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Abstract 
Business relationship development and 
marketing for startups 
A case study at the industrial startup Nytt Tech  
A case study at the industrial startup Nytt 
Tech 
 

Alexandra Lundegård and Josefin Fransson 
  
This research is a qualitative case study at the industrial business-to-business 
startup Nytt Tech aiming to understand how startups work with network-
based relationship marketing in the early phase and how they gain access to the 
business network and benefit from creating relationships. The following 
research question is presented: How can a business-to-business startup gain 
access to and benefit from the business network to create relationships? The 
study is limited to Nytt Tech and the circumstances that prevail for them. As a 
basis, unstructured and semi-structured interviews have been held with the 
employees and key customers to understand how success has arisen so far and 
then examine how it can be further developed. 
  
The data has been processed and analyzed using the ARA-model as the 
theoretical framework. The study finds multiple drivers which will help Nytt 
Tech for continued growth. In terms of Actors, the close collaboration with 
their customers contributes to both knowledge and feedback. Simultaneously, 
it generates revenue and spreads the word, which can cause more paying 
customers. In terms of Resources, the close collaboration between university 
and industry is an essential resource in several areas; recruitment of talented 
and ambitious students, product development deeply rooted in research, and 
direct opportunity to apply the theory in practice. Finally, in terms of Activities, 
direct contact reduces the risk of creating a distance between the company's 
offer and the customer's actual needs, leading to increased success. 
  
To conclude, companies can gain access to and benefit from the business 
network by activating direct and indirect business relationships and working 
closely together over time. A startup company may not have established 
business relationships, but its people do. Each person has a network that is 
combined uniquely. Therefore, recommendations are given that the case 
company should continue to work closely and use their own and partners' 
business networks to access new potential customers. 
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Popular scientific summary  
Businesses-to-business marketing heavily relies on building trust to develop relationships with 
other business actors. Network-based relationship marketing stresses the importance of 
collaborating with others and establishing relationships for long-term survival. In comparison 
to a marketing management approach, the provider does not have a relationship with the 
consumer, thus the network approach is more about cooperation than competition. The 
environment in which businesses operate can be seen as a complex network consisting of 
interconnected relationships. Within the network, the purchases between companies are usually 
large. Therefore, they require more expertise and knowledge regarding the products and 
services being bought, which underpins the importance of establishing trustworthy 
relationships. However, early-stage companies and startups rarely have established 
relationships, and long-term survival relies on this. This research investigates how an industrial 
startup can gain access to and benefit from the business network. A case study is performed at 
the industrial startup company Nytt Tech to investigate how they work with network-based 
relationship marketing. The data is collected through interviews with all employees at Company 
A and their only and first paying customer. The data is analyzed using a famous theoretical 
framework within the network-based marketing field, named the ARA-model.  
 
Our findings regarding the ARA-model indicate that the case company can gain access to and 
benefit from the business network by activating direct and indirect relationships over time. A 
startup company may not have business relationships established at an early stage, but the 
people who manage the company do. Each person has their own network which is combined 
uniquely. Collaborating with customers to co-create value is beneficial to gaining knowledge 
and feedback while developing a trustworthy relationship that generates revenue. Co-creating 
value is also a way to gain references, attracting more customers over time. Collaboration with 
the university is an essential resource within the network. This collaboration works as a bridge 
to the industry, which helps Nytt Tech to reach out to the network. Finally, having direct contact 
with customers is beneficial for building trust as it reduces the distance between Nytt Tech’s 
offer and the customer's needs.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Marketing in a business context 
Big industrial companies (e.g., Volvo, Scania) collaborate and have partnerships with other 
companies to deliver value to their customers. For a business to be successful, it is essential to 
keep up with the latest development due to emerging technological developments. Therefore, 
companies can co-create value through collaboration and partnership by fostering innovation 
and enhancements and increasing effectiveness. It is not unusual that several different 
collaborations and partnerships companies have with other businesses have been ongoing for 
many years where trust is built into the business relationships. However, one wonders how 
these big companies could develop collaborations and partnerships at the beginning of their 
history.    
   
Marketing for business-to-business (B2B) companies differs from business-to-consumer 
(B2C). The business-to-business market tends to be more formalized and complex, relying on 
parameters that differ from B2C. Typically, a business-to-business market consists of smaller 
but bigger purchases involving customers that require more trust and personal contact. These 
customers usually have more expertise and knowledge in the products and services they buy, 
resulting in higher requirements and expectations from the other party (Chang, Wang, and 
Arnett, 2018). Over the last few decades, business-to-business markets have been brought to 
the forefront of academia. It has been determined that companies within this market segment 
focus on building closer, long-lasting relationships by having fewer suppliers to increase 
efficiency and gain more excellent value while decreasing the risk (Gil Saura, Frasquet Deltoro, 
and Cervera Taulet, 2009). However, every company has once started and been a new actor on 
the market, a startup. Current business-to-business marketing practices primarily assume that 
companies have established business relationships. However, early-stage startups do not 
usually have any business relationships when they are new on the market, and long-term 
survival relies on establishing business relationships.  

1.2 The case company Nytt Tech  

Everyone starts somewhere, and every company has once been a startup. It is evident that 
companies at an early stage have few relationships; however, it is crucial to establish 
relationships and access the business network for long-term survival. Nytt Tech is an industrial 
startup company that has identified a problem in the industrial market but is facing difficulties 
in how they should market their solution to other companies. Nytt Tech has determined that 
manufacturing companies are not using the machine's resources optimally. Internally, people 
are unaware of how much capacity the machines are operating. As a result, they may find out 
that they use resources less efficiently than they thought. Furthermore, common methods to 
assess the machine's capacity are often complex and challenging to use, which leads to them 
choosing not to use them regularly since the systems are big and complex and require 
knowledge beforehand.   
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Nytt Tech has developed a solution that makes it easy to assess the capacity of machines to 
make greater use of resources. Their solution consists of a smartphone application and sensors 
which allow measurements of how the machines perform continuously. In addition, key 
performance indicators are visually displayed on a dashboard within the application to become 
accessible to everyone within the organization. This provides actionable insights to both 
managers and operators so that the machines' availability and capacity optimization become 
part of the daily operations.   
   
Nytt Tech was founded in August 2018 and now has the technical solution in place but faces 
challenges in growing the company. In Q1 2021, they gained their first paying customer, but 
the sales process has been partly resource-intensive, mainly dependent on manual processes. 
Our research will focus on business-to-business marketing in an industrial context to discover 
how a business-to-business startup company gains access to the business network and benefits 
from it by establishing business relationships.    

1.3 Purpose and research question 
The project investigates how startup business-to-business companies can grow through 
marketing activities, such as business relationships, to bring value to their products and services 
provided to other industrial companies. First, the company must understand its customer's 
problems for long-term business relationships to emerge, essential for long-term growth. To do 
that, the critical challenges of the manufacturing industry need to be analyzed, and an 
understanding of how similar companies reach their customers. Then, based on the identified 
customer problems, it will be explored how companies can market their solution to these 
customers. Finally, by conducting a case study at the industrial business-to-business startup, 
Nytt Tech, the findings of this project hope to be generalized so that they may be applied within 
the industrial management field, mainly marketing. This leads to the following choice of 
research question: 
 

➢  How can a business-to-business startup gain access to and benefit from the business 
network to create relationships?  

1.4 Limitations 
This work is limited to the case company Nytt Tech and the ARA-model as the theoretical 
framework for analyzing the business network. Limitations are then made for business-to-
business companies that operate in industrial manufacturing settings. Additionally, the project 
is limited to the current pre-conditions and resources at Nytt Tech from January 2022. If a new 
product is about to be developed, or if there are radical changes in its current core business, it 
will fall out of scope for this project. 
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2. Theory 

2.1 Introduction to business-to-business marketing 
B2B marketing refers to marketing products or services aimed at other companies or 
organizations. In many cases, it turns out that B2B marketing is more informational and with a 
greater focus on what the company is trying to sell as opposed to B2C marketing. This is 
because companies have a greater emphasis on purchasing if the product or service is one that 
they are looking for. There is thus a greater focus on whether the product or service can generate 
money in the form of increased efficiency or increased income so that the investment is 
profitable. Thus, unlike an ordinary person, there is a strong focus on return on investment 
(ROI) (Gbadamosi, 2019).  
 
Business-to-business marketers communicate with key stakeholders responsible for purchasing 
this product or service in a modern marketing landscape. Unfortunately, this means that the 
marketing landscape is often experienced as complex and challenging, as the accuracy of who 
they reach out to needs to be relevant to people (ibid).  

2.2 The historical perspective of B2B marketing  
B2B marketing has been implicitly practiced for several thousands of years. However, the 
evolution of B2B marketing research began at the end of the 1800s and early 1900s when an 
early pioneer, John Wanamaker, proposed an attempt to understand customer relationships in a 
business context (Hadjikhani and LaPlaca, 2013). In 1889, Wanamaker introduced how 
suppliers, customers, and retailers play a role in a business context. In his view, a balance 
between buyer-seller is needed, and he disagreed with the idea that maximum profit is more 
important than customer satisfaction. Instead, he advocated for having close contact with 
producers, retailers, and customers for a harmonious and sustainable business system. 
Wanamaker was a successful businessman and changed his retail organization and the behavior 
of his customers and suppliers through his business philosophy. While others continued 
enclosed in the overall economic perspective of his era, Wanamaker was a step ahead with his 
business vision and behavioral aspects (Mora Cortez and Johnston, 2017).  
 
As the pioneer in explaining the economic basis of marketing, Wanamaker implied that 
behavioral and social sciences should be integrated into understanding and explaining 
economic behavior. In addition, he and some of his followers acknowledged a need to move 
away from a transactional to a relationship-based approach to business. Nonetheless, it took 80 
years for researchers within the B2B marketing field to apply the views and concepts presented 
in the 1890s (Hadjikhani and LaPlaca, 2013).  
 
The advancement in theory and changes in the business context is associated with transitions 
and shifts within the B2B marketing field. In figure 1, the authors Mora Cortez and Johnston 
(2017) provide a comprehensive visual overview of relevant events within B2B marketing 
research, starting from Wanamaker as the point of origin for the field.  
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Figure 1: The history of B2B marketing (Mora Cortez and Johnston, 2017).  

2.3 The shift from marketing management to network perspective 
Throughout the years, the dominant marketing management approach has come under 
challenge. New approaches to marketing have emerged by suggesting alternative perspectives 
on marketing. For example, the transactional approach, marketing management, evolved in a 
business-to-business context, focusing on relationships by taking a network perspective as more 
businesses started to globalize, customer relationships, customer retention, and market 
economies (Grönroos, 1994). 
 
According to Kotler and Keller (2012), marketing management can be explained as “The art 
and science of choosing target markets and getting, keeping, and growing customers through 
creating, delivering, and communicating superior customer value.” During the 1960s, the 
traditional marketing management paradigm dominated research. The marketing management 
mix, also known as the Four Ps of marketing, was treated as the basic practice marketing model. 
McCarthy (1960) and Kotler (1967) described marketing as a decision-making process to 
satisfy customers at a profit by identifying a targeted market. Based on the 4P-model, optimal 
decisions could maximize the marketing activities. Commonly, much research in marketing is 
not based on a solid foundation, and its results tend to be vague. On the other hand, the 
marketing mix paradigm enabled research that was grounded in theoretical deduction and 
empirical research (Grönroos, 1994). The Four Ps of marketing, product, price, place, and 
promotion were among the most significant conceptual breakthroughs of that era (Hadjikhani 
and LaPlaca, 2013). 
 
During the 1970s, several journals were published on industrial marketing and organizational 
buying behavior as researchers questioned the generality of marketing management theories 
(Gummesson, 2014). As a result, the marketing management paradigm began to lose its 
position, and new approaches in marketing research emerged (Grönroos, 1994). Webster (1992, 
p. 1) argued that "The historical marketing management function, based on the microeconomic 
maximization paradigm, must be critically examined for its relevance to marketing theory and 
practice." The network perspective was introduced as an alternative to the dominant marketing 
management perspective. However, researchers who adhered to the network-based philosophy 
assert that firms did not act from the marketing management perspective, particularly in the 
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case of business-to-business marketing (Håkansson and Snehota, 2006). A table of the critical 
differences between the marketing management and network perspective is shown in table 1 
(Andersson, 1998).  
 

Marketing Management perspective Network perspective 

Consumer Business-business 

Deductive Inductive 

Prescriptive  Descriptive 

Many but weaker relationships Fewer but stronger relationships 

Planning Reacting 

Rational Decision Bounded rational 

Top management Middle management 

Competition Cooperation 

Table 1: Key differences between the marketing management and network perspective, 
modified from Andersson (1998). 

2.4 The traditional view and realistic view of the markets 
The traditional view of the company and its markets can be explained simply by a company 
that operates by combining different inputs from a supply market and selling them to the 
customer market. From the traditional view of the market, the company chooses the supplier 
that offers the lowest price. Yet, this is not the realistic view of how the reality of a market 
works. It is crucial to consider that customer and suppliers markets are not homogeneous. Some 
suppliers, competitors, and customers are of greater importance. First, some suppliers are of 
greater importance since they either provide a large amount of the company's total supply or 
provide the company with critical components essential for the success of its products. Second, 
specific competitors are a more significant threat than others due to their size and market power. 
Third and last, some customers are of greater importance since they make larger purchases or 
have higher requirements that can be challenging to meet (Ford, Gadde, Håkansson, and 
Snehota, 2003). 
 
However, even if a company’s competitors, suppliers, and customers are valued differently in 
the market, the aspects mentioned above are not enough to picture the reality either. They run 
their businesses differently and have different relationships with other customers and suppliers. 
Therefore, the company can be displayed as an actor in a complex network within the market. 
The interconnected relationships between companies that form complex networks have been 
empirically studied over the past 25 years. It has been found that relationships are driving the 
changes in the business world as technologies are being developed and used with the help of 
these relationships. However, Ford, Gadde, Håkansson, and Snehota (2003) point out that there 
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may be similar services and/or products provided by different suppliers, but they solve different 
problems for a single customer. Therefore, it can be challenging for suppliers to meet customer 
needs since they have highly different resources and problems to solve. This requires that the 
suppliers prioritize what customer problems to solve and ignore. 

