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Abstract
Background:

In recent years, Sweden’s micro consulting enterprise (MCE) industry has grown

significantly. Even during the COVID-19 pandemic, the MCE business in Sweden continued

to grow in a positive direction, while bigger consulting firms were heavily impacted, with

around 48% of firms seeing negative growth. Because of the growth, there is a necessity for

MCEs to distinguish themselves in the market as smaller consulting firms face stiff

competition from larger enterprises. Due to today’s digital generation, MCEs are provided

with an excellent opportunity to develop a digital communication strategy. Hence, a common

strategy being used is content marketing which acts as a communication strategy to attract

new customers.

Problem:

After founding a MCE, there is an ambiguity in how to reach customers, as a cause of the

small size of the company. The low amount of employees leads to lacking intangible assets,

which instead induce word-of-mouth marketing. However, such marketing is rather uncertain

and difficult to strategize. Meanwhile, there is a growth of MCE’s utilization of content

marketing to increase sales. Previous researchers within the area have expressed the need for

understanding MCE’s relation to content marketing, to evaluate how MCEs can apply content

marketing to acquire new customers.

Purpose:

This thesis aims to develop knowledge on the possibilities for MCEs to strengthen their

chances to acquire new customers through content marketing.



Method:

This qualitative research has been conducted through multiple-case study with six different

cases, which includes organizational documents and semi-structured interviews. The

sampling was based on the criteria of being a CEO of a MCE in Sweden, which must have a

website and a LinkedIn-profile. The data analysis followed a thematic analysis to identify

patterns of how MCEs use content marketing.

Results:

The empirical findings presented homogenous answers aligned with the process of how to

conduct successful content marketing. By identifying the four steps of ‘Awareness’, ‘Initiate

Contact’, ‘Sales and Delivery’, and ‘Long-term Relationships’ the ‘MCE’s Content

Marketing Model’ was established. By utilizing the model, MCEs could sustain a competitive

advantage in the crowded market.
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1. Introduction

___________________________________________________________________________

The introduction presents the background of the research topic, problem formulation, and a

presentation of the purpose and the research question of this thesis. Lastly, the delimitations

of the research and important definitions are clarified.

___________________________________________________________________________

1.1 Background

In recent years, the micro and small consulting enterprise (MSCE) industry in Sweden has

expanded to large numbers and is becoming more critical for the entire market and economy

(Innergård, 2019). A micro consulting enterprise is a company consisting of 1-10 employees,

and a small enterprise is up to 50 employees (European Commission, n.d); in Sweden, the

consulting industry is represented by approximately 46 000 Swedish consultancy enterprises

with 1-4 employees (Giertz et al., 2016). Even during the COVID-19 pandemic, previous

research presents quantitative data that the MSCE industry in Sweden experienced a

continued positive growth development regardless of the effects of the pandemic. At the same

time, the larger consulting companies were hit hard, with approximately 48% of the

enterprises having negative growth (Loxi, 2021).

Due to the MSCE’s small size, there is a need to differentiate its operation in the market

compared to the larger consultancy firms. The smaller-sized consulting companies are under

severe contest to compete against well-established consulting enterprises, thus creating a

necessity to institute new and inventive organizational strategies (Rukuni et al., 2020).

However, due to the MSCE’s limitations of intangible assets of human capital and budgetary

capital limits, a new strategy may become challenging to implement (Thrassou & Vrontis,

2006). To unravel these constraints, MSCEs may specify their services towards customers

(Furusten, 2013; Giertz et al., 2016; Innergård, 2019). As of today’s digital generation, the

MSCEs may seize great opportunities to formulate a strategy for digital communication

(Gabbianelli & Conti, 2018).

Content marketing as a communication strategy is a common strategy for MSCEs, to acquire

new customers (Gabbianelli & Conti, 2018). Such a marketing strategy follows managerial
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implications in the build of the strategy, creating a need to analyze and research content

marketing for MSCEs (Gabbianelli & Pencarelli, 2021). With adequate use of content

marketing strategies, MSCEs have the opportunity to face competition from more prominent

companies (Owino et al., 2016).

1.2 Problem Formulation

Prior research has examined the uncertainty of marketing strategies for MSCEs, the growth of

MSCEs, and why such companies may utilize content marketing. For example, Biech (2003)

discovered that after founding a MSCE, it follows a great ambiguity of how to reach potential

customers efficiently. Similarly, Thrassou and Vrontis (2006) argue that MSCEs face

immediate difficulties in marketing as a cause of the smaller size of the firm. The difficulties

involve intangible assets, i.e., human capital and knowledge, and financial resources. A

feasible solution to the issues for MSCEs is a commonly applicable marketing strategy for all

MSCEs. However, the MSCE industry has historically proven to oppose such ideas due to a

lack of both abilities (a matter of size) and willingness and instead choosing to operate

individualistically (Thrassou & Vrontis, 2006). The argument is strengthened by Furusten

(2013), who states that MSCEs need to be agile and elastic in their approach to new missions

and customers to a greater extent than larger firms.

Furthermore, Delic and Apleza (2017) claim that MSCEs often solely rely on word-of-mouth

marketing, while bigger consulting enterprises often update and revise their choice of

marketing strategy. Biech (2003) further supports that MSCEs depend more on positive

personal relations and word-of-mouth marketing to attract new clients. However, Furusten

(2013) declares that such a marketing method is hardly-defined, while bigger competitors

facilitate clear structures and designs to obtain new customers. Moreover, Gabbianelli and

Conti (2018) found faults and flaws in word-of-mouth marketing as there currently is a

growth in the use of content marketing for MSCEs to increase sales and brand awareness.

The results of Gabbianelli and Conti (2018) show the importance of content marketing and

that it applies to MSCEs with tighter budgets and a lack of marketing competence, which

Thrassou and Vrontis (2006) declared as a common problem for all MSCEs. Moreover,

Gabbianelli and Conti (2018) emphasize that content must uphold a significantly higher

standard for MSCEs.
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Furusten (2013), Giertz et al. (2016), and Innergård (2019) have recently presented how the

importance of promoting a parallel interest exists between MSCEs and their potential

customers. Rukuni et al. (2020) further explain the necessity of social media strategies for

increasing brand awareness without providing empirical examples of how such should be

constructed. The claim is strengthened by Gabbianelli and Pencarelli (2021), who describe a

remarkable lack of literature proving the relationship between content marketing and MSCEs,

while also concluding that content marketing is valuable for MSCEs to increase performance

and success. The study of Gabbianelli and Pencarelli (2021) strengthens Gabbianelli and

Conti’s (2018) claim that there needs to be more research on MSCE’s relation to content

marketing through qualitative investigations with comprehensive interviews and case studies.

The problem is strengthened by the lack of literature aimed explicitly toward micro

consulting enterprises (MCEs). Thus, it necessitates nuanced in-depth research to evaluate

how MCEs utilize content marketing to create a deeper understanding and knowledge of how

it may guide a MCE to attract new customers.

1.3 Purpose and Research Question

This thesis aims to develop knowledge on the possibilities for MCEs to strengthen their

chances of acquiring new customers through content marketing.

The authors of this thesis strive to answer the following research question:

- How do MCEs use content marketing to acquire new customers?

1.4 Delimitations

The thesis was adjusted for theoretical delimitations, as the focus lies on a specific

geographical location. Previous research states a necessity to research the subject

qualitatively for micro-firms in unexplored environments, for example, Sweden. The research

has been conducted within the Swedish micro management consulting enterprises industry. It

was determined to be unnecessary to construct a single-case study, motivated by MCEs being

up to ten employees. Some employees may not be able to provide empirical evidence that

supports the purpose of this thesis as a cause of their position in the company. Instead, the
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primary position with relevancy towards content marketing are CEOs, as these form company

visions and create a necessity for content marketing. Marketing managers would have been of

interest; however, micro-enterprises often do not possess such a position.

The interviews were focused on micro-enterprises solely. However, due to the limited

literature, the authors complemented the literature review with the perspective of both micro

and small consulting enterprises to deepen the knowledge of the entirety of the industry. In

the analysis of the empirical findings, the information on MCEs will be discussed with the

literature on MSCEs, to narrow the micro-part of MSCEs. To specify homogeneity in the

industry, a particular industry within consulting was chosen to be management consultancy. It

consists of approximately one-third of newly started consultancy companies in Sweden,

causing the sampling to focus on micro management consultancy enterprises, further

explained in (3.4.1). Thus the researchers emphasize that the result can be generalized for

management consultancy firms, with the aim for the research to be applicable as a guide or a

helpful tool for marketing practices in other industries within MCEs.

1.5 Definitions

MCE - Micro consulting enterprise, which accounts for a maximum number of 10

employees.

MSCE - Micro and small consulting enterprise. According to the European Commission’s

definition of micro, and small and medium enterprises (SMEs), micro-companies hold a

maximum of 10 employees, and small companies are under 50 employees (European

Commission, n.d).

MSMCE - Micro and small management consulting enterprise.
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2. Theoretical Background

___________________________________________________________________________

This segment introduces the method for the literature search, followed by previous important

and influential literature, which lies as a basis for the research problem and the research

question. The main topics highlighted are; micro and small consulting firms and content

marketing strategies. The theoretical background further provides information regarding

MSCEs in Sweden. Lastly, we present our theoretical lens, the Consumer-Company

Identification Theory, which aims to provide points of perspective for the analysis.

___________________________________________________________________________

2.1 Methods for Literature Search

We applied a systematic approach in searching for information for the literature review.

Initially, the authors heavily relied on academic journal articles to deepen their knowledge of

the research topic. Articles were primarily found from Jönköping University’s Primo, a

librarian search engine for study materials, where both books and journals are found. On this

platform, the authors emphasized that all journals should be peer-reviewed. Similarly, Scopus

was used with a combination of Google Scholar, which was valuable in searching for

information for the thesis. These three search engines provided us with a broad amount of

information, and they facilitated an easy search, where filters with dates could be used, and

keywords search features. Utilizing the keyword search function enabled our literature search

to be more relevant and made it easier for the researchers to conduct the literature review.

Significant keywords used for the search were ‘micro consultancy,’ ‘SME consultancy,’

‘marketing consultancy,’ ‘management consultancy,’ ‘content marketing,’ and ‘customer

identification.’. The articles were thoroughly examined to further prove the trustworthiness of

the literature by making sure the literature was relevant, peer-reviewed, and updated.

Furthermore, the articles from journals were checked to ensure accuracy by examining if the

journals were from the “Academic Journal Guide 2021”. If not, we examined each source’s

peer review, with the majority conducting a double-blind peer-review process.

Moreover, apart from using articles, journals, and other research, many books were used.

These were used to obtain a deeper understanding of the research topic, methodology, and the

research approach that this thesis took. The used sources were reviewed before usage and

mainly collected from the Jönköping University’s library. We considered the publisher of
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each book before deciding to use it. Publishers such as ‘Liber,’ ‘Studentlitteratur,’ ‘Palgrave,’

and ‘Oxford University Press’ were preferable in this thesis as they are well known in the

publishing industry. The literature helped the authors get a more in-depth perspective of the

topic, with the literature review later functioning as a base for identifying the gap and

establishing the purpose of the thesis.

