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ABSTRACT 

The constellation of the customer base has implications for the company’s future 

survivability. Within the business-to-business markets, the customer relationships are 

characterized by technical and organizational interfaces. Understanding the customer 

relationships and using customer accounting can provide information about how to prioritize 

among the customers in order to improve short-term and long-term profitability.  

 

The framework by Lind and Strömsten (2006) where different customer accounting 

techniques are related to a typology over customer relationships is evaluated and further 

elaborated on in this thesis. The empirical findings both confirm the reasoning behind the 

framework and cause development potential. The relation of customer accounting techniques 

to different types of customer relationships is mainly confirmed by the study. Regarding the 

customer typology, the empirical findings bring forth proposed improvements; a grading of 

the technical and organizational interfaces of the customer relationship types is suggested.    
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1 Introduction 

Customers are different and are varying in profitability for the focal company (Lind & 

Strömsten, 2006). There are differences in both the absolute and the relative profitability 

among customers (Foster & Gupta, 1994). According to Alenius et al. (forthcoming), a 

company’s short-term profitability and long-term development are linked to its customer 

relationships. The customers, therefore, become important for the sustainability of the 

company; there is a need for having profitable customers. As every sell does not contribute 

equally to profit, there is a potential gain for companies to use customer accounting as a 

financial measurement to evaluate the customers (Christner et al., 2008, p. 112). By 

understanding the profitability of the company’s customers, the managers have a better 

chance to make active and well-founded management decisions regarding the customers 

(Cäker & Strömsten, 2010, p. 151; Christner et al., 2008, p. 112). Thus, with the aid of 

customer accounting, the most profitable customers can be prioritized which is important for 

the future success of the company (Cäker & Strömsten, 2010, p. 155). During recent decades, 

there has been a growing awareness among companies about their counterparts, and in the 

course of that, the use of customer relationship management (CRM) systems has developed 

(Håkansson & Lind, 2007, p. 886). CRM systems are used as a tool for managing the 

customer relationships (King & Burgess, 2008).  

 

A large body of empirical research has shown that companies operating on business-to-

business markets are engaged in long-term business relationships which constitute a network 

of interconnected business relationships (Håkansson & Snehota, 1995; Håkansson & Lind, 

2007). The industrial markets consist of interdependent companies that interact with each 

other in exchange activities where heterogeneous resources are combined (Håkansson & 

Snehota, 1995, p. 3; Håkansson et al., 2010, pp. 269-273). Different customer relationships 

arise, and Håkansson and Lind (2007, p. 897) note that the customer relationships range from 

arm’s-length to more close ones. The differences in the customer relationships are a result of 

the varying resources and resource interfaces between the focal company and the customers. 

The resource interfaces are technical and organizational. As it is costly for the company to 

invest in the resource interfaces, the focal company ends up with a variety of different 

customer relationships (Araujo et al., 1999).  
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We have stated that there are different customer relationships of varying profitability and that 

customer accounting is a tool for prioritizing among them. There are several customer 

accounting techniques that could be used, but, so far, we have made no account for which 

customer accounting technique is appropriate for which customer relationship. Cäker and 

Strömsten (2010, p. 171) state that most of the customer accounting research has been 

conducted with the view that companies operate as individual units with clear boundaries; in 

other words, the focus has been on individual customer relationships. But, as presented above, 

business life is characterized by relationships between interdependent and heterogeneous 

companies. For example, the purchasing behavior is shifting from a transactional approach 

towards a more relational one (Araujo et al., 1999).  

 

Lind and Strömsten (2006) take a standpoint in the industrial network approach and develop a 

framework for customer accounting when the focal company is considered within a business 

network which is characterized by interdependencies and heterogeneous resources. Based on 

the reasoning that the heterogeneity among customers has to be taken into account when 

evaluating the customers, they developed a framework which suggests different customer 

accounting techniques depending on the different types of customer relationships. They argue 

that the combination of technical and organizational interfaces has implications for the short-

term and long-term profitability of the customers. Further, they argue that there might be 

indirect profitability to a customer. In order to fully understand the profitability of the 

customers and to make a correct prioritization and evaluation of them, they argue, different 

customer accounting techniques have to be used for different types of customer relationships. 

 

The development of the framework by Lind and Strömsten (2006) was based on a literature 

study and explorative case studies of two companies within two different industries: Holmen 

Paper within the paper and pulp industry and Ericsson within the telecom industry. Lind and 

Strömsten (2006) found that the studied companies’ use of customer accounting techniques in 

general corresponds with the framework but also that it was more complex than the 

framework implied. For example, they observed that some customer accounting methods were 

used on an ad hoc basis and that several customer accounting techniques were used for the 

same customer. These observations could not be explained by the framework.    

 

Lind and Strömsten (2006) argue that their framework contributes to an area of little 

knowledge as there is limited research on when to use different customer accounting 
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techniques. Their framework has been accepted by other scholars (e.g. Baraldi et al., 2012b; 

Cantù et al., 2012; McManus & Guilding, 2008). However, a review of the works that cite the 

article by Lind and Strömsten (2006) shows that the framework has not been assessed or 

developed by other scholars. How customer accounting is used within companies that operate 

in a business-to-business setting characterized by interdependencies and resource 

heterogeneity is, therefore, still an area of limited knowledge, and there is a need to evaluate 

and develop the framework. 

 

1.1 Purpose and Research Question 

The purpose of this study is to evaluate and further elaborate on the framework by Lind and 

Strömsten (2006). To do this, the reasoning behind the framework has to be assessed; 

therefore, the study concerns the relation between the use of customer accounting techniques 

and the customer relationship types. To assess the framework, it is applied on a company 

within the engineering manufacturing industry. The research question is as follows: 

● How is the use of customer accounting techniques related to the resource interfaces in 

customer relationships for a company within the engineering manufacturing industry? 

 

In order for us to respond to the research question, a case study is executed at Atlas Copco IT. 

Atlas Copco IT is a company within a different industry than those studied by Lind and 

Strömsten (2006) and the study will, therefore, provide additional ground for the framework.  

 

1.2 Structure of the Thesis 

The research problem at hand was introduced in the present chapter. Chapter two provides the 

theoretical basis for the thesis. It consists of a literature review of customer relationships 

within the industrial network approach and of studies within the field of customer accounting. 

In chapter three, the methodological considerations are discussed. In chapter four, the 

empirical findings of the case study are presented. Chapter five contains an analysis of the 

empirical findings concerning the customer relationships and the use of customer accounting 

related to the customer relationship types. In chapter six, conclusions regarding the evaluation 

and elaboration of the framework are presented. Reasoning about the results of the thesis and 

suggestions for future studies within the research field concludes the thesis in chapter seven.  
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2 Customer Relationships and Customer Accounting 

2.1 Customer Relationships 

2.1.1 Industrial Network Approach –Theoretical Assumptions 

The industrial network approach rests on two core assumptions: resource heterogeneity and 

interdependencies between companies (Håkansson et al., 2010, p. 272). These assumptions 

stand in contrast with the traditional view of the market where the company is perceived as an 

isolated independent unit with clear boundaries (Baraldi et al., 2012a; Håkansson & Snehota, 

1995, p. 21; Håkansson et al., 2010, pp. 270, 273).  

 

The companies have different resource bases which values are affected by the resources 

encountered through the interaction in the business relationships (Baraldi et al., 2012b; 

Håkansson & Waluszewski, 2002, p. 33). Through cooperation, companies can utilize the 

resource heterogeneity to create a higher value (Håkansson et al., 2010, p. 273). The 

knowledge about how to use and develop the resources evolves over time making long-term 

relationships important (Håkansson & Waluszewski, 2002, p. 33). Through interaction, 

companies’ resources become embedded with each other (Håkansson & Waluszewski, 2002, 

p. 33). Due to the embeddedness, business relationships are connected in a network of 

business relationships which creates interdependencies between the companies (Håkansson et 

al., 2010, p. 269; Alenius et al., forthcoming). As customer relationships are diverse and 

interconnected to each other, there is a need for the company to understand its relationship 

portfolio; a change in one relationship affects other relationships (Håkansson & Lind, 2007, p. 

897). Several scholars have recognized different types of customer relationships; examples 

related to this study are Ford et al. (1998), Araujo et al. (1999), and Lind and Strömsten 

(2006). 

 

Exchange activities occur as companies cannot control all the resources they need. In this 

process, resource interfaces arise because the resource items of the two companies become 

connected and influenced by each other (Araujo et al., 1999; Baraldi et al., 2012b). The 

interfaces concern both technical aspects, including products and facilities, and organizational 

aspects, including business units and relationships (Araujo et al., 1999; Dubois & Araujo, 

2007; Håkansson & Waluszewski, 2002, pp. 34-38). Resource interfaces are varying in 

character and induce interdependencies (Dubois & Araujo, 2007), and the depth of a specific 

resource combination is the result of mutual adaptations and investments (Baraldi et al., 



5 
 

2012b). Depending on the resource interfaces, different customer relationships arise (Araujo 

et al. 1999).  

