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Abstract 

Departing from a theoretical problem, reinforced by a practical dilemma, this study set out to 

explore the dialectics between the transactional and relationship perspective that PR and 

advertising marketers must handle in their customer relations. Formulating the study from 

established transaction and relationship marketing theories and using qualitative interviews 

with PR and advertising practitioners, we have explored how two contradicting perspectives 

surface in the customer interactions. The results show that there is a need for both 

perspectives to coexist and that the balance in between them is constantly shifting.  
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1 Introduction 

In business-to-business interaction, the understanding of a product may not always be 

harmonized between the buyer and seller. After a pilot interview with one respondent at a 

public relations (PR) agency, we have found that the organization faces difficulties in 

measurement of results, and explanation of the product offering – especially to first time PR-

buyers. The agency uses several different tools in each campaign, and strive for long-term 

results, such as adjusting the client’s profile. Their clients, on the other hand, can become 

myopic in their strive for transaction based results, monetary measurements of the projects 

and the need to improve their own organization. Overconfidence in these aspects may divert 

attention from the non-measurable parts of the outcome which, in PR and advertising, can be 

quite large. This difference in perspectives between the agency and the client produces a 

discrepancy that needs to somehow be handled by the agency.   

 

This also relates to the science of marketing. Theoretically, a relationship-based approach 

allows for a long-term time perspective, mutual resources and interorganizational activities 

where value is co-created (Dwyer, Shurr and Oh, 1987). A transaction-based approach, on the 

other hand, has a short-term time perspective and focuses on judgment and creation of single 

projects. In a transactional exchange, in its theoretically pure form, communication solely 

takes place through price (Åberg, 2013). Measurement of resources and profits are done for 

each party separately and both strive for maximization of efficiency and economization of 

costs (Williamson, 1975). 

 

As our practical dilemma illustrates, we are not looking at a Kuhnian (1962) paradigm shift 

where one school of thought succeeds over the other. We are rather standing before the 

epistemological question of whether the two paradigms can coexist, and if so, to what degree? 

 

Due to their different premises, a fusion of the two approaches is not possible. Nicholls and Li 

(2000) suggest that for the marketer, a strategic choice is to be done between a transactional 

or a relationship marketing approach. Neither approach is more apt than the other - its 

appropriateness depends on the circumstances. This is further illustrated by the Kraljic matrix 
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(1983), where different approaches are taken depending on the nature of an item: strategic 

items require relationship perspectives and non-critical ones are highly transactional. 

 

In practice however, as we can see from our pilot interview, the perspective of the buyer and 

that of the seller are not always harmonized – even when they are in the same place and time. 

When this occurs and the two parties differ in perspective, the choice of the appropriate 

strategy is not necessarily black and white. It might therefore be relevant for organizations to 

use both transaction-based and relationship-based approaches in their interactions with clients.  

 

Further investigations of research and literature published during the last few years proved 

that there is a lack of research on the dynamics in the single buyer-seller interaction; inside of 

the same relation, the same dialogue or the same phase of a project the participants sway 

between different systems of thought. This leads to a certain incoherence in their 

communication, which might be a symptom of the theoretical dichotomy. 

1.1 Background & Problem 

The two theoretical fields of transaction and relationship theory are based on completely 

different axioms and are thus irreconcilable. The transaction perspective assumes a 

materialistic value definition and measures costs, benefits, efficiency and effectiveness in 

monetary terms. It views an action as a separate entity and evaluates it from a short-term time 

perspective - that is, from the point in time when the monetary investment is made until the 

time when the results are expected (Grönroos, 1991). The relationship perspective highlights 

the value co-creation between two collaborating parties, focusing on mutual goals and 

efficiency attained over time, through the cost reduction from, for example, knowing each 

other (Dwyer, Shurr and Oh, 1987).  

 

These two mutually exclusive theories will be further explained in the upcoming section, but 

what makes this conflict interesting is the fact that in reality, the two perspectives have an 

intense interplay. 

 

In a PR trade association seminar treating the difficulty of measuring the results of PR 

activities, consensus between the participants is that a long-term relational approach is ideal, 

rather than solely looking at short-term effects. However what becomes problematic is the 
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intangible nature of a relationship. Actual, numerical figures is a common language that 

everybody understands and can easily be used for analysis. A relation is difficult to define and 

cannot be quantified, and as a result also becomes problematic to justify (PRECIS, 2014). 

Furthermore, the timeframe of a PR activity is often shorter than the time it would take before 

any results are possible to detect (Greenhill Relations, 2014).  

 

This is further complicated by the perplexity of marketing metrics. The impact of advertising 

activities on sales numbers can be problematic to measure due to difficulties with isolating the 

effect from the activities (Vakratsas and Ambler, 1999). For example, Christmas tree sales 

may increase because of increased visibility of a seller, but also because it is getting closer to 

Christmas. 

 

So the relation is difficult to justify – and the single project is difficult to evaluate by merely 

weighing cost against profit. This illuminates the claim of our pilot respondent: neither a 

short-term (transaction) nor a long-term (relationship) perspective on its own is enough in 

client interaction.  

 

PR and advertising firms work with communication between their client company and their 

customers. Thus, the product they are selling contains relationship building on behalf of not 

just them and their client but also between their client and their customer, and standing behind 

the image of their client. In the production of marketing tools, there has to be profound 

understanding of what the brand of the buyer stands for, and of the identity of the buying firm. 

The buyer is requesting representation and third party involvement in their communication 

with their own respective buyers. The marketer (PR/advertising agent) becomes involved in 

value co-creation between their client and their client’s customers. The result is a 

collaboration that takes into account the history, present situation, and future of the buying 

firm’s identity, where relationships and communication are inherent.   

 

This is why we have chosen input from these specific industries when anchoring our 

theoretical problem into practical business reality. 
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1.2 Purpose 

We want to gain insight to the problems that marketers of different character (advertisers and 

PR-marketers) face in their customer relations, and hopefully get a holistic and pragmatic 

viewpoint of the “theoretical” reality they need to handle. We aim to analyze the dialectics 

between the transaction and the relationship; what do the different perspectives mean for the 

practitioner, and which role do they play in different parts of the inter-firm collaboration? 

Since results, reports and proactive actions for continuing a relationship are often formally 

taken by the seller (in this case, the agencies) we have chosen to focus on their side of the 

story.  

 

To be able to fulfill the objective of this study we have performed interviews with 

practitioners of PR and advertising. The interviews were designed to examine how the two 

theoretical perspectives interact in practice. The results from these have then been used as the 

basis for the conclusions drawn. The following chapter exhibits the theories used. 

2 Theories 

This chapter will first provide definitions of public relations and advertising, with the purpose 

of providing the reader with guidance to and understanding of the different fields of interest. 

Secondly it presents the theories that will act as foundation for the analysis of the obtained 

data. These include different studies performed by scholars in the respective domains. 

“Transaction logic” describes the usage and implications of a shorter time horizon, whereas 

relationship logic uses a long-term perspective.1 By the end of the chapter we will sum up the 

theories in our analysis model, which will be the principal tool in our further discussions.   

 

The PR and advertising industries are two examples of outsourced marketing, and we will 

begin by defining them.  

                                                 
1 Naturally, there is a bias in the theory presentation which also relates back to the topic of this article. Grönroos 

is a relationship theoretic, Williamson is a transaction theoretic. This implies that they regard their “own” 

perspective as higher standing than the other, which would result in a subjective view of the other.  
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2.1 Public Relations 

To understand the PR industry, a definition of the service and description of its purpose is 

relevant. According to the Public Relations Society of America (2014), public relations is “a 

strategic communication process that builds mutually beneficial relationships between 

organizations and their publics”. After providing and evaluating several definitions Davis 

(2004, p. 4) offers his take on the definition of PR: 

“Public relations is communication with people who matter to the communicator, in order to gain 

their attention and collaboration in ways that are advantageous to the furtherance of his or her 

interests or those of whoever or whatever is represented.”  

This, according to Davis, “takes account of civic pluralism and recognizes the persuasive 

nature of most public relations practice.” PR activities are designed to reach understanding 

and acceptance with the public, and can involve both internal and external communication. 

2.2 Advertising 

The Latin translation of advertising means “to turn toward”, and implies the purpose. 

Advertising has been defined and redefined repeatedly over the years (Richards & Curran, 

2002). Some definitions include all kinds of promotions as advertising, whereas others only 

classify certain types as advertising. An illustrative example includes Burnett’s “selling corn 

flakes to people who are eating cheerios”. Richards and Curran (2002, p.74) opened a 

dialogue between experts to reach a more precise identification of the word. They conclude 

their line of reasoning in the following definition: 

“Advertising is a paid, mediated form of communication from an identifiable source, designed to 

persuade the receiver to take some action, now or in the future”,  

adding the footnote: 

“’Mediated’ communication is that which is conveyed to an audience through print, electronics, or 

any method other than direct person-to-person contact.”  