2.5 Networks  
A network is characterized by actors transforming resources into finished goods and services 
through economic means. One can consider a network as a model of interconnected entities. 
The interconnected entities that perform monetary exchange can be seen as a framework for 
developing a relationship (Axelsson and Easton, 1992). The complex business market can be 
visualized as a business network with nodes representing manufacturing and service companies, 
with relationships between them indicating their interconnections as threads. The 
manufacturing and service companies are described as nodes, and the relationship between 
them that are viewed as threads have their unique purpose and content (Håkansson and Ford, 
2002).  
 
When taking a network view, the actors continuously exchange different relationships and 
operate in a business environment where few organizational actors can be identified. Everyone 
has, therefore, an extensive impact on the organization. Industrial actors working in the markets 
commonly encounter a limited number of customers, suppliers, and competitors. Typically, the 
network perspective refers to an environment under structured circumstances with concentrated 
organizations (Håkansson and Snehota, 2006). The authors Håkansson and Ford (2002) 
highlight those transactions between companies cannot be viewed as isolated or individual. This 
is since both companies, and their relationship is heavy in resources, knowledge, and 
understanding, which results from a long time of exchange, investments, and adaptations with 
and between businesses. 

2.5.1 ARA-model  
As a framework for analyzing and examining long-term industrial relationships, the Actors-
Resources-Activities (ARA) was introduced. It was first presented as a model of business 
networks by Håkansson and Johansson (1992). The model underpins how interconnected 
relationships play a significant role in a business network and was developed through empirical 
studies by the Industrial Marketing and Purchasing (IMP) group (Koporcic, 2017).  
 
According to the model, the interaction process of a business relationship can be described as 
consisting of three layers: Actor Bonds, Resource Ties, and Activity Links. A business 
relationship is formed in the actor, resource, and activity layer when connecting two companies. 
The structure of the ARA-model, shown in figure 2, shows how the three layers affect each 
other through their interconnections. If a relationship is successful, the three layers are 
combined and merged uniquely. Due to its uniqueness, its elements add up to more than the 
sum of their parts because of the existing bonds, ties and links between them (Håkansson and 
Snehota, 1995). Håkansson and Johansson (1992) describe actors, resources, and activities as 
mechanisms that co-exist in industrial systems and are dependent on one another. 
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Cheng and Holmen (2015) have found that the ARA-model is beneficial since the tool allows 
systematic analysis and view of different perspectives on complex situations and dependencies. 
However, the model has also faced critique in research as difficult to use. Axelsson (2010) has 
found the model can be complex since the three layers, actors, resources, and activities, are 
interconnected. As a result, it might be challenging to separate the three layers, and the model 
can be complicated to use if not done systematically. 
 
Lenney and Easton (2009) highlight in their paper that Håkansson and Johansson have cited the 
ARA-model (1995) and Håkansson and Snehota (1995) way many times more compared to the 
number of times previous research actually have used the model to provide answers. To offer 
explanations, the elements of the model must be operationalized before explanations can be 
provided. The data analysis process must clarify who the actors are, what activities they 
execute, and what resources they interact with. Therefore, it is crucial to identify the elements 
in all three layers to link the theoretical and the empirical. Otherwise, the ARA-model could 
instead be used as a framework for organizing data and telling stories rather than providing 
explanations.  
 
Nevertheless, the ARA-model has contributed significantly to conceptualizing B2B 
relationships and networks (Lenney and Easton, 2009). It presents the foundation for 
developing business relationships and networks by providing a broader perspective on markets, 
shifting the focus of research from single relationships between buyer and supplier toward a 
network view (Koporcic, 2017). The three concepts and their means related to each other in the 
ARA-model capture the critical aspects of business relationships and relationships within firms 
at different levels (Lenney and Easton, 2009).  
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Figure 2: The structure of the ARA-model, modified from (Håkansson and Johansson, 1992). 
 
The ARA-model has been applied in previous research from different perspectives. Pagani and 
Pardo (2022) investigate the impact of digital technology on relationships in a business network 
and use the ARA-model to determine how changes in a network can be expressed as changes 
in the actors, resources, and activity layers. By constructing a conceptualization of exchanges 
between companies, the findings recognize three types of "digitalization" based on the three 
layers of activities, resources, and actors. In another study, Harrison and Prenkert (2009) use 
the ARA-model to examine the effects on network connections when strategists conduct a 
planned strategy process. The results showed three overlapping paths, also known as "network 
strategizing trajectories," found in each layer of actors, resources, and activities. In addition, 
the study contributed to the debate within IMP, adding a dynamic dimension to the study of 
network strategizing. Another study conducted by Raskovic (2015) applies an economic 
sociology perspective to the ARA-model. The study identified eight economic sociology 
concepts and how they relate to B2B marketing literature.  
 
Pagani and Pardo (2022) point out that the ARA-model was a good framework for analyzing 
digital changes in a B2B setting. Accordingly, their study contributed to proving the robustness 
of the ARA-model. Furthermore, Harrison and Prenkert (2009) also find the ARA-model 
framework useful and indicate that it can be used as a managerial tool. Finally, based on 
Raskovic's (2015) findings, the ARA-model helped to examine B2B relationships since the 
results of economic sociology could be directly integrated into the model.  

2.6.1 Actors  
The actor layer represents those who perform activities. The actors initiate, maintain, develop 
and end business relationships with other actors. It can either be a single individual, several 
individuals in a group, a company, several companies, or a business department. The actors 
perform activities by taking direct and indirect control over the resources (Håkansson and 

 

Actors 

Resources Activities 

Network of actors  

Network of activities  Network of resources  
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Johansson, 1992). As markets are not homogenous and some actors are of greater importance 
than others (Ford, Gadde, Håkansson, and Snehota, 2003), this also applies to business 
relationships and how they are valued differently. The greater the importance of a business 
relationship, the greater the importance of the actors involved in it (Håkansson and Ford, 2002). 
The mutual interconnection through resources and activities among actors is, according to 
Håkansson and Snehota (1995), of great importance as they are essential for business 
development. For each actor in a business network, the relationship generates specific meaning 
by being a necessary part of each accomplishment for the business. Gadde, Huemer, and 
Håkansson (2003) highlight that interactions and social exchange among actors are critical 
aspects of the network in which trust, and commitment are essential for further development. 
The interaction is an effect that influences the coevolving relationships with companies within 
the network.  

2.6.2 Resources  
The resources are different tangible or intangible assets of companies which can be resources 
such as technological, financial, and human resources. In many cases, the resources are 
controlled by one company or by several companies cooperating within the business network. 
The resources are the means the actors use when they perform activities (Håkansson and 
Johansson, 1992). The resources could either be high or low valued (Lenney and Easton, 2009). 
The actual value is generated when it is put into use through interactions between businesses. 
Before that, there is only a potential for that value to be created (Baraldi, Gressetvold, and 
Harrison, 2012). Previous research, Håkansson and Snehota (1995) and Gadde, Huemer, and 
Håkansson (2003), points out several benefits of being involved with counterparts. This is 
because business relationships are a significant resource in themselves. The authors Gadde, 
Huemer, and Håkansson (2003) highlight in their paper that direct relationships are an essential 
resource since it connects a company to other companies that operate within the network. A 
direct relationship does not only work as a bridge between two actors; they also function as a 
projection of other relationships within the network and their resources. In addition, the 
relationship between a company and its counterparts can connect their physical and 
organizational resources. This maximizes the total resource base since it is beyond its own but 
within the network (Gadde, Huemer, and Håkansson, 2003). 

2.6.3 Activities  
Activities are performed by actors in which resources are developed, created, and combined 
with other resources. There are several different links between activities that are connected 
strongly or loosely. Therefore, direct connections between activities are linked directly and 
have a strong relationship. Other activities handled through intermediaries are indirectly and, 
therefore, connected more loosely (Håkansson and Johansson, 1992). The authors Andersson, 
Håkansson, and Johansson (1994) point out that activities are not performed in isolation. 
Instead, they rely on other business actors that are performing activities. When two or more 
companies perform activities, resources are exploited jointly in cooperation. Therefore, other 
companies within the same network can learn from these activities to develop and increase 
performance. Gadde, Huemer, and Håkansson (2003) highlight that interaction is the most 
fundamental activity that a business actor performs. The interaction activity performed by one 
or more companies concerns how products and services are being exchanged and how the flow 
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of products and information should be appropriately organized. Therefore, the sum of activities 
forms an organized entity that has network characteristics. 

2.7 Relationship marketing 
In service marketing and the industrial market, the concept of relationship marketing originated 
as an alternative to the traditional marketing management perspective. The idea of relationship 
marketing describes characteristics of contemporary business that are strongly supported by 
current trends (Grönroos, 1994). Relationship marketing emerged in the 1980s when alternative 
economic analysis models gained attention that was not based on the marketing mix. The focus 
moved from the producer to the customer to satisfy consumers' changing, unique needs. 
Tangibles lost importance in favor of intangibles, such as skills, information, knowledge, and 
ongoing relationships (Vargo and Lusch, 2004). The term relationship marketing was 
introduced by Berry (1983) in the context of service marketing, where he emphasized the 
importance of developing close and long-term relationships with customers. The notion of 
relationships also played a central role in the IMP Group's network approach to industrial 
marketing (Håkansson and Snehota, 1995). 
 
The dominant logic that concentrated on the exchange of tangible goods shifted to a focus on 
building relationships, co-creating value, and intangible resources (Vargo and Lusch, 2004). 
Researchers within the industrial marketing field started to question the traditional marketing 
management approach as the marketing mix lacked important aspects for managing the 
exchange of services, which was more usually in a business-to-business context. There were 
raised concerns about the marketing mix since it did not offer conceptualizations for managing 
the relationship between the service provider and the customer (Möller and Halinen, 2000). 
According to Grönroos (1997, p. 407), relationship marketing is defined as: “Identifying and 
establishing, maintaining, enhancing, and when necessary terminating relationships with 
customers and other stakeholders, at a profit, so that the objectives of all parties involved are 
met, where it is done by a mutual giving fulfillment of promises”.  
 
Möller and Halinen (2000) argue that relationship marketing cannot be seen as one general 
theory. Instead, it consists of two different types of theories within relationship marketing. First, 
a consumer-oriented theory emphasizes the market relationship between the marketer and the 
individual consumer. The second, is a network-oriented theory that concentrates on inter-
organizations. Compared to traditions within consumer-oriented relationship marketing, the 
network-oriented theory of relationship marketing focuses on exchanging several actors that 
can be different suppliers and buyers. There is a significant difference in complexity between 
the two types of theories. The first theory considers a market environment where relatively 
straightforward exchange relationships occur. On the other hand, the second assumes that 
complex business relationships occur in a network environment.  
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2.7.1 The KMV-model of relationship marketing 
The KMV-model is another framework for analyzing business relationships. In this work, it is 
presented as a possible method, but the ARA-model is the-model that will be used in further 
studies. First, the KMV-model (Friman et al., 2002) captures five essential parameters for 
improving and maintaining business relationships.  
 
Trust and commitment have previously been mentioned as two essential and central parts of a 
successful business relationship. These psychological factors create a solid foundation that 
affects several vital aspects of collaborations, which are assumed to be affected by five factors: 
(1) Termination costs, (2) Relationship benefits, (3) Shared values, (4) Communication, (5) 
Opportunistic behavior. These five factors are combined in the Key Mediating Variables 
(KMV)-model, which accounts for what is necessary to develop a long-term collaboration 
(Friman et al., 2002).  
 
Collaborative relationships are based on a solid foundation of mutual commitment, defined by 
the areas presented in the KMV-model. The commitment also includes a willingness for both 
parties to continue the relationship and work together. If a collaborative relationship is 
perceived as less important, the commitment will also decrease, which means that the 
relationship will deteriorate over time. It also means that the commitment that both parties take 
into a collaborative relationship can measure how meaningful that relationship is for the two 
collaborating parties (ibid). 
 
According to the KMV-model, five parameters improve and positively affect an improved 
collaborative relationship. If any of these five parameters negatively impact the cooperation 
relationship deteriorates. Trust in the other partner is very important and a prerequisite for 
developing collaboration. It is based on the other partner being reliable, keeping his promises, 
and being honest (Friman et al., 2002). Previous research such as Morgan and Hunt (1994) have 
shown that this is necessary for mutual commitment to develop. 

2.7.2 Customer relationship management  
The primary purpose of Customer Relationship Management systems (CRM) is by a systematic 
way to create customer loyalty and build long-term customer relationships. It is thus a method 
for creating and maintaining long-term customer relationships. Relationship marketing aims to 
develop strong customer relationships, contributing to continued long-term cooperation. This 
also means that the brand is strengthened by satisfied customers telling other potential 
customers about an appreciated collaboration, which can generate more leads (Payne and Frow, 
2006, p.135-168).  

2.8 Business relationships  
Business relationships are built on the commitment-trust theory of relationship marketing. It, 
in turn, consists of two fundamental factors; trust and commitment, where both parts need to 
be available for a business relationship to be successful. Relationship marketing thus consists 
of both understanding and finding a solution that meets the customer's needs—at the same time 
completing the delivery of the measures that have been agreed upon. The result is that long-
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term collaboration is developed between company and supplier, who work together for a more 
extended time, with a mutual effort to meet each other's needs (Friman et al., 2002). 
 
According to the authors Payne and Frow (2006, p. 135-168), trust is a commitment between 
two parties, often between a company and a supplier. It is a long-term collaboration based on 
the trust that the other party will not do anything harmful or risky. Payne and Frow (2006, p. 
135-168) highlight this in their article "Customer Relationship Management: from Strategy to 
Implementation" that this means that a business partnership develops trust by fulfilling their 
commitment. 
 
Furthermore, according to Payne and Frow (2006, p. 135-168), commitment is based on a long-
term desire to maintain a valued partnership. This means that both partners in a collaboration 
invest in both maintaining and developing a good relationship with each other as partners. This 
can be done, for example, by having a close follow-up with the company to see if they are 
satisfied with the delivery or how it can be improved. Through this feedback, the supplier can 
adapt its delivery to the product or service that the supplier offers to the company. In this way, 
the supplier can, with the help of a close dialogue with the company, adapt and ensure that the 
supplier meets the company's needs in the desired way. 