 

2.1.2 A Typology of Customer Relationships 

Lind and Strömsten (2006) develop a typology of four different customer relationships: 

transactional, facilitative, integrative, and connective. The four customer relationship types 

are derived from the interdependencies between the companies that arise due to the technical 

and organizational interfaces and are presented in figure 1. The typology rests in the definition 

of resource interfaces presented by Araujo et al. (1999, p. 499): “resource interfaces are 

primarily concerned with the technical [and organizational] interdependencies that arise when 

the resource bases of buyer and supplier are connected through exchange activities”. Lind and 

Strömsten (2006) note that three of the identified customer relationships correspond with 

those observed by Ford et al. (1998), namely transactional, facilitative, and integrative.  

 

 Organizational interface to customers 

High                                            Low 

Technical interface to 

customers 

High Integrative customer 

relationships 

Connective customer 

relationships 

Low Facilitative customer 

relationships 

Transactional customer 

relationships 

Figure 1. A framework of different customer relationships (Lind and Strömsten, 2006, p. 

1260). 

 

Transactional Customer Relationships 

Lind and Strömsten (2006) describe the transactional customer relationships as characterized 

by low technical and low organizational interfaces. These relationships often involve one time 

purchases and standardized products. Because the customers’ financial contributions are small 

and they buy standard products, there are no adaptations in the production facilities and there 

is no need for coordination in administrative routines (Ford et al., 1998, pp. 166-167; Lind & 

Strömsten, 2006). Lind and Strömsten (2006) state that these relationships are classical arm’s-

length relationships. 
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Facilitative Customer Relationships 

The facilitative customer relationships have low technical and high organizational interfaces. 

There is integration in the administrative routines with the customers due to their frequent 

purchase behavior (Ford et al., 1998, p. 167; Lind & Strömsten, 2006). This increases 

efficiency and results in social bonds between individuals of the companies (Håkansson & 

Waluszewski, 2002, p. 36). The products, however, are quite standardized and similar to those 

offered to the transactional customers (Ford et al., 1998, p. 167; Lind & Strömsten, 2006). 

The facilitative customer relationships are associated with its financial importance for the 

company (Lind & Strömsten, 2006).  

  

Integrative Customer Relationships 

The integrative customer relationships have high technical and high organizational interfaces 

(Lind & Strömsten, 2006). Both parties are willing to invest and integrate their resources to 

each other which cause mutual learning and gained value (Ford et al., 1998, pp. 167-168). The 

adaptation of administrative routines increases the efficiency (Håkansson & Waluszewski, 

2002, p. 36). Lind and Strömsten (2006) state that there is frequent interaction and that there 

are business units or individuals working specifically with a customer relationship. This 

results in close relationships between individuals where trust and obligations are present 

which enhances the cooperation between the companies (Håkansson & Waluszewski, 2002, 

pp. 36-37). The cooperation concerns, for example, product development and customized 

products (Håkansson & Waluszewski, 2002, p. 35; Lind & Strömsten, 2006). The companies 

become highly integrated with each other which is a costly process, especially concerning the 

adaptation of production facilities. Both short-term and long-term profitability are heavily 

affected by these customers (Lind & Strömsten, 2006). 

  

Connective Customer Relationships 

The connective customer relationships have high technical and low organizational interfaces. 

This fourth relationship type was not recognized by Ford et al. (1998) and was only identified 

at Ericsson in the studies by Lind and Strömsten (2006). In later studies, Christner et al. 

(2008) identified a connective customer relationship at Holmen Paper.  

 

In the connective customer relationships, there are customized products and investments in 

production facilities. These customers yield low revenues; therefore, the organizational 

interfaces are kept low. The result of the high technical and low organizational interfaces is 
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that the direct costs are high and the direct revenues are low. To justify the retaining of the 

connective customer relationship, the relationship has to result in a positive impact on other 

relationships and the revenues generated by them (Lind and Strömsten, 2006). Lead user 

customers are, according to Lind and Strömsten (2006), an example of customer relationships 

where it can be justified.  

 

2.2 Customer Accounting 

2.2.1 Customer Accounting -Some Studies 

Customer accounting as a research field has received a growing interest among both scholars 

and practitioners (Cäker & Strömsten, 2010, p. 152). Cäker and Strömsten (2010, p.152) 

argue that this has evolved simultaneously with the change in the industrial markets towards 

the network character (see e.g. Håkansson & Lind, 2007). As presented above, the industrial 

markets are characterized by interdependencies and resource heterogeneity making the 

customer relationships interconnected to each other. Customer accounting has the potential to 

aid the understanding of customers and how they are interconnected but can also aid the 

prioritization among them (Håkansson & Lind, 2007, pp. 893, 898-899). Customer accounting 

can also prove useful for managing and exploiting a dyadic relationship (Håkansson & Lind, 

2007, pp. 889, 898; Cäker & Strömsten, 2010, p. 168), for example, through information 

sharing that results in a more effective value chain (Kajüter & Kulmala, 2005).  

 

There is no consistent taxonomy within the customer accounting literature (Pfeifer et al., 

2005; Guilding & McManus, 2002). Pfeifer et al. (2005), therefore, present two broad areas of 

customer accounting techniques: customer profitability and customer lifetime value. 

Customer profitability is calculated based on costs and revenues that can be attributed to a 

certain customer at a given time. Customer lifetime value concerns the future cash flows that 

can be attributed to a customer (Pfeifer et al., 2005). Despite the growth in customer 

accounting literature, customer accounting is still an uninvestigated research field. Examples 

of literature concerning customer accounting techniques are Guilding and McManus (2002) 

and Lind and Strömsten (2006). Guilding and McManus (2002) claim to present the first work 

where the incidence of customer accounting is assessed. Lind and Strömsten (2006) claim to 

present the first work where customer accounting techniques are related to certain types of 

customer relationships.  
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Guilding and McManus (2002) recognize five customer accounting practices that are present 

in the customer accounting literature. Based on two contingency parameters, intensity of 

competition and market orientation, they assess the usage rates and the perceived merits of 

customer accounting. This is done with consideration to both industrial markets and consumer 

markets. Lind and Strömsten (2006) also grant that customer accounting techniques can be 

categorized into groups, namely; customer profitability analysis, customer segment 

profitability analysis, lifetime profitability analysis, and customer valuation analysis. The 

authors apprehend that the four groups might not be an exhaustive list but validate their 

categorization with its correspondence with the customer accounting practices identified by 

Guilding and McManus (2002). Lind and Strömsten (2006) relate the customer accounting 

techniques to their customer typology. The framework was developed with respect 

specifically to the business-to-business markets and has, therefore, the potential to be more 

precise and adapted to the industrial markets than that of Guilding and McManus (2002).  

 

2.2.2 Four Customer Accounting Techniques and their Applications 

Lind and Strömsten (2006) argue that the way a company accounts for its customers is 

affected by the technical and organizational interfaces in a certain customer relationship. A 

certain mix of interfaces might have an impact on short-term costs and revenues, while 

another mix of interfaces might have long-term financial impacts, and yet another one might 

result in indirect financial effects. Due to this, Lind and Strömsten (2006) argue that the 

company must choose the customer accounting techniques wisely. Otherwise, there is a 

chance that the customers are prioritized in a misleading way. In figure 2, the customer 

accounting techniques and the customer relationships are related to each other.  
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 Organizational interface to customers 

High                                  Low 

Technical interface 

to customers 

High 

“Life time profitability 

analysis” 

 

Integrative customer 

relationships 

“Customer valuation analysis” 

 

 

Connective customer relationships 

 

Low 

“Customer profitability 

analysis” 

 

Facilitative customer 

relationships 

“Customer segment profitability 

analysis” 

 

Transactional customer 

relationships 

Figure 2. A framework of how different types of customer accounting techniques are related 

to customer relationships based on the inter-organizational interfaces of the firm (Lind and 

Strömsten, 2006, pp. 1260-1261). 

 

Customer Profitability Analysis –Facilitative Customer Relationships 

Pfeifer et al. (2005, p. 14) define customer profitability as “...the difference between the 

revenues earned from and the costs associated with the customer relationship during a specific 

time period.” Hence, customer profitability analysis concerns the customers’ contribution to 

the profit of the firm (Guilding & McManus, 2002). Arguments for caring about each 

customer’s profitability lie in the fact that the revenues from different customers do not 

contribute equally to the net income (Pfeifer et al., 2005). For example, a customer’s behavior 

affects the costs for managing that customer which consequently affects that customer’s 

contribution to the company’s profit (Shapiro et al., 1987).  

 

One of the more refined customer profitability analysis methods is the activity-based costing 

(ABC) (Lind and Strömsten, 2006). The ABC provides managers with information about the 

links between activities in the company and its resource consumption. Overhead costs are 

traced to a specific customer based on its activities. ABC, therefore, functions as a tool for 

management when deciding upon which activities to focus on in order to improve profit 

(Cooper & Kaplan, 1991). Kaplan and Cooper (1998) argue that the competitiveness of the 

company is enhanced with this information. 