This will form the foundation of our discussions revolving advertising. 
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2.3 The Transaction Perspective 

In A Dictionary of Finance and Banking (2014) transaction costs are defined as “the costs 

incurred in making a bargain, over and above the benefit exchanged”. Williamson’s (1975) 

Transaction Costs Economics is concerned with the efficiency and the economization of these 

costs. By performing a transaction cost analysis (TCA), i.e. comparing the transaction costs 

induced by producing in-house to the transaction costs induced by outsourcing, the firm will 

be able to identify the most efficient governance mode (i.e. the mode that produces the 

smallest amount of transaction costs). Rindfleisch and Heide (1997, p. 32) explain in their 

extensive synthesis of TCA research that: 

“[t]he basic premise of TCA is that if adaptation, performance evaluation, and safeguarding costs 

are absent or low, economic actors will favor market governance. If these costs are high enough to 

exceed the production cost advantages of the market, firms will favor internal organization.” 

The framework is based on two assumptions of human behavior: bounded rationality and 

opportunism (Williamson, 1991). The rationality of the decision that a firm is able to make is 

limited by the uncertainty of the environment. Future actions and outcomes cannot be fully 

predicted. Counterparts may be in possession of more or other information than the firm and 

use this asymmetry to act in their self-interest, i.e. opportunistic behavior. To compensate for 

this when externalizing, specific contracts are composed and post-monitoring and control is 

required. If uncertainty is too high, and contracting and monitoring become too complex (and 

therefore costly), the production would rather be done in-house (i.e. internalized) in order to 

reduce uncertainty (Williamson, 1975). One differs between ex ante and ex post transaction 

costs. Ex ante contracting costs derives from drafting, negotiating, and safeguarding an 

agreement. Ex post contracting costs derives from maladaptation, haggling (as a result of the 

maladaptation), setup and running, and enforcement (Williamson, 1985). 

 

Where transaction costs are high and/or unknown, it is of relevance for the seller to take these 

into consideration in their marketing strategy. 

2.3.1 Transaction Marketing 

Bund Jackson (1985, p. 122) claims that “[i]n many situations, sellers will benefit from an 

examination of the commitments they enjoy from customers, including consideration of the 

closeness of their ties with them and the time horizon their customers use in their 
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commitments.” This led her to develop two models representing each end of the spectrum of 

possible customer behavior. One extreme, the “always-a-share model”, represents the 

customer with low switching costs, sharing its patronage between several suppliers. The 

attraction of this customer is done by successful mastering of the marketing mix activities. 

Suppliers “are obliged to give good immediate reasons for continuing the relationship with 

each purchase.” For this type of customer, a transaction marketing strategy is appropriate 

(Bund Jackson, 1985). 

 

According to Grönroos (1991, p. 9) transaction marketing is a marketing strategy where the 

focus lies on discrete transactions. Marketing activities are undertaken with the aim of 

“creating single transactions and facilitating exchanges and not around building long-term 

relationships.” 

 

The time perspective in this type of strategy is short-term and a marketing activity is expected 

to deliver profits in a near future. The customer perceives and extracts value from the product 

and its technical qualities, outside from this it has no contact with the producer. The technical 

dimension of the product becomes the dominating one. In order to assess customer 

satisfaction, ad hoc surveys and monitoring of market share are applied. A stable or increasing 

market share is seen as an indication of success, and indirectly as customer satisfaction 

(Grönroos, 1994). 

 

In a transaction-type strategy, intraorganizational interface is of little strategic importance to 

the firm. Customer relationships are formed through the product and marketing mix activities 

under the responsibility of the marketing department, and there is no need for other functions 

to be involved (Grönroos, 1994). 

 

Transaction marketing lies at one end of Grönroos’ (1991) marketing strategy continuum. At 

the other end we find relationship marketing. Here, focus has shifted from discrete 

transactions to continuing relationships. What this kind of marketing is characterized by and 

implies is further explored in the following section. 
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2.4 Relationship Logic 

Instead of analyzing exchange as discrete events, a relationship perspective moves the focal 

point to long-term relations between buyers and sellers. Long-term association, contractual 

relations and joint ownership characterize exchange within a buyer-seller relationship. Here, 

the transactions are planned and affected by their history and anticipated future (Dwyer, Shurr 

and Oh, 1987). 

 

The benefits of a long-term collaboration include reduced uncertainty, managed dependence, 

exchange efficiency and social satisfactions. The control is moved from the single firm out 

and into the network – which means control reaches further. There might also be significant 

gains in joint payoffs as a result of effective communication and collaboration to attain goals. 

The buyer’s perception of the effectiveness can then produce a competitive advantage for the 

seller, insulating the seller from price competition. Costs include resources that must be put in 

maintenance and conflict processes, although the latter is a bigger issue when parties have 

highly divergent goals. Every choice entails an opportunity cost of exchange with alternative 

partners. As mentioned, relationship maintenance also includes conflict; a functional type of 

conflict can be described as a situation where disagreements are processed and can lead to 

improvements, for example a conflict can lead to more effective and/or frequent 

communication, and creation of outlets to express different grievances (Dwyer, Shurr and Oh, 

1987). 

 

From this perspective, value is co-created in collaboration between the buyer and the seller. 

Therefore, instead of the marketplace acting as a place for value extraction and exchange, this 

is where the creation of value happens. Buyer and seller create the product together (Prahalad 

and Ramaswamy, 2004). 

 

According to Morgan and Hunt (1994), the definition of a relationship that contains 

cooperation, efficiency and effectiveness lies in the presence of commitment and trust. 

Commitment is in this case defined as the belief that an ongoing relationship is so important, 

that the committed party will put maximum efforts in ensuring that it endures indefinitely. 

Trust is defined as the confidence in the exchange partner’s reliability and integrity. The costs 

of leaving a relationship can be a motivation to further commitment, which comes with 

benefits such as compliance and cooperation, but also has downsides in the risk of the partner 
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terminating the relationship. Communication and shared values can enhance the trust factor, 

and functional conflict in a high-trust relationship can lead to beneficial development. 

Opportunistic behavior weakens trust, and uncertainty is a negative effect of having a trust-

based collaboration (Morgan and Hunt, 1994). 

 

It is also suggested that when a party believes that their partner carries out opportunistic 

behavior, this perception will lead to a decrease in trust. Opportunism and relationship 

commitment do not have a direct effect on each other, but if one partner perceives 

opportunism, they will believe they can no longer trust the other due to this, and thus 

commitment will decrease (Morgan and Hunt, 1994).  

 

According to Powell (1990), borders of an organization are irrelevant in a network view of the 

market. He explains that a network oriented view of economic organization moves means of 

communication from prices (market view) to routines (hierarchical view) to relational 

(network view). One does not bargain, and instead tries to create indebtedness and reliance 

between partners. 

 

In this logic, relations are treated as commodities and play an integral part in making business. 

Preferences are not defined independently by one party, but instead, they are specified 

interdependently in each relationship. Håkansson and Snehota (2006, p. 261) in an article with 

the illustrative title “No Business is an Island”, mention the following propositions for a 

network model: 

1. Business organizations often operate in a context in which their behavior is conditioned by a 

limited number of counterparts, each of which is unique and engaged in pursuing its own 

goals. 

2. In relation to these entities, an organization engages in continuous interactions that constitute 

a framework for exchange processes. Relationships make it possible to access and exploit the 

resources of other parties and to link the parties’ activities together. 

3. The distinctive capabilities of an organization are developed through its interactions in the 

relationships that it maintains with other parties. The identity of the organization is thus 

created through relations with others. 

4. Since the other parties to the interaction also operate under similar conditions, an 

organization’s performance is conditioned by the totality of the network as a context, i.e. even 

by interdependencies among third parties. 
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2.5 Analysis Model 

In order to process the two viewpoints and illustrate the consequential problem, the 

foundations need to be clarified. This discussion will cement the problem, and guide us to a 

durable analysis model.  

 

As Kuhn describes in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962), science undergoes 

periodic paradigm shifts instead of maintaining linear development. The different paradigms 

are irreconcilable, as they have different definitions of reality and will always be based on 

axioms originating from different worldviews. This challenges the view of science as 

objective, and accentuates the importance of subjectivity within sciences.  