2.9 Marketing for new customer acquisition 
The growth of new customers is necessary for company success and needs to be implemented 
effectively through several channels. This means meeting the customer in external channels and 
taking care of potential leads that meet the company. Below is a list of different customer 
acquisition strategies that companies can use to recruit new customers and maintain 
relationships with existing customers. (Erdmann and Ponzoa, 2021).  
 
Since its development until today, the primary focus of marketing has been on informing the 
customer (ibid). It has since been hoped that this will make the customer interested in buying a 
product or service and that the information will make the customer make the purchase decision 
and make it loyal to the company. Based on informative marketing, the methods have changed 
over time where companies have gone from informing to instead trying to create value for both 
customers and potential customers. Marketing that only tells is not as effective, and to capture 
customers' interest, marketing needs to consist of content that creates value for them. Over time, 
the development has gone from being 100% informative to focusing on combining informative 
advertising and value-creating material. It provides a basis for inbound marketing based on 
value-creating communication (Patrutiu-Baltes, 2016). 

2.9.1 Long-term relationships  
Depending on the research being studied, the way they describe long-term customer 
relationships may vary, although the definition is very similar. Grönroos (p.6, 1990) defines 
long-term customer relationships as "Long-term customer relationships mean that the 
objectives of marketing are mainly to go for enduring relationships with the customers." 
Terblanche and Boshoff (2006, p. 33) define this as "Both a long-term 'attitude' and long-term 
behavioral pattern, which will be influenced by multiple shopping experiences over time." 
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Zineldin (2006) describes it as a long-term relationship between a company and a customer that 
can last for years. It is based on a collaboration between company and customer, through several 
regular interactions with each other, where both are satisfied with the business settlement. 
Mutual satisfaction is essential to increase the probability that a transaction will occur again in 
the future. Even though the way they describe long-term customer relationships differentiates 
them, all research agrees that it positively impacts both parties. It does not have to mean that a 
longer customer relationship is profitable (Grönroos, 1990; Zineldin, 2006; Gee et al., 2008).  
 
Zineldin (2006) believes that the value of a customer should be seen in its total value over time 
and should be measured in potential lifetime value for the company. Furthermore, the cost per 
transaction is significantly lower for a returning customer than recruiting a new one (ibid). 
Thus, the margin for a returning customer increase, given that the company needs to spend less 
money, time, and resources on completing the transaction. In summary, all the research 
presented by the above sources agrees that there is an economic advantage in long-term 
customer relationships. 

2.9.2 Organizations at an early stage 

The evolution of an organization is supported by evidence and experiences from a historical 
perspective (Salamzadeh and Kawamorita Kesim, 2015). Even though a substantial amount of 
literature on organizations, academia has brought less emphasis on organizations at an early 
stage (i.e., startups). There is a lacking explanation as to what theoretical perspectives and 
theories are most appropriate to describe and explain the very early stages of a company, the 
startup phase (Salamzadeh, 2015). Looking back through history, the economist Joseph 
Schumpeter was an early pioneer in conceptualizing new venture creation. In his book “The 
Theory of Economic Development,” Schumpeter argues that the entrepreneur is an essential 
contributor to economic development. In his view, creating new businesses relies on innovation 
and creative destruction, and creating new companies is a significant contributor to economic 
growth (Schumpeter, 1934). A new point of view on new venture creation was presented by 
Gartner (1985), who considered it a complex phenomenon consisting of multiple dimensions.  
 
Gartner (1985) stresses the importance of individuals with expertise as they are seen as critical 
components when creating a new venture. In his definition, new venture creation takes place 
along four dimensions, all of which are interconnected. The four dimensions are: (1) The 
individuals who start the company. (2) The type of organization being formed as a new venture. 
(3) The environment in which the new venture will operate within. (4) Any action was taken 
by an individual to begin creating a new business. 

2.9.3 Startups 
Approaches to startups have been investigated in academia. Kuratko et al. (2015) examine eight 
major themes found in recent research about the topic: (1) venture financing, (2) corporate 
entrepreneurship, (3) social entrepreneurship and sustainability, (4) entrepreneurial cognition, 
(5) women and minority entrepreneurs, (6) the global entrepreneurship movement, (7) family 
business, and (8) entrepreneurial education. Yet Salamzadeh (2015) states that, it is not easy to 
provide a general model that is common for the creation of a new company, and some scholars 
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claim that it is neither promising nor reasonable. Nevertheless, there is agreement and 
disagreement regarding the different stages among authors. Like Gartner (1985) who 
empathizes with the complexity of new venture creation, Haugh (2007) also argues that the 
process of new venture creation is too complex as the context differs in terms of environments 
among different entrepreneurs.  
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3. Method 

3.1 Research strategy  
This study aimed to understand how a business-to-business startup can access the business 
network to initiate long-term relationships, as it is crucial for companies' survival. Academia 
has written extensively about organizations, but startup companies have received less attention. 
The subject is complex and differs depending on context and the environment among different 
actors. A qualitative case study at the industrial business-to-business startup Nytt Tech was a 
research approach considered to be the most appropriate method to achieve the study's 
objectives. According to Bell, Bryman, and Harley (2019), qualitative research focuses on 
collecting and analyzing words rather than numbers. It is a suitable approach to gaining in-
depth insights into a problem or concept that cannot be quantified. To understand the complex 
subject, the ARA-model was applied as the theoretical framework. The model provided a 
framework to comprehend and assess major areas for developing long-term relationships and 
enabled the analysis and capture of critical aspects in the development of business relationships.  
 
An iterative approach between literature and empirical data at Nytt Tech was ongoing 
throughout the work, indicating an abductive research strategy. According to Bell, Bryman, and 
Harley (2019), a study of having an abductive direction begins by observing phenomena, then 
attempting to explain them by iteratively combining theory and data. The data was collected 
through mainly unstructured interviews with all employees at the case company Nytt Tech and 
one interview with their only paying customer was held semi-structured due to limited 
timeframe for the interview. The interviews took place on Zoom with both researchers 
participating and taking notes while listening intently to each interviewee's story. To analyze 
the massive amount of qualitative data, thematic analysis was considered as suitable since it 
provides a systematic approach of breaking down the transcripts into codes and developing core 
themes (Braun and Clarke, 2006). However, it was discovered throughout the coding process 
that thematic analysis limits the stories that were told during the data collection by missing 
important data. To provide richer insight into the stories that were told, the empirical data was 
presented through a narrative approach. The combination of thematic analysis and narrative 
approach was used to develop a robust conceptual framework for understanding how startups 
shape long-term business relationships at an early stage.  
 
Immediately after every interview, the researchers started transcribing and analyzing the data. 
Some first draft notes were taken based on the transcribed data before starting the coding 
process. Once an interview was coded, the development of themes started. This was an ongoing 
process that continued throughout the entire data collection phase where the researchers went 
back and forth to the interviews in order to determine themes. The ARA-model was carefully 
Immediately after every interview, the researchers started transcribing and analyzing the data. 
Some first draft notes were taken based on the transcribed data before starting the coding 
process. Once an interview was coded, the development of themes started. This was an ongoing 
process that continued throughout the entire data collection phase where the researchers went 
back and forth to the interviews and literature review. The ARA-model was applied to carefully 
analyze the data according to each layer in order to determine themes within each. 
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3.2 Research design 
The study focuses entirely on the case company Nytt Tech to understand how business 
relationships are built and shaped at an early stage. The selected research questions are 
answered with interviews as the primary data source. The database is primarily based on 
transcribed interviews and their insights provided. The interviews were conducted with all 
employees at the company Nytt Tech and their partner companies to gain a deeper 
understanding of how they work with and view relationship marketing. According to Bryman 
et al. (2019), a case study examines a company or individual case in detail and is one of the 
research methods used for qualitative studies. This case study examines a real-life example, 
taken from reality, with specific contextual settings (Yin and Davis, 2007).  
 
Conducted interviews have primarily focused on key people at Nytt Tech and their closest 
partners. All employees at Nytt Tech are interviewed, as they all have a vital role in a small 
company and thus represent their company area. As the company is small, they have daily 
communication with all people in the company, creating close internal contact and clear 
transparency between all employees. The close connection between the company's employees 
and the different parts of the organization creates many internal touchpoints. It also means that 
all employees are in contact with customers and potential customers, which also means they 
have insight into how their part affects the end-user. Because each employee has their area of 
specialty and ways to contribute value to the company and further towards the end customer. It 
also creates an overall picture of how these startups generate business relationships, impacting 
the company. This company, Nytt Tech, was chosen as the study aims to understand the 
importance of business relationships and how they can contribute to their growth. 

3.3 Data collection method 
Gathering empirical data through interviews formed the basis for data collection for the 
completed study. Interviews with all employees at the case company Nytt Tech were held to 
understand each team members’ personal story in depth. The interviews were held both team-
wise and individually and both researchers participated in every interview.  
The interviews were recorded, and transcribed, and open-ended questions enabled the 
interviewee to form detailed answers based on a specific topic or broader area. Through 
unstructured and semi-structured interviews, clear answers were given, and there was an 
opportunity to ask follow-up questions to gain more detailed information. When collecting 
qualitative data through interviews, Bell, Bryman, and Harley (2019) state that the interviews 
could either be approached by being semi-structured or unstructured. The first approach 
involves preparing some predefined questions from an interview guide. The interview guide 
ensures that the interview remains about interest. Still, a semi-structured interview is 
advantageous as it also allows spontaneous questions to take place that is outside the interview 
guide to explore relevant information within the subject of interest. The second approach does 
not require any preparation in advance. The questions during an unstructured interview occur 
during the process and allow the interviewee to speak freely. Unstructured interviews are 
advantageous since it is like a personal conversation, resulting in honest answers. This allows 
the interviewer to discover information that might be hidden and enables them to go deep into 
the subject of interest.  
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A non-probability, purposive sampling approach is relevant since the study focuses entirely on 
the case company Nytt Tech. According to Bell, Bryman, and Harley (2019), several purposive 
sampling approaches can be used when conducting qualitative research. However, for this 
study, opportunistic sampling was suitable. Bell, Bryman, and Harley (2019) state that it is a 
common approach within research since it allows the researcher to make sampling decisions 
throughout the data collection process. This facilitates the sampling decision throughout the 
study as the knowledge increases throughout the work. A summary of the interviews is shown 
in table 2.  

 Role Interview 
technique 

Gender Duration 
(min) 

Table 

Interview 1 CEO Sture and COO 
Praaven 

Unstructured Males 49:43 3, 9, 15 

Interview 2 COO Praveen Unstructured Male 46:55 4, 10, 16 

Interview 3 Head of UX/UI, Sonja Unstructured Female 31:26 5, 11, 17 

Interview 4 CEO, Sture Unstructured Male 39:38 6, 12, 18 

Interview 5 CTO, Bharat Unstructured Male 41:39 7, 13, 19 

Interview 6 Ylva at customer 
Company A 

Semi-structured Female 27:00 8, 14, 20 

Table 2: Summary of all interviews. 

3.4 Data analysis 
In qualitative research, textual data from interviews tend to be unstructured, which makes the 
data difficult to analyze. According to Thorne (2000), analyzing data is the most complex part 
of qualitative research, and literature lacks thoughtful discussions on this topic. Therefore, when 
analyzing qualitative data, it is essential for the researchers not to get too absorbed in the 
complex amount of the collected data; otherwise, they will be unable to interpret its broader 
meaning. Compared with quantitative data analysis, there is no straightforward approach for 
analyzing thick and complex qualitative data. However, some approaches have been more 
frequently used than others. One of them is thematic analysis (Bell, Bryman, and Harley, 2019). 
According to Braun and Clarke (2012), engaging with thematic analysis provides the researcher 
with a solid basis for conducting other qualitative data analysis methods. It is, therefore, a 
suitable data analysis method to be used by qualitative researchers who are in an early stage in 
their research careers. Another strategy to conduct qualitative data analysis is by using a 
narrative approach. According to Czarniawska (2000), narratology helps offer reflections and 
analysis on the researcher's construction of their own story by retelling a story where social 
constructionism is the umbrella concept that encompasses it. The data analysis strategy for this 
study is chosen to be thematic analysis combined with a narrative approach to serve as the 
theoretical base by telling a story. 
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Nowell, Norris, White, and Moules (2017) argue that thematic analysis can be applied across a 
variety of epistemologies and enables the researcher to analyze the data so that it makes sense 
to the research question or research questions that are being examined. According to Braun and 
Clarke (2006), using a thematic data analysis approach provides a flexible and valuable method 
of assessing data that can provide a detailed explanation of yet complex data, providing a high 
degree of theoretical freedom. The method involves coding the data to generate themes across 
a data set organized and systematic. It enables the researcher to interpret and relate the unique 
data to the specific topic and research question being investigated by linking it to themes 
identified across the data. To generate themes, researchers must collect all data relevant to the 
theme and sort initial codes into potential themes (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Braun and Clarke, 
2012). A theme is defined as something that "captures something important about the data in 
relation to the research question and represents some level of patterned response or meaning 
within the data set" (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 63). Then, the researcher constructs appropriate 
themes for the specific case. It is the researcher's or researchers' responsibility to define them 
to relate to the research question or research questions being examined (Braun and Clarke, 
2012; Bell, Bryman, and Harley, 2019).  
 
Braun and Clarke (2006) argue that thematic analysis captures the data to make sense to the 
research question or research questions that are being examined. This, since a theme describes 
critical aspects of the data, regardless of whether the theme represents the majority of 
experiences, its importance cannot be overstated. Furthermore, unlike other methods, the 
thematic analysis does not adhere to a rigid process that needs to be followed. Even if this 
allows the researcher or researchers that apply thematic analysis to have a high degree of 
theoretical freedom, it may not only be an advantage.  
 
Nowell, Norris, White, and Moules (2017) highlight more minor literature on thematic analysis 
when comparing it with other qualitative research methods such as ethnography, grounded 
theory, and phenomenology. This is the main disadvantage of thematic analysis since it may 
lead to inconsistency and cause researchers to feel insecure about how a rigorous thematic 
analysis should be conducted due to its lack of presence in literature. 
 
