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Abstract 

Marketing in start-ups 

 

Hampus Myhr and Alejandro Pérez Dueñas 

Business relationships are crucial for succeeding in the market for companies. 

Therefore, start-ups must focus on establishing business relationships early on, 

since these naturally do not exist for new players. The purpose of this thesis is 

to understand how start-ups work in order to establish business relationships. 

This will be analysed through six key elements from literature that are 

necessary for start-ups to consider in relationship marketing for surviving in 

the market, namely trust, commitment, communication, mutual benefits, long-

term perspective, and customer service. The thesis uses a case study design, 

focused on a start-up in the sustainable materials industry, hereafter named 

“The Case Company”. Semi-structured deep interviews were conducted with 

representatives at the company. Results show that The Case Company does 

actions that can fit into all of the six elements to some degree. One extra finding 

was identified which is prioritization. While the importance of communication 

was stressed by all interviewees, a lack of strategy in the medium of 

communication was evident. We argue that this could be due to prioritization. 

Moreover, a lack of customer service strategy was the other consequence of 

having to prioritize other areas of the business as our findings suggests. Further 

research could validate these findings.  
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Popular scientific summary 

Relationship marketing is an approach to marketing that emphasizes the importance of building 

relationships for businesses to survive in the long-term. This gains especial importance for start-

ups, that lack the necessary relationships to survive at the beginning. This thesis studies how a 

company, hereafter referred to as The Case Company, works in order to build those 

relationships in the very first step of the relational process when they move from having a 

potential customer to making the first sale. The research looks at the specific context of The 

Case Company that works in the sustainable materials industry and their actions are analysed 

towards six elements, i.e., trust, commitment, communication, mutual benefits, and long-term 

perspective and customer service. Through interviews, actions that fall under these categories 

are found, and an extra finding, prioritization, is analysed and discussed. Our findings indicate 

that communication is the element that they pay the closest attention to, but for example, there 

are internal differences among employees when it comes to the medium of communication in 

different scenarios. This might be caused by a lack of knowledge about the importance of a 

common strategy or by having other priorities. Moreover, and according to our findings, due to 

prioritization, The Case Company has not developed a customer service strategy. In order for 

these results to be applicable to other start-ups more research in different contexts, such as 

industries, countries, sizes, etc. is required.   
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1 Introduction 

This chapter outlines the frames and works as a springboard for the thesis, explaining the 

purpose of the research and introduces the research question. First, we briefly explain the topic 

on which the thesis is based, namely Business-to-Business (B2B) marketing. The “network 

perspective” which constitutes a major part of B2B marketing and relationship marketing is 

also presented. Furthermore, the challenge of establishing business relationships, not least for 

start-ups that do not typically have many business relationships, is introduced in a problem 

statement and translated into a research question.  

1.1 Background 

Business-to-business (B2B) marketing was previously called “industrial marketing” when it 

primarily focused on selling e.g., machines, tools, office supplies, and in some cases raw 

material or other necessary things for production to other businesses, and emphasis on building 

prosperous relationships between the actors were not seen as a prerequisite for business success 

(Lilien and Grewal, 2012). It has since then been developed into the so-called B2B marketing 

and undergone a shift from mostly transactional, to more emphasis on building relationships 

between firms characterized by mutual benefits (Lilien and Grewal, 2012).  

Performing marketing in B2B means dealing with certain attributes from B2B buyers that differ 

from those of Business-to-consumer (B2C) buyers. Some examples are that typically business 

buyers negotiate longer, and do a more thorough deep dive into the functional aspects of the 

offering such as the quality and value (Dibb et al., 2012). This is because business buyers 

benefit from choosing to purchase from suppliers that have the best offering in terms of price, 

product range and convenience, service offering to name a few. However, developing a too 

deep personal relationship with suppliers might cause irrational buyer behaviour, i.e., not 

choosing the best in terms of the offering, which is why buying processes typically involve 

multiple people (Dibb et al., 2012).  

Ideally, marketing practices need to be tailored to suit the target customers, and due to the 

different buying behaviours and attributes of B2C and B2B buyers, marketing will have to be 

different between the two. When firms sell their products or services in the market, typically 

two different approaches can be taken, namely the “network perspective”, and “marketing mix 

perspective”. While the former implies an emphasis on building long-lasting loyal business 

relationships with customers and having after-sales service, the latter focuses more on the 4 P’s 

Product, Price, Promotion and Place, where the idea is to form an offering to their customers 

that is as valuable as possible combining and balancing these four aspects (Kullvén, 2018). 

According to Kullvén (2018) for firms practising B2B marketing, the network perspective is 

most prevalent, though a combination of the two perspectives is often the case.  

As mentioned, firms operating in a business-to-business context should emphasize the quality 

of the business relationship, in the practice of relationship marketing, rather than being purely 

transactional (Christopher et al., 2013; Hâkansson and Snehota, 1995). In relationship 

marketing, emphasis is put on the “quality of share”, rather than maximizing market share. The 

level of interaction of customers with suppliers is higher, and in general, the concern with the 
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quality of the relationship is also higher. Relationship marketing is, as described above part of 

the network perspective and has many definitions from different authors over the years. Morgan 

and Hunt (1994) are arguably two of the most well-cited authors within marketing, and they 

define relationship marketing as follows: “Relationship marketing refers to all marketing 

activities directed towards establishing, developing, and maintaining successful relational 

exchanges”. According to this definition, everything a firm does that is aimed at building 

business relationships is part of relationship marketing. Morgan and Hunt (1994) argue that 

working towards having mutual trust and commitment between the relationships are key 

determinants for successful business relationships. Building upon Morgan and Hunt (1994), 

Ellis (2011) developed a framework of key elements which B2B marketers should consider in 

order to be successful in relationship marketing, i.e., being trustworthy, showing commitment, 

communicating in a good way, having organized and established service quality, and striving 

for mutual benefits in the relationship. 

Relationship marketing seems to be important as discussed above, but this does not necessarily 

mean an even playing field. Several aspects impact the way firms work with relationship marketing 

and affect the specific actions they need to take in order to be successful with it. For example, the size 

aspect probably has a considerable impact on the likelihood to be successful in relationship 

marketing. This is because the size has an impact on who has the best bargaining power in the 

relationship, and must therefore adapt and find solutions in e.g., communication and 

relationship-building practices. Looking at Porter’s Five force model, and more specifically on 

the bargaining power in the relationship between suppliers and buyers, smaller actors such as 

start-ups, who are depending on establishing new trade relationships, would inevitably be put 

in a situation where the counterpart in the potential business relationship had a strong 

bargaining power over them (Porter, 2008). This suggests that relationship marketing in B2B 

markets differs depending on power, i.e., for start-ups versus their bigger counterparts. 

The dependence for start-ups is also mentioned by other authors such as Kask and Linton 

(2014), who say that forming business relationships is critical for the prosperity of start-ups and 

that the management style in terms of communicating in a business relationship is a strong 

determinator of whether a business relationship will be successful or not. The fact that start-ups 

are very dependent on establishing relationships in the early stages, and established firms might 

not see the same urgent need, means that there is a difference in dependence, and consequently 

the degree of commitment (Buvik and Shanka, 2019). This suggests that relationship marketing 

for start-ups is a bigger challenge in this regard. 

1.2 Problematization 

This leads to the problem. Early-stage start-ups do not usually have relationships established in 

the beginning and part of their long term survival relies on establishing business relationships. 

According to Bryant (2020), more than 50% of start-ups go out of business within the first five 

years, and Kalyanasundaram (2018), states that as much as 90% of start-ups fail in their attempt 

to survive in the market. There can be many different reasons for failure in start-up ventures. 

But since start-ups are a very complex phenomenon and are not a homogenous object, and 

contains some characteristics, objectives, and qualities that are unique in comparison to their 
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older counterparts (Beaver, 2003), a wide variety of reasons for failure has been discussed in 

the marketing literature, e.g., (Hall, 1992; Hall and Young, 1991; Rau, 2018). 

Despite the many reasons for start-ups’ failure, marketing seems to be a reoccurring theme 

when reading about start-up success and failure, not least in the above-mentioned examples. 

More examples are seen from e.g., Hyder and Lussier (2016) who identified lacking marketing 

skills as one of the reasons why start-ups fail. This is supported also by Rau (2018), who 

mentioned the lack of marketing skills as one of the 10 most common reasons for failure, and 

specifically, not knowing the target audience and not knowing how to take the step from 

potential to actual customers. As previously mentioned, marketing practices is a highly complex 

issue, and due to e.g., changing times, industry dynamics and external policies, a continuous 

flow of new research in the area is needed, since some knowledge might render obsolete. While 

research about Business-to-Business marketing that explains how start-ups should work to 

establish business relationships is rich, less research has been conducted on how start-ups 

actually work in different contextual settings. 

1.3 Purpose and research question 

As discussed above, relationship marketing is crucial for start-ups to succeed and survive in the 

market, and literature regarding how to work with relationship marketing is quite dense, for 

example by Morgan and Hunt (1994) and their theory to build trust and commitment, and Ellis 

(2011) and his six elements trust, commitment, communication, mutual benefits, long-term 

perspective and customer service, in relationship marketing that he claims are important to 

consider in order to survive. Yet, the dark reality told by the numbers about how immensely 

difficult of a task it is for start-ups seem to suggest that the general knowledge among 

practitioners is somewhat lacking. The literature presents many different reasons for failure, 

but start-ups inability to use marketing in a proper way seems to be a reoccurring theme in the 

literature. The aim of this thesis is, thus, to understand how start-ups work in order to establish 

business relationships. Hence, our research question is as follows:  

➢ RQ: How does a start-up work with relationship marketing to establish business 

relationships in order to make sales? 

Being able to understand how start-ups work to establish business relationships, in contrast with 

how they are supposed to work according to the existing literature, holds potential in terms of 

giving a new perspective to business leaders, start-ups, researchers, and policy makers. We 

believe this research will contribute to the understanding of marketing in start-ups and spark 

new ideas for further research in the subject. Furthermore, this increase in understanding of 

how start-ups work would mean being better equipped to enhance the chances of being 

successful in the market. Therefore, this qualitative research has looked at The Case Company, 

and through in-depth interviews analysed how this start-up works with RM.  

1.4 Structure of the thesis 

This thesis consists of five different chapters. After this introduction, a literature review, where 

marketing and relationship marketing are presented and discussed, and six elements are 

outlined, i.e., trust, commitment, communication, mutual benefits, long-term perspective and 

customer service, followed by the analytical framework upon which the thesis is built. The third 
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chapter presents the methodological approach, implications and considerations of the research 

in terms of ethics and quality. Fourth, the data analysis chapter combines both the results and 

the discussion. Each of the six above-mentioned elements is presented and discussed, along 

with one additional finding. The fifth chapter aims at presenting a conclusion of the findings. 

main limitations of the research and provides the reader with recommendation for further 

research.   
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2 Literature review   

This chapter looks into the area of marketing in general and descends deeper into the area of 

relationship marketing which most often is the case in B2B relationships. Steps that firms 

follow throughout the relationship life cycle, and aspects that seem to be important determinants 

when firms establish potential business relationships are explored. Finally, the analytical 

framework that has guided the work is presented. 

2.1 Marketing 

Business-to-Business marketing describes the type of marketing activities of any kind of 

organization that has exchange relationships with any other business or organization (Turnbull 

and Leek, 2003). One of the main differences between B2B and B2C marketing lies in the 

buyer-seller relationships, which are more central in a B2B context (Håkansson and Snehota, 

1995). Moreover, there is a difference regarding the buying process between B2B and B2C, 

where B2B is characterized for having a decision-making unit or division (Johnston and 

Bonoma, 1981).  

It is relevant to note that relationship marketing has not always been the approach to marketing 

in B2B markets. Back in the 1960s and 1970s, the predominant approach to marketing was 

transactional. The goal was to capture the maximum possible growth in the demand as early 

and possible. This idea of marketing was built upon different frameworks whose goal was to 

manipulate and exploit the market demand, e.g., marketing mix and the ‘4Ps’ of product, price, 

promotion, and place. These tools were developed during the 1950s, in a rather particular 

environment and era, e.g., the United States was living an unprecedented time of growth and 

prosperity. Soon, the tools and techniques developed were being applied to industrial markets, 

service markets and even not-for-profit markets (Christopher et al., 2013). 

Towards the end of the 20th century, the marketplace was different from what it was when 

transactional marketing first appeared. The consumers and organizations were more 

sophisticated, and marketing switched from the goal of maximizing market share towards the 

concern with the ‘quality of share’, constructing what is known as relationship marketing. 

Therefore, marketing was now focused on building relationships and retaining customers, while 

before was more concerned with pure customer acquisition (Christopher et al., 2013). 

The main differences between a transactional approach and a relationship approach to 

marketing are outlined in Figure 1 (Christopher et al., 2013). 
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Figure 1 - Transactional and relationship marketing (Christopher, et al., 2013) 

Therefore, the vast majority of the literature in the last 20 years has been clearly focused on 

issues that are related to relationship marketing. Different authors have aimed at defining 

relationship marketing over the years. The study was based on Gordon’s (1998) definition of 

relationship marketing: ”The process of identifying and creating new value with individual 

customers and then sharing the benefits of this over the lifetime of association”. Moreover, 

according to Dwyer et al. (1987), inter-organizational relationships ideally have four different 

steps of development: awareness stage, exploration stage, expansion stage and commitment 

stage. However, Cristopher et al. (2013) identify the relationship cycle as a ladder with seven 

different steps.  

There are four different perspectives that characterize business relationships according to a 

study by Palmatier et al. (2006). These perspectives are commitment-trust; dependence; 

transaction cost economics; and relational norms. Morgan and Hunt (1994) stated that the key 

constructs to understanding B2B relationships are trust and commitment. However, according 

to Ellis (2011), there are six elements that are important to consider while practising relationship 

marketing, namely trust, commitment, communication, mutual benefits, long-term perspective 

and customer service.  

2.2 Relationship marketing 

Buyers and suppliers are actively seeking new ways to boost profits by sustaining business 

relationships, and therefore, great emphasis has been put on relationship marketing in academia 

over the past few decades (Dwyer et al., 1987; Morgan and Hunt, 1994). Relationship marketing 

is part of the “network perspective” which means that companies try to win and establish 

customers by creating loyalty and trust from them, and in simple terms focuses on long-lasting 

relationships rather than short-term (Kullvén, 2018). The goals of relationship marketing are 

defined by Grönroos (1997, p. 407) as to: “Identify and establish, maintain and enhance and, 

when necessary, terminate relationships with customers and other stakeholders, at a profit so 

that the objectives of all parties involved are met; and this is done by mutual exchange and 

fulfilment of promises”.  

According to Beck & Palmatier (2012), there are four main outcomes of customer relationships. 

Cooperation, word of mouth, loyalty, and objective performance. Cooperation derives from 

strong business relationships and it increases the adaptability and flexibility of the customer 

when the seller asks for changes, information, or reciprocation of the efforts in the long run 
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(Beck and Palmatier, 2012). Cooperation could be defined as complimentary actions in a 

business relationship to reach a common goal and which through both parties can obtain a 

higher value than they would on their own. One critical aspect is that usually one of the parties 

receives the value enhancement before the other party, which calls for trust until the other party 

waits for reciprocation (Anderson and Narus, 1990). Trust, commitment and relationship 

quality are crucial for cooperation since committed customers have a high interest in continued 

relationships, which they value even when there are no quid pro quo benefits (Morgan and 

Hunt, 1994; Palmatier et al., 2006). When customers appreciate the relationship and value the 

benefits, they are more likely to comment positively about the seller to other potential 

customers. Therefore, word of mouth is reliant on the relational bonds that drive customers to 

provide testimonials or referrals (Barksdale et al., 1997; Verhoef et al., 2002). Word of mouth 

is also a good indicator of customer loyalty (Dick and Basu, 1994) since only trusting customers 

would put their reputation at risk by recommending their seller (Reichheld, 2003). These 

customers are usually loyal, being loyalty defined as the likelihood that the customer provides 

the seller with advantages or benefits in the exchange process (Beck and Palmatier, 2012). 

