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ABSTRACT 

With buyers more informed today than in the past and services providers finding it more 

difficult to differentiate their offerings, the quality of the relationship is more important 

than ever. In the context of the relationship between IT Services vendors and their global 

clients, with contracts spanning many years and often valued in hundreds of millions of 

British Pounds, the significance of maintaining good quality relationships cannot be 

understated. This study’s aim is to identify key components that define a good quality 

Business-to-Business relationship in this sector. 

This study’s philosophy is that of interpretivism applied to an inductive methodology. The 

data collected is from 11 ‘elites’ using semi-structured interviews which focus on the best 

individual (one-to-one) and best vendor (organisation-to-organisation) they have worked 

with. To consider the impact of the Coronavirus pandemic on relationship building, a follow 

up study with six participants is included. Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis is 

used to analyse the data, and Nahapiet and Ghoshal’s (1998) three-part interpretation 

(structural, cognitive, and relational) of Social Capital Theory provides the framework.  

In relation to structural capital, the original study finds a preference for face-to-face 

meetings in the client’s office at an individual level as well as an aversion to corporate 

hospitality at a company level. However, the follow up study finds that the since the 

pandemic in-person interaction is less important when maintaining existing relationships. 

In relation to cognitive capital, on an individual level there is no evidence of shared hobbies 

or shared interests, but character traits such as shared personality are important as are a 

strong work ethic and a solid technical knowhow. For relational capital, greater depth is 

provided to the definition of trust, with ability further defined as having credibility and 

being effective, and integrity further defined as honesty and being committed. Along with 

benevolence and client orientation, these form the six components of trust. 

This study concludes that the key to building strong business relationships is to work on a 

project that is important to the client, with a focus on the value the individual from the 

vendor side brings with regards to their technical and industry knowledge, and how they 

can tangibly support the client in achieving their objectives. On the corporate side the focus 

is only on the quality of the outcome for the client and delivering without exception.   
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

1.0 Introduction 

This chapter establishes the significance of high-value Business-to-Business (B2B) 

relationships using the Information Technology (IT) Services industry as an example. It 

begins with a background to the study, summarising the nature of such relationships and 

identifying the specific challenges in relation to defining quality. Having established the 

research issue and provided justification for undertaking this study, the aim and objectives 

are then identified. This is followed by the three research questions developed to address 

the three objectives and justify the claims of this study. The chapter concludes with a 

summary of the content of each chapter in this thesis. 

1.1 Background of the Study 

In an effort to comprehend the vastness of global sales transactions, consider that 

according to Klooster (2020), as of 2020 the Fortune 500 companies collectively generate 

United States Dollar (USD) 14.2 trillion in annual revenue, so using the Pareto principle we 

can assume that 80% of that revenue (USD 11.38 trillion) comes from just 20% of their 

client base. So, these relationships are strategic in nature and are core to their success. In 

this study the complexities of these types of high-value B2B relationships, ones that are 

anticipated to grow in value over a longer term and characterised by client and vendor 

becoming more entwined, will be discussed. Managing these types of relationships is often 

called Key Account Management (KAM). 

For the purposes of this study, high value is defined as relationships with an annual value 

of more than five million British Pounds (GBP). These relationships between a client and 

vendor are often termed ‘partnerships’ (Cheverton, 2015), as this better encapsulates the 

sprit in which they are formed and the implied dependency on one another. An example 

taken in the context of the IT Services industry is that when a large global bank needs to 

effectively communicate with its customers and employees it will buy access to network 
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services, such as internet and telephone, from telecommunications providers. One 

example of this is Lloyds Bank which signed such a deal with British Telecom – valued at 

over GBP 600 million (Grant, 2010). A bank would be hugely dependant on their network 

service provider as they need these services to conduct their day-to-day business, and 

therefore such relationships are key to effective and efficient business delivery. As this 

example demonstrates, the IT Services sector often enables a client to effectively 

communicate with their customers, so it is imperative these B2B relationships work.  

The focus of this study is on relationships that are of high financial value, with a complex 

sales and account management process and in an established ongoing vendor-client 

relationship. Therefore, these relationships are sought within the IT Services context. These 

types of relationships involve large sums of money and are intrinsically linked to the 

business success of the client. As such, a breakdown in any element of this could be 

disastrous to the relationship and may also have knock-on effects for those outside the 

immediate relationship, such as consumers. The vendor organisation is expected to ingrain 

itself within the client’s business and understand the culture. A large part of the job of the 

vendor organisation is therefore to understand what is happening within their client’s 

organisation, in part to determine whether the vendor organisation can help in any way.  

The literature discusses at length the factors that determine a successful business 

relationship, and these are separated into three areas. First, there must be commitment to 

the relationship, which is an investment of time, energy, and money; second, there must 

be trust between the parties, which is defined as ability, integrity, and benevolence; and 

finally there must be satisfaction. As such, the management of these vendor companies 

recognise that the key channel of exchange to get insights and intelligence on a specific 

client is via the one-to-one client-vendor relationships that are in place within the client 

organisation. In effect, and as recognised in the literature (Griffith & Harvey, 2001a; Hewett 

et al., 2002; Jiang et al., 2016), it is the quality of these relationships that is paramount. 

Therefore, the management place a disproportionate amount of attention on the 

importance of these client relationships. It is worth noting that at the core these company 

level client-vendor relationships are actually made up of people buying from people 

(Holmlund, 2008). A company’s annual revenue, even when it stretches to the tens of 

billions, is simply a multitude of one-to-one relationships.  
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To summarise the proposition, to grow revenue it is important for the vendor to know what 

the client wants and needs, and to generally understand the internal client landscape. The 

root of this knowledge from within the client organisation is the dedicated account 

management team, and the quality of the knowledge is linked to the quality of the 

relationships. This relies on those relationships being with the right people and results in 

good quality information flowing from these one-to-one relationships. However, herein lies 

the problem which this study seeks to address. The inherent quality of these business 

relationships is intangible (Holmlund, 2008); furthermore, there is a lack of consensus in 

the literature on the characteristics and elements that define a good quality relationship 

(Jiang et al., 2016; Shabbir et al., 2007). Considering these factors, regardless of the 

management’s knowledge that the relationships are intrinsically linked to sustained 

revenue, it is therefore troublesome for them to obtain an objective view of the quality of 

these vital business relationships. Accepting that as the case, this study seeks to directly 

address the issue of identifying the components that contribute to a good quality 

relationship. A review of the IT Services industry is provided in Chapter 3. 

1.2 Statement of the Research Issue 

As clients become more informed, more sophisticated, and more demanding than ever 

before (Sayed & Sayed, 2020) the quality of the relationship becomes paramount. Coupled 

with this, global IT Services companies are now having bigger and more complex 

relationships with their global corporate clients. These key relationships are critical to the 

vendor’s success, leading to a big revenue dependency and as such are considered key 

accounts. However, there remains a lack of clarity as to what actually constitutes a quality 

B2B relationship in the IT Services industry, specifically when managing key accounts. 

Relationship quality requires that building trust, understanding levels of commitment, and 

ensuring client satisfaction are as effective as possible as these elements have been the 

standout distinguishing factors (Jiang et al., 2016). This study seeks to explore the key 

components that define a good quality business relationship in the context of the IT 

Services industry, and to develop a conceptual framework to explore the contributing 

factors that determine B2B relationship quality. As depicted in Figure 1.1 on the following 

page, this study seeks to offer a solution to this current problem and provide a more robust 

KAM strategy. 
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Figure 1.1 Impact of successful KAM 

 

Source: The Author 

This figure introduces the core elements of relationship quality and links them to outcomes 

for the vendor and client organisations. 

1.3 Aim and Objectives of the Study 

The focus of this study is to investigate factors affecting the quality of the client-vendor 

business relationship in the context of the IT Services industry. In order to uncover a 

richness of insights it is important to research a suitably complex relationship structure. So, 

considering that technology is the backbone of any modern company – big or small – IT 

Services vendors partner with clients on everything from designing and executing the 

company strategy (including digital), to developing and implementing new software, to the 

responsibility for monitoring and fixing the IT systems and applications that an organisation 

needs to run its day to day business. This is critical and a huge responsibility. There is a 

direct impact on the quality of the services from the vendor and the business continuity of 

the client, and this dependency should foster a close and partnership type relationship. 

Indeed, these relationships can expand into a full blown joint venture, such as Infosys’ 

strategic partnership with their long-time client, ABN AMRO Bank. This resulted in Infosys 

acquiring a 75% stake in Stater, the mortgage processing arm of ABN AMRO (Infosys, 

2019a).  

With a particular focus on KAM, this study seeks to explore the specific elements present 

within successful business relationships that drive successful business outcomes for the 

client and the vendor. The aim of this study is therefore to inform the understanding of 

relationship quality in relation to complex and high-value B2B relationships. As such it 
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explores, describes, and discusses the contributing elements – including trust, 

commitment, and customer satisfaction – that enable a good quality B2B relationship to 

prosper. It also considers to what extent this is driven at an individual one-to-one level 

versus an organisation-to-organisation level between vendor and client. This will be 

achieved by addressing the following three research objectives: 

First, as stated in Section 1.1, there is a lack of consensus in the literature on the 

characteristics and elements that define a good quality business relationship. Thus, 

Objective One is to critically review the business relationship literature to provide greater 

clarity on the characteristics and elements that define a good quality business relationship.  

Second, Objective Two is to identify the key components that define a good quality high-

value B2B relationship in the context of the IT Services industry, using both the literature 

review and the primary research conducted via semi-structured interviews with ‘elites’ 

from the IT Services industry. 

Finally, to ensure that the findings provide a more tangible outcome which may assist 

future research, Objective Three is to develop a conceptual framework to explore the 

contributing factors that determine relationship quality in high-value B2B relationships. 

1.4 Research Questions 

To achieve the identified objectives, the following three research questions were 

developed for this study: 

Research Question One: From what is available in the extant literature, what consensus is 

there regarding the key characteristics that define good quality business relationships? This 

question will address Objective One. 

Research Question Two: What are the key components that define a good quality high-

value B2B relationship in the IT Services industry? This question will address Objective Two. 

Research Question Three: Can a conceptual framework be developed to explore the 

contributing factors that determine relationship quality in high-value B2B relationships? 

This question will address Objective Three. 
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1.5 Contribution of the Study  

This study contributes to both academic literature and practice, and these are discussed in 

turn.  

1.5.1 Contribution to Academic Literature  

This study will seek to bring clarity with regards to the most suitable definition of 

relationship quality for high-value relationships in the context of the IT Services industry. 

The three elements that currently define a good quality relationship at a general level; 

those of trust (Huurne et al., 2017), commitment (Ng, 2015), and satisfaction (Williams et 

al., 2015) will be defined in granular detail providing a clear explanation of what is required 

and expected to fulfil the client expectations within each of these three elements. This will 

directly relate to the context of high-value IT Services relationships, and through this 

exploration insight could also be used on a more general level.  

This study seeks to apply Social Capital Theory within the IT Services industry, specifically 

using Nahapiet and Ghoshal’s (1998) interpretation of social capital across three elements; 

structural capital – type and frequency of meetings, relational capital – levels of trust; and 

cognitive capital – homophily, shared vision, beliefs, and/or interests. However, there is a 

gap in the Social Capital Theory literature with regards to exploring the inputs that 

determine levels of relationship quality with clients in the services context. Appendix A 

summarises a review of Social Capital Theory literature and highlights a concentration in its 

application for analysing internal and intercompany relationships. This study applies Social 

Capital Theory to client relationships in the services sector (specifically, IT Services), where 

the actual end consumer of the service is the focal point of the study – where the literature 

has limited coverage. In additional to this, applying Nahapiet and Ghoshal’s (1998) specific 

interpretation, under the framework of structural, relational, and cognitive capital is also 

uncommon. Thus, this study seeks to determine the very specific and evident objective 

examples of social capital in these three areas within high quality business relationships. In 

addition, this will be applied in the context of high-value IT Services relationships, an area 

which is underdeveloped in the literature. This study therefore sets out to contribute to 

the filling of these gaps. 
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As part of the literature review, this study considers three extant relationship models which 

accentuate a story that the literature tells; in that service quality is a fundamental factor in 

driving overall relationship quality. Notably, this factor was present in all three models 

(Chenet et al. 2010; Mysen et al., 2012; Nyaga & Whipple, 2011). Thus, without delivering 

a good quality service there is limited chance of a meaningful relationship. This study seeks 

to reinforce this importance and better define specifically what is required to meet 

expectations of ‘service quality’ in high-value relationships in the context of the IT Services 

industry and provides contribution to theory in this space by going further to develop a 

conceptual framework. This framework explores all the contributing factors that determine 

relationship quality in high-value relationships in the context of the IT Services industry; 

thus, fulfilling Objective Three. 

1.5.2 Contribution to Practice 

From a practice perspective, there is huge value that this study can bring to the sales 

function in general, and specifically with high-value, long-term relationships in the context 

of the IT Services industry. Considering the Pareto principle (Khan & Ramzan, 2018), 80% 

of a company’s revenue comes from 20% of its client base. So, effective KAM of those high-

revenue generating accounts must be the priority of company leadership (Guesalaga et al., 

2018). As such, this study intends to highlight the concrete and tangible components that 

should and could be present with regards to building and maintaining solid and valuable 

relationships within these key accounts. With the advent of technology enabled customer 

relationship management products more insights are becoming available and these can be 

more effectively identified, monitored, and stored. This study will enable companies to 

have granular detail to apply more depth and breadth to the strategic approach to 

managing key relationships. The insights from this study will therefore act as a blueprint 

for ‘what good looks like’, allowing for successful monitoring and evaluation of key client 

relationships. 

1.6 Structure of this Thesis 

Chapter 2: A Critical Review of the Literature on Business Relationships. The first part of 

this chapter explores extant literature on the concept of relationship in business, and its 

maturity through to present day. This is followed by a review of extant literature on the 
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most relevant theories and models, and includes an explanation of the rationale around 

the choice of Social Capital Theory to underpin this study. The chapter also identifies gaps 

in the IT Services industry on relationship quality. 

Chapter 3: The IT Services Industry. This chapter reviews the global IT Services industry in 

three sections from the Services industry as a whole to the IT Services industry, and then 

the industry specifically within the context of the United Kingdom (UK).  

Chapter 4: Methodology. This chapter explains the approach and research methodology 

for this study where an interpretivist philosophy was applied to an inductive methodology. 

It outlines the process of data collection via a series of semi-structured telephone 

interviews with elite executives within the IT function and working at global corporations. 

The chapter also covers the thematic analysis of the data collected using Braun and Clarke’s 

(2006) method and NVivo software. 

Chapter 5: Findings. This chapter presents the findings, and they are presented in four 

themes, as follows: Theme 1 is interaction quality, Theme 2 is technical quality, Theme 3 is 

trust, and Theme 4 is outcome quality. The chapter finishes with a summary of the findings, 

including the key aspect of the emergence of six aspects of trust – as opposed to the three 

identified in Chapter 2.  

Chapter 6: Conclusion. This chapter discusses the findings and ultimately the value of this 

study. It begins with a review of the aims and objectives of the study, and the main section 

presents the findings and – in particular – what was new, confirmed, and contradicted. 

Finally, the contribution of the study is presented and this includes contribution to 

knowledge, management implications and limitations and further research.  

Chapter 7: Addendum. This chapter is an addendum to the original thesis and explores 

whether or not the process of building B2B relationships has been affected by the 

Coronavirus pandemic. The pandemic has fundamentally changed the way clients and 

vendors interact, and it was deemed appropriate to address this problem with a follow up 

study.  

Chapter 8: Professional Review & Development. This is a short chapter that captures the 

key areas that the researcher has developed over the course of this doctoral journey.   
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CHAPTER 2 

A CRITICAL REVIEW OF THE  

LITERATURE ON BUSINESS RELATIONSHIPS  

2.0 Introduction 

This chapter builds the foundation of this study by presenting and discussing the theoretical 

underpinnings that form the structure of developing quality business relationships. It is 

necessary as it sets forth the rationale by which the data were collected and analysed. This 

chapter is a review of the literature, examining the contributing components of a quality 

relationship within the IT Services context and is broken down into three parts. First is a 

definition of business relationships, and an overview of the types of business relationships. 

Second is a deeper analysis of the extant literature on relationships quality while third, the 

chapter reviews key relationship quality theories and models. It concludes with a summary 

of the findings and the gaps identified and sets out those which this study endeavours to 

contribute to the filling of.  

2.1 Definition of a Business Relationship 

Business relationships are connections made and maintained between stakeholders 

working together with the unified objective of doing business (Zaefarian et al., 2017). There 

are two broad categories, Business-to-Consumer, that is the relationship between a 

company and their end consumer, and B2B, which is the relationship between the company 

and another company that purchases from them (Jahromi et al., 2014). Over time the 

collaborating parties increase their cooperation, committing resources, absorbing new 

knowledge, and developing new methods to create better business relationships with ever 

improving business outcomes (Furlan et al., 2009). For this study, internal stakeholder 

relationships (Business-to-Employee), such as those with peers/co-workers and building 

relationships with other company departments (marketing/finance) are considered 

professional relationships rather that business relationships. This is because there is no 



10 

 

explicit exchange of money or ‘doing business’ between two separate entities in the spirit 

of a B2B exchange.  

From an external facing perspective, business relationships fall into two broad categories: 

1) existing/prospective clients (Mitrega et al., 2018) and 2) the partner ecosystem including 

suppliers, outsourced functions, intermediaries, and government agencies; essentially, any 

party not considered a client or a potential client (Skarmeas et al., 2018). From a partner 

ecosystem perspective, business relationships are essential to a company’s prosperity. 

Partner ecosystem relationships fundamentally offer access to (often specialised) 

resources and knowledge which allow the company to flourish without the necessity to 

grow organically (Zaefarian et al., 2011). Thus, they have the positive effect of reducing 

operating costs, increasing other company performance metrics, and supporting 

innovation activities as well as driving forward the research and development agenda (Fang 

et al., 2008; Muller & Zenker, 2001). So, considering that any given relationship is observed 

from both perspectives, one side of the relationship considers the buyer the client and for 

the buyer, they consider the relationship as part of their partner ecosystem; something 

that will help them service their clients better.  

In either partner ecosystem or existing/prospective client relationships, for a good business 

relationship to start and then thrive the parties need to have the opportunity to interact 

with one another (Griffith & Harvey, 2001b). The type and frequency of communication 

form the structure of the relationship, and understanding and measuring this specific 

element is termed structural capital. Structural capital is one of the three elements – the 

others being relational capital and cognitive capital – which are formed from Nahapiet and 

Ghoshal’s (1998) interpretation of Social Capital Theory. They defined structural capital as 

“who you reach and how you reach them” (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998, p. 251). So, it is 

communication which forms the structure to the relationship, and this can take place in 

the obvious ways such as telephone calls and conference calls as well as digitally via email 

and other forms of digital communication such as interacting within online forums 

(LinkedIn/blogs), webinars, chat/instant messenger, and text/WhatsApp messages.  

However, it can be argued that for relationships to truly flourish then there should be the 

opportunity to engage face-to-face. Mehrabian’s (2007) work confirmed his assertion that 
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only 7% of communication is verbal, the rest being body language (55%) and tone of voice 

(38%). While Mehrabian’s early work (in the 1960s) was conducted before the digital 

revolution, more recent studies such as that of Román and Martín (2008) report that an 

increase in face-to-face interactions have been shown to impact positively on sales volume 

as well as clients’ perceived value for money and service quality. Notably, with the advent 

of Computer Mediated Communication such as video conferencing, some of this is now 

possible remotely. This trend intensified during the Coronavirus pandemic, to the point 

where it is ubiquitous with face-to-face interactions (Gourlay, 2021). Indeed, these were 

designed to simulate some of what people share when they are in the same physical 

location; thus, arguably, their invention could be seen as a reflection of the importance of 

seeing someone even if you are not actually with them. Consequently, while it is not the 

same as being physically present, verbal and social cues can be sensed to some degree (Guo 

et al., 2009).  

However, physically meeting face-to-face remains the most important method of building 

business relationships, at least initially (Román & Martín 2008). This can be achieved in a 

formal setting, such as a business meeting or workshop, or more informal settings such as 

a coffee, lunch, or drinks. Of note is that impromptu discussions can be fruitful as well as 

organised opportunities (corporate hospitality) to interact, for example, inviting clients or 

prospective clients to attend a football or tennis match (at the vendor’s expense). Examples 

of digital interactions include email exchanges, text messaging, attending virtual meetings, 

and interacting over social media. Exploring which elements of structural capital (digital 

options versus in-person) contribute more to building relationship quality is one of the core 

foci of this study.  

All business relationships can be categorised into one of three types of relationship: 

transactional, facilitative, and integrative (Athanassopoulou, 2006; Ford et al., 2003), and 

these are discussed in turn. 

2.1.1 Transactional Relationships 

Transactional relationships can be considered as basic. They are used to conduct non-core 

‘transactional’ type activities such as technical, administrative, and marketing activities. In 

these relationships the supplier is undifferentiated from its competitors, and there is no 
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assimilation between the supplier solutions and what the customer takes to market. This 

type of relationship can be on a one-to-one level, for example, hiring IT staff through a 

recruitment agency (Athanassopoulou, 2006; Lind & Strömsten, 2006). In this example a 

company has a requirement for a type of resource, and they send that requirement to a set 

of individuals at a number of recruitment agencies. Following this, whichever person at a 

particular recruitment agency comes back with the best candidate would be the one 

chosen, and a pre-agreed commission would be paid to that particular recruitment agency. 

The relationship quality in this scenario is weak and transactional in nature, as articulated 

in the IT staff example; it remains on a one-to-one level between two individuals and does 

not transcend to an organisation-to-organisation (corporate) level. 

2.1.2 Facilitative Relationships 

Facilitative relationships involve the exchange and/or sharing of resources (tangible and 

intangible) as part of a tactical solution. As with transactional relationships there is still little 

differentiation between the supplier’s offerings; however, some efforts will have been 

made to work together to reduce the costs, risks, and other factors related to maintaining 

the business relationship. This type of relationship would likely involve knowing more 

people within the vendor organisation (Athanassopoulou, 2006; Lind & Strömsten, 2006). 

Thus, using the previous example a facilitative relationship might include working more 

closely with one particular recruitment agency. In return for agreeing more favourable 

commission terms that recruitment company could be given advanced visibility into the 

pipeline of requirements, and thus, a head start in relation to finding the right candidate.  

Such a relationship may involve creating and agreeing mutual contracts with more senior 

people from both sides having visibility and involvement in the relationship. Of note is that 

the revenue flowing to that particular recruitment agency would likely be higher than for a 

transactional relationship. The relationship quality in this scenario is stronger in 

comparison to the transactional relationships. Again, as articulated in the IT staff example, 

the relationships on a one-to-one level get stronger with more depth, and as more one-to-

one level relationships form it starts to transcend to an organisation-to-organisation 

(corporate) level. This involves a more formal and organised structure in relation to how 

the two organisations will work together. 
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2.1.3 Integrative Relationships 

Integrative relationships in business are those that involve strategic thinking, including 

influencing each other’s direction, where open two-way dialogue exists as part of the joint 

pursuit of continued success (Nyaga & Whipple, 2011). This is a collaborative relationship, 

where the supplier and customer solutions are designed to fit together to offer enhanced 

performance. This type of relationship is agreed at an organisation-to-organisation 

(corporate) level and while it will involve many individuals at various levels of seniority, 

there would be a strategic agreement and alignment in place (Athanassopoulou, 2006; Lind 

& Strömsten, 2006).  

Applying the same example as before to an integrative relationship, this could entail 

working closely at a strategic level to understand the flow of recruitment requirements, 

including the skillset and volume on a global level. If, for example, there is always a steady 

flow of similar requirements the recruitment company could then anticipate this and be 

already engaging with candidates, so they are able to fill these slots faster. As part of this 

the recruitment company and the client might jointly build tools and processes so they can 

understand each other more and work better together.  

The relationship quality in this scenario is strong at both levels in comparison to the 

previous two examples. At the one-to-one level, the quality of that individual relationship 

is much deeper and wider due the added complexities of the evolving relationship. While 

at a corporate, organisation-to-organisation level, there are more one-to-one relationships 

forming, and the two companies are working together in a much more strategic way. This 

is the essence of an integrative relationship.  

While there is merit in – and a place for – all three types of business relationship, the rich 

and complex relationships lie within the integrative relationship. This is the relationship 

pinnacle and one that organisations strive towards; the ‘trusted partnership relationship’ 

as opposed to the ‘client-vendor relationship’. As such, the successful relationship between 

an IT Services partner and a client would typically be expected to be an integrative one. 

Within this, where more complex the solutions are required and the higher value they have, 

there is also a view into the vendor organisation as a whole from a corporate perspective. 
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2.2 Definition of Relationship Quality 

Relationship quality was defined by Crosby et al. (1990, p. 3) as when “the customer is able 

to rely on the salesperson’s integrity and has confidence in the salesperson’s future 

performance because the level of past performance has been consistently satisfactory.” 

According to Smith (2008), relationship quality is a method to evaluate a business 

relationship. As such, it characterises the “overall calibre of relationship ties and their 

overall impact on outcomes” (Palmatier, 2008, p. 85) and describes the “depth and climate 

of interfirm relationships” (Johnson, 1999, p. 6). Thus, relationship quality is “an indicator 

of the health and wellbeing” of relationships (Crosby et al., 1990, p. 76).  

These quotes span two decades, but each relates specifically to the quality of the 

relationship with similar words and phrases such as ‘integrity’, ‘calibre of relationships’, 

and ‘relationship ties’ being used. However, defining relationship quality further into its 

component parts is a complex endeavour. This in itself demonstrates the richness of the 

subject matter, and it provides a wide array of meanings in relation to relationship quality; 

a definition by consensus hard to agree.  

In an effort to establish the core dimensions of measurement for relationship quality, Jiang 

et al. (2016) undertook a literature review of relationship quality. As part of this, 36 studies 

were analysed from between 1999 and 2014. They found 23 different dimensions listed 

within the 36 articles, such as communication, cooperation, fairness, minimal opportunism, 

and information sharing. However, the top three were trust (in 30 of 36 articles), 

commitment (23 of 36 articles), and customer satisfaction (20 of 36 articles). In fourth place 

was communication with only five articles. See Table 2.1 on the following two pages. 

Jiang et al.’s (2016) review therefore highlighted the three most common elements of 

relationship quality as trust, commitment, and satisfaction and use of these three elements 

alone is supported in the literature (Papista & Dimitriadis, 2012). However, trust, 

commitment, and satisfaction are still very abstract words which warrant further 

understanding, and each of these has to be considered from two aspects: 1) the one-to-

one, individual relationship aspect, and 2) at an organisation or corporate level.  
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Table 2.1 Analysis of the literature definition of relationship quality 

Number of times 

mentioned 

Dimension Article 

23 Commitment  Caceres and Paparoidamis (2007); De Wulf et al. (2001); Dorsch et al. (1998); Farrelly and Quester (2005); Hennig-

Thurau (2000); Hewett et al. (2002); Hibbard et al. (2001); Ivens and Pardo (2007); Johnson et al. (2004); Kumar et 

al. (1995); Lahiri and Kedia (2011); Monroy and Alzola (2005); Ndubisi (2014); Palmatier et al. (2006); Phan et al. 

(2005); Rauyruen and Miller (2006); Roberts et al. (2003); Skarmeas et al. (2018); Smith (2008); Song et al. (2012); 

Ulaga and Eggert (2006); Van Bruggen et al. (2005); Walter et al. (2003) 

30 Trust Bejou et al. (1996); Caceres and Paparoidamis (2007); Cater and Cater (2010); Crosby et al. (1990); De Wulf et al. 

(2001); Dorsch et al. (1998); Farrelly and Quester (2005); Fynes et al. (2008); Hennig-Thurau (2000); Hewett et al. 

(2002); Hibbard et al. (2001); Ivens and Pardo (2007); Johnson (1999); Johnson et al. (2004); Kumar et al. (1995); 

Leuthesser (1997); Monroy and Alzola (2005); Ndubisi (2014); Palmatier et al. (2006); Phan et al. (2005); Rauyruen 

and Miller (2006); Roberts et al. (2003); Skarmeas et al. (2018); Smith (2008); Song et al. (2012); Sriram and Stump 

(2004); Ulaga and Eggert (2006); Van Bruggen et al. (2005); Walter et al. (2003) 
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Table 2.1 (cont.) Analysis of the literature definition of relationship quality 

Number of times 

mentioned 

Dimension Article 

20 Satisfaction Bejou et al. (1996); Caceres and Paparoidamis (2007); Crosby et al. (1990); De Wulf 

et al. (2001); Dorsch et al. (1998); Farrelly and Quester (2005); Ivens and Pardo 

(2007); Lages et al. (2005); Leuthesser (1997); Ndubisi (2014); Palmatier et al. 

(2006); Phan et al. (2005); Rauyruen and Miller (2006); Roberts et al. (2003); 

Skarmeas et al. (2018); Smith (2008); Ulaga and Eggert (2006); Van Bruggen et al. 

(2005); Walter et al. (2003) 

Five or less Communication, Fairness, Overall quality, 

Affective conflict Information sharing, 

Coordination, Non-opportunistic behaviour, 

Understanding, Willing to invest, Expectation 

of continuity, Customer orientation, Ethical 

profile, Adaptation, Stability, Rationalism, 

Joint problem solving, Minimal conflict, 

and/or Knowledge transfer 

Auh and Shih (2005); Cater and Cater (2010); Dorsch et al. (1998); Fynes et al. 

(2008); Hennig-Thurau (2000); Johnson (1999); Johnson et al. (2004); Lages et al. 

(2005); Lahiri and Kedia (2011); Lai et al. (2008); Lee (2001); Monroy and Alzola 

(2005); Phan et al. (2005); Rauyruen and Miller (2006); Roberts et al. (2003); Song 

et al. (2012); Sriram and Stump (2004); Van Bruggen et al. (2005); 

Source: Adapted from Jiang et al. (2016)
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These will each be considered in turn, beginning with commitment. Once commitment to 

a relationship has been established, trust can be built (noting that an initial level of trust is 

required in order to commit) and therefore, this will be considered second. Finally, the third 

element, that of satisfaction, will be explored as this is considered to require a degree of 

action within the relationship to have taken place i.e., something to have been completed 

which can then be determined to be satisfactory or not. 

2.2.1 Commitment 

The first element (piece) contributing to relationship quality is commitment. This asserts 

that substantial efforts are made to maintain the relationship, either by one or both parties 

(Ng, 2015). In addition, it is under the belief that it is in the long-term interests of the 

committed party to continue the relationship. In the IT Services context this can be 

measured by the interactions between client and vendor, and the time the vendor and 

client are prepared to invest into the relationship. Such efforts could be invested via 

meetings, joint investments of time, or financial investment in a joint innovation fund; and 

may result in customised solutions. Assessing the type and frequency of interactions 

between parties and understanding the dynamic is termed contact intensity by Lin (2013), 

and refers to the frequency of communication (either face-to-face or by other means).  

A similar meaning was earlier used by Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) with the term structural 

capital forming part of their definition of Social Capital Theory, and this relates to the type 

and frequency of communication on an individual and at an organisational level. Notably, 

there is no inference made on the sentiment of these communications in that structural 

capital only captures and considered the tangible fact that there was communication i.e., 

there were meetings and/or there were phone calls and emails. However, the ability to 

measure the type and intensity of the communication is an important factor to track the 

development of relationship quality, and these interactions form the structure to the 

relationship. This is because when communication is effective it demonstrates 

commitment to the relationship (Crosby et al., 1990; Watson et al., 2015).  

As introduced in Section 2.1, integrative relationships, in particular, evolve on both an 

individual, one-to-one level and at a corporate, organisation-to-organisation level. A clear 

way to document commitment is to objectively evaluate the investment of time and money 
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in the relationship (Ng, 2015). At an individual level, the amount of time two individuals 

spend interacting through both physical (face-to-face interactions) and digital (emails, texts 

and phone calls) means can be evaluated. At a corporate level, these one-to-one 

interactions can be aggregated up to compare all one-to-one relationships between the 

two organisations; thereby, giving a map of all existing relationships and the interactions 

between them. Layered on at a corporate level is the financial investment in the 

relationship, in the form of joint innovation funds and other such investments. Nahapiet 

and Ghoshal’s (1998) term, structural capital, is used to capture this. 

2.2.2 Trust 

Trust is the second piece and comes in the form of interactions after there is commitment 

to the relationship. These interactions are opportunities to build trust, but this again should 

be considered at both an individual level and corporate level.  

2.2.2.1 Trust at an Individual Level 

Trust is in essence making oneself vulnerable to the party you trust (Huurne et al., 2017). 

The concept of trust links to notions of credibility and benevolence (Mercier & Deslandes, 

2020), and the engendering of trust is considered to reduce uncertainty and foster 

opportunism, openness, and shared goals (Corsten & Kumar, 2005). Thus, trust is a key 

factor in relationship success and levels of trust are shown to be higher in better quality 

relationships; this in turn leads to enhanced mutual disclosure (Ngoma, 2016). So, how a 

vendor organisation builds trust with its client organisation is fundamental to its success, 

as high levels of trust reduce the risks associated with the relationship and elevate the 

relationship towards a more ‘trusted partner’ status (Palmatier et al., 2006). However, 

identifying the factors that contribute to trust has long been debated, with anywhere 

between one factor (Strickland, 1958) and 10 factors (Butler Jr., 1991) being suggested. In 

terms of Social Capital Theory, one of its elements is relational capital which captures the 

level of trust that exists between two parties. This is “the kind of personal relationships 

people have developed with each other through a history of interactions” and “trust, 

obligation, and identification present between actors in a relationship” (Nahapiet & 

Ghoshal, 1998, p. 251).  



19 

 

Mayer et al. (1995) argued that across the literature three factors were most common in 

relation to trust: ability, integrity, and benevolence, and this was also supported by others 

(e.g., Brockner et al., 1997; Davis et al., 2000; Robinson, 1996). First, ability has been 

defined as “that group of skills and attributes which enables a party to have influence 

within some specific situation” (Davis et al., 2000, p. 4). Thus, the trustor must believe that 

the trustee has a special ability or competence. In the context of IT Services, this is linked 

to demonstrating a true knowledge of a domain, a client, or an industry as well as 

experience at both individual and company level. At an organisational level, this links with 

organisational capabilities and service quality.  

Second, integrity is a demonstration of honesty and fairness (Davis et al., 2000). In the 

context of IT Services at an organisational level, this can be linked to price satisfaction and 

being transparent about organisational capabilities and service quality while at an 

individual level it can be linked to punctuality and doing what is agreed. Third, benevolence 

is having the intention to do good, and to have the interests of the other party at heart. As 

such, it is when one is concerned about the other party’s needs and desires (Whitener et 

al., 1998). In the context of the IT Services industry, this relates to genuinely caring about 

the project outcomes and being invested emotionally. In particular, being concerned about 

the impacts of a good or bad outcome and then incorporating this into one’s attitude and 

demeanour. 

There is an alternative mechanism to defining trust beyond the above definitions of ability, 

integrity, and benevolence. This is termed The Trust Equation and was developed by David 

Maister and Charles H. Green (Maister & Green, 2000). For more than 20 years they have 

been working in the field of corporate trust and have published a number of bestselling 

books, including The Trusted Advisor (Maister et al., 2000) and The Trusted Advisor Field 

book (C. H. Green & Howe, 2012). Their Trust Equation is as follows: 

Credibility + Reliability + Intimacy  

Self-Orientation 

Within the equation, credibility is the person’s content and experience plus how they look, 

act, and respond while reliability relates to their consistency and doing what is expected 

and promised. In addition, intimacy is about having an open and honest dialogue and 



20 

 

includes the person from the vendor side being able to discuss something that might be 

troubling or an issue, and not to leave it unaddressed. These are each subjectively scored 

out of 10 by the client as to how they perceive the vendor individual. The total number is 

then divided by the score (also out of 10) for self-orientation, which is whether the vendor 

person is focused on themselves (high self-orientation) or the client (low self-orientation). 

So, a higher final number equates to a greater degree of trust (Maister & Green, 2000). The 

concept of customer orientation can be measured in more depth with the SOCO Scale (Saxe 

& Weitz, 1982), which is a measure of the customer orientation of salespeople. There is 

some overlap between the definitions of ability, integrity, and benevolence with the Trust 

Equation. As such, credibility maps with ability, reliability maps with integrity, and there is 

some overlap between intimacy and self-orientation, and benevolence.  

2.2.2.2 Trust at a Corporate Level 

This section reviews the factors that contribute to building trust at a corporate level. It is 

important to highlight the distinction between the relationship a person on the client side 

has with a vendor at an individual, one-to-one level, and the perception that same client-

side person has of the vendor organisation as a whole, at a corporate level. An integrative 

business relationship is a relationship at an organisation-to-organisation level.  

Trusting an organisation is complicated, with Sloyan and Ludema (2010) stating there are 

four elements. First, trust in the organisation as a whole, but then also in the leadership 

(the second element), the process (the third element), and finally the outcome (the fourth 

element). According to Sykes (2019), the more an individual trusts a company the more 

comfortable they are to share personal information. So, this study argues that the person 

on the client side must be comfortable with the vendor organisation as a whole as well as 

at an individual level with the people they interact with. The added layer of complexity is 

that there are multiple people on the client side that need to have this comfort with 

multiple people on the vendor side, and all these people should be comfortable with the 

vendor organisation as whole. 

In the IT Services context of a large USD 100 million annual revenue client, there could be 

over 1,000 people deployed and working full-time from the vendor organisation (USD 100 

million/USD 92,000 average revenue per employee = 1,087 people). These 1,000+ people 
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will be working with many client stakeholders, creating a complex relationships web which 

is all managed under a typical account management model. The overall relationship is 

therefore dependent on the vendor’s ability to execute delivery of the types of services the 

client buys. These could be one or a combination of service lines such as Business Process 

Outsourcing (BPO), IT consulting and strategy, implementing new systems or products, 

designing and developing software, software testing, technology architecture, application 

maintenance and support, managing infrastructure estates, and IT help desks.  

As was established earlier in this section the literature definition of trust is ability, integrity, 

and benevolence. The following discusses three prominent examples of how trust can 

manifest itself at a corporate level. Each has its own measure and needs to function 

effectively (Töytäri & Rajala, 2015). These are organisational capabilities, price satisfaction, 

and service quality. 

A. Organisational Capabilities  

Organisational capabilities can be defined as the vendor organisation’s ability to 

demonstrate they have the skills, knowhow, experience, capabilities, and previous track 

record to give the client the confidence that they can do the job. This is usually ascertained 

prior to a client agreeing to a specific project because they want to understand the vendor’s 

experience with similar work. So this is at a credentials level, with the vendor organisation 

showcasing what they have done with other clients (Lee, 2001). In terms of evaluating an 

organisation’s capability, this can be done in two ways. First is the skills, knowledge, 

experience, and knowhow derived from its people, while second is the same but applied to 

the organisation’s systems and processes, and its ability to ‘relearn’ and adapt to new 

challenges (Lee, 2001). An organisation’s capability is a differentiator and thus a ‘value add’ 

to clients (Töytäri & Rajala, 2015).  

In the context of the IT Services industry, organisational capabilities refer specifically to the 

ability of the partner to deliver to the client requirements, whatever they may be. The 

vendor organisation must have a credible level of resources, experience, and capabilities 

to successfully convince the client initially, and then to be able to go on and successfully 

complete the project. The vendor might excel at one thing and be delivering an outstanding 

level of service; however, they must instil confidence in the client that they are capable of 



22 

 

delivering to the scope of each project. In addition, the vendor must also be able to adapt 

to the changing market and client conditions (Chung et al., 2016).  

One example could be an IT Services company bidding for a human resources 

transformation project. The client is a UK bank that has selected an Oracle Human Capital 

Management (HCM) cloud solution and now they need it implementing, so they are 

accepting proposals from IT Services vendors. In order for an IT Services company to 

present themselves as having the necessary organisational capabilities, they need to show 

the following, with the more comprehensive they are the stronger the capabilities are: First 

are credentials, their experience implementing HCM solutions or HCM solutions deployed 

in the cloud, or better still the specific Oracle HCM product the client has already bought. 

Specifically, does the IT Services company have experience implementing this within a 

similar sized company of any sector, or a bank, or a similar sized bank, or a similar sized UK 

bank? Second is capabilities, so the question would be who from the IT Services company 

will implement this project? In considering this there needs to be a strong project and 

delivery team that have done this before (either with the IT Services company or with 

another company), and who can stand in front of the client and give them the confidence 

that they will make this project a success. 

B. Price Satisfaction  

Price satisfaction can be defined as the client being comfortable that they are getting value 

for money with the price they are paying. This encapsulates all aspects of cost to the client, 

including the project/delivery risks and costs of buying the solution (Matzler et al., 2007). 

While other factors can be more important than the price paid (Ulaga & Eggert, 2006), price 

satisfaction from the client must be a prerequisite to a successful business relationship 

(Mutonyi et al., 2016). Matzler et al. created a model consisting of the various components 

that culminate in price satisfaction, namely price transparency, the price-quality ratio, 

relative price, price confidence, price reliability, and price fairness. Combined, these 

elements are the determinants of price satisfaction and should be measured continuously. 

This section will not consider the complexities of pricing strategies or the pros and cons of 

the various commercial models; to name but a few, time and material, subscription pricing, 

pay as you go, gain share model, fixed price, and outcome based pricing. This is because in 
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the context of IT Services these might form a mechanism to achieve price satisfaction. 

However, this section serves to highlight that price satisfaction – at an aggregate level and 

in whatever form it takes – is an imperative part of building a solid and successful 

integrative business relationship (Boniface et al., 2010). Price satisfaction is therefore also 

a positive input into levels of trust (Munnukka, 2008; Mutonyi et al., 2016). Continuing the 

previous example, the UK bank will consider the price within each of the proposals and take 

all things into consideration. This includes the credentials, capabilities, and experience of 

the individuals who will deliver the project, and the assurances and other commercial 

considerations. The client therefore needs to be comfortable that the price is fair, and that 

they are not paying more than is necessary.  

C. Service Quality 

Service quality is defined as the quality of what is delivered to the client. Whereas 

organisational capabilities are examples of what has been done elsewhere and is not 

specifically about the quality of what was delivered, service quality is the quality of the 

work and the output that is delivered and personally experienced by the client (Giovanis et 

al., 2015). Therefore, when it is of high quality the client will trust the vendor at an 

organisational level. According to Chai et al. (2015) and Crosby et al. (1990), the quality of 

the service being delivered is the bedrock of any successful business relationship. As such, 

when quality of service is consistently high this creates a perception of integrity, 

benevolence, reliability, and responsiveness (Moorman et al., 1992; Watson et al., 2015).  

These are all inputs into building customer loyalty (Kaura et al., 2015) and most 

importantly, trust (Hashim & Tan, 2015; Morgan & Hunt, 1994). In addition, superior quality 

of service is one of the main elements to drive word of mouth recommendations (Gray, 

2006). Accordingly, one of the pinnacles of a successful business relationship is when the 

client acknowledges they get a service that is not easily replaceable (Homburg et al., 2005). 