Braun and Clarke (2006) outline a process that offers an approach for using thematic analysis 
effectively, comprising six phases. However, the authors highlight that one should not follow 
the steps linearly since that is not how analysis is conducted. Instead, they explain it as an 
iterative process rather than a linear one. The six phases are as follows:  
 

➢ Phase 1: Familiarize with the data. Before the analysis is conducted, it is advantageous 
to gather prior knowledge and engage an analytical curiosity. The transcripts should be 
read and re-read by the researcher or researchers in this phase. As a suggestion, the data 
should be read actively. This means that the reader searches for common sentences, 
words, and expressions to find patterns in the data. It can be good to write down some 
notes on early expressions on the collected data, giving a deeper meaning to the analysis 
later (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Maguire and Delahunt, 2017). 
 



 19 

➢ Phase 2: Generate initial codes. When the researcher or researchers are familiar with 
the transcripts, the analysis is ready. In this stage, coding the data is performed. Coding 
means that the information is organized systematically across the data set by breaking 
down a big amount of data into smaller parts (i.e., codes) to understand better what the 
data means. The codes identify features relevant to answering research questions. An 
essential piece of advice is to code as much as possible to make room for potential 
themes and patterns - these could be more interesting than thought beforehand (Braun 
and Clarke, 2006). There are different ways to code. Line-by-line coding involves 
coding every line which is suitable for an inductive analysis. Another way is open 
coding, where codes are developed along with the process, not being prepared in 
advance (Maguire and Delahunt, 2017). 

 
➢ Phase 3: Look for themes. In this phase, patterns of the coded data are identified as 

potential themes. This is done by gathering at sorting similar codes to each other so that 
they appropriately fit with each other to suit a specific theme. Themes capture relevant 
aspects of the coded data to make sense of the research question or research questions. 
According to Braun and Clarke (2006), a theme is characterized by its level of suitability 
and relevance, which the researcher or researchers decide upon. 

 
➢ Phase 4: Review potential themes. The potential themes identified in the previous phase 

should now be elaborated upon to determine if they are supported by the data and make 
sense. This can be done in two layers by first reviewing the themes and refining them. 
If a theme from the first layer is coherent with the codes, it can be moved to the second 
layer. If not, the theme needs to be modified, moved to where it suits better or simply 
be added to a new one by creating it if that is more appropriate. Once the themes are 
ready to be refined, the accuracy of each theme should be examined based on all the 
data. All themes should pass both layers before entering the next phase. However, one 
should be careful not to overwork the creation of themes and generation of codes since 
it can continue endlessly (Braun and Clarke, 2006).  

 
➢ Phase 5: Define and name themes. This stage aims to understand what the different 

themes mean and determine what has been captured from the data in the themes, similar 
to the refinement layer in the previous phase. It is essential not to have too complex 
themes; they need to make sense and not be too extensive. For the analysis, it should be 
possible to provide a detailed explanation of every individual theme. This is typically 
done through a narrative for each theme. Using only paraphrases is not sufficient to 
provide a rigorous analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006).  

 
➢ Phase 6: Write the report. Once all themes have been completed, the analysis should 

be written coherently by accounting for the themes across and within them. In other 
words, it aims to convey to the reader the significance of the analysis by explaining an 
interesting narrative of the yet complicated data (Braun and Clarke, 2006). 

 
Using a thematic analysis offers a high degree of flexibility while being accessible, which are 
considered the two significant primary benefits of this method Braun and Clarke (2012). 
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However, it does not allow all data to be visible since the transcripts are broken down into codes 
and themes according to the phases presented above. To provide rich insights into the themes 
developed from thematic analysis, the empirical data is chosen to be presented as a narrative 
where the story told from the interviews serves as a theoretical base. According to Czarniawska 
(2000), social sciences benefit from narratives because they help to explain phenomena by 
linking social interactions with each other. A narrative empathizes to exchange information by 
being a source that can provide rich insights - a narrative is about clarifying and explaining by 
retelling a story. In addition to being a means of communication, the narrative also serves as a 
form of knowledge and social life.  

3.5 Evaluating trustworthiness 
Comparatively to quantitative research, qualitative research does not focus on seeking 
replicability. According to Stahl and King (2020), this is because the researcher investigates a 
context where both the environment and the participants involved are understood under unique 
circumstances. Qualitative research allows researchers to access process-based, narrative, 
storied data closely connected to human experience. A person telling a story can provide the 
researcher with valuable data to answer the research question being examined or contribute 
valuable information related to the subject of interest. The degree of trust attributed to the 
storyteller is highly correlated with the level of trust for the listening person. Therefore, the 
level of trust is placed in their story based on this relationship. Accordingly, faith plays a vital 
role in conducting qualitative research of excellent quality. However, the question is how one 
knows if the truth is being told or not (Stahl and King, 2020).  
 
Kornbluh (2015) emphasizes the importance of assessing the quality of quantitative research 
and stresses that trustworthiness can be established to assess the accuracy of analysis to reflect 
the actual lived experiences of humans. Trustworthiness refers to confidence in the data, 
interpretation, and method used. Bell, Bryman, and Harley (2019) describe trustworthiness as 
quality-assessment criteria recommended for qualitative research to evaluate quality. Lincoln 
and Guba (1985) argue that qualitative research should be assessed and present four criteria to 
assess trustworthiness. These criteria are credibility, transferability, dependability, and 
confirmability.  

3.5.1 Credibility  
Credibility answers how congruent the findings are with reality to determine whether the 
reported results agree, being related to internal validity (Stahl and King, 2020). Therefore, it is 
important to decide that the interviews have been interpreted correctly when conducting 
interviews. For the respondents to validate the interpretations from this study and ensure 
credibility, the findings from the interviews were sent to the respondents.  

3.5.2 Transferability 
Transferability concerns whether the findings can be applied to other social contexts, the 
generalizability of the study. This has to do with external validity, where results can only be 
used in other situations if the thick description captures the situation sufficiently to be applied 
to different situations (Bell, Bryman, and Harley, 2019; Stahl and King, 2020). As the case 
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company is an industrial business-to-business startup, this case study can contribute knowledge 
on how other similar companies can gain access to the network. An understanding of how 
startup companies establish business relationships in the startup phase can be gained by reading 
this case study. Given that the case study is conducted in an industrial setting, the findings are 
also possible to apply to other business-to-business settings.  

3.5.3 Dependability 
Dependability evaluates whether the findings can be applied at other times, correlated with the 
reliability of the results. This allows external reviewers to examine the research process and the 
choices made through the exploration. All stages and procedures that have been performed 
throughout the research process should be documented according to this criterion (Bell, 
Bryman, and Harley, 2019; Stahl and King, 2020). Even though all names and positions of 
those interviewed at the case company are disclosed, this study fails to meet these criteria. For 
this study, the aim was not to provide any documentation to be reviewed by others instead of 
to understand the rationale behind the decisions. 

3.5.4 Confirmability 
Confirmability in trustworthiness aims qualitative research to get as close as possible to 
objective reality. How the researcher or researchers cope with integrity in terms of letting 
personal beliefs and values influence the findings and analysis of the findings influence the 
degree of objectivity and should, therefore, be ignored as much as possible (Bell, Bryman, and 
Harley, 2019; Stahl and King, 2020). For this project, the researchers did not seek to gain any 
other information from the case company other than aspects related to the research question 
and subject of interest. Additionally, none of the researchers were either investors or employed 
full-time by the case company. Nevertheless, the case company did pay the researchers for 
conducting the research. However, the amount of compensation is so small that it did not affect 
personal values and beliefs noticeably.  

3.6 Ethical stances  
Research based on analysis of people and their actions, or data collected in this way, the ethical 
aspects should be carefully considered, according to Yin (2018). It is then required that the 
researcher pays attention to the participants about what ethical positions and measures are 
taken. This may, for example, be to protect sensitive information from external publicity. They 
also address several guidelines developed by the National Research Council (2003):  
 

➢ Formally inform all participants that they are participating in a study. 
➢ Select the participants in the study to create such a fine selection, which reflects the 

target group you want to perform. 
➢ Protect the identity and confidentiality of the study participants, which also includes the 

other companies or individuals mentioned. 
➢ They should not be able to be harmed or have adverse effects from participating in the 

study. 
➢ Protect all participants from injury or negative consequences. 
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This study is based on a mix of semi-structured and unstructured interviews held digitally via 
Zoom. All participants are asked via email, with an explicit request if they want to participate 
in the study. The email also states what the interview should contain and the purpose of the 
intended interview. Then a recording starts in Zoom, where all participants receive a notice and 
audio information that the meeting is being recorded. Everyone must give their active consent. 
The reason why the interview is held via Zoom is to be able to enable recording with good 
sound quality. It is necessary for the interviews to be transcribed with high accuracy. All 
companies and partners to Nytt Tech are anonymous. 

3.7 Method discussion  
As there is only limited research in the area, the study is approached exploratory with a starting 
point in fundamental theories in business-business marketing, mainly network-based 
relationship marketing. Therefore, a qualitative case study is considered suitable to reach the 
study's objective. However, an alternative approach could have been chosen. All companies 
have once been startups. An alternative could be to ask other similar companies within the 
manufacturing industry how they gained access to the business network and what benefits they 
have from long-term business relationships. Therefore, the study could be possible by 
conducting qualitative research by, for example, sending surveys to 100 small and medium 
enterprises around Sweden within the manufacturing industry. Using a large sample size, 
numbers from the surveys could have been statistically analyzed through averages, percentages, 
or quotas. However, a quantitative research approach would not allow deep insights or detailed 
answers to analyze.  
 
Since the subject is complex and aims to understand startups' business relationships, the study 
focuses on diving deep into a business-to-business startup, the case company Nytt Tech, to gain 
in-depth knowledge from a real-time situation. The theoretical framework is chosen to be the 
ARA-model, which is used as a framework for analyzing business relationships through its 
actors, resources, and activities. The primary source for data collection is interviewing people, 
which is held with all the employees at the company and their first and only paying customers. 
The interviews are mainly held unstructured, focusing on letting the dialogue drive itself further 
based on the conversation. This approach has been chosen because it allows undertaken actions 
that might be hidden to become visible. Purposive sampling of people to interview gives 
relevant data processed to produce data insights. Unfortunately, one of the interviews was held 
structured due to time limitations, where the customer only was able to spend a short time with 
us. 
 
Next, the empirical data is presented with a narrative approach by restoring the stories told 
during the interviews, serving as the theoretical base. Finally, the empirical data is exposed and 
analyzed within the ARA-model as the theoretical framework. The analysis is done through a 
back-and-forth process, working iteratively with existing theory and empirical data. During the 
data analysis process, it was determined that only using a thematic analysis limits essential data 
to be visible since the codes and themes only provide small parts from the transcripts. Therefore, 
the narrative approach was added throughout the process to serve as the theoretical base when 
presenting the empirical data gathered from the stories told in the interviews.  
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However, even if a narrative approach helps overcome some limitations of the thematic 
analysis, its flaws cannot be ignored. The flexibility that thematic analysis provides leads to 
inconsistency and a lack of coherence when developing themes derived from the data. When 
writing one story from several people, the outcome story from the researcher may either 
represent partly, selectively, or imperfectly part of the whole, which is a significant critique of 
the chosen method. In general, the method also lacks capturing important social factors and 
expressions during the interviews, such as facial expressions and tone of voice. Additionally, 
all interviews were held on Zoom, limiting the researchers to observe the general sentiments.  
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4. Empirical data 
Sture has a solid background with more than 50 years of experience in the manufacturing 
industry and great production experience in various industries. In 2010, he worked as the CEO 
of his father's family company. He has also worked for several years in production, with 
employers such as Electrolux and in other factories around the world. 
 
However, during this time, he saw a hole in the market, where the factory's machines were not 
maximally utilized, while the employees in the factory did not have such good insights into the 
production rate of the machines. Thus, using simple technology as a measuring instrument was 
born through the mobile phone's sensors to map this. However, this would also mean a 
managerial shift since he thought that the operators are the ones that should make the decisions 
in real-time and not the managers.  
 
Sture turned to KTH to find students to develop the idea further, where he found a senior 
Professor Thomas Lundholm, at KTH, who helped him to find potential students for this 
project. At the same time, Praveen and Bharat were looking for a company to write their thesis. 
Praveen had an interview with Scania, which he, unfortunately, did not get, and then turned to 
his professor, saying that he had a big trust to help in finding a suitable thesis. He wanted to 
write about Industry 4.0 and the technical impact on industry and production as this is an area 
that is of great interest to him. That same evening, their professor had been to a birthday party 
and met Thomas Lundholm. During that party, he had told the professor that Thomas was 
looking for two students who would be interested in the area they had mentioned to their 
professor. Praveen and Bharat related to Sture through that path for the first time. A meeting 
together with Sture, Thomas, Praveen, and Bharat were organized at KTH, and at the end of the 
meeting, Sture gave them the thesis. 
 
Thomas Lundholm is a well-known professor within KTH in the very technical field, and 
therefore it was a great asset to make the right contacts, that is beneficial for Nytt Tech. He was 
also the link between academia and industry, which has been a successful collaboration from 
both sides. The meeting between Sture, Praveen, and Bharat was the beginning and a catalyst 
for the company Nytt Tech, which went from being an idea to becoming a company. 
 
During the first meeting between Sture, Praveen, and Bharat, they met for 45 minutes, where 
Sture presented the idea that he had developed and wanted to continue to develop. The purpose 
was to create proof of concept if the business idea was good enough to build on. They were 
then commissioned to write a business plan and strategy for the next step as part of their thesis. 
During that stage, Praveen describes that it was an idea plus a prototype and not a finished 
Minimum Valuable Prototype (MVP) at that stage. Additionally, Praveen mentioned that they 
would probably not get the thesis if Thomas didn’t know Sture beforehand. Since Thomas 
assured Sture that both Praveen and Bharat were great students, trust was initially built in the 
relationship between Sture and the students.  
 