 

Customer profitability analysis is a relevant customer accounting technique for the facilitative 

customer relationships. There are low technical interfaces meaning that there are no long-term 
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investments. However, the customer is financially important which results in high 

organizational interfaces. Therefore, it is appropriate to measure the profitability annually for 

a specific customer (Lind & Strömsten, 2006). At Ericsson, Lind and Strömsten (2006) found 

many facilitative customer relationships. The technical interfaces were low because there was 

no cooperation on technical aspects with these customers, and the organizational interfaces 

were high because the customers received key account managers due to the fact that the 

customers were to purchase upgrades. The customers were evaluated with customer 

profitability analysis.  

 

Customer Segment Profitability Analysis –Transactional Customer Relationships 

The customer segment profitability analysis is compiled in the same way as customer 

profitability analysis but with focus on customer segments instead of individual customers 

(Guilding & McManus, 2002). For example, the overhead costs are traced to the segments 

instead of the individual customers. A customer segment is considered homogenous and could 

be identified by, for example, purchasing behavior, geographic location, or demographic 

variables (Lind & Strömsten, 2006). 

 

Customer segment profitability analysis is a relevant customer accounting technique for the 

transactional customer relationships. As the purchases from the customers are small and there 

are no technical or organizational adjustments to the customer, the profitability of customer 

segments are of more relevance than single customers. Hence, there is no use for evaluating 

the customer on an individual basis (Lind & Strömsten, 2006). At Holmen Paper, Lind and 

Strömsten (2006) found transactional customer relationships. The customers’ choices of 

supplier were based on price, and only available production capacities were used for these 

orders. These customers were evaluated customer segment profitability analysis. 

 

Lifetime Profitability Analysis –Integrative Customer Relationships 

Pfeifer et al. (2005, p. 17) define customer lifetime value as “...the present value of the future 

cash flows attributed to the customer relationship.” Hence, the lifetime profitability analysis 

incorporates the future profitability into the customer profitability analysis (Guilding & 

McManus, 2002; Lind & Strömsten, 2006). Arguments for extending the time horizon are that 

there are customers that are not profitable when being evaluated annually but become 

profitable with an extended time horizon (Foster & Gupta, 1994). This would be the case, for 

instance, when there are high up-front costs associated with a customer relationship (Lind and 
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Strömsten, 2006). Another reason for companies to incorporate a longer time perspective for 

their customer relationships can be that the attraction and establishment of new relationships 

are associated with costs (Foster & Gupta, 1994; Blois, 1999). Further, there are studies that 

show the benefits of retention of customer relationships where an increase in customer 

retention increases companies’ profits (Gupta & Lehmann, 2003). 

 

Lifetime profitability analysis is relevant for the evaluation of the integrative customer 

relationships. The relationships are complex and the customers have a major impact on the 

revenues. There are high upfront investments in production facilities and knowledge about the 

counterpart (Lind & Strömsten, 2006). Therefore, Lind and Strömsten (2006) argue that the 

lifetime profitability analysis is appropriate as it extends the time horizon and makes it 

possible to take the future revenues from the investments into consideration. At Ericsson, 

Lind and Strömsten (2006) found integrative customer relationships. These customers were 

large, had a considerable financial impact on the company, and played a significant role as 

partners on R&D. The customers were evaluated with lifetime profitability analysis. At 

Holmen Paper, one integrative customer relationship was identified. The customer was both 

financially and technologically important. Due to the customer’s technological knowledge, 

Holmen Paper gained knowledge through the cooperation. When this customer relationship 

caused investments in one of the four paper mills at Holmen Paper, the customer relationship 

was evaluated with lifetime profitability analysis (Lind & Strömsten 2006).  

  

Customer Valuation Analysis –Connective Customer Relationships 

In customer valuation analysis, the customer is recognized as an asset (Guilding & McManus, 

2002). Gupta and Lehmann (2003) emphasize that customers are valuable assets for 

companies and that their value, therefore, need to be measured and managed. As is the case 

with lifetime profitability analysis, the customer is evaluated based on estimations of future 

cash flows. However, in customer valuation analysis both direct and indirect future cash flows 

are included (Pfeifer et al., 2005; Lind & Strömsten, 2006). Indirect future cash flows could 

concern reductions in expenses or revenue gains in other customer relationships that occur 

due to the focal customer relationship (Lind & Strömsten, 2006).  

 

The customer valuation analysis is relevant for the connective customer relationships. Lind 

and Strömsten (2006) state that the short-term proportion between direct revenues and direct 

expenses are unprofitable for this type of customer relationship. Therefore, the customer must 
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be valued not only on its individual financial contribution but also on its indirect contributions 

through its connected relationships. Lind and Strömsten (2006) found one example of such a 

relationship at Ericsson. The customer was a cooperation partner on R&D, but the revenues 

related to the customer were lower than the expenses. The developed products generated 

revenues also in other customer relationships, and the customer was evaluated with regards to 

the indirect revenues as well as the direct.  

 

2.3 Theoretical Propositions 

The presented theoretical background is summarized into four propositions concerning the 

customer accounting techniques used for the four customer relationship types.  

1. Customer profitability analysis is used for evaluating customer relationships with low 

technical and high organizational interfaces. 

2. Customer segment profitability analysis is used for evaluating customer relationships 

with low technical and low organizational interfaces. 

3. Lifetime profitability analysis is used for evaluating customer relationships with high 

technical and high organizational interfaces. 

4. Customer valuation analysis is used for evaluating customer relationships with high 

technical and low organizational interfaces.  
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3 Method 

3.1 Research Design  

A qualitative research design with a cross-sectional embedded single case study was 

employed in this thesis with the purpose to evaluate and further elaborate on the framework 

by Lind and Strömsten (2006). Due to the complex character of business relationships, 

subjective meanings were captured. For these circumstances and when the research area is 

unexplored, the chosen research design is appropriate (Saunders et al., 2012, pp. 163, 179-

180, 190).  

 

3.2 Choice of Case Study Object 

The case study object had to meet some characteristics. It had to be engaged in the business-

to-business markets, be large enough to have a variety of customers, be strategically 

responsible for customer relationships and management control, and encompass some 

qualities differentiating it from the study objects of Lind and Strömsten (2006) as it enables 

for the discovery of new approaches to the framework. 

 

Atlas Copco Industrial Technique (IT) meets these prerequisites. It is involved only in the 

business-to-business market and has thousands of customers. The case study object is the 

head office of Atlas Copco IT in Nacka, Stockholm. The site is responsible for R&D as well 

as for marketing and sales, and it handles both the customer relationships and the management 

control. Atlas Copco IT operates within the engineering manufacturing industry which is 

another industry than those studied by Lind and Strömsten (2006). 

 

3.3 Empirical Data Collection 

3.3.1 Semi-Structured Interviews  

Saunders et al., (2012, p. 379) recognize that semi-structured interviews are advantageous for 

complex research situations. Semi-structured interviews were used because it enabled for us 

to add questions during the interviews, adapt the question themes from one interview to 

another, and explain the questions in case the respondents did not understand. The interviews 

were recorded after the permission from the respondent and later transcribed. Face-to-face 

interviews were conducted at the site in Nacka, Stockholm. The case study consisted of in 

total nine, 1-2 hour long interviews, with seven respondents executed during a month. After 

the interviews, some follow-up questions were e-mailed to clarify parts of the collected data.  
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The formulation of semi-structured interview questions concerning the customer relationships 

was aided by the interview question lines in Wedin (2001) and Håkansson and Lind (2004). 

Both publications were part of the large empirical ground on which Lind and Strömsten 

(2006) based their framework. The questions lines provided inspiration about question themes 

and formulation of interview questions.  

 

3.3.2 Choice of Respondents 

The thesis investigates a phenomenon on an organizational level and the choice of 

respondents was made based on that. The respondents were responsible strategy-wise for the 

operations and could, therefore, possibly provide us with much of the needed information. 

Atlas Copco IT is divided into four divisions. Figure 3 provides an overview of the 

organization with the business units within this scope in darker blue. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Overview of the organization  

The vice presidents for Motor Vehicle Industry, General Industry, and Service, and the 

business controllers for General Industry and Service were interviewed. It was our intention to 

interview the business controller for Motor Vehicle Industry, but she could not meet with us. 

The customer centers handle the customer contact: therefore, interviews with two managers 

for the Nordic customer center were conducted. Appendix 1 contains a list of the respondents. 

No interview was conducted at Chicago Pneumatic because its products are sold under 

another company brand and the business strategy for this division is distinguished from the 

other three divisions.  
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3.3.3 Other Empirical Data 

Secondary data was also collected. The annual report (Atlas Copco AB, 2014) was studied, 

mainly prior to the interviews in order to better understand the company. We acquired internal 

confidential documents which provided us with an understanding of how Atlas Copco IT uses 

information about customer satisfaction. The content will not be disclosed.  

 

3.4 Operationalization  

In order for us to respond to the purpose of the thesis, we had to detect what customer 

relationship types Atlas Copco IT has. Open questions like “what defines a customer” and 

“what is an important customer” were asked with the intention of allowing for the respondent 

to portray his view of the customers. To detect the technical interfaces, questions concerning, 

for example, cooperation on product development, product customization, and adaptations in 

production facilities were asked. To detect the organizational interfaces, questions concerning, 

for example, communication with customers, key accounts, and the closeness of relationships 

were asked. Differences between customer types were captured. 