This cohesiveness leads to customer loyalty and trust and becomes a significant point of 

differentiation. Continuing the HCM example, in relation to service quality there are a 

number of ways this could be corroborated. First, prior to working with this vendor this 

could be by seeking references from clients where similar work had been conducted, to get 

their feedback on the quality of the service delivered. There might also be individuals within 
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the client company who have worked with the vendor in the past (not at their current 

company) who can share their experiences of the quality of service received. Another way 

could be the first-hand service quality experience; thus, if this vendor is currently working 

for the client in another capacity the quality of their service could be verified. Finally, 

service quality is something that is ongoing, so if this project is won by the vendor then the 

quality of the service that is actually delivered will be evaluated. This is in effect what the 

client has bought, and they want high-quality implementation of the HCM product. If this 

happens then all of the benefits around this, namely integrity, benevolence, reliability, 

responsiveness, customer loyalty, and trust (as described above) begin to solidify. 

So, from the literature trust, commitment, and customer satisfaction have been identified 

as being the contributing elements of relationship quality. This is from an individual (one-

to-one) level, but completing the picture of trust and what constitutes an integrative 

business relationship are the additional three pieces which are achieved at an 

organisational level. These are 1) demonstrating organisational capabilities, 2) price 

satisfaction, and 3) service quality. When these three are achieved the outcomes are 

integrity, benevolence, reliability, and of course trust at an organisational level.  

2.2.3 Satisfaction 

Customer satisfaction is the third part in the definition of relationship quality. It is 

multifaceted but on balance can be defined as the client being satisfied with the vendor 

(Williams et al., 2015). This specifically relates to aspects such as being confident in the 

vendor’s organisational capabilities, and being satisfied with the proposal and the quality 

of the service being received (Töytäri & Rajala, 2015). However, for this to be 

communicated there needs to be openness, honesty, and transparency with regards to 

performance and expectations. For example, when a client shares personal feelings such 

as doubts, worries, and concerns relating to the vendor’s proposal regarding ongoing 

service (Hwang et al., 2013). This is called mutual disclosure and is fundamental to building 

and maintaining successful business relationships. This feedback loop is needed to 

generate good levels of customer satisfaction which lead to lower levels of doubt and a 

lower risk of switching. Thus, customer satisfaction leads to the pursuit of common goals 

and closer ties (Ulaga & Eggert, 2006).  
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Nonetheless, clients being willing to share these aspects requires them to be comfortable 

doing so. A study of interdepartmental communication stated that two thirds of finance 

directors cite clash of personalities as a factor preventing the optimal operating 

performance of their organisation (VB Media, 2007). So, the concept of aligned 

personalities (or getting along with one another) is something that needs to be considered. 

Within the Social Capital Theory framework, structural capital has already been established 

as the type and frequency of meetings, and relational capital as the trust within the 

relationships. However, there is a third element called cognitive capital, which is defined 

as “shared representations, interpretations, and systems of meaning among parties” 

(Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998, p. 251). At an individual level this identifies shared interests 

and shared ways of thinking and thus, to some degree, fits here and would help explain 

how and why individuals ‘get along with one another’. When applying this at a corporate 

level it moves beyond being comfortable enough to share feedback, to the actual customer 

satisfaction with the vendor based on their output. 

2.3 Relationship Quality Benefits 

High levels of relationship quality have been linked to many positive outcomes such as 

better customer loyalty and higher levels of client satisfaction (Auh & Shih, 2005; De Wulf 

et al., 2001). Accordingly, good relationship quality is linked to better customer retention 

(Joseph & Unnikrishnan, 2016) as well as higher sales, greater market share, and increased 

profits (Williams et al., 2015). As such, the relationship literature views the level of 

relationship quality as an important factor in determining the longevity and intensity of a 

business relationship (Hennig-Thurau, 2000). Furthermore, the literature also links 

relationship quality to client performance (Hewett et al., 2002).  

There are many benefits of high quality relationships. These include lower costs to services 

as there are lower sales and marketing overheads, resulting in more predictable revenues 

as well as an increased probability of clients buying additional solutions compared to 

prospects (Rauyruen & Miller, 2006). Of note is that Bolton and Myers (2003) found that 

successful business relationships are linked to the client’s propensity to pay more, as they 

perceive the superior solution they receive to be a differentiator. Other examples include 

shorter processing cycles, higher quality sales, and more reliable solutions (Krause et al., 
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1998). This sense of having a differentiated solution – something that is not available from 

the competition – also means the clients are more likely to be loyal and committed, and to 

have increased levels of trust (Chan Kim & Mauborgne, 2005). As discussed, trust being 

created is a fundamental component of relationship quality and is perhaps one of the most 

important (Cannon & Homburg, 2001). As part of this, trust is linked to reliability and 

integrity (Chenet et al., 2010).  

Identifying the specific indicators that define a good quality business relationship will help 

to get a better perspective on what tangible objective outputs define a successful 

integrative business relationship. These will be reviewed from two perspectives; one that 

the vendor experiences and one that the client experiences. From the vendor side, a 

successful client relationship can manifest itself in several ways. First, it is widely accepted 

that if the revenue of the vendor is growing from a particular client then this is a solid 

indication that the relationship is successful (Chenet et al., 2010; Mysen et al., 2012). 

Second, if the vendor is growing their portfolio of business into different parts of the 

organisation, and if there is a marked progression in the complexity of the work being 

assigned to the vendor, this is an acknowledgement of trust to deliver successfully on riskier 

and more critical engagements (Fynes et al., 2008). Third, the length of the relationship is 

an indication that the client is happy with the work the vendor is delivering (Nyaga & 

Whipple, 2011). Similarly, fourth, whether the vendor organisation has won any awards or 

accolades for their work with the client (Boulding et al., 1993; Fynes et al., 2008). These 

satisfied clients are often the bellwether, giving client references and spreading positivity 

via word-of-mouth (Oluwafemi & Dastane, 2016).  

From the client’s perspective the clearest measure of a successful and valued business 

relationship is when an IT Services vendor’s solutions can be directly linked to a client’s 

increased business and operational performance (Fynes et al., 2008), and an improved 

market and financial performance (Autry et al., 2008). These increase shareholder value 

and profits which is the ultimate objective of any publicly traded company (Coughlan, 

2006). In line with this, Narasimhan and Jayaram (1998) found a link between relationship 

quality and superior operational performance; delivering benefits such as shorter product 

delivery cycles, increased reliability, and higher quality output (Chavez et al., 2015). This 

was all as part of an integrative business relationship. Thus, having stronger and more 
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committed relationships with suppliers has been shown to provide a competitive 

advantage (Cegliński, 2016; McEvily et al., 2000), allowing for better knowledge sharing and 

collaboration and providing increased business and operational performance (Prajogo et 

al., 2012; Tan et al., 2002). 

2.4 A Literature Review of IT Services: Why Relationship Quality is Important  

So far in this chapter the different types of business relationships have been introduced, 

and the definition of relationship quality has been discussed (commitment, trust, and 

satisfaction) along with the benefits of successful business relationships. While the IT 

Services industry will be discussed in detail in the proceeding chapter (Chapter 3), this 

section will discuss what has been raised thus far in this literature review chapter and 

validate it the context of IT Services.  

Successful relationships in the IT Services context do align to the integrative relationship 

definition, in that successful business relationships in the IT Services context are built over 

the long term with a partnership type of relationship rather than being transactional in 

nature (Håkansson & Gadde, 2018). As discussed earlier in this chapter, the definition of 

relationship quality is trust, commitment, and satisfaction. The IT Services literature 

supports this definition in the IT Services context (Biswas, 2016; J. Park et al., 2012) and as 

per Jiang et al. (2016), also support the notion of relationships in the IT Services context 

being built on an individual and corporate level.  

However, the key question that remains in the context of IT Services is ‘what is a successful 

business relationship?’ Historically, this has been a difficult question to answer objectively 

(Sombultawee & Pasunon, 2021) and the term ‘success’ can be defined in various ways by 

different members of the same client organisation for the same project (Ambrose et al., 

2010). A power balance in favour of the client has always been present in the IT Services 

industry (Nyaga et al., 2010), Building on this power balance, clients of IT Services firms 

been never been more informed than they are today (L. Han, 2016; Sayed & Sayed, 2020), 

so that shift of power is increasing further in the favour of the client.  

Nowadays, the client is more sophisticated and more demanding, with access to more 

information such as pricing, competitor data, and product intelligence. This change is 
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possible largely due to the ease of access to information (Gupta, 2019). As a result, clients 

are now able to better educate themselves through desktop research, leading to them 

becoming more informed and knowledgeable and resulting in clients being in a greater 

position of power; thus, making more effective purchasing decisions (X. Zhang et al., 2010). 

Consequently, as clients are becoming more informed than ever the quality of the 

relationship becomes ever more important, and the services sector has the added 

complexity of being more difficult to build brand awareness and brand loyalty (Thomas, 

2020).  

As discussed earlier, some examples of building trust at a corporate level are the vendor’s 

organisational capabilities, demonstrating price satisfaction, and service quality. These 

were also discussed within the IT Services context, with the link between relationship 

quality and the vendor’s organisational capabilities (Rungsithong et al., 2017), price 

satisfaction (Sombultawee & Pasunon, 2021), and the consistency of the service being 

delivered (Graca et al., 2015) all being highlighted as being fundamental to relationship 

success. Additional elements highlighted as vendor attributes important for long-term 

relationships – and thus can support this research further – were helpfulness, friendliness, 

flexibility, and uniqueness (Sombultawee & Pasunon, 2021).  

Exploring the construct of IT Services relationships further, as per two leading IT Services 

annual reports, (Infosys, 2020; TCS 2020) and as discussed more in Section 3.3, the number 

of client relationships generating annual revenue within USD 50 to 99 million and USD over 

100 million have been increasing over the past five years. So, within a typical global IT 

Services company there may be more and more larger clients to manage, and this makes 

visibility into relationship quality more critical since the impact of failed relationships is 

more financially significant.  

Considering the significance of these relationships in the context of an integrative business 

relationship – and in particular in the context of the IT Services industry – leads to the 

marketing concept of ‘Service Dominant Logic (SDL)’. This presents the importance of co-

creating solutions to solve client problems, avoiding the notion from the vendor’s 

perspective to simply ‘sell their products’. It has gone on to become the 21st century’s most 

sited concept for marketing theory (Lusch & Schmidtz, 2017). While the exchange between 
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vendor and client may contain physical goods, SDL suggests that service is the basis of 

exchange and regardless of whether goods are included or not, in fact all exchanges are 

exchanges of service (Yar Hamidi & Machold, 2020). As has already been discussed within 

this chapter, business value (in whatever form it takes) needs be recognised by the client 

for a high quality B2B relationships to prosper, and this is the underlying principle of SDL as 

originally presented by Vargo and Lusch (2004).  

Taking the application of SDL within the IT Services context, there is a direct match to the 

underlying value proposition of an IT Services company, which is that they can provide the 

same or better output for a cheaper cost compared to what it would cost the client to do 

it themselves. In the SDL context, increased effectiveness of the client’s IT function is 

dependent on both parties creating value for one another (Winkler & Wulf, 2020). 

Considering how IT Services companies manage key accounts, this highlights how 

important it is that relationship quality is successful by effectively engaging with the key 

decision maker landscape on the client side; understanding their priorities and being in a 

position to cocreate solutions that deliver value to the client. Only when this is 

done will it enable value to be clearer and better articulated (Yar Hamidi & Machold, 2020).  

Thus, if Account Manager A from Vendor A does not have a good quality relationship with 

Buyer A at Client A, this could be the root cause of a problem that is compounded as each 

view widens. Considering Figure 2.1 on the following page, if Account Manager A reports 

that the relationship is good with Buyer A, the perspective on the label ‘good’ is likely 

subjective and grounded in anecdotal evidence. Furthermore, even if it could be accepted 

(even subjectively) that the relationship is good (or indeed bad), it is difficult to explain why 

or where the weaknesses reside. These types of relationship issues would impact the 

opportunity to cocreate and to deliver value to the client.  
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Figure 2.1 Illustrative IT Services client portfolio 

 

Source: The Author 

View 2 illustrates the other relationships that Account Manager A holds, and while we can 

assume Account Manager A can contrast and potentially rank the quality of one 

relationship against another, it is also subjective and anecdotal. Therefore, it is difficult for 

management to identify weak relationships or lack of information flow on an aggregate 

level. The problem is further exacerbated when we extrapolate this to Manager A in View 

3. Conceding that Manager A recognises that the quality of relationships is linked to 

sustained revenue from Client A, Manager A must be acutely aware of where relationships 

are good, and perhaps more importantly where the relationships are bad. Considering that 

the data points are based on subjective evidence, and in the View 3 example sourced from 

two people (Account Manager A and B), it is hard for Manager A to effectively evaluate the 

relationship quality levels across one client. The final View 4, from the Portfolio Manager 

A, further highlights the impracticality of the task for a perspective across a portfolio of 

clients. There could be various clients, each generating different levels of revenue with 

different programmes running within each client, and there might also be a different 

number of salespeople working for each client. So, this is a complex web of relationships 

to understand and explain. 

This study seeks to explore the key components that define a good quality business 

relationship in the context of the IT Services industry, and to develop a conceptual 

framework to explore the contributing factors that determine B2B relationship quality; 

thus, looking to offer a solution to this current problem. 
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2.5 Relationship Quality Theories 

Having gained an understanding of the problem this study seeks to address this section 

brings the existing theories and models into view. As part of this it is important to 

understand what frameworks are available within the literature and then which ones are 

most suitable to be used for this study. This section therefore comprises two parts. The first 

part introduces three of the key relationship quality theories: Social Network Theory, Social 

Exchange Theory, and Social Capital Theory, where each theory views relationship quality 

through a different lens. The second part (covered in Section 2.6) then examines three 

relationship quality models, those of Mysen et al. (2012), Nyaga and Whipple (2011), and 

Chenet et al. (2010). 

2.5.1 Social Network Theory 

The first theory to be explored is Social Network Theory. A high-level review of the 

literature of Social Network Theory via an EBSCO Information Services search for academic 

articles with ’social network theory’ in the abstract resulted in 1,463 articles between 

January 1991 and October 2021. Within this period, between January 1991 and December 

2000 there were 48 articles, between January 2001 and December 2010 there were 328 

articles, and between January 2011 and December 2020 there were 1,087 articles. The data 

clearly show a huge increase in the popularity of social network analysis in recent years – 

which is in line with the commentary from within the literature review – and its relevance 

within this study.  

Social Network Theory seeks to understand patterns of relationships between parties, 

either on an individual level or organisation level. It examines the intricacies of resource 

exchange and flow and also seeks to illustrate and explain clusters of relationships. In terms 

of the resources such relationships are developed to supply/procure, these could include 

tangible items such as goods and services as well as intangible items such as information 

and empathy (Haythornthwaite, 1996; Wasserman & Faust, 1994). Applying Social Network 

Theory specifically in the case of assessing the quality of business relationships between IT 

Services vendors and clients, this theory provides a holistic view as to how individuals that 

form part of this complete network are connected as well as the depth of the connections.  
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While the first scholar credited with looking at society in terms of interconnections can be 

found in the work of August Comte around the 1850s (Friemel, 2007), the origins of social 

network analysis are generally traced to the 1920s and the work of Jacob Moreno (Moreno, 

1934). Moreno is credited as first introducing the concept of sociometry and also defined 

much of the initial terminology still used today (Haythornthwaite, 1996; Moreno, 1961) 

with his then graduate student, Helen Jennings (Freeman, 2004).  

However, social network analysis was not established as a bona fide theory within 

academia until the latter part of the 20th century. This is in a great part thanks to Harrison 

White, who brought together various fields with an interest in social network analysis 

(Friemel, 2007). Many also credit its leap into the mainstream to the advent of 

technological tools that permitted the ingestion and visualisation of social network data 

(Pinho & Pinheiro, 2015). This occurred at the turn of the millennia, and since then with 

platforms such as LinkedIn and Facebook the concept of social networks has become 

engrained in our lives (Dabbèchi et al., 2017). Notably, where there are relationships and 

connections there is the opportunity to conduct social network analysis. This could be 

children interacting in the playground (Oldenburg et al., 2018), the spread of disease 

among animals (Marquetoux et al., 2016), friendships forming at university (McFaul, 2016), 

or business relationships between suppliers and customers (Zuo et al., 2016).  

The visualisation of a network is referred to as a sociogram (Moreno, 1961), which are 

usually constructed with ‘lines’ connecting ‘dots’. The dots represent an individual 

relationship entity (this could be an individual or a company or another form of entity) and 

each dot is referred to as a ‘node’ (Ghani, 2013). Nodes can be one of two types. First, 

unimodal, meaning all the entities are the same type such as all employees of the same 

company. Second, multi-modal, which means there are multiple ways in which the nodes 

are connected (see Figure 2.2 on the following page).  
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Figure 2.2 Illustration of the components of Social Network Theory

 

Source: The Author  

The means by which nodes are connected are the lines, and these are referred to as ‘edges’ 

or ‘ties’. These can also be one of two types (J. Zhang et al., 2016). First, undirected, 

meaning there is no directional flow denoted for the relationship – it simply signifies that 

there is a connection. Second, directed, which allows the flow of a relationship to be 

illustrated, for example, in Twitter parlance ‘who is “following” who’. The width of the ties 

(lines) between nodes is called tie strength and represents the depth or strength of the 

relationship. There can be a key to explain the width as part of the sociography graph with 

aspects such as emotional connection, levels of reciprocity, and type/frequency of 

interactions driving the edge width (Brashears & Quintane, 2018). 

In some respects, the width of the line represents the quality of the relationship, which in 

essence is the focus of this study. Analysis of these nodes and ties or edges provides insights 

into the social network and there are many interpretations that can be drawn (Otte & 

Ronald, 2002). According to Burt (2004), a ‘structural hole’ is the absence of ties between 

two networks, so there is no means for two networks to connect. However, a tie that 

connects two nodes from two otherwise unconnected networks is called a ‘bridge’. The 

node managing the bridge is in the advantageous position of being the only one having a 

view into both networks and thus, having access to this information (Granovetter, 1973). 

Such a view can provide a competitive advantage on an individual level as well as an 

advantage from the group’s perspective, as this node is the conduit to the information. In 

addition, ‘distance’ is the minimum number of edges required to connect two given nodes, 
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such as the distance between the two nodes. This concept was made popular by the work 

of Travers and Milgram (1969) in 'six degrees of separation'; the idea that any two people 

anywhere on earth can be connected with six connections or less.  

There are additional means of insight, primarily focused on understanding the 

characteristics of the way the nodes interact within one another. These are preconceived 

notions about the way individuals are expected to behave with one another, and include: 

• Homophily (Mcpherson et al., 2001): asserting that people are attracted to other 

people who look, think, and behave like them,  

• Propinquity (Reagans, 2011): where people are more likely to form bonds with other 

people who are in close proximity,  

• Reciprocity (Puga-Gonzalez et al., 2018): where people are likely to respond positively 

to a positive act, 

• Multiplexity (Ferriani et al., 2013): there will likely be a stronger bond between 

individuals who can interact on multiple personal (e.g., yoga, coffee shop, pub) and 

professional (e.g., work, associations, events) levels, and finally  

• Transitivity (Louch, 2000): the premise being that my friend’s friend, who I do not know, 

is more likely to be my friend once we get introduced than a random person. This is the 

premise of LinkedIn, to unveil relationships based on homophily, propinquity, 

multiplexity, and transitivity.  

The value social network analysis brings to building and maintaining meaningful business 

relationships is to start by providing an objective view of the holistic client-vendor 

relationship landscape as a whole. Then, being able to identify and evaluate the strength 

of specific relationships and offer some explanation as to how and why quality relationships 

can be established. Thus, this theory offers some indicators that link to building strong 

relationships, such as homophily, propinquity, multiplexity, reciprocity, and transitivity. 

Social Network Theory therefore provides a means to evaluate relationship quality through 

the width of the line connecting two nodes, and a comprehensive view into the overall 

organisation-to-organisation relationships.  
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2.5.2 Social Exchange Theory 

A high-level review of the literature of Social Exchange Theory via an EBSCO Information 

Services search for academic articles with ’social exchange theory’ in the abstract, resulted 

in 3,587 articles between January 1991 and December 2020. Within this period, between 

January 1991 and December 2000 there were 178 articles, between January 2001 and 2010 

there were 574 articles, and between January 2011 and December 2020 there were 2,835. 

This data shows a similar trend to that of Social Network Theory and demonstrates the 

increased popularity of Social Exchange Theory in recent times, and its relevance for review 

within this study. For Social Exchange Theory – as with Social Network Theory – the greatest 

growth period was between January 2011 and December 2020. 

Social Exchange Theory states that for any relationship to succeed there should be a fair 

return gained from the effort spent to maintain the relationship (Homans, 1958). Once this 

concept is understood it is possible to see it everywhere, whether it is in business 

relationships, friendships, or romantic relationships (Burns, 1973). For example, in the case 

of building business relationships there could be an exchange of relevant information, 

providing insights that one party wants or needs. From this fundamental basis a 

relationship can start. The history of Social Exchange Theory goes as far back as the 1920s 

to the work of Mauss (1954). However, the early 1960s is widely seen as the birth of Social 

Exchange Theory in the modern era (Burns, 1973; K. S. Cook & Emerson, 2013). In 1961 

Homans published his book ‘Social Behavior: Its Elementary Forms’ (Homans, 1961). 

Around the same time Thibaut and Kelley (1959), Emerson (1962), and Blau (1965) were all 

writing on the subject, and they added substantially to the theory. Later in the decade a 

number of other notable contributors each built upon this foundation, including Lévi-

Strauss and Needham (1969) who contributed to the theory based on their knowledge of 

kinship and gift exchange. Moving into the 1970s, Nye (1978) first put forward seven 

propositions that were present in all types of relationship, and later increased it to 12. More 

recent are Rusbult et al.’s (2012) contribution of the Investment Model of Commitment 

Processes, and the work of Molm (1988), who built on K. S. Cook and Emerson’s (1978) 

work around behaviourism.  
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All social exchanges need to begin somewhere, and that is usually with one person making 

the first move to interact with another person. This can be via any form of communication, 

such as face-to-face, telephone, email, social media, or text (Stafford, 2008). These 

exchanges can quickly end such as Person A holding the door open for Person B, and Person 

B smiling and saying, “thank you”. Or they can be more long term, such as a friendship, 

which would have an inordinate number of exchanges over a prolonged period of time. 

Social exchanges – as opposed to economic exchanges – are not able to be reduced to a 

single quantifiable exchange rate but are an amalgamation of a variety of tangible and 

intangible exchanges (K. S. Cook & Emerson, 2013).  

Consider a romantic relationship where there may not be an explicit economic agreement 

in place; however, each side makes tangible and intangible contributions. Such tangible 

contributions could include financial support, use of a car, or a place to reside while 

intangible contributions could be effort, love, inspiration, knowledge, empathy, and 

companionship (Homans, 1961). However, the benefits that are received during any social 

exchange are not absolute and may be valued differently by different recipients. 

Nonetheless, according to Monge and Contractor (2003), the basic essence of Social 

Exchange Theory can be reduced to the following simple formula:  

Profit = Benefits – Costs 

Working backwards through the formula, costs are inputs such as spending money and your 

time or effort on a relationship; noting that a cost within a relationship could also be 

tolerating the negative aspects of a partner, such as things that are particularly annoying 

or unpleasant. Next, benefits are those positive elements received, both tangible and 

intangible. The outcome of the formula – profit – is therefore the difference between the 

two. Using this, relationships where there is a positive balance of profit can be seen as 

positive while a negative balance denotes a negative relationship. According to Lambe et 

al. (2001), the more negative a relationship is the less likely it is that it will succeed. 

However, the calculation is personal and is internalised; thus, individual to each person. It 

would therefore be expected that two individuals in the same relationship would have 

different calculations. In addition, the calculation is constantly being recalculated as the 

relationship continues. Thus, a deficit at one point might be offset based on previous or 
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anticipated times of profit. However, there is an implied obligation to reciprocate at some 

level, albeit the timing and nature of the return may not be known at the time of exchange 

(Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). 

There is an additional element of relational dynamics for consideration, and this concerns 

the power one party may hold over another; either at a one-to-one or group level (Thibaut 

& Kelley, 1959). Power – either explicitly wielded or not – can affect the social structures 

and cause imbalances and inequalities (Yamagishi & Cook, 1990). Therefore, it is important 

to consider the presence of a power hierarchy within any exchange network. This is 

particularly true with reference to the type of client-vendor power dynamics contained 

within this study. Thibaut and Kelley identified two power types: fate control and behaviour 

control, where fate control is the ability of one party to have direct impact on another’s 

outcomes. Second, behaviour control occurs if the one party with perceived power changes 

their behaviour, and it has the power to cause another party to adapt their behaviour to 

suit (Zafirovski, 2005). This power balance is often at play in the IT Services industry, with 

the power balance in the client’s favour vis-a-vis the vendor.  

Homans (1961, p. 13) defined Social Exchange Theory as “the exchange of activity, tangible 

or intangible, and more or less rewarding or costly, between at least two parties.” His 

philosophy with regards to social exchange was reductionist, where everything can be 

explained at an individual level within the context of the exchange (DeLamater & Ward, 

2013). According to Homans, exchanges are driven by reinforcement theory, where Person 

A’s behaviour would drive Person B’s response which would in turn drive Person A’s 

response. A good analogy is comparing this exchange to a game of tennis where the players 

are required to adapt to the shot being played to them. It can be a friendly game or a 

competitive game, it could be enjoyable or in fact be quite unpleasant (R. M. Thomas & 

Iding, 2011). According to DeLamater and Ward, the focus of Homans' research was the 

social behaviours that emerge as a result of mutual reinforcement. As such, Homans 

developed five key propositions, based on rewards and costs. These are 1) positive 

outcomes will be repeated, 2) behaviour that is rewarded will be continued, 3) actions 

considered valuable are likely to occur, 4) the law of diminishing effect, and 5) if the 

receiving party does not get what they expect they will behave disapprovingly.  
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According to Blau (1965), Social Exchange Theory refers to voluntary actions of individuals 

motivated by the returns they are expected to bring and typically do in fact bring from 

others. Contrary to Homans (1961), Blau viewed social exchange as part of the fabric of life 

that binds groups and individuals. This was considered a forward looking view, driven by 

anticipated rewards and motivation to maximise rewards (Molm et al., 2000). As such, 

Blau’s focus was on the exchange of benefits and the resulting emerging social structures.  

As reported by Harris (2009, p. 149), Social Exchange Theory can be defined as "both a 

notion of a relationship, and some notion of a shared obligation in which both parties 

perceive responsibilities to each other", and Thibaut and Kelley (1959) created two 

comparison metrics. First, ‘comparison level’ which is the perception of what parties 

believe the benefits and costs should be for a particular relationship. Second, ‘comparison 

level for alternative’ which compares one relationship with an alternative and in fact also 

compares a relationship with being alone (Roloff, 2015); allowing for a complete 

comparative benchmark. Of note is that Thibaut and Kelley’s definition does not focus on 

positives or negatives, but rather they developed the dispositional matrix which represents 

the way parties believe that rewards should be exchanged as well as work defining 

reciprocity in the Social Exchange Theory context.  

A review of Social Exchange Theory literature highlights that the lens within which the 

research is viewed is varied; however, it all sits under the umbrella of anthropology, 

sociology, and behavioural psychology. The research is extensive and in each case the 

tangible and intangible profit, costs, and benefits are unique to the individual circumstance 

and affected parties. Thus, subject matter is as diverse as the relationship between 

personality and divorce (Boertien & Mortelmans, 2018), the dynamics of inter-racial 

marriage (Kalmijn, 1993), explaining support for marijuana tourism (Kang & Lee, 2018), the 

myriad of work related personal interactions (Saks, 2006), government and social affairs 

(Su et al., 2018), and online relationships (Yan et al., 2016) as well as in the business context.  

With regards to Social Exchange Theory research and business relationships, the key to 

building and maintaining meaningful high quality relationships is understanding and 

tailoring the communication and discussion points to the agenda of the stakeholder 

(Tanskanen, 2015). Relating this to the IT Services context, and the three pieces for building 
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successful business relationships after relationship quality (organisational capabilities, 

price satisfaction, and service quality), Social Exchange Theory suggests there needs to be 

a link to the client’s pain points. As such, the IT Services vendor organisation’s capabilities 

must be directly suited to the problem statement of the client. In addition, price 

satisfaction must be achieved in relation to the project and risk appetite of the client, and 

the level of service quality must be realised or expected to be extemporary. To get this 

insight from the client there must be an open and honest channel of dialogue, which, 

according to this theory only really starts to happen when value is exchanged between 

parties. 

2.5.3 Social Capital Theory 

A high-level review of the literature on Social Capital Theory via an EBSCO Information 

Services search for academic articles with ‘social capital theory’ in the abstract resulted in 

2,036 articles between January 1991 and December 2020, the lowest of the three theories. 

Between January 1991 and December 2000 there were 28 articles, between January 2001 

and December 2010 there were 548 articles, and between January 2011 and December 

2020 there were 1,460. This is a significant increase over this 30-year period, demonstrating 

its relevance. For Social Capital Theory – as with Social Network Theory and Social Exchange 

Theory – the greatest growth period was between January 2011 and December 2020. 

However, growth was steadier over the 20-year period between January 2001 and 

December 2020 for Social Capital Theory rather than being focused within the most recent 

decade, as is the case with the other two theories. 

Social Capital Theory could be summed up by the common phrase ‘it’s not what you know, 

but who you know’ (old proverb). However, Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) provided a 

comprehensive definition of the term to permit a tangible interpretation of the levels of 

social capital that exist. As such, they defined three facets: structural capital, relational 

capital, and cognitive capital. Looking in turn at each facet, they defined structural capital 

as “who you reach and how you reach them” (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998, p. 251); it is the 

physical links, including telephone conversations, email communication, and face-to-face 

meetings such as organised meetings and social events, team meetings, planned training 

sessions, and joint workshops. Notably, it is the strength, depth, length, and frequency of 



40 

 

these interactions that define the level of structural capital; sometimes referred to as 

contact intensity.  

The three facets are not standalone; thus, through the building of structural capital, 

relational capital is created. This is “the kind of personal relationships people have 

developed with each other through a history of interactions” and “trust, obligation, and 

identification present between actors in a relationship” (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998, p. 251). 

This infers that both parties will behave in a fair and open way, and that neither party will 

take advantage of the other’s frailties. Thus, the relationship would be built on honesty, 

decency, and openness with an obligation to do the right thing for one another and to take 

into consideration each other’s perspectives before making decisions. This is essentially 

trust between the two parties.  

Finally, cognitive capital is “shared representations, interpretations, and systems of 

meaning among parties” (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998, p. 251). This is created from common 

interests (e.g., both like cricket), hobbies (e.g., both collect stamps), pastimes (e.g., both 

play tennis), a shared vision, shared life goals, past experiences (e.g., from the same city or 

studied at the same university), or belief systems (e.g., religious or political) (Tsai & 

Ghoshal, 1998). Shared experiences and backgrounds, such as the same social class, 

speaking the same language, or graduating from the same university will foster 

commonalities and homophily.  

Consequently, when two parties have spent enough time together to understand how each 

other thinks there will likely be levels of rich cognitive capital between the two parties, and 

one party might be able to anticipate the reaction of the other. As reported by Hartmann 

and Herb (2015), they understand each other’s businesses and general philosophies, but 

they do not necessarily have to think the same way; however, understanding and 

anticipating how the other would react is the key to strong cognitive capital. Thus, one way 

to build cognitive capital is to work together on joint projects around a common purpose, 

creating the opportunity to work together and ‘get to know one another’.  

Studies on understanding the nature of human networks and interactions have been 

prevalent since the work of Émile Durkheim in the 1890s (LaCapra, 2001). His work was 

followed by most social science thinkers, including Alfred Radcliffe-Brown (Hogbin, 1988), 
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whose work explored the impact of institutions entwining within communities to provide 

the epicentre of the community. In addition, throughout his life, Lévi-Strauss’ work (Lévi-

Strauss & Needham, 1969) focused on the significance of relationships and networks in 

society, and such focus continued through the work of Bourdieu and to the present day. 

Thus, there is a large body of work on understanding the effects of social life and 

relationships; however, critically, many scholars have differing and often opposing views as 

to the cause of social inequalities. Although Bourdieu had critics (Gartman, 1991; Swartz, 

1997), his introduction of the term social capital (Bourdieu & Nice, 1977) as a method to 

determine the strength of relationships at an individual level, and its portability to apply it 

to the modern business context, directed its evaluation within this study.  

Bourdieu first introduced the term Social Capital Theory in the book ‘Outline of a Theory of 

Practice’ (Bourdieu & Nice, 1977) to explain why things in society happen as they do. For 

example, why do the children of teachers perform better at school than children of working 

class parents? Bourdieu’s view was connected to social class with higher social class being 

linked to more opportunities in life, and these opportunities in life (e.g., a good job, the 

best school) could often be attributed to existing relationships and connections. Bourdieu’s 

work was more academic in nature and focused on the social class elements of society, and 

his work underpinned that of Putman (2000).  

Putman’s work came into mainstream view in his paper ‘Bowling Alone: America's Declining 

Social Capital’ (Putnam, 1995), followed by his bestselling book on the same subject 

‘Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community’ (Putnam, 2000). In 

these, Putman charted the decline in community activities such as religious groups, parent-

teacher associations, boy and girl scouts, and bowling clubs. Using bowling as the title of 

his book, Putman cited the rapid decline of bowling clubs while at the same time the 

number of people bowling increased, with a significant number ’bowling alone’. However, 

agreeing on a definition for Social Capital Theory is in itself a difficult task. Indeed, Portes 

(1998, p. 2) noted that the term has been so widely used that "the point is approaching at 

which social capital comes to be applied to so many events and in so many different 

contexts as to lose any distinct meaning."  
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2.5.4 Key Components of the Relationship Quality Theories 

Reviewing all three theories against the underlying components of relationship quality, 

Social Network Theory will give a full and complete picture of the organisation-to-

organisation level relationships, as it helps explain why individuals cluster together and 

provides a holistic – albeit more abstract – view of the entire relationship matrix. Next, 

Social Exchange Theory is the key to determining what is important to the client, the focus 

can then be on this as the basis of building the relationship; thus, it explores the client’s 

needs and desires. Finally, Social Capital Theory addresses trust and commitment, for time 

in depth and levels and quality of communication will come from structural capital. Table 

2.2 on the following two pages provides a summary of how each relationship quality theory 

addresses each element (trust, commitment, and satisfaction) that defines relationship 

quality.  

There is a sequential flow to how relationships are built, and Social Network Theory helps 

identify the key stakeholders with whom the vendor should try to build relationships. This 

information is then used to drive future interactions ensuring they are aligned to the 

client’s sphere of interest. As part of this, relationship building phenomena such as 

homophily, propinquity, reciprocity, multiplexity, and/or transitivity can be leveraged to 

aid with the initial rapport building process. Social Exchange Theory highlights the premise 

that in order to build a good quality relationship one needs to offer something of interest 

to initiate the relationship.  

This concept lies at the core of all business relationships; understanding the client’s 

problems and desires and endeavouring to address them. Therefore, there needs to be 

some level of communication either directly with the client or with others to establish the 

client’s agenda, objectives, interests, and Key Performance Indicators, and these can be 

deal or project related or also at a corporate level.  
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Table 2.2 Summary of relationship theories and relevance to successful relationship quality 

Social Network Theory Social Exchange Theory Social Capital Theory Summary Implications for 

Relationship Quality 

Would highlight clusters of 

relationships but would not 

necessarily uncover trust as 

the factor binding them 

together. However, it 

would show the strength of 

the relationships via the 

width of the line.  

Over the course of a 

relationship it would 

document the exchanges 

between each party and some 

inferences could be drawn as 

to levels of trust. 

Relational capital explores 

levels of trust, which would 

include its individual 

components.  

The relational capital piece of 

Social Capital Theory directly 

addresses trust. Within the 

interview design there will be 

the opportunity to cover each of 

these specific factors of trust 

(ability, integrity, and 

benevolence). 

Trust: 

Ability 

Trust: 

Integrity 

Trust: 

Benevolence 

Would not tend to highlight 

exchanges of money. 

Would uncover all types of 

exchanges and allow for an 

evaluation and comparison of 

sorts. 

Would not tend to highlight 

exchanges of money but 

would include joint 

innovation workshops and 

collaboration. 

The structural capital element 

of Social Capital Theory will 

directly uncover the 

commitment of time by 

determining the specific type of 

interactions, including emails 

and meetings, but also 

workshops and other types of 

commitment. 

Commitment: 

Money (organisational 

level) 

Gives insight into the 

quality and direction of 

relationships.  

Structural capital measures 

type and frequency of 

meetings. 

Commitment: 

Time/Effort 

Source: The Author 
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Table 2.2 (cont.) Summary of relationship theories and relevance to successful relationship quality 

Social Network Theory  Social Exchange Theory Social Capital Theory Summary Implications for 

Relationship Quality 

Gives insight into the 

quality and direction of 

relationships. 

Focuses on clarity of client 

needs, so open 

communication is needed for 

the exchanges to be 

understood by each party. 

Structural capital provides 

visibility into the lines of 

communication. 

Relational capital is levels of 

trust, which is linked to 

being open. 

Cognitive capital promotes 

an understanding of how 

each other thinks and 

works, in turn fostering a 

better relationship. 

The combination all three 

elements of Social Capital 

Theory contribute to giving a 

view into the openness of the 

communication.  

Satisfaction: 

Open Communication 

Could give a cursory insight 

into the satisfaction levels 

by the direction and 

intensity of relationships at 

an organisation level 

To be effective it requires 

clarity on the expectations of 

both sides.  

Gives a solid perspective of 

satisfaction across each of 

its facets, but particularly 

relational capital.  

The relational capital side of 

Social Capital Theory as applied 

at organisation level will give a 

clear insight into organisational 

capabilities, price satisfaction, 

and service quality. 

Customer Satisfaction:  

Satisfied with Vendor 

(organisational level) 

Source: The Author
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With Nahapiet and Ghoshal’s (1998) measures of social capital across three elements, 1) 

structural capital (type and frequency of meetings); 2) relational capital (levels of trust); 

and 3) cognitive capital (homophily, shared vision, beliefs and/or interests), Social Capital 

Theory captures an additional breadth and depth to the research subject (see Table 2.3).  

Table 2.3 Summary of how the Social Capital Theory 
framework will be applied to this study 

Social Capital 
Theory 

Definition in the Literature The Interpretation 

Structural 
Capital 

Who you reach and how you reach 
them 

Type, volume, and 
frequency of 
communication 

Relational 
Capital 

The kind of personal relationships 
people have developed with each 
other through a history of interactions 

Rapport, credibility, and 
trust 

Cognitive 
Capital 

Shared representations, 
interpretations, and systems of 
meaning among parties 

Shared interests and 
hobbies, shared ways of 
thinking, common belief 
systems 

Source: Adapted from Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) 

Whilst each theory brings a core element, through mapping them back to the relationship 

building process outlined above – as depicted in Table 2.2 – Social Capital Theory is the 

most suitable theory to apply to this study. This is because it captures detail around the 

type and frequency of communication (structural capital); the levels of trust (relational 

capital); and shared hobbies, interests, and shared thinking and common ground (cognitive 

capital). This provides a complete framework for the interview questions and helps to build 

a layered picture of how the relationships formed from a structural level, the trust that 

formed, and then anything perhaps in the subconscious that bound the two together. 

It is important to affirm the link between Nahapiet and Ghoshal’s (1998) interpretation of 

Social Capital Theory, namely structural, relational, and cognitive capital with commitment, 

trust, and satisfaction respectively (Watson et al., 2015). Starting with structural capital, 

this can be defined as commitment as an investment of time and energy into the 

relationship and on a corporate level financial investment. Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998, p. 
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251) defined structural capital as “who you reach and how you reach them”, which 

captures the specific physical interactions that happen, such as phone calls, meetings and 

emails. These are the investments of time and energy into the relationship. 

Trust is making oneself vulnerable to the party you trust (Huurne et al., 2017) and is defined 

within the literature as ability, integrity, and benevolence (Davis et al., 2000). Relational 

capital is defined as “the kind of personal relationships people have developed with each 

other through a history of interactions” and “trust, obligation, and identification present 

between actors in a relationship” (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998, p. 251). So, this definition 

links relational capital directly to trust. Finally, is satisfaction with the vendor and more 

specifically exploring the initial stages of being satisfied, which is being comfortable enough 

with the vendor to share feedback, feelings, and a general sense that ‘you get along with 

one another’. This third element is cognitive capital, which is defined as “shared 

representations, interpretations, and systems of meaning among parties” (Nahapiet & 

Ghoshal, 1998, p. 251). Identifying shared interests and shared ways of thinking would 

therefore help explain how and why individuals ‘get along with one another’, for them to 

then be willing to share feedback and other crucial information, which is a termed called 

‘mutual disclosure’ (Ngoma, 2016). 

2.6 Relationship Quality Models 

This section reviews the existing models relating to relationship quality. While many 

models have been reviewed, three have been selected for further exploration as they 

provide another dimension to this study. So far, relationship quality has been presented as 

one of the four elements – along with organisational capabilities, price satisfaction, and 

service quality – that contribute to a successful business relationship. In addition, the 

consensus in the literature for the definition of a good quality relationship is one where 

trust, commitment, and satisfaction are present. The three models selected give a slightly 

deeper perspective to relationship quality. As such, they posit that rather than relationship 

quality being a standalone component it is linked to being effective in one or more of the 

other three pieces. In effect that the trust, commitment, and satisfaction that define a good 

quality relationship comes from good organisational capabilities, price satisfaction, and/or 

exceptional service quality. Thus, this ties all four elements together as one. 
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2.6.1 Mysen et al.: Relationship Quality and Relationship Value in Power Asymmetric 

Relationships (Mysen et al., 2012) 

In the first model, Mysen et al. (2012) introduced a B2B relationship quality model as shown 

in Figure 2.3. One of the central aims of that study was to “identify and describe the 

constituents of relationship quality” (Mysen et al., 2012, p. 2), and this is a similar to 

Objective Two of this study. 

Figure 2.3 Relationship quality and value in power asymmetric relationships 

 

Source: Mysen et al. (2012, p. 271) 

This relationship quality model was developed as an output of research into the power 

balance, relationship value, and relationship quality between retail distributors and their 

suppliers. At the model’s core is relationship value which then determines relationship 

quality. According to the model, relationship quality has three components: economic 

based value, capability based value, and integration based value. According to Mysen et al. 

(2012), the first component – economic based value – is defined in various ways, and the 

study chose to use a definition by Coughlan et al. (2001) and Håkansson and Snehota 

(1995). It states that the core assumption of any relationship is that profitability is the prime 

reason firms engage in exchange with other firms. There is a link here to Social Exchange 

Theory, as the supplier needs to understand that if they align to the distributor’s objectives 

in relation to how the distributor maximises profitability, this will improve the quality of 



48 

 

the relationship. This is the essence of Social Exchange Theory; essentially, giving the other 

party what they need or want.  