While Praveen and Bharat were writing their thesis, Praveen linked Nytt Tech with a team of 
developers based in India. The development team was led by a classmate of Praveen's sister, as 
they did their bachelor's studies together. Praveen has known him for about 15 years now and 
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in his conversation, he told both about the idea of Nytt Tech and asked if they wanted to be part 
of that journey and develop the technical product. Praveen gave them a structure of what they 
were looking for and a project plan and then the development team took this idea further. The 
development of the technical solution was put in India as they are both very good developers, 
at the same time as it is cheaper to develop there compared to doing it in Sweden when wages 
are lower. The advantage of developers is also that they can work remotely and are not as 
dependent on being physically present in Stockholm. Praveen has regular contact with the 
Indian development team and is in close contact with the Head of IT there. One of the keys to 
making it a successful collaboration is to give that person great freedom and trust, so that he 
will feel that he has both confidence and the opportunity to influence the situation with his team 
there. 
 
In addition to Nytt Tech, Sture has another production company, which is labelled Company 
B, with employed people who run production in the factory. It is also a great asset to Nytt Tech 
because they can work very closely with the operators there and have the chance to test new 
functionalities in that factory before they take the functionality further on a larger scale. On the 
other hand, the close collaboration with Nytt Tech is also a great advantage, as it helps the 
factory optimize production and have complete control of all parts of the production stage. 
 
Nytt Tech has received valuable input from the factory when they have shown new 
functionalities and asked them if something is missing or what can be changed to make their 
daily work easier. The primary purpose is to find measuring points where they make data 
available so that they can improve processes and streamline production. Different people in the 
organization have other metrics, and therefore, it is also essential to be able to adapt reports and 
metrics adapted to both managers and operators. This factory can be seen as a first-level 
customer, who helps with input to Nytt Tech, improves and refines the functionality while 
enabling them to test their product in a factory. 
 
All employees who today work at the company are key people, where everyone plays a clear 
role. Being involved in starting a company from the beginning saw Praveen as an enjoyable 
challenge and an opportunity he could not pass up. It includes creating a product, creating 
relationships, and trying many new things that are his primary driving force. The industry is 
traditional, and even if the technical development progresses, many internal processes are the 
same year after year. However, it also means an excellent opportunity for companies like Nytt 
Tech, which want to work more data-driven and digitize the factories. 
 
Since they started the company, they have invested extensive resources in developing the 
technical solution in the form of measurement data, visualization of the data, and product 
development together with Sture's company. This means that the main focus has been on 
making test installations in that factory and based on that, has been able to refine the technical 
product. It is vital that all these parts are in place and that the product works according to their 
and the factory's expectations before focusing on sales to other potential factories.  
 
In connection with the development phase, they have been in dialogue with some factories with 
which they have been related in the past. As a result, satisfied customers have told other friends 
who work at other factories about Nytt Tech several times, which results in them hearing from 
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them. This type of word-of-mouth spread is precious for Nytt Tech, as they both get new 
potential customers and proof of satisfied customers who want to recommend the solution 
further. They also express great value in being able to carry out a test installation at a new 
customer, demonstrate numbers, and show the improvements. In this way, they can present a 
value that their solution contributes with a great value. In addition, it provides production 
optimization that can be converted into money for the company. 
 
So far, Nytt Tech has invested considerable resources linked to installing new machines in 
factories. However, the solution they offer is tailored and well-adapted for each customer. The 
main reason for this is that it has allowed them to create a solid implementation, develop the 
platform to the best possible and ensure that it meets the customer's needs. Therefore, it has 
been a well-thought-out decision to take advantage of the advantage that close cooperation 
brings before it is scaled out to a greater extent. They express that they eventually strive to get 
a mix of two parts, where they both maintain a close collaboration with specific factories. At 
the same time, they standardize certain offers to be able to offer them to a broader segment of 
factories. 
 
They lack a solid pricing model, ensuring that pricing is also set individually for the paying 
factories. They are now investigating the possibilities for different pricing models, where they 
want to charge for both hardware and the subscription fee and consulting costs linked to both 
implementation and continuous improvement work. The pricing strategies are now not entirely 
solid, so they continue to investigate possible ways to charge. It is a tricky balancing act 
between charging for the value that technology creates for the factories simultaneously, as Nytt 
Tech must feel well compensated for their work. 
 
The empirical data are exposed by the ARA-model thematically to analyze business 
relationships. This chapter will provide an in-depth analysis of the case company Nytt Tech 
with regards to the ARA-model. Based on the empirical data which serves as the theoretical 
base, each layer in the model, actors, resources and activities will be analyzed from each 
interview.  

4.1 Actors  

According to the ARA-model, the actor layer refers to those who perform activities which could 
either be individuals, organizations or departments (Håkansson and Johansson, 1992; 
Håkansson and Snehota, 1995).  

Interview 1 - Sture and Praveen 
The CEO, Sture, and COO, Praveen, emphasized the importance of certain customers and that 
some actors are essential for the company’s business development, shown in table 3. They see 
a greater chance of establishing business relationships with smaller and mid-sized companies. 
This is because more prominent companies tend to have already installed systems that measure 
productivity in the factory. Even if the existing systems at big corporations are complex, those 
who would benefit from using the data to make data-driven decisions might not even be used 
by those who would benefit from using the data (i.e., the operators). They highlight that more 
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prominent companies are harder to research their product at this stage due to the existing 
systems. However, they predict that operators will be the ones that make the decisions in the 
future, rather than the managers.  
 
“And I think also, which is important to emphasize this at this moment is that you know, we 
foresee, or we think that there is a trend, technological trend taking place.” - Sture, CEO 
 
According to the trend that Sture predicts to take place soon, more prominent companies could 
be potential customers and partners later on when the managerial shifts have taken place within 
the manufacturing industry, shifting the decision-makers from managers to operators. 
Additionally, smaller and mid-sized companies are also considered more essential customers 
because of their availability. According to Sture, 80-90% of companies within the 
manufacturing sector are small-midsized, and only around 10% are big.  
 
Both point out that some actors have been, and still are, essential for the company's business 
development. Praveen, who had an indirect relationship with a developer in India, is an 
important yet critical actor for the company. This is because India's developers are essential for 
the product development, maintenance, and quality of product. Therefore, they are also 
important to Nytt Tech to establish relationships with other companies since they need to 
provide a product that other actors can rely on; otherwise, the trust is broken. Stures company, 
Company B, has enabled Nytt Tech to test and develop the product in the factory, which has 
been essential throughout the startup phase. By testing the product in Company B’s factory, 
Nytt Tech can ensure that the products they provide are working and are used in appropriate 
ways, taking advantage of the relationships with the operators at Company A for feedback. 
 
Sture and Praveen point out that they’ve had several students come in to do their thesis and 
other projects, which they value highly. Not only because students come in to solve tasks and 
help them investigate certain areas within the industry but also because they maintain the 
relationship with KTH as an organizational actor and find new companies within the industry 
to collaborate with. They highlight that their first paying customer, who is labeled as Company 
A, is the result of students who performed a thesis.  
 
“We've also always gotten students coming in doing their thesis or doing their projects or, or 
something. So every time someone is there to help us out or like someone to assist us in what 
projects we are trying to do.” - Praveen, COO 
 
The students that perform for Nytt Tech also contact other actors in the industry for interviews 
as part of their projects. This is also a way that Nytt Tech works with network-based relationship 
marketing. The students become a part of initiating relationships with other actors and making 
the name Nytt Tech familiar on the market by performing projects.  
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Initial codes Themes 

Focusing on small and midsize customers 

Customers of greater importance 
 
 
 
 

Suppliers and the tier two sub-suppliers 

Easy to install and to use for small and 
midsize companies 

Focus on manufacturing companies that is 
one dimensional 

The team down in India has helped us a lot 

Important for business development 
 
 

Stures Company B 

Students coming in doing their thesis 

Table 3: Initial codes and themes identified within the actor layer from the interview with Sture 
and Praveen. 

Interview 2 - Praveen 
Praveen, a former KTH student who performed his master thesis at Nytt Tech 4 years ago is 
now having the role as the COO of Nytt Tech. Praveen has been a part of Nytt Tech before the 
company even started and has, therefore, an extensive and good knowledge about the actors 
that has been involved since its start. Praveen emphasizes some of the actors he considers to be 
important for starting the company. He also highlights some internal actors that have been, and 
still are, essential for the company, shown in table 4.  
 
Throughout the interview with Praveen, he mentioned Thomas Lundholm multiple times, 
which indicates his importance. Thomas is a great friend to the CEO Sture, at Nytt Tech and is 
both Praveen’s and Bharat's former professor from KTH. A friend of Thomas, who also happens 
to be a friend of Sture, connected Sture with Praveen and Bharat. Accordingly, though Thomas's 
relationship with Sture, Praveen, and Bharat found each other.  
 
“[Thomas] is helping us with like, some of the, what do you call like, relations with the academy 
and also like, some connections within like the production engineering industry. So Thomas is 
right now retired from KTH, but he's a very well-known professor within KTH.” - Praveen, 
COO 
 
Since Thomas is a well-known professor at KTH and a good friend of Sture, Praveen mentioned 
that the thesis would probably not have been possible without him since he could ensure that 
Praveen and Bharat were good, reliable students. Thomas is currently retired from KTH but 
works as a technical advisor at Nytt Tech. Praveen explains that he is the link between the 
academy and the industry. Due to his extensive experience within the manufacturing industry, 
he helps Nytt Tech with valuable information about technical aspects. This is probably a result 
of him being a good friend to the CEO Sture.  
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“Oh, so like, if without Thomas, I don't think we would have met him because he was the link…I 
don't think we would have had an opportunity to do the thesis without Thomas” - Praveen, COO  
 
After the thesis, which Praveen and Bharat performed successfully, Sture asked them to start 
working for him permanently. The product was ready to start being developed as they only had 
a prototype during this time. Throughout Praveen and Bharat's thesis, trust was built between 
the two and Sture. Praveen contacted a developer in India, which he knew indirectly through 
his sister. Praveen mentioned that Sture trusted him to find accurate developers if he said so, 
and Praveen felt a great trust for the developer in India. He notes that he could ensure that the 
developer was reliable. The developer down in India found a team that started to develop the 
product. Praveen mentions they tested the product in a natural setting throughout the 
development. Luckily, Sture's Company A has a one-dimensional production that they use as a 
testbed for testing the product. The operators at Nytt Tech provide feedback about usability, 
and the technology is tested in an authentic setting. Praveen highlights that this has been, and 
still is, valuable for them.  
 

Initial codes Themes 

Professor at KTH - Thomas Lundholm 

Essential relationships to start Nytt Tech 

A friend of Thomas who is friend with 
Sture 

Praveen and Bharat being students at 
KTH 

A friend of Praveen in india who is a 
developer 

Praveens friend who has a team of 
developers in India 

Thomas - technical advisor 
Important internal actors 

Company B - partner company 

Table 4: Initial codes and themes identified within the actor layer from the interview with 
Praveen. 

Interview 3 - Sonja 
Sonja is having the role as Head of UX/UI at Nytt Tech. Prior to her current position, she was 
a student in human interactions at KTH. She met Nytt Tech in 2020 for the first time when she 
was searching for a master thesis project. She had seen Nytt Tech on a Startup AI hub at KTH 
and by coincidence, Praveen sent a direct message to her on Linkedin since they were searching 
for a person that could make an evaluation of the UX/UI design. Sonja mentions that she is kind 
of new in the company, but she still seems to be sure of what people that are critical for the 
business, shown in table 5.  
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Since Sonja is the latest member in the team, she mentions that both Praveen, Bharat and Sture 
are critical for the company since they have been there since it started. She highlights that all 
members hold their own extensive knowledge in various fields that is essential for business 
development. Additionally, she empathizes with the importance of the development team in 
India, since they are critical for the maintenance and development of the product. She also 
indicated that Stures company is important for the developers to do a good job since the 
operators provide them with feedback about the functionality.  
 
“I think a team in India is sort of essential, we really need them. But then also, on top of that, I 
think Company A as a company is very, very essential, we really need it, because it's the place 
where we can test the product in practice.” - Sonja, Head of UX/UI  
 
Accordingly, the combination of the result from developers in combination with feedback from 
the operators at Company A are essential for Sonja to perform a good job with the UX/UI 
design.  
 

Actors Themes 

All members of the team 

Critical actors for the business Indian development team 

Sture’s Company B 
Table 5: Initial codes and themes identified within the actor layer from the interview with Sonja. 

Interview 4 - Sture 
Sture is the CEO and founder of Nytt Tech. He has extensive knowledge about the industry as 
he has been working within production for +50 years in multiple countries. Looking even 
further back, he mentioned he was raised in a family business within manufacturing and 
production that he oversaw a few years ago. In addition to his role as the CEO and founder of 
Nytt Tech, he runs a production company, Company B, in parallel. For Nytt Tech, he 
empathizes with the importance of some meaningful relationships and the importance of close 
collaboration, shown in table 6.  
 
During the interview, it was observed that he was answering confidently and well-formulated 
all questions, indicating his extensive knowledge and long experience within the manufacturing 
industry. He empathizes with the importance of students from KTH that they take in to perform 
projects and theses. Therefore, he mentions KTH as being a meaningful relationship. This 
relationship results from Sture being a former student at KTH, but more importantly, his 
friendship with Professor Thomas Lundholm. They also have extensive experience in 
production and manufacturing. He thinks that a mix of young and experienced people within 
the industry is important for their business development. As the industry itself is rigid and 
difficult to change, he believes that insights from young people facilitate their product 
development. He mentioned KTH and Mälardalens Industrial Technology Center (MITC) as 
two important actors.  
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“The collaboration with KTH is important. They're doing research and they are collaborating 
with a lot of companies. So we're spreading, spreading the words through them, we're 
spreading the word through MITC. And then, obviously, we spread it, you know, mouth to 
mouth when we see and meet people.” - Sture, CEO  
 
As a result of MITC, Company B became one of their first customers. He mentioned that this 
was an effect of continuous networking with different actors connected to the industry. He 
emphasizes that the academy, such as KTH, plays an important role.  
 

Initial codes Themes 

Former colleagues within the industry 

Important relationships 
Thomas Lundholm 

Younger people in the industry 

Students from KTH 

MITC 

Close collaboration KTH 

Company A for testing in real time 

Table 6: Initial codes and themes identified within the actor layer from the interview with Sture. 