 

Vermeulen and van der Akker (2010) discuss current culture as something with and between 

modernism and postmodernism. They describe a society in pendulum between the modern 

and postmodern, idealism and nihilism or between local and global (e.g. glocalized 

perceptions). They apply Kant’s negative idealism to describe a society acting according to 

as-if thinking, or as Kant (1784) writes 

“yet each individual and people, as if following some guiding thread, go toward a natural but to 

each of them unknown goal; all work toward furthering it, even if they would set little store by it if 

they did know it.” 

So, people are not actually striving for any “natural, unknown goal” but they pretend to, and 

thus they evolve. The metamodernist society 

“moves for the sake of moving, attempts in spite of its inevitable failure; it seeks forever for a truth 

that it never expects to find” (Vermeulen and van der Akker, 2010, p. 5). 

In the case of this thesis, we are processing two simultaneously coexisting paradigms. In 

current reality, there is a constant negotiation between the two. There is belief in “hard facts” 

according to the transaction side of the spectrum, despite the fact that many know that the 

type of marketing products we mention are not relevant to measure accordingly.  

Therefore, we have developed an analysis model that integrates the fact that we have two 

opposing paradigms, as well as a negotiation between them, a constant oscillation.  

 

Our analysis will use the customer interaction as described by the respondents as a starting 

point. Using our previously defined transaction and relationship theories, we will identify the 
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roles each perspective plays in the buyer-seller interactions. As the advertiser and PR-

marketer must handle both perspectives in their daily activities, we will discuss the effects of 

the oscillation between them. How does the seller manage this balance in practice? 

 

The figure below is an illustration of our analysis model.  

 

2.5.1 Figure 1. Analysis model 

 

A thorough description of the research method used can be found in the following chapter.  

3 Method 

We have used a qualitative study as the basis of our empirical research. Since the 

problematization is purely theoretical, a case study was not relevant, and the input from 

practitioners has largely formed the outcome. The symptoms they describe make our thesis 

relevant. Secondary sources have contributed with marketing theories that have connected our 

research to larger issues in the field. 

 

We have carefully chosen four key informants with whom we have conducted semi-structured 

interviews. 
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3.1 Pilot interview 

Prior to our main primary data collection, we performed an informal pilot interview with 

respondent A, executive vice president at a PR agency (for complete respondent profile, see 

appendix 1). The interview was unstructured and had no specific questions to answer, but 

rather an aspect to explore (Saunders, 2009). Respondent A shared their experiences of 

problems they are facing in the daily activities, especially about the difficulties of measuring 

results. It gave us important insights about practical issues in the field which we then used in 

the formulation of our research question and purpose. This provides the study with practical 

anchoring and makes it of relevance not only to scholars but also to practitioners of PR and 

advertising.  

3.2 Main interviews 

For the gathering of primary data, we have used semi-structured interviews which have been 

conducted face-to-face with our respondents. This section will describe how these were 

designed and executed. 

3.2.1 Interview design and operationalization 

The choice of qualitative interviews is based on the exploratory purpose of this study and the 

necessity to understand the reasons behind our respondents’ attitudes and opinions (Saunders, 

2009).  

 

Since the fields of interest are both complex and dynamic, completely standardized interviews 

are not used (Saunders, 2009). In order to allow for some flexibility, we have chosen to use 

semi-structured interviews where small adjustments are made for each respondent with 

respect to their organizational situation and their role in the company. As we are seeking the 

respondent’s view on the issue(s), open questions that encourage comprehensive and 

elaborated answers are used (Saunders, 2009). Where we have found that the respondent’s 

answer needs development or clarification, we have used probing questions. For example, this 

has occurred when the respondent has brought up an aspect which we had not considered 

prior to the interview. 
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Questions have been based on our theoretical framework, but we have tried to keep the 

questions as open as possible in order to allow our respondents to give us the focal points of 

our research. In order to not distort the results of our study, we have put emphasis on the 

points brought up by our respondents: is trust, monetary gain or something completely 

different the most important part of interorganizational collaborations? The questions have 

revolved around the “typical customer” and have not requested any specific cases, as the 

purpose of this thesis is to analyze issues from the agency perspective. 

 

To meet our purpose, we made a few key sections. Why do their client relationships continue 

(e.g. are any actions taken to ensure a second purchase?) and are there issues, in the daily 

work of practitioners, related to the transaction versus relationship oscillation?  

The interview questions are designed with our theoretical framework as a foundation, and 

with the aim of exploring the nature of the marketers’ customer relations. We have identified 

important aspects of transactional and relational marketing theory, and translated the 

theoretical concepts into questions that relate to the organization’s day to day activities.  

 

As an example, we have asked our respondents to describe different kinds of interactions with 

the people that buy their products; pitching ideas, planning campaigns, follow-up meetings, 

daily interaction during the course of a project and the final presentation of results after an 

activity has been terminated. We have also explored the aftermath: what happens afterwards, 

in cases where a relationship continues versus cases where the collaboration ends after an 

activity. These have in turn been grouped into sections, each treating different aspects of their 

customer relations (see appendix 2). Each question is accompanied by key words (not 

viewable to the respondent), designed to assure that the respondent covers the intended 

aspects, and if not, to provide guidance for follow-up and probing questions. For example, 

considering the issue of different aspects (such as trust) in relationship theory, we have simply 

asked our respondents to define a good cooperation without mentioning “relationship”. We 

have then asked them to elaborate on the focal aspects of their response. 

3.2.2 Interview execution 

The interviews took about one hour and were performed at the respondents’ respective 

offices. Aside for being convenient and comfortable for our respondents, these locations have 

provided calm and quiet atmospheres, free of disturbance.  
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Face-to-face interviews have allowed us to take notice of facial expressions and body 

language. This gave us contextual anchoring and a richer impression of the respondent, and 

additionally decreased the risk of missing certain aspects. Verbal communication is often 

overrated – thus neglecting non-verbal cues. Experts in the field of qualitative research 

methods, such as Mary Douglas (1975, p. 167), claim that one must be aware of the body to 

convey subtleties or “special meanings, such as banter, irony or mistrust”. Being physically 

present in our dialogues with the respondents has provided us with multiple channels of 

communication, facilitating for us in several aspects, for example: knowing when it is 

appropriate to ask more questions, how to pose them, discovering comments that seem to 

have more underlying meaning or contradictions etc. We have also paid attention to how we 

as researchers might influence the situation by body language, our appearance, sociolect and 

tone of voice (Davies, 2002).  

 

Each interview has been audio-recorded. This permitted us to keep full focus on the interview 

itself rather than taking notes of its contents. The transcription has been done as soon as 

possible after the interview. The interviews were performed in Swedish and translated into 

English with much care taken to choose accurate words, so that information is not distorted or 

lost in the translation process. 

 

As Saunders (2009) suggests, in order to establish credibility and gain consent and 

confidence, we have in the beginning of each interview given the respondent a brief 

introduction. Firstly, we have given an explanation of our research and its purposes. Secondly, 

we stated that we would not ask for specific cases, as this could require a trespass on customer 

confidentiality. If a certain question needs an example to illustrate a reasoning, the respondent 

was asked to use a “typical customer”. Thirdly, we explained that if the respondent would 

want to leave a question unanswered, we would respect that. This only occurred once 

however when one of our respondents felt that they did not possess enough experience to 

answer that particular question. 

3.2.3 Choice of respondents 

As with all qualitative studies, interpretations and conclusions are influenced by the chosen 

sample. We have therefore been careful to choose respondents as representative as possible. 

Our respondents are practitioners of PR or advertising located in Stockholm. They have been 

selected based on industry, background profile and position. They are in the middle of this 
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complex and dynamic environment, and can therefore provide practical insight. Three of them 

also have similar academic backgrounds, which increases our mutual understanding of the 

theoretical problem underlying our research (for complete respondent profiles, see appendix 

1). 

 

The benefit of using respondents from small to medium sized agencies has been that they are 

close to their customer interactions, and tend to have less directives than larger ones. 

Respondent A was picked out during the probing phase of our study, because A brought up 

their reflections on this type of issue. Respondents B and C were chosen due to their 

participation in podcasts and seminars treating the subject, and because the two had different 

academic backgrounds, which could add dimension to the responses. Respondent D was also 

chosen during probing, like respondent A, because judging from our telephone meeting, D 

seemed to have a good in-depth understanding of our purpose. 

 

We have interviewed four respondents with strong profiles, from which three are involved in 

the respective agencies’ top management and/or boards. The study has also been conducted in 

a high publicity industry. No respondent requested anonymity, all were OK with being 

mentioned by name.  

 

Our qualitative study has generated results that are important in our further proceedings, and 

the personal characteristics of our respondents are likely to have influenced their viewpoints. 

However, the cause of each individual’s reasoning is not related to our thesis and in order to 

not distort our findings or move reader focus to the profile, gender or background of our 

respondents (Davies, 2002), we chose to keep them anonymous. We are not directed towards 

a practical scenario, rendering their identities irrelevant.  