The model defines the second component – that of capability based value – as the ability 

of the supplier to deliver the capabilities desired by the distributor. How the desired 

capabilities are understood between the distributor and supplier is discussed within the 

study. Of note is that the majority of the hypotheses are within this part – seven out of a 

total of 11. Mysen et al. (2012) added that capability based value has a clear alignment to 

the first of the three pieces of relationship quality, that of organisational capability.  

The third component is integration based value, which relates to first, cooperation 

between the two parties such as communication and the chemistry between supplier and 

distributor, and second, coordination. This could include coordination of activities such as 

joint innovation efforts or working together on a joint solution. Integration based value 

aligns with all three elements of Social Capital Theory: structural capital – the 

communication piece; relational capital – building trust and an understanding; and 

cognitive capital – the chemistry between parties and working together on joint solutions; 

thereby, understanding each other better. 

To understand this better we must put the model into context with its results, as there is a 

power balance that favours the retail distributors. Power is defined by Mysen et al. (2012, 

p. 8) as “the ability of one channel member (A) to get another channel member (B) to do 

something it otherwise would not have done.” There are similarities between their model 

and this study in relation to the power balance. In this study the client organisation buying 

the IT Services is doing so in a very competitive marketplace and as such is in a position of 

power; similar to the retail distributors used for the creation of Mysen et al.’s model. From 

the supplier’s perspective there is a dependency on the distributor which also feeds into 

the power dynamic. So, when we go back to the definition of economic based value in that 

profit is the causal driver of any relationship, we understand that the ‘dependent’ supplier 

must align itself to maximising the profitability of the distributor.  

In summary, this model highlights three contributing factors that result in better 

relationship quality and all have their merit as per the literature. First, economic based 

value relates to Social Exchange Theory, underlining the need of the supplier to align to the 
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distributors goals. Second, capability based value focuses on the right skills aligned to the 

distributor’s requirements, so has a link to organisational capability and service quality. 

Third, integration based value is focused on levels of communication and investment in the 

relationships and aligns to commitment (money and time), which is also represented by 

the structural capital element of Social Capital Theory, and price satisfaction. 

2.6.2 Nyaga & Whipple: Inputs into Relationship Quality (Nyaga & Whipple, 2011) 

In the second model, Nyaga & Whipple (2011) introduced a relationship quality model as 

shown in Figure 2.4. This model sought to explore the link between relationship quality and 

superior supplier operational and strategic performance.  

Figure 2.4 Link between relationship quality and operational and strategic performance 

 

Source: Nyaga and Whipple (2011, p. 349) 

The study explored the relationship quality levels within two different types of B2B 

supplier-buyer relationships; at one end of the spectrum was the ‘collaborative 

relationship’ and at the other was an ‘arm’s length relationship’. The model defined the 

components of relationship quality as commitment, trust, satisfaction, and relationship 

specific investments. These contributing factors to relationship quality align to the 

definition of relationship quality contained within this study, namely trust, commitment, 

and satisfaction. However, in Nyaga and Whipple’s (2011) study additional specific 

investments as a factor was covered within commitment and not separated out. In 

addition, supply chain operational performance and satisfaction with strategic 

performance were two other variables.  

The findings showed that the relationship quality increases, further, there is a positive 

correlation between satisfaction with operational performance and strategic performance, 

and again, as length of time increases so does the level of satisfaction. Interestingly, there 
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is little correlation between relationship length and relationship quality. However, the key 

finding of Nyaga and Whipple’s (2011) study is that a higher relationship quality exists 

where there is a better operational performance and satisfaction with strategic 

performance. This ties in directly with the third piece, service quality, from the three pieces 

for building a successful business relationship. Thus, when the quality of the service is high 

it results in a better quality relationship. In summary, the model highlights the same core 

elements for defining relationships quality as the literature (trust, commitment, and 

satisfaction) and also pinpoints the importance of service quality. 

2.6.3 Chenet et al.: Relationships Between Service Quality, Trust, Differentiation, and 

Commitment (Chenet et al., 2010) 

The third and final model was proposed by Chenet et al. (2010), as depicted in Figure 2.5. 

The purpose of their study was to understand if there is a link between levels of service 

quality delivered to the customer and levels of trust, supplier differentiation, and 

commitment that the customer has to the service provider. In essence, testing the link 

between service quality and trust, differentiation, and commitment. The study then tested 

the link between these to the overall satisfaction levels, and the customer’s willingness to 

recommend the service provider.  

Figure 2.5 Link between service quality and trust, 
supplier differentiation and commitment 

 

Source: Chenet et al. (2010, p. 339) 

The robustness of the model was validated by the findings and all nine hypothesis were 

proven. The results indicated that perceptions of service quality had a significantly large 
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influence on trust. In addition, service quality and trust were both found to have a medium 

influence on differentiation. Further, differentiation had a significant and large influence 

on commitment. Moreover, service quality and commitment had a significant medium to 

large impact on satisfaction while service quality and commitment significantly influenced 

word-of-mouth recommendation. Assessing the most significant impact on relationship 

outcomes, it was service quality that mattered more than trust, commitment, or 

differentiation. Finally, and perhaps the highlight of the model and the study is the 

significance service differentiation plays in the overall relationship quality. As such, the 

results linked service quality and trust to service differentiation, and then high 

differentiation levels in turn link to higher commitment, satisfaction levels, and word-of-

mouth recommendation.  

A summary of these three models is shown in Table 2.4 on the following page. Significantly, 

all three models highlight the common theme that high levels of service quality leads to 

trust and in effect high levels of relationship quality. This validates the findings of the 

literature review and accentuates the importance of providing superior service quality, 

which acts as the catalyst to the client’s perception of receiving a differentiated service. 

They are then willing to provide references.  

2.6.4 Assessing Relationship Theories and Models for the IT Industry 

The research in this study seeks to validate this foundational layer for relationship quality 

within IT Services relationships. Beyond that it seeks to define the specific tangible drivers 

of high-quality business relationships, and the specific behaviours and actions that 

contribute to building such relationships. At the heart of a good quality relationship is the 

vendor organisation having the right capabilities to do the job, and perhaps most 

importantly, providing exceptional service quality. Doing these things consistently well will 

result in trust being built, commitment from the client, and a satisfied client (which includes 

the client being satisfied with the service quality, the price, and the outcomes) – which 

together cover the three elements that determine relationship quality. This study will 

therefore provide further knowledge as to whether these contributing factors are 

important in high-value business relationships. As such, Objective Three is to develop a 

conceptual framework to explore the contributing factors that determine relationship 

quality in high-value B2B relationships. 
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Table 2.4 Summary of relationship models against components of relationship quality 

Model One 

Mysen et al. (2012) 

Model Two 

Nyaga & Whipple (2011) 

Model Three 

Chenet et al. (2010) 

Components of Successful 
Relationship Quality 

Does not specifically highlight 
trust  

Relationship quality as including trust 
(not ability, integrity, or benevolence, 
specifically) 

Mentions trust as a key element in 
relationship (not ability, integrity, or 
benevolence, specifically) 

Trust: 

Ability 

Trust: 

Integrity 

Trust: 

Benevolence 

Defined as economic based 
value in the model 

Relationship quality as including joint 
financial investment  

Mentions that service quality drives 
trust, then satisfaction and 
commitment  

 

Commitment: 

Money (organisational level) 

Relationship quality as including 
commitment (not time, specifically) 

Commitment: 

Time and Effort 

Defined as integration based 
value in the model 

Relationship quality as including 
satisfaction (not honest dialogue, 
specifically) 

Satisfaction: 

Open Communication  

Defined as capability based 
value and integration based 
value in the model  

Found higher levels of strategic and 
operational performance increased 
relationship quality, and these are 
linked to price paid and capabilities 

Satisfaction:  

Satisfied with Vendor 
(organisational level) 

Source: The Author 
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2.7 Relationship Quality: Gaps in the IT Services Literature 

Through this exploration some insights have been generated that identify the following 

gaps in the IT Services literature: First, relationship quality tends to be discussed at an 

individual level without considering it at a corporate level, and what an IT Services vendor 

as a whole needs to do to ensure a quality relationship. The literature defined three 

elements to relationship quality: commitment, trust, and satisfaction, with trust in itself 

being defined further into ability, integrity, and benevolence. However, there is little 

tangible objective insight into what these mean in the IT Services context and what an IT 

Services vendor needs to do to contribute to these. When a quality relationship is 

established the literature discusses many outcomes for both client and vendor, but one of 

the most valuable for a vendor is loyalty from the client in respect to the client wanting to 

continue to work with the vendor when they move roles or companies. The nature of how 

this very valuable event unfolds is not adequately covered in the extant IT Services 

literature.  

Second, the theoretical framework for this study is Social Capital Theory, and there are 

some distinct gaps in the literature with regards to where it has been used in the past. First, 

the current Social Capital Theory literature in the business context predominantly relates 

to interpersonal relationships; either internally within an organisation, or the 

organisation’s relationships with third parties. However, there is less application in the area 

of sales and account management relationships. For example, a complex EBSCO search (see 

Appendix A) found 42 articles, the vast majority of which (33) related to understanding 

social capital relationships from an internal perspective. Of the remaining nine articles, six 

reviewed relationships with partners or suppliers while only three focused on relationships 

with clients. Thus, only just over 7% of those articles focused on client-vendor relationships.  

Third, there is also a gap in the Social Capital Theory literature with regards to exploring 

the inputs that determine levels of relationship quality under the framework of structural, 

relational, and cognitive capital. Thus, this study seeks to determine the specific and 

evident objective examples of social capital in these three areas within high-quality 

business relationships. Fourth, there remains a gap in the application of relationship quality 
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in the context of high-value IT Services relationships; thus, it is currently underdeveloped 

in the literature. This study therefore sets out to contribute to the filling of these four gaps. 

2.8 Summary  

The chapter began by considering the definition of business relationships, establishing that 

relationships between IT Services providers and their clients are very complex; being of 

huge monetary value to the vendor and huge business value to the clients. Therefore, for 

this study to focus on better understanding the relationship attributes between IT Services 

vendors and their strategic clients, is pertinent and logical. Next, it was identified that these 

types of relationships are called ‘integrative relationships’. Delving deeper into the 

literature to define relationship quality there were three broad elements identified: trust, 

commitment, and satisfaction which were considered in turn. Three relationship quality 

theories were discussed, and it was concluded that Social Capital Theory and its three sub-

elements of structural capital, cognitive capital, and relational capital was the most 

appropriate theory for this study. The chapter then moved on to a review of extant 

relationship models, choosing three models. These relationship models validated the story 

the literature was telling. This study will highlight the concrete and tangible components 

that should and could be present with regards to building and maintaining solid valuable 

relationships. This chapter has set forth the theoretical landscape with regards to 

relationship quality, and the following chapter sets out the practical landscape in which 

these relationships can be evaluated, focusing on the IT Services industry.  
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CHAPTER 3 

THE IT SERVICES INDUSTRY  

3.0 Introduction 

This study seeks to explore how to determine relationship quality between global 

corporations and their strategic IT Services partners. Thus, it is important to grasp the 

significance and understand the complexities of the IT Services domain to then be able to 

put it into the proper context. This chapter therefore reviews the global IT Services industry 

in four sections. It begins with the Services sector as a whole before moving on to look 

specifically at the IT Services industry – considering the global industry and its size. The final 

section looks at the specific area of study, which is the size of the UK IT Services market and 

finally a summary of the IT Services industry.  

3.1 The Services Sector  

The Gross World Product is approximately USD 142 billion (Statista, 2020a), and this 

number can be broadly broken down into two types of purchases: i) goods and ii) services. 

Items categorised as goods could be manufacturing, agriculture, or construction and each 

creates a tangible object (McKendrick, 2000). In contrast, the Services sector as a whole is 

the part of the economy that creates intangible activities (services) that fulfil a defined 

customer need as opposed to tangible objects (goods). The definition of Services has not 

changed a great deal in 20 years, and Meisenheimer (1998, p.22) defines it as “health care, 

advertising, computer and data processing services, personnel supply, private education, 

social services, legal services, management and public relations, engineering and 

architectural services, accounting, and recreation”. The present day would perhaps use the 

term ‘professional services’ to encapsulate all roles requiring knowledge and skill usually of 

a mental or intellectual nature.  

In developed countries there is typically a much larger weighting towards services revenue 

versus revenue generated selling goods, in part because most of the goods are 

manufactured in developing countries. For example the Gross Domestic Product for the UK 
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was GBP 1.9 trillion in 2018 (Clark, 2020) and 80% of this was attributed to the Services 

sector (Office for National Statistics, 2019). Of note is that during the decade between 2008 

and 2018 this sector grew by more than 16% (see Figure 3.1), performing better than the 

production and construction sectors (goods).  

Figure 3.1 Services sector growth between 2008 and 2018 in percentage terms 

 

Source: Office for National Statistics (2019) 

Item J within Figure 3.1 shows the growth for the information and communication sector 

and indicates that this sector grew by 41% over those 10 years. This is made up of six sub-

sectors, the largest of which is computer programming and consultancy and where IT 

Services fit. This is the largest industry, contributing 40% of the total for this sub-sector and 

it grew by 79% during the same 10-year period (Office for National Statistics, 2019), as 

shown in Figure 3.2 on the following page.  

Thus, the choice of the wider aspect of the Services sector can be considered to be a good 

one for this study, as it is ‘dominant’. However, it is noted that this dominance is more 

pronounced in developed countries such as the UK. 
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Figure 3.2 Information and communications sub-sector growth 2018 

 

Source: Office for National Statistics (2019) 

3.2 The Global IT Services Industry 

Section 3.1 included a definition of the Services sector as a whole. Looking specifically at 

the chosen area for this study, IT Services refers to the use of an outside organisation to 

provide business support and technical expertise. The intention of this is to enable the 

creation, management, and optimisation of – or access to – better information and 

business processes. The IT Services market is also divided by the type of skills that are 

employed to deliver the service, and there are typically three different categories of 

service. First, BPO which are activities such as managing the billing or purchasing operations 

of a company, or the technical support/help desk. Second are Applications Services which 

include IT consulting and strategy, implementing new systems or products, designing and 

developing software, software testing, technology architecture, and application 

maintenance and support. The third category is Infrastructure Services which includes 

cloud computing, IT security and managing the IT infrastructure estate (Weinert & Meyer, 

2005). 

Profitability is the core reason why commercial companies enter into exchanges with one 

another, with Coughlan et al. (2001, p.202) stating, “each channel member is seeking its 

own profit.” So, while a company focuses on growing its business by doing more of what it 

does well whatever the client’s business, be it banking, retail, telecommunications or the 

energy sector, outsourcing the non-core activities to get better access to technology, to 
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reduce costs, and increase flexibility and quality has long been a favoured option (A. Weber, 

2003). Indeed, there are a multitude of areas with potential to outsource, each with its own 

risks and rewards. These include everything from office cleaning, to manufacturing 

component parts, to marketing and sales, to human resources and recruitment, to payroll 

and IT Services (Outsourcing Insight, 2017). Thus, almost every element of a company’s 

internal and external activity has the potential to be outsourced.  

In relation to the term outsourcing, IT Services is a more modern term for IT Outsourcing. 

According to scholars such as Hormozi et al. (2003) and Pfannenstein and Tsai (2004), the 

latter is a term used to describe a company (client) allowing an external IT Services supplier 

(vendor) to conduct activities on their behalf. Thus, it is the employees of the vendor 

company conducting activities, rather than the employees of the client company. However, 

whether it is the client company’s or the vendor company’s employees, this remains a 

‘people business’ with individuals conducting activities, often on a global scale. As covered 

earlier in this section, from an IT Services perspective these activities are usually broken 

down into three broad categories: BPO, Applications Services, and Infrastructure Services 

(MarketLine, 2020a). Thus, whatever the service, the client organisation is involving a third 

party or external vendor rather than solely doing it with their own people. Better 

understanding the importance of relationship quality between the client and the vendor in 

the overall success of the relationship is the focus of this study.  

Outsourcing IT Services developed alongside the overarching outsourcing trend of large 

corporations; thus, it is unsurprising that the motivations to outsource IT Services were no 

different to other types of outsourcing. Primarily it was for the company to reduce its costs 

and secondarily to focus on their core business activities, so outsourcing the mundane non-

critical activities seemed logical (Earl, 1996). This was the driving force behind the origins 

of the IT Services industry which can be traced back to the creation of Electronic Data 

Systems in the 1960s (Erber & Sayed-Ahmed, 2005). The company is generally considered 

to be the first that could truly be called a professional IT Services company, and its initial 

activities were relatively low value and low complexity data processing projects in the 

United States of America (USA) (Lacity & Hirschheim, 1993). In their development, 

companies, particularly larger corporations in the USA, realised that there was an 
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opportunity to increase profits by outsourcing certain low value, low complexity, and non-

core activities to other companies for whom these activities would in fact be core.  

In line with this trend the 1980s gave birth to the Indian outsourcing industry (Karnik, 2012), 

such as the contract between a newly formed Infosys and Data Basics Corporation of New 

York in 1981 (Infosys, 2019b). The rationale for India as a centre for software development 

was that if low value, low complexity, and non-core activities could be completed by an 

external company, then why could that company not be located in a geographical area 

where skilled workers could be found at a drastically lower cost than in the USA or Europe 

(Bhattacharjee & Chakrabarti, 2015). However, the real epiphany for what IT Services 

became was in 1989 when IBM took over most of Eastman Kodak’s IT operations 

(Hirschheim & Lacity, 2000), setting the precedent that large corporations were willing to 

outsource their IT. This created what we now know as the IT Services industry where many 

large corporations are now outsourcing at least one key part of their IT. 

This model of IT Services firms taking over the mundane, low value activities was effective 

and thus financially rewarding for them. However, at the turn of the 21st century the next 

wave of evolution for IT Services firms began. There was an emerging trend towards digital 

and cloud computing and with this trend came the opportunity for IT Services firms to 

‘break out’ from being a supplier of commodity services, to becoming a fully-fledged 

strategic partner (Bhattacharjee & Chakrabarti, 2015). According to Warner and Wäger 

(2018, p. 1), digital transformation can be defined as “the use of new digital technologies 

to enable major business improvements such as enhancing customer experience, 

streamlining operations, or creating new business models.” Indeed, digital has now become 

so ingrained into the fabric of the modern world that a company’s digital identity, and thus 

the way its technology operates to support this, has become a key strategic imperative 

(Gibson, 2017).  

With this shift the power balance changed from the more subservient ‘order takers’ of the 

past, taking on the activities that were non-core, low value, and mundane, to IT Services 

firms advising clients about digital transformation, leveraging the use of their data, cloud 

computing, IT security, artificial intelligence, and automation. These are IT Services that are 

not low skilled or mundane, but high skilled, imperative, and transformative and which 
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have created new digital revenue streams (Kakoschke, 2013). This evolution to work of 

higher value was a significant shift for the industry, and it is because of this shift that its 

prominence is recognised today.  

According to research by the International Data Corporation (2019), in 2019 global 

spending on digital transformation related work was approximately USD 1.05 trillion and 

was projected to reach USD 2.3 trillion in 2023. This is a compound increase of 17.1% per 

year from 2019 to 2023. It is noted that this is digital transformation spend which although 

including IT Services also includes spend beyond, such as strategy consulting and advice 

and people costs as well as other hard and software costs. Examples of large digital 

transformation agreements include i) Lloyds Bank outsourcing their network contract to BT 

for GBP 600 million (Grant, 2010), ii) the digital transformation led HCL Technologies’ USD 

1.3 billion agreement with Xerox (Varun Sood, 2019), and iii) the USD 2.5 billion deal 

between Tata Consultancy Services (TCS) and Nielsen which is one of the largest deals of 

recent times (Rajiv Rao, 2019). Thus, the choice of the IT Services industry can be 

considered to be a good one for this study, as it is a growing sector within the Services 

sector as a whole in terms of B2B relationships. In addition, it is one which is seen as looking 

to the future of global business. 

3.3 The Size of the Global IT Services Market 

There are some complexities when assessing the size (revenue and number of employees) 

of the IT Services market. Not least that as well as IT Services, some companies also work 

in adjacent industries such as selling technology hard and software while others might also 

sell business strategy consulting alongside IT Consulting and Services. According to 

MarketLine (2020a) data, the total spend on IT Services in 2019 grew by 11.8% to USD 1.275 

trillion, and this spend is broken into the three categories identified in Section 3.2. As such, 

a majority of 59.7% is on Infrastructure Services, 22.5% is BPO, and 17.8% is with 

Application Services.  

In terms of where the market is on a global stage, as of 2017 India contributed 

approximately 55% of the global market (Rao & Balasubrahmanya, 2017); thus, leading to 

the majority of the IT Services industry being focused within only one country. Within India 
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itself, however, during the same period of time its IT Services industry contributed 9.5% of 

the country’s Gross Domestic Product which equates to three million direct job and more 

than seven million indirect jobs. Comparing this to the IT Services industry in the US, 

according to CompTIA (one of the leading technology associations), as of 2018 there were 

525,000 IT Services companies registered in the USA alone (SelectUSA, 2018).  

However, it is the large global players that control the market and as of 2019 the top 10 IT 

Services companies had a combined annual revenue of over USD 230 billion (Statista, 

2020b). In decreasing order of revenue these were International Business Machines 

Corporation (USD 48.8 billion), Accenture (USD 41.1 billion), Fujitsu (USD 23.8 billion), DXC 

Technology (USD 21.8 billion), TCS (USD 20.5 billion), NTT Data (USD 19.3 billion), Cognizant 

(USD 16.1 billion), Capgemini (USD 15.6 billion), Atos (USD 14.5 billion), and Infosys (USD 

11.5 billion) (Statista, 2020b). These 10 companies have a combined employee count of 

over 2.5 million people which while a lower number than India, is a greater percentage of 

the population. This equates to approximately USD 92,000 of revenue generated per 

employee (USD 230 billion divided by 2.5 million employees = USD 92,000).  

While the appetite for clients to sign standalone GBP 1 billion plus mega deals is declining 

due to the changing nature of the engagement models and scope of work (Rajaeian et al., 

2017), the overall monetary value of the size of the relationship between IT Services 

vendors and their key partners is getting bigger and stronger (Fitzgerald & Battilana, 2014). 

What this means is that although there are fewer ‘mega deal’ one-off contracts there are 

many more smaller contracts, so the overall revenue from a client increases but is just 

made up of a larger number of smaller deals. To illustrate this development of larger value 

relationships, Table 3.1 on the following page uses the data from two key IT Services 

companies to show how those relationship of higher value have greater levels of growth. 

First, Infosys Limited is an IT Services company founded in Bangalore, India in 1981 with 

revenues of circa USD 13 billion, and which is currently India’s second largest exporter of 

IT Services by market capitalisation (Infosys, 2019b). Infosys is second only to TCS which 

was founded in Mumbai in 1968 and has revenues of circa USD 22 billion (TCS, 2019).  
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The figures in Table 3.1 are split into two client categories for each company; those that 

spend USD 50 to 99 million per year, and those that spend over USD 100 million per year 

with each vendor. In relation to the time period, for most of the categories it is for the 

seven-year period between 2014 and 2020, but it is noted that the Infosys data for USD 50 

to 99 million clients is only for the five-year period between 2014 and 2018.  

Table 3.1 Growth of USD 50 to 99 million and USD over 
100 million clients for two leading IT Services providers 

Client 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2014–2018 

% change 

Infosys: USD 50 to 

99 million 

42 47 52 56 57 n/a n/a +36% 

TCS: USD 50 to 99 

million 

52 53 73 84 97 99 105 +102% 

Infosys: over USD 

100 million 

13 15 14 19 20 25 28 +115% 

TCS: over USD 

100 million 

17 24 37 35 38 44 49 +188% 

Source: Infosys (2020), TCS (2020) 

In 2014 Infosys had 13 clients spending more than USD 100 million per year, which 

increased 115% to 28 in 2020, while for the same period TCS started with 17, increasing by 

188% to 49 in 2020. Of note is that the growth in USD over 100 million clients was greater 

for both companies that the growth in USD 50 to 99 million clients. This demonstrates not 

only that the number of clients spending significant amounts of money with a particular 

vendor is increasing, but also that the monetary values involved are increasing. Therefore, 

we can posit that these relationships are getting bigger, more complex, and more 

significant. While it is not possible to determine the specific service lines being sold to these 

clients, using the data presented we can conclude that these relationships are significant 

in USD terms, and the number of these relationships is growing over the specified time 

periods. These vendors will be ingrained into many facets of their clients operations, and 

based on the dollar amounts of each relationship we can conclude that they are hugely 

important to maintaining their clients’ day-to-day operations and strategic priorities.  
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3.4 The Size of the UK IT Services Market  

For the purposes of this study the vast majority of the data is collected from individuals 

based in the UK. While it is noted that they would be providing a global perspective, 

understanding the depth and breadth of the IT Services market in the UK provides extra 

dimension and framing to this study. As shown in Figure 3.3, in 2020 the IT Services industry 

in the UK was valued at USD 60.9 billion – a growth rate of 85% since 2015. This places the 

UK a close second only to Germany (USD 61.0 billion) as the top countries in Europe for IT 

Services spend. Following these, France is third (USD 46.5 billion) while Italy (USD 24.0 

billion) is fourth (Marketline, 2021). Broken down to the three previously identified 

categories, the UK revenue comprises 56.6% for Infrastructure Services, 25.5% BPO, and 

17.9% Application Services.  

Figure 3.3 UK IT Services revenue between 2015 and 2020 in USD billions 

 

Source: Marketline (2021)  

Of note is that the UK Technology industry has seen more than USD 36 billion in investment 

since 2011 which is more than any other country in Europe. As a result, it is a significant 

contributor to the economy and the government has recognised this as an opportunity for 

the UK. This has led to active investment in the creation of IT Services hubs such as the 

cyber security hub in Belfast, and the artificial intelligence hubs in Cambridge and London. 

Consequently, there is a prosperous outlook and between 2019 and 2024 the UK IT Services 
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industry is expected to grow by 95% to USD 114.4 billion. This would be a compound 

interest increase of 14.4% per annum (MarketLine, 2020b). Thus, with UK spend levels 

being comparable with the global levels across each category, along with the fact that it is 

a growth industry within the country (as across the globe), it can be considered that the UK 

IT Services industry is a good example in relation to the IT Services industry as a whole. 

3.5 Summary 

This chapter has established that the chosen area of study, the IT Services industry, is an 

industry which is expanding – particularly in terms of monetary value. IT Services can be 

considered to be a good choice for this study as it is a growing sector and one which is seen 

as looking to the future of global business as well as being one that is clearly high value. 

When we consider the nature of the work being carried out by the IT Services companies, 

and the client’s reliance on this being done properly to allow them to operate effectively, 

it brings into view the interwoven nature of these relationships. At its core, this does 

remain a people-based business where the client organisation is paying the IT Services firm 

for ‘people to do things’. Of note is that these ‘things’ can be very complex and important. 

The client or prospect engages through specific individuals within the vendor organisation 

who are assigned and responsible for managing that account, and the relationships. Of note 

is that it is this person (or people) that responds and maintains the relationship (Le Bon & 

Herman, 2015). In relation to what significance the relationship quality between client and 

vendor plays in the overall revenue growth for the IT Services vendors, exploring this 

dynamic is the focus of this study. The next chapter covers the methodology adopted for 

this study.  
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CHAPTER 4 

METHODOLOGY  

4.0 Introduction 

The focus of this chapter is the methodological approach adopted by this study. The 

chapter begins with the research philosophy before moving on to consider the research 

design, covering the core elements of the methodology of this study: the conceptual model, 

research instrument, and data collection method. The chapter then explores the research 

ethics underpinning this study before moving on to cover the sampling strategy and 

outlining the profiles of the participant in this study. Following this, the importance of 

ensuring validity and reliability of the data collected are considered. Next, the chapter 

considers the data analysis methods used in this study, and the obstacles which needed to 

be overcome. The chapter concludes with a summary of this study’s methodology. 

4.1 Research Philosophy 

The research philosophy describes the researcher’s view of how they believe the world is 

constructed; this drives the research method and there are three perspectives. First, 

ontology which describes the researcher’s view of the nature of reality; that is what they 

know as real and believe to be factual (Bryman, 2016). Second, epistemology which defines 

the acceptable forms of knowledge and how we may come to know the world around us 

(Howell, 2016). Third is axiology, which is the researcher’s view of values in research 

(Ritchie, 2013). Of note is that there remains some debate around which philosophies are 

relevant in which circumstances (Mkansi & Acheampong, 2012).  

There are five main research philosophies: positivism, critical realism, interpretivism, post 

modernism, and pragmatism, and each has a different view of the world in relation to 

ontology, epistemology, and axiology (Saunders et al. 2016). Positivism has an ontology of 

one true reality relating to ordered, independent tangible things. The epistemology 

requires observable quantifiable facts with an axiology that requires the researcher to be 

detached to allow for a completely objective independent and neutral assessment of the 
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data. The typical method of assessment is deductive, with a large sample size of structured 

data that is quantitatively analysed. Alongside positivism as the most common philosophy 

is interpretivism which has an ontology that is complex and constructed through culture 

and language. There can be multiple meaning and interpretations of reality, the 

epistemology centres on stories and interpretations, and the axiology states that the 

researcher is part of what is researched, and it is subjective. The research method is 

typically inductive with small sample sizes and qualitative in-depth investigations are 

carried out (Flick, 2018, Mkansi & Acheampong, 2012).  

The next two research philosophies are critical realism and post modernism. Critical realism 

has an ontology of layers of empirical, actual, and the real events which are again 

happening externally; they are independent and are viewed objectively. The epistemology 

is based on knowledge that is historically situated and it says facts are social constructs. In 

the axiology the researcher acknowledges that bias exists and tries to minimise it to be as 

objective as possible. There are a range of research methods, but they are in-depth 

(Dadashpoor & Ahani, 2021, Jeong, 2019).  

Post modernism has an ontology that is complex and rich and which is socially constructed 

through power relations. At its core it states that some meanings are silenced by the 

dominant forces with an epistemology which states that truth and knowledge is decided 

by these dominant forces. So, there is a focus on what is not there, the absences, and the 

gaps, and it seeks to expose power and to challenge the dominance with an axiology that 

embeds the researcher and research within power relations. There are a range of research 

methods, but typically it is deconstructive, reading texts and doing in-depth investigations 

of missing data and examples of silences (Mezei, 2017).  

Pragmatism is the research philosophy that permits the researcher to choose the most 

suitable philosophy based on the context. Its ontology is complex and rich, is external, and 

the reality is the practical consequences of ideas. It is a combination of processes, 

experiences, and practices. The epistemology states that there is a practical meaning of 

knowledge in specific contexts with a focus on problems, practices, and the relevance, and 

the axiology is reflective based on researcher’s doubts and beliefs. There are a range of 
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research methods which are dictated by the research problem and question, with an 

emphasis on the most practical solutions (Rihova et al., 2018).  

Focusing closer on positivism and interpretivism, they have long been seen in the literature 

as opposite and even have opposing views for conducting research (G. Ryan, 2018). Indeed, 

interpretivism has been referred to as anti-positivism (Flick, 2018). For positivism reality 

exists, and it is the researcher that objectively discovers it. It is centred on the belief that 

knowledge is free of bias, that there are facts to be discovered, and there is no subjectivity 

(Phillips & Burbules, 2000). By contrast, for interpretivism truth is experienced by people, 

and it is the researcher who interprets the meaning based on their understanding and 

experience. As part of this trust is subjective, for example, it can be based on historical or 

cultural interpretation (Anderson & Thoma, 2020).  

In relation to this study, while the importance of relationship quality as a contributor to 

overall success is widely accepted within the literature, this study seeks to bring further 

clarity to defining the components of a quality relationship, as observed in the context of 

the IT Services industry. However, while there is consensus on the broad definition of 

relationship quality, there is a gap when we seek to evaluate the quality of any given 

relationship. As such on a practical level, specifically what do vendors do to build trust, how 

does trust manifest itself, and how could this be measured? Considering the anticipated 

complexities of the subject matter coupled with the ‘exploratory of the unknown’ nature 

of the enquiry, the research philosophy applied to this study is that of interpretivism. This 

choice fits well with the aim of this type of research to create a new and deeper 

understanding of certain, often complex, social interactions (G. Ryan, 2018).  

As covered in Chapter 2, relationships are complex and for the nature of how they function 

to be understood better it can be argued that an interpretivist approach will permit a richer 

understanding of the nuances, as opposed to an objective analysis of data (R. Weber, 2004). 

Going deeper within the interpretivist methodology led the researcher to a 

phenomenological philosophy going back to the work of Edmund Husserl (R. E. Park, 1935), 

who applied a systemic and logical analysis to phenomenological research. Nonetheless, 

there are numerous subsets of phenomenology to consider. For example, Gill (2014) 

captured and defined the nuances between the types of phenomenological research, 
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stating that if a researcher is describing experiences in general as one shared by many, then 

Giorgi’s (2009) descriptive phenomenology (developed in the 1970s and considered to be 

a modified Husserlian approach) is best suited.  

However, when a researcher is evaluating an individual incident, then Smith et al.'s (2009) 

interpretative phenomenological analysis (a qualitative approach which aims to provide 

detailed examinations of personal lived experience) would be a suitable choice. For a 

researcher who evaluates common experiences from different individuals within a 

particular context, then Benner's (1994) interpretive phenomenology is most suited. This 

study is more closely aligned to Benner’s interpretive phenomenology philosophy as it is 

the search for subjective facts that drives it. This chosen philosophy clearly lends itself to a 

qualitative research design as within the data, patterns and themes were searched for and 

collectively they became subjective facts that contribute to the research objectives.  

However, the researcher does not subscribe to the notion that if you accept a bit of one (in 

this case one specific research philosophy) you have to reject all of the others (Morgan, 

2007). Indeed, it is considered that from a research philosophy perspective the right 

philosophy is driven by the context of the research. Thus, the philosophy applied can 

change for a similar research project simply by refocusing the lens of the study. So, the 

pragmatic approach best suits the overarching research philosophy of the researcher.  

4.2 Research Approach  

There are three research approaches available to researchers: deductive, abductive, and 

inductive. Considering the exploratory nature of this study there are a number of factors 

to consider when choosing which approach best suits any study. To begin, a researcher 

needs to understand what defines each approach, with Pierce succinctly defining their 

differences as “deduction proves that something must be; induction shows that something 

actually is operative; abduction merely suggests that something may be” (Minnameier, 

2003, p. 78).  

Thus, with this study while there were some indications as to the broad themes within the 

literature, there was not enough evidence to make a generalisation from the general to the 

specific, which is required for deductive reasoning (Eriksson, 2015). In addition, the broad 
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facets of Nahapiet and Ghoshal’s (1998) interpretation of Social Capital Theory were used 

as a framework for the research instrument (questions in interview): structural capital for 

exploring the type and frequency of meetings, relational capital for exploring how trust is 

built, and cognitive capital for exploring why two parties get along. As presented in 

Appendix A, the application of Social Capital Theory in this context (high-value B2B 

relationships in the IT Services industry) is less common with the typical focus being more 

on relationships within an organisation. So Nahapiet and Ghoshal’s (1998) interpretation 

of Social Capital Theory was used to frame the context and structure of the questions 

without a theory to test against. Therefore, lacking a theory with which to test the data 

against to get a definitive answer, deductive theory development was considered less 

suitable (Shani et al., 2020).  

Having excluded a deductive approach, when considering inductive versus abductive 

theory development it is a discussion around whether the data will drive the theory in a 

linear fashion (inductive) or will the data and theory be repeatedly cross referenced, 

allowing the option to refine the theory based on new data (abductive) (Suddaby, 2006). 

As stated, while there was a loose understanding of the factors that contribute to a quality 

relationship, the data was expected to drive the model which would then lead to the 

creation of a conceptual framework (Shani et al., 2020). Therefore, an inductive approach 

to theory development was most suited. The purpose of this study is exploratory rather 

than descriptive, explanatory, or evaluative; meaning that inputs were sought from 

experts, and those inputs would guide the direction of the research element. Thus, the 

starting point was what might be described as a broad understanding, and moved towards 

a narrower, more specific set of insights driven by inputs from the experts (Howell, 2016). 

4.3 Research Design 

This research design section covers the core elements of the methodology of this study. 

The conceptual model, created from the literature review; the research instrument and 

data collection method, which was semi-structured telephone interviews; the research 

ethics; and the sampling strategy, which was purposive sampling. This is followed by 

sections on details of the respondents, validity and reliability, how limitations were 

overcome, and how the data were analysed.  
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4.3.1 Conceptual Framework 

Figure 4.1 is the conceptual model which is an interpretation of the key findings from the 

literature review in Chapter 2. The journey though the literature review, including the 

review of the theories and models, led to a point where successful integrative business 

relationships were considered to consist of three things within relationship quality: 

commitment, trust, and satisfaction. The relationship models in Chapter 2 also highlighted 

three elements, namely organisational capabilities, price satisfaction, and service quality 

as important when building relationships. This also supported what was found in the 

literature review, and these three are examples of how trust can manifest itself at the 

corporate level. Although they have been highlighted, it is not clear if they belong in the 

conceptual model and if they do, are there other elements that also belong? In addition, it 

is not clear where they would fit. Therefore, these elements will not be represented within 

the conceptual model but will be explored further within the findings and discussion to 

understand if they are present – and if so where they most suitably fit.  

Figure 4.1 Conceptual model 

 

Source: The Author 
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The cornerstone of an integrative business relationship between a vendor and client (or 

indeed any business relationship) is the vendor understanding what interests the client has 

or what is important to the client, and then aligning to and supporting them in delivering 

to their priorities. There are two elements to this, and these are included within the model. 

The first is relationship quality on an individual (one-to-one) level while the second element 

is at a corporate (organisation-to-organisation) level.  

The model is an iterative one although commitment is listed first. As established in Section 

2.2 it is an objective view of the time, effort, and money invested by both parties into the 

relationship; such forms of commitment can be termed structural capital within Social 

Capital Theory. This can apply equally on a one-to-one level capturing all the physical 

interactions (e.g., calls, emails, meetings) between two parties and can then be layered up 

to capture the same insight at an organisation-to-organisation level. It can also cover any 

other investment such as join innovation funds. The communication phase only considers 

the frequency and type of communication in abstract absolute terms, for example, there 

were 100 emails and 10 face-to-face meetings. Therefore, this demonstrates a certain level 

of commitment to the relationship in that the parties have invested their time to write 

those emails and attend those meetings, but it does not consider whether trust was built 

or eroded during those interactions; which would be considered as part of the trust piece 

of relationship quality. Just because there was an investment of time (commitment) does 

not automatically mean that trust was being built, indeed, there could be a scenario where 

what was happening during those meetings was actually eroding trust. 

Second is satisfaction which can be broken down into two elements. The first is about being 

comfortable with one another and being able to be honest (as discussed in Section 2.2), 

since without a feeling of comfort it can be very difficult for the client to be honest in their 

feedback and about the vendor’s overall performance. Therefore, during the interactions 

that take place within the commitment phase there needs to be a sense of comfort, and a 

feeling that the two parties are able to work together and get along. Exploring the presence 

of cognitive capital here – which forms part of Social Capital Theory – will uncover any 

shared character traits, backgrounds, and/or other systems of meaning which might 

explain why the two parties ‘got along together’. This can also be termed mutual disclosure 

(Ngoma, 2016). In a similar way the same insight will be sought at a corporate level i.e., 
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what helped the two organisations align strategically. The second element to satisfaction 

comes as an outcome of trust and is satisfaction in the more traditional sense, which is 

customer satisfaction that is essentially about the client being satisfied with the outcomes 

the vendor has delivered. 

The key element in all of this is trust which on an individual level and corporate level is 

achieved through demonstrating ability, integrity, and benevolence. When the client feels 

they can work with the individual and the vendor organisation as whole, they will then offer 

guidance, support, and feedback to help – both at an individual and corporate level to align 

the vendor’s organisational capabilities to the requirements. In addition, the client will give 

feedback and guidance on the proposal to ensure they are satisfied with the proposed 

approach as well as the price. As was uncovered during the literature review and confirmed 

during the review of the relationship quality models, the central tenet to a high-quality 

business relationship is the service quality. Accompanying that is the open dialogue 

between vendor and client to be able to communicate issues and mediate effectively. As 

established in Chapter 2, this forms part of relational capital within Social Capital Theory.  

The purpose of this study is to explore the presence of each individual part of this 

conceptual model within the B2B relationships that are examined. Their individual 

importance and their relationships with one another is also explored and validated. As 

previously established Social Capital Theory underpins this study, and it has three facets. 

First, structural capital which captures the type and frequency of the meetings. This sits 

within commitment as one element of commitment was capturing the time investments 

each party contributes to the relationship. Second, cognitive capital which entails 

understanding if there were any areas of common thinking and experiences that helped 

form a bond; something which could lead to more open communication Third, relational 

capital the crux of which is understanding how levels of trust are built.  

4.3.2 Research Instrument 

The research instrument used for this study was interviews. Rather than the quantitative 

approach of treating the interviewee (referred to as participant in this study) as a ‘witness’ 

and them recounting facts about what they observed (often with a predetermined set of 

choices as answers), this study is underpinned by asking purposeful questions and letting 
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the answers drive further exploration (Rogers, 2013). The purpose of the interviews was to 

achieve richness of detail but considering the exploratory nature of the interview the three 

broad interview structures needed to be evaluated to establish which was most 

appropriate for this study.  

First, while a structured interview would provide some consistency across the multiple 

interviews and make the analysis more quantifiable and arguably easier to analyse, it would 

also limit the fluidity of the responses and would likely lack deeper detail. Second, while an 

unstructured interview would provide very rich qualitative data, there is a risk of not 

covering the broad areas that should loosely drive the interview around structural, 

relational, and cognitive capital. Therefore, the semi-structured interview was considered 

most suitable as the structural framework is in place, but there is enough flexibility for the 

participant to express themselves and also for the interviewer to probe deeper on one 

interview compared to another. The semi-structured interview allows for a conversational 

style to develop, as discussed by Seidman (1991), and the atmosphere can be friendly; 

however, it should not be conducted ‘as friends’.  

There are a couple of careful considerations that need to be made when formulating the 

interview questions. First, the context and rationale for asking each question needs to be 

clear to the participant, otherwise it risks confusion and ambiguity which can lead to poor 

data. As such, if it is not clear the participant can also second guess the reason for the 

question which may lead to an abstract response. Second, the words used, although 

broadly similar from interview to interview, need to have the same sematic meaning and 

be understood in broadly the same way. This is particularly true for technical or more 

complex language (Foddy, 1994) and as much as possible ambiguity should be removed 

from all words and phrases. The question design was therefore reviewed by an expert panel 

of academics and people familiar with the topic and industry. Thus, careful consideration 

was taken to include appropriate words and avoid potentially confusing words or phrases. 

The interview was divided into six distinct parts and was estimated to last around 45 

minutes but no longer than 60 minutes. This timeframe is typical for these types of 

interviews (Mysen et al., 2012) and needed to be carefully considered in this case given the 

nature of the interview participants. This is because they are busy executives whose time 



74 

 

would need to be allotted in their calendars, so overruns would not be acceptable. See 

Appendix B for the interview guide.  