2.2 Literature Review

2.2.1 Micro and Small Consulting Firms

The industry of MSCEs is a broad area that has been studied before. These studies have been

conducted qualitatively and quantitatively, all in different settings and aspects, by, e.g.,

Sanches and Zilber (2019), Rukuni et al. (2020), Giertz et al. (2016), and Thrassou and

Vrontis (2006). One aspect of MSCEs is the adoption of cooperative strategies. The subject

was qualitatively studied by Sanches and Zilber (2019), showing that MSCEs use such a

strategy to achieve a competitive advantage, as complementing abilities and competencies

help them provide a more complicated service. Technical, ethical, and human trust have

proven crucial in implementing inter-organizational collaboration methods. On the other

hand, ideas of cooperative strategies amongst MSCEs are generally opposed by the MSCEs

themselves as a cause of their ambition to work individualistically (Thrassou & Vrontis,

2006).

Another aspect studied by Rukuni et al. (2020) aimed to investigate if social media affects

brand awareness. The study was conducted quantitatively, motivated by the fact that large

consultancy corporations challenge the survival of MSCEs, and the researchers found it

relevant to identify survival strategies. Therefore the researcher assessed customers’

perception of the social media strategies that MSCEs implement. The result showed a

statistically positive relationship between social media strategies and brand awareness

(Rukuni et al., 2020).

An additional aspect of MSCEs was studied by Giertz et al. (2016), examining the Swedish

industry of MSCEs. The study explains how MSCEs are extensive and how it plays a vital

role in the development of business and society as a whole. The industry is changing, and
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many consulting firms are facing significant challenges. There appears to be potential for new

company models, strategic choices, and international expansion (Giertz et al., 2016).

To conclude the findings of micro and small consulting firms, previous research claims that

MSCEs could benefit from having a cooperative strategy. However, the MSCEs have

historically opposed such a way of conducting business. Furthermore, there is evidence of

how social media strategies positively relate to brand awareness and may thus aid MSCEs

towards survival in the competition against larger firms. Meanwhile, the industry of MSCEs

is in constant growth with upcoming challenges and may therefore require new strategies,

such as a content marketing strategy.

2.2.2 Content Marketing Strategies

According to the Content Marketing Institute: “Content marketing is a strategic marketing

approach focused on creating and distributing valuable, relevant, and consistent content to

attract and retain a clearly-defined audience - and, ultimately, to drive profitable customer

action” (Content Marketing Institute, 2015). Hence, companies use content marketing to

deliver content that the targeted audience appreciates in the channels that they appear. Each

company’s content marketing strategy is unique. Furthermore, with the changes in

consumers’ buying behavior and purchase processes, companies have become more adaptive

in marketing on their websites. Hence, content marketing is cost-effective in shaping its

procedures according to its consumers (Gunelius, 2011).

Previous quantitative research has examined the usage of content marketing for European

MSCEs. The results proved that these companies have a degree of practical work assigned to

content marketing (Gabbianelli & Conti, 2018). According to the results, content marketing is

most commonly used by MCEs, where 51% of the 621 MCEs examined agree to use content

marketing frequently. Furthermore, additional information regarding the purpose behind the

usage of such a marketing strategy is provided. Out of the 51% of MCEs, the biggest purpose

is to increase sales (56%), secondly to boost brand awareness (42%), and thirdly as a way to

acquire new customers and lead generation (40%) (Gabbianelli & Conti, 2018).

Furthermore, in their study of content marketing tools and metrics in consulting firms,

Gabbianelli and Conti (2018) found that the most popular platforms used by MCEs are
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Facebook (52%), Twitter and Instagram (50%), LinkedIn (47%). The study further states that

the MCEs are more likely to conduct their content marketing on social media to increase

brand awareness than more prominent firms, where the focus can be put on a well-established

website. Furthermore, the report states that a large proportion of the management consulting

firms being examined have an exclusive focus on word-of-mouth marketing. Additionally,

the researchers find that MCEs focus more on such a marketing technique than larger

enterprises (Gabbianelli & Pencarelli, 2021).

To summarize what previous research has established as the essence of MCEs and their

relation to content marketing, ethical and human awareness are central to these types of

organizations. Researchers further claim that social media strategies, much like content

marketing, are vital for a successful MCE. Simultaneously, it can be concluded that the most

crucial marketing strategy for these companies is content marketing, as 51% of European

MCEs utilize such practice. However, no detailed empirical research indicates how the MCEs

can structure content marketing to acquire new customers.

2.3 MSCEs in Sweden

The Swedish industry of MCE, particularly within management, is expanding exponentially

and accounts for almost a third of all Swedish consultancy firms with 1-4 employees. By

2012, the aggregated number of MCEs in Sweden was roughly 46 000 companies, all with

1-4 employees (Giertz et al., 2016).

The number of consultants can be divided into several branches, e.g., management, tech, or

accounting. In 2005, Mats Dahlberg - then CEO of Sveriges Redovisningskonsulters Förbund

- stated that there are approximately 679 000 micro-enterprises in Sweden, which he predicts

will have a significant effect on the Swedish economy and welfare due to their potential and

willingness, and strive towards growth. Dahlberg further claims the fundamentals for MSCEs

to achieve such success. Essentially, entrepreneurial will makes MSCEs aware of the high

standards set by the particular subset of customers they are trying to reach. Otherwise,

customers will cooperate with competitors of greater entrepreneurial power (Dahlberg, 2005).
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Within all consulting enterprises in Sweden, there is a subset of 29.3% directed towards

management and organization by 2012. In Sweden, micro management consulting enterprises

often establish a niched business plan based on particular industries, clientele, or specialized

customers. The intangible intelligence of each of these companies determines the orientation

of the enterprise. Commonly for these companies is their geographical location, as most of

them operate in the Swedish capital Stockholm (Giertz et al., 2016).

Despite the commonality of MSMCEs in Sweden having a specific vision of their work, with

niched business plans depending on their expertise, there is significant uncertainty in

conducting such specialized work. Consultancy firms with a considerably low number of

employees may face difficulties if the company’s idea is too narrowed down. Essentially,

MSMCEs in Sweden would be demanded to appear adaptable and malleable towards new

missions and customers. The necessity of candor to potential opportunities causes changes in

marketing methods subject to the firm’s size. While large management consulting enterprises

may utilize clearly defined marketing methods, MSCEs in Sweden may not apply and define

their strategies in such a particular way, as the needs of each customer look different from one

another. Instead, one theory for MSCE consultancies to form a competitive advantage is that

MSCEs can market their non-existent use of marketing methods instead of formalizing a

marketing plan solely based on the essence of problem-solving for the customer (Furusten,

2013).

2.4 Theoretical Lens: Consumer-Company Identification Theory

The framework of the Consumer-Company Identification Theory (CCI) was formed in 2003

when Bhattacharya and Sen released their study on the relationship between consumers and

companies. The framework relies on social studies on consumer preferences, which was

concluded to form a relationship with a company if the consumer’s values correspond with

the organization’s. Mutual identification often proceeds into loyalty and a willingness for the

consumer to continue purchasing goods or services from the company they have found

commonalities with (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003).

To firstly understand how companies and consumers find a mutual interest, it is essential to

create an awareness of what consumer preferences are built upon. The idea is related to a
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term called perceived identity, which is the commonality between the company’s core ideas,

i.e., the general business idea and its vision, the main structure, the process, and the climate

of the organization. These may then be what a consumer finds a relation to, which opens

possibilities in creating an affiliation between consumer and company (Dutton et al., 1994). If

perceived identity is achieved, then Bhattacharya and Sen’s theory (2003) becomes true, as it

causes a physical connection and bond for consumers to a company with the basis on the

perceived similarities in themselves and the characteristics of the organization (Du et al.,

2007).

The CCI theory can be useful in several segments, one of them being related to marketing.

Karaosmanoğlu et al. (2011) determine the importance of CCI when conducting marketing

strategies. Thus, the authors perceive the theory to be applicable in analyzing the empirical

findings of this thesis. In order to generalize the importance of content marketing, the authors

based the analysis of data found on MCEs’ content marketing in relation to CCI theory to

answer how MCEs utilize content marketing.

In conclusion, the framework behind content marketing provides the researchers to answer

how MCEs utilize content marketing. In contrast, the theory of CCI provides a

comprehensive understanding of why MCEs seize content marketing opportunities. This

thesis adopts the theory by analyzing the value created by the MCEs to identify which

parameters strengthen the consumer’s ability to identify themselves with the MCE. The

analysis’s conclusions show how content marketing should be structured to increase

consumers’ probability of reflecting their values on the MCE. When applying the theory in

the analysis, the primary purpose is to give clear evidence and answer the research question:

How do MCEs use content marketing to acquire new customers? As this theory relies on

creating reflective company values for consumers to feel a perceived identity, the theory was

applicable for understanding how the company can utilize value-creation to acquire new

customers.
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3. Methodology and Methods

___________________________________________________________________________

This part first covers the chosen methodologies applied to the thesis, including the paradigm,

approach, and design. The section further describes the methods for data collection with the

sampling method, followed by chapters regarding the interviews, with motivations of both

how and why the chosen methods strengthen the thesis. Lastly follows explanations of ethical

aspects the researchers faced during the process.

___________________________________________________________________________

3.1 Interpretive Research Paradigm

A research paradigm acts as an approach throughout scientific research, acting as an assistant

to set an apparent scientific belief regarding the nature of knowledge, reality, and existence

(Collis & Hussey, 2014). Hence, an understanding of the two core paradigms, positivism, and

interpretivism, would be needed to construct such an approach for the thesis. Firstly, the

positivistic view is commonly associated with deductive reasoning with quantitative research

to argue that facts can be proven as reality is alike for each individual (Collis & Hussey,

2014). Furthermore, Bryman and Bell (2007) state that the given purpose of the scientific

research should develop hypotheses that can be tested throughout the report’s reasoning.

Thus, the principles suggest that the outcome of results cannot be provided just by our clear

senses but that a hypothesis needs to be tested (Bryman & Bell, 2013). However, due to

criticism of the positivist paradigm, contrary interpretivism emerged. The central principle of

interpretivism is based on how truth and knowledge are subjective to the world. The

epistemological assumption relies on information that needs to be grounded on personal

experiences. Hence, there is no agreed-upon reality; instead, the reality is based on one’s

views and perspective. The concept that social reality is not objective but remarkably

subjective since our personal views form it is what defines interpretivism (Collis & Hussey,

2014).

As the research question for the thesis is subjective in nature, together with the author’s

intention to analyze MCEs’ opinions and thoughts on content marketing strategies, it has

been clear from the early stage of the study that we had an interpretive mindset when writing

this thesis. For the thesis, we argue that marketing is subjective as all audiences will perceive

the content marketed differently as a cause of different values. Furthermore, due to the
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ontological assumption that our social reality is subjective, there is a need to investigate a

topic such as content marketing for MCEs through an interpretive approach. Furthermore, the

authors aimed to understand how content marketing affects MCEs; thereby, the interpretivism

approach suits the purpose.

3.2 Abductive Approach

The study adopts an abductive research approach to explore relationships between theories,

data, and conclusions, which stands out among the two main reasonings discussed concerning

data collection. These are deductive and inductive. In short, the significant difference

between the two is the approach toward conclusions. While deductive reasoning involves

finding theories and then relating these to observations or results, inductive reasoning goes

the opposite way (Bryman & Bell, 2013). However, after the primary data collection steps,

the process will become repetitive, and a formulation between the two will occur. The new

formulation should not be seen as a third type of reasoning but rather a combination of the

two, called abductive reasoning. Deductive research will test an established theory, while

inductive research leads to a new establishment theory. Grounded theory, for instance, usually

tends to start inductively and end deductively (Gummesson, 2000). Hurley (2000) further

states that the importance of abductive reasoning is to acknowledge both deductive and

inductive arguments. Deductive arguments are described as a way to guarantee that if the

premises of the argument are true, so will the conclusions.