3.2.4 Conceptualization 

The chapter presenting the findings from our interviews follows an empirically generated 

structure. At the onset of this research, certain key concepts were given from the relationship 

and transaction theories. A few of them were reiterated by the respondents. There were also 

viewpoints and ideas that recurred in different interviews. Therefore, the empirical data was 

categorized into sections based on these recurrences (Bryman, 1994). 
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3.3 Analysis of empirical findings 

The analysis chapter is arranged according to our analysis model (see figure 1). Using the 

customer interactions derived from the testimonies of our respondents, instances of 

transactional and relationship perspectives are identified. We first exhibit potential transaction 

costs, with the purpose of understanding how and why these affect the marketing strategy. In 

the following section we identify instances where our respondents show that a relationship 

perspective is necessary. Finally, the analysis chapter will exhibit the interaction between the 

two perspectives. 

3.4 Method Evaluation 

Our qualitative study has the aim to understand the subjective viewpoint of the seller. We 

have not made observations of collaborations, and will thus not provide any objective stance 

for the analysis – which is not relevant either. Our interest lies in analyzing how the 

respondents choose to present themselves and how they perceive the collaborations. We have 

therefore not needed to consider alternative research methods. 

 

Our respondents have their individual perspectives, which means they themselves filter the 

information we ask for before it reaches us. They will notice and/or ignore different aspects 

depending on their evaluation of their importance, which is always a result of second hand 

information. Our purpose allows for this subjectivity, and we have thus not included any first 

hand observations. The respondent’s subjective viewpoint alone is still of interest to us. The 

respondents are therefore deemed representative for the purpose of this study. 

 

Social incentives such as aspects of communication with customers are easier to capture and 

discuss than economic ones. The respondents might be reluctant to discussing weaknesses in 

their relations. This could result in them not being keen on elaborating on delicate subjects, 

such as conflicts with clients and possible terminations of relationships. We have attempted to 

work around this issue by only asking about the typical and hypothetical customer.  

 

The choice of interview questions has proven to be satisfactory by capturing the issues set out 

to discuss and achieving the information sought. In the presentation of the empirical findings 

we have chosen to categorize the information. This naturally involves a slight bit of analysis 
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already at this stage, but was after deliberation decided to be necessary to avoid redundant 

reiterations and also to facilitate for the reader. 

4 Empirical findings 

This chapter provides the findings from our empirical study. It is divided into six sections, 

where different aspects of the customer interaction is treated. Each section is a reproduction of 

respective respondents’ answers to the interview questions. These will in the subsequent 

chapter act as the objects of analysis. 

4.1 Introduction: Business situation 

According to respondent A, the business has changed during the past three years. There has 

been a dramatic increase in working towards social media, Google is playing a larger role and 

the ways of acquiring new clients have also digitalized. Due to PR being such a complex 

service, in the past new clients have only been obtained through relation and network 

building: nowadays, many new buyers just find the agency through Google and call asking for 

help. But still, networking, cocktail events and staying attuned to what’s happening in the 

world (for example contacting a company that might need help due to a certain incident) play 

a large role. The goals of the PR service is increased visibility, and the core values are their 

experience and networks. 

 

From what respondent B gathers, the attraction of new customers is for example made 

through their podcasts – this mostly through word-of-mouth and personal recommendations. 

It is also explained that prospective customers are found through networking at events such as 

Almedalen. Respondent C also claims that many of their new customer’s find them either by 

personal connections or per recommendation. 

 

Respondent D begins telling us about how the agency is a fusion agency between two 

international agencies and is thus part of a global network. Their position as senior planner 

entails translating the clients’ business challenge into a communication problem, to later solve 

with the rest of the team, where D is responsible for the strategic part. The position also 

entails mediating insights about the target group, their purchasing and their understanding of 

the clients’ brand, and with presenting the idea.   
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4.2 The product 

Respondent B defines their product as storytelling and communication. Core value in their 

product is creativity. Whether you are creating a digital or analogous campaign, this needs to 

be both creative and innovative. The importance of innovation is emphasized – even though 

the same message as last year is delivered to a certain audience, this needs to be done in a new 

way. As a PR-marketer you can never let yourself fall into routine.  

 

Respondent C claims that their main task is to mediate the client’s message to their target 

audience, create relations for a brand and thus create visibility via non-purchased channels.  

 

According to respondent D, the agency’s product is solving problems via creative ideas; they 

need to work in a way that is relevant for the brand, that increases profit for the company, and 

that gives the end receiver some form of value. 

4.3 Core aspects of customer interaction 

Respondent A describes that some customers are more like friends, and some relationships are 

strictly professional. When asked to define trust and reliability, A says that in practice it 

means being able to tell the customer that, for example, this action would be best for you but 

means a loss for us. That is, always working in the best interest of the buyer in a way that 

comes through to them. Different agencies have different capabilities with the political 

parties: if they (respondent A’s agency) are better at lobbying towards the Social Democrats, 

the client may hire another agency for the centre-right alliance. Or, they may hire others that 

work more with events or certain types of media. Furthermore, A claims most of their clients 

are returning clients, and once they (the agency) have proven themselves trustworthy (in the 

first period) they get a bigger yearly budget and can make different campaigns each month or 

so. 

 

When asked to describe trust in practice, respondent B exemplifies with the situation in which 

the customer gives the PR-marketer access to one of their communication channels. This 

could be an Instagram or Facebook account which is left into the care or the PR-marketer. 

Respondent B also accentuates the customer’s confidence in the PR-marketer and that the 

right things will be delivered in time. When asked to describe credibility and trustworthiness 

in practice, respondent B explains that their agency is selective with which customers to 
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include in their portfolio. The agency needs to be able to account for the campaigns they 

produce and the customers they represent, which means that they have to decline some 

unsolicited requests. Respondent B believes that it is important for both existing and future 

customers to understand that their agency does not engage in unethical collaborations just for 

the sake of easy and quick profit. On the subject of communication respondent B describes 

that this needs to be an ongoing and evaluating process, where the current project is 

constantly evaluated. Their estimation is that customer communication takes place almost “all 

the time”. This is mostly through e-mail, phone and Skype, but there is also face-to-face 

meetings. 

 

Respondent C explains that they have different degrees of closeness to different customers. 

They explain that being close to a customer is a good way of keeping an eye on them.  

 

Respondent D states that it is important to build trust and make it clear that there is an 

apparent strategy and reason for the solution, because often their solution differs from what 

the buying firm had originally thought of themselves. According to D, a good collaboration 

includes trust and respect as the core aspects. Respect for each other’s skills and 

qualifications: they have to realize that their client knows their own product best, and the 

client needs to understand that the agency knows good advertising best. Mutual trust means 

showing an understanding: they have to prove to the client that they genuinely understand 

their business and thus can come with relevant and reliable solutions. Respectively, the client 

needs to show that they understand that the agency knows good advertising and know what 

they are doing, and not scrutinize by asking twenty thousand questions, tell them what to do, 

or revise details in their work. There needs to be an understanding that everyone has 

something to bring to the table and people have to genuinely listen to each other. D compares 

the relationship buyer-seller relationship to any other relationship in life – family members or 

a new date (who would you want to go on a date with?), and means that this can help illustrate 

the importance of mutual respect and trust. They (the agency) have very long (above Swedish 

average) relationships, which they credit to their strive to deeply understand the customers’ 

business and create good communication from there, instead of doing a one-off thing.   
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4.4 Measurement of results 

Respondent A explains that when planning a campaign, they try to keep an open dialogue 

about what results to expect. The clients usually look for answers in terms of: “if we buy this, 

what will we get in return in terms of sales?” With firms that are new to buying PR, there is 

often the problem of unrealistic time perspectives – they expect very concrete results in a far 

too short period of time. Therefore, in the startup phase, they try to explain that the results of 

PR are not visible until after at least 3 months, after which you may see dramatic 

improvements in visibility and sales. Respondent A says that when reporting results of a 

campaign they send out summaries every six months or yearly. When it comes to lobbying 

this might be the number of new connections, debate articles signed by politicians, legislative 

and budget proposals and such. When it comes to market PR they often count clippings and 

articles in newspapers, number of likes or increased traffic via Google Analytics. Some clients 

ask for certain numbers beforehand (e.g. being mentioned in top ten magazines) and others 

are deemed relevant by the PR agent retrospectively. A says that the downside of numbers is 

that they do not directly connect to increased sales, but the upside is that you can somehow 

measure their work. With advertising, for example, they have RAM-panels2 with higher 

reliability. 