 

The recognition of technical interfaces was complex. Customers buy more or less technically 

advanced products, and these products can be adapted to the customer. This might give the 

impression of being technical adjustments that cause high technical interfaces, but this is not 

the case. Technical interfaces were considered high when the customer was a cooperation 

partner on R&D. Technical interfaces were considered low when the customer bought 

standard products or when the customer needs were not prioritized when developing new 

tools.  

 

Organizational interfaces were considered high when Atlas Copco IT provided the customer 

with training about the products, when there was a person responsible for communication 

with the customer, or when there was a great knowledge about the customer. Organizational 

interfaces were considered low when Atlas Copco IT communicated with its customers via 

distributors, when there were no adaptations in administrative routines, or when there was 

little knowledge about the customer. 

 

The use of customer accounting techniques related to different types of customer relationships 

was captured by questions concerning, for example, the use of customer accounting and its 

time-period, whether the analysis concerns individual customers or customer segments, and 
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whether there are differences in the techniques used for different customers. The classification 

of the customer accounting into the four types of techniques was determined by the 

correspondence between the respondents’ description of the customer accounting used at 

Atlas Copco IT and the theoretical description.   

 

3.5 Critical Dimensions for the Present Study 

The unstructured nature of the semi-structured interviews diminishes the reliability of the 

study (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 381). We are aware of this but argue that the flexibility of the 

semi-structured interviews was important for this thesis due to the complexity of business 

relations. In order to supplement for the flexible data collection method, we have made a 

thorough description for the choice of research design, case study object, respondents, and 

operationalization. The risk of bias issues (Saunders et al., 2012, p.181) was taken into 

account as representatives from all divisions within the scope were interviewed. The questions 

were formulated with the intention to keep them unbiased and related to the practical work at 

Atlas Copco IT.   

 

The generalizability of embedded single cases studies is low (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 335). 

However, the purpose of the thesis was not to provide generalizable results but to evaluate 

and further elaborate on an existing framework. Even though this study is not generalizable in 

itself, it may contribute to the generalizability of the framework as it provides more evidence.  

 

In the data collection situation, the validity of the study could have been affected by several 

factors including our appearance, the information about the study, the way the questions were 

asked, and how data were recorded (Saunders et al., 2012 p. 397). This was taken into 

consideration as appropriate clothing was worn and the study purpose was explained. The 

semi-structured interview technique proved to be adequate; the precision in the questions was 

improved during the interview process as we gained more knowledge about Atlas Copco IT. 

Whenever possible, follow-up commentaries and questions were used to create a more 

attentive discussion like interview.  
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4 Atlas Copco Industrial Technique 

4.1 The Organization 

Out of four business areas within Atlas Copco, Atlas Copco IT is the smallest. In 2013, it had 

approximately 4500 employees, and the revenues of MSEK 9501 accounted for 11 percent of 

the company’s total revenues (Atlas Copco AB, 2014). The respondents estimated that Atlas 

Copco IT has between 20 000 and 40 000 customers. The customers are mainly located in 

Europe, North America, and Asia/Australia (Atlas Copco AB, 2014).  

 

Atlas Copco IT is divided into four rather autonomous divisions: Motor Vehicle Industry, 

General Industry, Chicago Pneumatic, and Service. In this thesis, Motor Vehicle Industry is 

referred to as Automotive and General Industry is referred to as General. The divisions have 

global responsibility for products or service (Atlas Copco AB, 2014). Research and 

development are located within the divisions, and sales are handled by customer centers.  

 

The products are provided in a global network and range from industrial power tools to 

software and service. Vital production facilities are located in Sweden, France, and Japan. In 

2013, service accounted for 25 percent of the revenues whereas equipment accounted for 75 

percent (Atlas Copco AB, 2014). 

 

4.2 Technical and Organizational Interfaces of the Customer Relationships 

The vision for Atlas Copco is to be “first in mind–first in choice” for customers and other 

stakeholders. This will be achieved through sustainable and profitable development where 

innovation, commitment, and interaction are important (Atlas Copco AB, 2014). This includes 

providing a good technical solution, being close to the customer, and building long-term 

relationships by having competent and dedicated employees. Atlas Copco IT is a product 

driven company which competitiveness lies in the high end precision and performance of 

tools and software, and there is no business conducted based purely on price competition. 

Keeping the product portfolio innovative is important, and 30 percent of the product portfolio 

should be less than three years old. A key feature for the business model is to develop 

products and solutions that are essentially standardized but can be adapted to customer needs.  

 

The preferred and profitable customer is highly transformed meaning that it buys the more 

advanced products and services. This is according to a business controller who estimated that 
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there are approximately 1000 customers that fit this description. Another business controller 

and a general manager expressed that this customer is satisfied and stays in a long-term 

relationship. The customer benefits from the business with Atlas Copco IT, and Atlas Copco 

IT acquires a part of that gain. The customer seeks to lower its total cost of ownership; 

therefore, it considers not only the purchase price but also the future maintenance costs and 

productivity when purchasing the products. Both a vice president and a business controller 

announced that most customers are profitable because Atlas Copco IT in general has a high 

profitability. Some of the larger customers are less profitable on the margin side, but in terms 

of the sales volume, they bring in a lot of revenue. Further, the profitability differs between 

the customer types. 

 

The global key account customers are the result of how innovation, commitment and 

interaction are managed in the closest customer relationships. They are big global actors with 

global contracts concerning, for example, purchase prices. There are partnership, training and 

personal bonds with these customers. This was expressed by a vice president as the quotation 

below implies.  

 

 

 

 

There are approximately 20-30 global key account customers within Atlas Copco IT whereof 

the big automotive customers constitute a majority. There are, however, global key accounts 

within General as well. The four biggest automotive customers were mentioned, and these are 

here referred to as Car manufacturer 1, Car manufacturer 2, Car manufacturer 3, and Car 

manufacturer 4. Out of these four customers, Car manufacturer 1 is the single biggest 

customer for Atlas Copco IT. A general manager further expressed that there are differences 

between the global key account customers. Some global key account managers work full-time 

with the account while the handling of smaller accounts cover 5-10 percent of a full-time. The 

biggest customer for Atlas Copco IT receives two global key account managers.  

 

“Very often for these large customers, we are partners with them. They are not 

only buying the products from us, they are buying everything around the 

product, the people, the service, the advice, the guidance, the training, you 

know all these types of things.” 

                     Vice President 
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4.2.1 Technical Interfaces 

Both a general manager and the vice presidents expressed that increasing the market share and 

transformation of customers are part of the strategy. Transformation is pictured as a ladder 

with five steps. The more advanced tools and technology the higher the transformation. There 

are also more customizing adaptations of the product and services for the highly transformed 

customers. All the customers do not have the potential to transform to the highest level; 

therefore, it is important to have different levels of transformation in order to appeal to all 

customers. Both a business controller and a vice president concluded that value is added in the 

transformation and that it is beneficial for both Atlas Copco IT and the customers. All 

respondents made clear that all products sold by Atlas Copco IT are advanced tools compared 

to the market.  

 

According to a vice president, most of the customers within Automotive are on the higher 

levels of the transformation ladder. Some of the customers within General are on the higher 

levels as well, but most of them are on level two or three. It was implied by the business 

controllers and one vice president that the customer’s production characteristics, such as 

production pace and need for precision, influence the choice of product type. The more 

serious the consequences are for the customers with delivering default products the higher are 

the incentives to buy the advanced products. These products result in a higher degree of error 

proofing.  

 

Vice presidents and general managers expressed that concerning product development 

product portfolios are compiled with a ten year time frame. According to a vice president, 

they are compiled with respect to some customers’ requirements for certain attributes such as 

ergonomics, weight, and network connectivity. Often the customer segments require different 

attributes concerning the same product type because the customers have very different 

production conditions. For example, as a vice president explained, the tools used in the 

automotive industry have to be bullet proof because of the high pace integrative assembly line 

production whereas the tools used in the aerospace industry can be less durable as a 

production stop is not as expensive.  

 

It is rare that products are developed for only one customer because most value is added by 

standardization and volume, but products can be adapted to specific customer needs with 

adjustments. According to a general manager, co-design of products occurs with some 
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automotive customers. As was expressed by both vice presidents and a general manager, 

development of products is based mostly on the needs of the automotive customers. If a 

product can meet the needed quality standards for the automotive customers, it will function 

for the other customers as well.  

 

4.2.2 Organizational Interfaces 

What defines a customer depends, according to a general manager, on the level of 

decentralization of the customer which often differs from country to country. For example, in 

Sweden, the companies are rather decentralized; therefore, the factories are considered as 

customers. In other countries where the companies are more centralized, the factories are 

considered only as parts of the customers. However, statistics of the profitability of customers 

are held on company basis both for decentralized and centralized customers. 

 

The customer centers handle the customers with no interference from divisional level as long 

as the customer center is profitable enough. It would be possible for the customer centers to 

sell a product to a customer with a low or even a negative margin without interference. 

Business with global key account customers can, however, never be executed to a lower price 

than the contracted discount level. If a global customer with factories in low price countries 

such as India or China wants to buy a tool, it has to buy the tool according to the global price 

level set through the contract and not the listed local price. Selling the product to the local 

price level of such countries would destruct the business agreements. This was emphasized by 

a business controller and a general manager. 