Interview 5 - Bharat 
Bharat is the CTO at Nytt Tech. He started his role at the company after he and Praveen had 
performed their master thesis at the company. It was Sture, Praveen, and he who started the 
company which indicates Bharat's importance as he has an in-depth understanding of the very 
fundamentals of Nytt Tech. Bharat highlights his close collaboration with customers and the 
developers. Throughout the interview, he mentioned key customer relationships and important 
actors for accessing the business networks, shown in table 7.  
 
Bharat has been strongly involved with product development from the start and he is the one 
that is gathering feedback from customers and translating them into requirements for the 
developers. Therefore, he has built a relationship with the customers, and they contact him if 
they need help, which indicates that the customer feels trust in him. 
 
“But if let's say they face a problem regarding a bug in the phone, like there's a function we 
should use, we should work in a certain way, and it's not working that way. So they report, of 
course, to me, in a way, because I'm responsible for a few of the paid installations and things 
like that.” - Bharat, CTO  
 
Bharat highlights the importance of MITC, Sture, and KTH as being important actors for 
accessing the business network. MITC fosters collaboration between industry and academia 
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which is similar to what Nytt Tech does with having students coming in to perform theses and 
projects at KTH. Through MITC, Nytt Tech meets relevant stakeholders who could be potential 
customers for them. He also mentions that Sture has a vital role since he knows many influential 
people within the industry. He considers him and Sture to be the two people in the company 
that has the closest and most frequent contact with the customers.  
 

Initial codes Themes 
The operators are the most important 

contact people. 
Customer relationships 

Managers at the customer and partner 
companies 

Found MITC though a friend 

Accessing the business network 

MITC shares the same aim as us 

MITC generates customers to Nytt 

Students from KTH  

Sture - knows many influential people in 
the industry 

Table 7: Initial codes and themes identified within the actor layer from the interview with 
Bharat. 

Interview 6 - Ylva from Company A 
Ylva works for Company A, which works with manufacturing specific parts for Scania, among 
others. Company B has been and is a very important partner to Nytt Tech, where they have a 
mutually strong collaboration. During the dialogue with Ylva, she mentions that it was a student 
project that brought Company B and Nytt Tech together from the beginning. It was an entrance 
where Nytt Tech had the opportunity to implement its software in Company A’s factories to 
demonstrate results. This, in turn, was the starting shot for a longer ongoing collaboration than 
today. Throughout the interview, she mentioned the initial student project together with Nytt 
Tech and ability to prove the actual value in terms of production capacity as the important actors 
for initiating the relationship from the beginning, shown in table 8. 
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Initial codes Themes 

Student project at Company A 
Important relationships Initial project that led to a longer 

collaboration 
Table 8: Initial codes and themes identified within the actor layer from the interview with Ylva. 

4.2 Resources 

According to the ARA-model, the resource layer represents tangible and intangible resources 
used by the actors. These could be technical, financial, or human resources (Håkansson and 
Johansson, 1992) 

Interview 1 - Sture and Praveen 
Potential value to be created, physical effort and internal high valued resources were determined 
as themes from the interview with Sture and Praveen, shown in table 9. Sture mentioned that 
they foresee a shift within the manufacturing industry that would benefit their business. This 
seemed to most likely be a result of Sture’s extensive experience within the industry based on 
what he had observed over several years.  
 
“I think the biggest challenge, or the biggest obstacle is the perceptions of people out there. 
This is a very conservative, you know, business. And it's been run in a fashion for such a long 
time. That changing patterns of doing things, and seeing the potential of new technology, it's 
not easy to convey and will not be easy to convince the people there.” - Sture, CEO  
 
Even if, as mentioned above by Sture, the business is conservative and hard to react to changes, 
it is determined as potential value to be created. This, since a shift in the industry would increase 
the relevance for other companies to use Nytt Tech’s product.  
 
For other companies to start using the product, there must be physical effort performed since 
people from Nytt Tech need to go out to the physical factories to set up the installations. In 
addition, it was mentioned that consulting combined with the product installation could help 
customers to get started. This would mean more interactions with customers and tailor-made 
solutions since human effort is more flexible than technology. In addition, they highlight high 
valued internal resources which are mainly determined by the people. This, since these are the 
ones that are interacting with others and building business relationships. Also, the technology 
behind the product is also considered as a highly valued internal resource since that is the core 
of Nytt Tech’s business.  
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Initial codes Themes 

Shift in the market which we foresee coming 

Potential value to be created 
Do not have the expertise or the resources to 
run at that potential or run at that capacity. 

People must go out and physically be there and 
do the installations 

Physical effort 
People can help the customers on a 

consultancy basis to really get started 

Technology behind the product 

Internal high valued resources 

Sonja - user experience side 

Praveen and Bharat - technical side and 
product management 

Sture - knows the industry 

Table 9: Initial codes and themes identified within the resource layer from the interview with 
Sture and Praveen. 

Interview 2 - Praveen 
As Praveen has been a part of Nytt Tech since it started, he could tell in detail about the 
prerequisite that they had and important resources. This was determined as internal resources 
before the company started and the link between the academy and industry, shown in table 10. 
He highlights the importance of Sture as a resource itself, both because of his broad experience, 
knowledge and contact network but also because of his other company. Praveen mentions that 
Company A has been, and still is, essential for their product development since that is where 
they can test the product in real-time and get feedback from operators. Company B's factory 
has been utilized ever since the company started and is considered as essential, according to 
Praveen.  
 
“So we didn't have any developers. So the developers I brought in, because like the current 
Head of IT we have now, he used to be a classmate of my sisters who did their bachelor's 
together. And then we spoke to him. I've known him for almost like 15 years now. So we just 
spoke to him. And then I said, like, I have this idea. And we want to develop it further.” - 
Praveen, COO 
 
Praveen mentions that he brought in the developers as a result of him having a relationship with 
one in India. It can be stated that Praveen can be considered an essential resource himself since 
he had this relationship with the developers, and the development of the product is, in turn, vital 
for the company.  
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Additionally, the link between the academy and the industry provided by Sture and Thomas as 
well as the students from KTH are considered as a resource for Nytt Tech. This, since the 
academy, such as KTH, has many collaborations with other companies. This is considered as 
an efficient way for Nytt Tech to reach other actors within the business network by 
collaborating with the academy.  
 

Initial codes Themes 

A business idea 

Internal resources before the company started 

Prototype, similar to an MVP 

Knowledge about the manufacturing 
industry 

The factory at Stures company Company A 
as test bed 

Founder with good economy 

Sture and Thomas - seniors with experience 
and knowledge Link between academia and industry 

Student from KTH 

Table 10: Initial codes and themes identified within the resource layer from the interview with 
Praveen. 

Interview 3 - Sonja 
Sonja is the newest employee and has not been involved in Nytt Tech since its start, compared 
to Sture, Praveen, and Bharat. As she is in charge of evaluating the interaction between people 
and the product, as well as the experience they have with it, she is in close contact with the 
operators who use the product as well as the developers in India.  
 
She seemed confident when she answered questions about what resources have been, and still 
are, essential for the company. She highlights multiple times that Stures company, Company 
B, are a vital resource. This allows them to have the possibility to test the technical functionality 
of the product in a real setting while also having close contact with operators who can provide 
them with feedback about the usability.  
 
“I think a team in India is sort of essential, we really need them. But then also, on top of that, I 
think Company A as a company is very, very essential. We really need it, because it's the place 
where we can test the product in practice.” - Sonja, Head of UX/UI 
 
Since the product is the core of the business, she highlights that the developers in India are also 
an important resource since they are the one that has the technical expertise to develop and 
maintain the product. Therefore, she considers Company A and the developers as being internal 
resources that are highly valued, shown in table 11. 
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Initial codes Themes 

Company A as a test company 
Internal high valued resources 

Developer team in India - product focused 

Table 11: Initial codes and themes identified within the resource layer from the interview with 
Sonja 

Interview 4 - Sture 
Sture is the only senior person within the company. As he had worked for a long time and been 
managing other companies within the production and manufacturing industry, it was apparent 
that he knew what he was talking about. Based on this interview, the themes are identified as 
knowing people in the industry, cooperating within the business network and students and 
young people in the industry, shown in table 12.  
 
He talked about trends that he has observed in the industry, which indicates his extensive 
experience. He thinks that a managerial shift will take place in which operators will be the ones 
that take the decisions rather than the top level. Therefore, he emphasizes the importance of 
involving younger people at Nytt Tech as a resource itself, since they are the ones that will be 
affected since they are the future of the industry. Sture highlights those references are important, 
since it adds credibility.  
 
“I think at this stage, we're acting further and to get more more references, I think it's all about 
it, it's 80% sweat and maybe 10 to 20% cleverness. It’s more that you actually have to work 
and contact the people and visit them to get enough reference to reach the critical mass, if you 
do have a critical mass, then things will, nothing can go automatic, but it will be more and 
more automatic as you go.” - Sture, CEO  
 
Sture knows many people in the industry, even if many of his old colleagues are retired. He 
mentioned that a combination of experienced people and young people is considered a good 
approach to gain a good reputation. Students who come in and perform projects are considered 
as highly valued resources since they meet other companies. Sture mentioned that the company 
started as a thesis and the importance of students can, therefore, not be ignored to be considered 
as an important resource. Also, MITC and KTH since they collaborate with both old companies, 
such as ABB, and new companies. MITC focuses on innovation and industry 4.0, which is in 
alignment with Nytt Tech. He mentions that younger factories are most likely to adapt to new 
technology and that MITC has a good reach to such companies. 
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Initial codes Themes 

KTH collaborates with other companies 
within the industry 

Cooperation within the business network MITC is visiting companies 

We got customers though MITC 

The company started as a thesis 

Students and younger people in the industry Students from KTH will visit more 
companies that could be potential 

customers for us 

People with experience as references 
add credibility Knowing people in the industry 

Recommendation from old colleagues 

Table 12: Initial codes and themes identified within the resource layer from the interview with 
Sture. 

Interview 5 - Bharat 
Bharat has been involved with Nytt Tech since it started and could, therefore, provide detailed 
answers to the questions that were asked during the interview. As the CTO of the company, he 
is responsible for supervising the development of the technology behind the product and helping 
the company to determine how it can be used by customers. Like previous interviews with the 
employees at Nytt Tech, Bharat highlights the importance of having Company A as a resource. 
The feedback from operators helps them to gain insight into the usability of the product, which 
is important to gain confidence when selling it to customers. Apart from collecting feedback 
from the customers at Company B, they also use the company’s factory to test the robustness 
of the product. This helps them to determine bugs before they are released to real customers to 
increase the reliability and quality of the product. Bharat highlights that this has been important 
in the early stage to gain confidence for the product during its development.  
 
“We have reached a point now where we are confident that our product works. Before it was 
more like that, we had some problems here, some problems there, even if installed, we might 
get some problem why someone wants to pay if something is not 100% working. So we have 
reached the point where we are confident in saying that, yes, our product works.” - Bharat, 
CTO  
 
He mentions that the development of the product has been a limitation for them to sell it to 
customers, since they wanted to be sure about the quality. Hopefully, this will also help Nytt 
Tech gain trust for its future customers. Bharat mentions that relationships with senior people 
in the industry which they have gained from previous professors at KTH as well as Sture, are 
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important resources for the company to gain access to the business network. Also, MITC and 
KTH are mentioned as being a resource that connects them with other companies within the 
industry as well as students from KTH who perform their projects. Based on this, becoming a 
part of the business network and confidence in the product are determined as themes from the 
interview with Bharat, shown in table 13. 
 

Initial codes Themes 

Company A for operators’ feedback 

Becoming a part of the business 
network 

MITC and KTH connect with other companies 

Contacts though Sture 

Relationships with senior people in the industry are 
powerful 

Students from KTH connect with other companies 

Company B’s factory as testbed 
Confidence in product 

Relationship with developers from before 

Table 13: Initial codes and themes identified within the resource layer from the interview with 
Bharat. 

Interview 6 - Ylva from Company A 
Ylva emphasizes the importance of the value that Nytt Tech creates as a vital resource for their 
business relationship, shown in table 14. The most significant value is that, by understanding 
the production flow, they can also see where they have the potential for improvement to 
increase production efficiency further. This means that with the help of Nytt Tech, they gain 
insights and specific areas they should focus on. Increased efficiency in production, where they 
utilize the machines' capacity, means that Nytt Tech creates tangible value for Company A. 
 
Both Company B and Nytt Tech perceive their business collaboration as favorable. Ylva 
mentions the close cooperation between them as one of the most important factors because they 
have created the strong business relationship they have formed. 
 

Initial codes Themes 
By understanding the production flow, 

optimization leads to increased production 
capacity 

Potential value to be created 
Nytt Tech helps Company B to find the 

specific areas for optimization. 



 39 

A close collaboration between Nytt Tech and 
Company A 

Strong business relationship Well-functioning collaboration from two sides 

Table 14: Initial codes and themes identified within the resource layer from the interview with 
Ylva. 

4.3 Activities 

Within the activity layer, the actors perform activities in which the resources are created, 
developed, and combined (Håkansson and Johansson, 1992).  

Interview 1 - Sture and Praveen 
Both Sture and Praveen highlight that continuous interaction with academia helps them in two 
ways. First, students who come in and perform projects usually interview people at other 
companies within the industry and help them to solve problems and discover possibilities. 
Second, interacting with people at KTH helps them to gain access to KTH’s business network 
since they are collaborating with companies within the manufacturing and production industry. 
This interaction is a result of previous relationships, such as Sture who is friends with Thomas 
(i.e., who was working as a professor at KTH recently) and through Praveen and Bharat who 
are former students.  
 
Additionally, the partnership with Stures company Company A helps them to increase 
confidence and relevance of the product since it allows them to gather feedback from users (i.e., 
operators) and test the product in a real setting. Within the activity layer, interacting with 
academia and the partnership with Company A was determined as themes from the interview 
with Sture and Praveen, shown in table 15.  
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Initial codes Themes 

Student performing projects 
Interacting with academia continuously 

Connecting with people at KTH 

Test the features 

Partnering with Company B Gather feedback from operators 

Visiting the factory physically 

Table 15: Initial codes and themes identified within the activity layer from the interview with 
Sture and Praveen. 