Part One covered the opening comments and was estimated to last up to three minutes. 

This is where the interviewer introduced themselves (either the researcher or the third 

party interviewer), permission was taken to record the interview, the purpose and subject 

matter of the interview was summarised, and finally confirmation was taken that the 

participant had read and agreed to the content in the consent letter and was okay to 

proceed. The purpose of Part One was therefore to establish the ethical aspects of the 

research, and to ensure that the participant was willing and able to participate as well as 

being clear as to what was being asked of them. 

Part Two was a five-minute section designed to relax the participant, and there were two 

questions. It started with a simple open question asking them to describe a good vendor 

relationship, followed by asking them to elaborate on what can go wrong with vendor 

relationships. The purpose of these open and unframed questions was to enable the 

participant to be free flowing around the subject that would become the core detail of the 

interview.  

Part Three was a 10-minute section that explored a specific vendor relationship – at 

corporate level rather than individual relationship level. As such, the participant was asked 

to identify the best vendor from the recent past, one that they could clearly recollect. Once 

they had one in mind there were four questions, each with a specific purpose. They began 

with a simple description of the relationship to identify the type of relationship, and this 

included a question on whether there was anything special about how this vendor resolved 

problems. The purpose of the latter question was to identify key factors that the 

participants felt made the relationship special in terms of the vendor. Next, the key 

question in this section was to understand what the participant believed they gained from 

the relationship; the vendor got money, but what did the client and the participant 

personally get from this relationship? The purpose of this question being to identify key 

factors that the participants felt made the relationship special in terms of themselves as a 

client at both an individual and corporate level. The final question was aimed at 

understanding if the vendor did anything special with regards to how they built and 
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maintained relationships. Again, the purpose of this question was to identify key factors in 

relation to long-term relationships. 

The first three parts essentially set the stage for the core section within the interview, Part 

Four, which was estimated to last 20 minutes. The participant was first asked to think about 

a relationship with one individual on the vendor side; someone who had made a difference 

on a day to day level, that one special person who stands out, but again one that they could 

remember well. The purpose of this question was to identify someone uniquely special and 

to frame the discussion around that one individual. The participant was then asked to 

describe this person and the context of the relationship, with the purpose of this question 

being to gain a clear understanding of the context of the relationship. Using the facets of 

Social Capital Theory, the relationship was then analysed from three different perspectives.  

First, the type and frequency of the meetings (structural capital) were discussed, with the 

participant describing how often the parties interacted and in what form (e.g., face-to-face, 

phone, email), what was the preference, and where the face-to-face meetings took place 

(e.g., inside or outside work). The purpose of these questions was to build a complete and 

transparent picture of the depth and breadth of the interactions between the two parties. 

Second, the levels of trust (relational capital) were discussed; specifically the person’s 

ability to do their job, their integrity, and levels of benevolence. The purpose of this 

question was to ascertain how trust was developed. Third were questions aimed at 

uncovering the presence of any common interests (cognitive capital), experiences, and 

beliefs that helped to form a bond; the purpose being to delve into the subconscious to 

uncover aspects that might explain why the two parties ‘got along’. As a summary to this 

section the participant was asked about things they thought vendors should do to form 

quality relationships as well as what they should not do or that have no effect. The purpose 

of this question was to uncover anything from the client’s perspective that they had 

experienced over their career that perhaps vendors were not aware of and/or were 

ineffective. 

Part Five was a very simple but necessary five-minute section to qualify the value of a 

quality relationship from a vendor perspective. This was necessary because the answer 

related to the fundamental purpose of this study, in that it would be expected that the 
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participants would be willing to work again with the vendors and individuals with whom 

they had best relationship. One of the key assets of a vendor having a quality relationship 

is that it is expected to increase the probability of maintaining and also growing new 

revenues. As such, the participant was asked if they were to move jobs would they help a 

vendor from a previous job with the new employer? Then, most importantly, would they 

be more willing to help a vendor with whom they have had a good quality relationship in 

the past?  

Part Six was the final section, covering the closing comments and lasting only approximately 

two minutes. Within this part the participant was asked if there was anything that they 

were expecting to be asked about but were not; the purpose being to elicit any new 

information that the researcher may not have considered when formulating the interview 

questions. They were also thanked for their time and effort in contributing to this study 

and were asked to verbally confirm that the data collected and recorded via the interview 

could be used for analysis. The purpose of these questions were to ensure that the data 

could be legitimately used within the study, as without the data there would be no study, 

but also to ensure participants knew that their time and efforts were appreciated. To 

conclude, the next steps were outlined to the participant including explaining that they 

would receive a transcript of the interview for which they would need to give their feedback 

and approval for analysis. The purpose of this final question was to ensure that all ethical 

considerations were addressed (see Section 4.3.4). 

4.3.3 Pilot Interviews 

Conducting pilot interviews is necessary to test how the questions are interpreted by the 

participant as well as other aspects such as the timing and flow of the interview (Majid et 

al., 2017). Therefore, as part of the research element of this study two pilot interviews were 

conducted prior to officially starting the interview process.  

Having established their purpose the two pilot telephone interviews were conducted with 

people familiar to the researcher. This process was designed to identify any major issues in 

the process as well as to test the technology and was valuable practice for the live 

interviewing phase. Initially, between Parts One and Two above there was a part where the 

participant was asked questions about their background and their career, including the 
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number of vendors they had worked with and other peripheral type questions. During the 

two pilot interviews this section remained – but with some trepidation – as it slowed down 

the flow and dynamism of the interview. It was retained for the first live interview, but the 

initial doubts were confirmed and this section was blocking the flow and preventing the 

interview getting to the core points. Therefore, it was subsequently removed for the 

remaining 10 interviews, and that specific data from the first live interview was not used. 

4.3.4 Research Ethics  

Ethical consideration is an important element of conducting quality research. This is 

because the principles that underpin ethical research include voluntary participation, 

informed consent, and where applicable (such as in this study) ensuring confidentiality and 

anonymity. All the while taking due care not to do any harm to participants (Rogers, 2013). 

This study was therefore approved by the Portsmouth Business School Ethics Committee 

(see Appendix C for the approval and Appendix D for the completed Ethics Review Checklist 

(Form UPR16)) to ensure the process to be followed as well as the documentation that 

would be shared with participants met with the prescribed ethical standards and 

considerations. The invitation letter (Appendix E) and interview guide (Appendix B) were 

created with due care and attention to ensure all aspects were clear and concise, and these 

documents were reviewed by academics and relevant industry experts. As discussed in 

Section 4.3.3, two pilot interviews were also conducted and all the necessary feedback 

taken into consideration.  

A third party was used to share the responsibility of physically conducting the interviews 

(Quetulio-Navarra et al., 2015), but the researcher was the only interface to all participants 

as far as recruitment (as discussed in Section 4.3.5), explaining the research, and answering 

questions. The third party was therefore used when there was a potential clash of 

availability between the participant and the researcher. Considering the seniority and diary 

management strains of the participant population, it was deemed inappropriate to 

reschedule a diarised meeting, so when there was a potential clash based on the 

researcher’s travel plans the third party was used to conduct the interview. They are a 

retired Head of Department at a leading UK university, who themselves completed a PhD 

using semi-structured telephone interviews with elites. Thus, they have a deep knowledge 

and experience of proper ethical procedures in general as well as when being applied 
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during the interviewing process itself, and when the time is taken to choose the right third 

party it has no negative effects of the quality of the outcome (Quetulio-Navarra et al., 

2015). 

At the start of each interview, whether it was the researcher or third party, the participant 

was reminded that the interview would be recorded, and their consent (as per the consent 

letter in Appendix F) was confirmed. As established in Section 4.3.2 they were also 

reminded of the objectives of the study, and that the data would be stored for up to 10 

years. In addition, the confidentiality and methods to anonymise data were also made clear 

(Glogowska et al., 2011). As also previously outlined, at the end of the interview time for 

feedback and questions was always made available and confirmation that the data could 

be used for analysis was sought. It was also mentioned that a full transcript of the interview 

would be shared in due course. The purpose of this was to provide the participant with the 

opportunity to give feedback or correct anything that might have been misconstrued (Carr 

& Worth, 2001), while also being given a final opportunity to withdraw at that stage too. 

Compensating participants for their time was not offered, so no ethical boundaries were 

under consideration in that regard.  

4.3.5 Data Collection Methods and Sample: Semi-structured Interviews with Elites  

The interviews for this study were with organisational elites who are well versed with 

sharing their opinions (see Section 4.4 for Participant Profiles). The chosen style of open 

questions – allowing for elaboration and further exploration – suited them and was what 

they were expecting based of their seniority, stature, and experience. This mode allowed 

the participant to feel more relaxed, and with the open questioning it delivered richer 

interview content (Knox & Burkard, 2009) aligned around a broadly defined subject matter 

(Stephens, 2007).  

However, the qualitative approach with interviews is not without its potential limitations. 

As such, the participant will only divulge what they want to, insights will only be based on 

their experience, and there is a reliance on the participant’s accuracy and honesty 

(Nunkoosing, 2005). These were addressed by virtue of the fact that the participants were 

willing participants, and it is their own personal opinions that were being sought for the 

data analysis; all under the assurance of confidentiality. Thus, it was the collective nature 
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of these experiences that became meaningful for this study (see Section 4.3.7 for a more 

detailed discussion on validity and reliability).  

The interviewing sample (including the definitions) will also be discussed in detail later in 

this chapter (see Section 4.3.6); however, the focus sample for this study was senior 

business executives, often referred to as organisational elites. These are individuals who 

have held a position of power for some time and have considerable industry knowledge, 

experience, and connections (Harvey, 2011). These types of participants require special 

consideration and planning. This is because elites are by nature very busy people, and their 

time is also demanded by many internal and external parties; therefore, assisting in 

academic research is likely not a high priority (Welch et al., 2002). However, a number of 

the participants were retired so this helped with diary management and their openness. In 

addition, to protect access to elites there are often significant obstacles in place (Mikecz, 

2012). To address this it is considered that the most effective method to achieve access is 

through snowball sampling as it leverages an existing relationship with an elite to enable 

access (Welch et al., 2002). This is also a pertinent method based on the nature of this 

study. This method was applied to great success with eight of 11 interviews coming via this 

method, and the remaining three being sought via the researcher.  

Once access had been achieved there were some apparent distinctions between 

interviewing elites compared to non-elites. Most obvious is the power balance between 

interviewer and interviewee, with elites clear in their comprehension that they have the 

deep knowledge which is not readily available, and who likely know the subject to a much 

greater depth when compared to the interviewer (Nunkoosing, 2005). As such, they are 

more confident in their answers and more confrontational in relation to questions asked. 

This relates not only to their confidence in their knowledge, but also that they are likely to 

be more experienced at giving interviews and are used to being asked their opinions.  

Thus, it is likely more difficult for the interviewer to manage and maintain control (Mikecz, 

2012). Further, from an interview content perspective elites will be more used to giving the 

company’s stated opinion, rather than their own personal opinion. Therefore, extra care 

was needed in this regard (Delaney, 2007), and this was achieved through proper 

preparation and from a robust pilot and feedback process. However, regardless of the 
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assurances on confidentiality and anonymity, elites will likely be more guarded with their 

responses during interviews and will also exert influence over censuring content during the 

post interview clarification and feedback loop step (Welch et al., 2002). As mentioned, 

some participants were retired so were less likely to be guarded and as the conversations 

were confidential and anonymous the remaining were put at ease. The quality of the data 

did not appear to be affected by these risks and limitations. 

Organising a suitable time and place for each interview can be problematic. Based on their 

busy schedules and fluidity of where they are likely to be geographically, telephone 

interviews can be more convenient for the participant (Delaney, 2007). These same issues 

also mean an increased likelihood of last-minute rescheduling; thus, making telephone 

interviews more convenient for the interviewer too. It is, however, noted that that face-to-

face interviews would be the preferred method of conducting a research interview (Carr & 

Worth, 2001), allowing for the best opportunity to build a relationship (including time 

outside of the allotted interview time). The face-to-face mode arguably also offers a better 

quality of outcome; not least by picking up non-verbal cues such as confusion, irritation, or 

amusement as well as reading other environment related occurrences during the interview 

(Carr & Worth, 2001).  

However, using an alternative to a face-to-face interview in this study certainly offered 

desirable advantages for the researcher and in the case of interviewing elites, the 

participants too. From the researcher’s perspective elites are part of a very small global 

sample size, therefore, telephone interviews offered access to a wider geographical pool 

of potential participants, and the financial costs, time considerations, and effect on the 

environment that are associated with conducting the interview are dramatically lower 

compared to an in-person option. Aside from this, there is research (Musselwhite et al., 

2007; Stephens, 2007) to support the case that data collected in such a way is at least 

comparable to in-person interviews, if not in some cases better. This is because participants 

can be less guarded during a telephone interview since they are usually in a place familiar 

to the participant, and they have a tendency to feel like the conversation is more 

confidential.  
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The length of time that an elite respondent is prepared to give will be limited. For example, 

in Sobo et al.'s (2003) study seven open-ended questions were asked via 72 telephone 

interviews, all of which lasted between 45 and 60 minutes. In this study, while the number 

of participants was lower at 11 (see Section 4.4 for details) the number of questions, the 

format, and the number of sub-sections were similar to those of Sobo et al. So, allowing for 

contingency an interview time of 60 minutes was planned for with the expectation being 

that each interview would take around 45 minutes. Although internet mediated interviews 

– those conducted via video conference facilities such as Skype, Teams, Zoom, or FaceTime 

– are becoming more popular, and no doubt will continue to be, in the realm of 

interviewing elites this method was still not commonplace at the time when these 

interviews were conducted.  

One of the key issues with such media is technological failures and considering this 

alongside the tight time constraints of the elites, and their greater comfort level with the 

telephone as opposed to these alternatives, telephone was chosen to be best suited. 

Nonetheless, there are some notable distraction related risks with telephone interviews, 

whether it be background noise from the participant being in an unsuitable location – such 

as at an airport or on a train – or unexpected interruptions for them, such as an email 

arriving or a secretary coming in to ask a question. These are risks over and above not being 

able to gauge if the participant is completely focused. However, according to Novick (2008) 

and Opdenakker (2006) these risks can be minimised (although not eliminated) with proper 

preparation and by being active and engaging during the interview (Novick, 2008). 

With this in mind there is an added emphasis on the effectiveness of the interviewer for 

telephone interviews in general and interviewing elites in particular. There are uneasy 

silences, hesitance and apprehension, pauses for collecting thoughts, and many such 

instances for which appropriate behaviour from the interviewer needs to be applied. The 

interviewer needs to speak in a clear and confident manner and most importantly the right 

level of prompting and delving deeper needs to be used to uncover the pertinent detail (N. 

Cook, 2009; Wilson et al., 1998). This was therefore applied to the interviews conducted as 

part of this study. 
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In addition, with the use of recording software there was the added benefit of being able 

to record the conversation and capture all the detail (including the nuances) for a fuller and 

more complete data analysis (Carr & Worth, 2001). It was also a solid record of source data; 

however, it is imperative that proper testing and contingency planning is in place to ensure 

against failure of the technology. For this study, the primary option was an electronic 

recording via a third party by calling a number prefix first and then the participant. This 

service recorded the conversation and automatically emailed the recording file after the 

interview and was a pay per minute service. The back-up option was a hand-held 

Dictaphone recording the interview while the interview was conducted over a 

speakerphone. In accordance with University of Portsmouth guidelines, all data will be kept 

for 10 years on an encrypted USB drive. 

4.3.6 Sampling Strategy 

The objectives of this study were to identify the key components of a good quality business 

relationship in the IT Services industry, and from this to develop a conceptual framework 

to identify the contributing factors that determine B2B relationship quality. There is a 

specific target audience for this study so while other, more random, selection techniques 

would limit bias (Seljak et al., 2018) they would not be as suitable as non-probability 

methods. Such methods include purposive sampling – which was used in this study – to 

select specifically the right type of participant (Barratt & Lenton, 2015). The profiles were 

senior executives responsible for buying and consuming IT Services; that is the specific end 

consumer of the services that were procured from an IT Services vendor. This excluded 

procurement people, who negotiate the price on behalf of the end consumer, and also 

excluded individuals on the other side of the relationship; namely the IT Services vendor. 

When conducting purposive sampling it is important to be as binary as possible while 

leaving enough room to be able capture a workable sample size. In this study it was the 

expert knowledge that was important, so an applied approach to sampling was needed, as 

it was the explicit knowledge of a specific subject matter that was important 

(Apostolopoulos & Liargovas, 2016).  

The profile characteristics were therefore as follows: senior IT executive with more than 15 

years of professional experience and with at least five years’ experience working at 
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companies with more than GBP 1 billion in annual revenue. In addition, for at least five 

years they should have been personally responsible for annual budgets of at least GBP 5 

million, which would be spent across multiple IT Services vendors. The geographical focus 

of the potential research population was the UK, Europe, and the USA, and these were 

chosen as it is generally considered that there are similarities in the occidental way of doing 

business, especially when compared to working in the Middle East or Far East (Middlekauff, 

2008). There was no vertical or industry focus as this would have been too restrictive and 

often executives move from one industry to another, so it would have been impractical to 

apply. This profile was considered broad enough from a geographical and vertical 

perspective but specific enough from the role description and required experience to 

create a defined target group.  

As well as utilising the researcher’s own network to identify suitable participants the 

snowball method was employed to leverage this network (Quadros et al., 2014). In effect, 

this entailed asking the researcher’s contacts to ask their contacts if they were interested 

in participating in the study. Snowball sampling is often used to identify hidden or hard to 

reach participants (Gyarmathy et al., 2014). However, when there is no incentive – as in 

this case – for the snowball method to be effective it is important to make it as simple and 

as easy as possible for your contacts to reach out to their network (Gyarmathy et al., 2014). 

Thus, the researcher began by having an informal face-to-face or telephone discussion with 

his contacts to explain the study and get their agreement to activate their network to 

identify suitable candidates who fitted the profile.  

Once this agreement to assist was in place, as per guidance from the University of 

Portsmouth Ethics Committee, it was followed up with an email containing the background 

of the study with attachments that gave more detail on the study – including the consent 

form and participant information sheet. The email was written in such a way that allowed 

the contact to forward the email on with a short introductory paragraph; thus, making it a 

simple task that would save time but also provide consistency of dialogue. The researcher’s 

contacts then shared the background information (participant information sheet and other 

supplementary documents) with the suitable candidates, so that potential participants had 

all the necessary information and were able to make an informed decision (Glogowska et 

al., 2011).  
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Once an individual expressed an interest in participating, the researcher’s contact made a 

formal introduction to the researcher and removed themselves from the dialogue. At this 

point, if there were questions or clarifications the line of communication was open for the 

potential participant and researcher to discuss. As previously identified, the main channels 

of communication were email and telephone, but should the potential participant have 

wanted to meet face-to-face and it was logistically conceivable (e.g., they were both in 

London at the same time), then this could have been considered. However, this did not 

happen and email and telephone remained the obvious channels of communication for 

preliminary discussion prior to the telephone interview (Drabble et al., 2016). In practice 

the only channel that was used was email, so there were no telephone conversations prior 

to the interview itself; therefore, it could be concluded that the email and supporting 

material was clear and concise and did not raise any questions.  

When the potential participant agreed to set up a time for an interview, in cases when the 

third party was being used the researcher collected the availability from the participant and 

coordinated a mutually convenient time. The researcher then diarised it for all three 

parties. In those cases where the third party was conducting the interview, the participant 

therefore had two contact points – the researcher and the third party conducting the 

interview. Anything relating to this study in general or any details concerning the interview 

prior to the interview slot were answered by the researcher, although the third party was 

included in the email chain. However, for logistical issues relating to the interview itself, 

such as running late or communication issues, all those involved were included and 

whoever was most appropriate to answer took that decision (Glogowska et al., 2011).  

As previously noted in Sections 4.3.2 and 4.3.4, at the beginning of the recorded interview 

the participant was asked if they had read the consent form and if they gave their consent 

to the six items mentioned in the form. They answered “yes” for the interview to proceed. 

This consent was also recorded as part of the interview process (Drabble et al., 2016). As 

also introduced in Sections 4.3.2 and 4.3.4, post interview a full transcript of the interview 

was shared and the participant’s feedback, comments, and clarifications were sought. It 

was written that if they did not respond within 14 days it would be assumed that there 

were no comments and that it was fine to use the content (the participant had already 

consented for the data to be used at the end of the interview). The opportunity to 
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completely withdraw was also available during this time (Rogers, 2013). However, again, 

after 14 days had passed the option to withdraw expired. These timelines were made clear 

in all communication, there were no issues raised by any of the participants, no one 

withdrew, and no one offered any objection or feedback on the transcripts. It is therefore 

considered that the approach taken was appropriate for this study. 

Ensuring confidentiality, the researcher had basic contact details for each participant, 

including their name, telephone number, and email address. Additional details of the 

participants’ professional history was gathered by conducting secondary research, using 

services such as LinkedIn. The purpose of such action was to gain additional publicly 

available information about current/past job roles and other such information the 

participant feels comfortable sharing publicly. This also saved the participant time 

explaining their background as part of the interview. All personal details (name, phone 

number, and email address) remained confidential and only the researcher, the third party, 

and the supervisory and examination team had access to these details. This data has been 

kept securely as per University of Portsmouth policies. Within the background 

documentation it stated that the interview was completely anonymous. However, the 

participant was also reminded at the start of the interview that there was no requirement 

to mention any employer company by name, no vendor company by name, no individual 

by name, or indeed to discuss anything that would in any sense be considered confidential 

(Moskowitz, 2004). They were also reminded that should they mention anything, either 

deliberately or inadvertently, then it would be anonymised.  

For the purposes of analysis and publication, anonymisation followed three steps. Step One 

was where the raw version of transcripts of interviews were created, which were a direct 

transcription of the interview. Step Two was the anonymisation process which started with 

replacing each participant’s name with ‘Participant 1’ etc. A similar process was deployed 

with other identifiable information such as employer, clients, and vendors. Step Three 

involved the creation of a second version of the transcript for analysis, and this version 

became the master version for all future analysis. For analysis purposes the seniority and 

generic job level, employment history (number of roles, length, and tenure), geographical 

location, and business vertical was used for analysis (Antes et al., 2018). As such, this data 
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was not anonymised and was presented in the following format: for example, Chief 

Information Officer (CIO), Financial Services, UK.  

The interviews were carried out until saturation and while there are no rules specifying the 

sample size (Ekinci et al., 2020), according to Saunders et al. (2016) a typical range for semi-

structured interview is between five and 25 interviews. In this study saturation point was 

achieved at 10 interviews, determined as such since it was around this point that there was 

a repetition of core themes and no new information was forthcoming (Guest et al., 2020). 

However, to test saturation had been reached an additional final interview was conducted, 

the eleventh one, and this confirmed saturation. Of the 11 participants, the researcher 

directly sourced three while the remaining eight were sourced through the researcher’s 

relationships. In total, an email was sent to 25 of the researcher’s contact, of which five 

were able to secure participants. Of these five, three people secured two participants each 

and two secured one participant each. 

4.3.7 Validity and Reliability 

Validity as a concept goes back to 1927 when it was stated that for a test to be valid it must 

measure what it claims to measure (Kelley, 1927). For example, if the purpose of a test 

were to measure memory it should not test something else such as intelligence. Since then 

many dimensions of validity and reliability have been designed, and they need specific care 

and attention. This section will therefore review the measures implemented for this 

qualitative study to ensure validity and reliability. From a validity perspective there are a 

number of methods to examine the way the study was carried out, and these include 

construct validity, contingent validity, descriptive validity, internal validity, external 

validity, and transcript quality. These will be covered in turn before scrutinising the 

reliability of the study, exploiting confirmability and repeatability (Rogers, 2013).  

4.3.7.1 Validity 

First, construct validity relates to the requirement for the researcher to underpin the core 

topic being explored to prior research and existing theories (Brown, 1996). In this study the 

research is linked to Social Capital Theory as well as being influenced by other established 

relationship based theories such as Social Exchange Theory and Social Network Theory. The 

details of the conceptual model are also driven by existing relationship quality models.  
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Second, content validity can be established by ensuring the items being tested are a valid 

sample of the universe that the researcher is interested (Sireci, 1998). For this study, this 

was ensured via the rigorous processes set up as part of the recruitment process.  

Third, contingent validity in this study sought to explore whether themes existed within the 

different responses from the same line of questioning. Conclusions could then be drawn 

based on these insights. Therefore, it is important in any such research that the context in 

which an interviewee responds is fully understood and interpreted in the right way to 

identify any existing patterns (Marilyn & Chad, 2000). This was achieved through the 

thorough preparation of the interview guide and pilot testing as well as during the data 

analysis phases. 

Fourth, descriptive validity relates to the need for qualitative researchers to be sure to 

capture data in a complete and objective way. It draws on concerns of interviewer bias, 

specifically in relation to what they do and do not take note of during an interview 

(Maxwell, 1992). The qualitative research aspect of this study was based on audio 

recordings and full transcripts, so as such did limit this concern.  

Fifth, internal validity states that there needs to be some mechanism to validate data 

collected from the participants to ensure the meanings and inferences likely to be drawn 

from them are correct (Bokander & Bylund, 2020). It is therefore the process of validating 

the data back to the source. In this study it was achieved in the form of the feedback loop 

post interview via sharing the transcript.  

Sixth, external validity applies to the application of the findings to other similar or adjacent 

situations. As such, there should not be an overstatement of the applicability of the findings 

to anything outside of the scope of the study (Bernstein, 2018). This study explored high-

value relationships between IT Services vendors and global corporations, which is quite 

specific. The transcription validity – particularly with telephone interviews – was therefore 

paramount. A denaturalised transcription which includes the natural pauses for 

contemplation and its ‘ums’ and ‘ers’ gives a much richer insight into the flow and intensity 

of the interview. For this study, the use of a transcription service to transcribe a majority 

of the interviews further removed any risk of bias during the transcription process. It also 

allowed for an expeditiousness between the interview date and receiving the transcription. 
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4.3.7.2 Reliability 

Reliability of the data collected sits at the core of the whole qualitative research process. 

Interviews by their very nature are not facts but are opinions and perceptions of past 

events. Considering the content of this study is exploring past experiences relating to 

relationship quality, opinions and perceptions can be affected in a multitude of ways. 

However, one of the benefits of interviewing elites was their seniority and their experience 

in giving insights and opinions, so they were naturally more comfortable in the formal 

interview scenario. In addition, the subject of the interview was known prior to interview 

itself and therefore, some aforethought would likely have been conducted. Nevertheless, 

a researcher needs to evaluate all data objectively and critically in the context that they are 

opinions that may contain bias and could have been impacted by other events.  

Confirmability relates to the point that the findings of the research are driven by the data 

derived from the interviews and not the researcher. As such, there should be a clear path 

from the original data to the research method, and the insights derived; thus, each of these 

points are contained within this thesis. It is also important to state the position of the 

researcher in relation to the research topic. The researcher responsible for this study, at 

the time of writing, has spent more than 15 years being exposed to business relationships 

at various levels of depth and intensity. In addition, the literature review demonstrated 

that there is a link between relationship quality and the prosperity of a business 

relationship, and the researcher concurs with this position. Furthermore, the researcher 

has practical experience of when the quality of a relationship has had a positive and a 

negative effect on the business outcomes. However, for this study to define the elements 

that contribute to a quality relationship was an exploration for the researcher.  

Repeatability links to the ability of another researcher to repeat the research process with 

the same data, or in fact conduct the same interviews with the same interview guide and 

achieve the same outcome. For this study, a number of checks and balances were put in 

place to ensure this could be achieved. This began with the participant acquisition, being 

for the most part derived from the snowball method of sampling (see Appendix G). Next, 

the interview guide was created in collaboration with industry and academic leaders, the 

interviews were conducted in the most part by a third party, and transcription services 

were used to further removed bias from the process. Finally, the data analysis process 
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followed thematic analysis with the use of NVivo software, including full quotes and 

descriptive insights within the findings and analysis (Chapter 5) and discussion (Chapter 6) 

chapters. 

4.4 Participant Profiles 

In total 11 interviews were conducted via the telephone. As established in Section 4.3.6, 

they were all identified as senior IT executives with more than 15 years of professional 

experience, and with at least five years working at companies with more than GBP 1 billion 

in annual revenue. All participants therefore satisfied the set criteria with evidence 

(verification from third party sites such as LinkedIn) that all 11 had worked at Fortune 500 

or FTSE 100 companies from a variety of industries, including financial services, retail and 

CPG, oil and gas, and others.  

For the criteria on managing IT spend, each should also have had more than five years of 

experience managing annual IT Services budgets of at least GBP 5 million spent (this being 

considered high value as established in Chapter 1) with multiple IT Services vendors. 

However, the amount of spend was significantly higher, with some being responsible for 

many hundreds of millions in annual spend, and one having been responsible for acquiring 

IT products and services totalling USD 30 billion. See Table 4.1 on the following page for a 

summary of the participant profiles. 

Nonetheless, it is noted that while Participant 9 did fit the criteria in relation to high value, 

at the time of interviewing they were working as an independent contractor so some 

questions were answered from that perspective. This affected some of the context the 

participant gave to a small number of questions, but not to a significant degree. As shown 

in Table 4.1, there were 10 male participants and one female. This was not by design but 

was simply based on the gender of the participants suggested through the snowballing 

efforts. In addition, the geographical focus of the potential research population was the 

UK, Europe, and the USA; although none of the call locations were the USA, some of the 

participants worked for companies whose headquarters were in the USA.  
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Table 4.1 Participant profiles 

Participant P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 P9 P10 P11 

Call location UK UK Europe UK UK UK UK UK UK UK UK 

Gender Male Male Male Male Female Male Male Male Male Male Male 

Ever worked on 
vendor side? 

No No Yes No No No Yes No No No No 

CIO or CIO-1* CIO CIO CIO CIO-1 CIO-1 CIO-1 CIO CIO CIO-1 CIO CIO 

‘Best vendor’ 
discussion 
location 

UK UK Asia UK UK UK UK UK UK UK UK 

Location for 
discussion about 
‘best individual’ 

UK UK Asia UK UK UK UK UK UK UK UK 

Locality of 
individuals 

Same city Same city Same city 
Different 
countries 

Same 
office 

Same 
office 

Same city Same city Same city Same city Same city 

*Where CIO is Chief Information Officer and CIO-1 is one reporting level lower 

Source: The Author
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All participants had UK, European, and/or global experience and at the time of the 

interviews 10 were based in the UK, and one was in Europe (Switzerland). The 10 based in 

the UK were native English speakers, with the one in Switzerland being a non-native; 

however, this did not affect the quality of that interview and all interviews were conducted 

in English. The parts of the interview were discussed in Section 4.3.2. In terms of discussions 

around the best vendor relationship they had ever experienced (Part Three). In relation to 

discussion about the best individual they had ever worked with (Part Four), six chose 

someone working for an Indian company (i.e., a company with its headquarters in India), 

while three chose a non-Indian (i.e., a European or USA based) company. In terms of the 

roles those chosen individuals performed, nine chose people in a sales role and two chose 

people in an onsite delivery role.  

All but one of the interviews were conducted over a six-week period between 7th August 

2017 and 14th September 2017, with the final one (P3) taking place on 16th August 2019. 

The first 10 interviews were conducted by the third party, and the final interview was 

conducted by the researcher. Due to a clash of diaries and other issues the third party was 

best placed to conduct the initial set of 10 interviews while for the final interview the 

researcher was best placed to carry it out. In relation to interview length, the shortest 

conducted was 33 minutes; however, this did not include all parts and, therefore, the 

shortest complete interview was 43 minutes while the longest was 73 minutes.  

4.5  Data Analysis Methods 

As established previously this study involved qualitative research, during which a small 

number of semi-structured interviews were conducted with specifically identified 

individuals. In relation to the analysis of such data there are two ends of the spectrum with 

one side (descriptive) having a strong focus on the language and the specific words used 

(Burr, 2015), and the other side (interpretative) being more concerned with the content of 

what participants had to say (Langdridge & Hagger-Johnson, 2013). The second approach 

therefore focuses on understanding the lived experience of the participants and was 

considered more relevant to this study. In terms of its approach to the data, most analysis 

is either descriptive or interpretative, although it has been argued that even with 
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descriptive analysis there is an element of interpretation (Vaismoradi et al., 2013). 

However, in terms of identifying which approach was used this study implemented a 

descriptive approach to analysing what the participants had to say, to provide context and 

anchoring to further discussion.  

There are seven main methods used to analyse qualitative data. The first is grounded 

theory which is a systematic methodology involving the discovery of theory through the 

analysis of data from the bottom up (Holloway & Todres, 2003). While using inductive 

reasoning, as in this study, it seeks to develop new theory from a constant review of the 

data which was not the aim of this study. In this study the theory was in place, and it was 

the contributing factors that were important to uncover. The second is discourse analysis 

which seeks to understand the types of language, its cultural rules and conventions and 

how values, beliefs, and assumptions are communicated; particularly in its social, political, 

and historical context (Wilkinson, 2000). This was not considered to be suitable as this study 

had a defined sample group and question set, with minimal interest in analysing discourse 

across the participants.  

The third is narrative analysis, and this method uses personal texts, such as stories, journals, 

notes, letters, conversations, interviews, photographs, and any other such artefacts that 

portray life experience. This is the unit of analysis and it is researched to create meaning 

(Richards, 2016). There are various ways to apply this method, but this study had a discrete 

focus on relationship quality and access to reliable data would be an issue, as it would 

require confidential emails and other data which would be impractical to get access to. 

Narrative analysis was therefore considered to be unsuitable for this study. The fourth is 

interpretative phenomenological analysis which offers insights into how a given individual, 

in a given situation, makes sense of a given phenomenon. It is understanding people's 

everyday real-life experience (Smith, 2008). This method focuses on observing people and, 

therefore, it was not practical for the purpose of this study. 

The fifth is case study analysis which observes complex situations to take in the context and 

then characterise the events (Yin, 2010). It would be interesting to have had such an in-

depth perspective of the intricacies of a client-vendor relationship; however, it would offer 

an even more limited view since a relatively small number of interviews were conducted 
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and was therefore not considered suitable. The sixth is content analysis which involves the 

analysis of text focusing at a more micro level, such as words counts and other frequency 

type insights (Wilkinson, 2000). Analysis of individual words and phrases, while interesting 

to some degree as part of a deeper analysis of the data, was not at the core of this study. 

It was the literal meaning with the explanations given in the responses that were of most 

interest during analysis, rather than the word type used; therefore, this method was not 

considered suitable. 

The final one is thematic analysis, which is the most commonly used method of analysis in 

qualitative research analysis and one which is used for identifying, analysing, and reporting 

recurring themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). There is a reliability question as it tends to focus 

on quotes; however, it offers a good basis for analysis over multiple similar data sets. 

Thematic analysis can also be used across a range of theoretical and epistemological 

approaches and therefore, it is versatile. Considering all this thematic analysis was 

considered to be the most appropriate framework for this study. 

Through the process of inductive reasoning, and a top down coding approach, meaning can 

be derived from similar data from different sources (Hayes, 1997). At its core, the purpose 

of thematic analysis is to uncover patterns of meaning within a set of data. It is a very 

practical and straightforward method suited to this type of semi-structured interview data. 

In addition, it provides a thoroughly rigorous, tried and tested methodological approach 

(Anderson & Thoma, 2020) where patterns are identified through a rigorous process of 

data familiarisation, coding (groupings with similar meaning), and theme development; but 

most importantly, constant revision. Braun and Clarke (2006) developed a commonly used 

six-phase process that can be applied to thematic analysis, and these six steps are 

summarised in Table 4.2 on the following page. 

As the name suggests, thematic analysis analyses themes, so first and foremost it needs to 

be understood what a theme actually is. According to Braun and Clarke (2006), there are 

no rules for scientifically defining a theme, they are not ‘discovered’ or ‘found’ but rather 

they emerge from within the data itself. However, while there is no clear definition there 

are some guidelines to follow.  
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Table 4.2 Review of the six phases of 
Braun and Clarke’s (2006) method of thematic analysis 

Phase Title Explanation 

1 Familiarising 

oneself with the 

data. 

Re-reading the transcripts and re-listening to the 

recordings. Immersion in the data. Noting down some 

initial ideas. 

2 Generating initial 

codes. 

In an indiscriminate way, identifying any codes, but it 

does not need to be very organised. Essentially, getting 

as many initial codes as possible. 

3 Searching for 

themes. 

Collecting the codes into potential themes. 

4 Reviewing themes. Reworking the data, codes, and themes into a more 

structured and organised format. 

5 Defining and 

naming themes. 

Finalising the codes into the themes, and the overall 

storyline. 

6 Producing the 

report. 

Linking the finding to the research objectives and 

underpinning with the literature. 

Source: Braun and Clarke (2006) 

First, choices need to be made by the researcher about what to include and remove and 

how to interpret the meaning within the words, and this is a subjective process. Second, a 

theme implies something that is recurring, so a pattern emerges and this can be recurrence 

within a particular case (interview) or across cases, or indeed both. However, while isolated 

points can be significant they should not form a theme. Third, individual themes should be 

separate from one another; thus, while they can be related and have some overlap, there 

should be no ‘blurring’ of the boundaries as this will create confusion (King, 2018).  

Once themes have been established, organising them brings out the storyline and applies 

structure to the data; again this is the researcher’s interpretation of how they 

conceptualise the data. There is also likely be some level of hierarchy within the themes 

and sub-themes, and there may be a situation where there is such a strong theme that it is 

almost omnipresent within the data. This can be described as an integrative theme (King et 

al., 2014); however, there needs to be a careful balance between an integrative theme and 
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blurring different themes together, and this is something which can be managed through 

the coding process. 

4.6 Approach to Thematic Analysis  

This section will synthesise the researcher’s approach to analysing the data using the six 

phases of Braun and Clarke’s (2006) method. As outlined in Table 4.2, Phase One consists 

of familiarising oneself with the data. As the title suggests, this initial phase required 

immersion into the data. Since the interviews were carried out over a protracted period 

and also not in the very recent past, it was important to refresh the memory and so this 

phase began with the researcher listening to all the interviews again. This method of 

immersion into the data was an invaluable exercise and set the foundation for reviewing 

the transcripts, as it brought the transcripts to life and enabled the researcher to relate the 

personality and sentiment from the recordings to the words within the transcript. The 

transcripts were loaded into NVivo by the researcher and as the interview was broken into 

broad sections, content was coded to each section for all 11 interviews. All the replies to 

the same broad questions were subsequently together in one place and were read though 

a number of times. It was found that reading the reply to the same section across all 11 

participants gave a good feel for the potential themes. 

Phase Two was generation of the initial codes, (see Appendix H). It involved conducting 

open coding to identify initial themes; thus, generating over 50 codes from the dataset. 

This was an unstructured exercise, documenting any patterns as they came up from 

reviewing the transcripts. Phase Three involved searching for themes (see Appendix I), and 

working though the dataset uncovered categories at both the vendor and individual level. 

In total seven were uncovered, each with eight plus sub-themes; however, at this point 

there was overlap which as established previously can cause confusion. Those uncovered 

during this phase were 1) Benefits and Challenges of Client-vendor B2B Relationships, 2) 

Individual – Building Trust, 3) Individual – Commitment – Satisfaction – Achievement – 

Sharing, 4) Individual – Communication – Managing Relationship, 5) Individual Level Actions 

Having an Impact, 6) Client-vendor Level – A Strategic Business Relationship, and finally 7) 

Client-vendor Level – Delivery of Service.  
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Phase Four involved reviewing the themes uncovered in Phase Three (see Appendix J). In 

this phase further work was undertaken on these codes and themes to structure them. As 

such, efforts were made to distil the themes down and make them discrete from one 

another; thus, removing the potential for confusion. This led to Phase Five where the codes 

were finalised into the four themes with further division into sub-themes where 

appropriate (see Appendix K), resulting in a storyline that flowed logically. The final phase, 

Phase Six, involved the production of a report. Outside of a thesis, this phase relates to the 

creation of a report to explain the insights. However, in the context of this thesis it formed 

the basis of the Findings and Analysis (Chapter 5) and Discussion (Chapter 6) chapters.  

Some of the initial thoughts after implementing the six phases of Braun and Clarke (2006) 

had trust at the centre of the entire relationship building process, with each step of that 

process going around the outside, and with each theme and sub-theme as an input into 

how to make that particular step effective. See Figure 4.2 for a diagram of the researcher’s 

thinking after the initial data analysis. 

Figure 4.2 Diagram of the researcher’s thinking after initial data analysis 

Source: The Author 
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4.7 Overcoming Research Obstacles  

During the course of preparing for, collecting, and analysing the data for this study the 

researcher was presented with a number of obstacles that needed to be overcome. The 

three main issues were first, deciding on the question format and flow; second, 

coordinating diaries to conduct the interviews; and third, using NVivo software effectively. 

In relation to the first issue, the question format and structure were prepared in 

cooperation with experts and academics familiar with both the subject matter and data 

collection method. One element that was important was validating the participants’ 

experience, in particular their tenure and responsibilities (i.e., a GDP 5 million or more 

spend per year). As outlined in Section 4.3.3, for the pilot there was an initial section that 

confirmed some of these details, and this section carried over into the first interview. 

However, although nothing was anything explicitly mentioned by the participant there was 

an undertone of frustration with these questions, which came after they had confirmed 

consent. This led to an anticipation almost of “when will the real questions about 

relationships start?” and was noticed by both the researcher and the third party (who 

conducted that interview). Subsequently, it was decided this was not needed as these 

requirements were made clear when selecting the participants. In addition, inferences 

could be made from the individual’s public social media profiles and details were disclosed 

during the interview to validate these points. 

The second issue of coordinating diaries between the participant and the researcher was 

identified early on, as the researcher had a full-time job that required a lot of international 

travel, often on short notice. In addition, the participants themselves – by the very nature 

of meeting the criteria for this study – were themselves very busy and were giving their 

valuable time. Thus, when they shared their availability it tended to be with little notice. 

Considering the technology and location requirements for a successful interview it was not 

deemed appropriate to negotiate these slots to ensure the potential for issues were 

limited. So, the safest solution was determined to be the use the services of a third party 

interviewer (for 10 out of 11 of the interviews). There were obvious benefits to this, 

including consistency of data collected, the experience of the interviewer, and removing 
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bias from the process. Considering all of these benefits, it is also worth noting that one 

interview was conducted by the researcher which would have a minor impact on the 

consistency.  

Third, although the researcher had completed live NVivo training at the University of 

Portsmouth and had also spent time completing online training courses, there was still a 

gap in knowledge. Thus, considering that the effective analysis of the data was central to 

the success of this study it was felt that more needed to be done. Through a conversation 

with the researcher’s supervisor an external company was recommended, and a number 

of private one-to-one courses were purchased. These were taken in the midst of the 

analysis of the data so were very pertinent and helped tremendously.  