In contrast, inductive arguments have premises supposedly backing up the conclusion,

forming an unlikelihood in that there is a diversification in the truth of both premises and

conclusion (Hurley, 2000). On the other hand, the abductive approach centralizes forming a

conclusion as the best explanation for the researched phenomenon (Walton, 2004). Dubois

and Gadde (2002) further claim abductive reasoning to be a process where the researcher uses

both theories and newly gathered empirical evidence to adjust current models. Such a method

also implies progressive changes in the theoretical framework (literature review) to improve

and alter existing models and theories (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). The main advantage of using

abductive reasoning is that a combination between deduction and induction may reduce bias

in terms of solely using one reasoning approach (Saunders et al., 2016).
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In this thesis, abductive reasoning was chosen due to the ambition of forming a greater

understanding of how MCEs utilize content marketing. Previous authors of MCEs’ content

marketing mention a desire for qualitative studies on the subject. Thus, the aim is to clarify a

more precise purpose and concrete usage of content marketing in this setting, which was

possible by combining an existing theory with information gathered from the informants of

the interviews. To create universal and accurate data and evidence, it was concluded that it

was essential to use an abductive approach. Further, the authors of this thesis strived to gather

enough empirical evidence through interviews to form valuable and trustworthy conclusions

that will serve as the best explanation for how MCEs utilize content marketing. In the nature

of the abductive approach, the authors further strived towards establishing a model that gives

insight into how a MCE may utilize content marketing. The approach was helpful in the

writing of the analysis, as the theory was applicable to draw conclusions on how content

marketing creates reflective values for the consumer and thus answer the research question.

3.3 Qualitative Multiple-Case Study

Qualitative- and quantitative research methods are universally the most common approaches

to collecting data (Collis & Hussey, 2014). As explained, this study adopted an interpretive

approach. Generally, a qualitative research design emphasizes understanding structures by

attempting to perceive the data in a broader view within the research context. Hence,

qualitative research examines a vast majority of philosophical basis to understand a specific

research context (Seers, 2012). Additionally, the qualitative research method might take a

slightly different approach due to its alignment with the research paradigm. As this study uses

an interpretive research paradigm, the importance lies in the quality and depth of the data

obtained on the phenomena. As a result, interpretive qualitative data tend to be rich in detail

(Collis & Hussey, 2014). It might be claimed that the world is more complicated and dynamic

in many areas than quantitative tools can capture. As a result, qualitative methodologies may

be required to deliver such in-depth insights based on people’s perspectives in the actual

world, as the research design aims to inherent patterns rather than state ideas and facts that

we already knew. Hence, an essential factor when gathering first-hand information is that

participants in the data collection are better equipped to describe their perspectives without

any intruding ideas (Bryman & Bell, 2007).
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Qualitative research is often performed by focusing on one organization, one person, or one

event, where the researcher intensively studies this particular set of information. Such a

format is favorable in qualitative research, as unstructured interviews, for instance, tend to

enhance the details of a single case (Bryman & Bell, 2007). The case study can be conducted

through two main approaches, differing depending on the type of conclusion one seeks to

derive. One may conduct a case study if there is a need to find specific and particular

conclusions, making a single-case study more suitable as one may not generalize such

conclusions into other settings or contexts. On the other hand, if conclusions are general and

generalized, a multiple-case study of a limited number of cases can be used (Gummesson,

2000).

The importance of the research design lies in the fact that it constitutes the linkage between

the empirical evidence provided by the researcher and the research questions (Yin, 2007).

The linkage could appear singular or plural, meaning a single-case study or multiple-case

study. These can be conducted in two different manners, either holistically or embedded -

with the support of several units of analysis (Yin, 2007). The lastly mentioned is applicable in

this multiple-case study, as interviews of CEOs, alongside organizational documents,

contribute to an in-depth analysis of several dimensions while creating a universal and

comprehensive picture that acknowledges similarities within the industry to form general

understandings. The researchers believed that a multiple-case study with several units of

analysis would increase knowledge of how MCEs can utilize content marketing. Yin (2014)

states that conducting more than one case often leads to a better outcome than comparing

only a single case. Therefore, we decided to target six different cases in the same industry,

with both geographical differences and differences in business. This enabled the thesis to

cover several industry segments, with both interviews and organizational documents enabling

to create a general understanding applicable in different MCEs, thus forming a universal

picture of the research topic.

3.4 Data Collection

3.4.1 Sampling Method

To conduct this qualitative research, a sampling design, which strengthens the report’s

trustworthiness, was needed to be implemented. The population for this research included
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employees at MCEs in Sweden. The population consists of approximately 46 000 companies

(Giertz et al., 2016). Commonly, a sampling design is executed using one of the two different

sampling techniques; probability sampling or non-probability sampling (Collis & Hussey,

2014). The term ‘probability sampling’ refers to selecting participants from a sample at

random, which means that every unit in the sample has an equal chance of being included. On

the other hand, smaller samples are related to the term ‘non-probability sampling,’ which is

dependent on the researcher’s subjective assessment rather than chance (Collis & Hussey,

2014). Additionally, the authors state that when conducting an interpretive study, the focus on

gathering primary data should lie in obtaining a deeper understanding of the samples that

correlate with a non-probability sampling design. ‘Purposive sampling’ is a non-probability

sampling approach in which a researcher picks instances for inclusion in a sample depending

on certain criteria (Collins & Hussey, 2014). Hence, the criteria for the population were to be

a CEO of a MCE in Sweden.

Within the population, the set criteria were for the companies to be conducting content

marketing, having both a website and a LinkedIn page. Thereby, we applied our past

networking to identify the first participants to follow the non-probability purposive sampling.

Through the already established networks of the authors, the first two interviews were

identified to fill the criteria. After that, the participants could recommend additional

interviewees, much like a snowball sampling (Bryman & Bell, 2013). For this thesis, a

purposive sampling design combined with a snowball sampling design was used. The first

interview functioned as a pilot interview, where we had a continuous discussion about our

questions and our criteria. After the pilot interview, the discussion led to talks regarding the

choice of method for the sampling, which concluded with the benefits of taking advice from

the participants thanks to their more profound knowledge of the industry. The idea

strengthened the purposive sampling, as the participants have greater in-depth and detailed

information about the industry. Thus, a combination of a non-probability purposive sampling

and a snowball sampling was applicable in the thesis. The chosen candidates for the data

collection can be seen, and the company’s explained in the table below.
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Table 1: Overview of case companies and participants

Participant Company Name Company Description
Date of
Interview Duration

Interview
Type

1 Nimbleway

Nimbleway is a
consulting company
consisting of 3
employees. The company
delivers on capacity
planning.

30/3/2022 1h 2 min Zoom

2 Splendido Consulting

Splendido is a consulting
company with a focus on
IT management, IT
governance and IT
strategy.

19/4/2022 52 min Zoom

3 Walk and Talk Coach

Walk and Talk Coach
advises management to
increase the ability to
think more clearly and
freely, to reach success.

19/4/2022 47 min Zoom

4
Real8 Consulting

Group

Real8 is a consulting
company with 3
employees that offers help
in creating conditions for
everyone: employees as
well as managers to
evolve.

29/4/2022 58 min Zoom

5 Infobility

Infobility consists of 7
employees who focus on
the importance of
transformation and
information management.

2/5/2022 50 min Zoom

6 Peritum Group

Peritum Group helps
leaders achieve the
organization’s strategies
through the people.

6/5/2022 54 min
Microsoft
Teams

3.4.2 Semi-Structured Interviews

To collect the primary data from the sampling of the chosen candidates, we conducted

semi-structured interviews. Primary data can best be explained as data gathered from original

sources, which can be done through interviews, focus groups, and observations (Collis &
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Hussey, 2014). In a semi-structured interview, the researchers prepare some interview

questions that inspire the participant to discuss the main topic of the examined case and

develop additional questions throughout the interviews (Collins & Huessy, 2014). In contrast,

unstructured interviews follow the concept of minimal preparation beforehand, with

questions being developed during the interview process (Bryman & Bell, 2013).

We used semi-structured interviews since they gave us a better dialog, generating more

detailed information than structured or unstructured interviews. The choice of semi-structured

interviews was due to us wanting an open dialog yet pinpointing the key concepts we wanted

to investigate. If there are no pre-structured questions, the data will be harder to analyze and

more complex, and in some cases, impossible to analyze as the information will strive from

the topic (Jacobsen & Sandin, 2002).

3.4.3 Question Design

The questions were formed in a semi-structured interview format. We had prepared questions

beforehand to steer the participant toward the desired topic but still had an open conversation

where questions could be added while the interview was taking place. This can be done in the

form of probes which are explained as questions formulated to respond to what the

participant has said. The questions conducted in the interviews were formulated in a way that

all were open-ended questions, which means that participants could answer and formulate in

their own words (Collins & Hussey, 2014). This made the participant more capable of

answering the questions freely. In the interviews, we used our interview guide, which made it

easy for the participant by sticking to our theme and also explaining our definition of the

topic researched, making the participant comfortable and aware of the topic, which according

to Bryman and Bell (2013) leads to more nuanced answers. When conducting the interview

questions, ethical considerations were taken into account that will be further explained later

in (3.7).

In the interviews, we discussed content marketing, marketing plans, identification of

customers, social media marketing, the need for content marketing, and how content

marketing is perceived and received. Due to the interview structure, the topics brought up led

to additional supplementary questions and topics. If so, we adjusted the interview questions
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to match our research topic with the new topic brought up to further create more profound

insights.

3.4.4 Interview Technique

When conducting a good interview, the researchers should start with preparation questions to

ease the participant to the actual interview. This can be done firstly with small questions such

as ‘How long have you worked at this company?’ and preparing the participant by giving

basic knowledge about the researchers and the topic that will be examined (Jacobsen &

Sandin, 2002). An introduction of the subject was given due to the risk of participants

comprehending the topic ‘content marketing’ differently, which could have led to unreliable

answers (Collis & Hussey, 2014). We also used a pilot interview where trial and error were at

stake for the first interview. This made it easier to see that the data gained was enough and

improved the interview guide (appendix 1) for later interviews. The importance of open

questions was a technique used because of the imperativeness of a free discussion, as

mentioned in the prior paragraph (3.4.3). An important factor that we found was having

face-to-face interviews with the participants. This gave a more personal and effective way of

communicating and better engagement from both parties to improve the understanding of

body language and communication (Bryman & Bell, 2013). Although we wanted in-person

interviews, these were conducted on Microsoft Teams and Zoom, which worked just as well

to create a face-to-face interview.