Finally, the last outcome is objective performance. For this outcome, four different metrics 

assess the customer’s relational behaviours: sales-based (measures the increase or decrease in 

sales due to relational bonds); profitability-based (includes price premiums and reduced selling 

costs); aggregate measures (capture the broad impact of relationships); and knowledge-based 

outcomes (aim at capturing less tangible aspects of relationship marketing that results from 

buyer insights, usually related to innovation, e.g. number of patents, time to market) (Beck and 

Palmatier, 2012). 

Furthermore, as already mentioned, Ellis (2011) outlines six key elements in B2B marketing. 

First, trust which according to the author is the general atmosphere of a relationship. Secondly, 

commitment with which is described by Morgan and Hunt (1994) as being that the actors in the 

business relationship believes that the relationship is so important so that they make maximum 

efforts at maintaining it. Thirdly, communication is described as a central part contributing to 

the trust and commitment in business relationships (Ellis, 2011). Mutual benefits is the fourth 

element mentioned by Ellis (2011). This means that both parties involved in an exchange 

relationship should benefit from the relationship i.e., a win-win situation needs to be present. 

The fifth element he describes is the long-term perspective with which he means the creation 

and implementation of strategies to establish long-term relationships with the end goal of 

improving profitability. The last element is customer service which is highly important in 

maintaining already established business relationships and means the interactions in the 

exchange relationship.  

As will be explored in the following sections, the elements presented by Ellis (2011) are more 

or less connected to each other in some ways but the connection is not straightforward and can 

be difficult to grasp.  

2.2.1 Trust  

Regarding trust in relationship marketing, Morgan and Hunt (1994) discuss the concept, its 

outcomes and its precursors. One precursor that creates trust in a business relationship, that was 

discussed in the article is “shared values”, which implies sharing similar strategic directions, 

goals, and what different behaviours are accepted, and which policies are in place. If two firms 
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share these kinds of values and goals, trust has a higher chance of being developed. Another 

precursor that Morgan and Hunt (1994) discuss is communication. Communication is 

mentioned as being a major determinant in building trust and having a high quality 

communication helps in managing expectations and perceptions, and solves disputes if done 

correctly. The relationship between trust and communication is widely explored, e.g. by 

Kasheer (2015), who says that the communication intensity is important for trust-building, 

where it is of value to having continuous interaction with customers with news, etc. Moreover, 

Mangus et al. (2020) say that the trust between a salesperson and the customer representative 

is also important for relationship success and arguably relies heavily on communication 

between them. The authors stress the importance of building personal trust since that might 

generate a competitive advantage among the company’s customer base. 

The demand for trust in B2B relationships is supported by many other authors as well. 

According to Buvik & Shanka (2019), trust, relationship duration, and social bond are the most 

important drivers that contribute to satisfaction in B2B relationships. Social bonds imply the 

degree to which social interactions are held together within the business relationship. Social 

interactions and personal attachment are crucial in building and establishing business 

relationships, especially in the later stages of the relationship (Buvik and Shanka, 2019). Some 

even claim that social interactions are what builds the fundament for building trust. Schilling 

(2013) for example, claims that closeness between actors and frequency of interaction has the 

potential to affect trust in business relationships. 

Although the dominant view on trust in B2B relationships claims that trust can be beneficial in 

aspects such as project success (Diallo and Thuillier, 2005), sharing of information (Özer et al., 

2011), managers’ effectiveness (Culbert et al., 1985), and overall performance enhancement 

(Morgan and Hunt, 1994), there are some conflicting views on trust in B2B relationships. 

Regarding performance enhancement, the conflicting view claims that there is a very small 

relationship or none at all to trust (Aulakh et al., 1996). The authors did not find a correlation 

in their study but instead emphasized that trust is a broad concept and a correlation with 

performance enhancement might be identifiable in other studies. Furthermore, Crosby et al. 

(1990) found in their study that the attributes of the salesperson and the trust the buyer has for 

the salesperson does not, on its own, enhance performance and likelihood for future sales. They 

claim, however, that relational selling and overall relationship quality, which includes trust, are 

important. It is possible that, as Aulakh et al. (1996) also said, it is a consequence of trust being 

a broad concept. For example, trust to the salesperson can be originated from a high quality 

relationship, which would make the “trustworthiness of salesperson” and “relationship quality” 

difficult to distinguish. 

In an article by Doney et al. (2007), the authors seek to explore and identify a set of factors that 

surrounds B2B relationships in terms of trust in a global service context. In order to address 

this issue, the authors conducted a quantitative approach as well as a literature study and found 

that social trust-building actions such as customer orientation and open communication, play 

an important role in building trust in a buyer and supplier relationship. Moreover, trust was 

shown to have a positive impact on important relational outcomes such as commitment. 
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Moreover, Doney et al. (2007) presented another reason why trust is important. Trust gains 

special relevance when buyers face complexity in service firms’ offerings.  

Even though the apparent importance of trust in business relationships, the importance of trust 

is subjected to the degree to which the actors in the business relationship are dependent to each 

other. Buvik & Shanka (2019) found that the importance of the trust aspect is highly dependent 

on the degree to which the customer is depending on the relationship. This means that if a 

company tries to establish a relationship with a buyer who has the option to choose from 

multiple suppliers with similar products, trust will play an important part. However, if the 

product from one company is superior to alternatives, trust is not as important. 

The importance of trust in B2B relationships depends on many factors, such as dependence, 

which was described above. Furthermore, precursors of trust in business relationships are many, 

e.g., shared value and communication. In sum, it seems to be highly important to emphasize 

these aspects, since trust plays a major part in business success. Spekman (1988, p.79) stressed 

the importance of trust by saying that it is “the cornerstone of the strategic partnership”. 

Business relationships that have trust are so highly valued that parties seek to commit to such 

business relationships (Hrebiniak, 1974).  

2.2.2 Commitment 

This leads us into the element “commitment”, which Morgan and Hunt (1994 p.23), defined as 

“an exchange partner believing that an ongoing relationship with another is so important as to 

warrant maximum efforts at maintaining it”. The relationship between commitment and trust 

has been vastly explored, but it is not clear whether commitment is the outcome of trust, or 

whether trust develops from the decision to commit. As discussed previously, shared values are 

also argued to build commitment in a business relationship (Morgan and Hunt, 1994). Sharing 

similar goals and strategic direction will increase the likelihood of a potential business partner 

committing to the relationship. Another aspect that influences commitment is the cost 

associated with terminating the relationship, also referred to as “switching costs” (Morgan and 

Hunt, 1994; Schilling, 2013). This term implies direct and indirect costs that are associated with 

switching, e.g. learning new software or purchasing complementary goods (Schilling, 2013). 

Morgan and Hunt (1994) explain this in relation to commitment as when firms experience 

switching costs after the termination of a business relationship, they will perceive existing 

relationships as important, hence, increased level of commitment.  

An interesting perspective on the different stages of commitment that firms go through when 

establishing a business relationship was developed by Christopher et al. (2013). These 

relationships are represented in a ladder, and there are seven different steps: prospect, which 

implies somebody who might be persuaded to do business with you, customer, who is 

somebody who has done business with you only once, client, who is someone who has done 

business on multiple occasions but their opinion on your business is not positive, supporter, 

someone who supports you passively, advocate, someone who actively recommends your 

organization, member, someone with a great affinity to your organization, and lastly partner 

who is someone who is in a partnership with your organization. 
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Commitment can occur in a variety of ways, and the type of collaboration between two actors 

seems to affect commitment. According to Schilling (2013), firms can have many different 

collaboration strategies which affect the level of commitment to the exchange partners. One of 

these being to share research and development practices, rather than aiming for quick access to 

resources and capabilities that the other firm can supply. The author continuously explains that 

certain collaboration types such as joint ventures can enhance commitment. By instead of 

having an informal relationship between firms, a sharing of equity can increase the level of 

commitment from the parties (Schilling, 2013). 

Practices that are either positively or negatively related to the diffusion of innovation, can give 

indications to practices a firm can take to ensure commitment from the counterpart since 

diffusion only happens if there is commitment to some degree. In a study by Frambach (1993), 

multiple characteristics were identified in relation to diffusion. It was found that characteristics 

from the adopting party that was positively related to whether they commit, are size, 

complexity, specialization, and interpersonal relations. Furthermore, the innovation itself 

should have a high relative advantage over existing products in the market, it should be 

compatible with existing practices, and trialability should be possible. Lastly, the information 

sharing between the parties in the relationship should be of good quality, and the counterpart 

should be available for communication (Frambach, 1993). 

Furthermore, the likelihood to commit to a B2B relationship seems to be different depending 

on certain external factors. In a study by Graça et al. (2016), the researchers examined 

commitment-building practices from a set of different means of measure which are functional, 

psychological, and social. Interestingly, the results showed that in order to maximize the level 

of commitment from a potential business partner, it is important to take into consideration the 

company’s environment. Graça et al. (2016) explain that businesses in emerging markets like 

Brazil, take a psychological perspective when committing to a business relationship which is 

rooted mainly in trust and commitment theories as explained by Morgan and Hunt (1994). In 

this case, the buyer who goes into a business relationship needs to be able to trust the seller to 

commit to the relationship and tends to seek evidence of trustworthiness and chooses options 

that are perceived as safe. On the other hand, developed countries such as the United States or 

Sweden, tend to take the functional perspective, which is more of a cognitive approach to 

evaluating business relationships. Buyers with this perspective tend to seek evidence of the 

best, most useful and newest technology, the transparency in information and the history of the 

supplying side helping the buyer side in the work that needs to be done, and chooses business 

partners based on this rather than social and psychological efforts.  

While considering the external environment can help to increase the chances of commitment, 

more efforts can be made to build commitment in a buyer-seller relationship (Stanko et al., 

2007). The authors found in their study that mutual trust, reciprocal services, and emotional 

intensity, were positively related to commitment. Regarding emotional intensity, Stanko et al. 

(2007) explain it as a necessary ingredient in building commitment in business relationships 

and alliances, since having emotionally charged relationships will drive participants into a 

higher degree of participation. Therefore, the author suggests that firms put emphasis on 

creating behavioural and emotional aspects of business relationships by making them an 

obvious part of the firms’ strategy. The employees should be rewarded for and encouraged to 
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build and maintain emotional bonds with key customers since it is what causes commitment, 

and more sales (Stanko et al., 2007). Noteworthy is that the study did not see a connection 

between long-term relationships and the likelihood to commit to the relationship, which is 

contradicting to other scholars such as e.g., Goodman and Dion. (2001), and Tellefsen and 

Thomas.  (2005), who have found a connection between these two aspects. 

2.2.3 Communication 

The role communication plays in building relationships in B2B markets has been widely 

explored. According to Ellis (2011) what is meant by communication is largely how both 

commitment and trust are developed, and for this, consistency is the key. The connection 

between communication practices and the likeliness to commit is widely supported in literature. 

For example in the study discussed in the commitment chapter Graça et al. (2016) explores 

commitment-building in emerging markets through a set of lenses, whereas one being 

communication. So when discussing how businesses in emerging markets tend to take a 

psychological perspective, and developed countries tend to take a functional perspective to 

commit to a business relationship, Graça et al. (2016) mention social, psychological, and 

functional aspects of communication being a key pillar in the attempt to get the potential 

business partner to commit to the business relationship.  

Another aspect of communication lies within the hands-on communication or preferred medium 

for the communication throughout a business relationship life cycle. In a study by Anders et al. 

(2020), they found that the majority of B2B sales communication was from either phone calls 

or e-mail. However, the preferred way for buyers to be contacted in the initial stage by 

salespeople was by e-mail. Multiple possible reasons for this are presented in the study, but 

some of the reasons were that it is easier to process the information if it is presented in an email 

rather than told over the phone and can therefore be more thoroughly thought through before 

responding. It is also seen as a more reliable source of communication to send requests and 

achieving instant feedback. On the contrary, using the phone as the mean of communication 

was perceived as advantageous on some occasions such as building the relationship between 

already established business partnerships. Respondents in the article expressed that dialogues 

over the phone are where tone and genuine excitement indirectly show and relationships can be 

built (Anders et al., 2020). This also results in the possibility of getting to know each other 

better and resolve possible conflicts. Furthermore, the majority of the sample claimed phones 

were also preferred in negotiating situations, even though some expressed that negotiating 

through email can be beneficial since it enables negotiating multiple contracts at the same time. 

These are also benefits that are associated with face-to-face communication, which are similar 

to the benefits phone calls have over emails (Harwood, 2006). Face-to-face negotiations have 

a strong link to relational development and the long-term commitment from both parties in the 

business relationship (Harwood, 2006). 

Building trust is also something that is argued to be a possible outcome through certain 

communication practices. Kasheer (2015) explores in his study determinants and outcomes of 

trust, whereas one determinant is the level of communication intensity. Findings in this study 

suggest that high intensity in the communication between business partners is shown to increase 

the level of trust. The reason is that a high level of communication can help solve unforeseen 

issues and exchange information, which, in a nutshell, means that more efficient and transparent 
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communication boost performance (Kasheer, 2015). The findings by the author can be 

complemented by Graça et al. (2016) who found that the quality of the communication also 

needs to be in place to achieve better organizational performance. With quality in 

communication often means to what degree communication is meaningful, accurate, adequate, 

complete, timely, and credible. (Mohr and Spekman, 1994). 

In sum, while communication in B2B relationships, it is important to consider the medium in 

which the communication is held, in relation to where in the life-cycle the relationship is, and 

the topic of communication. It is also important to consider the intensity and quality of the 

communication to increase efficiency. Established trust and likeliness to commit to the business 

relationship are outcomes of quality communication, and these are key enablers to successful 

long-term business relationships (Kasheer, 2015). 

2.2.4 Mutual benefits  

In order for business relationships to be strong and long-lasting, the parties involved should 

share benefits and a sense of mutuality should exist (Varey, 2002). One important aspect is that 

partner companies should be in a ‘win-win’ situation, where both are benefiting from the long-

term relationship (Ellis, 2011).  

Most of the research regarding mutual benefits is focused on B2C markets and B2B markets 

are not as extensively researched (Gil-Saura et al., 2020). However, we will pinpoint the main 

benefits associated with customers in B2C markets since parallels could be drawn to B2B 

markets. Relational benefits are defined as the benefits customers get thanks to long-term 

relationships (Gwinner et al., 1998; Hennig-Thurau et al., 2002; Yen and Gwinner, 2003).  

In B2C markets, three main types of relational benefits have been identified, i.e. confidence 

benefits, social benefits, and special treatment benefits (Gil-Saura et al., 2020; Hennig-Thurau 

et al., 2002). Confidence benefits are related to psychological factors and can include reduced 

anxiety, perception of lower risk when making the transactions, and comfort since it is clear 

what is to be expected. Social benefits involve the establishment of personal bonds between the 

consumer and individuals inside the company. These bonds can entail personal recognition and 

friendships among the customers and the employees. Special treatment benefits can take 

different forms, ranging from better prices and other economic benefits to individualized 

additional services.  

In B2B markets, one to five types of relational benefits have been identified in the existing 

literature. The concept of relationship value comes into play when describing benefits in B2B 

business relationships. As Ulaga and Eggert (2001) state in their work, value is a multi-faceted 

construct, where the customer-perceived value is a trade-off between benefits and sacrifices. 

Three different benefits are identified: product-related benefits, such as superior quality 

product, better product performance; strategic relationship benefits, e.g., higher 

competitiveness, new product development; and personal benefits, which are usually related to 

psychological factors. On the other hand, relationship sacrifices are necessary to maintain the 

relationship with the supplier.  

According to Ellis (2011), It is clear when analysing relational benefits that trust, commitment, 

and honesty play a big part in achieving these mutual profits. Bad performance can negatively 
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affect the trust on one side, therefore reverberating the expected benefits and the overall health 

of the relationship. Moreover, understanding partner needs in business relationships is key for 

strengthening the relationship. If the supplier is to make a decision that could affect one partner, 

consulting with that partner would be adequate (Ellis, 2011).   