4.8 Summary  

The focus of this chapter was the methodological approach of this study, and it began with 

the research philosophy. As such, the research philosophy applied was that of 

interpretivism and inductive theory development was most suited to this study’s research. 

Next the research design was considered, covering the core elements of the methodology 

of this study. Considering the exploratory nature of this study it was determined that semi-

structured telephone interviews would be most appropriate. Following this the sampling 

strategy was covered, purposive sampling was chosen for this study, and the research 

instrument was an interview with six sections. To make the process simpler and less fraught 

the interviews were conducted over the telephone. The chapter then moved on to consider 

data analysis methods, looking at seven different methods before concluding that thematic 

analysis was most appropriate for this study. This analysis was completed using Braun and 

Clarke’s (2006) six phase method, and the chapter also covered the obstacles which needed 

to be overcome. The next chapter presents and discusses the findings of the analysis of 

data collected during the research phase of this study. 
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CHAPTER 5 

FINDINGS  

5.0 Introduction 

This chapter introduces the findings derived from the analysis of interview data. Relating it 

back to the literature review the definition of relationship quality was separated into three 

parts: commitment, trust, and satisfaction. It also introduced the concept of relationship 

quality being built along two tracks: on an individual (one-to-one) level and at a corporate 

(organisation-to-organisation) level. All of these inputs formed the basis for the conceptual 

model. Taking the first part of relationship quality, commitment, this measures the 

aggregate of all investments of time and energy into the relationship between both parties. 

This applies both at an individual level for the one-to-one relationships and a corporate 

level which would capture the total volume of all interactions between the two 

organisations. Second, trust – as defined by the literature – is the ability, integrity, and 

benevolence of the individual on the vendor side (Davis et al., 2000). Applying this at a 

corporate level, for the vendor to build trust it should have the right capabilities to be able 

to do the job, be charging a price that the client is comfortable paying (price satisfaction), 

and deliver a high quality of service. Third, satisfaction on an individual level is feeling 

comfortable enough to be open with one another, as only then can honest and often critical 

feedback be shared which then provides an opportunity for the customer to be satisfied at 

a corporate level.  

5.1 Relationship Quality Themes  

With that context from the literature review this study sought to explore relationship 

quality further, specifically within the IT Services sector. As part of its research element 11 

semi-structured interviews were conducted with senior executives from the client side, all 

of whom were working at global corporations. These interviews revealed what the very 

best IT Services vendors did that made them so special and based on the coding structure 

and applying Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six phase thematic data analysis method, four 
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themes were discovered within the data. These themes will be discussed in turn within the 

following section. Within each theme propositions will be put forward based on the 

findings of this limited dataset of 11 interviews. 

5.2 Theme 1: Interaction Quality 

This theme captures the intricacies of the interactions between vendor and client to help 

explain how and what is required to have the best opportunity for high-quality interactions. 

The findings show that for the executives on the client side to build quality relationships 

they needed to interact with a single point of contact from the vendor side who would act 

as their ‘window into the vendor organisation’. In addition, the executives needed to 

communicate regularly with this person across all communication channels, with an 

overwhelming preference for face-to-face meetings. Of note is that the location for in-

person meetings was invariably at the client’s office. Exploring why these two individuals 

‘got along together’ the findings identified a number of commonalities, including shared 

character traits such as personality and outlook on life, a shared technical knowhow, and a 

strong work ethic. At an organisational level the vendor demonstrating a partnership 

mentality was seen as a good cultural fit by the client. This theme captures the intricacies 

of the interactions between vendor and client and has two sub-themes: 1) communication 

quality which captures the type and frequency of the interactions, and 2) synergies and 

alignment which identifies the things that the two parties had in common.  

5.2.1 Theme 1a: Communication Quality 

Communication quality is the type and frequency of interactions between the two 

organisations and two individuals. It explains where and how they interacted as well as how 

often. The findings for communication quality start with the client having a single point of 

contact, before exploring the specific detail of the type and frequency of the interactions. 

This is informed by the literature, noting that as the complexities of managing global 

relationships have increased, client expectations from their vendor have also evolved to 

the point that they now expect to have a single person that oversees the relationship (Fiss, 

2006). Indeed, most of the interview participants agreed on the necessity of a single point 

of contact, and there was consensus on the reasons for this. As such, it centred on having 
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one individual who would act as a coordinator back into the wider vendor organisation 

since these were high-value relationships with a huge amount of complexity, as Participant 

(P) 6 discussed: 

They were responsible for coordinating all the activities… (we) could have had up to 

100 people between onshore and offshore… I didn't have to go and speak to all of 

these different teams. The constant feedback and updates that I got from this one 

resource allowed me a single point of contact for the whole organisation, so that 

was important. (P6)  

That person is not only in the role of a coordinator (Bacon, 1999) but is much more than 

that. As such, they are the collaborator between both client and vendor, working to ensure 

all issues are resolved and that the relationship is working and running smoothly (Moss 

Kanter, 2009). Therefore, there needed to be an openness to these relationships that would 

allow information to flow freely and for issues to be identified, as suggested by P4: 

Anything that needs to be talked about could be talked about, and resolved very, 

very quickly. (P4)  

Acting as the coordinator, the single point of contact was not required to have the answers 

to everything but to act as the liaison between the client and vendor organisation, bringing 

the right people and information back after an internal review. While the majority of the 

interview participants highlighted the need for a single point of contact, they were equally 

vocal about the negative impact of not having this in place. Indeed, almost all had examples 

of failures and various degrees of seriousness. Thus, where there was no structure and no 

dedicated point of contact there were customer experience issues, with the client not sure 

who to liaise with, and this caused confusion and frustration. For example: 

Where you had multiple people in the third-party organisation you were trying to 

deal with, you did really feel you got sort of pointed and pushed around a bit, and 

that would just fail. Fail. (P4)  

In these instances where things were not done well, the de facto position is one where 

there is shifting ownership of the project and the very real risk of loss of knowledge as the 



 

 

102 

 

responsibilities move from one team to another. Thus, the client would be dealing with one 

person locally and then when the project moved forward it could move to another set of 

individuals, perhaps in a different country. So, it would be in other people’s hands and they 

were liaising with a different community of people. This provoked a sense of uneasiness as 

the other teams take over the responsibility and raises question marks as to whether 

effective knowledge transfer has taken place. Consequently, this threatened the 

relationship. There is little doubt that these issues do have an effect on the quality of the 

delivery and thus, the relationships. P5 linked delivery and quality issues to not having a 

single point of contact and suggested that the problems subsided once this was put into 

place: 

At first, it did impact the relationship and the delivery of the quality that we needed 

and then they invested in a service delivery manager to be onshore with us, and that 

really did help… (P5) 

The underlying theme was one of business continuity, and this was the major concern of 

the participants who from their experience knew that a single point of contact to act as the 

conduit to the vendor organisation was the key, thus: 

Proposition 1: A single point of contact is a significant contributing factor to relationships 

quality at a corporate level. 

There are a few dimensions to exploring the type and frequency of communication within 

these very significant relationships. First is the frequency of meetings, second is the type of 

meeting (telephone versus face-to-face etc.), and third is the location of the face-to-face 

meetings. The insights from the data on type, frequency, and location of meetings were 

informed by the literature which identified that for a good business relationship to start 

and then grow, the parties need to have the opportunity to interact with one another 

(Griffith & Harvey, 2001b). The type and frequency of communication form the structure 

to the relationship and can be referred to as structural capital (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). 

In this study almost all of the interview participants met either weekly or more frequently. 

Notably, some of the individual relationships were with people who actually worked 

together in the same office, so it was easier to discuss things as they came up. In these 
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cases the frequency of meetings was ‘as required’ and often multiple times a day. Where 

this was not the case, and it was necessary for the individuals to diarise a meeting, the most 

common frequency – at least initially – was weekly, as alluded to by P8: 

Every week… because it was a major relationship, critical to our business. (P8)  

No matter the frequency these diarised meetings tended to be face-to-face and almost 

always the individual from the client expressed a desire to have the meetings at their office. 

Face-to-face meetings offer the opportunity for a much richer communication exchange, 

and this is supported by the literature review in Chapter 2. For example, Mehrabian’s 

(2007) work highlighted that only 7% of communication is verbal, with 55% being body 

language and 38% tone of voice. However, while there were diarised face-to-face meetings, 

there was unanimous consensus that communication was also taking place via email, 

phone calls, and/or text messages on an almost daily basis. This aligns with Stephens et 

al.’s (2017) findings that social capital does not form via discrete meetings in isolation but 

rather through a continuum of touchpoints. Nonetheless, there was widespread 

acknowledgement of the importance of face-to-face communication as part of the 

relationship building process. For example: 

I don’t enjoy communicating via email. I don’t mind communicating by phone, but I 

much prefer to sit down and look people in the eyes and have proper conversations 

with them. (P10)  

One interview participant (P4) was not based in the same country as their chosen subject 

(all the rest were based in the same city) but referenced the initial period of relationship 

building, and the significance of meeting face-to-face beforehand. That opportunity was 

used to build rapport and get to know one another, so when things did revert to the 

telephone or video conference it was easier as the relationship has been established. 

Notably, they did acknowledge that without that face-to-face phase it would have been 

very difficult to have had a successful long-distance relationship. Thus, while the data 

showed that face-to-face meetings were the client’s preference there were also numerous 

references to regular emails, telephone, and text/WhatsApp’s messages. So, through this 



 

 

104 

 

multi-channel communication there was ample room for the relationship to develop and 

strengthen, thus: 

Proposition 2: For good quality relationships to develop, physical interactions are 

prioritised over digital. As such, there is a preference for face-to-face meetings which 

take place weekly (or more often) and usually in the client’s office. 

By way of meeting often, and face-to-face in their client’s office, there is an opportunity to 

take the relationship to a deeper and more meaningful level. The data demonstrated that 

these relationships seemed to mature with time and depth, but also with intimacy. During 

the interviews, the intimacy of relationship was revealed with all except one participant 

acknowledging that they worked closely with one another on various joint endeavours. 

These included presentations for steering committees and/or weekly/monthly executive 

meetings, and they often had in-depth discussions about the commercial construct of 

proposals. However, even when people work with each other on a constant basis the 

relationship can remain at a superficial level. For people to understand each other and get 

to know one another better they can physically work together on a joint project, ideally 

one-to-one, perhaps on a joint deliverable or anything that involves physically creating 

something new together (S. H. Han et al., 2020).  

The extreme of this is people working together in the army, and it is well documented that 

a strong – often lifelong – bond is created between these people as they have been through 

so much together, depended on one another, and have a good camaraderie (G. Green et 

al., 2010). So, exploring this in the professional context the vendor and client might need 

to work into the detail of a specific problem on the project or a proposal. As part of this the 

depth of knowledge of the project by both sides would be very high. Of note is that there 

is very limited literature on this, so these findings provide a new insight in the IT Services 

context. On a constant basis, preparing the content and planning the oral overlay on a 

regular basis gave many opportunities to get to know how each other. For example:  

So I would have had to provide updates on a weekly basis, because we would have 

been running maybe 20, 30 projects at any one time. I would have had to go and 

present, and present updates, based on the work that they were doing. So, I would 
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have presented sort of the high-level overview, the management summaries, and 

they would have got into the detail. (P6) 

Thus, leading to Proposition 3, as follows: 

Proposition 3: Working with the client on a joint deliverable is a way to move the 

relationship to the next level.  

When the face-to-face meetings moved outside of the office to a more informal setting, 

such as lunch, dinner, or for drinks there was a divergence with almost an equal split 

between those that thought business lunches, dinners, and drinks sessions were 

appropriate and those that did not engage ‘in that type of thing’ at all. For the ones who 

did engage there were various circumstances for which it seemed appropriate or a nice 

relationship building gesture, and it did not necessarily involve leaving the office. For 

example, P11 mentioned a salesperson bringing pizza in for the team who were all working 

on a project. Things like that were very well perceived and encouraged by those who 

engaged in them, believing that they help in achieving the stated objectives as well as 

building rapport. In some such cases, it was considered part of the general office 

camaraderie or to encourage team bonding and included going for a team lunch or after-

work drinks. However, for others such as P7, it was simply out of convenience: 

Just because with the diary being as busy as it was, if I were catching up with 

PERSONS NAME sometimes it was easier to catch up with him round the corner in 

Pizza Express because that was the only slot I had, and if you want to fit somebody 

in this week, going into the evening is sometimes a reasonable way to do it. So I 

don’t think we had a view that we had to do that. (P7)  

When private businesses offer hospitality there is an implied exchange and there is a 

blurred line between customary business practices and unlawful behaviour (Peurala, 2013). 

So, for both those who avoided these scenarios and those who did partake it was done with 

caution and an awareness that informal lunches, dinners, and drinks were encroaching into 

the realm of corporate hospitality. Thus, they would either split the bill, or they would 
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declare it as part of the company’s formal internal processes. However, for a few of the 

interview participants the line was clear, as P11 explained: 

I have never accepted corporate hospitality, even a lunch… I think it just makes the 

relationship more professional. I was offered it many times, and I declined. (P11)  

The realm of hospitality tends to cover more than a lunch or dinner, moving into organised 

events such as complimentary rugby or tennis matches and other outings where the vendor 

would be responsible for all the associated costs. This provoked a strong reaction with most 

participants feeling that corporate hospitality was not useful. As with P11 above, some 

rejected it as a point of principle, others because of the complications with internal policies 

and processes, while the Bribery Act (O’Shea, 2011) was also mentioned. In one case, it was 

counter-productive: 

I think it leads to a misunderstanding… just because you’ve been to the rugby 

together doesn’t mean that the service levels are not right, that you should not hold 

your partner vigorously to account. But I felt that some of the vendors who offered 

it, they almost felt as if that was the case – so we wanted to take that 

misunderstanding out of the equation. (P7) 

Of note is that there were a couple of quite unpleasant experiences, both involving alcohol, 

and which caused upset. P11 explained one such incident: 

I find this upsetting, but I'm going to tell you about it anyway. So I was at CLIENT 

NAME, which is the largest SECTOR company on the planet, and the VENDOR NAME 

salesperson took my team out without me and took them to a strip club, where they 

got drunk and got into difficulties. I wrote to the chief executive of VENDOR NAME, 

a guy called PERSONS NAME, and complained about it, and he didn't give a shit. So 

there's another vendor that I don't really want to do business with. I find that 

completely – I don't know, just appalling behaviour. (P11) 
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The findings therefore lead to the development of Proposition 4, as follows: 

Proposition 4: In the context of high-value B2B relationships corporate hospitality can 

create confusion in the relationship. 

In summary, there were some very interesting finding with regards to hospitality which was 

a very strong theme. Perhaps surprisingly, most participants mentioned that hospitality 

was not something that helps client-vendor relationships, and in fact was in some cases 

was unhelpful. This is contrary to the literature, so was a very enlightening discovery from 

the findings. 

5.2.2 Theme 1b: Synergies and Alignment  

Synergies and alignment identifies commonalities between the two parties since these 

likely helped the relationship to flourish. It can be broken down into two elements, 1) at an 

individual level between the client individual and the best vendor individual they had ever 

worked with, and 2) at a corporate level, capturing the synergies and alignment between 

the two companies. At an individual level there were shared personality traits, but no 

shared interests or sharing of personal lives while there was alignment on a shared 

technical knowledge and work ethic. At a corporate level, both companies had a shared 

focus on being in and fostering a partnership and also an alignment of company cultures.  

Such relationships are intense and involve a lot of interactions on a week to week basis, so 

it is not surprising that insights came to light; specifically, around a shared sense of humour 

and outlook as well as having similar personalities. According to Yam et al. (2018), together 

these can be considered shared character traits and thus, the findings were supported by 

what was found in the literature. Most of the participants mentioned having similarities in 

this regard and which they felt were important factors in making the relationships 

successful. For example:  

I firmly believe that your fundamental values have to be pretty much the same. 

What matters to me in terms of the values of living our lives has to be there. 

Secondly… you’ve got common interests or you’ve got the same sense of humour or 

things like that. (P8)  
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Extending on having similar character traits, references to personality style were seen a 

number of times. Of note is that while having similar personalities was highlighted, having 

a clash of personalities was also mentioned as being potentially disastrous for the 

relationship, as P5 described: 

And obviously, on the other side, if that doesn't work (if you don’t ‘get along’), then 

no relationship is going to work, I don't think. It is going to be a kind of a very 

potentially fraught relationship. (P5)  

From a vendor perspective, understanding personality style – and more so the impact that 

a clash of personalities could have on the fruitfulness of the relationship – is an important 

dimension, as this can have consequences for the vendor organisation. For example: 

I was running IT security at the time and they put in place an account manager and 

he and I just didn’t get on. We just didn’t get on. So, I got in contact with the founder 

of the company… and said look, if you don’t change this account manager, it’s not 

clicking, I’ll probably take my business elsewhere. (P10)  

Clashes of personality are difficult to overcome and can be quite prevalent. To be able to 

understand this about oneself but more importantly about the person on the other side 

with whom one wants to build a relationship is imperative. If this concept is understood 

then it is possible to delve deeper into the personality traits of each side, and this will help 

understand and explain behaviours and allow the opportunity to adapt one’s own 

interactions to enable a smoother relationship. P7 also worked on the vendor side and 

quickly understood the importance of this: 

When I was at VENDOR NAME I had 10 accounts that I was responsible for and I was 

very clear that I wasn’t like all the CIOs I was working with, but I needed to be viewed 

as a trusted partner. I think that taught me the hard way that you won’t just have a 

set of personalities that you get on with. To a certain extent I used to try and put 

that to one side. Some people have styles that are slightly irritating. I used to try and 

put that to one side because not everybody is like you, and it becomes a bit 

sometimes a waste of time using that as your basis for who you interact with. (P7) 
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These findings lead to the development of Proposition 5, as follows: 

Proposition 5: Aligned personalities are an important contributing factor to good quality 

relationships. 

Aside from the insight into similar personalities and outlooks on life, interestingly, when 

the participants were asked if they shared any common interests or hobbies, or had 

anything else in common, there was nothing that could be referenced. Indeed, all but one 

participant stated there were actually no shared interests or hobbies at all:  

I can’t think of… there’s not one particular thing that instantly pops in my mind, this 

is oh, I’ve got this in common with that person. (P9)  

This insight was not prevalent in the literature, and it extended to discussing things on a 

personal level – subjects related to family and their private lives. Notably, this was also not 

something that yielded significant common ground, with half of the participants openly 

stating that there was not a great depth of sharing in that regard either. For example: 

I couldn't tell you how many children he had, the name of his wife, or anything like 

that. (P4) 

This demonstrates a fascinating divergence between personal and professional 

relationships. As such, while it has long been recognised in the literature that personal 

relationships have shared interests and hobbies at their core (Sassler & Miller, 2015), this 

study’s research demonstrates that it is not the case in high-level executive B2B 

relationships, thus: 

Proposition 6: In high-value B2B relationships there is limited evidence that shared 

hobbies and interests are an important factor in building good quality business 

relationships.  

However, despite no evidence of sharing of interests or personal information there was 

evidence of a ‘meeting of the minds’ on a technical level, this being a stated source of 

common ground for half of the interview participants. Indeed, it was noted by a number of 

the participants that perhaps the only commonality was around the technological aspects. 



 

 

110 

 

This insight is informed by the data in this study and is not prevalent in the literature; 

suggesting that having common technical ground helped cement the relationship and 

allowed both parties to be on the same page. For example: 

Neither of us were technicians but we understood how to apply technology. So, we 

were on an equal footing in terms of understanding capability, it sounds too 

arrogant to say it was on an intelligence level, but I do actually believe that we were 

probably fairly equal and therefore, we could discuss and analyse things on an 

intellectual level to try and come up with a solution and it was a meeting of peers. 

(P1) 

These findings lead to the development of Proposition 7, as follows: 

Proposition 7: Presence of technical knowledge from the individual from the vendor side 

is a necessary skill when building good quality relationships. 

Significantly, all but one participant mentioned the importance of a professional 

conscience, or what otherwise might be called work ethic. Indeed, a shared professional 

conscience, essentially wanting to do a good job, being emotionally invested, and having a 

good work ethic meant the most. For example:  

We were both extremely professional. We wanted things done to perfection rather 

than tardiness, and I think that was very, very evident from Day One. They took pride 

in what they did, and so do I. So it was more of a professional excellence, rather than 

necessarily personal or outside of work. It was much, much more mutual respect, 

professionally. (P6) 

The concept of work ethic is not new, being originally highlighted in the 1900s by M. Weber 

et al. (2002) as an individual contributing factor to performance. More recent literature 

suggests there is a link between work ethic and job performance (Miller et al., 2002). They 

consider work ethic to be multi-dimensional in nature and created a seven dimensional 

model to measure the levels of work ethic. These were 1) self-reliance, 2) morality/ethics, 

3) leisure, 4) hard work, 5) centrality of work, 6) wasted time, and 7) delay of gratification 
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(Meriac & Gorman, 2017). In this study there was a unity with regards to the level of work 

ethics reported by the participants, with P6 citing this as the sole bond: 

You know, the reason that we had such a strong relationship was they invested so 

much of themselves. They found as much if not more pride in their delivery rather 

than some of our own CLIENT NAME colleagues. (P6) 

Of note is that there is scarce evidence in the extant literature pertaining to IT Services 

which emphasises the importance of work ethic, and deemphasises the relevance of most 

other forms of shared interests in direct relation to building relationships, thus: 

Proposition 8: A strong work ethic from the individual from the vendor side is important 

when building good quality relationships.  

Moving to synergies and alignment at a corporate level, there needs to be an openness and 

genuine desire to identify and solve problems jointly and expediently and that working as 

a partnership creates the right working relationship. Turning away from the adversarial 

style of client-vendor relationship towards a more partnership mentality began in the 

1980s with the advent of closer-knit supply chains (Frazier et al., 1988). Subsequently, the 

value of a closer, more cooperative style of relationship has become more apparent with 

many benefits for both sides being recognised. Approaching the relationship in the spirit of 

a partnership is often characterised as the best way. However, understanding what a 

partnership mentality means is essential; in effect, it is a collection of behaviours that 

contribute to a better, stronger relationship (Huntley, 2006). As with any relationship effort 

needs to be put in, and marriage could be considered the epitome of a partnership between 

two people on an individual, personal level. However, this analogy can translate to these 

types of complex business relationships at a corporate level. For example: 

There needs to be continual dialogue, understanding, comprehension of each 

other’s businesses. Because like I said, it’s almost like a marriage. (P8) 

Notably, all interview participants mentioned the significance of a partnership mentality, 

with building trust being mentioned by most as being the central tenet; something which 

supports the findings from the literature. According to Ellram (1991), the spirit of a 
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partnership mentality can be defined as one where there is trust, sharing of information 

and other resources, and mutual commitment. This was echoed by P5: 

Relationships… need trust to be built. So it has to develop and go through different 

stages to become a partnership. (P5) 

As with most relationships one must approach them with the right attitude. As such, there 

needs to be long-term thinking, open and honest dialogue, and an understanding of each 

other’s requirements. In addition, both parties need to ‘invest’ and there also needs to be 

a ‘win-win’ situation. For example:  

I believe that a good vendor relationship needs to be a partnership where both 

parties have a clear understanding of each other’s needs. It is important because 

both parties are in business that both can be open as much as possible and as honest 

as possible to ensure that each is getting out of the relationship what each party 

needs. For instance, both being in business, it’s important that it is a win-win, that 

both parties are getting financial gain through the partnership. (P8) 

Analysis of the data tells us that a partnership mentality means being proactive e.g., 

bringing in experts to give advice even when there is no revenue stream. It also involves 

approaching the relationship holistically, with the vendor considering themselves ‘part of 

the team’, making investments and ‘putting skin in the game’; essentially, trusting each 

other to work in each other’s best interests. These findings lead to the development of 

Proposition 9, as follows: 

Proposition 9: Evidence of a ‘partnership mentality’ from the vendor at a corporate level 

is important when building good quality relationships. 

Partnership extends to the culture of the company and cultural fit in the context of this 

study relates to how the two companies, the client and vendor, came together. Cultural fit 

can be defined as “the degree to which the characteristics of a diffusing practice are 

compatible with the cultural values, beliefs, and practices of potential adopters” (Ansari et 

al., 2010 p. 70). Of note is that there is agreement between academic scholars on this 

definition of cultural fit between the two organisations (Canato et al., 2013), and its 
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importance is supported by the findings of this study. Furthermore, a supplier adapting and 

aligning to the cultural fit of their client organisation is a key element set out in 

organisational theory (Guesalaga, 2014). It is one that can again be encapsulated within the 

analogy of a marriage and the importance of a union, as was used again by a different 

participant:  

If you are going to be wedded with this vendor for multiple years with them 

providing services that are critical to your own customers, then you had better be 

sure that they have got a culture that is similar to yours. (P8)  

When vendors get it right at an organisational level in terms of wanting to link the two 

companies, it sets the relationship on the right course from the beginning. This involves 

being open and proactive about wanting to fit together. For example: 

They wanted to understand how we worked, what our culture was, how we did 

business. (P8)  

Cultural fit is an extension to a partnership mentality as again it supports the notion that 

the two organisations are in sync with one another and work well together. As such, 

comments relating to an alignment of organisational cultures or a good cultural fit were 

mentioned by around half of the participants. This aligns with the literature which has 

covered the importance of organisational culture in depth, and supports the notion that it 

is a recognised factor in determining relationship success (Morgulis-Yakushev et al., 2018), 

thus: 

Proposition 10: Good ‘cultural fit’ is an important factor when building good quality 

business relationships.  

5.3 Theme 2: Technical Quality 

This theme focuses on the quality of the technical solution that is delivered; in effect this is 

what the client is buying from the IT Services vendor. The findings show that individuals 

from the vendor side were successful doing a number of things that aided them in 

demonstrating how they were different. It started with the individual from the vendor side 
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doing proper research and intelligence gathering prior to any meeting, and then listening 

in the meeting. Subsequently, because they had a good understanding of technology and 

the client’s business context they were able to interpret the objectives and produce a solid 

proposal. From the vendor side they therefore had to be able to demonstrate they had the 

skills, the capabilities, and the credentials to do the job at hand before being awarded the 

project. Once it was won and being delivered, the quality of people assigned to the project 

was paramount to determining its success, and this led to a good quality of service. Notably, 

effective project governance was also key as was contract governance. Consequently, if 

problems did arise the successful vendor was able to be transparent about them and took 

ownership to resolve them. This theme is split into two sub-themes to explore the aspects 

required for a relationship to flourish: 1) business reputation and 2) performance quality. 

5.3.1 Theme 2a: Business Reputation 

In this theme the client needed to be sure that the IT Services vendor was competent to 

deliver to the scope of the work, both at an individual and corporate level. Establishing a 

reputation is paramount to the long-term success of the relationship (Friedman, 2017), and 

exploring this at an individual level through the findings identified a clear sequence of 

events within these relationships. It starts with the individual from the vendor side 

conducting thorough research, preparation, and intelligence gathering before any meeting. 

Second is actively and attentively listening and then using an existing level of technical and 

subject matter knowledge (in line with the client’s level) to be able to understand and 

interpret what was heard in order to finally propose the right solution. At a corporate level, 

building a reputation centres around the vendor organisation demonstrating they can bring 

the right people, experience, and credentials to the table to give the client organisation the 

comfort and confidence that the vendor will serve them well. 

The concept of coming prepared – that is having researched and understood the client 

context – was a big differentiator for the clients. Indeed, around half of the interview 

participants mentioned this, and it is also recognised in the literature as being an important 

element of meeting preparation (Javalgi et al., 2014). As such, it essentially entails getting 

beneath the surface of the client organisation; bringing ideas that are tailored and which 

have the client context in mind. A number of interview participants mentioned how 
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impressed they were when they realised the person they were meeting had done relevant 

research around the client company, and they came with offerings relevant to the client. 

In essence, they had really thought about the business that the client was in as well as the 

threats and opportunities in their market. Ultimately, they felt they had a good 

understanding of what the important things were for the client and the individual within 

the client organisation. For example:  

What impressed me about him was the diligence with which he researched and 

talked to a lot of my direct reports, and a lot of other people in the business before 

he came to me with some ideas about making things better, even before I had 

thought that perhaps I had a problem. So, here was an individual who I was already 

beginning to trust and I just felt was somebody who I would listen to. (P8) 

Unsurprisingly, given the high value nature of the relationship the expectation is high 

(Marcos Cuevas, 2018), and this data highlights a shift in what might have been acceptable 

in the past. Thus, by following more of a consultative selling methodology it focuses on 

uncovering a need. P8 described how any approach conducted without prior research and 

preparation is not acceptable, and that a discussion at a peer-to-peer level is preferred:  

A lot of what I would call perhaps just salespeople who would come in, you know, 

and they were meeting with me and the senior vice president of technology and 

they’d say “so, where does it hurt, then?” I would quite frankly throw them out 

because it’s important to – it’s not that I’m being a prima donna about my role, but 

if they’re going to meet somebody who is running the technology function, they had 

better have done their homework and if they haven’t they are sloppy and if they are 

sloppy, the chances are the quality of their products is going to be sloppy. (P8) 

These findings lead to the development of Proposition 11, as follows: 

Proposition 11: Intensive research and intelligence gathering prior to client interactions 

increases the reputation of individuals from the vendor side. 

However, there is a second piece to this. From the participants’ responses it was clear that 

the appropriate research needs to be done in advance, but during these interactions there 
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was also significance placed on the person on the vendor side listening. So, it is not just 

about being prepared but also about being prepared to listen, with around half of the 

interview participants mentioning this. The importance of listening cannot be 

underestimated with Moncrief and Marshall (2005) going so far as to state that it is the key 

to any relationship, be it personal or business. This was echoed by the participants in this 

study in that they felt that if the other person was actually listening to what they were 

saying and actually answering the question that was being asked, then there was true 

engagement. Notably, this involved not only listening in the initial meetings but 

subsequently delving deeper into what was heard to achieve greater context. For example: 

I think they were the best at listening carefully to what we were articulating we 

needed and taking time to try and get a good understanding of that, going beyond 

the obvious and really spending time with our executive team in the IT function and 

so getting not just the words but the sentiment and the accuracy of what we were 

looking for. (P7)  

These findings lead to the development of Proposition 12, as follows: 

Proposition 12: Listening properly to what was being said during the meetings increases 

reputation of individual from vendor side. 

A key skill in being able to do this effectively refers to what was introduced within the 

synergies and alignment section on technical knowledge. In that section technical 

knowhow was discussed as being something that they had in common, whereas here it 

takes that knowledge and ability to interpret and understand what is being heard. This then 

builds confidence and enhances the reputation of the individual on the vendor side (Töytäri 

& Rajala, 2015). In relation to having solid domain and industry knowledge, two participants 

stated the following: 

They were an IT professional themselves. (P4) and  

He knew engineering thinking. (P3)  
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The key piece to this is what happens next, and it is really about understanding and 

interpreting what has been researched and what has been discussed. The link between the 

success of a project and the clarity of goals and objectives has long been recognised 

(McComb & Green, 1999). The findings of this study suggest that it is about understanding 

the key areas of importance to the client, and then demonstrating that by being proactive 

and by going ‘the extra mile’. P6 captured this sentiment perfectly: 

I think to understand: understand you, understand what your objectives are, 

understand the objectives of your company and what you're trying to deliver. You 

don't understand the person, what makes them tick, if you don't understand the 

project that they're working on or the programmes they are working on, what the 

objectives of those programmes are, then it's very difficult for them to offer services 

that are going to meet the needs. (P6)  

All participants mentioned the importance of understanding the scope, objectives, and 

purpose. This process of discussing the goals and objectives to get further clarity helps to 

unify the team and fosters commitment (Logan, 1993). However, if this cannot be achieved 

the clients know the impact this will have on their business and take the necessary action, 

which can be brutal: 

We had an account executive from VENDOR NAME who just could not understand 

what we were trying to get. My conversation with VENDOR NAME was “he’s just not 

getting it and I suspect that you’re not going to win any further engagements while 

he is the person leading the charge.” (P7)  

Where it worked, the participants discussed the pursuit of clarity, the vendor working hard 

to ensure there is a common understanding, and then the business impact of the project 

and the expected outcomes the project would deliver. Thus, if a client were reading a 

proposal that had no relevance to the project or they had ‘missed the mark’ then they 

would be less inclined to work with that vendor. P1 captured this: 

It’s about clarity on both sides in terms of what the client organisation wants to 

receive, and that’s not just about how they describe it, but it’s digging below that 
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level to fully understand what they actually expect because that, sometimes, is quite 

different to what they’ve written down. So, that needs to be fully understood. (P1) 

While lack of clarity can impact the spirit of the team and impede the building of trust 

(Thamhain & Wilemon, 1987), it was when there was a misalignment in expectations in a 

relationship that was seen as a cause for when things would go wrong. Thus, it was because 

either the vendor or the customer had an expectation that did not transpire the way they 

expected it to. More recent research has found a link between goal clarity and the 

efficiency of a project (Liu & Cross, 2016). As such, those who brought solutions that suited, 

and that were customised and well thought through, took the relationship to the next level. 

Consequently, being capable to understand the problem and have a discussion directly set 

that person apart from the rest. For example: 

With him, he immediately understood the problem and he pointed already a solution 

out, how we solve the issues or problems. So it’s very different on that person. He 

immediately goes into solutioning, and he comes in with three solutions. And it 

doesn’t really matter what technology, or business or subject matter expertise it 

was, he crafted it very logically and he broke down the problem very naturally, and 

he got it from two or three angles to solve the problem. And then he comes back to 

me in the meeting and says, “which one should we take now?”. So that was very 

impressive. (P3) 

These findings lead to the development of Proposition 13, as follows: 

Proposition 13: The individual from vendor side being able to understand the problem 

statement and interpret it into a clear scope is fundamental to relationship success. 

Almost all the participants highlighted one characteristic that was wholly negative and 

immediately alienated the individual from the vendor side. This was when the client felt 

that the person from the vendor was selling to them. There was a sense that the vendor 

was not listening to what the customer wanted, but rather they were trying to sell their 

products. It can be more troubling than just an inability to comprehend, and the perception 
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from some was that the vendors were simply not interested in understanding the scope or 

client problem statement. Indeed, their opinion of the average salesperson is not high: 

The average (salesperson) is lazy, driven by their sales manager to achieve financial 

results rather than solve the client's problem. If I come across one of these people 

my secretary is told not to take their calls, and they get locked out. I'm only 

interested in people who want to talk to me about my problems, not about their 

problems. (P11) 

These findings lead to the development of Proposition 14, as follows: 

Proposition 14: The individual from the vendor side ‘not selling’ is a key differentiator 

between the best individuals and the rest. 

As discussed, establishing a reputation on an individual level is achieved by understanding 

and interpreting what is heard to be able to propose the right solution. At a corporate level 

building a reputation requires the vendor organisation to convince the client that they can 

deliver the solution, and that they have the people, experience, and credentials to do it. 

Essentially, demonstrating that the vendor has a good level of expertise and credentials is 

an integral part of building the relationship (Lee, 2001). Therefore, when a client is engaging 

with a vendor, the vendor’s experience, knowledge, knowhow, best practices, and 

credentials are what they are buying. Grouped together these can be described as an 

organisation’s capabilities and this is what the vendor brings to the client at an 

organisational level. P5 captured their priorities based on the enormity of these 

engagements: 

What are the most important factors in there? I think it's got to be – these are such 

wide-ranging contracts that were sort of put in place, you know – a multimillion or 

heading towards, in total, sort of billion-dollar-sized sort of contracts over multiple 

years – that it's got to be the competence of your organisation to do it. (P5) 

Almost all of the interview participants focused on this element as being an important step 

with regards to starting a successful business relationship at the corporate level. There 

needed to be a level of due diligence on the vendor’s technical capability, their quality, and 
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their technology. To achieve this they looked to a history of delivery in similar types of 

projects and ideally in a similar industry to theirs. Equally, almost all interview participants 

had unpleasant experiences where they ‘had been burnt in the past’ by vendors ‘over 

promising and under delivering’. This was something collectively they were very careful 

about exposing themselves to, and there were differing reasons as to why this happened. 

For example: 

To overstate capability. To be too ambitious and to agree to things they can’t 

possibly do… Actually taking on more work than they have good people capable of 

delivering… Usually it’s not misrepresentation, it is just lack of honesty about what 

they’re not very good at. (P1) 

Most participants highlighted that the credibility and reputation of the vendor was 

determined by the quality of the people assigned to their project. For example:  

 Credibility stands and falls by those that get assigned to the account. (P2) 

The result is the service quality – often an ongoing endeavour – which needs to produce 

effective outcomes to enable the client organisation to achieve their stated objectives. One 

method to check on quality is to collect internal references before making any decisions. In 

this study the interview participants would check on the history of delivery for a certain 

vendor with their own organisation. This involved going back and checking references 

within their own organisation to determine if they were able to deliver a successful project, 

to check how they fared, or how the internal teams rated them in the delivery of that 

project. This step was seen as important to a number of interview participants. However, 

of note is that the interview participants highlighted the opportunity to build trust through 

being honest about areas of weakness and potential vulnerabilities. The following analogy 

captures the client perception of how the ‘typical’ vendor might reply to a capabilities 

question, and how the best of the best should respond: 

If you ask them “can you provide a global service in 23 countries?” They go “yes we 

can.” And no, the answer is, “we can do these 10 countries really well, we can do 

these 10 countries so-so, and this is what so-so means. And these three, we’re going 
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to really struggle with but let’s work out what we need to do to do it.” That’s the 

right answer and that answer you don’t get consistently. (P1) 

Thus, if there is openness then it creates the opportunity to build trust and collaborate as 

partners to address the problem at hand and solve it together. Once the trust is in place, 

acceptance and understand can follow. For example: 

Most client organisations, I’ve dealt with lots, from banks through to media 

companies through to manufacturing, they’re actually very tolerant as long as they 

understand what they need and what they want. They’re very tolerant on a less than 

consistent level of performance but understanding which bits are not tremendous 

and why not. (P1) 

These findings lead to the development of Proposition 15, as follows: 

Proposition 15: The vendor demonstrating they have the suitable capabilities to deliver 

the solution is key for the vendor building organisational reputation. 

5.3.2 Theme 2b: Performance Quality  

Performance quality comprises the quality of the product and/or service being delivered, 

and the quality of the individuals doing the work. Once the client is convinced by a 

particular vendor’s reputation, then the vendor needs to deliver the solution.  

As discussed in the literature, a high quality service sits at the core of building a successful 

business relationship (Chai et al., 2015) and when quality is high this leads to a perception 

of integrity, benevolence, reliability, and responsiveness (Watson et al., 2015). In turn, this 

leads to customer loyalty (Kaura et al., 2015) and most importantly, trust (Hashim & Tan, 

2015). This section covers the specific elements that contribute to performance quality. It 

begins with the quality of the people working on the account – if they are adequate it often 

leads to delivering a quality service (Giovanis et al., 2015). Next, for projects to be delivered 

successfully requires solid project governance and contract governance. Last is problem 

resolution; it is inevitable that there will be issues, but when they do arise the vendor needs 

to be transparent and to take ownership of those issues. Considering this, while a company 

does not technically own the human capital as it ‘walks out of the door every evening’ it is 
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the most valuable form of an organisation’s intellectual capital. This is because it is the 

people who bring their experience, knowledge innovation, and commitment to the 

organisation (Kianto et al., 2017). In the IT Services industry this is what the client is buying 

from the vendor, and when things go as expected the opportunity to grow comes too: 

When you build a strong relationship with somebody and their team constantly 

deliver, you are, in my opinion, likely to continue to expand the amount of work that 

you do with them. (P6)  

In the IT Services industry, the quality of the end product or solution the vendor delivers is 

usually a direct correlation to the quality of the people the vendor provides for that project 

(Abbas et al., 2010). The data from this study confirmed what was found in the literature, 

with its participants having been in the industry for such a long time that they have a long 

track record and experience in this space, and they understood this. P1 provided an 

example of when things are not working on a continuous basis, solely due to the poor 

quality of the resources being proposed and referenced the ‘bait and switch’: 

You find that you can meet with and regularly see what is lovingly known in the 

industry as the A Team. And then once you get to the delivery aspect, you suddenly 

got the B, C or sadly, in some cases, D and E teams. (P1) 

Others gave more comparative examples of how they had experienced varying quality 

within the same role. In one case such a role was undertaken by three different people, 

with varying levels of quality, and this affected the output and thus, the relationship. In the 

case of P2 it was because the participants knew the significance of quality people, they 

needed to act swiftly: 

With different project outcomes, different quality of the resources, we didn’t always 

get what we thought we were going to get in terms of skills and experience for 

example. As a result of that, we’ve had some very frank and upfront conversations 

about whether we should continue to assign work. (P2) 

A number of interview participants gave specific examples of how the ability of the key 

person on the vendor side to either get the best people initially or replace people when 
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they were not performing was fundamental to relationship success. For example, P1 

mentioned that the person they were discussing solved the first major issue which was the 

client having what they perceived as ‘the B team’. The client felt that the first person who 

was recommended to lead the team was not capable, so the person on the vendor side 

interceded and personally brought along someone else who was ideal. This subsequently 

reflected very positively on his reputation, thus:  

Proposition 16: The quality of the people the vendor assigns to the project has an impact 

on the quality of the outcomes. 

Consequently, when the efforts of the quality individuals are bearing fruit the desired 

outcome is delivered, which is a quality service or delivery of the end solution. Notably, 

more than half of the interview participants specifically mentioned the quality of service: 

The proof is in the pudding, in that it’s based on the service you get. (P5)  

It was remarked that it was very much on an individual level and some interview 

participants trusted the vendor to ‘just pull in the A team when it was necessary’. As also 

discussed in Chapter 2, the quality of the service is the tangible outcome the clients buy. If 

it is consistently high then this leads to a perception of reliability and integrity, and the 

formation of trust (Crosby et al., 1990). Ultimately, this leads to customer loyalty and a 

client’s willingness to recommend; thus, it is a differentiator (Homburg et al., 2005). The 

data supports the literature in this respect, for example: 

To me, a good vendor relationship is built on trust. I believe in excellence. Quality of 

service has got to be there. If not, my tendency to deal with them again will be a lot 

less. (P6) 

These findings lead to the development of Proposition 17, as follows: 

Proposition 17: The quality of the service delivered by the vendor has an impact on the 

quality of the outcomes. 

Project governance is a critical part of a successful relationship and understanding how the 

two organisations work together on a day-to-day basis is imperative (Bouraad, 2010). This 
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was evident in the literature and also supported by the data in this study with just over half 

of the participants mentioning project governance. Indeed, there were some stark 

comments on the maturity of client organisations when it comes to effective vendor 

management. Of note is that some participants identified ineffective project governance 

as the single most likely reason relationships fail, as discussed by P1: 

The prime one (reason why relationships fail)… is the lack of governance… and that 

needs to be monitored and managed on a regular basis in the ongoing relationship 

between the two parties. (P1)  

A good project management methodology, breaking things down into manageable chunks 

of things that can be delivered, having very open discussions around status and about the 

services to be delivered, and putting improvement plans in place with ownership and follow 

up were all raised as important elements of successful project governance. Thus, having 

the right governance model in place, a model that’s been lived, with decisions made in the 

right places is imperative. Finally, a number of participants mentioned that managing a 

vendor is a skill in itself and requires an ever-evolving mindset, as highlighted by P6: 

So, from a professional point of view managing vendor relationships successfully is 

an important part, a critical part of the new normal. Because that problem (of 

managing vendors) is not going away. (P6) 

These findings lead to the development of Proposition 18, as follows: 

Proposition 18: Having a proper project governance structure in place has an impact on 

the quality of the outcomes. 