All interviews followed the same guide (appendix 1), starting with a formal greeting followed

by the introduction of ethical considerations. We asked for permission to record the

interviews, to use them in the analysis, and asked how they wanted to be represented in the

thesis, allowing the respondents to be anonymous if they would prefer so. If the empirical

evidence showed company sensitive information, we kept a dialogue if the respondent

wanted such information to be left out. Then followed preparation questions to give the

participant an opportunity to describe him/herself and their company. To ensure accuracy and

dependability, we introduced the topic with clear definitions, which led to the seven prepared

questions, some of which had prepared supplementary questions.
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3.4.5 Organizational documents

We chose additional ways to obtain primary information from the companies by acquiring

organizational documents. A case study’s main strength is that it does not solely cover

interviews or literature but also several types of documents that are not accessible through a

regular study (Yin, 2014). This form of data was chosen since they are heterogeneous sources

that provide additional detailed data on the companies’ strategies. The problem with this form

of data is that it is hard to obtain as organizational privacy is at play (Bryman & Bell, 2013).

These company documents were used to construct the interview questions as this enabled us

to get a better grasp of the marketing for MCEs. Business plans, marketing plans, content

previously marketed, website, and social media posts were all used to create a fundamental

understanding of each business and its desired marketing concerning content. The companies’

LinkedIn, Facebook, YouTube, and Instagram posts were examined before the interviews,

alongside the website, to increase each interview’s substance and easier design the follow-up

questions. Additionally, the organizational documents were used to strengthen the primary

data from the interviews in the empirical findings.

3.5 Data Analysis

After we conducted the interviews, the following steps took place: all the interviews were

transcribed, coded with categorization into themes, then analyzed to draw conclusions and

answer how MCEs use content marketing to acquire new customers. After collecting data

from the participants, we conducted a thematic analysis to understand the data better and

grasp important information from it, with transcribing the data from the recorded interviews

followingly being essential. Firstly, the interviews were transcribed, and the whole

conversation was written asynchronously, which helps analyze the data (Jacobsen & Sandin,

2002).

The analysis followed a thematic analysis approach. Thematic analysis is best explained as

examining data to identify patterns and describing the found data by interpreting the coding

process and construction of themes and is used to analyze qualitative data. Thematic analysis

is not associated with a specific research paradigm (Kiger & Varpio, 2020). This analysis

approach is used for qualitative research and to find commonalities and shared meaning while
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not being suited for analyzing unique meanings and data collected from a single person or

data set. Thus, the thematic analysis approach was determined suitable for this thesis.

To grasp the data that was found, a data coding process was implemented (see table 2 for data

structure). Coding for qualitative research can be explained as breaking down and analyzing

qualitative data into pieces to understand the data better and create something new (Elliott,

2018). The data was coded because the data collected is packed with information that

requires much time to sort and understand (Elliott, 2018).

There are six steps when conducting a thematic analysis; familiarizing, initial code generation

(thematic coding), searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and

producing the report. The initial part was straightforward; getting familiar with our data set's

entirety, transcribing our data into text format, and repeatedly reading through our data set is

an essential strategy to achieve familiarization (Braun & Clarke, 2006). All three authors

repetitively read the transcriptions, both by ourselves and together, to first form a personal

understanding of the subject and then discuss our thoughts. The process of familiarization

became an ongoing process throughout the thesis. By going back and forth throughout the

transcriptions and reconsidering what may be of importance for the analysis, we deepened

our knowledge consequently. The next stage is the generation of codes, which was done

manually after transcribing the interview and the familiarization stage. The third stage strives

to generate themes. The researcher constructs these themes by analyzing, combining, and

comparing relevant codes and relating them to one another (Kiger & Varpio, 2020). This was

done by a thematic coding process where the transcription was read through carefully to

create codes that could categorize the data to what is being said in the text/interview and

combine passages that talk about the same phenomena (Gibbs, 2018). For example, customer

identification and key relations were used in combination with quotations to create a theme

later. An example of the construction of themes and sub-themes created with significant

quotes is shown in table 2.

In the fourth stage, reviewing the themes, the central part is to overlook our themes to ensure

that the coded data was relevant and fit accordingly to the themes, also re-modifying the

themes if necessary to ensure it was relevant to our research topic (Kiger & Varpio, 2020).

This specific step was significant throughout the work on findings, analysis, and conclusions.

The initial final theme was 'Positive Reasonings,' which, after revision, seemed too vague. An
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identified sub-theme under 'Positive Reasonings' was 'Cost-efficiency,' which, after several

reviews, was concluded irrelevant to the research purpose and question. The finalized last

theme became 'Familiarity of The MCE.' The second to last stage of the analysis was defining

and naming the themes (Kiger & Varpio, 2020). This was done by describing and giving the

themes a definition. Each segment of themes is introduced by a brief explanation, including

its relevance to the thesis's subject. The final stage of the analysis consists of conducting a

report with an analysis of the empirical findings on each identified theme (Kiger & Varpio,

2020). The themes were applied in the analysis by reflecting on how these either strengthen

or contradict the previous literature and reflect on the theoretical lens (2.4). Both empirical

findings gathered from interviews, and organizational documents were used to draw

conclusions on how a MCE may use content marketing to acquire new customers. The

implementation of the theory in the data analysis process led to a focus on the participant's

values in terms of content marketing. Hence, most of the coding contained evidence

explaining how content marketing derives values.

Table 2: Data structure

Theme Sub-theme Quotes

Unique Selling Point Niched Profile “You can profit from a more individualized
and personalized LinkedIn, because it’s
there that everything happens today, both
to find the right competencies and when
you change jobs. But for us micro
consulting enterprises, that’s the place
where it happens, we talk of it as a
marketing platform. So here, the profile
should be more rich of content and with a
detailed consulting profile and such.”

Market Research “Before determining how the company
should structure its content marketing
strategy, we had interviews with a lot of
company managers and board members,
which led to numerous problem
formulations from the companies. These
were then applicable for us to know how to
apply our unique selling point in our
content marketing.”

Platforms and Content Differences In Usage “I can of course say things on instagram,
but there it should be more nature images
in focus. Inspire to get out in nature, walk
and talk and to get out and reflect. On
linkedin, it can be other things, it can be
other thoughts or reflections that you want
to share. It’s a lot more text.”

LinkedIn Importance “The big reason for using LinkedIn is that
all potential assignments pass LinkedIn in
one way or another. Then there are some
who go through consulting brokers, etc.,
but there are still the consulting brokers
scanned by Linkedin. You can not overlook
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or at least you can not be in this industry
and not be on LinkedIn if you say so.”

Long-term Relationships Value-creation “It is the core of everything, to have total
presence in your values, so that you can
stand for what you sell, which no
salesperson does today.”

Customer Penetration “I wrote an epic pitch the other day, not
anything like ‘Oh I’m Jan Orvegård the
super consultant’ no, because if you don’t
know me, then it doesn’t matter at all. The
pitch can be great, interesting, smart and
intriguing, but if you don’t know me, then it
won’t change your decision to purchase or
not.”

Familiarity of The MCE Spread “We restricted our content marketing to
first- and second-hand contacts on
LinkedIn. [...]. The effect we have seen
from this has been tremendous and even
surprising. Even to the extent that
Magellan Research Group - a company
much like Gartner, but are established in
the western parts of the USA - they
contacted us this summer after having seen
our content marketing and wanted to set us
up with a very big company in the USA, so
the strategy shows great opportunity in
having a widespread in a way that is very
organic.”

Brand Awareness “That's exactly what I mean, that's what
matters to us. To take something successful
from 1 place and then be able to
communicate it and then get in touch with
their contact network when it comes to
similar activities. So the films on Youtube,
for example, are now being recorded
before we came up with a new innovation,
the so-called "red process". But
nonetheless it was the result of the
Öresundskraft's job in many ways that laid
out our way to take a step further, based on
lessons learned and now to introduce
ourselves to the Husqvarna Group.”

3.6 Trustworthiness

3.6.1 Anonymity and Confidentiality

Bryman argues that the right to privacy should be protected and that infringing on that right

in the context of the study is not acceptable (Bryman, 2018). Thus, it was concluded that it

was only essential to mention the firm’s names because the companies are being examined,

not the individuals. Because the firms’ content marketing strategy usage was of interest, the

interviews were more focused on learning about their attitudes towards content marketing. To

avoid conflating personal viewpoints with the names of the participants, it was decided to

solely list the names of the companies. Before each interview, the participants were asked
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whether they wanted to remain anonymous, to which they all responded the importance of

being true to their word, thus not wanting to be anonymous. We further believed this

strengthened the results’ entity, truth, and authenticity, as it provides real-life examples of

how a MCE functions. It was deemed irrelevant to present the participants’ names, as we

strived to create an understanding of the company.

3.6.2 Credibility

Credibility should convey trust in the precision and veracity of the results (Bryman & Bell,

2007). Researchers should avoid a small and restricted data collection, only utilizing one

technique, only having one researcher present the findings, and employing none/a limited

number of theoretical frameworks to provide this level of legitimacy of the findings.

However, there is a commitment to adopt a method throughout the research to avoid such

credibility problems. The ‘triangulation’ technique, for example, stresses the need to have

extensive data documentation to cross-site the information’s credibility and consistency

(Guba, 1981). We applied triangulation in our many data sources, as many of the quotes are

also strengthened by organizational documents, such as marketing material. In case of any

material uncertainties, we kept a dialogue with the participants to ascertain the credibility of

the findings and that the findings from the interviews agreed with the findings from

organizational documents.

Each researcher analyzed the primary data separately to obtain one’s personal viewpoint,

which could be compared during the coding process. This was due to the fact that first-hand

sources might be interpreted in different ways based on the researcher’s own view of the

issue (Guba, 1981). To assure credibility throughout the collection of primary data, the

coding process has been evaluated by all researchers, in addition with organizational data

such as business reports. We further chose to follow an interpretive research paradigm

together with a theoretical lens throughout the thesis which facilitated the data analysis. As a

result, rather than the researcher forming their own conclusion, the utilization of numerous

methodologies and ideas simplified the information acquired, which is vital (Guba, 1981).

Furthermore, each interview was held in the respondent’s native language to ensure that the

participants’ answers were not limited due to a linguistic barrier.
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3.6.3 Transferability

In contrast to research credibility, transferability refers to the generalizability of the data

gathered and processed and how it may be applied to various contexts and conditions (Collis,

Hussey, 2014). Interpretivists, for example, favor a semi-structured interview when

conducting interviews. Meanwhile, positivists may claim that a more organized interview is

more appropriate; in these circumstances, with more direct responses, the data might be used

to a larger perspective to uncover similar occurrences for the reader, thus increasing the

research’s trustworthiness (Guba, 1981). Considering the interpretive approach for the thesis,

the choice naturally fell to conduct semi-structured interviews. Furthermore, to make sure

that the reader can make connections to a similar phenomenon, we provided a strong and

well-defined description of the research topic; to make sure that the readers will not struggle

to understand the data collected and, as a result, will be unable to apply the findings to

different scenarios (Guba, 1981). As this is a study with a somewhat small sample size, which

provides subjective first-hand information, there was a need for the authors to provide a

secured transferability. We applied a theoretical perspective with relevancy of the study, with

clear descriptions of how the entire study has been conducted, and finalizing the thesis with

answering the research question and discussing the purpose. Data Collection (3.4) and Data

Analysis (3.5) display concrete evidence of how we worked to gather empirical findings and

how we chose to analyze the information gathered. The transparency of each previous chapter

in Methodology and Methods (3) increases the trustworthiness of this thesis.

