

[END TST] 
 
- Finns det något som Ni skulle vilja lägga till?  
 




