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Abstract 
The community phenomenon has been recognized in various sciences, including business 
studies, whereby the latter have been focused on studying brand communities from a customer 

within b2b industries has however been neglected, especially regarding its original real-life 
setting. This study thus aims to explore the existence of firm-hosted offline b2b brand 
communities by investigating their constitution, characteristics and their potential value for the 
hosting firm. In order to do so, this paper investigates a certain type of b2b customer events, 
creating a new perspective for offline community research. By applying a qualitative research 
method, combining inductive and deductive approach and conducting semi-structured 
interviews, this paper explores the offline b2b brand community through the lens of the 
multinational company Ericsson. This study develops a theoretical framework of offline b2b 
brand communities based on related community studies from the b2b and b2c industries. 
Findings indicate that ev -enhanced world, offline communities can be of value 
for the hosting firm, since they are likely to foster the development of trust by customers towards 
the company as well as information exchange and knowledge development. The study further 
argues that offline b2b brand communities provide subsequent benefits of long-term 
relationships and product/service improvement to the hosting firm in the long run.  
 

 

 

Key words: community, brand community, offline b2b brand community, interaction, trust, 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
This paper aims to investigate the little researched utilization of communities within the 
business-to-business sector. The study focuses on brand communities hosted by a firm in a real-
life (offline) setting and tries to explore their existence and how these generate value for the 
hosting firm.  
 

protec  

 
Increased global competition and customer demands are pushing companies to find new ways to 

stand out from competition, attract and bind customers to their products and services, or in other 

words to find and retain a competitive advantage (Woodruff, 1997). During the 1990s, marketing 

practices changed from focusing on short-term goals and managing separate transactions to a 

long-term focus on building and managing strong relationship

Maxmin, 2002). Since this time, relationship marketing has been argued to be of increasing 

importance especially in business-to-business (hereafter b2b) industries, because strong and 

trustful customer relationships can provide a valuable asset to companies (Berry, 1995). It was 

internal capabilities but instead by establishing relationships with external parties (Gadde & 

Snehota, 2000). With this evolution, interaction became a central aspect in industrial marketing 

(Grönroos & Voima, 2013) and many scholars have been discussing the concept of interaction 

between organizations and their business-customers (Grönroos & Voima, 2013; Anderson & 

Weitz, 1992; Cannon & Perreault, 1999). Today, many b2b companies are becoming more 

interactive with customers by sharing knowledge and facilitating communication and 

information exchange (Ballantyne & Varey, 2006). 

  

One phenomenon of that adds a new dimension to interactivity and that has gained a growing 

interest by researchers, is to make use of the value of communities within marketing (Muniz & 

leverage the development of customer relationships and customer involvement, strengthen a 
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source for product innovation (Füller, Matzler & Hoppe, 2008) and lead to the development and 

sustainment of competitive advantages (Brodie, Ilic, Juric & Hollebeek, 2013). Originally, the 

phenomenon of commercial communities stems from the consumer side of marketing and it 

-to-

consumer (hereafter b2c) brand communities in 2001. B2c brand communities are defined as 

-geographically bound community, based on a structured set of social 

an be created by the 

firm itself or the customers (De Almeida, Dholakia & Vianello, 2007), either way they are 

created around a firm or brand and give customers the opportunity to interact with other 

lly firm-hosted brand communities are 

increasingly utilized by firms for business purposes such as customer relationship building, 

feedback receivement, brand strengthening, and for facilitating peer-to-peer problem solving 

(Wiertz & Ruyter, 2007).  

 

Although most brand community research is focused on private end-users, recently, the 

phenomenon of brand community has also been transferred to the field of b2b marketing and its 

potential value has been initially explored by pioneering researchers like Andersen (2004) and 

Bruhn et al. (2014). The phenomenon of brand communities in this field is still describing a 

community formed around a brand or firm, but it is less considered with building a fan culture, 

rather it is utilized as an additional marketing tool for firms to inform customers (Andersen, 

2004), as a platform to exchange information and share knowledge as well as to establish 

stronger relationships with customers (Snow, Fjeldstad, Lettl & Miles, 2011; Bruhn et al., 2014; 

Andersen, 2004).  

  

Despite the potential value they are holding, brand communities within the b2b sector have been 

studied by only few researchers (Andersen, 2004; Bruhn et al., 2014) and existing studies are 

limited on web-enhanced communities. One of the sole existing definitions of a b2b brand 

interrelated business people who come together in the virtual space of the internet and interact 

voluntarily, based on common, brand-related economic inter
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2014:166). Some of the b2b companies that have started hosting those kinds of virtual b2b 

communities include Amazon.com and Bank of America (Simmons, Simmons, Ammeter & 

Bloomsburg, 2010). Furthermore, the IT sector belongs to the pioneers of implementing b2b 

which Bruhn et al. (2014) investigated, showing that the customer interaction in b2b brand 

communities fosters brand loyalty. Consequential, the main value of a b2b brand community has 

and towards the hosting firm, which firms within the b2b area are highly depending on (Bruhn et 

al., 2014; Andersen, 2004). Especially within the Information and Communication Technology 

(ICT) industry, strong relationships and collaborations are of great importance and are even 

perceived as a cornerstone for product development (Bruce, Leverick, Littler & Wilson, 1995) or 

as a tool for encouraging, accessing and utilizing knowledge sharing  (Snow et al., 2011). 

  

Just as b2c brand communities, brand communities in the b2b area can also serve as a way to 

promote open communication between the different parties related to the firm. According to 

Dahlander and Gann (2010), companies nowadays rely on external information and knowledge 

to stay ahead of competition, but especially in b2b industries, companies need to understand their 

(Fill & McKee, 2011:7). This is due to the fact that b2b markets are 

characterized by uncertainty, complexity, information asymmetry and a dependency on multi-

personal and international business relationships (Bruhn et al., 2014; Fill & McKee, 2011:6ff; 

Morgan & Hunt, 1994; Vickery, Droge, Stank, Goldsby & Markland, 2004). The new level of 

customer interaction of brand communities can therefore provide companies with valuable 

product development knowledge (Füller et al., 2008; Von Hippel, 1986) and support them to 

overcome the current struggles of establishing long-term customer relationships (Bruhn et al., 

2014; Andersen, 2004). As can be seen, b2b brand communities have the potential to offer 

various benefits to the hosting firm, including the potential of providing competitive advantages 

by improving market shares (Bruhn et al., 2014; Schau, Muniz & Arnould, 2009; Snow et al., 

2011; Simmons et al., 2010). 
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1.1 Problem statement & research question 
Even though, online marketing activities are gaining momentum in marketing research, including 

brand communities, face-to-face interaction with customers have been found to still play a 

the community research that lies within real-life communities, arouses interest to extend the 

phenomenon of communities in the b2b relationship marketing by exploring the phenomenon of 

offline communities. Due to the high importance of strong customer relationships within the ICT 

service providing sector, there is also an increasingly recognized value of firm-hosted 

communities e.g. for relationship building (Bruce et al., 1995). The already conducted research 

on online b2b brand communities within this sector (Bruhn et al., 2014) further add an 

interesting and promising frame for exploring the offline brand community phenomenon in the 

b2b area. By analyzing the case company Ericsson, we therefore intend to investigate the 

following research question: 

 

How can the phenomenon of offline brand communities be applied to b2b industries and how can 
it create value for the hosting firm? 

  

According to Bruhn et al. (2014), the value of brand communities has not been fully utilized by 

b2b companies yet; instead its research is characterized by a knowledge-gap. Moreover, 

according to our knowledge, the only existing theories and academic studies regarding brand 

communities within b2b industries have been focused on an online perspective and a customer 

perspective. With our paper we therefore aim to primarily investigate the existence of offline b2b 

brand communities including its constitution and characteristics. In order to understand if brand 

communities exist, the incentives behind these for the hosting firm are a natural part of the 

investigation. Therefore, secondly this paper explores how the offline b2b brand community can 

generate value for the hosting firm, by exploring its potential outcomes and benefits. We thereby 

intend to shed light on this research gap by developing a theoretical framework on offline b2b 

brand communities, drawing from existing research in the areas of brand communities as well as 

marketers are provided. By exploring this phenomenon, we are finally responding to the call for 
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more recent research in the area of offline brand communities by Brodie, Ilic, Juric and 

Hollebeek (2013). 

 

In order to improve the reading flow, the terms firm, company and organization will be used 

interchangeably throughout the report.  

 

 
2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
In this section we will review existing research in the areas of communities, b2c and b2b brand 
communities, as well as other relevant theories that are closely linked to the subject. As there is 
no existing framework for offline b2b brand communities, an initial theoretical framework is 
developed based on the literature review in order to explore the phenomenon.  
 

2.1 Communities in general 
The phenomenon of communities is a core construct in social theories, and has been 

(1912) was one of the first to study communities and set the distinction between a community, 

which he defined as more homogenous, private as well as exclusive and society (Gesellschaft), 

the public life of this world. A community is always made up of members and their relationships 

with each other. However, there is no generally accepted definition of the phenomenon 

community (Andersen 2004; McAlexander et 

al., 1993). Due to the non-consistency of definitions some scholars started viewing communities 

simply as sets of social relations on different levels between a group of people (Fischer, Bristor 

& Gainer, 1996). Synthesizing different definitions of communities Karp, Stone and Yoels 

(1977) identified three elements characterizing communities: sustained social interaction, shared 

attributes and values and delineated geographical space. Although initially communities were 

limited to geographical closeness of its members, communities studies within business and 

management, for instance by Lawrence (1995), deviate from the necessity of geographical 

boundaries as the modern technology allows new forms of communities (Rothaermel & 

Sugiyama, 2001). In turn, communities nowadays can be generally described as a gathering of 
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people to share a certain interest (Rothaermel & Sugiyama, 2001) or resources of cognitive, 

emotional or material nature (McAlexander et al., 2002). Moreover, some scholars believe that 

the bond between members can be based on a common experience, an idea or another thing 

people have in common that provides a sense of identity (Fischer et al., 1996). It may therefore 

not be necessary for community members to know other members or hold social relationships 

with them (Fischer et al., 1996). 

 

According to Van Winkle & Woosnam (2014), the sense of community serves as one of the few 

common variables used to explore different communities and its most commonly used 

conceptualization was provided by McMillan and Chavis in 1986. Even though their concept has 

been contested, reconfirmed and renamed over time, the basic principles remained unchanged. 