 

The customers’ request for the different service options differ depending on the purchased 

product types and their production characteristics. As was explained by a vice president, the 

customers within Automotive buy more advanced services due to their need for a high up-

time in production. For example, many of the highly transferred car manufacturers account for 

a great majority of the 120 onsite workshop service contracts which is the most advanced 

service type offered. Repair service is the most simple service type offered. The customers 

turn in the broken tools, and they are mended. This service type is more often required in 

industries where the production pace is slower, simpler air tools are more common, and the 

factories are smaller.  
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Creating long-term relationships is what will generate business in the future and is, therefore, 

a key aspect for the handling of customer relationships. Providing good products that enhance 

the productivity of the customers is vital in this matter. Further, as both the general managers 

and one vice president accentuated, the emotional aspect and trust become vital in the creation 

of long-term relationships. They stressed that a satisfied customer is a retained customer and 

service plays a major role in this matter. Every year a customer satisfaction survey is sent out 

to customers where their experiences are captured. Another vice president emphasized that a 

highly transformed customer is more likely to stay in the relationship because the products 

and services provided are considerably differentiated from those of the competitors. There are 

differences between Automotive and General regarding the organizational interfaces with 

customers.  

 

Automotive 

The customers within Automotive are car manufacturers. The customers are mostly big 

international actors, and there is knowledge about them. The knowledge is gained over several 

years and concerns, for instance, how many cars a customer produces. A general manager 

explained that there is a high customer centricity within Automotive which means that Atlas 

Copco IT is close to the customer and focuses on understanding the customer and building the 

business relationship. Customer visits is part of the customer centricity.  

 

General managers and vice presidents noted that sales to the automotive customers mostly are 

direct. A direct sale can concern a non-standard solution where the customer has a problem 

that Atlas Copco IT provides a technical solution for. An example of a non-standard solution 

could be a customer that with short notice has to increase its production volume, and Atlas 

Copco IT provides it with consultancy about the problem and the technical solution. A great 

part of the sales to some close customers is non-standard.  

 

General 

Customers within General belong to several different industry segments including aerospace, 

offroad, assembly/white goods, and fabrication and maintenance. Two vice presidents 

expressed that these customers are rather small and that there is little knowledge about 

individual customers. Sales to customers within General are mostly handled through 

distribution due to the size of the accounts. A general manager explained that sales via 

distributors concern a service or a tool, for example, a sander machine. However, there are 
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some bigger customers within General, for example the global key accounts, that are more 

similar to the relationships within Automotive.  

 

A vice president explained that the distributors often are exclusive meaning that they only 

work with Atlas Copco IT and in return are given a defined territory or account, and they are 

developed into an extension of the sales force. There is a lot of business conducted through 

distribution as over 20 000 customers are handled this way. In the Nordic customer center, a 

significant share of the sales within General is conducted through distribution. As the 

customers communicate directly with the distributors, Atlas Copco IT has limited knowledge 

about the final customers. It was admitted by a vice president that they are not fully aware of 

how many or which customers the distributors have. A general manager expressed that the 

distributors are chosen based on the credit of their salespeople who twice a year engage in 

training courses about the products. The distributors handle the repeat business without aid 

from Atlas Copco IT, but in circumstances where the customer is to be transformed, the 

distributors meet with the customer together with Atlas Copco IT. Both the distributors and 

the final customers are considered as customers to Atlas Copco IT. 

 

4.3 Customer Accounting 

The business controllers expressed that aggregated data is reported from the customer centers 

to the divisions and that more detailed information about customers only can be found in the 

local systems. The aggregated data about the profitability of customer types is used as a tool 

for control. A business controller stated that there are two types of customer profitability 

measures: sales and consolidated profitability. The consolidated profitability is compiled of 

the local profit in a customer center and the profit created in the rest of the value-chain, and it 

is based on the margin profit of the sold products. The complexity in measuring the 

consolidated profitability of a customer lies in the problem of following the profitability in the 

chains of production and distribution. The local transaction where the local profitability is 

measured is not as complex as the consolidated. The profitability measurements are on an 

annual basis.   

 

The Customer Relationship Management (CRM) systems and the monitoring of customers are 

regionally based. Different regions have different CRM systems which makes it difficult to 

capture a thorough picture of the global key account customers. The CRM systems compile 
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information about regional but not global customer profitability. Therefore, the collecting of 

global sales data is a manual process. There is an ongoing project within Atlas Copco IT 

where SAP is enrolled in all countries as a common CRM system. According to a business 

controller and a general manager, having a joint CRM system will facilitate the monitoring of 

global customers. Two vice presidents further expressed that the new system will provide 

closer transparency on the segment sales and increase the efficiency. It will enable a more 

precise track on what products certain customers buy which could be used for adapting the 

product portfolio.  

 

That the profitability of the key accounts is monitored on an individual basis was expressed 

by vice presidents and business controllers. The ambition is to track the sales, profitability, 

and product mix of the big accounts. According to a vice president and a general manager, the 

total global sales but not the profitability measures for a global key account customer are 

compiled. It is difficult to get a full comprehensive view of the profitability of the customer 

on a global level due to the different CRM systems. Concerning the smaller customers, there 

is no central monitoring on individual customer basis. 

 

According to a general manager and two vice presidents, pre-calculations are used for 

estimating the profitability of business projects. Both the profitability of the initial sale and 

the estimated future profitability are calculated. The estimation includes, for example, how 

much more products and services a customer will buy during the time of the project. The 

calculation constitutes a major part of the decision basis regarding the customer, but, as was 

emphasized by one vice president, the calculations do not give a full picture. Therefore, the 

calculations are interpreted with practicality and intuition. After the project is completed, the 

actual profitability is estimated based on the reported costs and revenues. Future profitability 

calculations are also used when new contracts are established or when the customer demands 

additional discounts. This was stressed by two vice presidents who also expressed that the 

evaluation of project profitability mostly concerns business with the big customers. The 

contracts stretch over three years and contain the discounts related to the list prices. Based on 

the level of discount, there will be a certain customer profitability. Therefore, there are no 

profitability estimations regarding the day-to-day business.  

 

A vice president and a general manager expressed that it is rare that business with an 

automotive customer is forgone due to the customer being unprofitable. If a customer turns 
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out to be unprofitable, attempts are made to change the relationship in some way by, for 

example, reducing the costs related to the sales to this customer. The reason for not turning 

down business with a customer is, according to a general manager, that it is associated with 

risks. Refusing to make business with a customer could have a negative impact on the image 

of Atlas Copco IT. This could have negative consequences for both the rejected customer 

relationship and other related customer relationships. Another general manager stated that 

customers cannot be excluded from business. Further, a business controller and a vice 

president explained that projects can be taken on despite being unprofitable because there are 

situations when it is more important to take on a project instead of letting a competitor get it.  
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5 Analysis 

5.1 Identification of Customer Relationships 

The empirical findings confirm that the industrial market of Atlas Copco IT consists of 

interdependent actors. One example of this is that attention is paid to the image and reputation 

of the company in both first and second tier relationships. Based on the typology of customer 

relationships which is derived from the technical and organizational interfaces between 

companies, we have identified customer relationships within three out of four customer 

relationship types. These are transactional, facilitative, and integrative. We have, however, not 

identified any connective customer relationships. 

 

5.1.1 Types of Customer Relationships at Atlas Copco IT 

The transactional customer relationships consist of small final customers and most of the 

distributors. Customers handled as facilitative customer relationships are global and local key 

customers and large distributors. Four customers have been identified as handled with an 

integrative customer relationship. Those are the four large automotive customers referred to as 

Car manufacturer 1, 2, 3, and 4. 

 

Transactional Customer Relationships –Small Final Customers and Distributors 

Nearly all the customer relationships are transactional. The over 20 000 small final customers 

and most of the distributors are handled as transactional customer relationships. Most of the 

sales to the small final customers are through distribution, but there are also some customers 

within this customer type for which the sales are direct. Both the technical and organizational 

interfaces are low; therefore, there is less dependency between the companies. 

 

The technical interfaces are considered low because these customers buy standard products. 

Further, there are no technical adjustments in either products or production facilities, and 

there is no cooperation on product developments.  

 

The organizational interfaces are low for the small final customers. These customers are 

handled through distribution; therefore, there is no direct interaction between Atlas Copco IT 

and the customers. It means that Atlas Copco IT has less information about the customers 

than it would have had with direct interaction. This results in little knowledge about the 

customers; in addition, Atlas Copco IT is not completely aware of exactly how many or which 

customers it encounters through distribution. The organizational interfaces are low also for the 
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distributors and final customers for which the sales are direct. Even though the sales are 

direct, the purchase behavior of these customers does not lead to any adaptations in logistics 

systems. Furthermore, as the service consists of repairs for the final customers, there are less 

personal bonds between the customers and Atlas Copco IT. Noteworthy is that according to 

the framework, business with these customers is conducted based on price competition. This 

is, however, not the case with Atlas Copco IT. It would probably counter the business model 

of premium products and prices. 