Beyond project governance, management of the contract was also highlighted as a key 

element of success. The literature considers that there are two typical strands of IT 

governance, first, relational governance based on solving issues through the relationship 

and second, contractual governance via the contract (Poppo & Zenger, 2002). 

Nevertheless, there is ongoing debate within the literature as to whether one conflicts with 

the other or supports it; however, there is acknowledgement that based on the particular 

scenario each have their own benefits (Cao et al., 2013).  
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The case for these two styles was set out, with the first strategy underpinned by trust: 

There's two strategies for personal relationships. One is trust, where inside the circle 

of trust you can take quite big risks, in terms of commercial risks and so on, because 

you know that the other side is committed to being fair. Or in a very commercial 

relationship, where you actually have to really read the terms and conditions of the 

contract and make sure every comma is in the right place, because you know that 

afterwards, some smart account manager is going to stiff you. And the former is a 

much more modern way of working, it's a much more agile way of working, and it's 

much less expensive. The latter is, frankly, just a nightmare to operate, because you 

spend a huge amount of effort on dealing with the commercials, the contract, and 

very little effort actually dealing with solving the original problem. (P11) 

While that might hold true, there was seriousness placed on the thoroughness of the detail 

within the contract for these types of long-term complex engagements, and a number of 

participants expressed the importance of time and effort being spent upfront, as 

articulated by P5:  

So, how from a governance point of view… what would happen on termination and 

the exit plan and who did what, and that was documented in the contract. I think if 

you set all that out clearly at the start there’s less chance of people 

misunderstanding certain elements of the scope of the service and what’s involved. 

(P5) 

Interestingly, considering all of the significance placed on contract governance a number 

of participants also expressed the desire for vendors to be flexible and accommodating, by 

being willing to work outside of the terms of the agreement. This was primarily due to 

business continuity reasons. As such, with projects in flight and the pressure to deliver, 

clients demand more room within the relationships with their vendors, for example: 

Flexibility. I keep coming back to the same thing but the flexibility for me to turn 

around… and say look, can you mobilise the team today? I promise you I’ll get you 

the PO (purchase order). (P10) 
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As a continuation of this same line of a vendor needing to be flexible, there was also the 

acknowledgement that in the event that something did go wrong and the client thought 

that they were not liable for a certain piece of work or generally were not happy with it, 

they would not expect to pay for this. For example: 

If we didn’t believe we should pay an invoice, you can imagine if you’re CLIENT NAME 

you don’t pay it, in the end your vendor isn’t going to take you to court. Some of 

them went a lot further down the road in issuing letters from the general counsel or 

first from the account executives, then from head of UK, then from general counsel 

and that sort of thing, and the more letters we got, the more disappointed we 

became in the way they were viewing the relationship. (P7)  

Notably, according to the client such disagreements do not aid in the relationship building 

process, quite the opposite. Handled carefully, they could be used to build a stronger 

relationship by agreeing to ‘write-off’ an invoice if a customer is unhappy. For example: 

You move your level of trust on significantly, but if you grind it out and grind it out 

and keep on issuing solicitors’ letters and that sort of thing, actually you don’t do 

that. You’re going in the opposite direction. (P7) 

When we consider the undertone of a number of the themes, there are some contradicting 

elements. Solid contract governance was cited as being important and getting all of the 

details clear brought clarity to each party; however, the participants also mentioned being 

flexible. This meant moving quickly and being able to accommodate ‘the needs of the 

business’, which could mean working without the proper paperwork in place. Finally, if 

things went wrong and the client was unhappy with a piece of work then there was a feeling 

that they should not be forced to pay for this, and the fee should simply be waived. This 

therefore contradicts the partnership mentality that was ever so important, and anchors 

onto ‘the customer is always right’, thus: 

Proposition 19: The vendor having the flexibility to ‘move with the needs of the business’ 

and mobilise teams without formal contractual governance in place is important, as is 

the vendor being able to void invoices about which the client is not happy.  
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With all large IT projects there are inevitably problems that need to be resolved 

(Havermans et al., 2015), and the data from this study supported what was found in the 

literature. Indeed, most of the interview participants mentioned the importance of the 

vendor being transparent when issues did arise. There was an understanding at an 

executive level that a small problem early on could create bigger problems down the line, 

perhaps issues outside of the vendor’s purview. For example: 

Where there is a reluctance to say there’s a problem. So, that sort of grassroots level, 

that can manifest itself by way of a bigger problem down the line if it’s not spotted 

and dealt with. (P2)  

Reluctance to share issues at the earliest opportunity had a direct impact on levels of trust, 

and again in the same spirit being open and honest about the issues helps to build trust. If 

there is an issue and if the client realises that what they have been told is not the truth, 

then trust is lost. Notably, the importance of this was highlighted multiple times. However, 

in line with the spirit of openness and honesty, some interview participants saw this as an 

opportunity to strengthen the relationship; thus, being open and bringing problems to the 

forefront meant they could work together to solve them. These participants saw that as a 

much better way to work. It was agreed that the best vendors were transparent and if there 

was a problem or they needed assistance, they were very forthcoming about asking for 

help. As part of this they engaged quickly and showed competence as well as keeping the 

client regularly updated. Moreover, they were not afraid to share the situation openly so 

all parties were fully aware of what was happening. Notably, if the vendor did make 

mistakes there was an understanding of that and because of the openness the participants 

were willing to offer full support. For example:  

If they made a mistake in anything they do… and being in technology mistakes 

happen on a frequent basis and my view is very much, I will back them 100% 

outwardly. They made the right decision. They did the right thing and unfortunately 

it went wrong. We can then take it back internally and discuss what went wrong and 

what we could have done differently and how we could change things in the future. 

That’s the relationship that I have with him. So, he and I would stand shoulder to 

shoulder regardless of what was going on, to our bosses and his bosses. (P10) 
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These findings lead to the development of Proposition 20, as follows: 

Proposition 20: The vendor being transparent about problems they identify and 

highlighting them as soon as possible is important for relationship building.  

While being transparent about an issue is paramount, most of the interview participants 

said that the best vendors also step in to take ownership to solve the problem. When this 

is not handled properly – as the interview data showed – a lack of ownership from the 

vendors causes a lot of uneasiness and creates a chasm in the relationship. For example: 

It’s always somebody else’s problem. I do a lot of work with VENDOR NAME, a 

hosting partner who host our website and it’s always our problem. There’s never 

any ownership. (P10)  

Unfortunately, it happened often that if there was a problem, the vendor assumed it was 

the customer's problem and not the vendor's problem. Thus, while some vendors first try 

to determine whose problem it is, it is so that they are able to bill appropriately for it and 

then perhaps they would get involved and help solve it, or they might just leave it to the 

client to solve. There seemed to be a pattern of the average vendor assuming it was the 

client’s problem, and the client had to prove that was the vendor’s fault for them to 

consider doing anything about it. However, the best of the best vendors handled it in a 

different way i.e., when a problem needed to be resolved, whether the contract is 

referenced or not, the client needed their partner’s support as part of a concerted effort 

to resolve the issue. The good vendors would come out directly with the problem 

statement and also produce different solutions and alternatives, with P11 capturing the 

essence of a good vendor attitude: 

Well, VENDOR stepped up and brought the developers, the designers, and the most 

senior people in the organisations to bear and focus on fixing the problem, 

communicated really clearly, and got the problem solved. So, it was an example of 

an organisation and an organisational design focused on managing delivery for the 

customer, regardless of what the cost of fixing the customer's problem is. (P11)  
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These findings lead to the development of Proposition 21, as follows: 

Proposition 21: The vendor taking ownership to solve problems they identify without 

worrying about who is responsible or who will pay is important for relationship building. 

5.4 Theme 3: Trust 

Trust and its definitions were discussed at length in the literature review with three 

elements being presented as the definition of trust: ability, integrity, and benevolence. The 

findings reported six elements that contribute to the formation of trust: 1) credibility, 2) 

effectiveness, 3) honesty, 4) being committed, 5) benevolence, and 6) client orientation. 

However, they all fit within the framework from the literature review. Taking the literature 

review definitions in turn, the first is ability and the findings identified two elements that 

help define ability further. These are first, credibility, which is their experience and their 

knowledge and second, effectiveness at ‘getting things done’; both within their own vendor 

organisation and within the client organisation. Therefore, ability is further defined within 

these findings by credibility and effectiveness. The second definition of trust within the 

literature is integrity, this was further defined first by honesty in that they told ‘the 

unvarnished truth’, and second, by being committed i.e., ‘doing what they said they would 

do’. The final definition in the literature for trust was benevolence and this term matched 

with the findings in that there is a theme termed benevolence – which is a feeling that the 

vendor genuinely cares.  

There was a second strand to the definition of trust in the literature by means of ‘the trust 

equation’ which – along with terms similar to ability, integrity and benevolence –also 

presented ‘self-orientation’ as a factor. This states that the salesperson must think about 

the client’s needs more than their own and aligns with the findings. Hence, the sixth 

element of client orientation, which is focusing on what is best for client and putting 

themselves in the client’s shoes. 

On an individual level, the fundamental element to trust is the person’s ability, which this 

study gave further depth to by discussing an individual’s credibility, their experience and 

knowhow (Mercier & Deslandes, 2020). All interview participants mentioned this, and 
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there was a sense they were talking to an equal in a ‘peer-to-peer’ conversation. This is a 

combination of various things, as outlined by P6, and the vendor was giving advice and 

guidance based on experience: 

'Let's not do this, because I have done that previously, and it didn't go well,' or 'I 

have experienced X, Y, and Z. This is a good way of doing it.' …it would have been 

using experience as a guidance to help us achieve more in the future. (P6) 

The participants gave examples of how these specific individuals would talk about 

technology and how the client could capitalise on business opportunities, or how they 

could avoid some of the business threats that were perceived to be coming down the line. 

Therefore, the credibility element – specifically in relation to IT Services – comes back to 

the importance of understanding technology (Davis et al., 2000), and the importance of 

credibility was both supported by the literature and confirmed by the data in this study. 

Thus, if the individual from the vendor knew what they are talking about from a technology 

perspective, then they could combine that with the situation the client was in. If they know 

the domain, know the business, and can learn very quickly about the client objectives, then 

that was seen as the key to success. Consequently, if they were strong in those areas it built 

trust and confidence that they could deliver, and when they did, it led to a strong 

relationship. This is a combination of various things, as outlined by P3: 

This engineering combined with business knowledge combined with communication 

and openness is something that you get very rarely. That is very special. (P3) 

Notably, credibility and ability to do the job extended to their demeanour; it was not just a 

‘nine-to-five’ job where they came in to deliver and if it did not work, then they did not 

care. It was how they invested themselves professionally and personally in ensuring quality 

outcomes. They took time and were able to grasp the needs or issues and really got to the 

bottom of those issues – the actual root causes – rather than just superficially resolving 

things only for it to turn up again. Being dedicated such that if there was an incident they 

would work long hours. 



 

 

131 

 

P6 captured the sentiment well in that participants were happy for these people to 

represent them within the client organisation: 

I suppose one of the key differentiators was their personality and demeanour, how 

they came across, how they worked with people… So they would represent me going 

to meetings, and people would come out of the meetings and say that they 

understood what I was looking for. (P6) 

These findings lead to the development of Proposition 22, as follows: 

Proposition 22: Ability as part of trust is further defined by an individual from the vendor 

side having credibility in the form of relevant experience and technical knowhow.  

The second element that extends from ability is being effective. The participants work very 

hard and are under a lot of pressure. They want to work with vendors who make their lives 

easier and enable them to move forward in an effective and efficient manner. Of note is 

that all participants mentioned the importance of the individual at the vendor organisation 

being effective; however, specifically in the IT Services domain there is limited literature on 

this subject. The significance of this element was outlined by P11:  

A typical chief executive wants you to… deliver modernisation and improvements in 

the business, rather than running around cleaning stuff up where you've paid the 

vendor to do its job, and they haven't done it. (P11)  

The participants have to be able to rely on their vendors, and it was interesting to observe 

that, typically, this was not happening to the degree to which it needed to, as P7 explained: 

Where we had somebody who we didn’t think was capable, we really couldn’t get 

past square one with partners before they were able to put somebody in post that 

we had confidence in, in respect that they were effective at doing their job... They 

have to be effective at what they’re doing. It sort of goes without saying, I think if 

you’re not effective at what you’re doing, no amount of other things are going to 

change that. (P7)  
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Crucially, where individuals were ineffective they did not seem to have the authority to be 

able to make decisions sufficiently to do their role. Notably, there were multiple examples 

of the people the participants were dealing with saying, “oh, I'll have to discuss this and see 

if I am allowed to do that”, or “oh, let me come back with an answer for that”, and it eroded 

the confidence that they had in the individual. P6 provided a common example relating to 

scope change and either making it smooth and allowing business to move forward or 

creating issues and slowing things down:  

If there was a flying change in scope, they were able to absorb that. They didn't 

constantly come to me and say, I've got a problem and there are so many dollars I 

need you to absorb – within a reasonable level – costs themselves, without having 

to constantly come to me and say, “Okay, we need another change request here, 

another change request there.” They just got on with their delivery. (P6) 

The client would like these things to be resolved expediently since the time of the 

participants is precious; thus, having effective partners that can ‘get on with it’ and not 

require constant oversight was seen as very appealing. As such, it was important to them 

to have vendors that are self-sufficient and who do not come to them constantly. They 

obviously appreciated that there were situations when they needed to intervene, but 

having a vendor that was able to get on with the delivery with the minimum amount of 

micromanagement was very important to them. For example:  

A good vendor is one that you don’t have to spend time managing in my opinion. 

Where you’ve agreed the commercials, everything has been upfront, everybody is 

aware of what is required in order to meet the requirements that have been set out 

in that engagement, and a good vendor is one you don’t have to manage, and you 

don’t have to escalate to your account manager’s boss or senior members of the 

organisation. (P10)  

There were numerous examples of where the individual on the vendor side had been 

effective and had stepped in to take the pressure off. For example, questions on resource 

quality, and it was the B or C team when the client needed the A-team. They were effective 

and if there were some aspects where the client felt that the vendor had not quite 
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delivered, the individual at the vendor was able to say, "Well, we'll take that one (not 

charge the client) and we'll move on.” The epitome of the type of effectiveness the 

participants were looking for was captured by P11: 

PERSONS NAME (from vendor) view was, like, we're working on this to get it done. 

Don't care whose problem it is, we'll fix it, and then we'll work out between us, was 

there a charge for that fix… so he's very much a hands-on, just fix it, get it done – 

get it done quickly. And that's a trust matter. (P11) 

These findings lead to the development of Proposition 23, as follows: 

Proposition 23: Ability as part of trust is further defined by an individual from the vendor 

side being effective through getting things done internally and within the client 

organisation.  

Aligning to the second element in the literature definition of trust, namely integrity, P8 

quoted the Republican politician Alan Kooi Simpson, “if you have integrity, nothing else 

matters. If you don’t have integrity, nothing else matters.” The findings gave further depth 

to this definition, with the third element of honesty and the fourth of being committed. 

Starting with honesty, according to Hwang et al. (2013), for a relationship to be successful 

there has to be honestly at its core. As well as being present in the literature all participants 

in this study highlighted honesty as being fundamental to the success of the relationship. 

As such, being open and honest about what is happening is a pre-requisite and being able 

to talk openly about how to tackle issues as they happen is key. P10 provided the wider 

context to this: 

He appreciated that I needed to do a job. I needed to get things done. I was only 

engaged with him because I was trying to deliver something to somebody 

somewhere in the organisation. He accepted that and he understood that and he 

realised how important it was for me not to let people down. He took that on board 

and would always ensure that I knew exactly what was happening, when it was 

happening and making sure that I could deliver or manage the message internally. 

(P10)  
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However, this is not always the case, and there were examples of a lack of honesty from 

some vendors, for example, they would agree to everything the client wanted and then fail 

to deliver. There was an acceptance that it may be conscious, with vendors agreeing to 

deals when they were not sure of their ability to deliver, and then when there are 

challenges the client feels rightly disappointed. There was also a sense that some vendors 

simply will never admit that there were weaknesses on their side and if challenged would 

get defensive and perhaps hold back on the full picture. Nonetheless, whatever the reason 

the result is the same, as P5 explained: 

If a customer realises that what you’re being told isn’t exactly the truth, then again, 

that trust is lost, so it's important that you are as open and honest within your 

supplier relationships with customers as possible. (P5) 

There was unanimous agreement about honesty as a principle with many examples to bring 

this into context. It characterised the communications in that they were open and honest 

and the vendor was not trying to hide anything or cover anything up. That led to teamwork 

in resolving problems and moving forward quickly. As part of this, all subjects should be 

there for discussion and anything that needed to be talked about could be talked about 

and resolved very quickly. A number of participants mentioned the term 'mea culpa' in the 

vendor context, and the fact that they welcomed a vendor that was prepared to own up to 

a mistake. As such, there was recognition that ‘we are all human’ and that everyone makes 

mistakes. Indeed, as long as there were learnings it was not seen as a major issue: 

But I think putting your hand up and saying, “We could have done better here” 

helped build that strong relationship, and that was true transparency. (P6) 

When there is a level of transparency, trust on both sides, and sharing vulnerabilities this 

benefits everyone. The client wanted that level of honesty of “this is actually quite difficult 

for us; we can do it but it’s hard” and when this came it was appreciated. That could 

sometimes result in having to cancel the piece of work but done in a way that works for 

both sides, it can have a positive outcome. It comes back to the essence of the job – the 

vendor being part of the end solution, part of delivering an end outcome, and honesty is 

paramount, and it comes back to trust – that is again at the core.  
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For example: 

I trusted him that he would inform me if things weren’t going to plan (P10).  

In the end most client organisations are actually very tolerant as long as they understand 

what the vendor needs and where the gaps are, for example:  

He just told me the unvarnished truth and didn't mess about. (P11) 

These findings lead to the development of Proposition 24, as follows: 

Proposition 24: Integrity as part of trust is further defined by an individual from the 

vendor side being honest and direct about the current state of things. 

The second part to the extension of integrity, and the fourth element within the findings is 

being committed. This was present in the literature and all participants mentioned 

perceived commitment from the vendor as being fundamental to relationship success. As 

such, there were a number of examples of where vendors had failed in their commitments, 

and these failures in turn had an adverse effect on the relationship. For example, where 

vendors would agree to do something and absolutely nothing would happen. This would 

require the client to follow up to get something to happen which was particularly annoying 

for them. For others there was no ownership or accountability, and it would be a case of 

chasing them and then escalating to their superiors. Unsurprisingly, participants 

acknowledged that it is not good for the relationship if the client needed to regularly do 

that. There was a sense of the cliché of the salesperson ‘overcommitting and 

underdelivering’ but again it comes back to understanding the wider context: 

They’ve said yes it can be done, yes it can be done, yes it can be done, not a problem 

at all and… they fail to meet their promises and therefore I fail in the delivery to my 

management and my board. (P10)  

There was a common theme around being committed where positive and negative stories 

were shared. In particular, there was distain for what the participants variously termed 

tardiness, lateness, and/or lack of punctuality. Essentially, the person saying they were 

going to be at a meeting at a certain time or saying they were going to deliver something 
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at a certain time and at a certain cost, so when this was committed to following through 

and doing it was very important to participants. For example: 

So, it's very important to me to do what you say you're going to do and to do it with 

a good quality. So, I expect good presentation in anything I do. I expect people that 

are representing me to do a very professional job, do it in a timely manner, but most 

important, I think, is that people deliver what they said they're going to deliver – 

whether that's to a cost or to a timeline. That's very important to me, and at a good 

quality. I believe in excellence. (P6) 

The essence was simply about doing what you say you would do. Thus, the participants felt 

that if somebody says that they will do something and then fails to do it, then they have 

not honoured their commitment. Such actions were considered a failure of integrity. 

Conversely, those individuals from the vendor side that were the best of the best 

unanimously ‘did not just say, they did’. Every time. And some mentioned an understated 

way of doing this where if an issue was raised or something needed to be done, then they 

could trust that the person would do it. For example:  

In everything that he did, I cannot recall him ever letting any of us down in the 

team… he basically did what he said he would do. (P8) 

These findings lead to the development of Proposition 25, as follows: 

Proposition 25: Integrity as part of trust is further defined by a second part, with the 

individual from the vendor side being committed, and this was demonstrated by them 

doing what they said they would do. 

The fifth element is benevolence, which aligns with the literature definition. In the context 

of this study, it involved the vendor demonstrating that they cared about the role and what 

they were doing, which then moved the relationship to a new level. As discussed in the 

literature and confirmed by this study’s research, benevolence is having the intention to 

do a good job and genuinely considering the client’s interests (Whitener et al., 1998). Of 

note is that most participants mentioned benevolence, explaining that it was obvious to 

them that the individual from vendor cared. The participants stated they could tell in 
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conversation with them, from their expressions, by their sentiment, and their 

disappointment when things did not go right. Essentially, they could see that they were 

totally invested, and that there was nothing false about that. For example:  

It’s me who has got it in the neck if there’s issues and we had to have these weekly, 

and monthly, and quarterly service reviews and it was all contractual with penalties 

if we didn’t do things. So, it was my neck on the line if we didn’t do a good job. So, 

that’s why it helped me personally with my job because they understood the 

importance and acted the way I did in terms of being passionate about the service 

we gave to our customers. (P5)  

As noted above, a key element was that the vendors came across as caring about what was 

being discussed, and if there was an issue they would do whatever they could to make 

things better. There was, therefore, a sense that the vendors had a genuine sense of 

empathy, as described by P6: 

They were so set on quality deliverables that when they didn't achieve it, you could 

really see the pain in their face, disappointment. So, I think that was how it 

transpired over a long period of time. (P6) 

Indeed, there was one anecdote from P8 that had stayed with him for many years and 

which epitomised this sense of benevolence. Of note is that it had such an impact as to 

move the relationship beyond just professional to a personal friendship as well: 

What he did once though was go way beyond expectations for me personally. I had 

gone on a trip to Europe where I was going to be giving a major presentation at a 

conference. I was travelling out and I realised when I was on the plane that I had left 

my power adapter for my laptop behind at home. This individual was in the company 

which provided our laptops and I texted him and asked him could he tell me where I 

could get this particular adapter… it was about nine o’clock at night and I got this 

simple text back just saying, don’t worry, I’ll take care of it… I had breakfast in my 

hotel room and there was a knock on the door and I opened the door and somebody 

handed me a package, like a shoebox size. I opened it up and there packed in layers 
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of tissue paper in this Nike trainers box was my power adapter. He knew what I was 

going through and what the risks were to me and he went this extra mile personally 

to do this. That was a big wow, complete wow for me. I tell this story time and time 

again because it just demonstrates how one individual can simply make a difference 

that has such long-term impact in building trust. I just like the story, he saved my life 

that day in terms of enabling me to stand on that podium and give a conference 

speech and I will never, ever forget that. He is now a firm friend. (P8) 

These findings lead to the development of Proposition 26, as follows: 

Proposition 26: Demonstrating benevolence is a key contributor to building trust.  

The final element is client orientation which is asking the vendor to think from the client’s 

perspective – to ‘be in their shoes’ – and is essentially how the concept of customer 

experience thinking came into being. This can be traced back to the 1950s, with the notion 

that “what people really desire are not products but satisfying experiences” (Abbott, 1956, 

p. 40). To do this effectively one needs to consider each situation from the customer’s 

perspective. However, customer experience has evolved into something much more now 

in the modern day; something which seeks to understand and evaluate each customer 

interaction across any channel (in person, online, telephone etc.), however big or small. 

These all accumulate into what is commonly referred to as the customer experience 

(Lemon & Verhoef, 2016).  

When the vendor thinks about things from the client’s perspective there is a significant 

change in relationship quality, and this notion is supported by the literature and confirmed 

within the data of this study. As such, most of the interview participants mentioned this as 

being appealing. The clients found it very engaging when the vendor seemed to be 

completely focused on the challenges that they faced. The clients did not feel that their 

counterpart was trying to achieve a particular target, they understood that there were 

targets but it did not come across that way. Taking this a step further is the mantra of ‘the 

customer is always right’, a concept that can be traced back to the 12th century philosopher 

Bernard of Chartres and which has been a mainstay of common customer service 

(Hovenden, 2017). There is consensus in the literature that taking this approach improves 
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the quality of the relationship (Tidwell, 2014), and the data in this study firmly supports 

this. Participants mentioned that having that type of focused conversation, listening, and 

then it being clear to see they listened, built confidence, as explained by P7: 

The things that the very good ones did was they used to look at the situation or 

problem from my perspective, that used to be their mindset, and the thing that the 

less effective vendors used to do is they used to look at the landscape and the 

challenges from their perspective. (P7) 

The important part of this was the vendor not transferring the expectations coming from 

their organisation onto the client. There was the acknowledgement that the vendor’s 

objectives would at points overlap with the clients, but it was not the same set. Thus, the 

vendor might be worried about costs on the account to provide a service but if the client 

has a fixed price model for that project they would not be too worried about costs, they 

would be worried about service levels. As P7 outlined, having this perspective helps 

immensely: 

So, I think having on their minds what my key challenges were and how they could 

play a part in solving those was important as opposed to how could they get to 

growth this quarter over the last quarter for their organisation. Some conversations 

felt like that and that’s not really very interesting. My problem is not to drive revenue 

for vendors; it’s to solve the problems that CLIENT NAME were facing. (P7) 

On the other side of this, most clients highlighted the impact on the relationship when this 

was not done, and there was a sense that the typical vendor is more concerned with the 

financial part of the transaction than the delivery part of the transaction. For example:  

I think possibly nine out of 10 are focused on purely on commercial items, and one 

out of 10 are focused on managing the customer relationship and committing to 

promises kept. (P11) 

There was a sense from the average vendors that they were never thinking about the client, 

not seeing from their personal situation, or their client’s perspective. So, adapting to view 

things from the lens of the client helps differentiate vendors, and it was not commonplace 
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to be thinking from the client’s perspective. Indeed, if vendors did not feel like they were 

getting their way there were experiences of them becoming difficult to work with at times. 

Others were clearer about their motives, as explained by P10: 

The VENDOR NAME person is only interested in making more money for him. He’s 

not interested in building a relationship. He’s not interested in trying to understand 

our strategy, what we’re trying to do and work with us. It’s purely a case of, I need 

to make more money out of this account. How do I make more money out of this 

account? What can I sell you? What services can I offer that you don’t have at the 

moment? (P10) 

As the client-vendor relationship evolves towards an integrative relationship with both 

sides recognising the mutual value of the relationship, if the client can better understand 

how the vendor organisation operates and be open to adapt themselves, they can get an 

improved service (Mehta & Mehta, 2010). Most of the clients recognised this point and 

knew that if they understood their vendor and what was driving them on both an individual 

and corporate level, then it would also serve to benefit the client as well. P8 built this 

process into the way they engaged: 

It’s important that you both understand and communicate how each other is doing 

from each person’s perspective. So, rather than us having just a scorecard of how 

that vendor was performing against the benchmarks that we set, we introduced 

with their help and agreement a two-way scorecard so that they rated us as well 

every month and every quarter on how well we were working to improve the way 

that they could deliver on their commitments to us. (P8) 

The client adapting their ways of working to enable a better overall outcome was also 

mentioned. It was understood that if a client wanted a really great relationship with their 

vendors this meant they as the customer would need to do some things differently and 

better. They acknowledged that they could not rely on it all being the vendor’s problem::  

Part of the challenge of being a better customer, is to put yourself in the shoes of 

your vendor and understand what it is they’re trying to achieve. (P6)  
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These findings lead to the development of Proposition 27, as follows: 

Proposition 27: Considering the relationship from the client’s perspective is a key 

contributor to building trust.  

5.5 Theme 4: Outcome Quality 

This theme captures the outcomes successful relationships generate at an individual and 

corporate level for both the end client and IT Services vendor. The findings showed that 

there are six elements to customer satisfaction with the first being the importance of 

delivering business value to the client organisation. Second is price satisfaction, third is the 

personal satisfaction of delivering good quality output, and fourth is the satisfaction of 

learning new things for the individual on the vendor side. Next, fifth is the positive impact 

a successful vendor relationship had on their career and finally, sixth, the loyalty to the 

vendor that came from the client and the individual at the client.  

The specific outcomes that quality business relationships generate are why all of this effort 

is expended in the first place, and there was an important point relating to the person each 

interview participant chose to discuss and the work they were doing. The question for this 

study was broadly the same: “Can you identify one individual who you regard as being 

particularly special and made a difference to you on a day to day basis?”. An interesting 

pattern emerged in that the majority of the interview participants chose an individual who 

was working on a very significant project for them, and in some case their most important 

and perhaps even career defining project. From the literature review on Social Exchange 

Theory, even going back to its origins (Homans, 1958) there is a focus on understanding 

what is important to relationship participants. This tells us that when we want to build a 

relationship with someone, and we want that person to think about us as being important, 

then we should be working on something that is considered significant and for which this 

person cares about the outcome as it personally affects them. This analysis tells us that 

when the participants were asked to think about someone ‘special’ and someone that 

‘made a difference’, the person that came to their mind was someone who worked on 

something very important to them personally.  
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The interview participants shared this detail: 

It was a major relationship, critical to our business. He was a member of my 

executive team. So he was one of two members of my executive team who were not 

employees. (P8)  

Each participant mentioned that delivering business value is the primary desired outcome 

of a successful B2B relationship, so this was very strong and conclusive. However, there 

were various ways in which delivering value to the client organisation manifested itself. The 

promise of outsourcing, namely providing equal or better service at a lower cost was 

mentioned. In a similar vein, the outsourcing provided flexibility by allowing the client to 

scale up and down large teams. All of these things delivered business value. Business value 

was also discussed when they were able to execute and deliver specific projects that they 

were responsible for, so in effect it was about delivering the short- and the long-term 

objectives of the client organisation. For example:  

Supporting the business in its drive to serve customers, kill off the competition, and 

add value to the shareholders, which is largely about modernisation and delivering 

new customer propositions. (P11) 

As discussed in Chapter 2 – and explored further here – the desired strategic outcome at a 

corporate level is clearly for the organisation to perform better. This can be through better 

operational performance (Narasimhan & Jayaram, 1998) which as well as reducing costs 

can also create a competitive advantage (Krause et al., 1998). Such benefits are what the 

client organisation builds an integrative partnership with a strategic vendor for. Thus, 

effective vendors are relied upon to enable individuals within the client organisation to 

deliver to their commitments, and they are expected to produce results. Consequently, 

they consider a business relationship that works as something that delivers value to the 

organisation as a whole, and that is principally what they would expect. Using the example 

of P8 within this study, for the executive on the client side they got a major problem solved: 

The sense that we have worked together to deliver something that meets and 

exceeds the business expectations is very important. (P8) 
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These findings lead to the development of Proposition 28, as follows: 

Proposition 28: Delivering tangible outcomes to the client organisation is the 

fundamental purpose of a successful B2B relationship. 

While the literature has covered the link between supplier performance and client 

organisational performance across various industries, including the manufacturing supply 

chain (Fynes et al., 2008) and marketing (Morgan & Hunt, 1994), this study seeks to go to 

further to explore this link and adds more insight specifically in the context of the IT Services 

domain.  

Price satisfaction was highlighted and reviewed as part of Chapter 2 and is one of the key 

inputs to building a successful business relationship. Within the data, price satisfaction was 

a strong element with nine participants referencing it. The literature defines price 

satisfaction as the psychological result of the difference between price expectation and 

price perception (Matzler et al., 2006). Essentially, the client needs to feel satisfied with the 

price they have paid and price satisfaction is such an important factor in building long-term 

business relationships because it has been found to positively contribute to building trust 

(Mutonyi et al., 2016). Once there is a level of comfort with the vendor’s organisational 

capabilities there needs to be comfort that there is value for money. But all other things 

being equal the bottom line is still an important factor. For example: 

Cost is also a big factor. We are in a challenging oil environment at the moment, so 

having a vendor that's able to deliver at the right cost price is obviously very, very 

important – not the most important factor, but a very important factor. (P6)  

There is always the business intention of such relationships, which is to deliver to a set of 

corporate objectives. As such, it is about trying to deliver the project successfully with a 

blend of onshore and offshore based resources. So again, there is a financial aspect and if 

this was not achieved then it defeated the point of using an IT Services supplier. However, 

it should not just be a cost decision, for example: 

If you have a partnership which is based solely on perhaps knocking a supplier down 

on cost to the point where they are finding it difficult to make a margin, that 
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relationship won’t endure because quality will have to be cut, corners will have to 

be cut, and in the end there will be dissatisfaction in the relationship. (P8) 

There was acknowledgement by participants that value is made up of a number of things; 

it is common to just see it as the price being paid, but it is also about the scope and quality 

of what is being received. The client needs to be comfortable (as mentioned above), and 

there was a sense of it being even a subjective feeling of whether the vendor is ‘trying to 

make a buck’ out of the client. So, it was not about the cost per se but rather about value 

and whether the client thought they were being ‘ripped off’ or ‘fleeced’. For example: 

VENDOR NAME had been taking commercial advantage of us. That is, the costs of 

delivering the IT services were so great that they didn't actually provide the right 

level of economic value, compared to what it would cost to do it ourselves. So I 

insourced all of the IT services from VENDOR NAME. (P11) 

A number of articles discuss the significance of price satisfaction when building and 

maintaining relationship, and these are from a diverse range of industries such as financial 

services (Lymperopoulos et al., 2013), mango growers in Kenya (Mutonyi et al., 2016), and 

dairy farmers (Boniface et al., 2012). The analysis of the data on price satisfaction revealed 

agreement across the participants in that it was a significant step to overcome in cementing 

the partnership, so the interview data supported the literature. Some clients had full 

transparency of their team size within the vendor and when the vendor provided estimates 

or quotes they also provided a breakdown of who was going to be working on the project, 

and the time they were going to take. This was a fully transparent position on cost models 

which the client found to be very important. Notably, where it was not possible to come to 

an agreement there was a sensible conversation between two partners. This conversation 

would be about whether the financials could work for either side and if not, the client could 

change the requirements or see whether they could secure additional budget: 

The other way he demonstrates integrity is by saying, if the deal can’t be done at 

the level that we’re seeking to do it, then he would rather be honest with me and 

say so and give ourselves the opportunity to go elsewhere, than waste time trying 
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to make something fit, which is going to be a struggle. So, he’s perfectly honest, 

open and candid about those situations where that arises. (P2) 

These findings lead to the development of Proposition 29, as follows: 

Proposition 29: The client being satisfied with the price they paid versus the quality of 

the output is an important element of a successful B2B relationship. 

The literature points to satisfaction (as opposed to price satisfaction, specifically) being 

derived from learning new things and doing new things rather than earning more money 

and having more responsibility (Harvey Nash & KPMG, 2019). Similar to satisfaction, and 

almost all of the data from this study, the new knowledge and experience data points were 

volunteered through an open question. As such, the participants were not asked if gaining 

new knowledge was important as a closed question, so further significance could be placed 

here. Exploring this further, the participants are ‘knowledge workers’, a term first defined 

by Drucker (1967) as an individual who uses ”what he has between his ears... knowledge, 

theory and concept, rather than physical force or manual work” (Maskey et al., 2013, p. 

123). This definition further defined “contrasting attributes like working with ambiguity-

intensive information and being required to deploy personal knowledge and having high 

cognitive power and abstract reasoning”, and aptly describes CIO’s roles (Alvesson, 2000).  

Thus, when the senior executive within the client organisation delivers the benefits to the 

organisation the customer at a corporate level gets customer satisfaction. However, there 

were also benefits to the executive on an individual level in that there was a sense of 

satisfaction around delivering quality outputs, and taking pride in the work that they do 

and that they deliver. Crucially, having the assistance of a vendor to achieve this was 

considered very important, for example:  

So, I think personal satisfaction to deliver quality products that exceed customer 

expectations is probably one of the most rewarding parts of IT delivery. (P6)  

Moreover, as with the findings in the literature it was not only satisfaction but the ability 

to learn new things, find new ways of working, and pick up new skills that was emphasised 

as being an important benefit of successful client-vendor relationships. The literature 
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highlights that the role of the CIO is one that is particularly difficult to find satisfaction in, 

even when the role itself is ever evolving and with growing responsibilities (Harvey Nash & 

KPMG, 2019; Levinson, 2008). As such, there is a link between learning something new and 

implementing this successfully, which in turn feels good. For example:  

So, that gave me intellectually a challenge which I found intriguing and as it started 

to work, quite obviously it was a great feeling to see it being successful. (P8) 

These findings lead to the development of Proposition 30, as follows: 

Proposition 30: The individual from the client side working on a project that gives them 

personal satisfaction is an important driver of their own motivation. 

Thus, if the CIOs and other IT executives are not working on projects that inspire and 

motivate them this in turn affects their levels of job satisfaction. When the successes that 

they personally deliver to the client organisation arrive they then get recognition and 

plaudits. Around half of participants mentioned that a successful vendor relationship can 

have a positive impact on their career and personal reputation, for example:  

It was a career enabler as well as solving a problem, yeah. And that is where every 

vendor relationship becomes special. In that you want to enhance your career and 

the vendor can help you on this one (P3).  

This is also true for expanding the depth of responsibility for the client executive: 

I have a philosophy that every piece of work is a project. Therefore, when you do 

something well, then you probably get asked to do something again with a bit more 

challenge, or a bit more what you want to try and do. (P4)  

These findings lead to the development of Proposition 31, as follows: 

Proposition 31: When the individual from the client side delivers a successful project, this 

presents additional career enhancement opportunities. 

Thus, when a high-quality vendor relationship is in place the client organisation benefits 

through improved company performance, and the individual executive responsible for 
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driving this improved performance receives recognition. This acts as a career enabler and 

also leads to some clear benefits for the IT Services vendor. For example, when discussing 

if there was a preference to work with a vendor that had made them successful the 

response told a powerful story. Participants were directly asked if they would be more 

willing to work with a vendor that had been successful for them in the past, and there was 

a strong pattern to the data with all participants agreeing that they would do this. The 

literature has explored the competitive advantage that can be created jointly between 

buyer and seller (Jap, 2001) and while all participants in this study were in agreement, the 

analysis demonstrated that there was an underling motivation for this. As such, most 

wanted to do this because they had experience working with this particular vendor, they 

knew each other and had been successful together in the past, and it made it a logical 

decision to want to recreate what had already worked. For example:  

So, if I had vendors that I know and trust and have a strong relationship with, it 

makes sense for me to assemble those sets of vendors around me because we know 

we’re aligned on what we’re trying to do. (P7) 

The participants are highly motivated and want to be successful. As was informed by the 

literature this makes them loyal to the vendors that have made them successful (Kaura et 

al., 2015). Almost all stated that if they moved roles they would not hesitate to have a 

conversation with one of the vendors that made them successful. This is simply because 

they know their capability, they are familiar with them, they have a deeper understanding 

of the structure and set up, and they have seen first-hand the quality of their service. There 

was also an acknowledgement that they may be able to get an equally good outcome 

elsewhere, but because they had the existing relationship it became something that would 

be easier for them to deliver. Thus, while client loyalty is prevalent in the literature this 

nuance of it being for ‘selfish reasons’ is something that this data uncovers. In essence, they 

would not want to make their lives unnecessarily difficult, for example: 

Yes, I think you’re much more likely to use them and I see that. If I look at my team, 

I don’t do CIO roles any more now, but I look at my team who are moving into CIO 

roles, they fairly quickly assemble people from our CLIENT NAME experience who 
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were effective into their ecosystem in their new roles because you have a belief and 

a confidence that those people will be similarly effective in that new context. (P7) 

There was even acknowledgement by P7 that it is not necessarily fair on other vendors:  

I believe this cultural and trust relationship is what makes an effectiveness from a 

customer/vendor perspective. So the very fact that I’ve worked well with them in the 

past means they are much more likely to feature in the ecosystem going forward. Is 

that fair or unfair? It’s just life, really. (P7) 

These findings lead to the development of Proposition 32, as follows: 

Proposition 32: When the individual from the client side wants to replicate the successes, 

they are loyal to the vendors that helped them to be successful in the past.  

5.6 Summary  

Figure 5.1 on the following page summarises the findings in which the four themes were 

initially identified. These were then explored in greater detail, with two sub-themes being 

considered within each of Themes 1 and 2 while Themes 3 and 4 remained as initially 

identified. A key aspect was the emergence of six aspects of trust – as opposed to the three 

identified in the literature. Of note is the limited literature on the aspect of intimacy in 

business relationships, and the findings from this study provide a new insight in the IT 

Services context. In addition, there were interesting findings with regards to hospitality 

which was a very strong theme in the data; the consensus being that it is not something 

that helps client-vendor relationships. This is contrary to the literature, so was very 

enlightening. Further, of note is that while there is scarce evidence in the extant literature 

pertaining to IT Services that emphasises the importance of work ethic, it was an aspect 

that was covered by all but one participant. Moreover, while client loyalty is prevalent in 

the literature, this nuance of it being for selfish reasons is something that this data 

uncovers. The next chapter provides the conclusions to this study. 
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Figure 5.1 Summary of findings 

 

Source: The Author
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION 

6.0 Introduction 

This chapter brings together insights from the literature review in Chapter 2, the conceptual 

model discussed in Chapter 4, and the findings from Chapter 5 to discuss the contribution 

of this study in both academia and in practice. This chapter is organised into five sections. 

The first revisits the study’s research aims and objectives and is followed by the main 

(second) section which discusses the findings in relation to the literature review and the 

conceptual model. The third section assesses the study’s contribution and also relates this 

back to the research questions, the fourth reviews the managerial implications and finally, 

the study’s limitations and areas for future research are discussed in the fifth section. 

6.1 Research Aim and Objectives  

The principal goal of this study was to explore the contributing factors that drive high-value 

B2B relationships in the IT Services domain. The services being delivered by the IT Services 

vendors to their clients are often critical to their business, and the relationships are global 

and of huge financial significance to the vendor and to the client. Therefore, exploring the 

determinants that drive success would be immensely insightful for both academia and for 

practice. To achieve this goal there were three stated objectives for this study, each with 

an associated research question, as follows: 

• Objective One was to critically review the business relationship literature to provide 

greater clarity on the characteristics and elements that define a good quality 

business relationship. 

o Research Question One: From what is available in the extant literature, what 

consensus is there regarding the key characteristics that define good quality 

business relationships?  
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• Objective Two was to identify the key components that define a good quality high-

value B2B relationship in the IT Services industry. 

o Research Question Two: What are the key components that define a good 

quality high-value B2B relationship in the IT Services industry?  