According to McMillan and Chavis (1986), a sense of community is established through 

membership, which is the feeling of belonging and a differentiation to non-members, influence 

of the members on the group and vice-

as well as a shared emotional connection.  

 

Due to the fact that scholars and researchers of communities differ widely in their definitions on 

communities and its core elements (Fischer et al., 1996), it is vital to define how communities 

are understood in this thesis. Summarizing and combining above literature review, this thesis 

will follow the notion that a community is characterized by a group of people who are sharing a 
common interest (1) and are connected through interactive relations (2) that can extend 

geographical boundaries. Moreover, a sense of community is established through a feeling of 
belonging (3) among members, which is based on their shared interest and/or a shared 

experience or idea (a), their possibility to influence the community and be influenced by it (b) as 

s possibility to fulfill certain needs of their members (c) e.g. by sharing 

resources such as information. 

 

2.2 Background to communities in marketing  
Using the phenomenon of communities in a commercial context stems from the b2c area (Muniz 

01). According to Friedman et al. (1993) the phenomenon has  first been 

discussed by Boorstin (1974:89) as consumption communities; communities whose primary 
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identification basis is a certain type of consumption or brand. The same phenomenon has been 

called consumption-related communities by Andersen (2004), or marketplace communities by 

McAlexander et al. (2002). Applying the community thought to a business context brought back 

a sense of belonging that had been lost and highlighted the change of communities towards a 

broader field of meaning, away from the geographical restrictions and towards imagined 

further showed that the basis for identifying with a community can be grounded in a commercial 

interest. 

 

the conceptual framework of a brand community, which can be described as a community 

created by socially related admirers or a certain brand around this brand or company. The core 
community commonalities (consciousness of kind, shared rituals and belonging a sense of moral 

responsibility) 
conceptualization of the sense of community. McAlexander et al. (2002) extended the 

(2001), from firm-customer and customer-customer relationships to adding the marketer and the 

pro -centric model, 

the customer holds relationships with all other parties of the brand community so that four 

relationships become the building elements of a brand community: customer-marketer, 

customer-product, customer-brand and customer-other customers. 

 

Brand communities can vary in forms such as real-

McAlexander et al., 2002), web-enhanced/online (Habibi et al., 2014; Füller et al., 2008), a 

mixture of both (Lin, 2007), small or large communities (Habibi et al., 2014), temporary/periodic 

or static/enduring (McAlexander et al., 2002) and customer initiated/managed or firm-

initiated/managed (De Almeida, Dholakia & Vianello, 2007). The latter are said to be especially 

valuable to the firms, because they are controllable (Von Loewenfeld, 2006:99). They also seem 

to be the most common appearance of brand communities in reality, especially within a b2b 

context (Andersen, 2004).  
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2.3 Brand communities within a b2b context 
Researchers like Bruhn et al. (2014), believe that the successful b2c phenomenon of brand 

communities can be of equal, if not greater value, in the b2b field, since brand communities are 

generally used to enhance relationship building between a firm and its customers. In the b2b 

field, sales processes can be much longer and include a higher risk (Fill & McKee, 2011:7), 

which is another reason why b2b companies are even more depending on lasting relationships 

and the strong networks these can form with customers, suppliers and other parties (Cannon & 

Perreault, 1999). This similarity of networks and brand communities shows that communities in 

a b2b context follow from a networking perspective (e.g. Andersen, 2004; Bruhn et al., 2014; 

Snow et al., 2011).  

 

(Håkansson, 1987 cited in Ritter et al., 2004:175), since they generate access to other companies 

that hold other competencies and resources (Ritter et al., 2004). Further, according to Cannon 

and Perreault (1999), a close relationship between the organization and its business-customer can 

generate a high level of information exchange and cooperative norms, where both parties work 

together in order to reach both individual and mutual goals. Generating access to other 

companies and information exchange are essential aspects of community studies, which further 

shows the relatedness between communities and networks within b2b industries. Moreover, b2b 

network relationships are generated by trust and interactions, which enable organizations to learn 

together with their business-customers, develop knowledge and create new or improved products 

(Ballantyne & Varey, 2006; Cannon & Perreault, 1999). This is comparable to the vital 

and Chavis (1986), which shows that it is hard to draw a distinct line between networks and 

communities. However, Palla, Derényi, Farkas & Vicsek (2005) claim that a network can consist 

of several communities, which makes a community a subunit of networks, holding stronger 

connections. Further, business networks usually have no focal point, whereas a community can 

be created around a specific brand or firm (Bruhn et al., 2014), which makes communities appear 

more closed than networks.  
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In recent business-related studies on the community phenomenon, it further becomes clear that 

the shared values and the shared emotional connection, which are core elements of communities, 

can take the form of a common business interests and business-related shared values (Andersen, 

2004; Bruhn et al., 2014). This further explains the recent extension of brand community studies 

to the b2b sector.  

 

2.3.1 Previous initial research on b2b brand communities  
According to Andersen (2004), who is said to be the first to explore the phenomenon of online 

brand communities as a tool for b2b industries, the potential impact of b2b brand communities in 

the b2b sector might be even greater than in consumer markets as business professionals are 

likely to have a more long standing and stronger interest in information exchange. However, b2c 

brand community insights cannot be applied to the b2b world without modifications to its special 

characteristics (Bruhn et al., 2014). Online b2b brand community members have a more rational 

interest. They are rather seeking product information (Andersen, 2004), than brand stories as in 

2001). In addition to that purchase 

decisions in the b2b sector are often taken in group and less often individual (Bruhn et al., 2014). 

the brand around which the community is built, customers who use the brand in the company 

brand community can thus occur between customers with the brand, the firm, other customers 

and with the community itself (Bruhn et al., 2014).  

 

According to Bruhn et al. (2014) an online b2b brand community is characterized by three 

central aspects: business interaction relationships, a culture of mutual trust-based engagement 

and common values. Business interaction relationships, refers to the notion that interactions 

within a b2b brand community are not private interactions between end-consumers, but 

interactions between business people, based on professional objectives. These interactions 

support the development of business-related relationships between the members and with the 

firm. The feeling of relatedness and community in turn is less deeply manifested or personal as 

in b2c communities, because the general interest in the brand is work-related (Bruhn et al., 
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2014). However, the fundamental characteristics of a community, such as interactive 

 exchange) and a sense of 

belonging (through a common business interest) are established. The second aspect a culture of 
mutual trust-based engagement refers to the presence of cooperative behavior and the avoidance 

of opportunism among the members of the community. This is vital because business 

professionals depend on trustful and credible interactions with their partners (Bruhn et al., 2014). 

The last attribute is common values. These are explicit agreements, such as written instructions 

or or implicit agreements, like informal, generally known interaction rules. Both 

guide the interactions between the community members. (Bruhn et al., 2014) 

 

2.4 Moving towards offline b2b brand communities - The 
development of a theoretical framework 
Although so far, b2b brand community research has been focused on virtual communities, the 

original community thought as well as the phenomenon of brand communities and other 

commercial communities stem from real-life interactions. Even today, these face-to-face 

interactions are still important for companies (Jones, 2007). Moreover, within a community 

setting, face-to-face communication has been found to involve more trust than computer-

mediated ones (Wilson, Straus & McEvily, 2006). Trust is an essential factor within b2b 

industries as it can decrease uncertainty (Morgan & Hunt, 1994) that b2b companies need to deal 

with (Fill & McKee, 2011:7; Morgan & Hunt, 1994; Vickery et al., 2004). Transferring the b2b 

brand community phenomenon from an online to an offline setting thus appears especially 

valuable as it could, in addition to the benefits previous b2b brand community studies found, 

increase trust through face-to-face interactions.  

 

However, as no research has been conducted regarding offline b2b brand communities, in order 

to confirm their existence, a suitable angle and way for investigation needs to be chosen. In this 

thesis we use real-life events. Consequently, as this is primary research connecting communities 

to events, it first needs to be verified that a potential offline b2b brand community in the form of 

a real-life event can fulfill general community requirements (see section 2.1). After all, brand 

communities developed from general community studies and are thus a special form of 
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communities that is built around a brand or firm. Secondly, specific characteristics of the offline 

b2b brand community and its constitution need to be investigated to confirm if and how a real-

life event can serve as an offline b2b brand community. As a naturally following last step, it is 

then explored how offline b2b brand communities can generate value for the hosting firm.  

 

2.4.1 Events as offline b2b brand communities 
As stated earlier, brand communities can exist as temporary (McAlexander et al., 2002) and 

firm-initiated communities (De Almeida, Dholakia & Vianello, 2007), which provides an initial 

motivation to exploring how to apply the offline community thought to events. According to 

Close, Finney, Lacey and Sneath (2012) events have become an important element in today's 

(1999, in Close et al., 2012:3) events are tools to focus on the customer experience. Especially in 

b2b industries, certain events like trade fairs are argued to be a relevant instrument for 

relationship marketing based on the interactivity they can offer (Sarmento, Simões & 

Farhangmehr, 2014). In general, events in marketing can be understood as a gathering of people 

that have something in common, such as the interest in the event hosting firm. Certain events 

also offer a social or interactive setting that allows participants to communicate with other 

participants as well as to engage with the hosting-firm (Close et al., 2012), which are community 

attributes that for instance Bruhn et al. (2014) highlight. Those kinds of events can moreover be 

information (resources) and influence through customer engagement. An event like that would 

therefore be in accordance with McAlexander et al. (2002), McMillan and Chavis (1986) and this 

 

 

Communities are further based on interactive relations (Brodie et al., 2013; McAlexander et al., 

2002; Andersen, 2004). An event working as a community would thus also need to provide these 

by either being hold on a regular basis or providing a platform for ongoing communication. 

These requirements allow us to distinguish community-like events from one-time events or one-

dimensional sales pitches, based on their level of customer interaction and the fulfillment of 

other community requirements. Lastly, in order to view an event as a certain form of community, 

a sense of belonging or identification with the group has to be established. This could be the case 
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either through the shared interest of the participants in the brand or the hosting organization 
(Rothaermel & Sugiyama, 2001) or through the shared event experience (Fischer et al., 1996).  