 

Facilitative Customer Relationships –Global/Local Key Account Customers, and Large 

Distributors 

The facilitative customer relationships consist of the global key account customers, the local 

key account customers, and some large distributors. For these customer relationships, the 

technical interfaces are low and the organizational interfaces are high.   

 

The technical interfaces are low because standard products are sold, there are no technical 

adjustments in the production facilities, and there is no cooperation in product development. 

For some of the final customers, a high up-time and a high degree of error proofing are 

important which makes them buy the more advanced tools. These products have small 

adaptations to meet the needs of the customers, but this is made on standard products. Thus, 

the technical interfaces are still low. 

 

The organizational interfaces, however, are high because there is a strong coordination with 

these customers. The sales are direct, and the final customers buy non-standard solutions 

which create closer relationships. When a customer buys a non-standard solution, Atlas 

Copco IT provides it with consultancy which means that there is a higher cooperation 

between individuals in the two companies creating a higher organizational interface. The final 

customers are also highly transformed concerning service, and they are part of the customers 

that require onsite workshops. The fact that only customers that buy advanced tools require 

onsite workshops implies that the organizational interfaces are high. This is because the 

purchase of advanced tools often involves training and consultancy. The organizational 

interfaces towards the global key account customers are even higher as there are global key 

account managers who handle coordination of these customer relationships.  
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The organizational interfaces are high also with the large distributors. Often they have 

exclusivity, and they are developed into an extension of the sales force of Atlas Copco IT. 

The cooperation with these distributors concerns, for example, training of their salespeople. 

This is to make sure that the quality of the sales through distribution keeps the same standard 

as direct sales. Further, one can presume that the logistics systems are more integrated with 

these larger distributors than with the small distributors due to the frequency of the orders and 

their amount of customers. Finally, all the discussed organizational aspects for the key 

account customers and the large distributors give Atlas Copco IT great knowledge about the 

customers, and the customers also gain knowledge about Atlas Copco IT and the products 

provided. This is yet another feature of the high organizational interfaces. 

 

Furthermore, according to the theoretical background, the facilitative customer relationships 

are financially of significant importance. This is also the case with the customers of Atlas 

Copco IT within this customer relationship type. The global and local key account customers 

are, by the managers, considered preferred and profitable customers as they are highly 

transformed. The large distributors are also financially important considering that a great 

share of the sales is made through distribution.  

 

Integrative –Four Car Manufacturers 

For some of the big global key account customers, both the technical and the organizational 

interfaces are high which make the relationships integrative. The four biggest automotive 

customers are categorized as integrative. These are Car manufacturer 1, which is the biggest 

customer for Atlas Copco IT, and Car manufacturers 2, 3, and 4.  

 

The technical interfaces of these customers are high. The customers demand advanced 

products and customized solutions because it is important for them with a high up-time and a 

high degree of error proofing. Therefore, they are highly transformed concerning the products. 

The competitiveness of Atlas Copco IT lies in the premium products with precision. 

Therefore, these customers become important for the company, and the needs of these 

customers dominate the technical developments of new products. The customers are 

considered cooperation partners in the product development. Due to this cooperation on 

product development, the technical interfaces are high for these customer relationships.  
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The organizational interfaces are high for these customer relationships. The same 

organizational interface aspects recognized for the facilitative customer relationships are 

present also for the integrative customer relationships. There are some additional features for 

these customer relationships that contribute to the high organizational interfaces. There are 

close relationships between Atlas Copco IT and the customers, and these customers are 

considered as partners. Due to this, there is a mutual sharing of information and investing of 

resources between Atlas Copco IT and these customers, and trust becomes an important factor 

in the relationships. The outcome of the strong coordination and cooperation is that Atlas 

Copco IT gains great knowledge about these customers and vice versa. Because of the 

investment of resources regarding both time and capital, it would not be financially 

responsible to have additional integrative customer relationships.  

 

5.1.2 Grading of Resource Interfaces 

There are differences among the customers within a customer relationship type. First, there 

are differences among the transactional customer relationships concerning the organizational 

interfaces. The organizational interfaces between Atlas Copco IT and the customers 

encountered through distribution are lower than those between Atlas Copco IT and the 

customers for which the sales are direct. Second, for the facilitative customer relationships, 

the technical interfaces between Atlas Copco IT and the distributors are probably lower than 

those between Atlas Copco IT and the global and local key account customers. This argument 

is based on the fact that the needs of the global and local key account customers are relevant 

for the establishment of the product portfolio, which is not the case with the distributors. 

There are also differences in the organizational interfaces with these customers; for example, 

the cooperation with the global customers requires more coordination than with local 

customers. Third, there are differences among the integrative customer relationships as well. 

As Car manufacturer 1 is the single biggest customer for Atlas Copco IT, the technical and 

organizational interfaces are supposedly higher for this customer than for the other three 

integrative customer relationships. 

 

Thus, the categorization of customers is not as evident as the framework implies. There are 

difficulties in categorizing customers that are on the borderline between two customer 

relationship types. This is evident because the relationships with local key account customers 

and distributors are recognized as transactional and facilitative, and global key account 

customer relationships are recognized as facilitative and integrative. The static nature of the 
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framework also means that no account is made towards the fact that customer relationships 

change.  

 

The dispersion of customers within a category indicates that the classification of customers is 

not as distinct as the typology implies. There would rather be a grading of the technical and 

organizational interfaces from low to high. This means that the classification of customers is 

more complex and that the customers can be placed on different levels even within a customer 

relationship type. In figure 4, the customer typology by Lind and Strömsten (2006) has been 

altered to contain an interval of the technical and organizational interfaces.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Customer typology containing an interval of the resource interfaces 

 

5.2 The Use of Customer Accounting 

The customer accounting at Atlas Copco IT is of accrual character meaning that revenues and 

costs are matched at the time of the transaction. In general, it corresponds with the theoretical 

propositions which are derived from what is suggested by the framework by Lind and 

Strömsten (2006).  
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Transactional Customer Relationships –Customer Segment Profitability Analysis 

According to the second proposition, customers with low technical and low organizational 

interfaces are evaluated with customer segment profitability analysis. This is the case for the 

customer relationships that are categorized as transactional: small final customers and most of 

the distributors. They are small and financially of minor importance; therefore, the 

profitability of whole customer segments is of interest. The customer segments are 

individually evaluated on annual basis, tracking revenues and costs. Thus, customer segment 

profitability analysis is used for the transactional customer relationships which corresponds 

with the framework. The overall division of the customer segments is given by the regional 

locations of the company’s customer centers. Within the customer centers, there is also a 

division of the customers based on the divisional areas of the company, namely; Automotive, 

General, and Service. This division of the customers derives from their purchase behavior 

which also is in line with the framework.  

 

Facilitative Customer Relationships –Customer Profitability Analysis 

In the first proposition, it was stated that customer relationships with low technical and high 

organizational interfaces are evaluated with customer profitability analysis. This is the case 

for the customer relationships categorized as facilitative: the local and global key account 

customers and some large distributors. All customers within this customer relationship type 

are financially important. There are, however, no technical integrations with these customers 

and, therefore, less up-front costs related to them. The local key account customers and the 

distributors are evaluated individually on annual basis where revenues and costs are captured. 

The evaluation of the global key account customers is more complex. Due to technical issues 

with the CRM systems, compiling the total profitability of the global key account customers 

includes too much manual work. The local accounts of the global key account customers are, 

therefore, tracked.  

 

For this customer relationship type, the framework suggests customer profitability analysis 

containing individual annual evaluation of customers. As Atlas Copco IT employs that kind of 

customer accounting for these customer relationships, also the evaluation of facilitative 

customer relationships corresponds with the framework. There is one exception to this which 

concerns the customer accounting of the global key account customers. They are partially 

evaluated which does not correspond with the framework.  
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Integrative Customer Relationships –Lifetime Profitability Analysis   

Customer relationships with high technical and high organizational interfaces are, according 

to the third proposition, evaluated with lifetime profitability analysis. This is the case with the 

customer relationships categorized as integrative: Car manufacturer 1, 2, 3, and 4. Because 

these customers are of great importance for Atlas Copco IT, they are evaluated on individual 

basis. This is in accordance with the framework. As with the other global key account 

customers, the evaluation is complex due to the insufficient CRM system. The integrative 

customer relationships are, therefore, also evaluated on an annual basis as local units. 

Concerning the time horizon, the evaluation contradicts the framework because lifetime 

profitability analysis is suggested.  

 

However, evaluation of the future profitability does occur in the management of the 

integrative customer relationships. When contracts are established with these customers, the 

discount rates are set with a three year time frame. Thus, the future profitability of the 

customer derives from the contracted discount level. Therefore, the customer evaluation is to 

balance the account with no future evaluation until the contract is renewed. This is natural as 

continuous future evaluation would bring about unnecessary costs. Further, long-term 

relationships are considered a high priority with these customers and business is not allowed 

to be forgone. We asked the respondents to give an account for situations where business had 

been forgone due to the business being unprofitable, but the respondents could not provide 

any example of such a situation. This implies that it is rare that a business project is not taken 

on with these customers. The empirical findings also show that there are businesses made 

despite being unprofitable on a short-term basis. Thus, Atlas Copco IT may withhold short-

term profitability if it favors the long-term profitability.   