2.2.5 Long-term perspective 

An aspect that plays a major role in relationship marketing is creating and implementing 

strategies that are aimed at establishing and maintaining long-term relationships, with the end 

goal of improving profitability. Having long-term relationships is also a crucial aspect for 

driving firm competitiveness (Ryu et al., 2007). Developing and maintaining long-term 

business relationships comes with many advantages e.g. it is something that is known to 

increase the level of trust between the parties (Kasheer, 2015). This means that being in long-

term relationships, trust gets developed as the parties get to know each other on a deeper, more 

personal level, and know the other firms’ intentions and goals. 

But as so often is the case in the elements by Ellis (2011), they all seem to be interrelated to 

each other, and which aspects cause the other is unknown. In a study by Theron et al. (2013), 

the focus was on the relevance of trust, satisfaction, and commitment in maintaining long-term 

relationships in B2B contexts. This view suggests that making efforts at establishing trust and 

ensure commitment from the parties, will help to build long-term relationships, contrary to 

Kasheer (2015). So while Kasheer (2015) talks about how long-term perspectives cause trust, 

Theron et al. (2013) talk about how building trust and commitment can cause long-term 

relationships. Similarly, Heirati et al. (2019) claim that trust, communication, and 

interdependence are key aspects firms must consider in order to make long-term relationships. 

Whether the one causes the other or the opposite way around, it is undoubtedly certain that 

trust, commitment, communication, and other factors are to some degree related to whether 

business relationships are long-term.  

A factor that seems to enhance the likelihood of long-term business relationships is firms with 

service innovation (Woo et al., 2019). One definition of service innovation is “the creation of 

new value propositions by means of developing existing or creating new practices and/or 

resources, or by means of integrating practices and resources in new ways” (Skålén et al., 2015). 

Furthermore, having innovative services enhances the likelihood of satisfying the needs of the 

customers, and creates a competitive strategic advantage by offering novel value propositions, 

resulting in an increased likelihood of long-term business relationships. (Lin et al., 2010; 

Biemans and Griffin, 2018). It is important, however, that the innovative service is not 

complicated to use because then they will ignore the innovation. If it is too novel, the customer 

feels discomfort and might reject the service. Therefore, if a long-term business relationship is 

sought, Woo et al. (2019) suggest that companies need to offer a tailored service to each 

customer.  

Switching costs are also related to the long-term perspective. As time passes developing and 

maintaining a business relationship, certain ways of communicating, ways of working, personal 

inter-firm relationships, technology awareness, and complementary products become more 

embedded into the business of the buyer. As a consequence, switching costs are associated with 

changing suppliers (Schilling, 2013). Purchasing new technology, adopting a new product, 
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establishing new personal relationships, learning how to work and communicate between the 

firms, changing complementary goods, etc. are all switching costs that increase the threshold 

to change supplier (Schilling, 2013). Hence, working to establish a long-term relationship with 

a buyer can increase profitability, since it lies within all party’s interest to have long-term 

relationships.  

2.2.6 Customer service  

Customer service is an important factor in forging relationships (Ellis, 2011; Lancioni, 1995; 

Morris and Davis, 1992; Wetzels et al., 1995). Wouters (2004) defines customer service as a 

way to provide an optimal supply process for the customer. This approach to customer service 

requires a dynamic approach, as a system (Byrne & Markham, 1992; Pisharodi & Langley, 

1990; Schary, 1992), as a process (La Londe et al., 1988), or as project management (Davis and 

Manrodt, 1991). According to some scholars (Andrasaki and Novack, 1996; Daugherty et al., 

1998), there are two main components of customer services. First, “bottom line or reliability 

service” refers to all elements enclosed under logistic performance, e.g. reliability and 

availability of deliveries. The second component, “responsiveness”, is related to the 

communicative skills that the supplier has. Another defining aspect of customer service is that 

it is conceived to be free of charge and includes all the services that can aid an organization in 

achieving competitive advantage and differentiation (Parasuraman, 1998).  

In the tender process of selecting a supplier, customer service is a relevant criterion that is 

considered by most firms as a qualifying factor rather than a winning factor (Cunnigham and 

Roberts, 1974; Johnston, 1995). Customer service has been demonstrated to have a direct 

impact on metrics such as sales or profits (Daugherty et al., 1998; Innis and La Londe, 1994; 

Morash et al., 1996; Tucker, 1983). Internally, customer service is considered a potential way 

to change the focus of the organization. The different elements that compose customer service 

are of intangible nature and require a different marketing approach (Hill and Motes, 1995). This 

hinders the implementation of customer service programs.  

Wouters (2004) suggests that companies are aware that customer service can help in creating a 

competitive advantage in markets where competitiveness is increased and where building 

advantage is crucial. In 8 of the 12 cases analysed in the study, the companies shifted their 

product orientation towards a market orientation; in 10 instances, manufacturers appointed 

customer service as one of the main drivers to achieve competitive advantage. However, while 

important, customer service is categorized as a secondary element when compared to the price, 

product performance, etc. On the other hand, suppliers consider customer service as an order 

qualifier.  

Most businesses distinguish two main elements in customer service (Wouters, 2004). While the 

logistic elements are considered to be order qualifiers, the elements regarding communication 

and information sharing are considered winning criteria. Most of the companies in the study  by 

Wouters (2004)  are not able to clearly define or identify customer service but still acknowledge 

its relevance when building and continuing relationships. However, while the relevance is 

noted, specific measures or policies to integrate customer service in the organization do not 

exist.  



15 

 

The knowledge of the relevance of the service part when supplying products, the co-creation of 

value with customers and the impact these factors have over the relationships between buyer 

and seller are synthesized in the service-dominant logic (SDL) (Ellis, 2011). The SDL is 

consumer-centric (Sheth and Parvatlyar, 1995) and market-driven (Day, 2014). This paradigm 

aims at being more than just customer-oriented, and its goal is to collaborate and share learnings 

with customers, adapt to individual and changing needs, and create value along with the 

customer (Vargo and Lusch, 2004). Therefore, a clear connection between this paradigm and 

the relationship approach to marketing is found. The customer has a central role and is a co-

producer of the service and they are active participants in relational exchanges (Vargo and 

Lusch, 2004). One of the challenges present in the relationship marketing approach is aligning 

customer service strategies with marketing and product quality (Christopher et al., 2013). This 

paradigm shift also implied that everybody in the company is in charge of delivering a service 

(Ellis, 2011).  

2.3 Analytical framework 

This analytical framework seeks to act as a guide to the analysis to answer to answer our 

research question. It can also be described as the model used when looking at a specific issue, 

in this case, how start-ups work in order to establish business relationships. 

Relationship marketing, as we have seen in this literature study, has numerous different 

viewpoints. In this thesis, however, we investigated how start-ups work to establish business 

relationships. We looked at the specific step, moving from prospect to customer in the 

commitment journey described by Christopher et al. (2013). How the start-up works to achieve 

this step will be analysed by looking closer at how they work in relation to the six elements 

trust, commitment, communication, mutual benefits, long-term perspective, and customer 

service (Ellis, 2011).. 

Although Ellis (2011) has his specific way of describing each of the six elements and what it 

implies, our analysis will not solely rely on these specific views. Instead, multiple other sources 

that discuss the elements from different viewpoints and perspectives will be used as well. In 

Figure 2 there is a summary of the analytical framework.  
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Figure 2 - A visualization of the analytical framework. 
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3 Methodology 

In this chapter, the research strategy and design used for this study are presented and justified. 

The aim of the thesis is to investigate how start-ups work to establish business relationships. In 

order to address the research question, this research looked into the specific context of a 

company following a case study strategy. In-depth interviews have been the main method for 

collecting data. Finally, the chapter ends with a reflection of the quality of the research and 

ethical implications.  

3.1 Research strategy 

The main objective of the study is to understand how start-ups work in order to establish 

business relationships. Despite having a framework that describes different steps in the 

relational process between companies, the factors that the companies evaluate in order to move 

forward with the relationship and how they value them, are of subjective nature. Therefore, 

exploratory, qualitative research is the most appropriate approach to be able to understand and 

map the different themes. According to Bryman et al. (2019), qualitative research is focused on 

words while quantitative research emphasizes the quantification in the collection and analysis 

of data. It is common for qualitative studies to aim at generating theory rather than testing 

existing theory (Bryman et al., 2019). Additionally, we had an abductive orientation since there 

was an iteration between literature, empirical data and the analytical framework. Besides, 

Bryman et al. (2019) mention that a case study strategy aims at understanding people’s 

behaviour and the social world that is constantly changing as a result of the creation of 

individuals.  

This research seeks to identify and understand specific actions undertaken with the goal of 

establishing business relationships with other companies. While the study will be focused solely 

on The Case Company, these relationships occur between this company and another one, and 

both actors are responsible for shaping these relationships. Therefore, we can state that social 

phenomena are produced through social interaction (Bryman et al., 2019). Accordingly, this 

study undertakes an interpretivist and constructionist orientation.  

3.2 Research design 

In order to be able to answer the proposed research question, collecting first-hand data through 

interviews was relevant. The context of the research was the business-to-business market of the 

sustainable materials industry. To answer the research question. we looked at a case company, 

hereafter mentioned as “The Case Company”, a start-up that has developed and aims at 

supplying a sustainable alternative to plastic.  

According to Bryman et al. (2019), there are different research designs when it comes to 

qualitative studies. As mentioned above, to answer the research question we will be looking at 

The Case Company and its specific industry context. The same authors define a case study as a 

detailed and intensive analysis of a single case. It can be focused on a single event, person, 

location, or as in this case, a single organization.  

Multiple authors have aimed at defining the concept of a case study. One interesting definition 

is the one proposed by Scramm (1971), who proposes “decisions” as the main focus of a case 
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study, i.e., “The essence of a case study, the central tendency among all types of case study, is 

that it tries to illuminate a decision or set of decisions: why they were taken, how they were 

implemented, and with what result”. However, most of the definitions emphasize the singularity 

of a case study regarding one certain aspect. For instance, Eisenhardt (1989), defined a case 

study as a research design that focuses on understanding the dynamics present within single 

settings. The goal of the research is to understand a real-world case present in specific 

contextual settings being in line with the main elements outlined by Yin and Davis (2007).  

We have interviewed everyone employed by The Case Company. This amounts to a total of 7 

people at the moment of the study. Stakeholders and Board Members were not considered for 

interviews since they did not have direct contact with potential partners and their work was 

unrelated to establishing business relationships, and therefore not relevant for our research.   

Since The Case Company is a start-up, internal communication and transversality of daily work 

were high. This allowed every single worker to, at some point, be responsible for being in touch 

and meet a potential partner. Moreover, since every employee had their own expertise and way 

of providing value to the company, the ways they would try to build and establish that business 

relationships would be different from one another, allowing a holistic view of how this start-up 

establishes business relationships. The Case Company was selected since, at the moment of the 

study, they were aiming at establishing their first business relationship.  

3.3 Data collection 

The nature of the study is exploratory, and it is therefore relevant to gather empirical data. This 

gathering of information was done through different interviews.  

According to Bryman et al. (2019), two different approaches to the interviews could be taken. 

First, an unstructured approach. This is characterized by the lack of a document where the 

prompts and questions are written, but instead, the interviewer relies on his/her memory to ask 

questions. In this case, the interview is likely to flow freely and touch upon different topics in 

a highly unstructured manner. The second approach consists of the interviewers having an 

interview guide to hold a semi-structured interview. This will allow not only to ask the same 

questions independent of the interviewer and the interviewee, but by having a clear interview 

structure the data analysis will be more approachable. Moreover, a semi-structured interview 

does still provide enough freedom to ask questions that were not on the interview guide, leaving 

leeway for the interviewers to dig deeper on certain topics. Therefore, we will be following a 

semi-structured approach to the interviews.  

Theoretical saturation was achieved by the end of our interviews. Achieving theoretical 

saturation is considered as the main criterion to deciding on a sample size by Bryman et al. 

(2019). Fewer interviews would have not allowed collecting sufficient information about 

specific activities that every employee does, and that are different from other employees, and 

would have not allowed putting emphasis on certain actions that are undertaken by several 

employees.  

Both researchers attended all of the interviews that were carried out, and the roles of observer 

and interviewer were exchanged in every interview. The rationale behind being one interviewer 

and one observer instead of two interviewers was that it would be easier for the interviewee to 
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maintain and engage in a conversation with one single person and would make it less complex 

for the interviewee to answer questions. Moreover, this gave the opportunity to the observer to 

closely pay attention to the answers and ask follow-up questions whenever was suitable. This 

way, the interviewer was responsible for leading the conversation and in charge of the interview 

itself, while the observer mainly listened, took notes and asked follow-up questions. The other 

main reason for having only one interviewer had to do with the virtual set-up of the interviews. 

Due to the global pandemic, the interviewers were not having the interviews together and 

instead were in separate spaces. Having two interviewers leading the interview would have 

impacted the overall interview since interrupting and talking over each other would have 

happened oftentimes.  

The interviewees were interviewed individually and were provided with a set of instructions 

before the interview. All the interviews were recorded, and they lasted between 43 minutes 

and 1:16 hours. The number of interviews that were done is 7. In Table 11 there is a summary 

of the different interviewees, their roles, ages, genders, and the duration of the interviews. 

 Role Age Gender Duration 

Interviewee 1 CEO & Founder 56 Male 44m 

Interviewee 2 
Shareholder, Regional 

manager 
49 Female 1h 12m 

Interviewee 3 
Product Development 

Engineer 
24 Female 1h 4m 

Interviewee 4 Marketing 30 Male 1h 3m 

Interviewee 5 Digital marketing 38 Female 55m 

Interviewee 6 Director - Sales development 39 Female 1h 7m 

Interviewee 7 Material Expert 28 Male 52m 

Table 1 - Summary of interviewees. 

3.4 Data analysis 

When it comes to qualitative data analysis, and unlike quantitative data, there are no hard rules 

in order to analyse the data and get to the interpretation, but only general guidelines are agreed 

upon (Bryman et al., 2019). Due to the nature of the research and the way the empirical data is 

collected, having to analyse large and complex data sets containing different types of 

information is a common issue among researchers. While in quantitative research the strategies 

are well-established and defined and the procedures are easy and clear, this is not the case. 

Several strategies can be applied in qualitative research, e.g., thematic analysis, discourse 

analysis, grounded theory, etc.  
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Braun and Clarke (2012, chap. 4) defined thematic analysis as “a method for systematically 

identifying, organizing, and offering insight into patterns of meaning (themes) across a data 

set”. By searching and sorting the information into themes, the researcher can identify and make 

sense of collective or shared meanings and experiences.  

The main advantage of thematic analysis comes as a result of the loosely defined procedures, 

giving the researcher flexibility and accessibility (Braun and Clarke, 2012; Bryman et al., 

2019). When it comes to finding themes, the criteria are quite flexible leaving room for 

interpretation and decision on a case-to-case basis. Some of the outlined criteria to what to look 

for to find themes by Bryman et al. (2019) is repetition; metaphors and analogies; 

commonalities and differences. Moreover, the same authors consider repetition to be one of the 

most important criteria to find themes, even though not everything that is repeated qualifies as 

a theme, it has to be related to the research question and relevant to the study in hand. In order 

to find themes, inspiration from systematic combining was taken.  

According to Dubois and Gadde (2002), systematic combining is a research approach where 

the main characteristic is the movement that is produced between the empirical and the model 

world. What this means is basically that the analytical framework and the literature is reviewed 

before and after the collection of data. It is mainly used in case studies since “the main difficulty 

of case studies is handling the interrelatedness of the various elements of the research work” 

(Dubois and Gadde, 2002, p. 555). This complexity can be appreciated in the lenses of analysis 

that compose the framework of the study. These lenses cannot be fully understood 

independently or individually, but instead, an analysis of all six is required in order to gain full 

understanding and to obtain a holistic view of how start-ups work in order to establish business 

relationships.  

Braun and Clarke (2006) provide a framework consisting of six different steps to efficiently 

apply thematic analysis. While this framework has mostly been used during the data analysis 

stage, some phases have been adapted to follow more closely systematic combining. The 

themes obtained were the six elements described in the theoretical framework, and as Dubois 

and Gadde (2002) mention, the main goal of systematic combining is to match theory and 

reality. This process implies going back and forth between the theoretical framework, the 

literature review, the transcriptions and the analysis of the interviews. The analysis of the data 

was done as follows:  

• Phase 1: familiarising yourself with your data. During this phase, the goal is to get 

familiarized with the data, by getting immersed in it and by actively reading it – 

searching for meanings and patterns. To approach this phase, fully transcribing the 

interviews will be a requirement to make the analysis possible.  