 

Following from these findings, it can be concluded that applying a community view on certain 

events provides a suitable angle to explore offline b2b brand communities. This argumentation 

would also cover b2b fairs as a potential study object for offline b2b brand communities as these 

are said to be recurring events that encourage information sharing between participants 

(Sarmento, Simões & Farhangmehr, 2014). But this study is investigating a specific event that is 

interactive and regularly holds as it provided a matching platform f

investigations.  

 

Applying a community view on these kinds of events thus provides a first-step to explore how 

offline brand communities can be applied within b2b industries, connecting back to the original 

community phenomenon, the value of face-to-face interaction and the unique interaction settings 

communities give.   

 

2.4.2 Offline b2b brand communities 
In the following sections the initial theoretical framework of how offline b2b brand communities 

are composed (see section 2.4.2.1) and characterized (see 2.4.2.2) is developed in order to 

investigate its existence and based on this their potential value creation for the hosting firm (see 

Model 1 and section 2.4.2.3). We primarily refer to existing online b2b brand community 

theories and offline b2c brand communities, as these put together, are most closely related to the 

phenomenon in question. Based on compliance with the given general definition for a 

community and the reviewed theories on b2b brand communities in particular, we define an 

offline b2b brand community as: a face-to-face gathering of business professionals who are 

interrelated by sharing a common business interest in the hosting-firm of the community and are 

interacting with each other within the scope of the community. 

 

2.4.2.1 Structure of relationships  
In order to first explore the existence of offline b2b brand communities, requires the knowledge 
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an offline b2b brand community is based on previous brand community studies. In McAlexander 

based on the empirical findings, we suggest that offline b2b brand communities are characterised 

rather like round-the-table discussions, where no single specific party is in focus. This is because 

all relationships and parties are presented as equally important in the original community thought 

and all members can interact with each other (see Model 1). In addition to that, we amend the 

brand communities: the hosting-firm, different business-customers and third parties (such as 

business analysts and external speakers). The focus in this study will be placed on the business-

customers. Based on the reduced focus on the fanship of a brand in online b2b brand 

communities (Bruhn et al., 2014), less focus is placed on the brand itself, instead the brand 

e

in a host-

offerings.  

 
 

Model 1: Structure of relationships in offline b2b brand communities 

 
2.4.2.2 Characteristics of offline b2b communities 
Assuming that a potential offline b2b brand community fulfills the general community 

requirements (see section 2.1), three specific characteristics that describe this community are 

identif

communities. These are mutual face-to-face interactions, business-related relationships and 
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common interests and values. In order for the community to be an offline b2b brand community, 

these three characteristics need to be fulfilled. Further, brand communities are said to be created 

around a specific company or brand (Bruhn et al., 2014), which is another aspect that needs to be 

taken into consideration in this research and needs to be fulfilled if a community is supposed to 

be an offline b2b brand community.  

 

2.4.2.2.1 Mutual face-to-face interactions 
Dialogue, meaning interactivity and engagement has been found to create and maintain 

communities (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004:23) and interactive relationships covering 

information exchange between community members is central to brand community studies 

 The 

untary contributions are stimulated by the potential access to 

valuable information within the community (Wiertz & Ruyter, 2007). In accordance with Bruhn 

of offline b2b brand communities are driven by business aims. The only difference is thus that 

the interaction is set to a face-to-face level, meaning personal meetings, which create physical 

relationships. However, in order to achieve mutual face-to-face interaction between the 

a culture of mutual trust- (Bruhn et al., 

2014:43), since trust between members sets the cornerstone for any kind of cooperation within a 

community (Ridings, Gefen & Arinze, 2002; Morgan & Hunt, 1994).  

 

2.4.2.2.2 Business-related relationships 
Relationships are a central aspect of business networks (Anderson et al., 1994), communities and 

-enhanced 

b2b brand communities, where the relationships between members are motivated in a business 

nature (Bruhn et al., 2014), this paper argues that offline b2b brand communities are built on 

business-related relationships between members. These create a feeling of connectedness that is 

less deeply and personally manifested, but based on common business interest. Just like 

members of business networks are willing to collaborate with each other, even with competitors 

(Ritter et al., 2004), the different community members of offline b2b brand communities, which 
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might be competing with each other or be from different industries, are likely to interact and 

communicate with each other. We refer to this characteristic as business-related relationships. 

 
2.4.2.2.3 Common interests and values  
Bruhn et al. (2014) state that in order to develop trust-based and interactive relationships in a b2b 

explicitly agrees on, are needed. Also Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2004:23) claim that explicit or 

implicit rules of engagement are generally required to achieve productive interaction in a 

community-dialogue. Consequently within offline b2b brand  guidelines regarding 

 agreements on how to act in the community are likely to be 

installed by the hosting-firm to create a trustworthy atmosphere for interaction (explicit 

agreement). Common knowledge on accepted behavior within a group on the other hand could 

serve as an implicit agreement.  

 

Community members of online b2b brand communities are further united by their job-related 

interest in the hosting brand or firm (Andersen, 2004; Bruhn et al., 2014). Similarly, the 

participants in an offline b2b brand community are also likely to share a common interest in the 

hosting- -to-face meetings, 

which can add on to a communality feeling according to Fischer et al. (1996). To sum up, Bruhn 

acteristic of common values is adopted to offline b2b brand 

communities, but with focus on the common interest of the members, as it is fundamental to 

reach a sense of community. 

 

2.4.2.3 Offline B2b brand communities as a way to create value for the hosting firm? 
Model 2 shows how offline b2b brand communities can look like and how they can create value 

in the form of benefits for the hosting firm. In summary, the three defined offline b2b brand 

community characteristics can potentially facilitate the development of information exchange 
and knowledge development and trust between the community members as well as towards the 

hosting firm. While the first might provide the hosting-firm with strong, long-term relationships 

with the community members, the latter might lead to product- and service improvement for the 

hosting firm. The following sections further elaborate the development of this model.  
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Model 2: How offline b2b brand communities create value for the hosting firm 

 

2.4.2.3.1 Information exchange and knowledge development as an outcome of offline b2b 
brand communities 
According to Brodie et al. (2013), customer engagement in firm-hosted communities, is seen as a 

n the 

presence of interactive face-to-face relationships within offline b2b brand communities, the 

community members, including the customers and the hosting-firm are likely to engage in 

mutual beneficial information exchange. Since, professional members of virtual b2b brand 

communities were found to have a strong, long-term interest to exchange information (Andersen, 

2004), it can be argued that the same interest drives information exchange in offline b2b brand 

communities. Reciprocal information exchange like this is based on social exchange theories and 

the community members will exchange valuable information, if they believe other parties will do 

so as well. Through the exchange of information and opinions within the community, members 

increase their knowledge regarding the brand/product in focus (Andersen, 2004) and also the 

hosting-firm gains valuable multifaceted insights from the various members.  
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Snow et al. (2011) further argue that a community setting in general is facilitating the 

development of shared knowledge. By encouraging open communication between the different 

parties, offline b2b brand communities could serve as a way to increase continuous knowledge 

knowledge. Especially the customers in a community serve as a valuable source for knowledge 

based on their product knowledge and ideas, needs and desires for improvement (Andersen, 

2004; Füller et al., 2008; Schau et al., 2009; Von Hippel, 2005; Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 

(Fill & McKee, 2011:7). Insights from offline b2b brand communities might provide the hosting 

organization with the opportunity to gain and develop this knowledge. Following from this, 

knowledge development for the hosting firm in an offline b2b brand community can be achieved 

through and is understood as gaining new knowledge from other members through knowledge- 

and information exchange.  

 

2.4.2.3.2 Trust as an outcome of offline b2b brand communities 

believes that this party will not engage in opportunistic behavior (Morgan & Hunt, 1994; Ridings 

et al., 2002). According to Snow et al. (2010) communities in general foster the development of 

trust between members. Simmons et al. (2010) found that trust among the members of virtual 

b2b communities consistently developed towards other customers and the hosting company, if 

they were interacting with each other, which is also the case in offline b2b brand communities. 

Furthermore, Jones (2007) argues that face-to-face interactions support the development of trust, 

which is supported by Rask (2001, in Andersen, 2004) and Wilson et al. (2006), who argue that 

face-to-face communication is believed to develop trust more than web-enhanced 

communication does. Consequently, it can be assumed that offline b2b brand communities foster 

the development of trust among members and towards the hosting-firm. By having a cooperative 

behaviour among the members, which is based on some existing trust within the offline b2b 

brand community (Bruhn et al., 2014), the level of trust within the community and towards the 

hosting-firm is likely to increase even further.   
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2.4.2.3.3 Product/service improvement as a firm benefit 
In order to stay ahead of competition, companies nowadays need to acquire and access ideas 

interacting with these actors (Dahlander & Gann, 2010). Similar to web-enhanced b2b brand 

communities that can contribute to the development of products/services by interacting with 

feedback-providing customers (Andersen, 2004), offline b2b brand communities could be an 

community includes market trends, customer needs and feedback, which can then serve as the 

foundation for the hosting firm to improve their products/service, develop new ones or even 

innovate (Snow  et al., 2011; Wallin & Krogh, 2010). According to Hana (2013), this kind of 

knowledge c

exchange as well as other parties as a source for knowledge and product/service/process 

improvement, is further in line with the reasoning of open innovation research (Schau et al., 

2009; Von Hippel, 2005; Wallin & Krogh, 2010). Using offline b2b brand communities, 

companies could thus offer a unique opportunity to combine and generate knowledge in new 

ways to leverage product/service improvement.  

 
2.4.2.3.4 Long-term relationships as a firm benefit 
Trust is seen a cornerstone of successful relationship building and leads to increased 

commitment, consequently also fostering long-term relationships (Morgan & Hunt, 1994). In 

addition to that, Rauyruen and Miller (2007) have found that trust in b2b relationships increases 

-of-mouth 

from these studies, it can be argued that the trust fostered in an offline b2b brand community 

fosters long-term relationships between the hosting firm and its customers in terms of 

strengthening the relationships and/or holding them over a longer period of time due to 

repurchases. This is similar to how Bruhn et al. (2014:170) discuss that virtual b2b brand 

communities are used to develop long-term relationships, and that brand trust eventually leads to 
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developing lasting relationships with customers can lead to greater economic benefits for the 

company instead of having to establish new customer relationships. Rowe and Barnes (1998) 

moreover found that strong, close and positive customer relationships can lead to the 

development of a competitive advantage. Both studies show that stronger and lasting 

relationships generate value for b2b companies. 