 

Respondent B describes that in the campaign start-up they first evaluate the purpose of the 

project, meaning what they want to communicate to which group of people, and how this is to 

be done. The result of the campaign is most often presented through figures, which could 

include number of views, listeners, participants in a competition etc. This is then evaluated 

against the goals set up at the project initiation, for example doubling the number of views. It 

is up to respondent B to choose which figures to include in the presentation of results, but 

because most projects are digital, all figures available are included. B considers measurement 

tools important in customer relations because “there is always someone who needs to account 

for something to someone”. The person responsible for the PR-activities in the customer firm 

often needs to justify their usage of the PR-budget to the top management. The advantages 

with quantifiable results according to B is that you can see how involved people are, through 

for example number of shares in social media. The disadvantages is that the hunt for these 

figures (e.g. likes and shares) becomes too much in focus, and the storytelling is neglected. 

 

                                                 
2 A RAM-panel attempts to measure how an advertisement or such is perceived by the audience. 
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The non-measurable part of PR is about 50 %, according to respondent C. Nevertheless it can 

still be possible to document. For example, avoiding a media crisis. One can know with quite 

high certainty that you have avoided the first page on a tabloid with good PR, but you cannot 

measure it. But it can still be worth a lot! Still, most clients expect measurable results. C 

deems this as some sort of mischief or devilry from the sales departments. At respondent C’s 

agency, when reporting results, they will produce a follow up report for the purpose and goals 

of the project. It is necessary though to have good measurement instruments since the agency 

has to show clear results to be able to keep their clients. The reason for this is that numbers 

are easy to understand, and sometimes they are also reasonable because that is how economics 

is communicated. But the great value they have is that they are easy to understand. 

Respondent C explains that the agency is often expected to suggest reasonable measuring 

points, but what to measure is mutually decided with the buyer. Of course it would be ideal 

for them to be able to say that, if we get a comment in this blog, we will sell this many shoes. 

But that connection does not really exist. There are models of that character to work with, but 

that requires that the client does this type of work a lot. 

 

Furthermore, when asked about the pros and cons of quantifiable results, respondent C says 

that the pros are that it is easy to understand and also reasonable, because you can manage 

investments and see clear values. C says that the cons are that ”you are trying to measure 

apples but in reality you are measuring pears”. One wants to be able to say that this action 

increases sales, and that steers the project. Despite the fact that it is the wrong course of action 

in a long-term perspective, but also short-term. It might be fun to spread a discount code to 

get people to buy, but there are attitude analyses that show that you can nag and lower the 

price as best you can, but people will not buy your product because they have a negative 

attitude. So it does not matter. Then you are doing a bad activity, because what you really 

should be doing is working with the attitude problem. We then question C, asking why they 

describe this as ”reasonable” if it so often can be proven to steer in the wrong direction. C 

responds that it can be relevant if you have someone in your target group that really likes 

discount codes, it can be reasonable to measure, but not always. There are not any negative 

aspects of measuring in itself, the problem is that people misinterpret. When questioned on 

”misinterpreting” C responds that it is easy to claim that a campaign is bad if it has not 

delivered 5000 clicks or whatever you were aiming for, but maybe you had 300 very 

important clicks. So there is always depth that needs to be interpreted, but it has to be 

measured. The reason for that is partially that the client is investing money in it, but also to be 
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able to do a better job next time. If you can measure what works and what does not then that 

is great, but unfortunately there is overconfidence in number, so it is important not to let them 

be too governing. And a good buyer can have a dialogue about these issues. But many just 

analyze their traffic and such which can lead to a simplified view on reality, where people just 

force in numbers. 

 

Respondent D explains that they report results with numbers and sales, but what sometimes 

lacks is a follow up evaluation of what worked and not – what are the numbers actually 

saying? Since these measurements are often very expensive to make, sometimes the 

elaboration is not made. D states it is important to have clear results, both in order to match 

the models for payment (it has concrete economical consequences for the agency) and in 

order to maintain the relationship and prove that the collaboration has been favorable. 

4.5 Time aspect and Engagement 

In order to keep a client, or convince them to invest in a longer relationship, respondent A 

explains that the agency have to stay alert and not become comfortable in a relationship with a 

returning customer. Being proactive and constantly pitching new ideas while they are still 

with them is important in order to maintain the relationship. They try to keep in touch with 

their clients up to once per day through email and once per week via telephone. When asked 

about what commitment is in practice, respondent A says that it is first about convincing the 

client that PR is a far-reaching strategy that takes time: they need to wait for results. But then, 

it is also up to the agents to actually show good results after “their three months”, to keep the 

client. 

 

The previous claim is supported by the opinion of respondent B who says that it is important 

to contact the customer with new ideas, even though they are not engaged in a project at that 

particular time. B’s opinion is that this makes the customer feel that they are there for them, 

even when they are not charged for it. Furthermore B explains that it is also important to 

present relevant outcomes for their projects. If the customer can see that they have gained 

something through working with the agency, this obviously increases the chances of a 

continued collaboration. Another thing is more informal tactics, for example casual lunch 

meetings. This does not necessarily need to lead to an engagement, but has more of a 

networking purpose. Recurring customers are positive in B’s opinion. This allows both parties 
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to get to know one another and their respective products. Through a trial-and-error process 

they realize what works and what does not, which in the long run allows for better working 

outcomes. It is also pointed out that this might make the customer hesitate and avoid 

switching to another PR-agency due to the risk of them just making the same campaign 

mistakes their current PR-agency already have done, and hopefully learnt from. 

 

Respondent C declares that they have about the same amount of discrete as recurring 

customers. They explain that they work with both short-term goals (such as increasing traffic 

to a website before Christmas), and long-term, such as changing an attitude. According to 

respondent C, there is, after all, quite a good general understanding of the long-term goals that 

are not always measurable, the value of brand building. To C’s understanding, the customers 

seem to have a comprehension for the fact that certain effects cannot always be detected 

within the given project timeframe. C says that in order to maintain relationships, they 

regularly meet with their clients. Returning customers are profitable because then you cut out 

all of the selling work. They also, depending on the customer, know the agency and their 

contract. If a collaboration becomes too complicated it is difficult to turn back time. 

 

When respondent D is asked about what makes a customer come back, they say they sell the 

people, not the agency. D does not come to work to produce commercials, they come to solve 

a problem for a specific customer, or more like a specific person. The firm is not like a hired 

agency, but try to be more like an in-house market manager, “your best buddy”, for the buyer. 

4.6 Successful projects 

Respondent A claims the best clients are the ones with whom they have a close, long-term 

relationship. They do not control every last detail, they do not make specific corrections of the 

agent’s work and they work with a larger, continuous year plan containing different 

campaigns. The work is much quicker when the buyer has realistic expectations, 

understanding of the product and does not slow down the work by meddling in every part of 

the process or asks for updates on every small detail. A explains that their most successful 

projects are characterized by long-term “nagging and rubbing in” the brand into people. 

Triangle collaborations, for example with an independent or non-profit organization are also 

successful. Then, as one actor pays for marketing the product, another one gives it legitimacy. 
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If a charity or societal problem can be connected to the product, the issue is raised and as the 

issue is raised, so is demand for the product. 

 

Respondent B stresses the significance of availability in a good customer collaboration – both 

from the customer’s and the PR-marketer’s side. This means always being available for 

communication, through for example phone or Skype meetings, which is something that is 

expected by the customer. To B’s understanding this is something that gives the customer a 

sense of safety in their relation. Something that hinders a collaboration is a lack of 

availability. If for example B needs to wait for an OK from a customer on whether or not to 

proceed with a certain action, the process is slowed down. When asked if they see any pattern 

in the most successful projects, B states that these are the ones that involve something that 

moves the audience, and something that makes them react. 

 

Respondent C describes that the foundation for a good cooperation is clear, mutual goals and 

the possibility of putting in resources. There has to be an understanding for the purpose of the 

project and having the right expectations. A competent buyer is always good. A buyer who 

understands how to work with a consultant, and has an understanding of what PR (creating 

relations for a brand) is and the value of it. In most collaborations, they define expected 

results and which measuring tools to use together, in order to avoid ”that” situation when a 

buyer comes with a pre-defined image of what they want. The classic scenario is that they 

come and ask for a viral campaign, maybe because the CEO decided it is something 

worthwhile. In such a scenario the goal in itself, what you want to create, is not the most 

important part, instead you come and ask for a form and that never ends up well. When C is 

asked if they have detected any patterns in the most successful customer collaborations they 

state that it is those in which they and the customer have a good collaboration. The 

preconditions for a successful project is commonly formulated purposes and goals, and also 

that everybody has an understanding for what the project can achieve and thus realistic 

expectations. A good buyer understands that all is not measurable, if you only do the 

measurable part, you are not doing good PR. Furthermore, a good customer is often interested 

in what works well and how to improve next time.  