• Phase 2: generating initial codes. Once familiar with the data, the goal now is to 

generate codes. Codes are defined by Boyatzis (1998) as “the most basic segment, or 

element, of the raw data or information that can be assessed in a meaningful way 

regarding the phenomenon” 

• Phase 3: categorization of codes. The basic codes were placed under one of the six 

elements outlined by Ellis (2011). Moreover, the codes that were not relevant to any of 

the six elements were left aside in order to build additional findings.  
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• Phase 4: creating organized themes. Once the codes were placed under one of the 

elements, they were combined to create organized themes. What these organized themes 

refer to, their name and their scope was clear since the codes that belong to each 

organized theme are coherent. 

• Phase 5: producing the report. Once the themes are fully worked out, they can be 

analysed, and the thematic analysis can be written.  

Overall, in order to analyse the data obtained from the interviews, inspiration from thematic 

analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2012; Bryman et al., 2019) and systematic combining (Dubois and 

Gadde, 2002) was drawn in order to create a framework. This framework was devised since the 

main goal was to analyse the data and categorize it into one of the six elements that make up 

the analytical framework. Moreover, the actions mentioned during the interviews that did not 

fall under any of this six elements were combined together into additional findings that could 

then be the seventh element.  

3.5 The Case Company 

This company operates in the sustainable materials industry and has patented an innovation that 

is able to provide plastic-like qualities to wood fibres. A wood fibre producer is responsible for 

manufacturing this material by applying the patented technology to the wood fibres. According 

to The Case Company, the goal is to partner up with one wood fibre producer that will be 

responsible to produce all the wood fibres that will satisfy any needs from all the customers.  

Once the plastic-like wood is produced, The Case Company partners up with compounders, 

who mix the wood-like fibres along with the plastic of choice. The mix is then what the injection 

moulders will use to create the end product that the brand owners design and sell. While this is 

the traditional inclusion of The Case Company in the value chain, it is also possible that they 

partner up with not only compounders but with injection moulders or brand owners as well. In 

that case, it is likely that the brand owners do not have a complete supply chain in place and 

The Case Company helps in setting this up. 

In sum, since this thesis is looking closer at how The Case Company establishes business 

relationships, the interviews may identify answers mentioning different players in the supply 

chain. However, they should all be seen as potential business partners.  Figure 3 summarizes 

the value chain of The Case Company.  

 

Figure 3 - The value chain of The Case Company 



22 

 

3.6 Issues of trustworthiness  

Reliability and validity are criteria relevant for business research, but their relevance is directly 

linked mainly to quantitative research rather than to qualitative research. The main reason 

behind this is that for example validity is concerned with measurements. Therefore, and since 

qualitative research is not concerned with measurements, alternative criteria are proposed, i.e., 

trustworthiness and authenticity (Bryman et al., 2019).  

Under the umbrella of trustworthiness, four different criteria are found (Bryman et al., 2019). 

First, credibility, which is concerned with whether the different observers agree on what they 

see and hear. To ensure credibility, the findings of the interviews were sent to all the 

interviewees after the findings and discussion were compiled. The main goal of respondent 

validation is to corroborate that the interpretations of the interviews were correct. 

Secondly, transferability, which is related to the generalizability of the findings to other social 

settings. In this particular research, since we are dealing with a case study, this criterion gains 

special relevance. This case study can contribute to the general knowledge about how start-ups 

work with relationship marketing with the goal of establishing business relationships. The Case 

Company operates in the sustainable materials industry, but the findings can give indications 

to how start-ups in other social settings work, since the findings are not necessarily industry-

specific.  

Thirdly, dependability. This criterion requires keeping records of all the phases of the research 

process. This would allow others to audit and scrutinize the research and the decisions made to 

better understand how procedures have been followed. While no auditing was done during the 

research, all the different changes in scope, data collection and analysis phases have been 

documented. The main purpose was for the researchers to understand the train of thought and 

the rationale behind the decisions made during the research, not to have an external auditor 

review the documentation.   

Fourth, confirmability is related to the fact that complete objectivity cannot be granted. 

Therefore, this criterion is concerned with whether the researcher or researchers have acted with 

integrity and have left aside their personal values and own opinions when conducting the 

research and analysing the findings. The researchers are not investors nor full-time employees 

of the company allowed the researchers to leave their personal opinions and values out of the 

research. Being objective was the main goal during the research since this would result in more 

useful research, where readers can fully understand the reality without any influence from the 

researchers.  

Authenticity raises questions about the wider social and political impact of the research 

(Bryman et al., 2019). One of the questions presented is if the research represents different 

viewpoints amongst members of the social setting. In this case, since all of the employees were 

interviewed, different stakes on the matter were taken into consideration.  

3.7 Ethical considerations 

According to Yin (2018), in every research that involves human “subjects”, where these 

subjects are participants or collected data is previously recorded from these subjects, specific 
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ethical considerations arise and must be addressed by the researchers. It is required that 

researchers pay close attention to ethical considerations and protect those who are partaking in 

the study. Moreover, in the same book, there are several guidelines mentioned created by the 

National Research Council (2003):  

• Inform all the participants of the study and formally ask for participation.  

• Protect the participants from any harm or deception. 

• Protect the privacy and confidentiality of the participants of the study, so that 

participation in the study does not yield negative effects on them. 

• Select the participants with fairness, both by having an equitable selection and by 

ensuring the protection of vulnerable groups.  

Moreover, these guidelines are also mentioned by Bryman et al. (2019) along with specific 

measures to overcome the potential ethical implications of the research. This study leveraged 

these considerations while having semi-structured interviews with the participants. First, all of 

the participants were contacted via email. This email did not only include a formal request for 

participation but explained in-depth the aim of the study, the problematization of the research, 

and the general topics of the interview. Once the participants approved their participation in the 

study, the interviews were conducted according to their availability. Following the guidelines 

regarding physical meetings due to the current pandemic and as an attempt to stop the spread, 

all the interviews were held online using the preferred application for each participant, i.e., 

Zoom, Microsoft Teams, Google Meets. Before starting the interview, the interviewee was 

formally asked for permission to record the interview. 
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4 Findings 

This chapter presents the findings from the research. The basic themes that were found during 

the interviews were grouped into organised themes that were placed under one of the six 

elements outlined by Ellis (2011). The chapter furtherly presents the quotes that builds up these 

organised themes. The discussion part relates back to the literature review chapter. Lastly, an 

additional finding that was not part of the six elements is presented and discussed. 

4.1 Trust 

To establish trust, The Case Company tries to build personal relationships with the companies 

they reach out to, by having a personal touch as well as being knowledgeable and transparent. 

A summary of the themes within the element “trust” are seen in Table 2 below. 

Basic codes Organised themes 

LinkedIn presence 
Personal relationship building 

Seasonal greetings 

Experts in meetings 

Being knowledgeable General knowledge in the field 

Stay up to date in the industry 

Acknowledge their limitations 

Being transparent with information 
Share information among partners 

Table 2 - A summary of the themes belonging to the element “trust”. 

4.1.1 Personal relationship building 

Regarding building personal relationships, a significant finding that was picked up from the 

interviews was that seasonal greetings occurred in connection to holidays, especially Christmas, 

where they thanked for the collaboration the past year and wished them a merry Christmas. 

This was discussed by both the regional manager and the product development engineer, and 

the reason was to build a personal connection to the counterpart, becoming half friends, half 

business partners as they expressed. This was thought to ease the information sharing in the 

relationship at later stages. 

“Like in Christmas, I send somebody like Christmas gifts. Like, just to be nice. Like, it's like 

writing a card. Thank you for the collaboration last year. Have a Merry Christmas. That is 

something I did.” (Product development engineer) 

Also related to personal relationship building, was how they stressed the importance of having 

personal contact and building personal relationships with the contact persons. They saw the 

importance of developing this personal relationship since it would increase the likelihood of 

establishing a business relationship.  
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“Personal contact is very important. And then they may be not just buying from your company, 

they also they are involving in your, your salesperson personality, and you should be very 

authentic, real, service-minded, open-minded and communicate, communication is really 

important. (…) Then you will get close and closer, and eventually, you become maybe half 

friends and half business partner you know.” (Regional Manager) 

4.1.2 Being knowledgeable 

Another aspect was to give a knowledgeable impression to the potential customers. This was 

mentioned directly or indirectly by many interviewees. The respondents thought it was good to 

always be able to discuss anything in every level of detail, hence, they always took into 

consideration who attends the meetings. For example, the director for sales development 

mentioned how bringing the plastic expert into meetings builds trust since the counterparts will 

get the impression that The Case Company is a solid knowledgeable company. Additionally, it 

was also mentioned that small talk in meetings about the industry, and name-dropping people 

or companies in the industry would give away a knowledgeable impression. The same approach 

to build trust is also used in their sharing of information as digital content on their website or 

LinkedIn.  

“So, I mean, always when you start, name dropping, and so on, then people get a little bit more 

comfortable. And they know that you're in the industry. Also, you learn about new technical 

aspects of the processing of plastics as well. So you can sort of answer more questions around 

that.” (Marketer) 

4.1.3 Being transparent with information 

The last pillar in the actions in trust building is to emphasize information transparency. They 

are open about disclosing all information they get from collaborating and testing with each 

collaboration partner, for the purpose of giving the impression of wanting real change, i.e., that 

everybody needs to help each other to address climate change. This was expressed from 

multiple interviewees e.g., the CEO and Founder, the digital marketer, and the director for sales 

development, who said that the strategy is to have an open and transparent discussion in the 

collaboration to make rapid change in the area of plastic pollution.  

“So I think it just, yeah, just to be open, we don't know everything. But yeah, there are so many 

things that could be hidden, or we don't know yet. So yeah, I would not want to state that this 

is the perfect product, but more like, it's ongoing, that's it's always product development.” 

(Director – Sales development). 

4.1.4 Discussion 

As seen in the literature study, the importance of trust undoubtedly seems well researched in 

academia, but certain factors play a part in exactly how important it is, which is relevant to 

discuss in the case of The Case Company. For example, when discussing the dependence issue, 

if the buyer is highly dependent to The Case Company, actions that build trust are not as 

important as if the buyer was not dependent (Buvik and Shanka, 2019). The ongoing 

sustainability trend causes firms to seek solutions that can make them more sustainable, so 

arguably, this speaks for that firms depend on The Case Company a lot, since the options in the 
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market today to supply sustainable materials are scarce, while they need to move towards more 

sustainable options. On the other hand, other bio-based materials exist, so there are other 

options as well. Additionally, some might not see the urge in switching to bio-based materials 

today. Therefore, the dependence issue is very dependent on the situation for The Case 

Company. However, knowing that building trust is more or less important depending on the 

situation and dependence, can be of value.  

Furthermore, The Case Company’s product is a sustainable material that intends to substitute 

the traditional fossil-based material, and this is undoubtedly technically complex, and probably 

requires in-depth specialist knowledge to grasp fully. Combined with their business model, their 

entire offering might seem complex as well. According to Doney et al. (2007), complexity is 

something that negatively hinders trust, or increases the demand for having trust before they 

commit to a possible partnership. This implies a need for managing the external communication 

in an efficient way to make the complex seem easy. Something they do, that was discussed in 

the interviews was how they always tried to have the right competence attending meetings so 

that the communication is on the same level, and complexity can be navigated more effectively. 

A precursor to trust presented by Morgan and Hunt (1994) is communication, which The Case 

Company put a lot of emphasis on highlighting during the interviews. The finding regarding 

how seasonal greetings and sending Christmas cards was used in the communication with the 

aim of adding a personal touch and build trust from the buyer, is relevant to be discussed. The 

idea behind this was to build trust from the potential business partner by having a more personal 

relationship which in turn would increase the likelihood of establishing a business relationship. 

In the view of Mangus et al. (2020), the success of a business relationship is partly determined 

by the trust built between a salesperson and a customer representative. However, whether 

sending Christmas cards counts as a good way of building trust between the salesperson and 

the customer representative or not, cannot be evaluated in this thesis. Moreover, the regional 

manager talked about how it was important to have a personal contact, and develop a personal 

relationship on top of the business relationship, with the aim of becoming half friends and half 

business partners, seem to go very much in line with the view of Mangus et al. (2020) as well.  

Furthermore, although it was discussed in another context in the interviews, it was mentioned 

several times that they put effort into identifying potential partners that had similar strategic 

agendas, ambitious sustainability goals, and a value fit. The director for sales development 

mentioned how big companies with ambitious strategies to address their issues with emissions, 

will put a lot of resources and time into the business relationship, which can impact the 

relationship positively. The CEO and Founder emphasized having strategy alignment to focus 

the efforts and resources in an efficient way since having a strategic alignment increases the 

chances of a successful relationship. Why this is relevant to trust, is that having shared values 

is something that Morgan and Hunt (1994) discuss in relation to what builds trust in a business 

relationship. What they meant by that is sharing strategic agendas, corporate values, and share 

similar goals. So by prioritizing companies to contact, they can allocate resources where they 

contribute most.  

In sum, The Case Company seems to do actions that help building trust in the business 

relationship. The communication aspect seems to be significantly important according to the 

responses in the interviews. Ensuring shared value and the notion of mutual benefits were also 
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mentioned. Something that was not mentioned during the interviews was the time aspect. 

Although it is impossible to affect, it might be of value to know that time has an effect on trust 

according to Buvik and Shanka (2019). Therefore, actions that can help build trust over a period 

of time are also beneficial for the business relationship propserity. 

4.2 Commitment 

Activities within The Case Company influencing commitment from the potential business 

partners were also identified during the interviews. The respondents talked about commitment 

in two different ways, namely things that they believe builds commitment, and things they 

believe hinder commitment from happening, and therefore, try avoiding. A summary of the 

themes within the element “commitment” are seen in Table 3 below. 

Basic codes Organised themes 

Go to fairs 

Ensuring commitment 

Loyalty 

Charging for test samples 

Different scenarios and strategies 

Talk to people 

Allow trials of the product 

Not delivering on time 
Hindering commitment 

Limited resources 

Table 3 - A summary of the themes belonging to the element “commitment”. 

4.2.1 Ensuring commitment 

A recurring finding from most interviewees was the belief that their product, in its very nature, 

helps to build commitment. By operating in their business, working towards less plastic 

pollution, potential collaboration partners will easier commit because of their good cause. The 

regional manager, for example, spoke about how the actors that The Case Company usually 

talk to are also invested in similar challenges going forwards, so it helps to build commitment. 

“I think when you're involved with this business, you already commit to the social responsibility 

that developed in a good way. And, and then you, of course, to provide products that can make 

things different and can solve the societal problems.” (Regional manager) 

The Case Company said that they are trying to find collaboration partners that conduct testing 

with them. The Case Company then sends their samples to the potential business partners who 

in turn should do the testing using their current machinery. However, they have experienced 

occasions when they have sent samples that have not been used due to it being down-prioritizing 

from the company. In order to address this issue, to ensure commitment, the digital marketer 

discussed how charging the potential partners a small fee for the samples could be a way 

forward. By charging for samples, only the companies that are planning on using those samples 

will pay for it. The companies that actually pay for the sample will, thus, be more committed.  
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“…it's good that the other side is also committed to you, as we talked about. Like, maybe paying 

for the sample, then they will commit a little bit more than if the samples were for free.” (Digital 

marketer) 

Another aspect connected to building commitment is within their business model. There are no 

actors today that competes with them in the supply chain of brand owners. Brand owners using 

plastic have their relationships with plastic compounders and injection moulders in order to 

supply them with their plastic products. And The Case Company thinks this is to their advantage 

because it lowers the threshold to commit to the collaboration. They do not have to change 

existing relationships they have built over a long time, rather integrate, and collaborate with 

existing partners in the supply chain.  