 

2.5 Theoretical delimitations 
We have chosen to limit our study on offline b2b brand communities on certain theories within 

the phenomenon of communities used in marketing, that suit the angle of this study best. We 

decided to base our theoretical framework mainly on studies of online b2b brand communities 

and offline b2c brand communities, connecting also to b2b relationship/networking studies as 

well as general community research. This approach was chosen because no established literature 

on this specific subject was found, which might limit our theoretical framework. By combining 

related theories, some itself comprehensive areas of study that were constructs of this framework 

such as trust or interaction, needed to be simplified to investigate the new phenomenon. Specific 

theories covering these constructs, could have added to the contributions of our framework and 

model. Finally, in order to narrow down the research we chose to delimit the theory to two 

potential outcomes and their resulting benefits for the hosting firm, since they were found to be 

 

 

 

3. METHODOLOGY 
In this chapter, the chosen method and its significance for our research are discussed and 
explained in relation to our research question of how we aim to explore how offline brand 
communities can be applied in b2b industries and how it may create value for the hosting firm. 
An introduction to the chosen industry and case company Ericsson will be outlined. The 
reliability and validity of the method are discussed.  
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3.1 The approach to this study 
One of the main aims of this thesis was to explore the existence of offline b2b brand 

communities by choosing events as the angle of initial investigation. Investigating this 

phenomenon through the lens of a single multinational company allowed us to discover some of 

its practical mechanisms, intentions and outcomes for the hosting firm. Combining existing 

literature on relevant theories we developed our theoretical framework of offline b2b brand 

communities and tried to situate the phenomenon within its theoretical boundaries. 

 

In order to illustrate and explain the research phenomenon in the first place and to facilitate the 

data gathering and systematization, we were further dependent on our individual opinion to a 

certain degree as there was no research on the exact phenomenon yet. Although individual 

opinion in the theory setting is being rejected by many scholars, Greener (2008:30f.) argues that 

it can be necessary for above mentioned reason, but opinionated reasoning has to be conveyed 

objectively and must be based on logic and evidence. Our framework is thus mainly based on 

well-known studies regarding fundamental frameworks of brand communities and networking 

aspects. Although one of the 

only been published recently, it has been cited by many scholars in the prestige database business 

source premier, strengthening our approach.  

 

3.1.1 Combining a deductive and inductive approach 
In this thesis, we started with reviewing existing theories of b2c and b2b brand communities, 

communities and networking theories, creating the foundation for the development of our 

theoretical framework. According to Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2009:124f), a deductive 

research approach is used when a lot of literature and of the topic exists, from which the 

theoretical framework is created and tested. However, in this case little data on the exact 

phenomenon of question was found. The rigor methodology that limits alternative explanations 

of the phenomenon when using a deductive approach (Saunders et al., 2009:126) could further 

limit the aim of the thesis to explore an unknown phenomenon. This is why this study is 

characterized by a combination of deduction and induction, whereby emphasis is set on 

 that Dubois and Gadde 

(2002) recommend, which is related to an abductive approach but focus is put on refining 
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existing theory and not inventing new theory. Following 2004:42) reasoning, the 

study neither attempts to test existing theory or develop new theory, but aims to extend and 

modify well- . 

Since Andersen (2004) initially explored online b2b brand communities, his standpoint is 

deduction further allowed us to present a preliminary theoretical framework for the analysis and 

develop, change and adjust it according to the empirical findings and their interpretations; 

providing a more accurate understanding of what is going on (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). Carrying 

out a case study finally allowed for additional theory building (Andersen, 2004). 

 

3.2 Exploring offline b2b brand communities with a qualitative 
study 
According to Creswell (2013:20), a qualitative approach is useful to investigate a phenomenon 

that has been little researched or when existing literature does not entirely apply to the concept in 

question, because a qualitative study can help to understand this phenomenon better (Schilling, 

2009). This argumentation covers the standpoint of this thesis. Furthermore, this thesis is aimed 

at answering 

real setting, thus requiring rich and full data as can be obtained from qualitative research 

(Saunders et al., 2009:482). A quantification of data with the aim to achieve statistical 

 

 

3.2.1 Exploratory research design 
An exploratory research design can be used to receive a better understanding of a certain 

phenomenon (Saunders et al, 2009:139). According to Robson (2002:59), an exploratory 

he main purpose of this thesis was to contribute with new 

knowledge of the existence of offline b2b brand communities and thereby give a broader 

understanding of the phenomenon of brand communities in a b2b context. An exploratory design 

thus supported the aim of this study. Since the particular subject of this thesis had, to our 

knowledge, not been researched yet, flexibility to adapt directions to new information or insights 
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gained was of importance. According to Saunders et al. (2009:140) exploratory research provides 

this kind of flexibility.  

 
3.2.2 Research strategy - Single case study 
Exploratory research designs are often using case studies (Saunders et al., 2009:146). A case 

study structure was suitable, especially regarding the lack of theory in this area and the novelty 

of the phenomenon, as these are situations where case studies are offering comprehensiveness 

(Halinen & Törnroos, 2005). Furthermore, our approach to combine deduction with induction 

entails the choice of a case study (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). Just like this mixed approach, a case 

study should ideally be carried out by selecting a theory, moving on to empirics and then 

adjusting it accordingly (Yin, 2003:50). 

 

In our study we wanted to investigate the existence and the possible value of offline b2b brand 

communities in a single, multinational company. This single case study can be seen as a holistic 

case study, as the selected market category was studied as a whole (Yin, 2013:55). Using a single 

case study could limit the results of this study, as the collected data will be subjective, from the 

previously criticized lack of generalizability, is now seen a valuable and unique opportunity to 

study the interaction of a phenomenon and its environmental context in-depth. Finally, case 

studies are the most suitable tool to investigate industrial networks (Halinen & Törnroos, 2005). 

Case studies enable research to take a closer look at the complexity and constitution of business 

study of a contemporary phenomenon, which is 

difficult to separate from its context, but necessary to study within it to understand the dynamics 

contemporary phenomenon linked to its context as they similar to business networks to some 

degree always uniquely constituted. This resemblance further qualified the case study as a 

suitable tool for this study.  
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3.3 The ICT Industry as a frame for investigating offline b2b brand 
communities 
To investigate the phenomenon of offline b2b brand communities and provide valuable results, 

we chose a b2b industry utilizing a germane community. As strengthening relationships is 

usually the main aim of communities, the b2b industries

good starting point.  

 

We therefore pursued to find an industry characterized by a notable strive and need for strong 

relationships. According to Cannon and Perreault (1999:453), close relationships can be found in 

Bruce et al. (1995), argue that in this industry strong relationships and collaborations are 

remarkably important. Moreover, the telecommunications industry (Snow et al., 2011) and the 

information technology (IT) sector (Bruhn et al., 2014), which are both part of the ICT industry 

(Bouwman, Van den Hooff, van den Wijngaert, van Dijk, 2005:3) have been found to be one of 

the first industries to utilize the phenomenon of b2b brand communities, even if in different 

ways. To sum up, since the ICT industry is dependant on strong relationships and has been used 

before to explore the phenomenon of b2b brand communities, this industry provided a suitable 

background for investigating the phenomenon from a new, offline, angle. 

 

3.3.1 Sample selection - the Managed Services Summit 
The chosen sample foremost had to be an actor within the chosen industry and use a kind of 

community that allowed investigation of this phenomenon. Moreover a large, international 

company was preferable due to its increased importance of business relationship management 

and its naturally multifaceted business, both providing ground to underpin the significance of our 

results. Further, choosing a firm with headquarters in Sweden provided access to suitable 

interview partners. The final decision for choosing Ericsson was then taken of convenience, 

based on already established contacts and connections with a matching company. This procedure 

is in accordance with Robin and Robin (2011:43,53), who argue that one should choose 
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interview organizations based on their relevance to the research topic, their accessibility and the 

possibility to test different explanations for a phenomenon.  

 

Services (MS) was found to be a fit, because it provided a community setting, called the 

communities. In addition to that first contacts with the department had been established. This 

allowed us to interview employees with first-hand experience of working with the community, 

some of them with the interviewers. The MS Summit is a biannual event, whereby the main 

event is the MS Summit, because its follow-up meeting is part of another, bigger event, 

according to the project leader and Head of the MS market category (hereafter HMC). We 

therefore chose to focus our study on the MS Summit, while keeping in mind, that participants 

have the opportunity to meet in a comparable setting twice a year.   

 

3.3.2 Introducing Ericsson Global Services 

equipment a

Middle East, Asia Pacific and Africa, with headquarters in Stockholm, Sweden (Marketline, 

2014). During the financial year 2012, the company achieved revenues of SEK 227.8 million 

($33,7 million) (Marketline, 2014). According to Ericsson, approximately 40 percent of the total 

amount of the mobile traffic in the world runs through networks that they have supplied 

(Ericsson PDF, 2014). BUGS is one out of four network segments that offers services and 

solutions to their customers (Ericsson, 2015a; Ericsson, 2015b). Within these services, the 

market category Managed Services (MS), has a more experience-centric business focus aimed to 

create long-term partnerships, fitting our req

customers with handling the network management, so they can focus on their core business, 

using Ericsson to outsource (Ericsson PDF, 2006). According to the company, MS ...) 

experts that assume responsibility for activities such as designing, building, operating and 

managing day-to-  
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3.4 Mixed data-collecting method 
Semi-structured interviews as well as organizational secondary data provided the source of 

evidence. Based on our access to primary data gathered from interviews, as well as 

event evaluation (Saunders et al., 2009:259), the mixed data-collection method was used. 

However, emphasis was put on the semi-structured interviews.  

 

3.4.1 Semi-structured Interviews 
When having an exploratory research design it is wise to use qualitative interviews as the data 

collection method (Saunders et al. 2009:323). Interviews are also one of the fundamental sources 

to gain case study evidence when investigating different kinds of human affairs and interviewees 

can offer valuable insights (Yin, 2013:113). Moreover, interviews are said to be the best option 

to gather data when having many questions to answer, especially if these are complex or open-

ended (Saunders et al., 2009:324). Since our purpose was to explore a hitherto little researched 

aspect of communities in a b2b context, the nature of questions needed to understand the concept 

favoured open-ended questions that could be varied in order and logic. In this case face-to-face 

semi-structured interviews were most advantageous (Saunders et al., 2009:324). Using open 

questions further avoided biases while it enabled us to explore the phenomenon of offline b2b 

brand communities and facilitated the comprehensive collection of data (Saunders et al., 

2009:332). 