 

Respondent D describes that people hate ads but consume a lot of content, so in their 

philosophy, there has to be reciprocal value in their solution that includes value for the 

consumer. This could mean an entertaining commercial, a service or learning something they 
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did not know before. One example D mentions is their solution for the grocery chain Lidl, 

where they started a restaurant called Dill – making gourmet food prepared by a Michelin 

starred chef, at a very low price. This both increases profit, is relevant to the Lidl brand (good 

food at a low price), and produces a valuable service for the end consumer. Moreover, D says 

the most successful projects are based on mutual trust and respect, if you do not have a good 

personal relationship you will not be able to do good advertising. You can see it as, if you 

draw it on a matrix, the depth of the business problem you get to be included in, solve or have 

access to is on the y-axis; the depth of the personal relationship is on the x-axis, so they are 

strongly correlated. 

5 Analysis 

Following our analysis model (figure 1) this chapter will begin with an exhibition of when 

and how the transaction and relationship perspectives surface in the different marketers’ 

customer interactions. After this has been done, we will explore the practical interplay 

between the two perspectives. 

 

Our results from respondent A, B and D clearly show a dominant relationship perspective, 

where the transactions are tools in the relationship building process. They play a part in a 

bigger context. Respondent C adds to the transaction perspective, presenting the relationship 

as a tool in a successful transaction-based approach. But all respondents stress the importance 

of well executed transactions – regardless of whether this is the integral value of the project, 

or if the motive for this is to gain or keep trust and reliability. 

5.1 Transaction perspectives in practice 

End consumers are an unpredictable species and provide an uncertain environment to act in. 

The buyer firm is limited by their bounded rationality - they can only base their decisions on 

the information that they have at hand. End consumers’ tastes, reactions and attitudes 

fluctuate, and therefore a PR or advertising campaign always entails a risk - there is no 

absolute guarantee for success. In addition to this, as respondent D describes, buyer and seller 

know their own product best. This presents a risk for asymmetric information, which could 

result in opportunistic behavior. For example, in order to maximize their own profit, the PR 

agency might act in their own interest rather than that of their customer. Respondent A who 
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carries a relational approach describe that their agency tries to avoid this type of behavior. 

From a transaction perspective, contracts would act as protection against these uncertainties. 

Composition, control and monitoring of these contracts demand resources from both parties.  

 

This process is problematized by the fact that a PR or advertising product is not a 

standardized good and can be difficult to evaluate. Due to the complexity and its need for 

customization, several transaction costs transpire and need to be considered in the buyer-seller 

exchange. The next two sections will display potential transaction costs, identified in the 

understandings of our respondents. In the following section, it will be analyzed how these in 

turn affect the marketing strategy. 

5.1.1 Identification of potential ex ante transaction costs 

Ex ante transaction costs derive from the drafting, negotiating and safeguarding of the 

contract (Williamson, 1985). From the understandings of our respondents we have found 

indications of drafting and negotiating costs. 

 

In the case of PR and advertising, especially in the case of a new buyer, these costs can be 

argued to be quite high. To be able to draft a contract, the buyer and the seller need to get to 

know one another and their respective products. As respondent D states, they each know their 

own product best. Familiarizing oneself with a new customer and a new product demands 

time, which is a transaction cost that needs to be considered. However, if the buyer chooses to 

stay with the seller after their first exchange and continue their collaboration, there will prior 

to their next exchange already be an established understanding of respective party’s product. 

This means that the familiarizing process will not require as much resources as the previous 

exchange. This indicates that the drafting ex ante transaction costs will decrease with each 

discrete exchange. 

 

The startup phase of a collaboration, which is similarly described by all respondents, include 

the formulation and the evaluation of intended purposes and goals. The development and 

negotiation of these into what will be a contract present a cost above the cost for the actual 

product, which consequently needs consideration. 

 

It is the understanding of all respondents that realistic expectations about the potential 

outcomes of the projects facilitate the collaboration. As respondent A points out, firms that 
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are new to buying PR services often expect very concrete results within an unrealistic 

timeframe. This is “solved” by them explaining to the buyer that they need to be patient and 

wait for the demanded “dramatic improvements”. Therefore, again – especially with new 

buyers, negotiating ex ante transaction costs could possibly prove to be high. But also, as with 

drafting costs, as the buyer’s understanding of the product increases with time, negotiating 

transaction costs should decrease. 

5.1.2 Identification of potential ex post transaction costs 

Ex post transaction costs derive from maladaptation, haggling, setup and running, and 

enforcement (Williamson, 1985). We have not identified any maladaptation, haggling or 

enforcement costs from our samples, but there are however potential setup and running costs 

to be considered. A possible reason for why we have not been able to identify any haggling 

nor maladaptation costs could be because of the small size of the respondent’s agency. This 

might limit the efforts put into maintaining complicated relationships, as the efforts might turn 

expensive compared to the financial size of the project, and thus be non-profitable for the 

small sized agency. As respondent C mentions, it is difficult to turn back time if you start off 

on the wrong track, and this might imply that they do not invest as much in conflict 

resolution.  

 

All of our respondents explain that they have continuous contact with their customers. 

Communication often takes place on a daily basis where constant evaluation of ongoing 

projects is a main concern. Respondent B for example stresses the importance of availability, 

both from the buyer’s and the seller’s side. A lack of availability from the buyer’s side (e.g. if 

the seller needs approval for a certain project decision) could impede the progress of the 

project. This obligation to be constantly available for evaluation will present a cost above the 

actual product, and is therefore a transaction cost to consider. This type of running cost is not 

something that can be avoided in this industry. A successful project demands constant and 

open dialogue in order to ensure that both parties are satisfied, which demands vast amounts 

of time. 

 

Another ex post transaction cost to consider is the evaluation of the project. If this is made 

without difficulty by easily obtainable figures, the transaction costs will be low. However, 

because of the difficulty of isolating effects in PR and advertising, a thorough evaluation can 

prove quite costly. As respondent C describes, even though there are figures available, the 
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interpretation of these can become problematic. For example, the number of clicks on a 

certain website may only provide the evaluator with a limited amount of information. They 

lack depth, and this is the information that is of the most interest. Respondent D explains that 

there are tests available intended to achieve this information, however these are both 

expensive and unreliable. Project evaluation could therefore become an expensive transaction 

cost. Respondent D further explains that as a result, certain customers seem to neglect this 

part of the project, since they present yet another cost that the customer might not be able to 

afford, or does not deem necessary. However, because it contributes to the improvement of 

subsequent project, incentives are high for the recurring customer not to neglect this part. 

 

If we were to perform a Williamsonian transaction cost analysis for the typical customer 

described by our respondents, the hypothetical transaction costs would prove quite high, 

especially for the first time buyer. Provided that transaction costs decrease with each 

purchase, incentives are high for the seller to keep the customer since this means that their 

profitability will increase with time. This is relevant for the seller to take into consideration in 

their marketing strategy. 

5.1.3 Transaction marketing in practice 

A relationship does not appear out of thin air - it originates from the first single purchase. A 

transaction type of marketing is therefore highly relevant for the PR-marketer or advertiser. 

As we have examined in the first section, the first purchase of a PR or advertising service can 

be quite expensive in terms of transaction costs. 

 

The first collaboration is described by respondent A as a trial phase, where at its completion 

goals are evaluated against outcome. The risk of asymmetric information is high at this point. 

Before trust has been gained, the buyer firm is not sure whether or not the seller firm will act 

in their (the buyer firm’s) interest or their own. It therefore becomes very important for the 

seller to be able to justify the high transaction costs, both to engage the buyer to make a 

purchase in the first place, but then also to increase chances of a repeated purchase. 

 

According to Grönroos (1994), the timeframe in transaction marketing is short and there is an 

expectation of profits to be delivered in a near future. This is in line with what respondent A 

describes that the customers that are new to PR expect. They try to solve this problem by 

explaining that it does take time before any results are visible. In addition to this, according to 
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respondent C only about 50 % of PR activities are measurable. This further complicates the 

idea of what possible profits can be expected. 

 

All respondents agree however that measurement tools and quantifiable results are very 

important in their customer relations. The buyer wants to know what they have gained from 

the transaction and if it has been worth the investment. As described by respondent C, figures 

are easy to understand, and this is how economics is communicated. To be able to keep their 

clients, they have to be able to show clear results. Grönroos states that in a transactional type 

of marketing an increasing market share is seen as an indication of success, and indirectly of 

customer satisfaction. This could be one of the explanations for the apparent focus on and 

demand for specific results. 