“But I think that that the main strength is that by collaborating with all the other stakeholders 

in the supply chain, you give them a reason to just continue working with us, you're not cutting 

anyone out, you're not trying to vertically integrate and take over different aspects of the 

industry, but rather collaborate with the current actors, and in a sense, create value for 

everybody.” (Marketer) 

On the same subject of lowering the threshold to commit to the business relationship, there is 

also the matter of adjusting to a new technology due to switching costs. The interviews 

identified that their product is able to be integrated into current machinery and tools that the 

plastic compounders currently use. This makes it easy and cheap to do trials and try the 

technology, which The Case Company thinks lowers the threshold, to commit to the business 

relationship. 

“Now we have this wrapping solution, we have this material that you can buy, like off the shelf, 

mix with your existing plastic, use your existing tooling, and so on.” (Director – Sales 

development) 

In the early stages of a company, it is important to create interest from potential customers that 

they know would be a fit. The Case Company is, to some degree, willing to adjust their current 

needs, to get commitment from collaborators that they see as important in the future. In the 

past, The Case Company has worked with master theses students together with a potential 

partner. In order to gain commitment from this potential partner, they adjusted the goals and 

scope of the project so it fitted better the potential partners’ needs.  

“…we see cream packages as super important for the company in the future. And therefore, we 

really want them (Cream package company) as part of this master thesis even though we know 

that our material, at the moment, hasn't completely fulfilled the needs. But then I influence the 

topic in the project so it fits their need a little bit better, so to say. And then they become more 

committed.” (Product development engineer) 

Related to this, The Case Company puts a lot of effort into getting that first reference case, to 

use as a “proof of concept” to ensure commitment from future potential business partners. They 

believe that having a proof of concept will help future business partners to commit. Therefore, 

they put the most effort into contacting companies that they believe require low effort to 
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establish the relationship with e.g., the product doesn’t need much development, they are 

communicative etc. 

“I guess basically to show them how good we are. We are updating our results and our 

presentation of what do we have to offer, it is something that we are updating every time. Once 

we have cases of previous experiences then it is very easy that the customers find us interesting, 

collaborate with us and therefore be committed to really make it work.” (Material expert) 

4.2.2 Hindering commitment 

While talking about factors that hinder commitment, not delivering on time, and limited 

resources were mentioned. To identify how they work to build commitment, it is obvious how 

these aspects are very reoccurring throughout the interviews. They emphasize the importance 

of handling the communication back and forth within business partners and keeping them up to 

date. This is directly connected to building commitment. 

“What is it that we can do, of course, you can do more multiple things at the same time in a big 

company if you have the resources for that. And different people that focus on different like 

industries or applications or so on.” (Director – Sales development) 

Another finding related to how they work in order to establish business relationships was found 

during the interview with the Material expert. He said that on normal occasions when there is 

not a pandemic, it is easier to build commitment since it allows for face-to-face meetups. Since 

this is not a possibility today, he talked about how it affected their possibility to build 

commitment. 

“Once the pandemic is gone, it would be good to visit them. It could really improve the 

relationship, it is more personal. It can increase the commitment. It is not possible to do it 

now.” (Material expert). 

4.2.3 Discussion  

Regarding commitment, the interviews identified a rather large set of different responses from 

the interviewees. It was for example thought, that simply through addressing an urgent 

sustainability issue, the potential business partners would commit to the relationship 

automatically. While this is not something we have explicitly found to be the case while reading 

the literature, it might, however, coincide slightly with the argument made by Morgan and Hunt 

(1994), that sharing values and goals with the potential business partner, boosts the likelihood 

of commitment and ultimately an established business relationship. So, this assumption made 

by The Case Company might work in the cases when this is true, but not necessarily when there 

is no shared goals and values.  

Another finding related to commitment that was identified from the interviews is the possibility 

to do trials together with potential business partners. According to the director of sales 

development, the potential business partners do not have to change existing tooling or do any 

CAPEX investments, so trials are very easy and do not require significant hardware changes to 

be conducted. Although the trialability is an indirect effect of their product properties, and not 

an action made to build commitment, it still builds commitment. According to Frambach 
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(1993), trialability in a product or innovation is known to enhance the chances of diffusion into 

the market. And since there is arguably a relationship between diffusion and commitment, this 

will eventually result in commitment.  

Regarding the trials, the digital marketer mentioned the idea of charging for samples, in order 

to limit the number of potential customers that accepts samples which then gets down 

prioritized. The digital marketer suggested that charging for samples would make the potential 

customer commit more than if the samples were for free. As mentioned above, Schilling (2013) 

says that a shared equity in the product development is known to increase the level of 

commitment in the relationship. While Schilling (2013) argues that this is the case in joint 

ventures that have significant shared equity, the level of commitment can still be increased by 

paying for samples.  

Moreover, Frambach (1993) mentions that compatibility is also a factor that proves to diffuse 

innovations and products easier into the market. For instance, when The Case Company’s 

marketer explained how they do not try to vertically integrate and take over different aspects of 

the industry, but they rather collaborate with current actors and create value for everyone, he 

meant that they are not a replacement of an actor in the market, but they are more of an add-on 

that collaborates with existing players in the supply chain. Compatibiliy with existing 

machinery and tooling makes the integration in the supply chain easier for The Case Company. 

Furthermore, due to the apparent simplicity in adopting their innovation, The Case Company 

also has the benefit of providing their partners with their product with no or low switching costs 

(Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Schilling, 2013). They would not need to undertake big CAPEX 

investments in new tooling or machinery to enable the transition, rather just use what they have. 

All of this means a lower threshold for the potential business partners to commit.  

Furthermore, the product development engineer explained how they have had a potential 

customer they really wanted to go into business with. However, the product was not completely 

developed enough to meet the specific requirements of the industry. Still, they saw the product 

as a key area they plan to explore in the future. Therefore, and in order to ensure commitment 

from this potential customer, The Case Company actively adjusted the work of one of the master 

thesis students, so the project was a better fit with the potential partner. The idea was to show 

the potential that the relationship could bring to both parties and could result in future 

commitment from the potential partner (Morgan and Hunt, 1994). 

Lastly, during the interviews, it was not identified how The Case Company worked with 

communication to enhance commitment, though this is important (Graça et al., 2016; Morgan 

and Hunt, 1994). As discussed previously, Doney et al. (2007), said that complexity is 

something that hinders trust and the willingness to commit, and making the difficult 

understandable should probably be done through quality communication with an emphasis on 

functional aspects (Graça et al., 2016). 

4.3 Communication 

The most recurring theme from the interviews was communication. Each interviewee 

mentioned the importance of this in one way or another. The theme is very broad and can be 

broken down into both internal communication and external communication. The former 
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implies how information is shared within the organization, while the latter is related to 

communication with potential customers. A summary of the themes within the element 

“communication” are seen in Table 4 below. 

Basic codes Organised themes 

Weekly meetings 

Internal communication Company wide updates 

Communication tools 

Communication with partners 

External communication 

Being transparent 

Inform customers and end-user 

Means of communication 

Create digital content 

First contact 

Follow up 

Sales person personality 

Keeping partners informed 

General communication 

Table 4 - A summary of the themes belonging to the element “communication”. 

4.3.1 Internal communication 

They have multiple talks and discussions with different potential customers with the end goal 

of establishing a relationship. During those meetings, they emphasized bringing people to the 

meetings that can benefit from the information received there. In this stage of the company, 

they see product development as one of the most crucial parts that need to be perfected 

according to the customer’s needs. 

“We have a product development team that needs regular information. And since I'm talking a 

lot with different brands, (Plastic expert) is part of those meetings. And then he can, of course, 

take that information to the product development meetings in his teams.“ (Director – sales 

development). 

They also use digital tools to keep that continuous information flow to the colleagues. “Trello” 

was mentioned which is a digital software where the participants can assign tasks, create to-do 

lists etc. This was mentioned in the context of internal communication since they, as mentioned 

in the previous quote, need to know what is going on, and what to focus on. The importance of 

“prioritizing” as a start-up came up in multiple contexts, and this also strengthens the 

importance of working efficiently. 

“I use Trello as a tool. Every time I've had a discussion (with a potential partner), I put the 

information there so everybody in the team can see it. And so you can go back and read what 
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was it that we talked about, or what was it that we emailed about? And also putting deadlines 

there.” (Director – sales development) 

4.3.2 External communication 

Regarding external communication, and how they use communication with the potential 

partners, there is a lot of different aspects that were found during the interviews. The first 

contact differs slightly between the interviewees. However, an interesting finding was how 

LinkedIn was used to build credibility to the potential partner in the point of the first contact by 

the director of sales development. The idea was that by going into the LinkedIn profile page of 

the people she intends to contact, they will receive a notification saying she visited their profile. 

This would then lead to them visiting her profile back out of curiosity, resulting in increased 

credibility because of seeing her previous experience and background in the industry. 

“I try to find the right people who could be interested within the companies to find the right 

people to contact. If it's multiple people, I usually go in and check their LinkedIn, and so on, so 

they can check my LinkedIn. And then my background would also help to build credibility” 

(Director – Sales development) 

Furthermore, the first contact was also different in terms of means of communication. Some 

people used cold calling, some used email, some wrote emails and followed up with a call. 

Although emailing was the dominant means of communication for the initial contact with 

partners, concerns were expressed with the issue of non-response. People had the feeling it was 

down prioritized sometimes and preferred to follow up with a call to discuss further.  

The regional manager expressed how this is different depending on the stage of the relationship 

they are in. If communicating with a potential partner with ongoing dialogue, calling might 

contribute to building relational bonds, which was assumed to be positive. Moreover, she 

mentioned that calling also helped with understanding since the tonality is different. It was also 

proven to reduce mistakes in communication. Furthermore, as mentioned previously, the 

regional manager said that the salesperson should be authentic, real and service-minded. This 

was seen as very important in building personal relationships, and this was much easier over 

the phone or meeting in person rather than over email conversations. Below are quotes from 

three of the interviewees regarding their means of communication.  

“I usually try to email first, so they can get information about who we are, who I am, what we 

do, and then try to get the meeting with them.” (Director – Sales development) 

“I use email. And I call them when they don't answer. I think it's always too, not just email, I 

try to call them too.” (Regional manager) 

“I mean, it kind of starts with either a cold call or just an email letting them know, Hey, this is 

us. And then you follow up on that (…).” (Marketer) 

Another finding in connection to external communication was about how they worked to keep 

the partners continuously informed and updated about the progress in the company, the 

development of their products and team. The reason was to maintain the relationships by giving 

a professional and serious impression and involving them as much as possible. Multiple 
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respondents talked about this, e.g., the CEO, regional manager in china, and the product 

development specialist, who said this was important at least once a month, but rather more often 

than that. The Product development engineer said updates to potential customers were 

approximately twice a month or at least every month. 

“And, you know, it’s very important to have regular updates about the progress, the 

development, both on the outcome of business and also the team. The new project, the kind of 

news happening, and this is very important, I think we have been improving that quite a lot. 

You know, regularly update monthly basis.” (CEO and Founder) 

“Maybe, like, once every two weeks, or once every month? Then it’s good to have a meeting or 

so. It depends of course what kind of project it is.[…] But if you have an update or something, 

it's very good to schedule a meeting, just to have some interaction or sending some emails. So 

you keep them warm.” (Product development engineer) 

As previously mentioned, external communication was a highly mentioned subject, and its 

importance was well argued for. Partly because of its very varied nature. Creating digital 

content is also a form of communicating with external partners, and here the emphasis was put 

on building a credible impression. The respondents who talked about this were mostly the 

director for sales development and the marketer. The director for end-use development 

mentioned the importance of building a website and consider who will read it. They tried to 

make the information on the website easy to understand and not going into too deep detail. This 

was supported by the marketer as well that claimed that, while creating digital content on the 

website or LinkedIn, she tried to take their perspective, and consider what they wanted to see, 

and who will see it. 

“But I'm focusing more on brand owners, but also the consumers so to speak. Raising 

awareness and trying to explain what is, for example, sustainable forest, what are the Nordics 

doing differently about certifying where the paper and these fibres come from and so on”. 

(Digital marketer)  

More emphasis was put on the importance of thinking about the receiver of the information. If 

it is simply to create interest on the website or social media, a basic understanding was enough. 

But in meetings with compounders or other people who are going to use their material, they 

would need to go into higher detail. They said that this differs radically from investors wanting 

to hear about everything in very general terms, to very detailed descriptions and discussions 

with representatives from compounders for example.  

 

“So you don't have to be like, technical like plastic nerd specific, knowing all the data (on the 

website), but on high level, you can see, okay, this is something I can see that can be used. But 

then we also have the communication for those technical people that are actually going to do 

the compounding with this material or so on. So you need to have communication both written 

like, yeah, on different levels, depending on who you're going to target.” (Director – Sales 

development) 
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4.3.3 Discussion 

The Case Company undoubtedly considers communication with both internal and external 

actors being an important determinant in establishing relationships. As this theme clearly falls 

under the bigger term “communication” it is relevant to discuss this in relation to how 

relationships can be established efficiently according to literature. It is mentioned previously in 

this thesis that communication builds both trust and commitment from business partners if done 

right, which in turn increases the chances of a business relationship being established (Ellis, 

2011). This suggests that The Case Company’s strong emphasis on communication are well in 

line with literature in this regard. 

One thing that was identified from the interviews was how, each time communication was 

mentioned regardless of participants, they emphasized keeping partners up to date with the 

progress in the company, and how they worked with e.g., the product development. The CEO 

and Founder mentioned that monthly updates are important to keep the partners up to date with 

company-related progress, and the Product development engineer said that it is good to have 

regular updates approximately once or twice a month with potential partners, depending on the 

business relationship. This can be related to communication intensity, where Kasheer, (2015) 

said that communication intensity has a positive impact on trust between business partners.  

The type of communication that The Case Company used had a strong focus on functional 

aspects. For example, the director for sales development mentioned how the right competence 

needs to be in the meetings with potential partners so that they could give the right information 

about the technical details. The product development engineer mentioned how it is important 

to “keep them (the potential partners) warm” by sending continuous updates and having 

continuous communication to keeping them up to date often, and the CEO emphasized the 

importance of keeping partners updated in terms of product development, company progress, 

and team updates, in order to build relationships. All these examples indicate that the focus of 

the communication with potential partners are in line with Graça et al. (2016), who claims that 

companies in developed countries tend to take a cognitive approach when evaluating business 

relationships. This means companies in developed countries such as in the Nordics seek the 

best, newest, and most useful technologies, transparency in information, and top performance 

parameters, rather than psychological aspects that are more occurring in emerging countries. 

Assuming that focusing on functional aspects in the communication is a sign of the quality of 

communication for The Case Company. Arguably, this also speaks for a higher chance of 

establishing business relationships as Graça et al. (2016) claim that quality of communication 

boosts overall efficiency and organizational performance. So the type of communication that 

The Case Company uses seems to be aligned with the view of Graça et al. (2016). However, 

having an emotional bond might also help to establish business relationships. Stanko et al. 

(2007) recommend firms to create and foster certain behaviours of emotional intensity in the 

business relationships and even integrate this into the firm's external communication strategy 

since this increases commitment and boosts sales. Overall, The Case Company focuses mostly 

on functional aspects in the communication, but does also integrate elements of emotion and 

social connection into the relationship. Sending Christmas cards can bring those elements of 

social connection and emotion to the business relationship.  
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Furthermore, another finding was how they did not seem to have a common strategy for the 

medium of communication in different scenarios. The different interviewees tend to do as they 

wish when they contact potential business partners. However, most interviewees seemed to use 

email for the first contact, for different reasons. The director for sales development sent an 

email partly because it is easy to get the information across, and the email signature would help 

the receiver of the email to understand what their business is about. Other interviewees 

mentioned how it was to introduce the business proposition in a clear manner. Emailing as a 

first contact also goes in line with what Anders et al. (2020) suggest in their article. They claim 

that the preferred way to be contacted for the first time by a salesperson is by email due to 

various reasons. The information processing is easier since the receiver can process the 

information by themselves without disturbances or interruptions. An answer can also be 

thoroughly thought through before responding as well which is perceived as advantageous. In 

sum, literature suggests that different scenarios call for different mediums of communication. 