3.6.4 Dependability

Dependability is concerned with the consistency of the research process and outcome; if the

work were to be replicated by a different group of researchers with a comparable setting,

technique, and informants, an equivalent result and data should be obtained. However, there

are challenges since a qualitative reason tends to be locked at an ethnographic present,

implying that if a comparable study had been conducted ten years later, the results might have

been influenced by a different environment surrounding the topic (Bryman & Bell, 2007). As

a result of this conundrum, clear transparency is required for the research, which means not

only describing the data collection process but also providing a clear set of notes on all

decisions made during the research period, such as reflective thoughts and sampling, allowing

the reader to examine the entire research procedure (Guba, 1981). Additionally, an approach
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known as ‘Audit Trail,’ which is an example of achieving successful transparency, was used.

This technique demonstrates the importance of reporting each research phase throughout the

whole investigation, where the author interprets each step in chronological sequence to

establish process consistency. Once again, the data supplied in the study must originate from

the research participants rather than conclusions formed by the authors because this would be

inaccurate for future replication of the study (Guba, 1981).

3.6.5 Confirmability

The relevance of writers not having a personal interest or prejudice toward the issue and just

collecting data from study participants is consistently linked to confirmability. The writers

should present the facts rather than their personal judgments to provide an unbiased

interpretation. In a similar vein to dependability, an audit trail was utilized as a tactic to

document how and what raw data was obtained in different stages of the research. After the

interviews were analyzed by us separately, the audit trail was to ensure that personal biases

were removed when categorizing the data. This method was used due to the arguments

presented by Guba (1981) that if a reader decides to repeat the study, using this technique

makes it easy for them to cross-check the results.

3.7 Ethical Considerations

According to the Vetenskapsrådet (2002), four major considerations must be made in

research. The confidentiality requirement, the permission requirement, the information

requirement, and the usage requirement are the requirements. The confidentiality criterion

indicates that the survey participants’ personal information must not be released to

unauthorized people. To make this feasible, participants must be informed on who should

have access to what information (Kvale et al., 2014; Bryman, 2018). CEOs at MCEs are the

specific target population. This criterion was addressed by alerting candidates about it before

the interviews. The permission requirement ensures that participants take part willingly and

have the option to leave at any time. The usage requirement refers to the information

submitted being solely utilized for the specified job, in this case, the thesis conducted,

according to the need (Bryman, 2018). These requirements were communicated to the

participants through the interviews but also through phone conversations and email
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correspondence. The goal of the interviews was also conveyed in various settings, and the

information criterion was satisfied as a result.
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4. Empirical findings

___________________________________________________________________________

This chapter presents the empirical findings derived from the interviews and organizational

documents. The structure of the empirical findings is based on the identified themes, which

were presented in Table 2, with the following sub-themes that were identified during the data

collection and data analysis. The main themes are: ‘Unique Selling Point,’ ‘Platforms and

Content,’ ‘Long-term Relationships,’ and ‘Familiarity of The MCE.’.

__________________________________________________________________________

4.1. Unique Selling Point

Unique Selling Point refers to the unique value a company can offer its customers, which

should function as a value that the competitors do not have. The findings have shown the

necessity for a unique selling point for MCEs, thus the theme consists of two sub-themes:

‘Niched Profile’ and ‘Market Research’.

4.1.1. Niched Profile

Niched Profile refers to how companies align their marketing towards their niched profile.

The empirical evidence showed a tendency involving the unique selling point to often be each

MCE’s own niche, and it is within one’s niche that the company may start expanding their

network and promoting their own ideas. For the MCEs there lies a great importance of

content marketing to be constructed with an in-depth focus on giving a personal perspective

of what consultancy they can offer. The below example from Nimbleway displays a narrowed

promotion of the MCE’s offering, with details of the company’s niche instead of only

describing that the company offers management consulting.

“This is what we do and have our core strength at. Nimbleway HR spans the

end-to-end value chain of a business and can help to ensure appropriate

competence at the right time to fully support your business needs. In a

positive way we challenge structures and prepare businesses for your planned

growth and/or your next paradigm. Are you in the middle of a greater
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challenge, or have we awakened your interest to learn more? Do not hesitate

to contact us!” (Nimbleway website content marketing material, 2022)

“You can profit from a more individualized and personalized LinkedIn,

because it’s there that everything happens today, both to find the right

competencies and when you change jobs. But for us micro consulting

enterprises, that’s the place where it happens, we talk of it as a marketing

platform. So here, the profile should be more rich of content and with a

detailed consulting profile and such.” (Interview with participant 2, April

19th, 2022)

As the MCE’s personal values become their business idea, it is important for the content

marketed to reflect the company’s genuine values towards potential customers. The

participants shed light on the necessity of expressing their own values, and their own niched

ideas in their content when marketing the MCE. Describing narrowly their niches, individual

values and ideas is concluded to be an important factor in the initial start when constructing

content marketing for a MCE. Furthermore, the participants expressed the importance of

using the niche as a strength towards the target group, despite having competencies and

knowledge in several different areas.

“In marketing terms you would say that we use our USP when we deliver

content marketing. As it is top management people we want to work with and

in the end is going to end up with we need to market our specialization, even

though we know that the entrance to it is tough, all micro consulting

companies want it but it is very difficult and with that experience we know

that sometimes we have to pick, quality managers, HR managers or

marketing managers to get up there.” (Interview with participant 4, April

29th, 2022)

In order for a MCE to construct a valuable content marketing strategy, our participants

revealed that the MCE may not express all their values and all competencies they can offer,

but emphasize particular subjects in which they are niched, to clearly offer their unique

selling point, instead of giving a general view of offerings. The advantage of utilizing content

marketing with a focus on the niche, is that it can facilitate MCEs to get new customers. The
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below quote is taken from Infobility’s website which highlights that a MCE should preferably

not work with all their competencies, but rather niche themselves.

“Our unique selling point is when information is a key enabler for the

business - Information Management is in our hearts, minds and fingers. Your

benefit will be a resource you don’t have to spend much time telling how to do

things and you can always expect a highly professional attitude and a good

team spirit. To be honest, we can do a lot - but should not do everything”

(Infobility website content marketing material, 2022)

“I believe it has been super important for the last job that we have had the

pleasure to have. To be a part of Scania’s full digital transformation, and then

Volvo, but had we not niched ourselves, to then write the book ‘Destination

Digital’ we would not have got these jobs nor the one at Öresundskraft.”

(Interview with participant 5, May 2nd, 2022)

In conclusion, the participants have all indicated that MCEs need to emphasize their niche on

digital platforms in the content they strive to market. Values and competencies, which can be

seen as a MCE’s niche, are important when structuring your content marketing. The niche is a

main determinant for increased probability of acquiring new customers.

4.1.1. Market Research

Market Research refers to conducting examination of a target group to establish a clearly

identified subset of the group, with deeper knowledge of their needs and wants. When

discussing how the unique selling point may be of great value, many participants mentioned

the essentiality for it to be directed towards the right people for it to have the best outcome. In

order to do so, many of the participants stated that one may conduct a market research, to

comprehend how and to whom the content marketing may be utilized. Before establishing

content marketing, the participants highlighted the importance of knowing who to direct it

towards, which can be done through conducting market research.

“Before determining how the company should structure its content marketing

strategy, we had interviews with a lot of company managers and board
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members, which led to numerous problem formulations from the companies.

These were then applicable for us to know how to apply our unique selling

point in our content marketing.” (Interview with participant 1, March 30th,

2022)

The figure below displays a part of the market research that was used by

Nimbleway before reaching out to potential customers through content marketing.

It gave the company an indicator of digital adoption, which is a part of

Nimbleway’s unique selling point.

Figure 1: Market Research from European Investment Bank, used by

Nimbleway

(Part of Nimbleway’s market research, 2022; data from European Investment Bank, 2020)

On the other hand, this may not be a suitable strategy for all MCEs. Those who do not work

directly with potential customers, but rather through a consulting broker, have no necessity in

conducting market research.

“I find customers through a consulting broker or through my network. In that

sense, my website only acts as an assistance in case someone searches for my

company. [...]. For the purpose of marketing for my target group, which is a

bigger organization in the public sector, then my way of marketing is through

the consulting brokers. In these, I need to be thorough and detailed with my
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consulting profile and describe clearly what it is that I’m actually

selling.”(Interview with participant 2, April 19 th, 2022)

The quote above contributes with a different view of how the market research may look like

for a MCE, but commonly is that the content to market shall be on a basis of the unique

selling point. However, there are different ideas of how the MCE can work alongside the

identified target group. As a MCE may lack the time to conduct such research, the MCE

could instead implement the target group into operations of the company, for the enterprise to

create a greater understanding of its customers.

“You don’t have the time to construct advanced market research and dedicate

a year just for that. [...]. Let’s then have an arena where we work with the

issues, and we share experience, we also produce intellectual capital together,

we spend time on it, we work with each other. And share it freely in the group

or we share it together freely here and then it becomes an open source

business.” (Interview with participant 6, May 6th, 2022)

To conclude, there is an uncertainty whether market research is needed for content marketing

or not. There is a benefit in knowing the specific target group, however, a MCE can function

without that knowledge as it is time-consuming for a company of such small size. If the MCE

experiences an excess of time beyond the main consultancy operations, the MCE may benefit

from market research, and if not, implementation of the target group into the operations can

function as another viable strategy for MCEs.

4.2 Platforms and Content

Platforms and Content refers to the platforms MCEs can utilize for their content marketing

and the goals of the platforms, while the content refers to the content itself and how it should

be structured. The empirical findings showed differences of both Platforms and Content, thus

the theme consists of two sub-themes: ‘Differences in Usage’ and ‘LinkedIn Importance’.
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4.2.1 Differences in Usage

Differences in Usage refers to what the different goals are depending on the platforms that the

participant uses to conduct content marketing. LinkedIn could function to derive interest and

attract the LinkedIn visitors to the website, resulting in the company’s website having the

objective to display clear information while LinkedIn works as a tool to later start a

relationship. A great reasoning to why a MCE uses LinkedIn is because the MCE often

enholds specific ideas rather than simple products. Depending on what the MCE is selling,

different social media platforms may be applicable.

“Right or wrong, it was LinkedIn we focused on, and have something

connected to the website and what it should look like on it. Other social

media, we can use targeted messages, it would be harder for us to find our

audience there. Had we sold watches, for example, it would have been easier

to use Instagram or Facebook, but because it is such specific and tricky

pieces we deliver to companies, we felt, right or wrong, that LinkedIn was a

good platform to go for.” (Interview with participant 1, March 30th, 2022)

By allowing the content marketing to indicate more than the service itself, and give evident

examples of the benefits the customers can expect if the two parties reach a consultancy

agreement, it facilitates the MCE’s process of acquiring a new customer. The participants

argued that the focus of LinkedIn shall therefore not only be to act as a commercial platform

but instead express the values gained for the customer of the MCE.

“Our goal for LinkedIn was to create sales, but also to create enough interest

so that people will contact us. The goal is not only to make flashy

advertisements, but it should be more hands-on ‘this is what we can do for

you and here is how you can try it’.” (Interview with participant 4, April 29th,

2022)

The participants were all united regarding the importance of having a website, and that the

MCE should integrate other strategies and goals solely for the website and differentiate it

from other platforms. While LinkedIn should be directed towards the niche, the website has a

great function in going through general information of the MCE.
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“There are 2 reasons, you know that if there is someone new you run into,

they go in just like you did and look: what is this for companies in general.