 

Showing clear results is easy when the goals and the measurement of these are 

straightforward and short-term, for example “increasing the website traffic before Christmas” 

as described by respondent C. However, activities directed toward brand building and attitude 

changing are not as easily measured and also require a longer time-perspective. Bound by 

rationality, these are difficult to predict, both in terms of outcome and time frame, which 

increases the uncertainty for the buyer. Actually delivering measurable results to the first time 

buyer that compensate for the high transaction costs therefore becomes extremely important 

for the seller. According to our respondents, the experienced buyer seems to have a deeper 

understanding for the product, and that it does take time before results can be seen. This 

indicates that transaction marketing is especially relevant in communicating with the first time 

buyer who is not yet completely familiar with the product. 

 

Grönroos further states that in transactional marketing the product is the means of 

communication between the buyer and the seller. This however is not the case in advertising 

and PR where the collaboration demands considerable communication between the parties. 

This exhibits an aspect of the interaction where a purely transactional approach is not 

adequate, and the seller needs to apply a relational approach in order to be able to produce the 

optimum outcome. In the next section, the instances where a relational approach is of 

relevance to the PR-marketer and the advertiser are further explored. 



 31 

5.2 Relationship perspectives in practice 

According to all respondents, good cooperation is the foundation of a successful project; 

respondents A, B and D also mention the importance of a good relationship with long-term 

goals and trust. 

 

According to respondent C, there is overconfidence in numbers, the numbers only show about 

fifty percent of the actual outcome, and too much emphasis on statistics might lead to a 

simplified view of reality. We see this as an indicator that if fifty percent of what you pay for 

does not come through directly in sales, that means that there must be personal trust, dialogue 

and understanding of that fifty percent. 

 

Respondent D describes collaborations as very personal relationships, and even means that a 

part of marketing the agency can be compared to going on a date with someone. There must 

be a high level of trust and mutual respect to create a relationship that will lead to a 

cooperation that creates value. This might also be seen as an indication that value exists not in 

the separate units but in the mutual projects, which is defined as joint ownership (Dwyer, 

Shurr and Oh, 1987)(Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004)(Powell, 1990). 

 

All respondents mention the value of exchange efficiency: the importance of their client not 

meddling in small details in their work, which could imply that they expect trust from the 

buyer. When you and your client know each other, every last detail does not have to be 

discussed. 

5.2.1 The role of the relationship  

Respondent D says the most successful projects are based on mutual trust and respect, if you 

do not have a good personal relationship you will not be able to do good advertising. You can 

see it as, if you draw it on a matrix, the depth of the business problem you get to be included 

in, solve or have access to is on the y-axis; the depth of the personal relationship is on the x-

axis, so they are strongly correlated. A also establishes long-term relationships as the 

foundation for success, both in regards to exchange efficiency and to the characteristics of the 

product.  
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According to respondent D, trust and respect are the core aspects. Respect for each other’s 

skills and qualifications: the client’s product knowledge and the agency’s advertising 

expertise respectively. Mutual trust is illustrated by proving they genuinely understand the 

client’s business and can come with relevant and reliable solutions. If the client trusts the 

agency, they will not scrutinize by “asking twenty thousand questions, tell them what to do, or 

revise details in their work”. D compares the relationship buyer-seller relationship to any 

other relationship in life – family members or a new date (who would you want to go on a 

date with?), and means that this can help illustrate the importance of mutual respect and trust. 

They have very long (above Swedish average) relationships, which they credit their strive to 

deeply understand the customers’ business and create good communication from there, 

instead of doing a one-off thing.   

 

This points towards the relationship as a factor in success. The features of a successful 

relationship, in turn, are perfectly in line with Morgan and Hunt’s (1994): trust, confidence, 

commitment and a long-term view.  

 

When asked about what makes a customer come back, respondent D says they sell the people, 

not the agency. D does not come to work to produce commercials, but to solve a problem for 

a specific customer, or more like a specific person. They are not like a hired agency, but try to 

be more like an in-house market manager, “your best buddy”, for the buyer. Realizing that 

resources are shared, and that the borders of the firm are not as defined as they may seem, 

emphasizes a network perspective.  

5.2.2 Functional conflicts 

Respondent B mentions one benefit of recurring customers as getting to know each other 

through trial-and-error processes which in the long run leads to better outcomes. It is also 

pointed out that this might make the customer hesitate and avoid switching to another PR-

agency due to the risk of them just making the same campaign mistakes their current PR-

agency already have done, and hopefully learnt from. This can be defined as functional 

conflict (Dwyer, Shurr and Oh, 1987), and benefits are gained from it. 

5.2.3 Opportunism, Loyalty and Specialization 

Respondent A explains that some relationships are friend-like whereas others are strictly 

professional. Defining trust and reliability, A says that in practice it means being able to tell 
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the customer that, for example, this action would be best for you but means a loss for us. That 

is, always working in the best interest of the buyer in a way that comes through to them. A 

says most of their clients are returning clients, and once they (the agency) have proven 

themselves trustworthy (in the first period) they get a bigger yearly budget and can make 

different campaigns each month or so. Morgan and Hunt (1994) define opportunistic behavior 

as a major factor in decrease of trust, which in turn leads to weakened relationship 

commitment. This could mean that the actions respondent A takes to ensure that their client 

perceives them as non-opportunists, leads to trust and thus to stronger relationship 

commitment.  

 

A firm’s context, connections and the interactions they take part in forms their identity and 

provides them with “distinctive capabilities”, as resources are mutually exploited by actors in 

contact with each other (Håkansson and Snehota, 2006). Respondent B clearly echoes this 

when arguing that the agency is selective when choosing new projects, with respect to their 

existing customers, in order not to engage in unethical collaborations. They need to account 

for themselves as well as the customers they represent. Reliance and indebtedness is integral. 

Respondent A also describes distinctive capabilities of an agency, when claiming that 

different agencies have different capabilities – either with the political parties or in certain 

types of media or projects.  

5.2.4 Availability and Communication 

Respondent B also highlights the importance of constant availability in a good customer 

collaboration, to make the customer feel they are there for them even when they are not 

charged for it. Very high communication is expected by the customer, and gives the customer 

a sense of safety in their relation. Reduced uncertainty is described by relationship theorists as 

a benefit of including trust in business interactions (Dwyer, Shurr and Oh, 1987), but the 

requirements of constant availability mentioned by respondent B implies a lack of certainty, if 

the clients begins feeling unsafe if someone fails to answer immediately. This information 

insinuates that the client-firm relationship, at least in this specific case, fails with trust. It 

could also mean that this specific interaction does not make use of a relationship perspective. 

5.2.5 Returning customers 

Respondent B accentuates the importance of contacting the customer with new ideas, even 

though they are not engaged in a project at that particular time. This is supported by 
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respondent A; in order to keep a client, or convince them to invest in a longer relationship, the 

agency have to stay alert and not become comfortable in a relationship with a returning 

customer. Being proactive and constantly pitching new ideas while they are still with them is 

important in order to maintain the relationship. This can be seen as attempts to prove their 

commitment. 

5.2.6 Mutual resources and Value Co-Creation 

Respondent A discusses triangle collaborations, for example with one paying partner and one 

non-profit organization, which implies that the resources of the firm is spread across its 

partners and thus across the network - which makes it irrelevant for each actor to make 

separate measurements of their “own” resources. The value is produced by and exists only in 

the collaboration. 

 

Respondent D describe their agency’s product as solving problems via creative ideas; they 

need to work in a way that is relevant for the brand, that increases profit for the company, and 

that gives the end receiver some form of value. Clearly defining co-creation, D continues to 

describe how people hate ads but consume a lot of content, so there has to be reciprocal value 

in their solution that includes value for the consumer. This could mean an entertaining 

commercial, a service or learning something they did not know before. If one views the 

market as a place for value creation, this illustrates how respondent D’s firm is involved in 

value co-creation in three different instances: between them and their client, and between 

them, the client, and the end consumer.   

5.3 Effects of balancing the two 

From what we can see in marketing science models, there is never a merged perspective; to 

transaction theorists, the relationship is an instrument in the transaction marketing model - to 

relationship theorists, the transaction is a tool in producing relationships.  

 

In our study, it is clear that none of our respondents is in equilibrium on the transaction-

relationship spectrum, but all have an inclination toward one side. Despite that, they do 

mention a few common points, and are all aware of the importance of considering the “other 

side” of the spectrum. 
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From a transaction point of view, a relationship is defined as a client who returns for new 

projects. A relationship point of view considers the relationship in itself an essential part of 

the product offering. 