However, as briefly touched upon, a set strategy for how to deal with communication seems to 

be missing in the company. The marketer said that either a cold call or an email was a common 

method for contacting in the initial stage. While talking over the phone is advantageous on 

some occasions such as building relationships, it is more useful in a slightly later stage of the 

relationship than the very first contact.  

4.4 Mutual benefits 

Mutual benefits refer both to the way The Case Company decides on which partners to contact 

and collaborates with them to further develop and adapt the product to their specific needs. A 

summary of the themes within the element “mutual benefits” are seen in Table 5Table 4 below. 

Basic codes Organised themes 

Functional alignment 
Selecting partners 

Strategic alignment 

Understand the customer 

Customer orientation Adapt to customer needs 

Create customer needs 

Cooperation 

Sharing R&D 
Mutual benefits 

Path for product development 

Iterations in product development 

Table 5 - A summary of the themes belonging to the element “mutual benefits”. 

4.4.1 Selecting partners 

Another aspect The Case Company took into consideration while trying to increase their 

chances of establishing a partnership was putting some effort into prioritizing and thinking 

about which companies to target with the initial contact. As expressed by the director for sales 

development, it is important that everyone helps each other out because of limited resources, 

hence prioritizing is important. 
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From the interviews, we could identify two main areas which together build up the theme of 

partner selection, which are functional alignment and strategic alignment. Functional aspects 

that they take into consideration while searching for companies to contact are businesses within 

plastic-intensive industries. Mentioned are e.g., companies in the furniture, automotive, 

electronic, household goods, and toy industry, due to the big usage of plastic products in their 

operations. Some industries are not prioritized at this moment, due to timing issues. One 

example mentioned is food applications since that requires certain certifications in order to be 

approved for usage. 

“We are focused on contacting brands within construction because we know that a lot of 

plastics are being used [in construction]. The applications demanded for the material fit our 

product offering as it is now, and they use big volumes.” (Director – Sales development) 

Based on the different interviews, the strategies while contacting plastic compounders directly 

seem to differ depending on who contacts. The regional manager uses the strategy of solely 

focusing on compounders that have experience in compounding other types of bioplastics from 

before since the collaboration will run more smoothly in terms of communication. For example, 

they explain that it is much easier since they already know some things on how to handle 

bioplastics. 

“You know, in Sweden, and in Europe, there are a few of this kind of special compounders. So, 

if you reach out to a company that has no experience with this type of materials, it will take 

time to work your way into the company. But because this type of compounders has the 

experience, you’ll be talking in the same language, you're talking the same frequency, so it's 

easy to get contact, and they understand what you mean.” (Regional manager) 

Meanwhile, the director for sales development seems to use another strategy. She sends requests 

to many brands simultaneously, since non-response is common. Using this strategy, she claims 

that some will agree to hear more, and a few will decide to go into trials and testing. So the 

quantity of many compounders will yield a few that agrees to collaborate.  

“That's also why I start like reaching out to a lot of different brands. And then some of them 

will answer some of them would agree to a meeting and some of them would do testing, (like a 

funnel). But that's always you need to reach out to a big portion.” (Director – Sales 

development) 

Moreover, another functional aspect that is taken into consideration is the size of the companies 

they reach out to. The reasons are many, e.g., that bigger companies will have the resources to 

invest and collaborate. Furthermore, companies have different organizational structures, which 

will have an effect on the easiness of the collaboration. The respondents claimed that bigger 

companies implied bigger hidden efforts e.g., agreeing on non-disclosure agreements, while 

smaller companies had less complexity in the communication. Another issue identified in 

bigger companies was regarding the contact person. Smaller companies offered fewer options, 

and it was generally easier to find the right person, while it was more difficult in bigger 

companies. 
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“Partnering with big companies on a global level, it's more NDAs, more keeping information 

secret, and not sharing too much. Smaller companies, and especially one of the ones I talked 

to, I talked to the CEO. He knows what he can share and what he cant share. And when he's 

open and sharing, and yeah, transparent in what they've done, what they've tested, like, long 

experience within the plastic industry, and so on, it's just a perfect match.” (Director –Sales 

development) 

 

Furthermore, the second aspect mentioned often is that they use as criteria to prioritize which 

companies to contact was the strategic alignment. They claimed that if they find companies that 

have clear green values and share similar values with them, there is a bigger chance that they 

want to collaborate in the task of making the world more sustainable. Here, the marketer stated 

that he typically focuses on Nordic brand owners. The idea behind this is that it might help them 

gain access since they might feel some sort of obligation, or that they feel patriotic in a sense 

to support a Swedish company. He continuously mentioned that brand owners in the Nordics 

tend to be more engaged in the sustainability area than the rest of the world, so it is easier to 

get a foot in the market that is already prioritizing sustainability-related aspects. 

“But most importantly, are more aligned on your strategic agenda, you have a common interest, 

you want to solve the problem we are facing, and your customers are facing. That's the basic 

ground again. It is when you have a common interest together, you're able to find a solution 

together.” (CEO and Founder) 

Similarly, bigger well-established companies might have goals to become more sustainable, 

and these companies are also interesting for The Case Company to reach out to. During the 

interviews, it was said that if the potential partners explicitly have sustainability as corporate 

goals, the chances are much higher that they want to address the plastic issues in their company 

and ultimately accept a collaboration with The Case Company.  

“We know that some big brands have really high set goals, they have goals set for 2030 to be 

Fossil Free.” (Director – Sales development) 

4.4.2 Customer orientation 

Inside customer orientation, three things that are interrelated to each other have been identified. 

First, understanding the customer is a key factor to be able to provide the best product. 

“A customer doesn't want to just be sold anything, they want you to actually listen to their 

problem. And find a solution to that problem, or find, you know, so I guess it's just about 

listening, understanding and asking questions.” (Marketer)  

Secondly, adapting to those needs is the way forward. Tailoring the product to their specific 

needs by making adaptations to a rather standardized product. Finally, creating those needs is 

an argument that was strengthened by the regional manager. 

“Yeah, in this company, they have a traditional way to use bamboo. And then we create the 

needs that you might use modified wood fibres that can enhance the mechanical properties. So 

they didn't have this track in their business. But now they start to think about it. Then we have 

created a need for them.” (Regional manager)  
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4.4.3 Sharing research and development 

The argument that both The Case Company and the potential partner work together to develop 

the product towards tailoring it specifically for the partner’s needs. This is a crucial aspect to 

understand the value proposition of The Case Company. The company aims at working closely 

together with the partner company and does not simply provide a standardised product. This 

implies more flexibility, and through development, the product can achieve higher standards 

and become even more useful for the adopter.  

“So, by working and collaborating with other partners, and using their capabilities and 

expertise, and knowledge, you can actually combine and create, you know, for develop 

products, find new areas of use. So, I think cooperation is very important. And, and, you know, 

both developing innovations and commercializing them.” (Marketer) 

The director of sales development mentioned that it is important that the other company is 

willing to share their knowledge and do testing of the product along with The Case Company.  

“Somebody who does the development together with us and share their knowledge experience 

from before and the knowledge and want to test and develop together with us.” (Director – 

Sales development) 

In order ensure that the product meets certain criteria and standards, testing is required. The 

product development engineer mentioned that testing can be done either by The Case Company 

or by the company interested in the product. In some instances, this task can even be splitten 

between both parties.  

“And they are kind of able to select a product based on the testing results, so to say, so some 

of the tests can be performed by either them or by us, but usually, it's some kind of, I do one 

part and the partners do another part. So it depends a bit on the what, what's the purpose with 

the testing, so to see.” (Product development engineer) 

Moreover, the product at the moment of the research was in the early stages of development, 

and in order to be used in a wide range of industries, further research and development are 

needed. Different industries have different requirements in terms of durability, hardness, 

stiffness and even certifications needed for the product to be implemented by the partner 

company. Therefore, there are different paths that the product development can take, depending 

on what the application area will be.  

“They (potential partners) could influence my development work if we need to go in a certain 

direction. […] And then we can, my development can kind of be more leaning towards that 

direction based on their needs. So of course, they influence how I work.” (Product development 

engineer) 

Since the product can take different paths, iterations are required in order to achieve an 

acceptable quality of the final product and to ensure that the requirements are met.  

“It's called iteration process in innovation. It's like an iteration process that is quite known. It's 

like you, you have material, and you have a base interest you have put the time, you do the ones, 
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you get feedback, and you're modified to twice, a couple of times, you can refine.” (CEO and 

Founder) 

Other aspects that were emphasized by several interviewees are both the cooperation and the 

mutual benefits aspects. By providing a product that is inclusive in the supply chain, The Case 

Company does not outcompete existing actors and instead provides value to everyone in the 

value chain. Moreover, they offer opportunities to declining industries such as the wood or 

paper industry.  

4.4.4 Discussion 

Sharing research and development was pointed out by several of the interviewees. What makes 

this aspect interesting is the effect it has both on The Case Company and the potential partner. 

On the one hand, the end goal of the efforts in product development is to achieve high quality 

and high performing product that meets the requirements of the potential partner. Requirements 

and specifications are industry-dependent, therefore, joining efforts with a company that 

operates in the industry along with a company that understands the product can yield the desired 

end product. Having a product that is developed jointly, allows the potential partner of The 

Case Company to adjust more parameters and understand better the behaviour and functioning 

of the product. This understanding can be applied further down the line during the production 

or scaling phase of the development. On the other hand, partnering up with a company that has 

the expertise and the resources needed to develop and test the product does benefit The Case 

Company. Since they are a small start-up, resources are scarce, and as the CEO and Founder 

mentioned in his interview, partnering with companies that have these resources is highly 

beneficial for them. This situation, therefore, becomes a win-win situation, a crucial aspect to 

build long-lasting relationships according to Ellis (2011) and build commitment from both 

parties involved (Schilling, 2013). Moreover, this development is closely related to the product-

related value of long-term relationships outlined by Ulaga and Eggert (2001). 

Another interesting aspect of The Case Company’s value proposition is the ability to be 

included in any company’s supply chain, where they do not outcompete or replace existing 

actors, but instead, they work together with them. The consequences this could potentially have 

on the potential partner are related to confidence benefits, mentioned by Gil-Saura et al. (2020).  

and Henning-Thurau et al.  (2002). By eliminating the need of changing the entire supply chain, 

the risk of adopting the product provided by The Case Company is lowered. Also, the rest of 

the supply chain will feel more comfortable working with The Case Company and maintaining 

the relationships with their previous partners since they will not feel threatened by the presence 

of The Case Company and could potentially see this addition as a way of expanding their 

business and creating new revenue streams or partnering up with new companies.    

Coming back to customer needs, one finding mentioned by the regional manager was the fact 

that The Case Company does, on some occasions, create the needs in potential partners. The 

way to do this is to explain the benefits that their product has over other existing products or 

solutions in the market that the company has already tried in the past and has not succeeded. 

While for some this might be interpreted as a way of fulfilling customer needs better than the 

competitors, the fact that the interviewee did not mention this but instead emphasized The Case 

Company creating those needs makes it an interesting finding. By creating these needs, The 
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Case Company does show a deep understanding of both the industry where the company 

operates, the different standards and requirements of the industry and the existing competitors 

present in the market. Usually, The Case Company is the one approaching potential partners, 

which shows proactiveness and can result in a personal relationship that could have 

psychological benefits (Ulaga and Eggert, 2001). Moreover, since the product could potentially 

be a better fit for the company, it brings product-related advantages, and the relationship could 

be strategically interesting for the potential partner since it can help them achieve long-term 

goals related to sustainability.  

Finally, working together towards a common goal, i.e., developing the product to an extent 

where it meets the needs and requirements, can positively impact the commitment of both 

parties. Since both companies show a willingness to work together and overcome different 

challenges that could happen in this phase, commitment can be built. Nevertheless, the potential 

negative consequences of an unsuccessful development of the product, that does not meet the 

specifications will imply that the companies will not be able to establish the relationship, at 

least until the product is in a development stage where it is useful for the potential partner. 

Moreover, in order to establish business relationships, the employees at The Case Company 

had different strategies when contacting those potential partners. There was no common 

strategy or approach, instead, it depended on each individual. The characteristics that the 

companies had to satisfy were different depending on who was in charge of contacting. While 

some took into consideration the size of the companies, other employees were more focused on 

their previous experience or even the location of those companies, i.e., Nordics. There are two 

potential reasons why there are different strategies in place when contacting potential 

companies. On the one hand, there might have been some kind of internal agreement where 

everyone contacts the companies that he or she believes are the most fruitful, easy to contact 

and reach and can bring the most benefits to the case company. This would be an appropriate 

strategy since everyone is contacting companies that lie in different parts of the value chain, 

and therefore, they are the ones with the highest expertise in the field and can make the best 

and most educated decisions. On the other hand, everyone is following their own ideas and 

instincts, and there has not been an agreement on what specifications or characteristics those 

companies must satisfy. Therefore, everyone has created their own set of ideas and 

characteristics that those companies must have in order to be contacted. This would mean that 

there is some misalignment inside The Case Company when it comes to approaching potential 

partners.  

Despite the reasoning behind the different approaches, all the specifications that the different 

employees take into consideration in order to approach another company seem to be valid. For 

instance, a larger company with more resources will bring the case company the ability to 

perform more trials and, if the relationship moves forward, big scaling will mark a major 

milestone in the development of the case company. The location of the company could affect 

how they perceive the urgency of switching to a more sustainable material. While there might 

already be some traction in the Nordics, in other parts of the world the need for this change is 

not as present and, therefore, companies based in those countries will, most likely, not show 

the same interest. When it comes to plastic compounders, contacting those who have had 

experience with bioplastics can allow the case company to start trials more smoothly and faster.  
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4.5 Long-term perspective 

From the interviews it was identified that long-term perspective was preferred in terms of the 

length of the business relationship. To achieve this, The Case Company worked towards 

building the relationships, creating brand awareness and building reputation. A summary of the 

themes within the element “long-term perspective” are seen in Table 6Table 4 below. 

Basic codes Organised themes 

Potential of the relationship 

Building the relationship 
Sales funnel 

Multiple layer relationship 

Benefits for other companies 

Attend fairs 

Creating brand awareness 
Word of mouth 

Exposure 

Advocate 

Be reposnsive 
Building reputation 

Ethical and decent 

Table 6 - A summary of the themes belonging to the element “long-term perspective”. 

4.5.1 Building the relationship 

This theme refers to the focus on the long-term that The Case Company has when it comes to 

establishing relationships with potential partners and establishing their brand in the sustainable 

materials industry. From our interviews, it was clear that the end goal of the partnerships was 

to make the first sale and maintain that relationship for the long-term. Most of the interviewees 

acknowledge that long-term relationships would be more fruitful for the company than having 

short-term relationships.  

“The partnership can be recurring, and things can happen several times. Short-term might only 

happen once and long-term brings more value.” (CEO and Founder) 

“And so, it's good to have someone that is, you know, continuously doing business and, and as 

I mentioned before, like being our reference in the market, and that they will, in the end sell for 

us. So, we don't even need to put so much effort in, in marketing. And so, yeah, so building a 

long-lasting relationship.” (Director – Sales development) 

But first, these relationships must be established. This is the current stage of the company, and 

most of their efforts are put into contacting brands and moving from prospect to customer. This 

process is not straightforward and involves different people from both companies. However, 

the main stages of moving forward with the relationship were explained by the CEO and 

Founder. First, contact is made between the two companies, and an initial meeting is booked. 

Then, if there is interest from the partner company, trials would start. These trials would allow 

the potential partner to test the product against certain standards. Moreover, it would allow 
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seeing how production would be before going into the next stage. The following phase is the 

production stage, where a larger volume of the product is used. The length of the above-

mentioned phases varies depending on the partner and the number of trials, feedbacks and 

adaptations required to reach the desired quality and characteristics of the product. Therefore, 

collaboration becomes a key aspect when trying to move the relationship forward.  

The CEO and Founder also mentioned that in order for the relationship to be successful, 

relationships at different levels of the companies need to occur. 

“And also build relationships on multiple levels not just on one level, you have or C-level 

relationships, you have the on the floor relationships, yes.” (Marketer) 

Other aspects relevant when contacting the companies and establishing the relationship are the 

potential of the relationship and the benefits it can bring to the partner company.  