 

By using semi-structured interviews, detailed rich data can be collected (Saunders et al., 

2009:324), since it allows the respondents to elaborate more freely in their answers than in 

structured interviews. Semi-structured interviews also allow the interviewer to vary the 

questions, their order and add additional questions so it fits the individual interviewee, while still 

providing guidance covering the relevant topics (Saunders et al., 2009:320). The Interview Guide 

can be found in Appendix I. However, one needs to keep in mind that it is possible that questions 

might have been skipped, added or asked in another order. The interviews took one hour, with 

the exception of one taking 1h 20 min and another one 35 min. 
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The interviews were conducted with Ericsson employees, who were present at the community 

event, in order to ensure first-hand experiences and opinions. It was further important to 

order to gain a multifaceted perspective of the phenomenon, a fuller picture and help us to 

answer our research question. Through established contact persons at Ericsson, it was possible to 

get in contact with employees to interview who fulfilled above mentioned requirements 

representing a form of judgmental sampling (Saunders et al., 2009:237). All the interviewees 

work at Ericsson BUGS and three of them are specifically involved within the market category 

Managed Services (MS) on a deeper level. In order to gather more insightful information, we 

chose to keep our interviewees anonymous and informed them accordingly before the interview. 

This decreased the risk of response bias and increased the reliability of our study (Saunders et al., 

2009:331). To distinctly refer to the interviewees and to maintain credibility, we thus refer to the 

interview partners using their job titles. To further increase our trustworthiness to the interview 

partner thereby improving the accuracy of our data analysis, we opened the interviews by giving 

by Saunders et al. (2009:331). The interviews were conducted in English, which is the common 

comprehensible language to all interviewees. Ensuring comprehensibility of the language the 

questions are asked in is essential (Saunders et al., 2009:329). Sticking to one language also 

promotes a more accurate analysis as the  opinions are easier comparable.  
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Abbreviation Position 
(during MS Summit) 

Experience in that 
position 

Involvement in the MS 
Summit 

Time of 
interview 

HMC Head of the MS market 
category 

> 1 year 
(before Marketing 
Manager for MS ) 

Project manager of the 
Summit and the project team 

2015-03-26 

PM Project Manager (CRM) 6 months 
(before business 

analyst at Ericsson) 

Customer project managing: 
Finding key customers, 
handle invitations and 

keeping track of customers 

2015-03-26 

MD MS Marketing Director 1 ½ years Providing marketing and 
communication consultancy 
for the summit and its aims 

2015-03-26 

MM-BUGS Strategic and Tactical 
Marketing Manager 

(BUGS) 

> 3 years Organizing the break-out 
session on Big Data 

2015-03-31 

MD-BUGS Strategic and Tactical 
Marketing Director 

(BUGS) 

1 year Part of the steering group for 
initializing the MS Summit 

and involved in content 
development 

2015-04-20 

MCM-BUGS Marketing 
Communication 

Manager (BUGS) 

3 years Responsible for experience 

service capabilities 

2015-04-20 

 

Table 1: Interviewees 

 

3.4.2 Secondary Data  
In addition to the interviews, we used secondary data provided by the company such as written 

documents, including communication material, the official invitation and presentation of the 

confidentiality, the main parts of the secondary data will not be shared in this report, but instead 

used as verification for our interviews. However, by using this we improved our understanding 

of the  answers and their accuracy, while strengthening the overall findings of this 

thesis (Saunders et al., 2009:328,602).  

 

3.5 Ensuring Reliability and Validity 
The concepts of reliability and validity need to be secured in order to achieve credibility of our 

research findings (Saunders et al., 2009:157). Using data from different sources enabled us to 

verify the data between them, so we could compare the interview answers with the documentary 

data and by that strengthen our conclusion as well as increase transparency to provide reliability 

(Saunders et al., 2009:156). This further increases the construct validity of case studies (Yin, 
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2003:36). In order to decrease the risk of observer biases and errors, the same interviewer was 

used for all the interviews and the Interview Guide (Appendix I) provided a certain structure, that 

decreased the risk of asking questions too differently (Saunders et al., 2009:157).  

 

The qualitative non-standardized research method is said to mirror the reality in time for a 

specific case (Marshall & Rossman, 1999, in Saunders et al., 2009:327). Although case studies 

only strive for analytical generalization (Yin, 2003:37), our findings from a single case study 

with semi-structured interviews might not be found in similar future research (Saunders et al., 

2009:328). Thus generalizability (external validity) is low, because the setting and context of this 

specific case can be changeable (Saunder et al., 2009:328). Therefore, we do not intend to 

generalize our findings, but instead add increased understanding and theory to the phenomenon 

of communities in our specific research area (Saunders et al., 2009:158), which is seen as the 

greatest value of case studies (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). Further, since the data collection was 

mainly based on semi-structured interviews, the possible issue of respondent bias arises 

(Saunders et al., 2009:156). To decrease the risk and promote reliability and validity, appropriate 

actions according to Saunders et al. (2009) were taken: the interviewees received a brief 

introduction to the thesis theme prior to the interview and the interviewees got informed that they 

were going to be anonymous so the reliability increased (Saunders et al., 2009:331). Further, 

since the interviews could be viewed as time-consuming, the willingness to share information 

might have biased the sample used for data collection (Saunders et al., 2009:327), which is why 

we aimed to conduct as many relevant interviews as possible to decrease the potential issue of 

bias, ensuring reliability and validity.  

 

An overly positive answer biases might have arose from the interviewees since they were all part 

of creating or participating in the Summit. In order to increase validity and reliability, secondary 

data sources, such as a quantitative Customer Survey Evaluation that was answered by the 

were correct and consistent. Finally, we investigated the method used when collecting the 

secondary data and who was responsible for it in order to decrease potential biases (Saunders et 

al., 2009:274).  
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4. EMPIRICAL FINDINGS 
In this part, summarized empirical findings of the case study are being presented. A background 
and description of the actual event are initially presented to improve the understanding of the 
following empirical findings on the community aspects of the event. The latter are divided into 
three sections: how the community thought was applied to the MS Summit event, what defines 
this specific community and what outcomes and benefits Ericsson observed from the community 
in question. 
 

4.1 Background to the MS Summit 
The MS Summit has been hold in the new community format, for the first time in November 

2014, in Amsterdam and covered two-days (November 11th to 12th). The event was initially 

recreated in its new structure, because MS had been unhappy with the quality of the event and 

internal employees had been demanding more interactivity (HMC; PM; 

MM- [the sales teams] 
other. I think there was definitely a huge demand for a community for both an external and 

inter -

presence at the Mobile World Congress (MWC) in March 2015 in Barcelona. Currently, MS is 

planning to hold the community event regularly in this biannual rhythm. The follow-up meeting 

consisted of a similar setting as will be presented for the MS Summit, but was attended by only 

partly the same participants.  

 

4.1.1 Structure and content of the MS Summit 
The Summit roughly hosted 130 attendees, 50 percent of which are customers from 

approximately 30 national and multi-country operators e.g. Vodafone Netherlands and Orange 

participants coming from West and Central Europe and the Mediterranean with 24 and 23 

percent respectively. The MS Summit additionally hosted four customer speakers, eight 

external/industry speakers and business representatives from Ericsson. (Ericsson, Secondary 

Data, 2014a) 
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Data, 2014b) with industry-focused content and was split into three parts: The first part was a 

plenum part where external speakers from adjacent industries (e.g. from EY and Spotify) and 

business analysts, provided an outside-in perspective. The second part consisted of three 

- -

15) and covered current important topics. They were focused on creating interactive discussion 

between the participants, who could choose beforehand which sessions to attend. Finally, there 

were several networking parts, which were held in rather social environments such as coffee 

breaks, which people used to interact and communicate (Project Manager, hereafter PM). 

According to the interviewees, dialogues were observed between customers with other 

customers, customers with Ericsson and customers with external speakers and often covered 

presented topics or discussions on further questions.  

 
4.2 The MS Summit Community  
Due to the various existing definitions of a community, in order to ensure the correct 

interpretation and analysis, we asked all interviewees to first explain what a community is. 

Surprisingly, all interviewees showed a very similar understanding of the term community 

 

 

4.2.1 The MS Summit as a community  
Based on the interviews and the secondary data, MS really tried to establish the MS community, 

through the MS Summit event. This is shown when the Summit is being referred to as a 

-BUGS 

(hereafter MD-BUGS) and the Marketing Communications Manager-BUGS (hereafter MCM-

BUGS) the community thought and feeling, were both directly conveyed to the participants, 

-

feelin was [the participants] should feel 
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- bled the participants 

to interact and learn from each other (MM-

information and present ourselves as a thought leader, but also to enable those people 

[customers] to interact with each other  (MM-

still presented, focus was put on informa  

  

In this context, four interviewees highlighted the importance of creating mutual benefits from the 

community for customers and Ericsson alike, by providing this kind of knowledge to all parties. 

According to the MM-BUGS and the MD (2015) the participants should feel that they (...) get 

-BUGS (2015) adds that it is 

spent; I mean 

rea

brought in outside knowledge, internal knowledge and also gather customer knowledge. So it 

was a win-

(PM, 2015). 

 

MCM-BUGS (2015) who stated that the purpose was to create an exclusive community and that 

in contrast to a regul

selected participants in an intimate setting and the MD-BUGS (2015) believes that the 

community  I am perceived as 
someone special 

 

 

Although the leading idea of the Summit was to foster customer relationships (MD-BUGS), an 

-BUGS 

(2015). 
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4.2.2 Presented characteristics of the MS Summit Community 
4.2.2.1 Mutual face-to-face interactions 
The fact that the Summit is an actual real-life event that entails face-to-face interaction is seen as 

replaces face-to-  

do with building trust. (..) For business-to-business, I believe that face to face is more valuable 

and more successful than any other online set- -BUGS, 2015). This interviewee further 

said that face-to-face meetings are a good way of building a community feeling. Most 

interviewees believe that the face-to-

among the participants and towards Ericsson. According to the PM (2015) face-to-face 

-

-to-face of course generates much more thinking 

Vodafone were more w (PM, 2015). 

Also the HMC highlighted that the different business development levels of customers affected if 

customers were rather sharing information or preferred to listen. 