But the most important thing is to be able to post, for example, films or

something and link to this. That's what we want to get out and there we have

thought about it, we should force them to write their email address to get a

new whitepaper or something else. [...]. I have always had the dream that this

is where you should turn when you want to read something about how we

niche ourselves now, for example around information and data and how to

succeed with that transformation.” (Interview with participant 5, May 2nd,

2022)

To conclude, LinkedIn is the most preferred platform for content marketing, while the

website rather acts as a platform for further information and detailed knowledge about the

company. Instead, the content on LinkedIn should preferably be specialized, with specific

ideas to avoid sending a general message without any substance. Thus, the content could

consist of clear descriptions of the value that the MCE can deliver, to increase the customer’s

understanding of the MCE’s niche. The figure below displays how a MCE may utilize

content marketing to show what the company can deliver through a description of their

benefits.

(Säker Vårdmiljö (Peritum) website content marketing material, 2022)
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4.2.2 LinkedIn Importance

LinkedIn Importance explains how and why LinkedIn stands out as the most competitive and

beneficial digital platform for MCEs. By conducting content marketing properly, LinkedIn is

a key aspect in the attempt of reaching the customers with the MCE’s values and beliefs. The

main answer to the question ‘why LinkedIn?’ is because of the fact that the vast majority

within the industry operates on LinkedIn in one way or another.

“The big reason for using LinkedIn is that all potential assignments pass

LinkedIn in one way or another. Then there are some who go through

consulting brokers, etc., but there are still the consulting brokers scanned by

LinkedIn. You can not overlook or at least you can not be in this industry and

not be on LinkedIn if you say so.” (Interview with participant 2, April 19th,

2022)

While the content on other platforms, such as Twitter or Instagram, is not related to any sort

of results, the participants were firm in their rejection of several other platforms other than

LinkedIn.

“We are not on Twitter for some reasons and not on Instagram either. We had

an idea about it but it will be like a diary for a company and it’s fun like this

but it does not give much.” (Interview with participant 4, April 29 th, 2022)

The most commonly used platforms, LinkedIn and the website, are great to use for MCEs in

its content marketing, which have the opportunity to lay the foundation for long-term

relationships with customers. Another form of social media used by MCEs in regards to

content marketing is Cision, which could simplify the process for MCEs to reach their

specific target group.

“Mostly what we use is actually LinkedIn, it is very strong, then we also

publish on Cision, which is a press room that the industry and media

subscribe to so you can direct your content straight to your target group.”

(Interview with participant 6, May 6th, 2022)
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Thus, it can be concluded that the majority of the MCEs utilize LinkedIn as the primary

social media channel to promote a rather specific message, with the intent to increase

awareness and interest, which should be navigated towards the website for further

information.

4.3 Long-term Relationships

Long-term Relationships explains how an accurate utilization of content marketing can lead

to the forming of long-lasting relations, which our data presents as beneficial. Hence, the

suiting sub-themes ‘Value-creation’ and ‘Customer Penetration’ have been assembled and

exemplified below.

4.3.1 Value-creation

Our data highlighted an important factor aligned with long-term relationships, the MCEs’

assigned work to create value in their content marketing to cherish its brand over time.

MCE’s marketing should be transparent where focus lies on a strategy to express company

and personal values. It is of highest significance that the content marketed is durable over

longer periods of time, as such a strategy may not show positive impact in the short-run.

“My strategy might not be the most viable in the short-run however, more

focused to show results over time due to that value-creation through content

over time, really can make a difference, to create value here and there, that

you create a story around your brand.” (Interview with participant 3, April

19th, 2022)

Content marketing could be a viable asset in the long-run for the MCE as long-term

relationships are seen as a necessity for the participants. If the MCE succeeds in establishing

value-creation through the content, it may facilitate for the MCE to acquire new customers.

“Thereby if my marketing helps me to land a consulting mission I see it as a

start on what I hope to be a longer relationship than maybe just one

mission.” (Interview with participant 1, March 30th, 2022)
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Essentially when striving to conduct content marketing, the MCE may not only seize the

benefits of publishing past successful operations, but rather the individualized and

personalized values of the MCE, such as a personal view of the MCE’s work process. As

MCEs sell themselves, they also sell their values. Thus, marketing this value creates a

stronger message and acts as a key aspect for MCEs.

(Walk and Talk Coach Instagram content marketing, 2019)

From the content marketing above, it is evident that the content provides information beyond

the company services, but instead encourages the receivers to interact with what the MCE

holds important; family and wellbeing for instance.

“I could write about the good things that I’ve done in my life, good

experiences and sales, but that doesn’t matter since you don’t give a shit

about that anyways. Instead, when you write about your values, what you

stand for and why it’s a good idea to hire specifically us, the message will

become powerful.” (Interview with participant 4, April 29th, 2022)

Hence, value-creation can be determined to be a fundamental part for the participants’

content marketing in an attempt to create a long-term relationship instead of just one work

assignment. By implementing the value of the MCE and the people behind the company into

the content marketing strategy, it can achieve a probability for sustainable relations between

the MCE and the customer, which increases the likelihood for future operations.

4.3.2 Customer Penetration

When asked if the participants have a strategy to secure a long-term relationship, the majority

of answers was related to the procedure from the initial marketing strategy. Despite having
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many competencies, all will be difficult for a MCE to market and make use of immediately.

Instead, a MCE would benefit from temporarily restricting their collection of skills and

knowledge, and solely focusing on just a few of these to simplify the process of acquiring a

customer. After a contract has been executed, it could then be easier for a MCE to start trying

to market all their competencies to the customer.

“[...] but when you go out as a micro company, it is easier to go out with a

narrow message, so that even if we can do 150 things, it is sharper to say ‘do

you want help with the other 147 things, go to someone else, do you want

help with these 3 things, go to us’. That message becomes much stronger,

especially for a micro company, and also easier to convey through this house

of communication. Thereby, I can secure the first important employment at a

company in an attempt to market myself over the other 147 knowledge areas I

have.” (Interview with participant 1, March 30th, 2022)

Another view of how MCEs utilize customer penetration is the relation to the customer in

order to maintain a sales relationship. The receiver tends to not care about the message, if the

sender is unknown. Thereby, it becomes of greater importance that the content strengthens

the opportunity of building relationships. Without the aspect of relationship-building through

content, it may be difficult for the MCE to acquire new customers, as the interest from

customers may be built on the relationship itself, rather than the expertise of a MCE.

“I wrote an epic pitch the other day, not anything like ‘Oh I’m a super

consultant’ no, because if you don’t know me, then it doesn’t matter at all.

The pitch can be great, interesting, smart and intriguing, but if you don’t

know me, then it won’t change your decision to purchase or not.” (Interview

with participant 4, April 29 th, 2022)

Customer penetration could also be built upon fear of missing out. Our data also revealed that

by structuring the content marketing in such a way, the customer could have a continuous

feeling that they would miss out on something if they do not hire the MCE.

“I think content marketing definitely contributes to that, because it gives a

presence and it gives a boost to the relationships we have that they see that
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like ‘things happen here’. [...]. We also build a lot on this fear of missing out,

you should feel that if you are not here then you will miss something.”

(Interview with participant 6, May 6th, 2022)

To summarize, customer penetration is important for maintaining long-term relationships, but

can be perceived differently as MCEs have different opinions on how the MCE should work

for preserving customers. Commonly for the MCEs is that customer penetration itself

functions as an essentiality for the business, as acquiring new customers is fairly difficult.

4.4 Familiarity of The MCE

Familiarity of The MCE refers to how the MCE can manage to utilize content marketing to

increase knowledge of the company and the brand. The participants argued that content

marketing is a tool to increase consumer’s, or potential consumer’s familiarity with the

company. Thus, both ‘Spread’ and ‘Brand Awareness’ were identified as suitable sub-themes.

4.4.1 Spread

To increase customer’s familiarity with the MCE, creating spread is of highest importance.

There are several strategies to succeed in spread, but content marketing seems to be a viable

option for MCEs. Content marketing through LinkedIn is something which has the

opportunity to spread the company’s message to a great number of people. Depending on

how the MCE structures it, it can increase MCE’s brand awareness.

“I have about 1500-2000 LinkedIn-contacts, so it leads to you reaching a fair

amount of people to run your marketing through. [...]. We were well aware

that our contacts will see our marketing, and that they will be curious and

that they get something simple that adds value in their LinkedIn network.”

(Interview with participant 1, March 30th, 2022)

Despite a fairly low effort, the MCE could benefit from networking through LinkedIn, as it

allows both first- and second-hand contacts to see the MCE’s content marketing. The more

contacts, the wider the spread. The participants explained that by having a network of people
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who have some sort of relevance towards the MCE’s niche or ideas, the probability of

accuracy with the content increases.

“We restricted our content marketing to first- and second-hand contacts on

LinkedIn. [...]. The effect we have seen from this has been tremendous and

even surprising. Even to the extent that Magellan Research Group - a

company much like Gartner, but are established in the western parts of the

USA - they contacted us this summer after having seen our content marketing

and wanted to set us up with a very big company in the USA, so the strategy

shows great opportunity in having a widespread in a way that is very

organic.” (Interview with participant 1, March 30th, 2022)

However, spread is not directly linked to profitization. A great spread increases the

probability of finding potential customers, but it does not necessarily help the MCE to land a

customer.

“But we agreed to post whatever, we distributed sometimes, and sometimes

we said we only do what we should do: 3 posts per day and then we should

like each other in a dedicated way to get the parameters up and like what is

the programming logarithms called yes it is not possible to follow anymore

but in principle, we thought it was great we got as many likes, they

commented. But was there any business then? No, it was not a business, but

the already loyal followers were there because they liked us because we did

marketing for ourselves before they were cheering.” (Interview with

participant 4, April 29 th, 2022)

In conclusion it can be said that the efforts of the assigned work to content marketing can

show both positive and negative results, depending on the MCE’s goal with the spread.

Having a great spread may facilitate for the MCE to get in contact with people or businesses

that may be interested in the MCE, however, it is not directly linked to sales. By establishing

a network of what the MCE sees as potential customers, the MCE can seize an opportunity

thanks to LinkedIn’s algorithms showing the content marketing to both first- and second-hand

contacts, thus, a network with relevance increases likelihood of setting up a sale.
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4.4.2 Brand Awareness

Another key aspect for long-term relationships is to keep the MCE’s brand relevant and

increase awareness. This enables customers to have the MCE in the back of their minds when

consultancy issues are brought up.

“Other things I think is funny is to read books, so in the content I post on

LinkedIn, I can tag the authors and tell them what I think about the book,

which I did with Anders Hansen for instance. I said that my mother was over

80 years old but still enjoyed his book very much, to which Anders replied

that he was very happy. Often, they [the authors getting tagged] answers,

even though it may not be ‘them’ that comments. But you get an interaction

and an affirmation, which leads to you creating an awareness that you exist

for them too.” (Interview with participant 3, April 19th, 2022)

The content marketing does not necessarily have to regard a commercial perspective. The

MCE may instead manage to create brand awareness by addressing relevant individuals

within the field of the MCE’s interest. The interaction itself may thereby result in an

increased brand awareness.

“That’s exactly what I mean, that’s what matters to us. To take something

successful from 1 place and then be able to communicate it and then get in

touch with their contact network when it comes to similar activities. So the

films on Youtube, for example, are now being recorded before we came up

with a new innovation, the so-called ‘red process’. But nonetheless it was the

result of the Öresundskraft's job in many ways that laid out our way to take a

step further, based on lessons learned and now to introduce ourselves to the

Husqvarna Group.” (Interview with participant 5, May 2nd, 2022)

Applying content marketing for increasing brand awareness is a great opportunity for MCEs.