4.5.2 Creating brand awareness 

There are several strategies that The Case Company has undertaken in order to create brand 

awareness and establish their brand on the market. From building a website to rebranding their 

new product, by creating a clear mission and vision statements. One of the strategies where the 

company can become more visible and meet other players in the market and potential partner 

is through the attendance of fairs. 

“But I think like meeting people in person when that's possible, and to be at those fairs […] like 

being out the biggest fairs when it comes to the plastic industry, compounding fairs, plastic 

fairs and so on. To (let them) know that we are there, to talk to people in person, to show what 

we have, and what we can do.” (Director – Sales development) 

Other strategies that could increase brand awareness are not that easily achievable. One of the 

most interesting ones was brought up by the marketer. Once the relationship is established, a 

way for The Case Company to gain recognition in the market would be by having the partner 

be an advocate. What this would mean is to publicly announce this business relationship. 

“I guess a good partner would be somebody who has a lot of exposure and can offer a lot of 

exposure. So a big, well-known brand owner who has a lot of products that a lot of people buy, 

or maybe it's a brand owner that has premium products, but you'd like something like that 

would be good to be associated with. And then also, if they would have a press statement saying, 

we're now working more sustainably with (The Case Company) or something like that, you 

know, that would be pretty awesome.” (Marketer) 

4.5.3 Building Reputation 

By adhering to some standards, that come in the form of ethical standards when it comes to 

production and distribution, how relationships and partners are treated throughout the process 

of establishing the relationship and after that, The Case Company aims at creating a brand 

reputation. One of the end goals of building this reputation is for other companies to associate 

the brand automatically with certain standards, e.g., quality, ethical.  
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“Of course, the company, we follow, you know, good standards, like, we have our routines, you 

know, we have NDAs, we have contracts, we pay in time, we are in decent, we are responsive. 

Yeah, I think that we follow the good ethics of being a company. And that's very important” 

(CEO and Founder) 

4.5.4 Discussion 

Long-term relationships are considered by the employees of The Case Company as the 

preferred kind of business relationships over short-term. The reason for this has to do with long-

term profitability and the ability to do business repeatedly with the same company, instead of 

having just one sale per company, which would imply high use of resources to make one single 

sale. Therefore, the main goal of long-term relationships is no other than long-term profitability.  

Trust is one of the main elements when it comes to relationship building in Business-to-

Business markets. The relationship between trust and long-term relationships was not explicitly 

mentioned by any of the interviews. However, certain actions that they carry out with the 

objective of having long-term relationships can be identified. While these actions were brought 

up in a context where the goal was simply to create brand awareness, the same actions can play 

a role in building trust with potential and actual partners. Creating a brand and establishing it 

in the market, being recognizable by a set of goals and values, having other companies talk 

positively about the brand can create brand awareness. All of these measures will allow other 

companies in the market to recognize this company and automatically associate this brand with 

certain characteristics and values. As mentioned by the CEO and Founder being ethical and 

decent are important attributes that The Case Company wants to be associated with. Therefore, 

whenever they are in negotiations with a potential partner will stick to these principles. This 

does portray an image of a professional and dedicated company, that follows certain standards 

and that can be trusted as a supplier and deserves to be included in an existing supply chain. 

Therefore, while the mentioned objective of this set of activities can be to create brand 

awareness it is also the very first step in building a reputation and building trust among potential 

partners.  

Another potential aspect of building brand awareness and a positive reputation among their 

customers is that, potentially, they will talk about The Case Company to other companies, 

expanding the reach of The Case Company via word of mouth. This would have positive effects 

on The Case Company since it could allow them to get contacted by a larger number of 

businesses. Moreover, these businesses would already have an opinion and a reference of The 

Case Company, which could potentially make it easier to establish a relationship and work 

together. Therefore, word of mouth could reduce the efforts needed in marketing from The Case 

Company.  

If the actions aimed at building brand awareness are also considered to be building trust, we 

could assume that, then, trust will help in creating strong and long-lasting relationships. This is 

in line with Theron et al. (2013), that discuss how trust and commitment can help in building 

long-term relationships.  

One of the most interesting findings from the interviews has to do with creating personal bonds 

with the other company and especially with who and how these personal relationships are built. 
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While Schilling (2013) discusses how after some time, the weight of creating personal 

relationships lies in the buyer side rather than in the supplier side in the initial stages of the 

relationship, the supplier has to make maximum efforts at making successful relationships. The 

Case Company is highly invested in establishing personal relationships with the goal of having 

a long-term relationship. But as the CEO and Founder mentioned, the goal is to build personal 

relationships at a wide range of levels, ranging from C-suite level to floor level, and everything 

in between. This ensures that no matter the seniority level, or even department, someone has 

been in touch with The Case Company and has been able to establish a personal relationship 

with an employee. This will make switching to a new supplier an even harder task. If trust is 

built throughout the organization, at all levels, and there is easy and smooth communication 

between both sides, the potential customer will be more reluctant to change supplier since this 

level of interaction is not easily achieved.   

Finally, something brought up during our interviews has to do with the potential of the 

relationship and what benefits that particular relationship can bring both to The Case Company 

and the potential customer. While these aspects are not actions directly related to the 

establishment and maintenance of a long-term relationship, they are related to the resources, 

e.g. time, effort or money, that both of the companies are willing to invest to ensure the 

fruitfulness of the relationship. As mentioned during the interviews, prioritizing is relevant, 

especially when of small size. Therefore, the higher value relationships will be prioritized and 

handled faster and more efficiently.   

4.6 Customer service 

Intervieweing the participants in The Case Company did not render findings that spoke for 

having a common customer strategy among the employees. A summary of the themes within 

the element “customer service” are seen in Table 7 below. 

Basic codes Organised themes 

Customer service not urgent 
Lacking strategy 

Different ways of working  

Table 7 - A summary of the themes belonging to the element “customer service”. 

4.6.1 Lacking strategy 

When asked about customer service, it was noted by all the interviewees that The Case 

Company does not have customer service at the moment. It was clear that now, customer service 

was not seen as a crucial aspect to develop a competitive advantage for the company, mainly 

because the first sale has not yet been done. All the efforts are currently made towards this 

objective and creating a customer service strategy that everyone should adhere to is left aside. 

Another consequence of not having a customer service strategy or company policy regarding 

this topic present is that there is a clear misalignment among the employees of what customer 

service represents. This implies that when actions that would be considered under the umbrella 

of customer service are taken by different people in the team, these actions are approached in 

different ways, as presented in the quotes below.  
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“He's going to build out the customer service. And that would be our primary focus with core 

technical sales, basically. And so this is something where we are building up.” (CEO and 

Founder) 

“So actually, I mean, we don't have this open strategy. So, (the Director-Sales development) 

has long-term experiencing with brand owners in her previous job. So, so we have not discussed 

this strategy, you know, special, specific in this way?” (Regional Manager)  

“I actually haven't heard of anything about that. Maybe there is, maybe there's not, maybe it's 

something that we're working with. But I haven't seen or heard any like strategy how to reach 

out or building relationships.” (Product Development engineer) 

“I'm not really aware of it as any such strategy exists. But I also there's not like a customer 

service division, but there isn't really a need, I would say either. For a large focus on customer 

service, I mean, I think Customer Service is built into the product itself. But there isn't really 

any, like aftermarket customer needs to say. At least not and that I'm aware of.” (Marketer) 

“No, not yet. But that will be of course, later on when we were in production and have more 

customers? And of course, I would base it on both like how do you treat existing customers 

associate the ones buying again, to keep that and have that as a good service? reaching out to 

them every now and then. And? And then. Yeah, making sure you handle deliveries, 

communication, again, that it should be on a good level. communicative.” (Director – Sales 

development) 

“No, I'm not I'm not sure if they are thinking that far. Like the focus now is, is really in the 

beginning to get the first customers that I'm sure they will have a strategy for that.” (Digital 

marketer) 

“We don't really have any customer service, it is more about potential customers at the 

moment” (Material expert) 

4.6.2 Discussion 

The sixth element is customer service. One of the most interesting findings in this element has 

to do with the lack of a clear customer service strategy inside the company, and how all the 

different employees interviewed are aligned on this. All of them agree with the lack of strategy 

at the moment, emphasizing that it is not something that they are currently working on. The 

main reason why customer service is not currently on their priority list is because they believe 

that this comes later in the process, once the relationship has been established, once they have 

made their first sale. This is in line with Ellis (2011), who believes that customer service is 

more relevant in mainting already established business relationships. Therefore, as mentioned 

during the interviews, all of their efforts are put in two different aspects. On the one hand, in 

contacting potential partners to whom they can sell their product. On the other hand, in further 

developing the product, both internally through their own research and development and along 

with these potential partners. The main goal of investing resources in continuously developing 

the product further is to achieve a better solution, with better specifications and characteristics, 

and that can be applied to a wider range of industries.  
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The fact that the employees have a common belief that The Case Company does not have a 

customer service strategy does not necessarily imply that there are no activities carried out at 

the moment that would fall under this category. This lack of clear strategy and guidelines is 

causing the different employees to adopt different approaches when it comes to actions related 

to customer service, potentially impacting the image of the company, portraying an image of a 

poorly aligned company that lacks a common strategy to which the employees stick to.  

According to some scholars (Andrasaki and Novack, 1996; Daugherty et al., 1998), two main 

components of customer service exist, logistic performance and communicative skills. The 

Case Company already undertakes actions that could be categorized under any of these two 

above-mentioned components of customer service. For instance, the product still needs to be 

tested before upsacaling. Therefore, while at a small scale, logistic performance is already 

playing a part in the relationship. The potential implications of late deliveries without being 

communicated could hinder the establishment of the relationship. Here is where the second 

element plays its part, communication. This aspect was highlighted during all of the interviews 

as one important element that was always considered.  

Moreover, the service-dominant logic is customer-centric and aims at sharing learnings with 

customers and adapting to the changing needs of the consumers (Sheth and Parvatlyar, 1995; 

Vargo and Lusch, 2004). These aspects were brought up during our interviews and were clear 

that The Case Company strives for tailoring their product to the specific needs of every potential 

partner and believes that the way forward is sharing knowledge and information among 

different potential partners.  

Therefore, there are various scenarios for why the employees of The Case Company believed 

that they are not doing anything related to customer service, while some of their actions can be 

categorized as customer service. The employees might have a different conception of what 

customer service entails or they might not be aware of all the different actions that can be 

considered as customer service. While it might be just an issue with how to name or categorize 

different actions, not understanding that they should be part of a customer service strategy can 

potentially have negative effects. In a study by Wouters (2004), it is mentioned how customer 

service is the basis for a competitive advantage, and that a great majority of the companies that 

took part in the study do build their competitive advantage on their customer service. Therefore, 

not having a clear strategy and an internal alignment on how to approach customer service, and 

all the actions that are included in this category, can portray a negative image of The Case 

Company and can potentially damage its reputation.  

4.7 Additional findings 

This thesis has analysed how The Case Company works in order to establish business 

relationships through the lens of the six elements by Ellis (2011). We believe it is relevant to 

highlight a certain significantly important finding that was identified during the data collection 

process and can be seen as an additional contribution to what suited naturally into any of the 

six elements. Since the interview guide was developed in an attempt to extract as much fruitful 

data as possible in connection to the six elements by Ellis (2011), reoccurring data that falls 

outside these elements is arguably notable. 
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The identified finding which we could not find in the literature for established companies was 

the considerable importance and emphasis on prioritizing in different parts of their operations. 

For example, while doing product development they seem to focus on satisfying the customer 

needs to a high degree. The product development engineer described how the product 

development works in their company, and it was mainly just testing different scenarios and 

following certain methodologies to familiarize themselves with their innovation or product and 

its behaviour. But in cases where there was a dialogue with potential customers, the product 

development shifted focus into that instead. 

“I have a lot of established methodologies which I follow. Both when it comes to like, basically 

testing of certain things (their innovation), I mean, there are very clear standards you need to 

follow. But then, of course, we aim to reach the customers or what their needs are.” (Product 

development engineer). 

Prioritizing on another context was described by the product development engineer when 

talking about her experience in differences between successful and unsuccessful business 

relationships in the past. It was then mentioned the difficulty in addressing certain tasks, simply 

because other things were more urgent, or “low hanging fruit”. The situation, how the product 

development engineer described it, was that neither The Case Company nor the potential 

customer had this prioritized, so the communication and dedication became very poor, and it 

did not result in a successful business relationship. 

“So, it was like a new material from our side, so it was like a bit a new and on the side because 

we haven't worked with those materials before. So, it was more a way to see if this was a 

possibility to expand our technology. And I think from our side that’s why it wasn't such a high 

priority (…) so I think that's the main reason, that it was so new material and then was pushed 

aside. Other needs were more urgent and had more potential, as we see it.” (Product 

development engineer). 

This can be complemented with the director of sales development, who said that they as a start-

up, simply must deal with this since they are small and have limited resources which they have 

to prioritize to the most urgent situations and tasks. The material expert also mentioned they 

prioritize, since they aim at going to market very soon and should therefore focus on potential 

business partners that operate in sectors that do not require certain certifications to be able to 

produce products. An example he mentioned was the food industry, where materials are 

required to undergo certification processes to ensure no harmful chemicals gets extracted from 

the material into the food and ultimately the human. 

“…if I were having this role and working with contacting different brands, I will probably work 

with 10 different people, teams that could do different product development for me […] of 

course, you can do more multiple things at the same time in a big company if you have the 

resources for that. And different people that focus on different like industries or applications 

or so on.” (Director – Sales development) 

“…we want to prioritize because as you know, we need to reach the market very soon. So 

definitely we consider what prioritize applications are easier since we need fewer certifications, 
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we can therefore start to sustain our economy as soon as possible. So yeah, absolutely. But that 

doesn't prevent us from starting dialogues, and so on. (Material expert) 

The CEO and Founder also mentioned that prioritizing among potential customers is very 

important because otherwise queueing will happen, which sends a bad signal to the potential 

customer due to inertia for example. Therefore, they seem to put a lot of emphasis on picking 

customers that are aligned with them strategically, which has also been discussed in previous 

chapters.  

“I mean the top partnership, or a top customer is always prioritized. And I think once you have 

alignment in your business agenda, you will commit. The only limit is of course your resources 

which can be limiting and result in queues.” (CEO and Founder). 

It is clear that as a start-up with limited resources prioritizing is a requirement. As the director 

of sales development mentioned during her interview, limited resources require establishing 

priorities. This does not happen to the same extent in big corporations that have the resources 

to divide their employees into departments and focus on multiple things at the same time.  

“You can do more multiple things at the same time in a big company if you have the resources 

for that. And different people that focus on different industries or applications or so on. For 

us is of course, really, really limited. So we really need to focus where it's the most potential 

when it comes to volumes, but also branding, because also getting those first getting the first 

customers are the hardest, like, get the first ones to test which you have now and then get 

them to test for a second trial and hopefully, buy in, because then you can also use them as a 

reference case.“ (Director – Sales development) 

4.7.1 Discussion 

Due to their size in terms of e.g., employees, The Case Company typically work more transverse 

across functions in the company compared to established companies, and roles are overlapping 

more. The average contribution from each person in relation to the overall performance of the 

firm is also likely higher for start-ups compared to established firms. This might explain the 

significant importance The Case Company puts on prioritizing and working efficiently.  

Prioritizing seems important for The Case Company in different aspects, especially while doing 

product development or selecting partners. While doing product development, it seems like a 

good approach to continuously work to broaden the usability of their innovation, so potential 

customer’s needs can more easily be met since the general understanding about their innovation 

is higher, but in the cases of a customer requesting certain things, switch focus into that instead, 

since it is important to establish business relationships at this stage. 

What seems to permeate a lot of the answers given by the interviewees, is the aspect of 

prioritization among potential customers, which seems to be especially important. Since they 

have not received any sales yet, they find it most urgent to establish that first customer, so they 

are able to cover their expenses, and stop relying on external funding as their only source of 

income and get their operations up and running. According to Danov et al. (2003), resource 

planning, i.e. prioritization, is very important for start-ups, since whether or not the start-up gets 
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funding relies on establishing the right relationships at the right point in time. This fact 

described by Danov et al. (2003) suggests that funding requires some type of proof of concept. 