 
4.2.2.2 Business-related relationships 
According to all interviewees it was obvious and given that the participants attending the Summit 

were there due to business-related purposes, also affecting the nature of their relationships. 

competitors attending the community was seen as a possible obstacle affecting the information 

was no fear at any 

s a 

social event, the MM-

Facebook  
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4.2.2.3 Common interest and values  
According to the MD and the PM, the participants were sharing the same kind of interest in the 

s

MM-BUGS, 2015). According to the MD, the customers most likely had a feeling of belonging 

towards Ericsson, but s/he was unsure if they share that feeling towards other customers, which 

the PM however observed. I think they did get a community f it could be 

constantly keep that open dialogue with them, that we are 

constantly honest with them, because trust is not a one-time win.

the same two people would come back (next year) they will feel more connected and together.

(MD, 2015).  It would further The PM (2015) believes that a stronger feeling of belonging was 

.) they [the participants] feel like that they are part of a 

community, because they kept mentioning it. . Also the MCM-BUGS confirms that the 

customers felt a feeling of belonging was created. Further, the MM-BUGS highlighted the 

create a feeling of belonging, but raises awareness to the difficulties to 

measure this success.  

 
4.2.3 Outcomes and potential benefits of the MS Summit Community 
The feedback received for the first MS Summit was positive. In the eyes of most of the 

interviewees it was extraordinarily positive, because 96 percent of the participants wanted to 

attend the next Summit (Ericsson, Secondary Data, 2014a). Further, some interviewees mention 

that the community event can in the long run serve as a competitive advantage.  

 

4.2.3.1 Information exchange and knowledge development 
As described above the Summit combined outside knowledge, internal Ericsson knowledge and 

customer knowledge. All interviewees believe that the special setting of the Summit aimed to 

fulfill the aim of generating a high level of interaction and information sharing between the 

[the participants] really took their time with 

willingness to open up, to 
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could see how customers went from listening and digesting from the plenum session and 

familiarizing themselves to actually feeling more at ease 

 

 

The special setting of the Summit was also found to enable the retrieving 

D-BUGS, 2015). The PM believes that 

the Summit provide Ericsson with information that competitors without this community might 

verbally, what they are looking for, what they are lacking, and what they need and what the 

(PM, 2015). According to the HMC (2015), the Summit fostered the creation of 

do d

provided knowledge development for all parties widening their scopes regarding opportunities to 

- -in knowle  

 

4.2.3.2 Trust  
The development of trust is the most highlighted outcome and benefit of the Summit by all 

-BUGS). Trust is also the 

most commonly referred to term when talking about the Summit in connection with its 

companies (...) often sales (especially in services) work through recommendations, so we 

actually use this to build up trust, not to sell (HMC, 2015). All interviewees believe that the trust 

thro  [the summit] definitely increased the level of trust and it 

-

to-face interactions. I think that building trust is only possible when you see the person (MD, 

2015).  

(...) there has to be honesty there. And for that to happen, in a community (...) you need to have 
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stated that from a customer standpoint, there needs to be a certain level of mutual trust between 

the different customers in order to get a feeling of belonging in the first place and that this is 

achieved through sharing information mutually (PM). 

 

4.2.3.3 Product/service improvement 
During the Summit, Ericsson was able to pick up market information, industry developments and 

customer insights (All interviewees). Customer feedback about the satisfaction with Ericsson 

was shared openl It almost becomes a face-to-face kind of 

. These insights from participants allow Ericsson to confirm or 

-BUGS), educate the staff 

correctly (MD) but also to adapt and improve their services and products accordingly, as put by 

the MD- [the community] will really give us feedback back to our business. 

How do we perform how can we do things better how we can develop better tools, because there 

ing strong 

improve your tools, improve your methods that you are using (...) which will improve customer 

satisfaction, which will increase sales, because there is a direct relationship between customer 

sat -BUGS, 2015). According to the HMC (2015), Ericsson is 

sales is [sic!] a consequence [of the Summit]  

 

4.2.3.4 Long-term relationships 
According to all interviewees, a long-term aim of creating the Summit is to foster and strengthen 

the relationships with customers, which all of them also strongly believed has or will be achieved 

by the Summit in the long run, based on the increased interaction and trust created. When asked 

about the benefits for Ericsson, the MCM-

he MD-BUGS (2015), 

the customer relationship with salespeople will be friendlier and open after the Summit, which 

highlights the strengthening of relationships as the most important outcome of the Summit and 

sees it as a long-term focused tool to create strong relationships and enable open information 
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-crunch, very foc  

his 

interviewee further highlights the importance of maintaining the Summit, in order to maintain the 

relationships. 

 

 

5. DATA ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION  
This part is based on the analysis and discussion of the main empirical findings compared to our 
theoretical framework and related theories to investigate the existence of offline b2b brand 
communities. In order to do so, it will first be discussed if the MS Summit can be seen as a 
community, secondly if it fulfills the constitution and characteristics of an offline b2b brand 
community and lastly how it may provide benefits to Ericsson. Finally, the pre-determined Model 
2 of offline b2b brand communities is adjusted accordingly. 
 

s, an overview of 

mework is provided in Appendix 

II. 

 

5.1 Can events like the MS Summit be interpreted as a community?  
The initial step in the investigation of the existence of offline b2b brand is to confirm that the 

chosen angle of study (event) can be considered to be a community. It is thus discussed if the MS 

Summit fulfills the general community requirements, summarized in section 2.1. 

 

According to the community definition (Fischer et al., 1996; Rothaermel & Sugiyama, 2001; 

McAlexander et al., 2002) the MS Summit, needs to consist of a group of people, sharing a 

common interest (1) as well as interactive relations (2), that can extend geographical boundaries. 

Our empirical results show that the Summit unites international people with a common interest in 
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in learning about Ericsson and the industry, in meeting industry colleagues as well as in sharing 

knowledge. The Summit was moreover shaped by interactive parts like discussions (2), which is 

highlighted as an important community aspect for instance by Karp et al. (1997). Therefore, the 

basic notions of the community requirements (1) and (2) are fulfilled.  

 

In order to be a community, the Summit further needs to create a feeling of belonging (3) 

between members based on the confirmed common interest and/or the shared experience (a). 

According to most interviewees a community feeling was created, which was also confirmed by 

the participants according to their feedback (HMC; PM; MCM-BUGS). Nevertheless, it was 

believed that a feeling of belonging needs to be strengthened by holding future community 

events with the same people (MD) and keeping an open dialogue (HMC). This supports our 

assumption that events serving as communities need to be held regularly. Furthermore, even 

though some participants might had met before, the feeling of belonging seems to have been 

established by the shared connection to Ericsson and the shared experience of participating in the 

Summit as proposed by Fischer et al. (1996). 

common interest in Ericsson made it easier to start a discussion (HMC). The latter follows from 

the opinion that all participants were united by their wish to see something different (MD) and 

that the special setting of the event created a stronger feeling of belonging than normal sales 

events (PM). The notion that events can create a feeling of belonging (3) through a shared 

business interest in the hosting firm and a shared experience (a) can thus be confirmed.  

 

The described focus on interactivity allowed community members to influence the community 

by sharing their opinions and simultaneously gain insights, which fulfills the community 

requirement that community members can influence the community and vice versa (b). All 

interviewees believed that the participants benefitted from attending the Summit as they gained 

valuable knowledge, which might even be useful in terms of product/service development, 

similar to open (source) innovation (Von Hippel, 2005). They could also strengthen their 

-

aluation shows that the great majority wants to return, because the Summit was 

rated higher than usual events (Ericsson, Secondary Data, 2014a). This suggests that the event 

has been valuable to them, therefore it can be argued that the community requirement to fulfill 
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the Summit.  

 

In addition to the predetermined community requirements, several interviewees highlighted the 

importance of creating an exclusive and intimate community, composed of key customers to 

make them feel special. This finding is comparable to the notion of several community studies 

members feel differentiated to non-members. In a community created through an event, keeping 

the community small and intimate helps to differentiate the event from other events and make 

members feel differentiated from other customers to increase the sense of community.  

 

To sum up, even though all the predetermined general community requirements (see section 2.1), 

underlying essential community principles. This means that the MS Summit can, based on 

notable popular community studies, be rightfully referred to as a community.  

 

5.2 Can events like the MS Summit be interpreted as an offline b2b 
brand community? 
Since events like the MS Summit are confirmed to be communities, in the next step it is 

discussed if they also are offline b2b brand communities. In order to do so, an analysis of the 

proposed characteristics of an offline b2b brand community, the relationship structure and the 

empirical findings, is conducted. Furthermore, it is essential that the investigated community is 

brand community in the first place.  

 

5.2.1 The structure of relationships of offline b2b brand communities 
According to the structure of relationships model, an offline b2b brand community is 

characterized by three parties (hosting firm, customers and third parties) creating four different 

 

relationship structure by McAlexander et al. (2002), is not fully supported by the collected data. 
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Even though inviting the third parties brought valuable outside-in perspectives (MD, MCM-

BUGS), these parties will only stay in the community during each individual event (MD-BUGS). 

Based on these findings the original model is adjusted (see Model 3). The relationships between 

customer-customer and customer-hosting firm remain the same, since they were confirmed by 

the interviewees who observed a great interactivity between these parties. Adding the typical 

customer-

et al., 2002) to the standa -  was thus achieved by the event 

community. This provides a first indication that the Summit is also a brand community. The 

round-the-table logic still applies since the third parties were seen as equally important as the 

other parties during the event discussions (MM-BUGS, MCM-BUGS). However, they were 

-

community. Nevertheless, the essential relationships of a brand community were present in the 

Summit, providing another indication of it being an offline b2b brand community.  

 

 
 

Model 3: Adapted structure of relationship in case community 
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5.2.2 Characteristics of an offline b2b brand community  
5.2.2.1 Mutual face-to-face interactions 
All interviewees confirm the Summit to be a real-life event entailing face-to-face interaction and 

highlight that face-to-face meetings are very important today, especially for b2b industries, 

which is in line with Jones (2007). Moreover, the MM-BUGS claims that th

creating a physical relationship and thus also the potential value of offline b2b brand 

communities. The Summit showed engagement from all three parties, which confirms the central 

interaction aspect in brand community studies by Brodie et al. (2013) and Andersen (2004) 

among others. 