Interview 2 - Praveen 
Praveen provided an extensive description of the activities performed throughout the years. 
From his interview, the themes were determined as the initial interactions that were performed 
before the company started, building trust, and solving customer needs, shown in table 16.  
 
Since Praveen has been part of Nytt Tech since its start, he could provide a comprehensive 
description of what has been and is ongoing to establish business relationships. As he and 
Bharat wrote their master thesis at Nytt Tech before the company even existed, he mentions 
that it was through indirect relationships that they found Sture. He mentions that he and Bharat 
wouldn't have had the opportunity to write a master thesis and then, as a result, become a part 
of the journey to start a company.  
 
“Then it wasn't even a company. So we didn't have that at that point. So the Sture just had an 
idea. So he presented the idea. And then he said, we might have to develop it further, or create 
a proof of concept. So that was our thesis, like to create a proof of concept and try to see how 
viable it is and write a business plan to like, take it fall forward, or like, take the next few steps 
on how we could move forward. So we didn't even have a name for the company, then we just 
had an idea.” - Praveen, COO  
 
Praveen mentions that they performed a well-executed master thesis and kept close contact with 
the professor, who initially connected the three, as well as Sture throughout the work. As a 
result, both Praveen and Bharat got the offer to start the company together with Sture. It can be 
stated that this phase played an important role for the creation of the company and that trust 
was built during this period, otherwise, Praveen and Bharat wouldn't have had the offer to start 
the company with Sture.  
 
In addition to the undertaken actions in the very early stage, Praveen mentions that the activities 
they perform as a part to understand and solve customer problems. A combination of visiting 
several production facilities and interacting with the operators at Company B are two major 
actions taken to do this, according to him.  
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Initial codes Themes 

Ask professor about any potential 
master thesis within production 
engineering and management 

Initial interactions to start the company 
Talking on a party with Sture’s friend 

Physical meeting at KTH 

Conducting a good master thesis 

Building trust Close relationship with professor at 
KTH 

Working closely with Sture  

Interviews with operators at Company 
A 

Solve customer problems 
Visiting several production facilities 

Table 16: Initial codes and themes identified within the activity layer from the interview with 
Praveen. 

Interview 3 - Sonja 
Since Sonja is the newest employee in the team and the first person who has been recruited to 
the company, she explains how she found Nytt Tech. She is a former KTH student who got 
contacted by Praveen when she was looking for a company to write her master thesis. Praveen 
was searching for people within UX/UI on LinkedIn and came across Sonja’s profile. Sonja 
highlights that she was familiar with Nytt Tech as she had seen them before when Praveen 
contacted her on LinkedIn. She mentioned that she had seen them in an announcement on an 
AI hub at KTH and found the company interesting. After a successful interview with Praveen, 
she decided to write her master thesis. As a result, she is now employed as the head of UX/UI. 
It can be stated that the story told by Sonja about how she found Nytt Tech indicates the benefits 
of having a close relationship with KTH since it helps them to attract good people that perform 
valuable projects for them for a small budget.  
 
Due to her role, she is focusing on improving the user experience of the product. She interviews 
key customers, collects data from operators and communicates with the development team in 
India. The initial codes and themes determined from the interview with Sonja within the activity 
layer are shown in table 17.  
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Initial codes Themes 
Announcing UX designers on AI hub at 

KTH 

Joining the team 

Chatting on LinkedIn 

Searching for students within human 
interaction at KTH programs 

Performing a master thesis 

Collecting data from operators 

Improving the product 
 

Interviews with key customers 

Close collaboration with the development 
team in India 

Developing a user perspective instead of a 
company perspective 

Table 17: Initial codes and themes identified within the activity layer from the interview with 
Sonja. 

Interview 4 - Sture 
Having experience, identifying problems, solving problems, and building relationships was 
determined as themes within the activity layer from the interview with Sture, shown in table 
18. Prior to Nytt Tech in 2010, Sture was one of the co-founders of a similar company to Nytt 
Tech where they had Scania as one of their biggest customers during this time. However, he 
highlights that this company was sold due to several circumstances. One of the major reasons 
was because the market was not ready to adapt to new technology, according to him.  
 
Throughout the years working within the production and manufacturing industry, Sture points 
out that he has identified common problems that are recurring at several production sites, 
especially the small- and midsized companies. Sture mentioned that he observed that companies 
did not use the resources to its fullest capacity. This seemed to be due to a gap between the 
management who take decisions and the operators who work on the floor, but do not take any 
decisions. As a result of these observations, he decided to start Nytt Tech together with Praveen 
and Bharat to solve these problems.  
 
He mentions that his own production company, Company B, has been of great help in starting 
the business. Here, they can collect data and get direct feedback from the operators working on 
the floor. Sture highlights that they are building relationships daily by working with KTH and 
MITC, both to create personal relationships but also to access customers so that they can get 
real references to build credibility. 
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Initial codes Themes 

Sture founded a similar company to Nytt 
Tech early on 

Having experience 
+50 years of experience in the 

manufacturing and production industry  

A gap between top management and the 
operators. 

Identifying problems Feedback from the production floor 

Collecting data from operators 

Solving problems 
Continuous improvements based on 

customer feedback 

Getting references from customers  

Building relationships 
Create personal connections to key 

stakeholders in the industry  

Table 18: Initial codes and themes identified within the activity layer from the interview with 
Sture. 

Interview 5 - Bharat 
From the interview with Bharat, the themes within the activity layer were determined as 
maintaining customer relationships, networking, and trust relationship, shown in table 19. 
Bharat mentions that he is the one that customers contact directly if they face any problems. 
This could, for example, be if a bug is discovered within the application or connection issues 
with the sensors. If a customer would contact him to report a problem, he is the one that contacts 
the developers in India since they are the ones that can solve it. Since Nytt Tech is in such an 
early stage, they do not yet have any customer service. Bharat indicates that the current 
customers prefer to call him directly, probably because they know him and feel trust in him. 
Usually, Bharat keeps in contact with the customers on a weekly basis. However, he mentions 
that the frequency of contact differs from week to week since there are no meetings that are 
scheduled every week. The meetings are rather kept if needed, which is appreciated by the 
customers, according to him.  
 
When asking him about how they get in contact with potential customers and how they become 
a new customer, he mentions that they network through a combination of having students who 
come in and perform projects and talking with contacts within the industry. Bharat mentions 
that the chance to gain a new customer increases significantly if they manage to set up test 
installations in the customers’ factory. A combination of showing results from the test 
installation and having recommendations from customers are two factors that makes the 
customer feel trust for Nytt Tech. This, in turn, increases the chances to make the potential 
customer become a new customer. 
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Initial codes Themes 

Weekly contact with customers and 
stakeholders 

Maintaining customer relationships 

Customers contact me if they face issues  

Report bugs and issues that needs to be 
solved to the development team in India 

Customizes solution based on customer needs 

Test installations at potential customers' 
factories 

Having students coming in to perform 
projects 

Networking Take advantage of contacts in the industry 

Successful test installations create trust 

Trust relationship 
New customer growth based on other 

customers' recommendations 

Table 19: Initial codes and themes identified within the activity layer from the interview with 
Bharat. 

Interview 6 - Ylva from Company A 
Ylva further emphasizes that the close business relationship that Company B and Nytt have is 
largely based on close contact between the companies. Communication between the two is 
highlighted as the essential activity to create and maintain a strong relationship. Ylva also says 
that contact primarily takes place when one of them needs it. The communication is often closer 
to them implementing a new production cell because they then have many different areas to 
both implement and optimize. The contact is sparser with existing production cells and usually 
occurs when needed. 
 
The companies are in contact with each other through phone calls and physical meetings. Which 
of these communication methods is used depends on the scope of the matter of what they will 
talk about. However, communication and the mutual interest in having a well-functioning and 
strong business relationship are the most important actions, shown in table 20. 
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Initial codes Themes 

Personnel working in production are in 
close dialogue with Nytt Tech 

Interaction to establish relationship 

Contact takes place regularly, but when 
necessary. This means closer contact in 
connection with the implementation of a 

new production cell. 

Contact takes place through a mix of 
phone calls and physical meetings. 

Meet customer needs 
Initiatives from both Company B and 

Nytt Tech 

Table 20: Initial codes and themes identified within the activity layer from the interview with 
Ylva. 

4.4 Summary of common codes and themes within the ARA-model  

Based on applying the ARA-model on the empirical data, a summary of common initial codes 
and themes is presented in table 21, 22 and 23.  

Actors 

Initial codes Themes 

Focusing on small and midsize 
customers 

Customers of greater importance 
Suppliers and the tier two sub-suppliers 

Easy to install and to use for small and 
midsize companies 

Focus on manufacturing companies that 
is one dimensional 

The team down in India has helped us a 
lot 

Important for business development Sture’s Company 

Students coming in to do their thesis 

Professor at KTH - Thomas Lundholm 
Essential relationships to start Nytt Tech A friend of Thomas who is friend with 

Sture 
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Praveen and Bharat being students at 
KTH 

A friend of Praveen in india who a 
developer is 

Praveens friend who has a team of 
developers in India 

Thomas - technical advisor 
Important internal actors 

Company A - partner company 

All members of the team 

Critical actors for the business Indian development team 

Sture’s company, Company B 

Former colleagues within the industry 

Important relationships 

Thomas Lundholm 

Younger people in the industry 

Students from KTH 

Student project at Company A 

Initial project that led to a longer 
collaboration 

MITC 

Close collaboration KTH 

Company A for testing in real time 

The operators are the most important 
contact people. 

Customer relationships 
Managers at the customer and partner 

companies 

Found MITC though a friend 

Accessing the business network 
MITC shares the same aim as us 

MITC generates customers to Nytt 

Students from KTH 
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Sture - knows many influential people 
in the industry 

Table 21: Initial codes and themes within the activity layer, identified from all interviews. 

Resources 

Initial codes Themes 

Shift in the market which we foresee 
coming 

Potential value to be created 

Do not have the expertise or the 
resources to run at that potential or run 

at that capacity. 

By understanding the production flow, 
optimization leads to increased 

production capacity 

Nytt Tech helps Company B to find the 
specific areas for optimization. 

People have to go out and physically be 
there and do the installations 

Physical effort 
People can help the customers on a 

consultancy basis to really get started 

Technology behind the product 

Internal high valued resources 

Sonja - user experience side 

Praveen and Bharat - technical side and 
product management 

Sture - knows the industry 

Company A as test company 

Developer team in India - product 
focused 

A business idea 

Internal resources before the company started 

Prototype, similar to an MVP 

Knowledge about the manufacturing 
industry 

The factory at Stures company, 
Company A as test bed 

Founder with good economy 
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Sture and Thomas - seniors with 
experience and knowledge Link between academia and industry 

Student from KTH 

KTH collaborates with other companies 
within the industry 

Cooperation within the business network MITC is visiting companies 

We got customers though MITC 

The company started as a thesis 

Students and younger people in the industry Students from KTH will visit more 
companies that could be potential 

customers for us 

People with experience as references 
add credibility Knowing people in the industry 

Recommendation from old colleagues 

Company A for operators' feedback 

Becoming a part of the business network 

MITC and KTH connect with other 
companies 

Contacts though Sture 

Relationships with senior people in the 
industry are powerful 

Students from KTH connect with other 
companies 

Company B’s factory as testbed 
Confidence in product 

Relationship with developers from 
before 

A close collaboration between Nytt 
Tech and Company B 

Strong business relationship 
Well-functioning collaboration from 

two sides 
Table 22: Initial codes and themes within the resource layer, identified from all interviews. 
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Activities 

Initial codes Themes 

Students performing projects 
Interacting with academia continuously 

Connecting with people at KTH 

Test the features 

Partnering with Company A Gather feedback from operators 

Visiting the factory physically 

Ask professor about any potential 
master thesis within production 
engineering and management 

Initial interactions to start the company 
Talking at a party with Sture’s friend 

Physical meeting at KTH 

Conducting a good master thesis 

Building trust Close relationship with professor at 
KTH 

Working closely with Sture 

Interviews with operators at Company 
B Solve customer problems 

Visiting several production facilities 

Announcing UX designers on AI hub at 
KTH 

Actions for joining the team 
Chatting on LinkedIn 

Searching for students within human 
interaction at KTH programmes 

Performing a master thesis 

Collecting data from the customers 

External actions 

Interviews with key customers 

Close collaboration with the 
development team in India 

Developing a user perspective instead 
of a company perspective 
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Sture founded a similar company to 
Nytt Tech early on 

Previous experience 
+50 years of experience in the 

manufacturing and production industry  

A gap between top management and 
the operators. 

Operators as a stakeholder 
Customer feedback from the floor 

Improving the technical product on the 
way 

Customer first 
Continuing improvements based on 

customer feedback 

Recruit people with credibility in the 
industry 

Direct relationships 

Create personal connections to key 
stakeholders in the industry. 

Knocking the door on potential 
customers 

Take advantage of indirect contacts in 
the industry 

Weekly contact with all the customers 

Customer relationships 

Bharat manages problem solving for 
customers and building relationships 

with customers. 

Customers as ambassadors 

A mix between scalable and 
customized solutions 

Test installations at potential customers' 
factories 

Successful test installations create trust 
Trust relationship New customer growth based on other 

customers' recommendations 

Personnel working in production are in 
close dialogue with Nytt Tech 

Interaction to establish relationship Contact takes place regularly, but when 
necessary. This means closer contact in 
connection with the implementation of 

a new production cell. 
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Contact takes place through a mix of 
phone calls and physical meetings. 

Meet customer needs 
Initiatives from both Company A and 

Nytt Tech 
Table 23: Initial codes and themes for within the activity layer, identified from all interviews. 
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5. Discussion and analysis 
By applying the ARA-model, it is possible to sort extensive amounts of qualitative data and 
determine relevant aspects of Nytt Tech's business network and how they benefit from it. The 
initial codes and belonging themes, presented in tables 21, 22, and 23, provide explanations 
that enable us to give answers to the research question. Thus, it helps to both determine the 
current state while also providing indicators of how it would help the case company to take 
advantage of business relationships in the future. 
 