 

The follow-up system at Atlas Copco IT cannot catch the lifetime profitability of the 

customers. Routines and cultural aspects at the company do, however, influence the 

management control systems to include a future perspective of the customer. For example, the 

strive for transformation of customers indicates that there is an understanding of the 

profitability of long-term relationships. There is an estimation of future profitability of a 

customer relationship, but the estimation is based more on intuition than on calculations. The 

enrollment of a new common CRM system within all customer centers denotes that there is an 

urge for knowing more about the customers than what is rational with the present system.  
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To conclude, the reasoning by Lind and Strömsten (2006) regarding the relation of customer 

accounting techniques to different types of customer relationships is supported by the 

empirical findings. The transactional and facilitative customer relationships are evaluated with 

the suggested customer accounting techniques. There are some aspects with the evaluation of 

the integrative customer relationships that correspond with the framework and some that do 

not. The integrative customer relationships are evaluated with a future perspective, but the 

evaluation is of an intuitive character rather than a calculative. This is due to the difficulties in 

understanding the customer profitability which is caused by the different CRM systems which 

in turn is the result of the decentralized structure of the company. Further, the evaluation 

concerns the business projects and not the whole customer which means that the future 

profitability is estimated on parts of a customer.  
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6 Conclusions   

Overall, the empirical findings correspond with the propositions that concluded the theoretical 

background and, therefore, support the framework. The three customer relationship types that 

were detected are accounted for with the customer accounting techniques that are suggested 

by Lind and Strömsten (2006).  

 

The customer accounting is related to the technical and organizational interfaces of a 

customer relationship. When there are no interdependencies to the customers, they are 

evaluated by segments. When the customer is financially important due to the low technical 

and high organizational interfaces, the customers are evaluated on individual annual basis. 

And finally, in cases where the high technical and high organizational interfaces create strong 

interdependencies, the customers are evaluated individually with some respect to future 

profitability. However, the use of customer profitability analysis and, especially, lifetime 

profitability analysis is not as sophisticated as presented in the theoretical background due to 

the limitations of the CRM systems. There is, however, an understanding of the value creation 

of long-term customer relationships. Thus, despite the fact that the technical issues of the 

CRM systems disfavors the evaluation of integrative customer relationships, there is an urge 

for retaining those relationships. This implies that there is an awareness of customer 

relationships and their implications for the short-term and long-term profit of the company. 

The company’s recognition of customer relationships is done with regards to the 

interdependencies that occur due to the technical and organizational interfaces.  

 

Critique of the customer typology is, however, presented. We could not identify any 

connective customer relationships at Atlas Copco IT. The same issue was encountered by 

Lind and Strömsten (2006) when they developed the framework. At Ericsson, the authors 

could potentially identify customer relationships which technical and organizational interfaces 

could be explained as causing connective customer relationships. Connective customer 

relationships could not be identified at Holmen Paper at all. In their study of Holmen Paper in 

2008, Christner et al. identified a connective customer relationship. In that study, the authors 

cooperated with a chief financial officer who recognized the customer. Thus, the connective 

customer relationships are both rare and hard to identify. The connective customer 

relationships are granted with, presumably, too much appreciation in the framework.   
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Further critique concerns the static nature of the typology. It does not intercept the fact that 

customer relationships can change over time. Thus, once the customer is categorized, the 

technical and organizational interfaces are supposed to be unchanged. Also, as discussed in 

the analysis, the customer typology ought to contain a grading from high to low interfaces 

rather than four static customer relationship types. Categorizing the customers into four broad 

customer relationship types is problematic. The differences among the relationship types 

presented in the framework are far more distinct than observed in reality. The framework 

provides a clear-cut description, but the reality is far more ambiguous. There is a chance that a 

customer is wrongly categorized and its value estimated on misleading premises.  

  

The four static customer relationship types is an obvious drawback of the framework. 

However, excluding this categorization would complicate the relation of customer accounting 

techniques to the customer relationships. It is, therefore, necessary to keep the four customer 

relationship types but to allow for different positioning within them. By allowing for different 

positioning, the differences among the customers become evident. Further, the change over 

time in a customer relationship is more easily understood. The perils with misleading 

categorizing are, therefore, reduced.  

 

The reasoning of the framework regarding for which customer relationship type a certain 

customer accounting technique is suitable has been strengthened by this study. The 

framework is applicable for the customer basis of Atlas Copco IT. As this customer basis 

differs from those of the companies studied by Lind and Strömsten (2006), this thesis has 

contributed to the general applicability of the framework. We see little, or no, potential for 

improvements regarding the relation of customer accounting techniques to the customer 

relationship types as the empirical findings support the suggestions of the framework. 

However, the framework would be more accurate in relation to the dispersion of customer 

relationships and their evolvement over time with a grading of the technical and 

organizational interfaces.  

 

To conclude, there are two contributions of the thesis regarding the framework. First, the 

reasoning regarding the relation of customer accounting techniques to customer relationship 

types has been supported, and so has the difficulties with recognizing connective customer 

relationships. Second, the customer typology has been further elaborated as a grading of the 
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technical and organizational interfaces is suggested. By including the variation in resource 

interfaces in the theoretical reasoning of the framework, it becomes more related to practice.  
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7 Reasoning Concerning the Results of the Study and Future Studies 

7.1 The Results of the Study 

The use of customer accounting techniques at Atlas Copco IT differs from the use of customer 

accounting techniques identified by Lind and Strömsten (2006) at Ericsson and Holmen 

Paper. The use of customer segment profitability analysis and customer profitability analysis 

was present at the companies, but the use of lifetime profitability analysis varies between 

them. The object and frequency of the lifetime profitability analysis differ between the three 

companies. At Ericsson, the future profitability of the whole customer was evaluated rather 

frequently. At Holmen Paper, the whole customer was evaluated occasionally. At Atlas Copco 

IT, business projects, thus parts of the customer, was evaluated. The differences in the objects 

for accounting, we argue, might be due to the interdependencies created by the products and 

production facilities and the purchase behavior of the customers.  

 

At Ericsson, the customers initially buy a cellular network system and then continuously 

purchase upgrades. The lifetime profitability of the customers, therefore, becomes important 

for the company. At Holmen Paper, all production is on customer orders. Therefore, lifetime 

profitability analysis was employed only when the integration in the customer relationship 

caused large investments in one of the four paper mills. At Atlas Copco IT, the sales are made 

mostly through business projects with a couple of years’ time frame. As the customer 

profitability is determined during the contracted time period, the projects become the objects 

of accounting. Thus, as the examples imply, the differences in the use of lifetime profitability 

analysis can be explained by how interdependent and binding the customer relationship 

becomes. This is determined by the technical and organizational interfaces between the focal 

company and the customer. 

 

The case study consisted of nine interviews conducted during a time period of a month. It is 

probable that an even better understanding of both the interfaces in the customer relationships 

and the applied customer accounting techniques could have been possible with an enlarged 

study. The studies of both Lind and Strömsten (2006) and Christner et al. (2008) were far 

bigger than our concerning both the amount of interviews and the time period. More detailed 

information could have been obtained with additional interviews. This is because the 

respondents could get an increased confidence in giving information to us and also because 

the respondents would have a better chance to understand the researched subject. For 
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example, it is possible that the fourth type of customer relationships, connective, could have 

been identified.  

 

If the same study was to be employed at Atlas Copco IT when the new CRM system is 

enrolled and up and running, it is likely to find that the understanding of the customer 

profitability is more precise. Due to the long-term perspective of the business with the 

integrative customer relationships, it is probable that the lifetime profitability analysis 

technique used is more sophisticated than today and captures the global customer instead of 

the local parts.  

 

7.2 Future Studies 

Future studies may be conducted over an extended time period and include one or several 

study objects within just another industry. This could be to further contribute to the evaluation 

and elaboration of the framework of when to use different customer accounting techniques 

depending on the technical and organizational interfaces in the customer relationships. The 

studies ought to pay extra attention towards the grading of technical and organizational 

interfaces and the implications that has on the relation of customer accounting techniques to 

the customer relationship types.  
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Appendix 1. List of Respondents 
 

Respondent Duration Here referred to as 

Johnsson, J., Vice President Business Control 

General Industry Division of Atlas Copco IT 

1h Business Controller 

Legars, M. Business Line Manager Motor 

Vehicle Industry Nordic Customer Center and 

Global Key Account Manager Volvo of Atlas 

Copco IT 

1h General Manager 

Löfgren, P., Marketing and Sales Manager 

Global Service Division of Atlas Copco IT  

1h Vice President 

Malmborg, P. Acting Business Controller Global 

Service Division of Atlas Copco IT 

2h Business Controller 

McAllister, J., Vice President Marketing General 

Industry Division of Atlas Copco IT 

1h+2h+1h Vice President 

Tibblin, N., Vice President Marketing Motor 

Vehicle Industry Tools and Assembly Systems 

Division of Atlas Copco IT 

1h Vice President 

Uliana, J., General Manager Customer Center 

Nordic of Atlas Copco IT 

1h General Manager 
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Appendix 2. An Example of an Interview Question Line 

 

About the respondent 

1. What is your position? 

2. For how long have you had this position? 

3. For how long have you been employed at Atlas Copco IT? 

4. Have you had other positions within the company? What positions? 

5. Who is your boss? 

6. Do you have any direct reporting subordinates? How many? 

7. Can you provide us with a short job description? 

8. What is your educational background? 

 

Customer relationships 

General questions 

9. What defines a customer? 

10. What is an important customer? 

11. What aspects are important in a customer relationship? 

12. Can you give an example of important customers? Why important?  

Organizational interfaces 

13. Are there any contracts with customers that regulate the relationship? 

14. How would you describe the customer relationships? Formal or informal? Closeness 

of the relationship? 