 

The mutual trust-based engagement Bruhn et al. (2014) highlights was partly confirmed in the 

Summit, because the PM believes that the participants needed to trust each other to a certain 

degree in order to share This supports the idea that trust between members sets the cornerstone 

for cooperation (Ridings, Gefen & Arinze, 2002; Morgan & Hunt, 1994), but some participants 

shared more than others (PM), which speaks against an equal degree of interaction. Andersen 

(2004) gives an explanation for this observation, because he found that b2b brand community 

members can differ from people just seeking information from the community but not 

contributing, to heavily engaged members. Efficacy and future reciprocation can further affect a 

2006). The interviewees on the 

contrary explain this effect with different personal traits (MM-BUGS), language barriers (MD, 

mutual face-to-face interactions are 

al., 2014; Cropanzo & Mitchell, 2005), but are more complex. However, even though individual 

-to-

confirmed looking at the level of the different parties, as these were all interactive.  

 

5.2.2.2 Business-related relationships 
According to the interviewees, it was obvious that the participants attending the Summit did so 

due to business-related purposes and even though the participants could have been competitors, 
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the relationships between them were seen as positive (MM-BUGS), not affecting their 

interaction or communication (MD). This supports the theory by Ritter et al. (2004) who argue 

for a cooperative environment between competitors. As already described, the Summit provided 

many opportunities for participants to interact and socialize with other business professionals, so 

that business relationships could be strengthened. It is further likely that new business 

connections were established as participants exchanged business-cards, although one needs to 

keep in mind that this could just have been a polite gesture as well. However, they will most 

probably not create a social/personal relationship (MD). Thus thi

are business-related and not personal, is confirmed. Concluding, it can be argued that the Summit 

can be characterized by the developed offline b2b brand community characteristic of business-

relates relationships. 

 

5.2.2.3 Common interest and values 
A common interest is defined as one of the main characteristics of communities in general, but 

also for online b2b brand communities (Andersen, 2004; Bruhn et al., 2014). The common 

participants has already been analyzed to lie in the shared interest of the 

and Ander

Summit was confirmed to be job-related and not socially related as in the b2c brand communities 

ummit fulfills 

the common interest aspect of offline b2b brand communities. On a more general level this also 

shows, that the Summit community evolves around Ericsson, the hosting company and brand, 

verifying that the Summit is not only a community, but fulfills the main notion that defines a 

brand community.  

 

knowledge) and explicit (written behavioral instructions) agreements, installed by the hosting 

firm to regulate an offline b2b brand community.. Although all interviewees confirmed that the 

break-out sessions were guided by moderators, none confirmed that these gave explicit 

behavioral instructions such as communication guidelines (explicit agreements). According to 



Ann-Katrin Bartel & Madeleine Sundström         Department of Business Studies 
2015-05-29  Uppsala University 

42 
 

the MM-BUGS, it was rather a common understanding of accepted behavior that ensured a 

controlled course of the discussions. The empirical findings therefore only confirm the existence 

of implicit agreements, but no practice of or necessity for explicit agreements, since all business 

professionals should be equipped with an acceptable communication behavior (implicit 

agreements). The reason for this different observation might be that big online communities as 

investigated by Bruhn (2014) are more dependent on explicit instructions than smaller real-life 

communities like the Summit where participants cannot be anonymous (MD. However, 

participants still relied on implicit agreements, which according to (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 

2004:23) can be enough to achieve productive interaction. This is why, in summary, it can be 

argued that the Summit is in line with the final proposed characteristic.  

 

To conclude, although some modifications to the developed characteristics of an offline b2b 

brand community should be considered, the investigated community can be understood as an 

offline b2b brand community since it fulfills the essential principles of this thesis defined 

characteristics. It can further be clearly observed that the Summit is constructed of a set of 

business professionals united in their interest in a common brand or firm, which confirms the 

definition of offline b2b brand community, the Summit has been shown to be a face-to-face 

 

 

5.3 How can an offline B2b brand community create value for the 
hosting firm? 
After confirming that the MS Summit can be seen as a community as well as an offline b2b 

brand community, it is investigated how this community can generate value for the hosting firm, 

on the basis of the developed Model 2. Therefore, the expected outcomes of the offline b2b brand 

community and the collected data from the MS Summit will be discussed and linked to the 

benefits they provide for Ericsson. Naturally, the ultimate objective of the community is to 

increase sales as some interviewees (MM-BUGS, MD-BUGS) openly acknowledge. According 

to Andersen (2004), online b2b brand communities can indirectly affect sales and this effect is 



Ann-Katrin Bartel & Madeleine Sundström         Department of Business Studies 
2015-05-29  Uppsala University 

43 
 

also anticipated by Ericsson (e.g. HMC). However, the community value discussed in this 

section will focus on the direct outcomes and benefits for Ericsson. 

 

5.3.1 Information exchange and knowledge development leading to 
product/service improvement 
According to our empirical findings, information exchange was achieved through the interactive 

parts of the event and increased during the course of the event (PM, HMC), which confirms the 

proposed outcome of Model 2 that the community fosters information exchange. The empirical 

since Summit community members exchanged and obtained product-related information. In 

addition to that the Summit extended the exchanged information to industry information. This 

knowledge exchanged was highly valued by the interviewees, especially the information coming 

from the customers, because it was believed to be knowledge, competitors might not gain (PM), 

which could create a competitive advantage for Ericsson. This is in line with the idea based on 

Füller et al. (2008), Schau et al. (2009), Von Hip

information exchange in a community serves as a valuable knowledge source to the hosting 

company and is important to stay ahead of competition (Dahlander & Gann, 2010). It can 

therefore be said that the Summit generates value by providing a continuous knowledge flow into 

the company by fostering knowledge and sharing between the different community parties as 

Model 2 predicts.  

 

 and 

wishes for improvements as well as industry knowledge (third parties), was used by Ericsson to 

learn from (HMC, MM-BUGS). Snow et al. (2010) and Wallin and Krogh (2010) argue that this 

kind of knowledge helps companies improving their product/services. Also some interviewees 

believe that the community knowledge helps Ericsson to adapt their offerings to customer 

demands, confirm or disconfirm assumptions about customer needs and wants and provide 

2004) observation that online b2b 

brand communities can provide knowledge contributing to the hosting-

development, can be applied to offline b2b brand communities as well. This in turn, confirms the 

notion that the offline b2b brand 
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by leveraging their product/service or even processes improvement as shown in Model 2. With 

the knowledge provided by this community, companies can develop customized solutions, which 

should rai

2007), resulting in increased sales.  

 

The knowledge exchange provided by this community could further be used as a way to actively 

co-create with customers or other third as proposed by the Service-Dominant logic (e.g Vargo & 

Lusch, 2004) and involve them in the process of product/process or service innovation. Open 

innovation like this has in many cases, shown to be a better way to innovate than if the company 

innovates alone (Wallin & Krogh, 2010). Especially customers provide knowledge that cannot be 

gained from other sources, but is vital for the success of new products/services, which is why 

Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2004:12) claim that co-creating value with customers for b2b and 

setting of the Summit provides a valuable opportunity to create (MD, HMC) and share 

knowledge (all interviewees), it is not certain that this knowledge is explicitly restricted to the 

Summit. Customers and third parties might share similar information in private meetings. 

 
5.3.2 Increased trust leading to long-term relationships 
The empirical findings strongly support the relationship that that an offline b2b brand 

community increases trust, which Model 2 shows. All interviewees argued that the trust within 

the community, especially towards Ericsson increased, which supports the theory that 

communities help develop trust (Snow et al., 2011). The entire setting of the Summit was 

interactivity was confirmed by most interviewees to be an underlying factor for this. The theory 

that trust is more strongly developed in face-to-face interactions than in online communication 

by Wilson et al. (2006) and Rask (2001, in Andersen, 2004) was also shared by interviewees like 

the MD, HMC and MM-BUGS, which highlights the value of offline brand communities once 

-

BUGS; MCM-BUGS). This in turn could strengthen the relationship between Ericsson and their 
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of communities in b2b industries lies also in their ability to decrease uncertainty.  

 

Snow et al. (2010) and Cannon and Perreault (1999) argue that trust is needed to establish long-

term relationships in b2b industries and Rauyruen and Miller (2007) found that trust, among 

other factors, increases b2b customers attitudinal loyalty. A similar effect from the trust created 

in the offline b2b brand community was to be expected. The empirical findings indicate a 

confirmation, because according to the interviewees trust is seen as a vital step to establish 

relationships with customers. A trustful relationship is indispensable, especially for MS, since 

-term operations that require a lot of engagement (MD-BUGS; MM-

BUGS). Further, fostering and strengthening the relationships with customers, was one of the 

main aims of the Summit that was achieved. As the MD-BUGS (2015) states affecting the level 

of trust and the  

accomplished. In addition, the MM-BUGS argues that stronger relationships will generate more 

business and might lead to a competitive advantage. The MD adds that the community fosters a 

strong word-of-

(2004) similar observation for online b2b brand communities. This effect is further in accordance 

finding that trust among other quality factors of a b2b relationship will 

lead to more purchases and recommendations of the company by the customers to their 

colleagues. In this sense, an offline b2b brand community might create a competitive advantage 

for the hosting firm in terms of developing lasting (Cumby & Barnes, 1996 in Rowe & Barnes, 

1998), strong and positive relationships (Rowe & Barnes, 1998). Although the empirical findings 

confirm the strengthening of relationships and indicate that these result in long-term relationships 

as suggested by Model 2, at this stage it cannot be measured if this is actually going to happen.  

 

Furthermore, one needs to keep in mind that the creation of long-term relationships can be 

created by other factors than just trust For example, price and termination costs can be factors 

leading to relationship commitment in b2b markets (Lancastre & Lages, 2006) or perceived 

service quality can lead to b2b customer loyalty (Rauyruen & Miller, 2007). The direct success 

of the community in terms of relationship development is thus hard to measure.  
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5.4.3 Advancing a model for the value creation of offline b2b brand 
communities 
It has been confirmed that the investigated offline b2b brand community creates value for the 

hosting firm, by fostering information exchange and knowledge development, which can lead to 

product/service improvements for the hosting firm. This further confirms the two respective 

relationships in Model 2. In addition to that, the findings confirm the relationship describing that 

an offline b2b brand community fosters the development of trust towards the hosting firm. 