Content marketing can become a bridge between the MCE and a potential customer, and

attract them into contacting the MCE. Firstly, it creates an awareness for the identified target

group that the MCE and its services actually exist. Secondly, the awareness establishes a

probability for sale if the awareness contains positive reflections from past jobs and
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operations. Thus, the results presented indicate how MCEs utilization of content marketing

develops into a spread, thereby creating brand awareness. The two components themselves

are main determinants in MCE’s establishing of making customers familiar with the

company.
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5. Analysis

___________________________________________________________________________

The section of analysis aims to provide an analysis of the empirical findings. The primary

data discovered through semi-structured interviews and organizational documents are

discussed with the literature review. The theoretical lens of CCI theory acts as the basis for

creating a deepened understanding of how MCEs utilize content marketing. In the analysis,

we have applied our findings and knowledge of MCEs, which function as a narrowing in the

literature on MSCE. Thus, both terms will be mentioned. The analysis aims to develop and

strengthen the micro-part of MSCEs.

___________________________________________________________________________

5.1 Analysis of Themes

5.1.1 Importance of Marketing Your Value

The first identified theme after conducting the interviews was how MCEs aim to establish

their unique selling point concerning their content marketing strategy. Our findings showed

the importance of MCEs clearly defining their unique selling point as something essential for

the entire business. The fundamental business idea is to sell the company’s ideas, values, and

competencies, and thus, this is what is needed to be marketed. By precisely defining the

company’s niche, the MCE may experience a simplified strategy for expanding its network.

Such can be achieved by publishing unique and individualized content. The results showed

that such content holds as most important when constructing the content marketing on the

social media platform LinkedIn, which can be concluded to be the optimal platform for

conducting such content marketing for MCEs. This can be supported by Gabbianelli and

Conti (2018), who state that content marketing can be utilized for MCEs to increase sales,

boost brand awareness, and acquire new customers. Thus, it can be concluded that a strategy

to accomplish such is by niching the content marketed. Our study highlighted that niched

marketing might contribute to increased sales, and as the niche for MCEs has its basis on

their values, it can be related to the CCI theory.

According to the CCI theory of Bhattacharya and Sen (2003), which is structured based on

social science, it is deemed essential for a consumer to identify shared values between the

two for the consumer to identify the company’s core business idea. Accordingly, a niched
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content marketing strategy is more likely to create brand awareness, as niched content

describes the MCE’s values. The idea of the theory has its core in the person’s perceived

identity and that the identity shall follow the same values as even the business idea. In that

sense, marketing the niche, both for the company and the individual, are viable option to

structure their content marketing to reflect CCI.

The relevance of the other sub-theme recognized under the ‘Unique Selling Point,’ namely

‘Market Research,’ must be discussed. Concerning the MCE’s market segment, our thesis

displayed one essential aspect that may encourage consumers to increase their identification

with the company; conducting market research allows the marketing to be directed toward a

certain set of people. Thus it is more likely that the marketing will add value to that particular

group. The idea is strengthened by previous literature by Giertz et al. (2016), stating that the

MSCEs should be niched towards specific customers. However, the study did not show

homogeneity in the usage of market research as a provider for the content marketing to be

directed to an identified target group. Instead, there may be opposition towards market

research being time-consuming. In such a scenario, the CCI theory may not be applicable as

other options have been found during the study. Our study instead establishes a successful

path to work closely with the target group; by implementing a strategy of candor, where the

MCE holds networking seminars together with both previous and potential customers to share

knowledge and information of each partner. The idea is linear to Thrassou and Vrontis

(2006), as these researchers present the conclusion that MSCEs would instead benefit from

creating a shared space based on the contribution of all parties. The space would increase the

probability of the ideas and thoughts shared to reach a bigger audience. Accordingly, the

MCE may, despite the lack of market research, be able to create value thanks to the

probability of increased spread.

In conclusion, our study showed different approaches to performing market research.

However, regardless of the chosen procedure, the desired outcome remains the same, to

market the value, which is a significant parameter to achieve a parallel identification between

consumer and company. This can be supported by the CCI theory, as it concludes the

importance for companies to have reflective values between the two parties. Thus, the

importance of marketing the MCE's value contributes to the step of initiating contact with a

potential customer.
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5.1.2 Content’s Dependency of The Platform

Although it has been presented how the examined firms conduct their content marketing, a

deepening into the decisions of chosen platforms would need to be analyzed. During the data

collection of first-hand information from the theme ‘Platforms and Content,’ the two

sub-themes emerged; ‘Differences in Usage’ and ‘LinkedIn Importance.’ Our thesis showed

that MCEs use both a website and a LinkedIn profile where content marketing takes place.

Additionally, the usage of other forms of social media to conduct content marketing,

Facebook, Instagram, and Youtube, are relatively rare. However, the thesis showed a pattern

of different goals for different platforms. The platform needs different services due to the

customer’s different expectations. The website’s usage of content marketing is a tool of

information where potential customers could get basic knowledge of information about the

company. On the other hand, LinkedIn functions as a tool where potential customers can find

personal information about past experiences and view the MCE’s content marketing

advertisements. In contrast, Gabbianelli and Conti (2018) indicated that approximately half

(47%) of MCEs utilize LinkedIn to conduct their content marketing. Opposingly, our thesis

qualitatively presents that all participants prefer LinkedIn as the platform for their content

marketing.

Different platforms may suit different purposes depending on what values the MCE strives to

market. Due to the subjective matter of marketing, it would be hard to distinguish the most

suitable platform for MCEs. Moreover, the findings suggest a tendency toward the usage of

LinkedIn. Whether the platform would add value to the potential customer can not be

concluded. Accordingly, the CCI theory cannot either confirm or deny that LinkedIn would

increase nor decrease a consumer’s ability to relate its values to the company’s. However, our

thesis proved that MCEs attempt to adjust their content depending on the chosen platform.

Thereby, MCEs can target customers with different interests by adapting their social media

platforms to increase brand awareness. The website instead acts as a place for information

gathering.

In conclusion, the goals of the platform’s content are to intrigue the customer and offer them

a grasp of what the MCE does and its offers. The website establishes a simple concept of the

MCE, while LinkedIn instead functions as a way to increase awareness and offer potential

customers to get familiar with the MCE’s personal and individualized values. Both platforms
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attempt to reach a later stage where meetings can be booked, and a more in-depth

value-making could be conducted. Thus, depending on the MCE’s goal with the platform, it

can create awareness as a way to contribute information to the potential customer.

5.1.3 Sustainable Communication

Another theme identified from the empirical evidence associated with the goal of the content

marketing was ‘Long-term Relationships,’ with the sub-themes; ‘Value-creation’ and

‘Customer Penetration.’ Our thesis showed how the MCEs continuously try to market their

values, which the MCE should stand for over time. It creates a likelihood that such

value-creation increases possibilities in building a brand. The thesis clarifies that such a

marketing method may not be suitable in the short-run, with quick and immediate effects, but

rather to form long-term relations to those of the target group who observe the content being

marketed.

Content marketing itself is helpful for MCEs, not only to get new customers but also to

maintain professional relationships over time. The thesis revealed the benefits of conducting

marketing as it facilitates the process for MCEs to keep sustainable partnerships, with the

common denominator being to market the MCE’s values. The value-creation alongside

customer penetration may help MCEs to establish long-term relationships. The MCEs tend to

utilize their personal values as a niche, thus instituting deeper knowledge rather than general

knowledge. By implementing detailed and specialized personal values as a niche, the MCE

may seize significant opportunities in customer penetration.

The chances of building sustainable relationships with customers noticeably increase when a

MCE first manages to utilize niched content marketing. Suppose the MCE has succeeded in a

previous operation. In that case, there is a likelihood that the customer will be interested in

other competencies of the MCE and not necessarily only the one being niched. To strengthen

such opportunities, the MCE should not solely establish their service as a niche, but rather the

values of the MCE to find common ground between the MCE and the customer. In contrast,

Furusten (2013) has previously described difficulties for Swedish MSCEs, as a cause of their

niched profile. However, this thesis showed that MCEs can facilitate and take advantage of

their niched profile. Efficient use of content marketing creates an understanding of why
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MCEs utilize content marketing, something which Gabbianelli and Conti (2018) state that

51% of MCEs do.

According to the CCI theory, this would enhance opportunities to create relationships

between the MCE and the consumer. Suppose the MCE manages to market its individualized

values and niche, focusing on creating a personal bond. In that case, chances increase of

values to reflect the customer’s perceived identity, thus enabling a probability for sales.

Hence, one may critically question previous literature.

5.1.4 Extensive Engaging with Customers

The thesis found an importance for MCE’s use of content marketing to be that it generates

brand awareness. By marketing through LinkedIn, MCEs can reach even further than their

personal networking radius, as successful content marketing leads to the message of a MCE

reaching a greater spread. As the wider spread results in greater brand awareness, it

contributes to creating new relationships, and it is a determining factor in the attempt to get

new operations. The study showed that content marketing is beneficial because it does not

require a large planning horizon or time to grant widespread brand awareness.

However, our thesis showed that the essentiality in conducting marketing lies in how the

employees/managers of a MCE manage to be genuine in their content. If the MCE does not

believe in the message being marketed, there is a significant risk that it becomes evident, and

the MCE may then lose credibility. The idea is immensely relevant in terms of the CCI

theory. Being genuine and honest in the MCE’s marketing may lead to potential consumers

being able to recognize themselves in the company’s thoughts, opinions, and values, thus

creating a likelihood that the two parties will build a relationship. The idea is strengthened by

previous literature on MCEs’ relation to brand awareness and content marketing. Gabbianelli

and Conti (2018) state that the second biggest reason MCEs conduct content marketing is to

increase brand awareness. Meanwhile, Rukuni et al. (2020) further claim a statistical

relationship between social media strategies and brand awareness for MSCEs, thus proving

this thesis’s results that content media marketing should be applied for increased brand

awareness.
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5.2 MCE’s Content Marketing Model

The above analysis resulted in the creation of a model, aligned with the abductive approach.

By mainly supporting previous literature regarding why content marketing is of importance

for MCEs, this thesis further contributes to the process of how a successful content marketing

strategy should be structured. The importance of having an individually functioning content

marketing strategy, is something which Thrassou and Vrontis (2006) deems essential, as

MSCEs tend to ignore cooperative strategies and collaboration. To further illustrate the

contributions made for MCEs assigned work for content marketing, the ‘MCE’s Content

Marketing Model’ has been developed, which is a 4-step model that was recognized during

the empirical first hand information gathered through interviews and organizational

documents.