Apart from discovering the benefits of Nytt Tech’s business relationships and networks, an 
interesting discovery from applying the ARA-model to Nytt Tech is that insecurities in product 
development seem to be a limitation that hinders Nytt Tech from gaining customers - not their 
marketing. The company performs several valuable marketing activities which enable them to 
access the business network. Still, they point out that they have not yet actually been ready to 
sell the product until quite recently. This is because they want to be sure that the product works 
so as not to fail any customer. This would risk them losing trust and getting a bad reputation if 
the product cannot provide good quality. 
 
However, thematizing the empirical data with regards to the ARA-model is criticized. During 
the analysis process, much of the data is coded away. Even if the empirical data is taken with a 
narrative approach, the coding process still requires the data to be broken down thus putting 
major limitations. One could question if important data that make exemplary contributions to 
the study has been removed and/or not discovered. This is a significant limitation of the chosen 
thematic analysis method as it requires coding. Additionally, applying the ARA-model as the 
theoretical framework hinders the study from stepping out from where other significant data 
may be found. For example, the founder and CEO of the company grew up in a family business 
in manufacturing and had over 50 years of experience within the industry. If he were a person 
with less experience in both the industry and running a business, Nytt Tech would have looked 
different today since his relationships are of significant influence. Therefore, the ARA-model 
would be constructed differently as childhood and previous work experience relationships 
impact it. If going back in his history, there are most likely several actor bonds, resource ties, 
and activity links that affect the network for Nytt Tech today.  
 
For this case, many actors and resources go hand in hand, which means that an actor is also a 
vital resource by having relationships that benefit Nytt Tech. This makes it difficult to clearly 
distinguish the two layers. Similarly, Axelsson (2010) raises this as a critique of the ARA-
model since the three layers, actors, resources, and activities, are interconnected. 
On the other hand, the activity layer is more straightforward to determine. However, more 
activities are being performed that come out of the scope of this study—for example, the 
different interactions performed by the students that have executed projects for them.  To 
increase the understanding and structure of the activities that are being performed, one could 
further develop the activity layer within the ARA-model and specify the frequency of that 
performed activity (i.e., on a daily, weekly, monthly basis). Considering that a frequent activity 
may result in more frequent interactions, it may also strengthen the relationship. 
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Before the company started, Nytt Tech had resources in beforehand that are seen as being 
crucial for the case company’s progress as these are being used and developed further. Initially, 
the company started by Sture having a direct relationship with Thomas at KTH, which in turn 
had two good students that came to be a key recruitment for him. This led Nytt Tech to continue 
collaborating with KTH which is an important actor that connects the company to other 
companies within their network. The authors Gadde, Huemer, and Håkansson (2003) mention 
that direct relationships are an essential resource since it connects a company to gain access to 
the network while also working as a projection to reaching other relationships. Accordingly, 
the direct relationship between Sture and Thomas is a great example of this. Therefore, Nytt 
Tech should investigate more direct relationships and start interacting with them.  
 
Relationships can be divided into two central parts; direct relationships, where there is a direct 
connection between two parties and indirect relationships, where companies can take advantage 
of the relationship to a person's network of contacts to create new relationships. The relationship 
with Company B was initiated by students from KTH who came in and performed a project for 
Nytt Tech. The collaboration with Company B continued after the students had finished their 
project, which indicates how valuable it is to make use of indirect relationships as well. Möller 
and Halinen (2000) highlight that the network-oriented relationship market is not a 
straightforward approach since it occurs in the business network, which is a complex 
environment. Indeed, the business with Company A did not occur by only selling a product 
directly, it can rather be seen as a long process of an ongoing relationship where exchange of 
knowledge and information has been a central part. Vargo and Lusch (2004) highlight that 
exchange of skills, information, and knowledge are in favor of a successful relationship. Nytt 
Tech managed to gain Company B as a customer due to the ongoing relationship while also 
adapting to the changing and unique needs of Company B to satisfy them.  

5.1 Actors 
In terms of Actors, the close collaboration with their customers contributes to both knowledge 
and feedback. Today, they are in close relationship with Company B where they are co-creating 
value together by exchange. Company B provides Nytt Tech with valuable feedback which 
helps them with the product development, and Nytt Tech helps Company B to make greater use 
of its resources to increase the efficiency in their factory which saves them money. Due to the 
close collaboration with Company B that has been ongoing for a long time, trust has been built 
between the two parties. Nytt Tech managed to offer a tailored solution for Company B based 
on their need which made Company B become their first paying customer. Payne and Frow 
(2006) state that trust is a commitment between two parties where both invest in maintaining 
and developing a relationship with each other as partners. In the case of Nytt Tech and Company 
A, it can be stated that building trust has been an ongoing and long process, thus, requires a lot 
of time and effort. However, the output value was that Company B became their first paying 
customer, which is a huge step for Nytt Tech since it increases credibility. As also mentioned 
in the interview with Sture, getting references from customers is a way to continue building 
more relationships. These indicators, demonstrating the importance of solid business 
relationships early in a company's journey, are necessary for survival. Simultaneously, it 
generates revenue and spreads the word, which can generate more paying customers. 
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In the interviews conducted, relationships and the importance of a business network recur 
regularly. It is mentioned both in connection with them talking about how the company was 
once started and how today they are used both to bringing in customers, to how product 
development is done. A number of relationships and contacts have several times been a catalyst 
for developing the company further. It also demonstrates the power and importance of 
relationships, ensuring that new businesses are created. This, since each actor has a unique 
functionality with their own networks that are being shared and combined. This enables Nytt 
Tech to establish and further develop these relationships so that it brings value to the company.  

5.2 Resources 
In terms of Resources, the close collaboration between university and industry is a central and 
essential resource in several areas; recruitment of talented and ambitious students, product 
development deeply rooted in research, and direct opportunity to apply the theory in practice. 
It means that they, at the same time, ensure that the two parts are up to date in terms of being 
at the forefront of research in the area that the industry has the demands. Håkansson and Snehota 
(1995) and Gadde, Huemer, and Håkansson (2003) point out that it is beneficial to be involved 
with counterparts since a business relationship is a resource in themselves. Having students 
coming in to perform projects is a result of a successful relationship with KTH, which is 
considered a highly valued resource. Similar types of resources work as the foundation for 
creating value both now and in the future. 
 
The internal high-valued resources are heavy on the intangible side since these each has unique 
skills, best practices, and trust, which would be challenging to replace. Each internal actor at 
Nytt Tech has its own network of direct relationships that have been built over time, which 
helps to strengthen the business network as a whole. Praveen has a network in India which is a 
great resource since that network is a result of having developers that work with the product. 
Sture has a broad network with the actors within the industry, such as Thomas, which enabled 
Sture to find Praveen and Bharat to start the company and further lead Nytt Tech to collaborate 
with the university. Thus, Nytt Tech should be careful with these resources and share 
competencies and invite every member to their connect with the networks to reduce dependence 
on specific individuals. A strong founding team with broad and deep competence has a high 
value. Together, they create something new on the market, creating conditions for a company 
to offer a new product or service. The founding team and their ability to bring something new 
to the market can be seen as a powerful and central resource for companies. In Nytt Tech's case, 
they create new value for the market, enabling them to take a market position and grow based 
on it.  
 
Nytt Tech has highlighted the strong connection between industry and universities from the 
start. It has been mentioned as a central and important resource in several areas; recruitment of 
talented and ambitious students, product development deeply rooted in research, and direct 
opportunity to apply the theory in practice. It is the result of both knowing people from both 
industry and the university, but above all, being able to link them together. This is believed to 
have been so successful because together, it can pick the best parts from the two worlds. It 
means that they, at the same time, ensure that the two parts are up to date in terms of being at 
the forefront of research in the area that the industry has the demands. 
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5.3 Activities 
Finally, in terms of Activities, Nytt Tech highlights the importance of having a solid business 
relationship with the customer and interacting with them to build a trust relationship, as it is 
built on a deeper level of connection. This can only occur if they have been allowed to perform 
a test implementation at the factory and demonstrate concrete improvements and a substantial 
value. As an example, Bharat keeps direct contact with Company B and does not use any 
intermediaries, such as customer support, to handle errands. This helps to build trust since 
Company B knows who to contact if something is wrong, and trusts Bharat that it is managed 
in an inappropriate way. A business actor's most fundamental activity is to interact with others, 
according to Gadde, Huemer, and Håkansson (2003). This can be seen as a way to build trust 
and a personal connection with counterparts, since it benefits the business. According to 
Håkansson and Johansson (1992), activities can be either strongly or loosely connected. Direct 
activities have a strong relationship which, in this case, is interaction. 
 
Just as the close collaboration between industry and the university is mentioned as one of the 
strongest resources, it is mentioned as one of the most important activities. Nytt Tech works 
actively to maintain this relationship, which means that they have close contact with students 
and researchers at the universities to ensure that they are at the forefront of research. Students 
and researchers also receive a direct connection to industry, which provides an in-depth 
connection. This close collaboration is described as successful on both sides, which they 
actively work to maintain. 
  



 56 

6. Conclusion  
To conclude, a business-to-business startup can gain access to and benefit from the business 
network by activating direct and indirect business relationships. This is done by combining 
several networks which form the business network uniquely. For the case company, the five 
employees come from different backgrounds and hold diverse networks spread across the globe. 
The networks are in India, the industry, and the university. The business network in India is an 
essential resource for the case company since that is where the product is being developed. The 
access to the industry network is heavily tied to the CEO since he has more than +50 of 
experience within it and knows many influential people that the company takes advantage of. 
The network in the universities helps the case company to reach other companies that may be 
potential customers by taking in students who perform projects with an industrial direction of 
different kinds for them. This enables the case company to develop a product that is in 
alignment with current research, but it also helps them recruit talented students and gain input 
from younger people that are the future of the industry. They have mainly worked with the 
university KTH where they have a close collaboration. For example, this could be further 
expanded to the Chalmers University of Technology in Gothenburg. Chalmers most likely has 
a partnership with Volvo since they have the largest production site in Gothenburg. By 
collaborating with Chalmers, there is a chance for the case company to gain access to Volvo's 
network as well.   
  
To establish a solid business relationship based on trust, it is necessary to work closely over 
time. It has proven to be of great value in having an in-depth collaboration with their partner, 
including universities and factories. The importance of a strong business network is central. 
Therefore, there is also great potential in investigating how it can be further broadened to 
benefit from broadening it further. Thus, recommendations are given to explore how Nytt Tech 
can use customers' business networks to expand and deepen Nytt Tech's business network.  
  
All companies have been new on the market, a startup, at some point in history. This means 
that they have not had any business relationship established beforehand. On the other hand, 
companies are built by people and often by experienced people with solid experience in the 
field in which they found a company. People accumulate a network of contacts through working 
life and in private. This means that even if the company is new and temporarily lacks a business 
relationship, the people who work at the company have a wide network of contacts, which can 
be used to create business relationships for the company. At an early stage, the company is 
entirely dependent on its people. People create value in the form of work they perform, 
knowledge, and even relationships, which can be seen as a catalyst for building business 
relationships. Thus, this approach can illuminate and activate the internal resources in a 
company.  
   
Furthermore, companies often work with other companies as suppliers or partners. They both 
operate within the same business area and can thus benefit from each other's networks. There 
is great potential to use each other's business relationships to broaden their business 
relationships. In the case of Nytt Tech, they also have an excellent opportunity to expand the 
network further internationally since they currently have a strong relationship with India. 
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6.1 Ethical reflection 
Based on the ARA-model, there are some additional interesting ethical aspects. According to 
the actor layer within the ARA model, Ford, Gadde, Håkansson, and Snehota (2003) mention 
that some business relationships are valued more than others. This would also mean that some 
individuals, groups, or companies are valued differently since they initiate, maintain, develop 
and end business relationships with other actors. Håkansson and Ford (2002) point out that the 
more critical a business relationship is, the greater the value of its actors. This could lead to 
some feeling disappointed by feeling unappreciated if they are not valued equally, which is 
unfair from an ethical standpoint.   
  
Another finding from an ethical perspective is reliable technology. This is crucial when building 
trust with counterparts to benefit from long-term collaboration successfully. According to the 
case of Nytt Tech, it can be stated their entire business relies on the technology behind the 
product. Without reliable technology, Nytt Tech cannot provide any value unless they provide 
consultants to perform physical performance on-site for their customers. If Nytt Tech put a lot 
of effort into initiating a business relationship and gaining a new customer and the technology 
suddenly cannot perform accordingly, it would cause disappointment since it may end the 
relationship. Therefore, reliance on technology is a significant aspect that influences trust in a 
business relationship, especially when establishing a relationship to gain a new customer. 
However, if the technology performs to this extent, it has been promised from the beginning 
but starts to become a hassle when the relationship has been ongoing. It would most likely be 
more forgiving due to the trust that has been built up for some time, thus indicating the 
importance of trust in a business relationship.   

6.2 Further research 
There are great possibilities to conduct research beyond the limitations set for this research 
when conducting further studies. Other theoretical frameworks for analyzing business 
relationships than the ARA-model can be applied, such as the KMV-model. The KMV-model 
focuses on improving and maintaining business relationships (Friman et al., 2002). Thus, it can 
be considered a potential model for future research to be applied as a follow-up on the case 
company Nytt Tech once they are more established in the network. In addition, future research 
could also investigate how a potential CRM-system could be used to maintain and build long-
term business relationships to increase customer loyalty. This could generate more customers 
since satisfied customers tell other potential customers about an appreciated collaboration. This, 
according to Payne and Frow (2006), strengthens the brand and generates more customers are 
a result of having a solid brand.   
  
It is possible to increase the generalizability of the findings by conducting similar research at 
other companies to capture similarities and differences. To find areas for generalizing, a study 
is required that examines a broader number of companies. There are also potential opportunities 
to explore the importance of business relationships in more verticals than in industrial 
companies, as this case study highlights.   
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When analyzing the data gathered in this case study, the coding of interviews was used as a 
central part of data processing. However, it was discovered that many details that emerged 
during the interviews were coded out to focus on certain specific main areas, in this case, actors, 
resources, and activities. Thus, essential details risk being coded off early, a significant 
limitation. Therefore, there is a potential for future studies to consider other research methods 
that capture more information.  
  
The findings in this study indicate that it is advantageous to have a close collaboration over 
time to access and benefit from the business network. Therefore, further recommendations for 
future research can be to investigate additional benefits from collaborations in a business-to-
business market. 
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