• Objective Three was to develop a conceptual framework to explore the contributing 

factors that determine relationship quality in high-value B2B relationships. 

o Research Question Three: Can a conceptual framework be developed to 

explore the contributing factors that determine relationship quality in high-

value B2B relationships?  

The first objective was achieved through an in-depth and critical review of the literature as 

contained within Chapter 2. Objective Two was achieved using both the literature review, 

and the primary research conducted via semi-structured interviews with elites from the IT 

Services industry. Finally, Objective Three was achieved through the initial presentation of 

the conceptual model within Chapter 4, which evolved through inputs from the findings 

within Chapter 5 and further discussed within this chapter. 

6.2 Discussion on the Findings Versus the Literature and Model 

This study builds upon the existing relationship quality knowledge in the IT Services 

domain. This section will review the findings in relation to what already exists in the 

literature to determine what is in agreement within the literature, where there may be 

inconsistencies, and what is new. It will also relate the findings to each element of the 

conceptual model (shown in Figure 4.1); this will better define which findings relate to 

which part of the conceptual model. The basis for the chapter will come from the 

conceptual framework, as introduced in Section 4.3.1. 

6.2.1 Theme 1: Interaction Quality 

To discuss how the findings fit into existing theory this first section reviews communication 

quality as well as synergies and alignment. 
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6.2.2.1 Theme 1a: Communication Quality 

The findings supported what was already captured within the literature with regards to the 

importance of having a single point of contact (Colletti & Fiss, 2006), meeting that person 

frequently, and having a preference for those meetings to be face-to-face (Román & 

Martín, 2008). In addition and likely for the client’s convenience and perhaps also for their 

territorial comfort, the clients had a preference for the meetings to be at their place of 

work (Griffiths & Gilly, 2012). These points have been discussed in the broader relationship 

literature, and since this study is focused on IT Services it does contribute to the insight 

specifically within the context of IT Services.  

Notably, there was contradiction between the findings and the literature with regards to 

meeting outside of work in a more informal setting, particularly when there was an 

expectation that the vendor would cover the cost. The findings identified two strains, with 

the first relating to simple lunches or dinners between the client and vendor. In these cases 

there was hesitancy from some of the participants to engage in this type of activity, with 

some considering it a form of corporate hospitality that would require a formal 

acknowledgement process internally. Indeed, one interview participant mentioned that 

even being offered corporate hospitality needed to be registered and recorded, so some 

interview participants avoided these situations. Others acknowledged that lunches and 

dinners happened, but more out of convenience and diary scheduling.  

The second strain was when it extended to a more formal type of corporate hospitality 

which came in the form of complimentary events such as rugby or tennis matches. In 

contrast to the first strain, there was a complete aversion from all participants to this with 

some participants even considering them damaging to the relationship. This was because 

of a perception from the client that the lines between client and vendor were blurring, and 

they wanted to take that misunderstanding out of the equation. This could be explained by 

the seniority of the interview participants and the sums of money involved – as stated, 

some individuals were responsible for hundreds of millions of GBP in annual spend, so it 

would be important for them that they are not seen as being compromised. The literature 

has suggested such hospitality offers opportunities to build stronger and more intimate ties 



 

 

153 

 

between the vendor and client (Peurala, 2013), so these findings – while from a limited 

sample size – are contrary to the literature. Thus, they warrant further examination.  

The final element of communication quality discovered something new with regards to a 

context in which the two parties interacted to strengthen their relationship. During the 

interviews understanding the type of interactions uncovered that they regularly physically 

worked together on joint deliverables and joint outputs. These were often project related 

and required they work side-by-side with a single purpose in mind, with such scenarios 

creating the opportunity to get to know each other better (S. H. Han et al., 2020). The 

deliverables were important for the client – such as a quarterly update to the board – 

therefore, it needed to be successful so the client would be preparing well. These scenarios 

created the opportunity for the two parties to understand each other better and learn how 

each other thinks.  

By engaging in these types of interactions, when there was an important output and 

perhaps working under pressure, a special kind of bond was created that was difficult to 

replicate in other ways. In the example of a high-pressure presentation to the board, the 

client would want to deliver a quality presentation and the process to create that is an 

intense one. Once the presentation had been successfully delivered, the client would be 

thankful to those who helped achieve this, including the vendor. This finding links this type 

of activity to relationship quality and is a new contribution to the literature, both in the 

broader B2B sales domain and specifically in the IT Services domain. Creating an 

opportunity to work together in this type of scenario will therefore help to forge better and 

more cohesive relationships (see Figure 6.1 on the following page). 

As depicted in Figure 6.1, the conceptual model is sequential in its composition and begins 

with commitment. This is defined as the investment of time, energy, and money from both 

parties (Ng, 2015) and links to the structural capital element from Nahapiet and Ghoshal’s 

(1998) interpretation of Social Capital Theory. They defined structural capital as “who you 

reach and how you reach them” (p. 251), so it is the physical links between people. These 

include telephone conversations, email communication, and face-to-face meetings such as 

organised meetings and social events, team meetings, planned training sessions, and joint 

workshops. This is what is captured from this sub-theme, where each element 
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characterises a form of interaction which is the structure to the relationship – an 

investment of time, energy, and/or money in the pursuit of building a stronger relationship.  

Figure 6.1 Communication quality: findings in relation 
to the literature and conceptual framework 

 

Source: The Author 

All elements of the communication quality sub-theme contributed to commitment at an 

individual level as commitment asserts that substantial efforts are made to maintain the 

relationship, either by one side or by both parties (Ng, 2015). Therefore, these interactions 

are a demonstration of commitment to maintain the relationship. The only one that 

extended beyond that was when the two individuals physically worked together on a joint 

project. This was a unique style of a dyadic/dual commitment which created an element of 

common understanding between one another and permitted them to ‘get to know one 

another’. As such, they both worked together and created a sense of comfort and ease of 

working together (satisfaction) and this then supported the formation of trust. So, this is a 

very powerful insight and worthy of further research.  

SDL was introduced within the literature review and it becomes an important thread 

connecting the themes. Specifically, in relationships Theme 1a – the concept of co-creation 

of a joint solution that benefits the client – is a fundamental element of SDL (Hartwig et al., 

2021). Fostering the opportunity for this to happen traditionally requires physically 
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interactions such as in person face-to-face meetings, where there is the opportunity to 

work closely together, to understand requirements and objectives, and to be in the best 

position to have clarity on the goals and expectations of the client. Therefore, these themes 

which place a significance on regular in person interactions in close quarters provide a good 

opportunity to do this. 

6.2.2.2 Theme 1b: Synergies and Alignment  

Synergies and alignment identified the things that the two parties had in common which 

contributed to a sense of comfort and willingness to work together, as summarised in 

Figure 6.2. Having shared character traits such as a shared personality and outlook on life 

was discussed in detail within the findings; this supported what was found in the literature 

(Yam et al., 2018) and contributed to the building of satisfaction at an individual level within 

the conceptual model. Satisfaction in this context meant that the parties felt comfortable 

with one another, they ‘got along’ and were willing to work together (Hwang et al., 2013; 

Williams et al., 2015), and these shared character traits formed a part of creating this level 

of comfort.  

Figure 6.2 Synergies and alignment: findings in  
relation to the literature and conceptual framework 

 

Source: The Author 
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This formation can be termed cognitive capital and is another component of Nahapiet and 

Ghoshal’s (1998) interpretation of Social Capital Theory, as it is concerned with 

understanding and having an alignment to how each other think. In the context of shared 

character traits while having matching personality styles was discussed in a positive way in 

the findings, it had the most impact (albeit negative) when there was a clash of 

personalities. In the latter scenario the findings showed it was very difficult to have a 

relationship when the two parties ‘did not gel’. The impact of personality clashes has long 

been recognised in the literature (Blume & Sonnesyn, 1989), so acknowledging and 

addressing this as a real risk to relationship harmony is pertinent.  

When there is a level of comfort from the client, and they are satisfied the individual from 

the vendor and believe they are someone they can work with, then things evolve (Jones, 

2015). This study provided additional knowledge in this regard, specifically in relation to IT 

Services relationships. In particular, two elements contribute to satisfaction on an 

individual level: 1) shared technical knowledge and 2) shared work ethic (Miller et al., 

2002). The findings reported that these two had a high relevance to creating cognitive 

capital. The final element relating to satisfaction at an individual level is shared interests 

and hobbies, and here there was a contradiction to the literature. There was no evidence 

that the two parties shared any common interests or hobbies and in some cases the 

suggestion was categorically refuted by the participant. This is an important finding as the 

literature (e.g., Sassler & Miller, 2015) has pointed to there being substance in having 

shared interests and hobbies as part of forming a relationship bond.  

Putting this into consideration of the significance of shared technical knowledge and shared 

work ethic, the findings demonstrate that there is much more prominence placed on the 

importance of the business side of the relationship while the personal side, such as shared 

interests and hobbies, is less relevant. The findings for this study therefore highlight that 

relationships with elites are ultimately about business i.e., the outcomes and achieving 

success and not about the personal side. For satisfaction to be achieved at a corporate level 

and for there to be the sense that the two companies can work together, two elements 

were identified within the findings and were supported by the literature. First, having a 

partnership mentality (Frazier et al., 1988), which meant there being a closer and more 
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cooperative style of relationship and second, there being a good cultural fit (Canato et al., 

2013) between the two organisations. As stated by Ansari et al. (2010), cultural fit is the 

degree to which individual characteristics are compatible with one another’s values, 

beliefs, and practices. These themes were independently presented as part of the 

interviews but ideally both would be present in the relationships. 

6.2.2 Theme 2: Technical Quality 

6.2.2.1 Theme 2a: Business Reputation 

This sub-theme requires the client to be sure that the IT Services vendor is competent to 

deliver to the scope of the work, both at an individual and corporate level. Notably, this is 

less about the tangible output of the work – which will be covered in the subsequent theme 

– and more about the way the vendor portrays themselves in the build-up and in 

anticipation of being awarded the contract. As depicted in Figure 6.3, all elements of this 

sub-theme from the findings were supported by the literature and will be discussed further. 

When applying this sub-theme to the conceptual model, all elements support the building 

of trust on an individual and corporate level. So, while each has been discussed in the 

literature there is a contribution from this study with regards to how these specific 

elements support (on the periphery) the formation of trust in high-value B2B relationships 

in the IT Services industry.  

Figure 6.3 Business reputation: findings in relation to the literature and framework 

 

Source: The Author 
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Conducting thorough research and intelligence gathering prior to the interactions was a 

fundamental differentiator between the best of the best and the rest (Javalgi et al., 2014), 

and this contributed to building trust on an individual level. In addition, actually listening 

to what was being discussed and being diligent enough to cross-reference what was heard 

with other sources also contributed to building both a solid business reputation and trust 

(Moncrief & Marshall, 2005). Of interest was that not ‘selling’ was a key attribute of the 

best (Campbell et al., 2020), but it is one aspect where others often failed miserably.  

Indeed, such sales tactics were a form of constant irritation to participants and if they felt 

the individuals from the vendor were always trying to sell to them, then it was difficult to 

build trust (Wall & Spinuzzi, 2018). Conversely, they felt the best individuals were always 

trying to understand their objectives and – crucially – helping them to achieve them.  

The final three elements of business reputation that contribute to building trust on an 

individual level are all linked. The first is understanding and interpreting the business and 

technology context, then (second) effectively interpreting the objectives (Töytäri & Rajala, 

2015), to finally (third) presenting a solid solution (McComb & Green, 1999). While all of 

these were discussed in the findings as separate – albeit sequential – pieces there is a 

common thread, and that is having a solid technical and business knowhow (Rentz et al., 

2002). It is this which provides the ability to relate to and interpret the context of the 

requirements and stated objectives to then be able to create a proposal. This technical 

knowhow element is a continuation from the synergies and alignment theme, where this 

was stated as something both parties had in common.  

However, the single most important business reputation contributor to forming trust at a 

corporate level is the vendor company demonstrating that they had the right capabilities 

and credentials to deliver the scope of work being discussed (Lee, 2001). The findings of 

this study supported those of the extant literature and as mentioned previously, this is 

demonstrated prior to an agreement being made and work starting. As such, the vendor 

needs to be effective in convincing the client that they have adequate experience; thereby, 

enhancing their business reputation to the point that they are awarded the contract. 

Linking back to SDL, the vendor has to have a clear understanding of the problem to be able 

to cocreate a solution that delivers to defined business value. Each of these themes support 
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this process of defining and understanding the scope to be able to link this to the expected 

outcomes, but only when these outcomes are delivered and consumed can the value be 

determined (Lemke et al., 2011). However, it is important to acknowledge that the 

definition of value depends on individual context and is situational; therefore, it is 

subjective and hard to define (Hartwig et al., 2021), so this process of defining value from 

a particular project is extremely difficult. 

6.2.2.2 Theme 2b: Performance Quality 

Performance quality includes the quality of the product and/or service being delivered, 

which is often driven by the quality of the individuals doing the work (Dasari et al., 2015). 

The findings showed that once the client is convinced by a vendor’s business reputation 

they win the business, but then they need to deliver the solution. The findings in this sub-

theme for the most part support the literature, as summarised in Figure 6.4. Each of the 

elements that contribute to this sub-theme supported the formation trust on a corporate 

level, in that these elements allow the vendor organisation as a whole (rather than the 

individual from the vendor) to build trust with the client. This then ultimately leads to 

customer satisfaction.  

Figure 6.4 Performance quality: findings in relation to the literature and framework 

 

Source: The Author 
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The literature attests that quality of the people delivering the solution and the overall 

quality of the product or service are fundamental to the trust forming process, and in turn 

are inputs to overall customer satisfaction (Giovanis et al., 2015). This statement was 

supported by the findings of this study, as was the position that proper project governance 

is an imperative element to ensuring this is achieved (Bouraad, 2010). When executed 

successfully these support trust forming at a corporate level and lead to successful 

outcomes, and a satisfied customer (Williams et al., 2015).  

However, there was an overall contradiction (despite parts being supported) in the findings 

and how they relate to the literature with regards to contract governance. Thus, despite 

the importance of clarity for both sides upfront being clearly expressed in both the 

literature (Poppo & Zenger, 2002) and the findings, it was apparent within the findings that 

the clients demanded flexibility too. This required vendors to ‘move with the demands of 

the business’ and not be too preoccupied with formalising paperwork when the client 

needed things to happen immediately. As part of this there was an expectation that ‘the 

paperwork would follow later’ which does not conform to the principle of solid contract 

governance. Extending beyond this the findings revealed something more contentious in 

relation to payment.  

As such, if there was a dispute and the client was not happy with the output or the quality 

of the work then – regardless of if it was covered contractually – if the vendor waived the 

invoice it was considered a good opportunity to build trust. Indeed, the findings actually 

went a step further to state that if a vendor did not waive the cost but defended their right 

to be paid, they were penalised and the relationship was negatively impacted upon. In 

relation to the literature, this can be explained using justice theory (Skitka, 2009) where 

the client feels it is unjust to pay for something they are not happy with, and it warrants 

further research. 

There are two parts to the final piece around problem resolution, and these are 1) being 

transparent about the issues (Lanza & Treber, 2019) and 2) taking ownership to solve it 

(Johnston et al., 2012). The findings supported the literature, highlighting the disparity 

between good and bad more by when neither were implemented. Thus, when vendors hid 

issues and/or did not take ownership it put the relationship in a position where it was much 
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more difficult to build trust. Conversely, when there is complete transparency and action 

is taken to resolve issues, it fosters an atmosphere of a partnership with honesty. This then 

allows trust to develop and moves the relationship onto another level (Davis et al., 2000).  

SDL has been discussed a number of times throughout the themes thus far, but it is within 

this sub-theme in particular that the value is being created through the delivery of the 

service. As discussed, the definition of the problem statement supports the case for 

determining the expected value to the client. The delivery phase is the execution of the 

plan, however, value is still not recognised yet and is only recognised when the client uses 

the service and experiences the benefits (Vargo & Lusch, 2004). So, while the realisation of 

these benefits (in the SDL context) are discussed in Section 6.2.4, whether these will 

actually be successfully delivered happens at this stage, that is when the service is being 

delivered. So in the context of this study, it is during the ‘performance quality’ theme that 

the important elements happen with regards to SDL. 

6.2.3 Theme 3: Trust 

When defining the components of trust in the literature the prevailing theory was the work 

of Davis et al. (2000), who defined it as ability, integrity, and benevolence. This definition 

was substantiated by further reviews of the literature (Jiang et al. 2016; Papista & 

Dimitriadis, 2012). As summarised in Figure 6.5 on the following page, the findings support 

the literature as well as providing new information, and these are discussed in more depth 

next. In each case the findings support the conceptual model by providing inputs to building 

trust on an individual level.  

The presence of ability identified within the literature (Mercier & Deslandes, 2020) was 

confirmed by the findings. However, the findings extend the knowledge of what constitutes 

ability by providing more clarity with two themes identified within ability, namely 

credibility and effectiveness. There is now a much more comprehensive view of the 

behaviours and attributes that the best IT Services individuals exhibit, such as thoroughness 

in research and intelligence gathering, and solid technical and business knowledge.  
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Figure 6.5 Trust: findings in relation to the literature and conceptual framework 

 

Source: The Author 

The second part to ability is effectiveness and specifically relates to the vendor individual’s 

ability to ‘get things done’ or ‘make things happen’; both from within their vendor 

organisation and also within the client organisation (Drucker, 1967). Effectiveness is a sign 

of an individuals’ ability to do their job; and along with credibility is related to experience 

and knowhow. Considering how significant being effective was within the findings, it 

required discussion separately. Being effective was not overly prevalent in the trust 

literature, so these findings contribute to this knowledge as expressly identifying 

effectiveness as an element of building trust.  

The next two elements of trust from the findings are honesty and being committed, which 

is a more granular definition of literature definition of integrity. Being honest and telling 

the unvarnished truth even when it was not welcomed by the client was, nevertheless, 

perceived well and aided the trust building process (Hwang et al., 2013). In addition, being 

committed by, for example, doing what they said they would do and arriving on time was 

a pre-requisite for success (Leach, 2014). Finally, the findings support the literature in 
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relation to benevolence (Davis et al., 2000). Notably, the findings further defined this in the 

IT Services context, which contributed further to the literature in this field.  

The second element of client orientation was to some degree discussed as part of Maister 

and Green’s (2000) trust equation; this included credibility, reliability, and intimacy as well 

as what they term low self-orientation. Thus, if there is a low self-orientation then more 

time is spent thinking about the client, which is essentially high client orientation. While 

this was supported by the literature, the findings again extended this knowledge in the IT 

Services context by giving granular detail on how the best individuals behaved. This was 

discussed on the client orientation side and in addition the client having an understanding 

of how the vendor operated and understanding their drivers – which supports the 

partnership mentality.  

According to the findings, for trust to form there needs to be significant level across all six 

identified components and if one is weak, then it will impact the overall process of building 

trust. For example, strength elsewhere but weakness on ability could give the impression 

that there is no substance, while strength elsewhere but weakness in being committed 

could result in a sense of irresponsibleness. In addition, weakness with benevolence can 

result is being considered too much of a technician, while weakness with self-orientation 

can leave the client suspecting the motives (Maister & Green, 2000).  

6.2.4 Theme 4: Outcome Quality 

The findings highlighted a number of core elements within outcome quality, as shown in 

Figure 6.6 on the following page, all of which contribute to customer satisfaction. Delivering 

value to the client organisation was the principle focus, being widely recognised as the most 

important output within the literature (Auh & Shih, 2005), and being confirmed by the 

findings. However, the client also need to be comfortable with the price i.e., there needs 

to be price satisfaction (Matzler et al., 2007) as part of the overall satisfaction.  

However, a sequence can begin from here since delivering successful business outcomes 

creates enhanced career opportunities for the individual on the client side (Englund & 

Graham, 2019). Potentially, they can then get promoted or move role and then wish to 

replicate the success; so, they need the same vendor (Joseph & Unnikrishnan, 2016). 
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Figure 6.6 Outcome quality: findings in relation  
to the literature and conceptual framework 

 

Source: The Author 

Regarding the individual benefits on the client side there is also a potential sequential 

nature to these benefits: the individual on the client side learns something new (Maskey et 

al., 2013), it becomes personally satisfying delivering it and creates a sense of pride 

(Alvesson, 2000), and then they gain new knowledge from this experience which has a 

positive impact on their career opportunities. The motivations for work have been explored 

further, demonstrating that promotions and money do not excite; people want to be 

engaged intellectually and inspired by organisations or projects with purpose (Goffee & 

Jones, 2007). Over money and title they prefer work that offers growth and challenges, and 

they want to build a dream and make a difference (Wetlaufer, 2000). 

As noted above, if the individual on the client side moves jobs they are keen to replicate 

their successes. As better opportunities become available to the individuals within the 

client side due to the successes achieved at the organisational level, so the individuals on 

the client side may be enticed to move companies for more enhanced roles, and the new 

organisation would likely expect a similar level of success. Concurring with the literature, 
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the findings show that the participants overwhelmingly recognise the significant role 

vendors have played in helping them to achieve success. Hence, the preference would be 

to engage with those vendors with whom they have already been successful, as opposed 

to creating new relationships with new vendors.  

As demonstrated within this theme (Theme 4), value can be represented in a variety of 

way; both at an individual level and corporate level. As per SDL, value is only achieved when 

it is acknowledged by the recipient. The findings contained within this theme clearly 

articulate the value acknowledged by the client as part of a successful IT Services 

relationship. 

6.3 Contribution of the Study to Knowledge 

This study both confirmed and contradicted the extant literature and also identified new 

elements of knowledge with regards to the high-value B2B IT Services relationships. These 

will be discussed further in the context of answering the three research questions.  

6.3.1. Addressing Research Question One 

Answering the first Research Question addresses Objective One and asks, “From what is 

available in the extant literature, what consensus is there regarding the key characteristics 

that define good quality business relationships?” 

First, this study provides a contribution to knowledge with regards to the specific 

behaviours, and the factors that contribute to successful B2B relationships in high-value IT 

Services relationships. The relationship literature tends to focus on the beneficial factors of 

quality B2B relationships such as building trust, loyalty, customer satisfaction, and positive 

business outcomes (Auh & Shih, 2005; De Wulf et al., 2001), or the factors that contribute 

to this. Examples of these are good communication (J. Park et al., 2012), delivering an 

exceptional output (Williams et al., 2015), and integrity (Chenet et al., 2010). This study, 

however, adds further depth to the actual specifics that matter, such as their technical 

knowledge, work ethic, and aligning personalities, and these were defined by elite 

executives from the client side. The findings also identify that for the best chance of 

building a high-quality relationship any project should be of high priority to the client. 
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Second, there is a contribution to the knowledge with regards to the application of Social 

Capital Theory in a commercial and sales context. This study applied Social Capital Theory 

within high value and very complex B2B relationships in the IT Services industry, an industry 

which has not – to date – typically been studied. To illustrate this, as per Appendix A, an 

Ebsco search was conducted that referenced 42 articles, and the majority of these use 

Social Capital Theory in relation to internal firm relationships. While the remainder do focus 

on the supply chain, only limited research has been conducted using Social Capital Theory 

to understand client relationships. Thus, this study provides a contribution to this. 

Third, extending the insight into Social Capital Theory further, using Nahapiet and Ghoshal's 

(1998) interpretation, this study also demonstrated an extension of the knowledge, namely 

for structural capital, cognitive capital, and relational capital. Greater depth of detail into 

the definition and tangible measures these sub-elements of Social Capital Theory 

contribute to relationship quality in the IT Services domain is provided within this study. 

The building of structural capital which is defined as “who you reach and how you reach 

them” (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998, p. 251) was further defined for the specifics within the 

IT Services context as the type and frequency of interactions. In relation to cognitive capital, 

defined as “shared representations, interpretations, and systems of meaning among 

parties” (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998, p. 251), this was defined with much greater granularity 

within the findings of this study. It was achieved through highlighting what is important to 

build rapport and credibility during the relationship building process. Finally, relational 

capital has been defined as “the kind of personal relationships people have developed with 

each other through a history of interactions” and “trust, obligation, and identification 

present between actors in a relationship” (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998, p. 251). In relation 

to this, building relational capital is building trust with one another and is central to any 

quality business relationship, and this study brings further depth to the definition of trust. 

6.3.2. Addressing Research Question Two 

Answering the second Research Question addresses Objective Two and asks, “What are the 

key components that define a good quality high-value B2B relationship in the IT Services 

industry?” 
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Section 6.2 detailed which parts of the findings confirmed, which contradicted, and which 

were new in relation to extant literature. This section includes confirmatory findings but 

focuses more on the contradictory and new elements of the study within each of the 

themes, as it is considered that these provide the greatest contribution. Theme 1, 

Interaction quality, has two sub-themes: 1a is communication quality and 1b is synergies 

and alignment. Theme One begins with the structure of the relationship – its structural 

capital. the findings confirm those in the literature in relation to there being clear lines of 

communication; regular face-to-face meetings in the client’s office; and the person holding 

the relationship vendor-side being local, making meeting up in person easy and usually in 

the client’s office. All these elements of structural capital therefore support what was 

found in the literature.  

The fourth contribution, and new knowledge from this study, was the importance of 

working together on joint projects or a deliverable as an to aid the relationship building 

process (Hartmann & Herb, 2015). The best way to ‘get to know each other’ is to work 

together side-by-side on a deliverable, whether a power point presentation, to prepare for 

a meeting, or something more substantial. In these scenarios a better understanding of 

how each other thinks and feels can be forged, and this is how cognitive capital is created. 

Fifth, contradicted within this study was that hospitality is actually not useful or helpful to 

the relationship building process. This is different to that found by Peurala, (2013) and 

others, who stated that corporate hospitality is a tool used to build closer ties. 

The second sub-theme (1b) from Theme 1 is synergies and alignment, and these are the 

things that bind the parties together. This is termed cognitive capital and forms an integral 

step in the ‘getting to know each other’ phase. The elements confirmed within the 

literature were the parties having similar character traits such as sense of humour, 

personality styles and outlook on life (Yam et al., 2018). Also confirming in the literature 

was, at a corporate level, the importance of the vendor organisation approaching the 

relationships with a partner mentality in mind, and that there is a cultural alignment 

(Canato et al., 2013) between the vendor and client organisation.  
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However, there were two new elements that are not prevalent in the IT Services literature 

when it comes to contributing to successful business relationships, and these provide the 

sixth contribution to knowledge. Of these, first is the significance of the individual from the 

vendor side having a strong technology, and/or domain knowledge side (Töytäri & Rajala, 

2015); this instils confidence and reassures the client that they are dealing with a 

competent person. The second is a demonstration of true professional conscience and a 

strong work ethic (Miller et al., 2002). While there has been a link between work ethic and 

job performance, linking work ethic to relationship quality in the IT Services domain is a 

contribution to knowledge. 

The seventh contribution to knowledge is a contradiction to the literature in relation to 

there being no evidence of any shared hobbies or interests between the two parties. In the 

literature it has long been argued that common interests support the creation of 

relationships (Sassler & Miller, 2015), as does the principle of homophily. However, due to 

the limited sample size generalisations cannot be made, although there was no evidence 

of any shared interests or hobbies.  

Theme 2 is technical quality and is again separated into two sub-themes with 2a being 

business reputation. Once there is a feeling from the client that “I can work with these 

people” it means they are open to sharing more and investing more in the relationship, and 

all aspects of this within the findings supported the literature. The second sub-theme (2b) 

is performance quality with the findings confirming all but one of the elements previously 

identified within the literature. The exception being a contradiction in relation to contract 

governance. As such, solid contract governance was highlighted as being an important 

foundation of relationship success in terms of having clarity for both sides; something 

identified within the literature. However, the participants mentioned the importance of 

being flexible which meant working without the paperwork in place, and if they were not 

happy with any output, then, for the sake of the relationships the cost should be waived. 

In relation to a eighth contribution to knowledge, this seems to suggest that the client 

would like to benefit from being contractually protected (to protect their interests), but 

would also wish there to be enough flexibility within the relationship that they could 
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essentially ‘alleviate their contractual responsibilities’ if they were not happy by not paying 

an invoice. 

The third theme is trust which is considered the core part to building a strong relationship. 

Six elements were identified that when worked on in unison will form trust and, thus, build 

relational capital. The findings confirmed those of the literature in relation to five of these 

elements with effectiveness being a new addition, specifically in relation to the IT Services 

context. The first element is self-orientation (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016) and is about the 

vendor thinking from the client’s perspective rather than just trying to sell more products. 

Second is the ability and credibility of the individual on the vendor side (Mercier & 

Deslandes, 2020); their knowledge, experience, knowhow, and acumen. Third is honesty, 

not necessarily telling lies but more ‘bending the truth’ or ‘sugar-coating’ the truth (Hwang 

et al., 2013). Fourth is commitment which means doing what is agreed, not letting the team 

down, and being reliable (Ng, 2015). Fifth is benevolence – caring about the work, the 

project, the outcomes, and having genuine emotional connection (Watson et al., 2015). 

Finally, effectiveness is not something which is covered in the IT Services literature and 

therefore provides the ninth contribution to knowledge. The findings show that this is 

about highlighting the effectiveness of individual from the client side; essentially, their 

ability to ‘get things done’ or ‘make things happen’ without the need to repeatedly report 

back to the client (Töytäri & Rajala, 2015).  

Trust is central to any relationship, personal or professional, important or not. This study’s 

tenth contribution to knowledge is therefore its contribution to the depth and breadth of 

knowledge about trust. Firstly, by widening the definition beyond that in the literature 

where there are considered to be three pieces: ability, integrity, and benevolence. This was 

widened to a six-piece definition: ability/credibility, client orientation, being effective, 

being honest, being committed, and benevolence. In addition to this base definition there 

was a broadening of wider inputs into trust, as characterised by Theme 2 which captured 

business reputation (sub-Theme 2a) and performance quality (sub-Theme 2b). These two 

elements provide tangible and objective inputs into the individual and corporate level 

behaviours that contribute to the forming of trust beyond the broader six-piece definition.  
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The fourth and final theme is outcome quality, which is the overall focal point of all their 

efforts and is about defining the business benefits being realised by the client organisation. 

As discussed in the first paragraph in this section, this then creates the chain reaction where 

all parties benefit. There were a number of outcomes in the findings of this study that 

confirmed the extant literature. These were business outcomes, price satisfaction (Matzler 

et al., 2007), and the individual from the vendor having personal satisfaction from the 

success and also from learning new knowledge (Maskey et al., 2013).  

However, the eleventh contribution of this study was a new dimension to the knowledge 

with respect to understanding individual level customer loyalty in IT Services, that of a 

positive impact on careers. Thus, clients want to work with a vendor again if they have 

made them successful in the past, and it is often for ‘purely selfish reasons’ that they want 

to continue the relationship. This is because there is a pressure on them to replicate the 

same success in their new role, so it is important for them to surround themselves with the 

same people. 

So, in summary, there are four parties involved within this dynamic, the first two are the 

vendor and client organisations at a corporate level and the second two are the individuals 

at each of the client and vendor organisations. The individual from the vendor side needs 

to engage in the correct way with the individual from the client side by understanding their 

objectives and problem statements (McComb & Green, 1999); only then does the 

relationship have the opportunity to prosper. At an organisational level, the client 

organisation needs to realise the stated business outcomes via the project being delivered 

successfully by the vendor organisation (Hewett et al., 2002), and this is the ultimate 

purpose for all parties involved. When this is done successfully it results in the individual 

from the client getting enhanced career opportunities – perhaps a promotion or another 

job elsewhere (Monge & Contractor, 2003). The individual from the client organisation, in 

turn, wants to replicate this success and recognises the vendor’s value, so they have a tight 

and strong allegiance to the vendor organisation and especially an individual (or 

individuals) within that organisation. See Figure 6.7 on the following page which illustrates 

the cycle of mutual satisfaction. 
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Figure 6.7 Cycle of mutual satisfaction within B2B relationships 

 

Source: The Author 

Although generalisations cannot be made due to the limited sample size, the findings detail 

the sequence which contributes to the literature; specifically with regards to the individual 

within the client organisation wanting to replicate the success if they leave the role by 

proactively wanting to work with the vendor again. 

6.3.3 Addressing Research Question Three 

Answering Research Question Three addresses Objective Three and asks, “Can a conceptual 

framework be developed to explore the contributing factors that determine relationship 

quality in high-value B2B relationships?” 

As presented in Section 4.3.1, the original conceptual model (Figure 4.1) is an interpretation 

of the key findings from the literature review. As such, it considers that a successful 

integrative business relationship consists of relationship quality on an individual and 

corporate level and comprises commitment, trust, and satisfaction. This conceptual model 

has evolved based on the results of the findings. As per Figure 6.8 on the following page 

there is some additional depth to a number of pieces, and this is the twelfth contribution 

to knowledge. 
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Figure 6.8 Updated conceptual model 

 

Source: The Author 

Within the updated model – as with the original model – commitment comes first. This is 

an objective view of the time, effort, and money invested by both parties into the 

relationship, and such forms of commitment can be termed structural capital within Social 

Capital Theory. Next, as with the original model satisfaction is broken into two parts. The 

first is mutual disclosure at an individual and corporate level, and the second is satisfaction 

from an outcome perspective (which will be discussed at the end of this section). Mutual 

disclosure is about being comfortable with one another and being able to be honest and 

open during the interactions that take place within the commitment phase. In essence, 

there needs to be a sense of comfort and a feeling that the two parties are able to work 

together and get along. In the updated conceptual model ‘mutual disclosure’ covers the 

individual and corporate level as opposed to just the individual level in the original model. 

Exploring the presence of cognitive capital within the findings identified, specifically, what 

is important within this phase on an individual level; namely shared personality (specifically 

not a clash of personalities), a common work ethic, a shared technical knowledge, and 

evidence of both parties working together on a joint output. This drives mutual disclosure 

(Ngoma, 2016), and the term is used to describe the tipping point when two parties feel 

comfortable with one another and are then happy to share more sensitive details. 
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Satisfaction and mutual disclosure at a corporate level is the vendor having a partnership 

mentality and there being a good cultural fit. This element is the thirteenth contribution to 

knowledge of this study in that it explains what is required to permit mutual disclosure to 

prosper in high-value B2B relationships within the IT Services industry.  

The key element in relationship building is trust and as already discussed, this study brings 

an extra dimension to explaining how and why trust forms. Specifically for trust on an 

individual level, in the updated conceptual model the behaviours that are a precursor to 

trust are highlighted; namely doing in-depth research and intelligence gathering, not selling 

(which was a big turn off and eroded trust), and understanding the technical and business 

impact of the problem statement to be able to create a compelling solution. When these 

behaviours were exhibited they contributed to the next phase of relational capital on an 

individual level, which is achieved through demonstrating six core tenets of trust, (as 

opposed to three in the original conceptual mode); namely ability, client orientation, 

effectiveness, being honest, being committed, and benevolence.  

At a corporate level trust is built and maintained though high-quality people and services, 

and the vendors willingness to react to resolve issues in a transparent way and taking 

ownership. The second element to satisfaction comes as an outcome of trust, it is 

satisfaction in the more traditional sense, that is satisfaction i.e., the client being satisfied 

with the outcomes delivered. 

6.3.4 Summary of Contributions to Knowledge 

Table 6.1 on the following page summarises the 13 contributions to knowledge that this 

study provides. 
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Table 6.1 Summary of contributions to knowledge 

No. Detail of contribution 

1 The specific behaviours and the factors that contribute to successful B2B 

relationships in high-value IT Services relationships. It adds further depth to the 

actual specifics that matter, as defined by elite executives from the client side. 

The findings also identify that for the best possible chance of building a high-

quality relationship any project should be of high priority to the client. 

2 Application of Social Capital Theory in a commercial and sales context; 

specifically, high-value and very complex B2B relationships in the IT Services 

industry. 

3 An extension of the knowledge; namely for structural capital, cognitive capital, 

and relational capital. Providing greater depth of detail into the definition and 

tangible measures these sub elements of Social Capital Theory contribute to 

relationship quality in the IT Services domain. 

4 In relation to the key components that define a good quality high-value B2B 

relationship in the IT Services industry, new knowledge is the importance of 

working together on joint projects or a deliverable as an aid to the relationship 

building process. 

5 A contradiction to the extant literature is that this study found that hospitality 

is actually not useful or helpful to the relationship building process in high-value 

B2B relationships within the IT Services industry. 

6 Two new elements that are not prevalent in the IT Services literature when it 

comes to contributing to successful business relationships: 

• The significance of the individual from the vendor side having a strong 

technology, and/or domain knowledge side. 

• A demonstration of true professional conscience and a strong work ethic, 

specifically in relation to the IT Services domain. 

7 A contradiction to the literature in relation to there being no evidence of any 

shared hobbies or interests between the two parties. 
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Table 6.1 (cont.) Summary of contributions to knowledge 

No. Detail of contribution 

8 In relation to performance quality, the findings seem to suggest that the client 

would like to benefit from being contractually protected (to protect their 

interests) but would also wish there to be enough flexibility within the 

relationship that they could essentially alleviate their contractual 

responsibilities if they were not happy by not paying an invoice. This aspect of 

flexibility is something which has not been prevalent in the literature to date. 

9 In relation to effectiveness as one of the six elements of trust, being effective 

was not overly prevalent in the trust literature, so these findings contribute to 

this knowledge as expressly identifying effectiveness as an element of building 

trust. 

10 Contribution to broadening the depth and breadth of knowledge about trust, 

particularly in relation to widening the three-piece definition in the literature to 

six pieces. 

11 A new dimension to the knowledge with respect to understanding individual 

level customer loyalty in IT Services is that of a positive impact on the career of 

an individual on the client side. 

12 An updated conceptual model of an integrative business relationship based on 

both the extant literature on the subject, and the findings of this study. 

13 An explanation of what is required to permit mutual disclosure at a corporate 

as well as individual level to prosper in high-value B2B relationships within the 

IT Services industry. 

6.4 Managerial Implications  

There are three core contributions to managerial implications – or contributions to practice 

– from this study. The first is the practical application of the findings in relation to how 

relationships are built on an individual and corporate level. The second is how vendor 

organisations can benefit from the loyalty of individuals from the client side, and third is 

the implication for vendors of a reduced opportunity for face-to-face interactions due to 
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the pandemic. Each will be discussed in turn, including how managers can address these 

and what the outcomes could be. 

The first implication is about viewing the quality of a relationships from two distinct 

perspectives: at an individual (one-to-one) level, and at a corporate (organisation-to-

organisation) level. Both will be presented and then suggestions as to how managers can 

address these will be discussed. This study brought some clarity into what is required at an 

individual level, identifying six elements. The first element is a fundamental importance 

that the individual from the vendor side has a strong technical and domain knowledge. This 

is instrumental in building initial rapport, but most importantly then being able to translate 

the business issues or perceived opportunities into requirements and a solution.  

The second element is having a strong work ethic and professional conscience, and this is 

imperative as it demonstrates commitment to the client and builds trust. The third is having 

aligned personalities and outlook on life. This is a key element as the two parties need to 

gel and to get along, and there were numerous examples from within the data that 

referenced when a clash of personalities made having a successful relationship very 

difficult. The fourth element in building a closer relationship is to work together on a joint 

deliverable, output, or project. This aids in the getting to know each other phase. So, 

engineering the opportunity for this to happen would be a great way to cement the 

relationship and build a better common understanding and then trust.  

The fifth element is on the ‘softer’ side in that there is no evidence of the two parties 

needing to have any shared interests or hobbies. Notably, this contradicts the literature on 

how personal relationships tend to get built (Raposa et al., 2019; L. Ryan & Mulholland, 

2014; Socievole et al., 2014), in which the presence of shared interests and hobbies is a key 

indicator of bonding between the two parties. However, the lack of evidence within this 

study further supports the case that in these high-value B2B relationships the focus is on 

the business side and outcomes.  

The sixth and final element is regarding hospitality, and there was a lack of clarity of what 

defines this – is it a working lunch or does it constitute more than that? The findings suggest 

that when corporate hospitality includes organised events such as rugby and tennis, this is 

not deemed useful and in some cases can be counterproductive. These insights require 
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significant thought as they affect the way vendor organisations typically function to build 

relationships, especially in the post-pandemic era when vendor organisations might be 

thinking about investing in corporate hospitality again. Thus, the implications from this 

study bring into question the effectiveness of that investment.  

The previous paragraphs discussed the contributions at an individual level, and this next 

part of the section will discuss the implications at a corporate level. There are a clear set of 

key factors, starting with the vendor having a partnership mentality and there being a good 

cultural fit between the two organisations; this puts the client at ease and allows them to 

be comfortable working with a particular vendor. They are then prepared to open up a little 

more to discuss their requirements, and the vendor must be able to demonstrate they have 

strong credentials, including the experience and people to deliver a successful project. 

Once they start the project this is the core element of the relationship and where trust is 

built or where things fail. As such, the vendor must bring the right people to the project to 

deliver a quality outcome, there should be solid project governance, and when problems 

inevitably arise the vendor must be transparent and take ownership to resolve any issues. 

These result in achieving the expected business outcomes and lead to loyalty and price 

satisfaction.  

A number of very specific behaviours have been identified as part of this study. For 

managers to utilise this for their benefit requires them to first benchmark where their 

organisation fits on an objective scale for each of the identified qualities. The corporate 

level behaviours would be mapped against them at a vendor organisation level, and the 

individual level would be mapped against the individual team members. The output of this 

exercise would be an objective view on where the vendor organisation and its individual 

client facing people fit. This would highlight the gaps in skill set and behaviours, with the 

next step being be to create training to address these gaps. The impact of this change of 

behaviour, according to this study, would be the resulting stronger relationships with key 

clients; something which could bring a multitude of benefits, as discussed in Section 2.3. 

Obviously, some work is required to translate these findings into a benchmark survey as 

well as creating the training material. 
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The second management implication is linked to one of the core outcomes of delivering 

success at an account level and is when the client executive moves roles – in particular to 

a different company. The data demonstrates that they are highly motivated to work again 

with the same IT vendors that made them successful in the past. The purpose being to 

benefit themselves by having the support from a vendor they can trust, and this will have 

a higher probability of making them successful again. This is a key implication and this 

insight can be used by management to identify high-quality relationships and track them 

for movements, as there is a high probability that they will be open to work with the vendor 

again.  

To benefit from this immediately, the first thing management could do is to carry out a 

retrospective analysis of their previous successful projects, programmes, and clients. 

Following this, the individuals from the client side need to be identified. These are the 

people who potentially benefited from delivery of the successful project. All this data can 

be found using Customer Relationship Management systems, press releases, and 

interviewing key members of staff. Then, using social media services such as LinkedIn it 

would be possible to see if these individuals have moved role. The next step would be to 

reach out to them to rekindle the relationships. Perhaps using someone that already knows 

the individual to do the initial outreach. From this retrospective analysis, systems can be 

put into place to identify and track these key relationships going forward. The benefit to 

management of conducting this exercise is to create a source of high-quality lead 

individuals.  