Figure 2: MCE’s Content Marketing Model

The first step of the theory has been named ‘Awareness’ due to the content marketing

operations on platforms such as Linkedin to create and boost brand awareness as a supporting

role to the network. To ease the process of knowing whom to direct the content towards, it

may be beneficial to conduct a market research. As we believe marketing to be a subjective

matter, marketing could be perceived differently. Thus, market research could aid the MCE to

be aware of the optimum platform selection based on the defined target group. By creating an

interest, potential customers are able to move forward in the 4-step model where an initial

contact is to be done. Through the results the authors have seen a homogeneity in the theme

of platforms that a MCE’s website acts as an extended version of the content provided on

their social media platforms. By creating awareness and interest to both social media

platforms and the website, the probability of an initiated contact could increase, which in turn
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may result in a contract of operation. Here the importance of value-creation is the significant

key to uphold the model to reach the next step. Maintaining a high standard of

value-expressing will allow for customer penetration. As the previous steps function as an

initial strategy to acquire customers, the value-creation will ascertain current and established

customers to be aware of all values of the MCE, not only the specific value that the customer

is interested in at the specific moment in time. Instead, the value-creation makes sure that the

MCE can express their entire repertoire of values, thus opening opportunities for future

collaborations and operations. To ensure the final step, ‘Sustainable Relations’, the value

being marketed through content should be values the MCE can stand behind through both

wins and losses. Transparency of MCE’s true values will make the relations on content

marketing platforms be perceived as personal and intimate, thus setting up for the

relationships to establish a genuine foundation with the aim to provide for further operations.

48



6. Discussion

___________________________________________________________________________

The chapter discusses the theoretical contribution, practical implications, and limitations.

Lastly, future research regarding MCEs’ utilization of content marketing are discussed.

___________________________________________________________________________

6.1 Theoretical Contribution

Based on the empirical findings, we developed the ‘MCE’s Content Marketing Model’. By

establishing the model, this thesis contributes to the existing literature of MCEs by giving

evidence of how MCEs use content marketing in the attempt of acquiring new customers.

The study differs significantly from previous literature, as the focus has been towards how

the MCE should structure its content marketing, rather than why the MCE conducts content

marketing. Such literature has already established clear benefits of why a MCE can take

advantage of conducting content marketing, while this thesis aimed to investigate on how

these advantages may be obtained. With previous research on MCEs stating several different

platforms to be used for content marketing, e.g., Twitter and Instagram (Gabbianelli & Conti,

2018), this thesis adds a description of the value of implementing LinkedIn for a lucrative

content marketing. Further, this thesis adds an overview of utilization of a website, which

Gabbianelli and Pencarelli (2021) states to be the most commonly used platform for content

marketing. The thesis argues previous literature with updated relevance of content marketing.

Delic and Apleza (2017) explained how MCEs heavily rely on word-of-mouth marketing,

which can be stated as rather improbable, however, a combination of the two marketing

strategies is something which several participants have described as reasonable. The

difficulty of defining a word-of-mouth marketing method is significant for a MSCE

(Furusten, 2013), but this thesis contributes with the 4-step ‘MCE’s Content Marketing

Model,’ which significantly decreases the uncertainty and ambiguity. Rukuni et al. (2020)

declared the statistical positive relationship between social media strategies and brand

awareness. This thesis creates a foundation in the understanding of how this relationship is

created and what the positive relationship actually refers to, with the model proving how this

may be achieved for a MCE. Lastly, the thesis extends Thrassou and Vrontis’s (2006)

explanation of the complications MSCEs face due to their unwillingness towards cooperative

strategies. By applying the ‘MCE’s Content Marketing Model’, each MCE has the
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opportunity to individualize their strategies, something which Thrassou and Vrontis (2006)

describes as preferable for the specific type of enterprise.

6.2 Practical Implications

In the future MCEs can utilize and gain a better understanding of the importance of content

marketing to acquire potential customers. As previous literature has proven, there lies an

importance in finding a well-defined marketing strategy for MCEs. The findings showed a

commonality in constructing and displaying company’s values, and creating long-term

relations with their customers to be able to gain new business opportunities. The importance

of niching a company’s marketing also played a key role in how MCEs market themselves to

generate brand awareness. Although the process of conducting a market research could be

time-consuming, it may be beneficial as it tends to increase MCEs probability to target their

content marketing to the desired target group. Additionally, the empirical findings have

presented other ways to circumvent the need for market research to avoid the costly

disadvantages, such as going through a consultancy broker. Another implication is the

utilization of platforms and establishing goals for these platforms, as this played a key role in

the effort to gain awareness and potentially attract new customers, where websites and

LinkedIn should be used. Therefore, the ‘MCE’s Content Marketing Model’ can potentially

be used for MCEs to have a clear strategy on how MCEs should use their content marketing

to acquire new customers.

6.3 Limitations

The thesis consists of limitations that the reader should be aware of to understand and grasp

the purpose further. First of all, the participants were all in the same branch within the MCE

industry, namely management. The reason behind the choice was due to the branch being one

of the most popular within MCEs in Sweden. Thus, the companies and people interviewed do

not cover the entire Swedish industry of MCEs. Moreover, the interviews were held in

Swedish, to then be translated into English, the chosen language for the thesis. The

translation itself may cause implications in the triangulation, as the researcher’s English may

be insufficient to provide true and rightful translations. All translations were discussed to
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form a consensus on the coding, to make sure the researchers all made the same analysis.

Moreover, as Guba (1981) clarifies how researchers preferably should apply several different

theoretical frameworks to increase the credibility of research, this thesis somewhat lacks.

While we implement triangulation to avoid such problems of lacking credibility, we are

aware that the credibility could be enhanced by having more theoretical frameworks.

Lastly, a limitation may be how the case study did not reflect on more than one interview

participant from each case. As a cause of all participants’ companies having fewer than ten

employees, the researchers deemed it unnecessary to interview employees with a lacking

relevance to content marketing, however, it may decrease the credibility of each case.

6.4 Future Research

The findings of this thesis have revealed new interesting topics regarding the operations of

MCEs that could be pursued further. Firstly, the phenomenon of consulting brokers can be of

high interest as it possibly could act as a substitute for content marketing. By deeply

analyzing the impact of using a consulting broker, one could prove it to either be more or less

impactful for a MCE. Additionally, previous studies have presented how platforms for

content marketing are being utilized differently in other countries than Sweden. Hence, a

similar research could be conducted with a different geographical setting. Thereby, the data

presented in this thesis could be strengthened if similar findings were to be presented in other

geographical settings.

Additionally, a deeper analysis of the MCE’s content marketing can be conducted by

examining the type of content being published in-depth rather than the general motive which

this study desired to understand. Hence, such a study could apply a quantitative research

design by investigating how the targeted population perceives the content. Thereby, analyzing

if the goals of content marketing matches the perception of the potential customers in terms

of what content is being published by using statistical measurements. Lastly, with the

addition of the ‘MCE’s Content Marketing Model’, an interesting aspect of future research

would be to examine how the model would differ in other micro-enterprise industries. Hence,
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the model is applicable specifically for MCEs, however, the model does not necessarily

follow the same structure in all segments of the industry, which should be examined.
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7. Conclusion

___________________________________________________________________________

This part summarizes the main findings of the thesis to give an answer to the research

question: How do MCEs use content marketing to acquire new customers?

___________________________________________________________________________

The purpose of this thesis was to examine how MCEs use content marketing in their attempts

to acquire new customers. Following previous studies conducted on MCEs marketing

strategies which have been presented in the thesis’s theoretical background, the past

knowledge from secondary sources enabled the research question to be provided.

Subsequently, six semi-structured in-depth interviews and organizational documents were

used for the purpose of obtaining first-hand information about the subject. The empirical

evidence gathered was then used to create comprehensive knowledge of how content

marketing can be used to attract new customers by the evidence being analyzed through the

lens of CCI theory. The main idea of content marketing was helpful to establish an

understanding of how content marketing may be structured. Thus, the analysis gave the

researchers the ability to answer the research question: How do MCEs use content marketing

to acquire new customers?

There are great opportunities for MCEs to achieve brand awareness, increased sales, and

valuable relationships to secure a profitable organization. The now established ‘MCEs

Content Marketing Model’ may help MCEs use content marketing. Such a marketing strategy

should be constructed with the core value of the business and/or the person/s to provide for

possible reflective behavior on behalf of the potential customer. By clearly describing and

marketing the values, one may experience how the values correlate with oneself, and thereby,

accordingly with the CCI theory, increasing the probability of forming relationships with new

people or businesses. In order to understand what values that shall be marketed, the MCE

may conduct market research for a chance of a higher hit-rate. It is of deepest concern to be

aware that content may be perceived differently depending on the platform, and the market

research may help the MCE to understand the optimal choice of platform depending on the

identified target group. Profoundly, it is arguable that LinkedIn is the most preferred platform

for these types of businesses, as all empirical evidence shows a tendency towards the given
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platform. Marketing the values through the cost-efficient platform increases the MCE’s

chances for acquiring a customer. The content marketing then holds importance for the MCE

to be able to maintain the established relationship over longer periods of time. By

continuously proving your values through content, the MCE will be able to open more doors

within their current relations. If not, the enterprise may face a risk to be forgotten when

coming operations are in question.
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Appendices

Appendix 1 - Interview Guide

In the execution of this thesis, six semi-structured interviews were conducted. Below is a

documentation of the topics that the interviews will touch on, potential follow-up questions

and a description of the implementation.

Research question:

- How do MCEs use content marketing to acquire new customers?

The purpose of the interviews is to find out how MCEs construct, comprehend and utilize

content marketing towards potential customers, to find out about how content marketing is an

important key for obtaining new customers.

Execution

1. Ask for permission to record the interviews in order to be able to process what has

been said afterwards.

2. Inform about the importance of not angling what the participant in question has to say.

We want to get actual answers to how the participant and the company behind this

view the question and therefore have no interest in referencing parts of a sentence in

order to be able to angle the meaning.

3. Present the area we intend to talk about, give a personal approach to Content

Marketing.

4. Before starting the recording, discuss whether there are requests for specific topics to

be touched on, or whether there are certain issues we should refrain from. Mention the

four main requirements regarding ethical principles and how we treat them.

5. Ask about anonymity.

6. Start recording and thank the participant for giving the interview.

7. Go through all the questions.

8. End call.

Subjects which will be presented and discussed

● Content marketing
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● Marketing plans

● Identification of customers

● Social media marketing

● The need of content marketing

● How content marketing is perceived and received

● The resources being utilized towards content marketing

Questions

Opening

-Thank you very much for having the opportunity to stand up for this interview, we are very

happy about that. The reason why we contacted you is for your close relationship with our

research context, the management consulting industry in Sweden. To begin with, feel free to

tell us a little about who you are, your workplace and your tasks.

Screening & warm-up questions:

- Tell us a bit about your company

- Tell us a bit about your position at the company

- Why did you decide to form a management consulting company?

Before we continue the interview, we thought we would clarify our definition of content

marketing. It is

“marknads- och företagsprocessen för utvecklande och leverarande av relevant och värdefullt

content för att attrahera, skaffa och engagera en väldefinierad målgrupp - med målet att driva

fram lukrativa kundengagemang.”

“Content marketing is a strategic marketing approach focused on creating and distributing

valuable, relevant, and consistent content to attract and retain a clearly defined audience -

and, ultimately, to drive profitable customer action”. The marketing itself can occur on

several different platforms, which we intend to investigate in the case of your company.

Thus,

- How do you work with content marketing?
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- On which platforms?

- Are there different goals for different platforms?

- How do you identify your target group to form your content marketing?

- What was the goal when implementing content marketing to your organization?

- Did the results match the goals, why?

- Are the results measurable?

- What are the benefits of conducting such a marketing strategy?

- How do you perceive your marketing strategy to be a competitive advantage?

- To which extent do you perceive content marketing to be useful?

- According to previous research done on the topic in different European countries

approximately 51% of similar companies to yours. Why do believe the other companies don’t

use Content Marketing?

- Do you know of any different strategies commonly used?
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