However, it was only indicated that trust, generated from the offline b2b brand community, leads 

to long-term relationships. Nevertheless, the empirical findings indicate two additional 

interconnections within the model: 

 

During the research an indication of an additional relationship between trust and information 

exchange/knowledge development factors arose, as interviewees, like the HMC and the PM, 

confirm that when the participants trust increased during the Summit, so did their willingness to 

interact and discuss. This indicates that the more members trust each other, the more information 

they will exchange in the community and vice versa. However, this finding is to be confirmed by 

further research. The empirical findings also indicate an additional relationship between the 

product/service improvement and long-term relationship factors. The MD-BUGS, for instance, is 

the Summit community, MS will be able to achieve a higher customer satisfaction, leading to 

better relationships. Also Andersen (2004) argues that the  engagement in a 

is further in accordance with 

satisfaction achieved by improving services/products, increases customer loyalty. However, this 

interconnection between two benefits of a b2b offline community needs to be confirmed by 

future research. 

 

Based on above discussions and the presentation of findings, the prior developed Model 2 of how 

offline b2b brand communities create model, is amended as can be seen in Model 4.  
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Model 4: Adjusted model for how offline b2b brand communities can create value for the hosting 
firm  

 

 
6. CONCLUSION 
The conclusion summarizes the main findings of this study and presents its contributions to the 

acknowledged and suggestions for further research as well as managerial implications are 
provided.  
 

Many scholars have conducted research on the phenomenon of communities and brand 

communities within the b2c area, recently also within the b2b area. However, these studies are 

rare and have focused on virtual communities. As claimed by Bruhn et al. (2014) it thus seems as 

if the value of communities for b2b companies is still underappreciated, especially the potential 

value that offline brand communities might offer firms in the b2b area. This might not be 

surprising at first glance considering that today many business and marketing activities are 
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taking place online. However, face-to-face interactions with customers are still proven to be vital 

2007). This study supports this understanding by showing that the 

negligence of offline b2b brand communities is unjustified. In fact this study concludes that 

offline b2b brand communities offer a new form of relationship marketing, taking networking 

studies to a new level. 

  

Returning to the research question: 

, this paper proves 

the existence of offline b2b brand communities, offers insights into their constitution and 

characteristics by developing a theoretical framework and finally provides an initial model 

explaining how offline b2b brand communities can create value to their hosting firms. 

  

In order to explore how the phenomenon of offline brand communities can be applied to b2b 
industries, a two-folded investigation was carried out. A suitable research approach for the initial 

investigation of the phenomenon in question was found in real-life events, as they were first of 

all found to fulfill essential community requirements, which justified the proceeding to test them 

for being offline b2b brand communities as well. In a second step, the paper then confirms the 

existence of offline b2b brand communities, utilizing an initially developed theoretical 

offline b2b brand communities are, just like online b2b brand communities, constructed of a set 

of business professionals united in their interest in a common brand or firm. As an extension to 

previous brand community studies this paper further claims that offline b2b brand communities 

are not only constructed by the hosting firm and its customers, but can include interchangeable 

third parties that provide valuable external knowledge to the community members.  

 

Based on the analysis of the empirical findings with the developed theoretical framework, this 

study shows that an offline b2b brand community can be defined by three characteristics. These 

are: mutual face-to-face interactions, business-related relationships and a common interest and 

values. Thereby the framework shows how the phenomenon of offline brand communities can be 

applied to the b2b world. However, in contrast to online b2b brand community studies, which 
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promote the use of explicit and implicit agreements, the latter were found to be sufficient for 

providing productive interaction in the case study. 

  

For the necessity to understand if brand communities exist the incentives behind are a natural 

part of the investigation. Thus, this study also explored how an offline b2b brand community can 
create value for the hosting firm, by developing and testing a model that includes selected 

potential outcomes and benefits for the hosting firm. The findings confirm that marketers should 

consider investing in creating an offline b2b brand community. This because the investigated 

offline b2b brand community showed to foster trust as well as information exchange and 

knowledge development among the participants. Both are direct outcomes that hold great value 

for the hosting firm as they can also trigger sequential benefits. The information exchange and 

knowledge development received from the offline b2b brand community can be used for 

product/service improvements and the increased trust received from the community gave an 

indication to foster stronger and long-term relationships between the hosting firm and the 

customer. Overall the developed model was confirmed and thus creates the foundation for further 

research in this area as well as a motivation for scholars and marketers to further explore the 

phenomenon of offline b2b brand communities. Especially b2b companies that are relying on 

strong customer relationships and external knowledge can benefit from these communities and 

realize their opportunity to engage and co- - .  

 

To conclude, this study provides a new perspective on community studies and shows that the 

phenomenon of offline b2b brand communities is vital for b2b companies and thus valuable and 

essential for further investigations. We therefore agree with Fischer et al. (1996:178) that 

communities, especially in the original, real-life community setting are a phenomenon that 

should be prom

the ability to bring back a sense of belonging (Friedman et al., 1993) that might be valuable more 

than ever in a globalized-internet-world.   

 

6.1 Managerial implications 
Following from this study, b2b marketers and managers should consider implementing a new 

marketing tool and starting to host an offline b2b brand community as this can create 
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multifaceted value for the company. Important for practitioners who want to create an offline 

belonging, meaning a community cannot consist of too many participants and socializing 

activities should be considered. Further, it should be noted that in order to create a real 

community, all community members need to benefit from attending it, which can be achieved by 

inviting third parties to provide valuable outside-in knowledge. Moreover, an offline b2b brand 

community should trigger interactivity and foster trust so that members keep coming back. An 

additional implication for establishing an offline b2b brand community through events, is 

keeping an ongoing communication between events. Since virtual communities have been found 

to provide economic benefits to the hosting firm, they could serve as a complementary tool. 

Finally, marketers also need to consider the possible risks of creating an offline b2b brand 

community. Customers, who are not invited, might feel left out, alloying the relationship with the 

hosting firm. Further, by creating a community, the hosting firm risks that participants establish a 

close relationships with other participants so that valuable information like price models are 

shared outside the community. 

 

6.2 Limitations and suggestions for further research 
This study contributes with proving the existence of offline b2b brand communities and provides 

a first exploration of how these can be used in b2b industries. However, the broad lens through 

which the phenomenon is investigated might have prevented the observation and analysis of in-

depth insights. Further, focusing the investigation on only one case company with a recently 

established community, limits the ability to generalize the findings. Although generalizability 

was not intended, further research, primarily quantitative research, on several communities 

and strengthen its contribution. A study similar to Simmons et al.  (2010), who quantitatively 

test economic benefits for companies hosting virtual b2b communities, could be conducted to 

support the findings regarding the value creation. In addition to this, an observation of an offline 

b2b brand community over a longer period of time could investigate if the suggested long-term 

effects are confirmed. This would strengthen the reliability and validity of the research, since 

product/service development would improve.  
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Investigating the phenomenon through the lens of the firm is contribution and limitation at the 

more reflected and comprehensive understanding. Although some customer feedback was used 

for the research, customer or third party interviews as well as objective observations of the 

findings. Moreover, many researchers investigate the interactivity and engagement between the 

customers in a community as the main advantage compared to traditional relationship marketing. 

Th

is not emphasized. Finally, leaving out specific theories regarding information exchange or 

knowledge transfer reduces the capability of drawing in-depth conclusions towards these related 

areas of study and leads to more simplistic findings. However, it needs to be kept in mind that 

this study aimed to provide an initial investigation of the phenomenon.  
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APPENDIX I   

Interview guide 
 

Outline: Introductory questions 

1. What is your position in the company and how long have been holding it? 

2. How/in what way have you been involved in the MS Summit? 

  

Outline: Common questions 

3. How do you define a community? 

4. What characterizes the Summit in your opinion? 

5. What is the purpose of the Summit? 

6. Please describe the setting of the Summit? 

7. Can you describe the differences in the Summit and in regards to other regular customer 

events? 

8. In which way do you believe Ericsson has benefited from the Summit so far or will benefit in 

the future? 

9. What were the major results from the first Summit and from the follow-up meeting? 

  

Outline: MS Summit questions 

10. How have the participants communicated with each other and how have you been 

communicating with them before, during and after the Summit? 

11. What advantages can you find in having face-to-face interactions and meetings? 

12. What variables would you say are important in business relationships? 

13. How would you characterize the relationships between the different parties attending the 

community? 

14. What kind of guidelines/rules or common agreements did you use when it comes to the 

breakout sessions? 

15. What kind of interest do the participants have in the Summit? 

16. Since the attending members most probably are competitors to each other, in what ways do 

you think that affects their view of the Summit and their willingness to interact?  
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the event? 

18. How would you say the special settings of the Summit affected the level of trust between the 

different participants? 

19. What is being generally communicated during the Summit and by whom? 

20. How would you describe the participation of the different parties during the event? 

21. How would you say the special settings of the Summit facilitated information exchange and 

sharing between the different participants? 

22. In what ways do you believe that the Summit fostered knowledge creation?  

23. In what ways do you believe that the obtained knowledge fostered by the Summit can be 

used? 

24. In which way, do you think the relationships with the customers/third parties changed after 

the Summit? 

25. Do you believe the Summit is a useful event to support the development of long-term 

relationships with customers and other participants? If yes, in what way? 

  

Outline: Concluding questions 

26. How was the feedback regarding the Summit from the participants? 

27. Do you see any room for improvement of the Summit? 

28. Do you think that this way of interacting with customers and other parties could give you a 

competitive advantage over competitors? 
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APPENDIX I I   

Data display of theory overview 

 

Table 2: Data display of theoretical framework 

 

Symbols:   

  +  Interviewee supports theory  

   #  Interviewee supports theory to some extent 

   -  Interviewee does not support theory 

 

Theoretical framework HCM PM MD MM-BUGS MD-BUGS MCM-BUGS 

Characteristics       
Mutual face-to-face 

interactions + + + + + + 

Business-related 
relationships + + + + + + 

Common interest 
 

Common values 

+ 
 

# 

+ 
 

# 

+ 
 

# 

+ 
 

# 

+ 
 

# 

# 
 

# 

Outcomes       
Information exchange 

 
Knowledge development 

+ 

+ 

+ 

+ 

+ 

+ 

+ 

+ 

+ 

+ 

+ 

+ 
Trust + + + + + + 

       
Product/service 
improvement 

# + + + + # 

Long-term relationships + # + + + + 