In accordance to Danov et al. (2003) view, The Case Company plans their resources by focusing 

on the “low hanging fruit” at this stage. However, The Case Company also put some effort into 

long-term commitments, one example of this is seen in the chapter about commitment, where 

the Product development engineer explained how they adjusted their needs in a master thesis 

work that was done together with a company, in order to better align with their specific needs, 

since they saw them as potential customers in the future when their innovation is further 

developed. In sum, prioritization and focusing on the right things is a key determinant for start-

ups in order to survive. Indeed, choosing which activities to focus on, is highly depending on 

which case is being analysed. However, the fact that The Case Company’s answers were so 

influenced by prioritization suggests that they are aware of this element.  

It is therefore clear that size does impact the entire business operations. Not only the way they 

proceed with sales but the way The Case Company has to follow a strategy in all aspects. This 

includes making decisions when it comes to the path that the product will follow in product 

development, e.g., the industry that it will be useful for, certifications or requirements, but also 

in how they work internally. While roles are quite clear, there is high transversality and most 

of the employees’ tasks are not limited to their own area of expertise. Instead, they all work in 

all areas, trying to apply their knowledge to other areas and aid other employees in their main 

functions.   

As mentioned by the director of sales development this is not the case in well-established 

businesses, that have the resources to do multiple things at the same time. These companies can 

have employees doing specific tasks, which allows multiple areas to be covered at the same 

time by different individuals. Moreover, different paths of development can be pursued 

simultaneously.  

Nonetheless, it is a complex task to pinpoint the specific areas that are affected by prioritization 

since they are all, potentially, affected. By establishing priorities in the way operations are 

conducted, some areas will have more importance while others are kept underdeveloped and 

waiting for future attention. This is the case for instance with customer service. It is mentioned 

vastly during the interviews that there is no strategy when it comes to customer service since it 

is not seen as a top priority at the moment. Instead, the stress is put in communicating clearly 

with potential business partners with the goal of making successful business relationships and 

use the partner’s resources to further develop the product together. Nevertheless, when it comes 

to the medium of communication, there is high variance among employees of The Case 

Company. This can be caused by either a lack of knowledge about the importance of the 

medium of communication in different stages but could also be caused by being down-

prioritized in the list of relevant strategies to follow. Selecting partners also shows a high degree 

of prioritization. Not all industries and not all companies in those industries are targeted, but 

only the ones that could potentially help The Case Company in moving forward and growing 

as a business. Therefore, our findings suggest that prioritization is an aspect that is embedded 

in The Case Company and affects all six elements outlined by Ellis (2011). In our research, 

customer service is the main element left aside, but further research could prove if this is the 

case in other start-ups. 
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5 Conclusions 

In this thesis, we have tried to explore how start-ups work in order to establish business 

relationships. We did this by looking closer at a start-up in the sustainable materials industry 

which we call “The Case Company” in a case study research design, and analysed this through 

the six elements presented by Ellis (2011) that he claims are crucial in relationship marketing. 

To guide the work, we posed the research question: How does a start-up work with relationship 

marketing to establish business relationships in order to make sales? Below, we address this 

research question. 

Regarding how The Case Company works with relationship marketing to build trust, they 

seemed to put a lot of effort into how they communicate with potential customers e.g., through 

seasonal greetings such as Christmas cards and continuous dialogue. Moreover, they carefully 

thought about who attends meetings so complex issues can be addressed and that they have a 

professional approach. Lastly, they believe trust comes with reaching out to potential customers 

that share their strategic agenda, so actions to enabling trust are also in the contact-initiating 

phase.  

The Case Company builds commitment by doing several different things. They allow the 

potential customers to do trials with their innovation in their current machinery and tooling and 

emphasize trialability and compatibility. Moreover, The Case Company had a forward-looking 

approach to ensuring commitment by adjusting their urgent needs to meet the needs of 

customers who they saw as customers in the future. As also was the case for building trust, The 

Case Company emphasized a lot on communication to build commitment.  

As already touched upon regarding trust and commitment but was unquestionably the most 

discussed topic that persuaded all the interviews was communication, which was strongly 

emphasized in how they worked to build relationships. Keeping partners up to date with product 

development progress at least on a monthly basis was something that was found in the 

interviews. While doing the interviews, we also identified that the way they communicated with 

potential partners was mostly of a functional nature i.e., emphasizing technical aspects and 

updating on technical progress. Regarding the medium of communication, this was not aligned 

within the company. Mostly, they contact potential partners through email for the first contact, 

but sometimes the interviews indicated that cold calls occurred, which indicates that a strategy 

for external communication can be improved. 

Concerning mutual benefits, The Case Company is working closely with potential business 

partners in shared research and development practices. They send samples to them in order to 

iteratively develop their product together and to show their potential so that they want to partner 

up with them in the future. Furthermore, as mentioned before, sharing a strategic agenda is 

something that The Case Company strives for when selecting partners, and this is related to 

mutual benefits as well. By only selecting partners with similar goals, and striving for a mutual 

benefits relationship, the likelihood of establishing a business relationship is higher. 

Talking about the element long-term perspective, it is relevant to again mention that trust and 

commitment in a relationship is linked to long-lasting relationships (Kasheer, 2015; Theron et 

al., 2013). So, the interviews identified actions that The Case Company does to build trust 
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through brand awareness and reputation. In meetings with potential partners, they put value in 

being ethical and decent because these are attributes that The Case Company wants to be 

associated with. Assuming that brand awareness and a good reputation will enhance trust, it 

will ultimately contribute to long-lasting relationships. Moreover, it was explicitly mentioned 

that they aim at creating relationships that they value and seek partners that were willing to 

partner up long-term, which we think is a good approach since it goes in line with the literature 

on succeeding.  

The last element is customer service and the most significant finding regarding how they work 

is that The Case Company did not have an agreed customer service strategy, instead everybody 

seemed to work according to what they considered being good customer service. It is 

noteworthy that, although they have not agreed on a customer service strategy, actions are made 

that falls under this category.  

As a final concluding remark, interpretations of the six elements are to some degree subjective, 

and it is fairly easy to find overlaps between them. Hence, when analysing a company through 

these six elements, many times it is difficult to decide into which element to assign data, as it 

fits well into multiple elements. However, this is not surprising, since literature also talks about 

some of the elements as precursors to other elements and so on. So in sum, we believe The Case 

Company works with relationship marketing to establish customer relationships according to 

what the literature suggests to a degree, but the most emphasis was on communication. 

However, we did also find that The Case Company was not aligned internally on the medium 

of communication in different scenarios and that they were lacking a customer service strategy, 

which are two important aspects in relationship marketing. We believe this can be because of 

the high degree of prioritization.  

Prioiritzation, according to our findings, does indeed affect each and every of the six elements 

outlined by Ellis (2011). Every start-up will then need to prioritize according to their business 

needs, and factors such as industry, location, stage of the development of the start-up and 

resources available can affect the way prioritization is made. Moreover, the weight that 

prioritization had over the entire business in The Case Company was overwhelming, and its 

undeniable relationship with all of the six elements make prioritization a potential seventh 

element to consider when establishing business relationships.  

5.1 Sustainable and ethical implications of the findings 

The main ethical implications related to the findings are concerning the additional finding, i.e., 

prioritization. One of the consequences of prioritizing is that some activities will be top 

prioritized while some others will be down prioritized. It is usual that employees are working 

in several tasks or projects at the same time, but one of the consequences of prioritizing is that 

one or more of those projects can be down prioritized. This would imply then that the 

importance of the project is lowered, and its continuity might be affected. This can impact how 

the employees feel in their daily work, since if several of the projects they are working on are 

down prioritized they might feel like their contributions to the company are not that relevant.  



52 

 

Prioritizing can also have negative effects by itself. Business relationships follow certain steps, 

and if shortcuts are taken with the aim of moving faster in the relationship cycle, business 

relationships can be established based on deception, and trust would not be built.  

In terms of sustainability, understanding how start-ups work to establish business relationships 

can help and guide other start-ups establish themselves in the market and survive in the long-

term. Start-ups need to navigate different types of uncertainty but being able to understand how 

to work to establish business relationships and how to prioritize the different activities can help 

more start-ups succeed. This would ultimately affect the entire start-up ecosystem, affecting 

then the entire society. A more fruitful and competitive start-up environment, where companies 

can thrive, will be beneficial for business leaders and employees, but also would benefit the 

country’s economy, allowing a more sustainable future, characterized by more job opportunities 

and less unemployment.  

5.2 Managerial implications 

As we presented initially in this thesis, the majority of start-ups fail to reach their fifth year 

before going out of business. Additionally we presented many reasons for this from literature, 

whereas lacking marketing skills was a big contributor. We believe that the findings of this 

thesis, especially the finding “prioritization”, has contributed to the field of industrial 

management and innovation. Undoubtedly, all six elements by Ellis (2011) which we have 

explored in this thesis are important to take into account to be successful in relationship 

marketing, however, the context of start-ups can hinder the possibility to take everything into 

account. For obvious reasons such as limited resources, we argue that it is very difficult for 

start-ups to master every aspect in relationship marketing. Therefore, start-ups need to prioritize 

among the activities they do in order to establish business relationships. This master thesis 

identified a lack of customer strategy, and how to work with the medium of communication to 

satisfy the potential customers in a satisfactory way. Thus, the main managerial implication 

which this masters thesis has yielded is the importance of prioritization among activities. This 

means that by simply knowing the importance of prioritizing, managers in different start-ups in 

different industries or geographical contexts can think about how to put their prioritization in 

order to be successful in their specific start-up. Understanding the businesss needs, the 

resources available and the resources required in order to do a certain activity or project, can 

act as a guide for business leaders to be able to properly prioritize activities. Understanding the 

company’s long-term goal, having a clear vision of the potential of the business and the way 

forward can aid this decision-making process of prioritization.  

5.3 Limitations and further research 

This research was concerned with how start-ups build business relationships, in a Business-to-

Business context. Our findings indicate that in a highly complex industry and start-up context, 

many relationship marketing activities are needed in the task of establishing a business 

relationship, so a high degree of prioritization will be needed. Our results also indicate that an 

aligned customer service strategy might be down prioritized due to a high workload, perhaps 

because that it is not seen as urgent. Our findings furtherly suggest that the medium of 

communication seemed to either be down-prioritized or the importance is not known. Since 

these findings cannot be generalized wider than for The Case Company, and only give 
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indications, we suggest further research to validate this, potentially by conducting similar 

research on other start-ups, but different regarding the industry, geography, size of the company 

and status of the product development. Furthermore, depending on the context of the start-up, 

what to prioritize will differ and has falled outside of the scope of this thesis. Future research 

could dive deeper into specific actions start-ups should prioritize in different contextual 

settings. 

Moreover, the research was focused on the first step of the relational process, going from having 

prospects to customers. The activities that are needed to move from one step to the next one is 

most likely different. Therefore, the actions that start-ups make in other stages of the process 

are not researched and fall out of the scope for this study. However, it would be interesting to 

be able to identify, analyse and compare the actions undertaken during each and every step of 

the relational process. This would allow shedding light on the different resources that are 

required in every step of the process, e.g., investing time in identifying potential partners would 

only be relevant during the first phase. Additionally, this thesis has also the limitation of 

analysing how The Case Company works to establish business relationships through the lens 

of the six elements by Ellis (2011). Further research could be done in a similar way, but by 

analysing the issue through other elements.   

Furthermore, research of qualitative nature has limitations embedded in its practice. According 

to Bryman et al. (2019), common critiques towards qualitative research is that it is too 

subjective i.e., that the process implies a lot of subjective interpretations of situations, 

interviews, etc. Furthermore, the subjectiveness in the research also makes it difficult to 

replicate for other researchers in attempts to validate or compare results.  

Moreover, the specific context of The Case Company might have had an influence on how they 

work to establish business relationships. The specific context is the sustainable materials 

industry based in Sweden. These two aspects should be analysed to better understand the 

potential implications on The Case Company. First, working in the sustainable materials 

industry, providing a sustainable alternative to plastic, at the same time there is a trend for 

companies to become fossil-less can allow The Case Company to establish business 

relationships easier since there is a bigger interest from the market, independently of the 

industry. Secondly, being based in Sweden has also positive aspects to the development of the 

start-up, and the entire ecosystem and environment where the start-up is created and develop 

will not be the same in other countries. Therefore, researching start-ups in other industries and 

in other countries would allow gaining an understanding of how these factors play a role when 

establishing business relationships.   
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Appendix – Interview Guide 

Issue of interest: How does The Case Company work to establish business relationships? 

1. Personal information 

a. What is your age? 

b. What is your gender? 

c. What is your professional experience? 

d. What is your current role? 

e. What do you do in the company? 

2. Customer interaction & thoughts 

a. Are you in touch with potential or actual partners in your current role? What 

kind?  

i. If yes, please elaborate on how you choose which companies to 

contact. 

b. How do you keep the partner’s needs and interest in mind when doing your 

daily work?  

c. What do you do in your role to enhance the relationships between The Case 

Company and a partner? 

3. Product development & R&D 

a. How does the process look like from identifying a potential customer to 

actually having the collaboration contract signed? 

b. How do business relationships shape the development of the product? How? 

Why? 

c. How does the collaboration in product development work when establishing a 

relationship?  

d. Can you elaborate on how the collaboration works in the initial stages of the 

relationship?  

4. Think of a business relationship that has been good:  

a. How did you get in touch with them? 

b. Why would you consider this relationship to be good? 

c. Were there any key determinants from your side that you think contributed to 

the success of the relationship? 

i. If yes, how do you use this knowledge in future approaches to potential 

partners? 

d. How do you maintain this relationship? 

i. What aspects are relevant & why?  

5. Think of a bad one:  

a. Why do you consider it to be a bad one? 

b. What were the reasons for the unsuccess?  

c. How do you think you can improve this relationship? 

6. What are the main differences regarding both of them in terms of:  

a. Communication (intensity, medium, the person you contacted…) 

b. Value of the relationship itself 

c. How do you work today to ensure that the relationships are successful?  

7. Ideal partner 
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a. How would you describe an ideal partner? (Maybe ask in terms of 

commitment, trustworthiness, communication, etc) 

b. Do you see yourself as an ideal partner? Why? In what way? 

i. If not an ideal partner, what things should be improved?  

ii. And how should they be improved? 

8. Trust 

How would you define “Trust” in a business relationship? 

If we defined Trust as “accepting to be vulnerable to potential negative actions of a partner 

and can be seen as the general atmosphere of the relationship that results from cooperation”:  

a. Do you agree with the definition? 

b. In the task of establishing a business relationship, what is the importance of 

trust? Why?  

c. What actions would you say you do that are aimed at building trust? / What 

actions do you think can help in building trust?  

 

9. Commitment 

How would you define “commitment” in a business relationship? 

If we defined commitment as “when the exchange partner believes that the relationship is so 

important so that they make maximum efforts at maintaining it”: 

d. Do you agree with the definition? 

e. In the task of establishing a business relationship, what is the importance of 

commitment? Why?  

f. What actions do you take that are aimed at building commitment? 

i. Additionally, what actions do you furtherly think can help in building 

commitment? 

 

10. Communication 

a. How does information-sharing work with potential clients? 

i. Means of communication. 

ii. Intensity? 

b. How many people attend the meetings? 

c. What role does everyone have that attends the meetings? 

 

11. Customer service 

a. Do you do anything in order to make the collaboration with you easier for the 

collaborators? How? 

b. How are you planning on retaining the customer? 

i. Is this something you communicate with them to enhance the chances 

of establishing the relationship? How? 

 

12. Mutual benefits 
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a. What do you expect to get out of the relationships? 

b. Do you know what the customer expects?  

 

13. Long-term perspective 

a. What time frame do you have in mind for the business relationships? 

i. Why would you want to have long-term/short-term? What benefits do 

you see with this particular time perspective? 

 

14. Final question. 

If I really wanted to understand how The Case Company works to establishing businesses 

relationship, what should I have asked you that I did not this time? 