 

Examples of our paradox are the following:  

Our empirical study shows that all respondents mention transaction costs in the startup phase, 

when a potential relationship is initiated. At this point, uncertainty is high. The collaboration 

is yet to show what it is capable of and trust and commitment are still in infancy. As the 

interactions and activities between two specific parties continue, transaction costs are 

decreased for both parties - which means that from a transaction point of view, a relationship 

should be beneficial.  

 

Still, when we look at the quotes from our transaction theorist (respondent C), recurring 

customers are described as “profitable” – which indicates a negation of a relationship. When 

comparing it to our relation-oriented respondent D, this is further clarified: you would not 

describe a family member as profitable, would you? Furthermore, the cause for jubilation 

when the potential for an eligible second date is presented is usually not the fact that you get 

to cut out the selling work.  

 

Evaluations are expensive to make, and are mentioned by respondent A, C and D as desirable.  

Overconfidence in numbers, the futility of them alone, and the value of knowing what to do 

better next time is stressed by respondent C, but the main incentive in evaluating a project is 

the role it could play as an investment in the continued relationship. Respondent D also 

describes how it can be challenging to get evaluations on their work, which is also 

contradicting: if the client would realize the value of continued relations, the investment 

should not be hard to make, as it would be part of the co-created value in the mutually owned 

resources.  

 

We can clearly see that even in practice, these two perspectives are hard to combine, and the 

respondents who believe in one of them have difficulties with entirely adapting their thought 

process to the other. The consequences are of course many, and even leads to (for all of our 

respondents) a point when there is incoherence, gaps in their reasoning, and no obvious 

explanation.  
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Yet they seem able to balance the abrasive situation. Clients ask for transaction-based results, 

and might base decisions about continued collaboration on this. The seller, who may be 

selling a product containing gains that are not determined numerically or within the given 

time perspective, aims to ensure that this very product also proves itself within a paradigm 

alien to itself.  The result is that throughout the activities, there is constant oscillation. 

 

The figure below highlights the most important points of each perspective. 

 

5.3.1 Figure 2. Summarizing analysis model 

6 Conclusion 

We have studied firms and people who work very close to their customers and where the 

buyer-seller interaction is present, which might allow an interplay between different 

viewpoints. We see a strong inclination towards the relationship perspective. The exception is 

respondent C who has quite the transaction perspective. 
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In our other cases, it seems more as though the transaction is a part of the relationship - here, 

the relationship dominates the projects. It creates motivation to produce good transactions. 

We also find evidence that within defined, disambiguated situations the two perspectives are 

in fact present, simultaneously.  

 

These indices point towards a flaw. From what we find in marketing science literature, there 

is no model of analysis to apply to this state - we regard this as a theoretical deficiency. 

Filling this gap does not have to be an overly pragmatic affair, or the production of a universal 

theory, but does require a meta-analytical tool that makes allowance for oscillation. The 

oscillation does exist - and the instruments provided today are not sufficient to take this into 

respect.  

 

In PR and advertising, the marketer must work simultaneously with transactional and 

relationship marketing strategies. There is therefore a need for a model that does not try to 

limit itself to one angle, but that without trying to fuse the perspectives demonstrates their 

coexistence and the oscillation in between them. The strategy used by the marketers in their 

different collaborations is not static, it sways along the spectrum. The model would therefore 

allow both the transaction and the relationship perspective to be considered simultaneously, 

and also permit that the balance in between them can shift. 

7 Discussion 

Other studies that could support this thesis are Styles and Ambler (2003), where they explore 

how Chinese culture, dominated by relational paradigms, integrate transaction cost models in 

guanxi.  Research has also been made where transactions are viewed from a relational point of 

view, and vice versa - for example Dyer and Chu (2003) look at the role of trust in reducing 

transaction costs. We have, in this study, neither looked at a fusion, nor one perspective 

“within” the other, but rather a pendulum. 

 

Nicholls and Li (2000) speak of applying the different strategies depending on context, 

similar to Krajlic’s (1983) model where different situations are assessed and divergent 

strategies applied. Our angle has been to look at the coexistence with a tool that places equal 

focus on both perspectives. 
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This study has been focused on the seller’s perspective. Exploring the interplay from the other 

side of the interaction would provide further insights and understanding, which is of relevance 

for both marketing scientists and practitioners. To that end, examining the buyer’s side of the 

story would be the next step taken in further research. 

 

Another way of investigating the interplay could be through observation. The purpose of this 

study has been limited to the respondents’ subjective view. For a more extended investigation, 

where one would perhaps seek a more objective view, or a broader understanding of the 

problem, observations (or preferably participant observation) would provide an interesting 

opportunity. Then, other key informants from other sides of the projects (e.g. buying firm in 

transit from in-house marketing to outsourcing, returning customers), could be identified and 

interviewed.  

 

Furthermore, the two perspectives are never combined entirely by any of our respondents. 

Their opinions and analyses are surprisingly consistent. It would be interesting to see how far 

this reaches; in ways of working, interacting with clients, and patterns in what type of clients 

you get depending on your viewpoint. For instance, as we have mentioned, respondent C 

displays a rather transactional perspective, seemingly towards both discrete and recurring 

customers. C’s agency is claimed to have a 50/50 division of the two types of customers, 

whereas the portfolio of the other respondents, who are more relation-oriented, is claimed to 

consist of almost exclusively recurring customers. We do not know which is the cause and/or 

effect in the different cases. For example, if you do have a relationship perspective, this might 

incline one to behave in a way that creates more relationships. On the other hand, if you do 

not manage to gain long-term relationships, this might lead to a shift towards a transaction 

focus as there is nothing to be gained from a relationship based strategy: investments in 

relationship building will only render sunk costs. 

 

Concluding our study, this could serve as a contribution to a theoretical solution that could 

facilitate areas in practical business reality. 
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Appendix 1: Respondent Profiles 

Respondent A (interview November 26th, 2014, Stockholm): 

Degree in Business Economics from Uppsala University 

Executive Vice President at an agency dealing with market PR and political lobbying. 

This is also the person who provided the key insight to the main issue during our pilot 

interview, and has personally reflected on the subject of result measurement in the industry. 

Respondent B (interview December 1st, 2014, Stockholm): 

Degree in Journalism 

PR consultant, specializing in podcasts and storytelling. Respondent B was chosen due to 

their active role in daily PR production. 

Respondent C (interview December 1st, 2014, Stockholm): 

Masters degree in Business Economics from Stockholm School of Economics 

Founder/account manager of a PR agency and has a specific interest in statistics. 

Respondent D (interview December 5th, 2014, Stockholm): 

Bachelor of Arts in marketing, PR and fashion from London School of Fashion 

Senior planner at a fusion agency between two global advertising networks. 
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Appendix 2: Interview guide/questions 

(These were translated from Swedish.) 

Introduction 

Presentation about us, our study and the interview execution. 

General questions 

1. How did the agency emerge and how have you worked this far? Have you noticed any 

changes in the industry while you have been a practitioner? 

2. Can we start off with you telling us a bit about what your role as a … entails? 

3. What is your product? 

4. What is the core value in your product? 

Clients 

1. Can you define a good customer collaboration? Why are these aspects valuable? 

2. What is trust/legitimacy in practice, to you? 

3. What is credibility/reliability in practice, to you? 

4. Do you see any value in returning customers? What value? And why? 

5. Do you know if your clients hire several different agencies? 

6. How do you get clients? Why do they come to you? What factors make them come to 

you in particular? 

7. Is there anything that makes the client continue working with you after the completion 

of a campaign? Is something actively done to keep to client? 

8. How much contact to you have with your clients? 

Collaborations concretely 

1. How do you plan a campaign? What are the important points in the startup phase, the 

first thing you think about after a meeting? 

2. How do show the outcomes of a campaign to the client? Are there any questions that 

clients consistently wonders about? 

Measurements 

1. How do you show the measurement of results? Why? Can you develop around the 

usage of and significance of measurement tools in your customer management. 

2. What do you measure and why? How do you know what you should measure? 

3. Who decides what is to be measured? Does it occur that you and the customer want to 

measure different things? If yes: how do you handle this? 
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4. Are there usually any measurements from before the collaboration to compare with? 

5. What timeframe do you have in your collaborations? What is the timeframe for the 

measurement of results? 

6. If a collaboration ends before results can be seen (time frame is too short), how do you 

handle this? 

7. Would a higher measurability be profitable for your work? Why? 

8. What are the pros and cons about quantitative results? What value has (key) figures, 

according to you? 

Strategy toward clients 

1. Do you see any patterns in your most successful projects? Are there any recurring 

themes or similarities? 

2. Do you have a common strategy toward all clients? Why/why not? 

3. Are you equally close to all your customers? Why/why not? 

4. Are your clients coming to you for single or repeated purchases? How many are single 

purchasers vs. returning purchasers? 

 

 