15. Are there any key accounts? Which customers? What defines the key accounts? 

16. Who is responsible for the communication with customers? 

17. How do you communicate with customers? 

18. How frequent is the communication with customers? 

19. Are there any adaptations in administrative systems with customers? Which 

customers? What kind of adaptations?  

20. Can you describe the logistics systems? 

21. Are there direct sales or sales through distribution? 

Technical interfaces 

22. Which customers buy standard products?  
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23. Which customers buy adapted products, what kind of adaptations? 

24. Which customers have an influence on the technical functionality in product 

development? 

25. Do you develop tools in cooperation with any customers? Which customers? What 

kind of tools? 

26. Are there any adaptations in production facilities with any customers? Which 

customers? What kind of adaptations? 

 

Customer accounting 

27. On what aspects do you control the business? 

28. What is a profitable customer? 

29. How do you measure and evaluate customers?  

30. What customer profitability measures are used? 

31. Who decides what measures for customer profitability that are to be used? 

32. How is the information about customer profitability used within the company? 

33. For what time period do you evaluate the customers? Monthly? Annually? Future? 

34. Do you evaluate customers individually or by groups of customers? Which customers/ 

customer groups?  

35. Do you have sufficient knowledge about the profitability of customers? 

36. Could there be any benefits of knowing more about the profitability of customers? 
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November 28, 2014, Atlas Copco, Stockholm. Personal interview. 

Legars, M. Business Line Manager Motor Vehicle Industry Nordic Customer Center and 

Global Key Account Manager Volvo of Atlas Copco IT. December 15, 2014, Atlas Copco, 

Stockholm. Personal Interview.  

Löfgren, P., Marketing and Sales Manager Global Service Division of Atlas Copco IT. 

December 1, 2014, Atlas Copco, Stockholm. Personal Interview.  

Malmborg, P. Acting Business Controller Global Service Division of Atlas Copco IT. 

November 28, 2014, Atlas Copco, Stockholm. Personal Interview. 

McAllister, J., Vice President Marketing General Industry Division of Atlas Copco IT, 

November 13, 2014, Atlas Copco, Stockholm. Personal interview. 

McAllister, J., Vice President Marketing General Industry Division of Atlas Copco IT, 

November 20, 2014, Atlas Copco, Stockholm. Personal interview. 

McAllister, J., Vice President Marketing General Industry Division of Atlas Copco IT, 

December 10, 2014, Atlas Copco, Stockholm. Personal interview. 

Tibblin, N., Vice President Marketing Motor Vehicle Industry Tools and Assembly Systems 

Division of Atlas Copco IT, November 17, 2014, Atlas Copco, Stockholm. Personal 

Interview. 

Uliana, J., General Manager Customer Center Nordic of Atlas Copco IT, December 1, 2014, 

Atlas Copco, Stockholm. Personal Interview.  

  



42 
 

2 Literature 

Alenius, E., Lind, J., & Strömsten, T. forthcoming. “The role of open book accounting in a 

supplier network: Creating and managing interdependencies across company boundaries”, 

Industrial Marketing Management. 

Araujo, L., Dubois, A., & Gadde L-E. 1999. “Managing interfaces with suppliers”, Industrial 

Marketing Management, vol. 28, pp. 497-506. 

Atlas Copco AB. 2014. Årsredovisning 2013. Stockholm: Elanders. 

Baraldi, E., Gressetvold, E., & Harrison D. 2012a. “Resource interaction in inter-

organizational networks: Introduction to the special issue”, Journal of Business Research, 

vol. 65, pp. 123-127. 

Baraldi, E., Gressetvold, E., & Harrison D. 2012b. “Resource interaction in inter-

organizational networks: foundations, comparison, and research agenda”, Journal of 

Business Research, vol. 65, pp. 266-276. 

Blois, K.J. 1999. "Relationships in business-to-business marketing - how is their value 

assessed?", Marketing Intelligence & Planning, vol. 17, no. 2, pp. 91-102. 

Cantù, C., Corsaro, D. & Snehota, I. 2012. “Roles of actors in combining resources into 

complex solutions”, Journal of Business Research, vol. 65, no. 2, pp. 139-151. 

Christner, C. H., Lind, J., Strömsten, T., & Almgren, A. 2008. "Kundstrategier och 

kundlönsamhetsbedömningar -en studie av Holmen Paper". In Redovisning i fokus, ed 

Jennergren P., Lind J., Schuster W., and Skogsvik K. Lund: Studentlitteratur. 

Cooper, R. & Kaplan, R. S. 1991. “Profit priorities from activity-based costing”, Harvard 

Business Review, vol. 69, no. 3, pp. 130-135.  

Cäker, M. & Strömsten, T. 2010. “Customer accounting when relationships and networks 

matter”, in Accounting in networks, ed. Håkansson H., Kraus K. & Lind J. New York: 

Routledge. 

Dubois, A. & Araujo, L. 2007. “The relationship between technical and organizational 

interfaces in product development”, IMP Journal, vol. 1, no 1, pp. 28-50. 



43 
 

Ford, D., Gadde, L-E., Håkansson, H. Lundgren, A. Snehota, I., Turnbull, P. & Wilson, D. 

1998. Managing Business Relationships. Chichester: Wiley. 

Foster, G. & Gupta, M. 1994. “Marketing, Cost Management and Management Accounting”, 

Journal of Management Accounting Research, vol. 9, pp. 63-77. 

Guilding, C. & McManus, L. 2002. “The incidence, perceived merit and antecedents of 

customer accounting: an exploratory note”, Accounting, Organizations and Society, vol. 

27, pp. 45-59. 

Gupta, S. & Lehmann, D.R. 2003. ”Customers as assets”, Journal of Interactive Marketing, 

vol. 17, no. 1, pp. 9-24. 

Håkansson, H., Kraus, K., Lind, J. & Strömsten, T. 2010. “Accounting in Networks -The 

Industrial Network Approach”, in Håkansson, H., Kraus, K. & Lind, J. (eds), Accounting in 

Networks. London: Routledge, pp. 269-290. 

Håkansson, H. & Lind, J. 2004. “Accounting and network coordination”, Accounting, 

Organization, Society, vol. 29, no. 1, pp. 51-72. 

Håkansson, H. & Lind, J. 2007. “Accounting in an Interorganizational Setting”, in Chapman, 

C. S., Hopwood, A. G. & Shields, M. D. (eds), Handbook of Management Accounting 

Research Volume 2.  Oxford: Elsevier, pp. 885-902. 

Håkansson, H. & Snehota, I. 1995. Developing Relationships in Business Networks. London: 

Routledge. 

Håkansson, H. & Waluszewski, A. 2002. Managing Technological Development -IKEA, the 

environment and technology. London: Routledge.  

Kajüter, P. & Kulmala, H.I. 2005. ”Open-book accounting in networks: Potential 

achievements and reasons for failures”, Management Accounting Research, vol. 16, no. 2, 

pp. 179-204. 

Kaplan, R.S. & Cooper, R. 1998. Cost & Effect. Boston, Mass.: Harvard Business School. 

King, S.F. & Burgess, T.F. 2008. “Understanding success and failure in customer relationship 

management”,  Industrial Marketing Management, vol. 37, pp. 421-431. 



44 
 

Lind, J. & Strömsten, T. 2006. “When do firms use different types of customer accounting?”, 

Journal of Business Research, vol. 59, pp. 1257-1266. 

McManus, L. & Guilding, C. 2008. “Exploring the potential of customer accounting: a 

synthesis of the accounting and marketing literatures”, Journal of Marketing Management, 

vol. 24, no. 7-8, pp. 771-795. 

Pfeifer, P. E., Haskins, M. E. & Conroy, R. M. 2005. “Customer lifetime value, customer 

profitability, and the treatment of acquisition spending”, Journal of Managerial Issues, vol. 

XVII, no 1, pp. 11-25. 

Shapiro, B., Rangan, K., Moriarty, R. & Ross, E. 1987. “Manage customers for profits (not 

just sales)”, Harvard Business Review, vol. 65, no. 5, pp. 101-108. 

Saunders, M., Lewis, P. & Thornhill, A. 2009. Research methods for business students. 

Harlow: Pearson. 

Saunders, M., Lewis, P. & Thornhill, A. 2012. Research methods for business students. 

Harlow: Pearson. 

Wedin, T. 2001. Networks and demand: the use of electricity in an industrial process. 

Doctoral thesis, Department of Business Studies at Uppsala University, no. 83.  

 

 

 

 