The third implication of this study is the emphasis placed on face-to-face communication 

as part of managing these types of relationships. The significance of these in-person 

meetings was clear from almost all interview participants and was central to the formation 

of trust and in discussing the nuances of the project. During the pandemic face-to-face 

meetings have not been possible; therefore, this has impacted upon the opportunity to 

meet in the client’s preferred way. However, while there was an immediate shift to video-

conferencing services this is currently considered a weak alternative (Rangarajan et al., 

2021). There is insufficient clarity as to what the future will bring, and there may be a delay 

in returning to the previous ways of managing relationships. Indeed, these times may never 
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completely return (Almeida et al., 2020) which raises serious questions as to how key 

relationships can be managed effectively herein.  

6.4.1 Summary of Contributions to Practice 

Table 6.2 summarises the three contributions to practice that this study provides. 

Table 6.2 Summary of contributions to practice 

No. Detail of contribution 

1 Viewing the quality of a relationships from two distinct perspectives, at an 

individual, one-to-one, level and at a corporate, organisation-to-organisation, 

level. Bringing these two elements together delivers a comprehensive 

perspective on what is required to build and maintain high quality business 

relationships. 

2 Client executives are highly motivated to work again with the same IT vendors 

that made them successful in the past if they move organisations. 

3 The emphasis placed on face-to-face communication as part of managing 

relationships. There is currently insufficient clarity as to what the future will bring 

in relation to the impact of the pandemic, but the need to adapt is evident. 

6.5 Limitations  

The first limitation is the presence of sample bias within the selection process. As such, 10 

of the 11 participants were based in the UK. This was not deliberate; the sampling method 

used for this study was purposive sampling, and aside from utilising the researcher’s own 

network (for three interviews) the snowball method was also employed. The snowball 

method generated eight interviews, and this inadvertently resulted in a predominantly UK 

perspective. Thus, future research could implement broader coverage across specific 

named countries to ensure that any differing geo-related views could be considered, or 

indeed confirm that the themes are consistent across different countries.  
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The second limitation is the sample size, which was 11. This achieved saturation for the 

broad themes; however, with such a limited sample size it is not appropriate to make 

significant generalisations. In relation to future research, interviewing more people could 

potentially draw out greater nuances, extend the depth of understanding of some of the 

themes, and make it easier to assess the representativeness of the sample.  

Limitation three relates to the data collection method used for this study. This was 

telephone interviews which have the obvious limitation of not being able to see verbal 

cues; thus, making it more difficult to build rapport. However, on balance, for this study 

this method was considered the better alternative to face-to-face interviews, primarily for 

the comfort of the interview participant. It is noted that the potential compromise option 

of a virtual meeting via video conference was not employed. This would have permitted 

some of the advantages of an in-person meeting without the need to travel, such as the 

verbal cues and seeing each other making the rapport building process smoother. However, 

these interviews were conducted prior to the pandemic, and at that time virtual meetings 

by video conference were not as commonplace as they are today. As such, it was 

considered that the participants would not be familiar with these systems, and it could 

cause potential technical issues.  

The fourth limitation is regarding intercoder reliability. The researcher was the only person 

that coded the data. Whist proper training and in-depth reviews of the data were carried 

out along with critical reviews of the themes at all stages of the process by the supervisory 

team, this limitation could have been addressed with a second coder coding a sample of 

the data. 

This next section will discuss in greater detail some of the areas for further research.  

6.6 Further Research Areas 

The depth and breadth of structural capital was captured well on an individual level during 

each interview, and this was the detail about the type and frequency of interactions 

between the two individuals. However, the interview did not explore the depth and 

breadth of the relationship dynamics at an organisation-to-organisation level. It is 
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therefore considered that future research could extend this to cover the relationship at a 

corporate level. For example, this could be capturing details of the number of relationships 

the client-side executives have within the broader vendor organisation as well as the total 

relationships the vendor organisation as a whole has with the client organisation as a 

whole. This study has established that there is significant structural capital on a one-to-one 

level, so the corporate level perspective would bring more completeness to the storyline. 

The literature suggests that there would be significant structural capital between the two 

organisations (Broschak, 2015); thus, it would be pertinent to examine whether or not this 

would be confirmed or contradicted. 

As detailed, there are some interesting findings within this study and further research 

would extend the knowledge to better understand and define these; thus, bringing more 

depth to explain the specific details of how and why they are important. In particular, 

personality fit, strong work ethic, cognitive capital being built by working together on join 

projects, and the two organisations having a good cultural fit are considered to be 

differentiating aspects in the quest for a high-quality relationship. Considering how the big 

five personality types affect relationship creation and maintenance (Selden & Goodie, 

2018), further research could explore this within the specific context of IT Services. This 

could explore whether there are any personality types that are more common with 

executives in the IT Services or any patterns in the types of personality that suited these 

from the vendor side. The same additional depth of detail and specifics for work ethic 

(Miller et al., 2002), cultural fit (Canato et al., 2013), and working on joint projects to better 

understand how each other thinks (Hartmann & Herb, 2015) would also help to bring 

greater clarity to what these actually mean on a practical level. 

The findings also identified three contradictions in relation to extant literature. The first 

relates to solid contractual governance, second is the value of corporate hospitality, and 

third is common interests and hobbies. As such, the findings support the literature in 

relation to solid contractual governance being important, but the need to be flexible 

enough to work without contracts is something which is contradictory to the literature. The 

findings suggest that this flexibility is key to ‘moving with the needs of the business’ and an 

indicator that the vendor has a partnership mentality. Indeed, it goes as far as the vendor 
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being willing to cancel an invoice if the client is not satisfied and is a contributor to building 

trust. Exploring this further it does not appear to be a partnership of equals, more ‘the 

customer is always right’ mentality. Consequently, if the client decides that they are not 

happy with a piece of work then they are of the opinion that the vendor should consider 

cancelling the invoice, irrespective of whether there is a contractual obligation from the 

client to pay the invoice. So, the client’s definition of partnership needs developing more 

through future research. The remining two contradictions – namely corporate hospitality 

and the two individuals having common interests – are significant themes within the 

findings, but considering the small sample size further research is required before 

generalisations can be drawn. 

Finally, a significant area for future research that has been highlighted by this study is that 

more knowledge is required about the nature of how relationships are to be formed in the 

post-pandemic era. Recent research suggests the significant shift to digital is permanent 

(Almeida et al., 2020), and a hybrid model will emerge as the status quo (Rangarajan et al., 

2021). This study focuses on the importance of face-to-face communication as the 

foundational layer to building trust, so as the opportunities to engage face-to-face have 

subsided, this potentially creates a gap in the mechanism of how trust is built.  
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CHAPTER 7 

ADDENDUM: HAS THE PROCESS OF BUILDING B2B 

RELATIONSHIPS BEEN AFFECTED  

BY THE CORONAVIRUS PANDEMIC? 

7.0 Introduction 

This chapter is an addendum to the original study, as covered in the previous six chapters. 

This study explored the contributing factors to high-value B2B relationships, and the 

findings highlighted four themes. Theme 1, interaction quality, was broken down into two 

sub-themes: sub-Theme 1a is type and frequency of interactions and sub-Theme 1b is 

synergies and alignment. Theme 2, technical quality, was again broken down into two sub-

themes: sub-Theme 2a is building reputation and sub-Theme 2b is performance quality. 

The remaining two themes are Theme 3, trust, and Theme 4, outcome quality. 

Within Theme 1a in particular there is a heavy dependency on the two parties meeting in-

person. As such, there was a very strong sense that these types of relationships cannot 

function without regular face-to-face meetings, at least once a week and often in the 

client’s office. However, the data for the original study was collected predominantly in 2017 

(10 of the 11 interviews were in 2017 and the final interview in 2019), which was prior to 

the Coronavirus pandemic. Thus, this poses a problem for this study as the pandemic has 

fundamentally changed the way clients and vendors interact, resulting in no face-to-face 

interactions for an 18-month period from March 2020 – and only limited physical 

interaction since then (Arslan et al., 2021). Therefore, it was deemed appropriate to 

address this problem with a follow up study. Consequently, six interviews were carried out 

with individuals with a similar profile as in the original study – with two of the six follow up 

interviews being with people from the original 11 and four being new participants with a 

similar profile. Their perspectives on how the relationship building process has changed 

since the pandemic were discussed as part of a semi-structured interview.  
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7.1 Aim and Objectives of the Follow Up Study 

The findings of the original study laid out a clear sequential process to maintaining strong 

relationships between client and vendor in the B2B context, and these were high-value 

relationships that were part of a KAM process. As such, there were behaviours exhibited 

by the individual from the vendor and the vendor at a corporate level that were tangible 

demonstrations which supported the building of trust. However, the foundation on which 

these relationships were built was based on a predominantly physical interaction. As P10 

mentioned during the original interviews: 

…I much prefer to sit down and look people in the eyes and have proper 

conversations with them. (P10) 

So, with such significance placed on the importance of face-to-face communication, and 

with the opportunity to converse in this manner removed due to travel restrictions as a 

result of the pandemic, this forced a fundamental change to the way relationships were 

managed. Historically, relationships have been conducted with a mixture of in-person and 

digital communication, but with the onset of the pandemic the option to physically meet 

was completely removed. Notably, during this time people were not at ease as this was 

something new and something that had not been experienced before. As such, it took time 

for people to accept these new restrictions and to adapt. In the B2B context this change 

essentially meant a shift from face-to-face meetings to virtual meetings conducted using 

technology provided by Microsoft Teams, Google Hang Outs, and Zoom.  

An EBSCO Information Services search for academic articles with ‘virtual meeting’ OR 

‘virtual meetings’ in the abstract resulted in 383 academic articles between January 2020 

and March 2022. However, a search for the same terms between January 2018 and Dec 

2019 resulted in only 19 academic articles. This represents an increase of 1,916% over a 

relatively short period of time. The fact there was such an increase in literature during this 

time supports the point that this shift was a significant step change, the impact of which is 

worthy of further research (Prasetyo et al., 2022; Slater et al., 2022).  
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This follow up study therefore seeks to explore how the changes to the way in which 

relationships are built since Coronavirus (reduced in-person contact) have affected how 

relationships are actually built and maintained. In order to measure this, two objectives 

have been set, and they have been given sequential numbers to those in the original study 

for clarity. First, Objective Four is to explore the business relationship literature to provide 

greater clarity on the impact of the pandemic on the relationship building process. Second, 

Objective Five is to explore the actual impact reduced face-to-face interactions (due to the 

pandemic) have had when building and maintaining high-value B2B relationships, using 

both the literature review and the primary research conducted via semi-structured 

interviews from the IT Services industry. To achieve the identified objectives, the following 

two research questions were developed for the follow up study (again numbered 

sequentially from the original study): 

Research Question Four: From what is available in the extant literature, what consensus is 

there regarding the impact of the pandemic on the relationship building process? This 

question will address Objective Four. 

Research Question Five: What is the impact of reduced face-to-face interactions when 

building and maintaining high-value B2B relationships? This question will address Objective 

Five. 

7.2 Background to this Follow Up Study 

7.2.1 High-value B2B Relationships Prior to the Coronavirus Pandemic 

The theoretical framework applied to this study is Nahapiet and Ghoshal’s (1998) Social 

Capital Theory, and it has three facets. First, structural capital which captures the type and 

frequency of the meetings. This sits within commitment, as one element of commitment is 

capturing the time investments each party contributes to the relationship. Second, 

cognitive capital which entails understanding if there are any areas of common thinking 

and experiences that helped form a bond; something which could lead to more open 

communication Third, relational capital, the crux of which is understanding how levels of 

trust are built.  
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The literature review conducted as part of the original study reported that relationship 

quality can be defined as trust, commitment, and satisfaction (Jiang et al. 2016; Papista & 

Dimitriadis, 2012). The findings from the original interviews added further depth to this. 

Stating that commitment comes first, this is an objective view of the time, effort, and 

money invested by both parties into the relationship. As such, it is the commitment to the 

relationship, and the preferred method for achieving this was through face-to-face 

interactions, once a week (or more often) and usually in the client’s office. While these 

interactions are taking place ‘mutual disclosure’ needs to occur, that is being comfortable 

with one another and being able to be honest and open during the interactions that take 

place (Ngoma, 2016). In essence, there needs to be a sense of comfort and a feeling that 

the two parties are able to work together and get along.  

The key element in relationship building is trust, and this was defined within the literature 

as ability, integrity, and benevolence (Davis et al., 2000). The findings of the original study 

reported six elements that contribute to the formation of trust: credibility, effectiveness, 

honesty, being committed, benevolence, and client orientation. However, they all fit within 

the framework from the literature definition. Taking the literature review definitions in 

turn, the first is ability and the findings identified two elements that help define ability 

further. These were credibility, which is their experience and their knowledge, and 

effectiveness at ‘getting things done’, both within their own vendor organisation and within 

the client organisation. The second definition of trust within the literature is integrity, and 

this was further defined by honesty in that they told ‘the unvarnished truth’, and being 

committed i.e., doing what they said they would do. The final definition in the literature for 

trust was benevolence, and this term matched with the findings in that there is a theme 

termed benevolence which is a feeling that the vendor genuinely cared. There was a second 

strand to the definition of trust in the literature by means of ‘the trust equation’ which 

along with terms similar to ability, integrity, and benevolence also presented ‘self-

orientation’ as a factor. This states that the salesperson must think about the client’s needs 

more than their own. This aligns with the findings and presents the sixth (and final) element 

of client orientation, which is focusing on what is best for the client and putting themselves 

in the client’s shoes. 
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The output of all this effort and activity is customer satisfaction. This is multifaceted but on 

balance can be defined as the client being satisfied with the vendor (Williams et al., 2015). 

The findings of the original study showed that there are six elements to customer 

satisfaction with the first being the importance of delivering business value to the client 

organisation. Second is price satisfaction, third is the personal satisfaction of delivering 

good quality output, and fourth is the satisfaction of learning new things for the individual 

on the vendor side. Next, fifth is the positive impact a successful vendor relationship had 

on their career and finally, sixth, the loyalty to the vendor that came from the client 

organisation and the individual at the client.  

7.2.2 High-value B2B Relationships Since the Coronavirus Pandemic 

The complexities of building and maintaining high-value B2B relationships was outlined in 

the proceeding section. This relationship building process has many intricacies and is 

underpinned by significant amounts of face-to-face interaction. When the pandemic struck 

in the early part of 2020 there was an unprecedented impact on the global economy, 

businesses were forced to close, public transportation systems stopped running, and 

people were asked to stay in their home. Our very way of life was changed almost overnight 

including how we communicated with one another (Prasetyo et al., 2022).  

During the onset of such unstable environments when the day to day business activity is 

affected to such an extent, the typical corporate ecosystem – such as the supply chain and 

their sources of revenue – can get significantly disrupted (Schofer et al., 2022). At an 

organisational level, an unstable environment provokes a period of introspection to 

identify and determine a plan of action to address critical and urgent threats to the business 

(Palmatier et al., 2013). These can be evaluated across two axis: volatility, which is the 

impact of the change caused by the pandemic, and criticality, which is the significance of 

the change to the organisation (Obal & Gao, 2020).  

Once there is clarity about volatility and criticality, the driving force to action is how they 

affect the quality of supplier, partner, and client relationships. It is important to understand 

which relationships can be useful to support your organisation during any crisis and which 

ones are a threat. Obal and Gao (2020) presented a model by which key relationships can 
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be evaluated; this is across five parameters: 1) any health related threats from direct 

interactions (Kuckertz et al., 2020); 2) identify supplier, partner, and client relationships 

that can have a significant economic impact on your organisation (Singh & Yip, 2000); 3) 

identify supplier, partner, and client relationships that might be in need of humanitarian 

support for them or the community they serve (Weber & Hine, 2015); 4) important to 

monitor regulatory changes that could impact your organisation as well as supplier, 

partner, and client relationships (Singh & Yip, 2000); and 5) identify and capitalise upon any 

emerging opportunities (Teece, 2007). So, to be able to make informed decisions about key 

business relationships during the pandemic, each relationship can be evaluated against 

these five parameters. For each relationship it is important to determine the significance 

of the relationship against the five parameters and then, crucially, the current quality of 

those B2B relationships that are significantly impacted.  

In the case of the Coronavirus pandemic, the opportunity to meet in-person was removed 

and there was an almost instantaneous shift to virtual meetings (Arslan et al., 2021). This 

suggested that – according to the existing literature and supported by the findings of the 

original study – the ability to build and maintain relationships would be hindered by the 

lack of face-to-face interactions. The benefits of physical interactions versus virtual 

interactions include better and more enhanced knowledge and understanding of subjects 

discussed, a better exchange of ideas, and a better understanding of organisational 

structure and processes; all of which result in greater trust (Arslan et al., 2021). Therefore, 

lack of such interactions has the potential to significantly hinder both the relationship 

building and maintenance processes.  

Prior to Coronavirus the literature discussed the ineffectiveness of virtual interactions 

compared to physical meetings, such as poor quality outcomes, miscommunication, and 

lack of management and leadership within those meetings (Lockwood & Song, 2020). 

However, this step to virtual meetings was necessitated by the fact that the option to meet 

in-person had been removed. In the past the only alternative in relation to being able to 

speak was the telephone, so to bridge the gap between the telephone and face-to-face the 

virtual meeting emerged. Notably, it did mean that a formal process was required to 

interact with someone, and the opportunity to meet and discuss things in an informal 
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(almost serendipitous) way was removed (Foscarini et al., 2022); resulting in difficulty 

building trust (Wang & DeLaquil, 2020).  

Due to the rapid nature with which the pandemic struck and the unified response, namely 

global lockdowns and ‘work from home’ orders, the shift to virtual meetings was essentially 

forced upon the world (Lockwood & Song, 2020). Thus, the best was made of an unpleasant 

situation, the relationship building and maintenance processes successfully shifted to 

virtual, and business tried to continue. However, in the case of complex solutions that have 

a significant business impact on the client, added to which these are usually of high financial 

value, it was considered that these relationships still required a face-to-face interaction to 

secure an initial agreement (Arslan et al., 2021). On the other hand, maintaining existing 

relationships virtually was considered to be more acceptable (Slater et al., 2022).  

7.3 Methodology  

7.3.1 Research Instrument 

The research instrument used for this study was the interview. This study is underpinned 

by asking purposeful questions and letting the answers drive further exploration (Rogers, 

2013). Semi-structured interviews were therefore considered most suitable as the 

structural framework is in place. However, while they do have a structure there is enough 

flexibility for the participant to express themselves and also for the interviewer to probe 

deeper on one interview compared to another (Knox & Burkard, 2009).  

The interview was divided into three distinct parts, excluding the opening section (a three-

minute section) and closing comments (a two-minute section). See Appendix L for the 

interview guide. The entire interview was estimated to last around 38 minutes, and this 

was calculated by doing a number of test runs. This timeframe is typical for these types of 

interviews (Mysen et al., 2012) and needed to be carefully considered in this case given the 

nature of the interview participants. This is because they are busy executives whose time 

would need to be allotted in their calendars, so overruns would not be acceptable. The key 

difference between the interview structure of the original study and the follow up study 
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was that the follow up interview was specifically focused on how the relationship building 

process has changed since the outbreak of Coronavirus.  

In Part One the first question was designed to validate the existing literature prior to the 

pandemic, in that face-to-face meetings were an important element in building and 

maintaining relationships. Once that perspective was captured they were then asked to 

think about the immediate onset of the pandemic, and to discuss what they thought the 

impact was going to be on building and maintaining high-value B2B relationships. Part Two 

explored the participant’s opinion on how reduced face-to-face interactions affected the 

relationship building process, as discussed in the findings of the original study. The final 

part asked for the positives and negatives of virtual meetings as well as the specific 

occasions when a face-to-face meeting would be most needed.  

The interviews for this study were with organisational elites who are well versed with 

sharing their opinions. The chosen style of open questions – allowing for elaboration and 

further exploration – suited them and was what they were expecting based on their 

seniority, stature, and experience. This allowed the participant to feel more relaxed, and 

with the open questioning it delivered richer interview content (Knox & Burkard, 2009) 

aligned around a broadly defined subject matter (Stephens, 2007).  

The focus sample for this study was senior business executives, often referred to as 

organisational elites. As stated in Section 4.3.5, in relation to the research conducted as 

part of the original study (for which the study sample was the same in relation to the type 

of person), these are individuals who have held a position of power for some time and have 

considerable industry knowledge, experience, and connections (Harvey, 2011). Such 

participants require special consideration and planning because they are by nature very 

busy people, and their time is also demanded by many internal and external parties; 

therefore, assisting in academic research is likely not a high priority (Welch et al., 2002). 

The six interviews were all sought via the researcher with two of them forming part of the 

initial 11 from the original study. The remaining four were identified through the 

researcher’s own network; however, this did add significant bias into the sample set. 
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These interviews were all conducted via virtual meetings using a technology solution called 

Zoom. Considering the interviews for the original study were all conducted via telephone, 

this was a marked improvement as this mode arguably also offers a better quality of 

outcome. This is because – unlike the telephone – it can pick up non-verbal cues such as 

confusion, irritation, or amusement as well as reading other environment related 

occurrences during the interview (Carr & Worth, 2001). Therefore, it can pick up those cues 

in a similar way as in a face-to-face meeting. In addition to the recording an auto-

transcribing software provided as part of the Zoom technology solution was used. This 

provided a transcript that was generated automatically by the software, and it was very 

close to the actual transcript so only minimal amounts of manual editing was required. The 

use of a backup option was also deployed in the form of a voice recording software on the 

telephone while the interview was conducted with speakers. All data was collected and will 

be kept in accordance with University of Portsmouth guidelines. 

7.3.2 Sampling and Data Analysis Methods  

There is a very specific target audience for this study so while other, more random, 

selection techniques would limit bias (Seljak et al., 2018) they would not permit access to 

the focused set of profiles. Thus, purposive sampling (as outlined in Section 4.3.6) was used 

in this study which allowed the selection of specifically the right type of participant (Barratt 

& Lenton, 2015). In this study it was the expert knowledge that was important, so an 

applied approach to sampling was needed as it was the explicit knowledge of a specific 

subject matter that was important (Apostolopoulos & Liargovas, 2016). The profile 

characteristics remained as for the original study and were therefore as follows: senior 

executives working in IT Services industry, with more than 15 years of professional 

experience, and with at least five years’ experience working at companies with more than 

GBP 1 billion in annual revenue. The geographical focus of this study also remained as for 

the original study, namely UK, Europe, and the USA, and there was no vertical or industry 

focus.  

A request was made to some of the original DBA interview participants, and two were 

identified who were willing to participate in this follow up study. The remaining four 

participants were identified through the researcher’s own network and all interviews were 
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carried out over a two-week period between Monday 14th March and Friday 25th March 

2022. For consistency, the same process was followed as in the original study regarding 

outreach via email, sharing details of the study, and organising a convenient time to meet. 

A calendar invitation was then sent to formally book the interview. The participant was 

reminded at the start of the interview that there was no requirement to mention any 

employer company by name, no vendor company by name, no individual by name, or 

indeed to discuss anything that would in any sense be considered confidential (Moskowitz, 

2004). They were also reminded that should they mention anything, either deliberately or 

inadvertently, then it would be anonymised.  

This follow up study also followed the same data analysis method and rationale for doing 

so as with the original study (as outlined in Chapter 4). This was thematic analysis which is 

the most commonly used method of analysis in qualitative research analysis, and one which 

is used for identifying, analysing, and reporting recurring themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

Braun and Clarke's (2006), six-stage process for analysing data was also followed for this 

study (as shown in Table 4.2).  

7.4 Findings 

The findings of the follow up study identified three themes. The first theme found that 

building credibility sits at the core of building trust and, thus, leads to a successful business 

relationship. This was confirmed in the original literature review (Mercier & Deslandes, 

2020) as well as within the findings of the original study, and the literature review for this 

follow up study. The second theme found that it was technology that enabled business to 

proceed when the pandemic hit, particularly the advent of video within the virtual meeting 

environment. This was also confirmed within the literature review for the follow up study 

(see Section 7.2). The third theme discussed the need for a hybrid model of both virtual 

and face-to-face meetings; something that was particularly true for new relationships. This 

was also confirmed within the literature review for this follow up study.  

While all broad themes were confirmed within the literature view, there are some nuances 

that add a deeper understanding and will be discussed in the conclusion. The analysis of 

the data produced within these three themes are each discussed in turn next.  
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7.4.1 Theme 1 – Relationship Building Pre-Coronavirus: Building Credibility 

When discussing how relationships were built and maintained prior to the pandemic, there 

was a very strong theme which supported the findings from the original study. This was an 

acknowledgement that in-person meetings fundamentally underpinned the relationship 

building process. Business was simply done that way and an agreement would not happen 

without such interactions – that is how people would communicate and do business. In 

fact, an alternative was never even on the table as an option. There was a sense that it was 

’almost impossible’ to replicate a face-to-face interaction, as remarked by P2: 

It's that little, tiny notion of body language, you can see, in a person that you can 

tell that that person understands. (P2) 

There was agreement that it was during these in-person interactions that rapport and trust 

were built, and the opportunity was there to demonstrate knowledge and credibility. 

Importantly, these in-person interactions were separated into formal and informal 

moments, as highlighted by P1: 

For a one hour formal meeting I end up spending at least you know 20 or 30 minutes 

informally, outside the formal setting. Either before or after (the meeting) or even 

sometimes a couple of hours over dinner. (P1) 

They continued: 

What I found is the amount of time spent in the informal mode is directly 

proportional to the depth of relationship. (P1) 

So, it is within these informal periods during in-person meetings when the relationship 

deepens, including serendipitous moments perhaps when both parties get a common 

understanding of what the client is trying to achieve. An example was given that there had 

been multiple occasions over lunches when the client would quickly, on the back of a 

napkin, map out their strategy or explain something in more detail. Indeed, the value of 

that was recognised as being enormous from a relationship building perspective.  
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In a similar vein the fact that vendors were often in the client’s offices, and in some cases 

permanently worked out of their office, certainly helped with the relationship:  

Spontaneous real-time dimension. (P5) 

There was recognition that large clients move at a ’glacial pace’, with formal meetings often 

being weeks apart, and often the best way to ’move things along’ was for the vendor to 

catch the client in the form of an impromptu meeting as the client was perhaps passing by 

their desk or in the office canteen. Indeed, it was recognised that these moments mattered 

and enabled business to move forward. The theme of building credibility was confirmed 

from the literature and this follow up study also confirmed what was found in the original 

study. 

7.4.2 Theme 2 – Immediate Reaction when Coronavirus Struck: Empowering Technology  

When the realisation of what Coronavirus meant started to become apparent with work 

from home orders, offices closed down, transport closed down, and general lockdowns in 

place, most participants agreed the initial reaction was that it was going to be very difficult 

to continue to conduct business as usual. There was also a theme regarding the initial 

impact of the pandemic on maintaining existing relationships versus building new 

relationships. As such, there was a consensus that building new relationships would be 

impacted more severely, as discussed by P1: 

Over a 25-year working period I had established hundreds of relationship, so I didn't 

feel the effect as much with them, but when I started establishing new relationships 

there was definitely a very big difference. (P1) 

There was a sense that this would be temporary and life would return to face-to-face 

meetings sooner rather than later, but as P3 mentioned: 

The longer and longer the pandemic went on the more and more I realised that… 

there was no alternative, so we were forced into, if you wanted to communicate, the 

only way to do it was via phone. (P3) 
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When two people wanted to interact pre-pandemic, the obvious alternative to an in-person 

meeting was the telephone. While Computer Mediated Communication such as video 

conferencing was available – and people were familiar with this type of technology for one-

to-many events such as webinar broadcasts – this was not widely adopted for one-to-one 

conversations. However, this was the significant step change that happened early in the 

pandemic. There were multiple different platforms available, such as Cisco Webex, Google 

Hang Outs, and Microsoft Teams, and these services were already used for document and 

desk top sharing. However, soon after the impacts of the pandemic began to be felt the 

video element of these services was pushed to the forefront. This involved a familiarisation 

phase that happened early on, as discussed by P3: 

It was a novelty at first so meetings were a bit curious when people were always 

talking about the background. People are more interested in the tech but actually it 

wasn't long before we were just chatting away. (P3)  

There was a sense that at a very basic level the technology has been through a real 

acceleration in those two years, and it had ’upped its game’ so that it was now much better. 

Consequently, after a few months this soon became referred to as ’the new normal’, 

businesses moved forward, deals were discussed, transactions were closed, and projects 

delivered. For this to be done purely over video call was a complete first and had never 

been done before by any of the clients, as discussed by P3: 

So everything was now virtual and it just became the new way of doing it. (P3) 

Nonetheless, it was felt that a gap remained in that all the ‘chit chats’ which would normally 

take place outside of the formal meeting are missing in a virtual meeting. Notably, it is 

those moments that provide the opportunity to build credibility and rapport and ultimately 

to build trust. So, the opportunity to do this has to happen during the virtual meeting itself. 

7.4.3 Theme 3 – Perspective on the New Normal: The Hybrid Model 

The world that exists today, having come to terms with what it means to live with 

Coronavirus, is starkly different than anyone could have envisaged prior to the pandemic 

happening. The biggest shift in the corporate world has been that the work from home 
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model is now widely accepted as a viable model. There is also the acceptance that this new 

normal is here to stay and we are never going back to how it was before, and this seems to 

suit everyone, as discussed by P3: 

This has been forced upon everyone and it just so happens that it works more 

efficiently, more effectively, it’s more cost effective and people enjoy it, people have 

a better work-life balance, productivity is increased, staff morale is increased, you 

name it the benefit list is huge. (P3) 

P5 gave an example of undertaking some due diligence as part of an important project 

which required interviewing individuals. Typically, it involved travelling to the various 

offices and conducting these interviews in-person, but one person was not available and it 

required him to do this as a follow up exercise remotely over a video call. When he was 

reflecting on the quality of the in-person interviews versus the virtual one, he could not say 

that the remote one felt any different. Indeed, he felt this was a breakthrough moment 

when he realised that remote interaction via video conferencing is a comparable 

alternative. P6 added some extra depth to that thought: 

People don't want to travel into the office if they can do something remotely, they 

see it as a waste of time. I think people’s mindset has shifted to a point now where 

it’s more a case of work is not a place that I go, work is a thing that I do. (P6)  

Notably, the video component is more important than any other aspect of the virtual 

relationship. Thus, having the camera turned on was an absolute prerequisite for the 

relationship building process because there was a feeling that with the video on, rapport 

can develop more easily and more quickly. The reason for this is that nonverbal 

communication is an important element which enables active listening. As such, it is 

possible to demonstrate, through body language, that there is engagement as well as to 

see if the other party is making notes, and each party can respond and play an active role 

in the call. This is something which is missing if the video is turned off, as described by P3: 

It's totally different if you’re just talking to a blank screen (the video camera is turned 

off). (P3) 
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Multiple participants actually referred to a one-to-one video meeting as being a ‘face-to-

face’ meeting and when the researcher probed further to clarify, this was confirmed. As 

was confirmed within the original study, there was more of a focus on the value that an 

individual can bring to the table to support the client’s business priorities, rather than a 

sense that the parties ‘liked one another’. The importance of demonstrating this during a 

video call was mentioned as being key to the relationships building process, as discussed 

by P4: 

I much prefer to have a conversation about someone’s knowledge and insight, the 

fact they have been in the market for 20 plus years and understand the industry is 

much more important to me than the fact our kids go to the same school. (P4)  

As what defines the new normal becomes more apparent, there was a strong theme about 

the importance of a hybrid model where there is a place for virtual meetings, and whenever 

logistically possible there remains unequivocally a place for face-to-face meetings. In the 

context of building new relationships, most of the interview participants agreed that there 

were benefits of doing the initial meetings virtually, these early interactions are usually 

where the core content is the leader, and it is about ‘feeling one another out’. This is 

contrary to the relationship literature, as outlined in Chapter 2 where it was reported that 

physically meeting face-to-face remains the most important method of building business 

relationships, at least initially (Román & Martín 2008). As Participant 1 explained, before 

investing significant time and resources in meeting in-person:  

You really want to know if you have hit it off, in the sense you are talking the same 

language, you understand each other, and the points of view are very clear, and 

both parties are responding really positively to each other. (P1) 

In addition, beyond the initial investment of time and energy, there was a sense that virtual 

meetings are actually much more effective. This is because they are easier to organise, 

logistically it is easier to get everybody in the same meeting, it is easy to see who is 

speaking, everybody is audible, the material is easily presentable, and everyone can read 

it.  
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As discussed by P3: 

To me it's a much more slick and efficient way to conduct business. (P3) 

However, there was still a place for in-person meetings, in particular when the deal is high 

value and significant to one or both parties. In such cases there is a need to discuss things 

that could not be satisfied via virtual meetings and which are critical to project success. 

Thus, there was agreement that the formal introductory part of meetings are best done 

virtually, but when it comes time to discuss more contentious subjects – such as the 

solution and pricing – it should be an in-person meeting, but in an informal setting, as 

discussed by P3: 

What we're doing now is lots of more lunch type meetings where four people go for 

a sit-down lunch… it's a very focused meeting on a particular element of the pitch; 

maybe the commercials, maybe the risks, maybe the transition. (P3) 

So there is still a desire, where possible, for what might be more nuanced conversation to 

be conducted face-to-face and in an informal setting; however, as was demonstrated 

during the most confined moments of the pandemic, business continued, as mentioned by 

P3:  

In the midst of the pandemic, contracts got signed, deals got done and work began. 

And for the first time ever, even the work was even being delivered remotely. (P3) 

7.5 Conclusion 

This follow up study sought to explore how the changes to the way in which relationships 

have been built since the pandemic – which has led to reduced face-to-face interactions – 

have affected how relationships are both built and maintained. To address the two 

identified objectives, two research questions were developed, as follows:  

• Research Question Four: From what is available in the extant literature, what 

consensus is there regarding the impact of the pandemic on the relationship 

building process?  
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• Research Question Five: What is the impact of reduced face-to-face interactions 

when building and maintaining high-value B2B relationships?  

Addressing Research Question Four, the literature discussed that because of the 

Coronavirus pandemic the shift to virtual meetings was unavoidable, but it was technology 

that allowed it to happen with limited disruption (Slater et al., 2022; Prasetyo et al., 2022). 

In addition, distinction was made between building new relationships and maintaining 

existing relationships (Arslan et al., 2021), and there is a consensus in the literature for this 

broad flow.  

Addressing Research Question Five, both the literature and the interview data support the 

answer to this question. As such, maintaining existing relationships was easier as trust was 

already built (Wang & DeLaquil, 2020); however, for new clients – and particularly for 

complex solutions – while most of the sales process could successfully be conducted 

virtually, there was still a desire to meet face-to-face before an agreement was made. This 

is because there is still a gap in the way virtual and in-person relationships are maintained 

(Lockwood & Song, 2020). Figure 7.1 summarises what was found in the findings versus the 

literature review in relation to each of the three themes.  

Figure 7.1 Findings versus the literature review  

 

Source: The Author 
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The first theme found that building credibility is central to building trust, and this was 

confirmed by the literature (Mercier & Deslandes, 2020). The second theme found that it 

was technology that enabled business to proceed when the pandemic hit, and this was 

confirmed within the literature review for the follow up study (Prasetyo et al., 2022). The 

final theme discussed the need for a hybrid model of both virtual and face-to-face 

meetings. This was particularly true for new relationships and was also confirmed within 

the literature (Arslan et al., 2021).  

7.5.1 Contribution of the Study to Knowledge 

The primary purpose of this follow up study was to review and assess the impact of the 

Coronavirus pandemic on the relationship building process in high-value B2B relationships. 

Referring back to Figure 5.1. (Summary of Findings), there were four main themes, with 

themes one and two having two parts each, so six in total (Theme 1a, 1b, 2a, 2b, 3, and 

Theme 4). Theme 1a stated the significance of face-to-face interactions in the client’s office 

with a frequency of once a week or more often. This follow up study has challenged this 

validity of this theme. As such, since the pandemic it no longer holds true and high-value 

B2B relationships can be maintained via virtual meetings; however, as discussed there is 

still a desire – if not a need for face-to-face interactions at crucial points. The five other 

themes remain in place. 

As discussed in the previous section, this follow up study supports what was found in the 

literature in that the pandemic has had a significant impact on the relationship building 

process (Singh & Yip, 2000). While there are some limitations with virtual meetings 

(Lockwood & Song, 2020), it is the use of video as part of the technology solution that has 

been instrumental in making the transition to virtual meetings a success (Prasetyo et al., 

2022). However, this does not apply equally across all relationships with maintaining 

existing relationships through these means being successful and without significant impact 

(Foscarini et al., 2022). However, developing new relationships has been more difficult with 

the desire for face-to-face interactions still being prevalent, particularly in relation to 

formalising the agreement (Arslan et al., 2021).  
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There is limited new contribution to knowledge, the main nuanced one being bringing more 

clarity to, and highlighting, the distinction between the different parts of the relationship 

building process. As such, introductions, presenting the company, showcasing credentials, 

clarifying understanding of scope and problem statement, and presenting solution are a 

key first part. The second part is a forum for deeper discussion on specific elements such 

as solution, transition plan and commercials. The findings reported that this first part is 

actually more effective being done over a virtual meeting, as it is easier for people to attend 

and consume the material, and this was supported by the literature (Slater et al., 2022). 

However, the key contribution lies in the nuance of separating out delivering the initial 

formal presentation from the ‘deeper-dive’ discussions. The findings report that the latter 

should still be ideally conducted in person, but nevertheless in a smaller group, and that 

would happen when the client is more comfortable that the vendor can bring value to the 

relationship.  

7.5.2 Managerial Implications  

There are two managerial implications. The first builds on the findings from the original 

study which highlighted the significance of the individual from the vendor side having 

ability, credibility, and a strong work ethic as well as other qualities aligned to delivering 

value and benefit to the client organisation. These types of qualities were more important 

than having similar hobbies and background. However, the impact of the shift to virtual 

meetings has meant that these qualities are even more important and, in addition, having 

similar hobbies and background is even less relevant. This is because virtual meetings are 

more focused on the business and less on the personal side. So, understanding that these 

are the qualities that are important to clients is an opportunity gain a competitive 

advantage.  

The second managerial implication is to operationalise that by increasing training on 

PowerPoint and virtual presentation skills. As the findings highlighted, there is often more 

visibility across the client organisation with a virtual meeting in that meetings can be 

recorded and viewed later, and the significance of these meetings is more important. This 

is because clients make a decision as to whether to proceed based predominantly on these 
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initial virtual interactions. Therefore, it is important to ensure the right messages are 

delivered allowing for individuals to present themselves in the best possible light. 

Consequently, it is considered that increased investment in this area will likely yield an 

impact. 

7.5.3 Limitations and Further Research 

The first limitation is the sample size of this study which involved six additional interviews; 

too small to make any generalisations. The second limitation is the amount of time that 

was available to complete this follow up study. It forms part of the minor amendments to 

the original study and was only permitted three months for completion. The third limitation 

is that the researcher was the sole source of all the interviews which can lead to a less 

diverse pool of candidates.  

Regarding further research, the key catalyst that enabled the successful transition to virtual 

meetings was the advancement of technology, allowing for the shift from telephone calls 

to video calls for meetings not held in-person. Without this, the impact of Coronavirus 

would have been much more severe. However, one participant did mention the limitations 

of the current technology in allowing for better collaboration when discussing scope and 

clarifying objectives. In the real world scenario of a face-to-face meeting in an office 

whiteboards are often used to draw things out, and it was already mentioned that in a 

lunch meeting a drawing can be made on the back of a napkin, but replicating this is not 

possible in the virtual world. The technology is ‘clunky’ and not intuitive. The same person 

also talked about meeting room technology also not giving a comparable experience and 

when given the option for an internal meeting, people would rather stay at their desk and 

log in virtually rather than go to a meeting room. The weakness of the technology was again 

given as the explanation. So exploring this further, perhaps with augmented or virtual 

reality, will help to guide the future of meetings. 
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CHAPTER 8 

PROFESSIONAL REVIEW & DEVELOPMENT 

8.0 Introduction 

I commenced my studies at the University of Portsmouth in September 2015 and at that 

time I was a full-time employee at Infosys Limited, a global IT Services company. Here, I was 

responsible for securing new business for the Financial Services and Insurance vertical 

within UK and Ireland and part of my role required me to develop and drive the strategy to 

generate new clients. My motivation to start this journey was based on some successes 

that involved leveraging existing relationships. As such, I had been personally responsible 

for creating three new clients in quick succession and they all had a common theme. This 

was that each time the buyer at the new client had previously been a client of Infosys, and 

each time the relationship was good and Infosys had been doing good quality work. So, the 

buyer knew and liked Infosys, they had moved roles and wanted to work with Infosys again.  

At that time Infosys had over 175,000 employees (it is currently over 250,000). I thought 

about the power of industrialising this across the whole organisation and – sitting at the 

centre of this – being able to define a high-quality relationship. If we could do that then all 

we needed to do was monitor those relationships, for when they moved roles they would 

be a good candidate for working with Infosys again. At the same time it led to a 

serendipitous conversation with a lecturer at the University of Portsmouth and she 

mentioned that this would make a fascinating doctoral project, so, my journey began. 

The concept of professional review and development in the context of this chapter was 

introduced to me in the first year of studying. It was a taught year with a number of 

modules to complete; this was in 2015 and at the time it was a new concept. From my 

corporate life I was familiar with undertaking training courses and attending workshops to 

develop my skills, and I have always been pleased to embrace such opportunities. However, 

through reviewing literature such as The Handbook of Reflective and Experiential Learning 
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(Moon, 2004), and The Professional Doctorate: A Practical Guild (Fulton, 2013), I was able 

to assess my behaviours objectively and then reflect on them as part of a conscious process.  

The practice of how individuals learn is a complex one. In fact, an article analysing the 

universe of different learning methods by Coffield et al. (2004) cited 71 distinct learning 

methods, and for each I am sure it would be possible to find differing views. So, after 

consideration of some of the most prominent methods, including Kolb (1984), Barbe’s VAK 

model, and Fleming’s VARK model (Yehorova & Bila, 1970), I decided to I spend some time 

understanding myself and how I approach various activities critical to my success.  

As part of the preparation for the first year, we were asked to complete an online survey 

called the Global Competencies Index (GCI). This measures leadership competencies of 

corporate managers and global leaders in areas critical to interacting and working 

effectively with people from different cultures. The results are listed in Figure 8.1 on the 

following page, and it is possible to note from the scoring that there are two areas of 

weakness:, number one (nonjudgementalness) and number five (interest flexibility). 

Number one identifies an unwillingness to suspend negative judgements about situations 

or people. Number five is in line with my own self-evaluation in that it identifies my 

unwillingness to explore new interests or hobbies, or to try things that differ from my 

normal routine. Number one is difficult to track, so for the purposes of this chapter, I will 

focus on number five. 

There are three underlying elements that needed to work and this underpinned my success 

throughout this journey. First was my ability to acquire new knowledge, second was 

improving my academic skills, and third was personal development and growth. These are 

discussed in turn, with the approach and outcomes being summarised as well as discussing 

how the ‘interest flexibility’ weakness from the GCI was stretched during this process. 
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Figure 8.1 Results of the GCI 

 

Source: The Author



 

 

206 

 

8.1 Acquisition of Knowledge 

This personal development is concerned with how I built new knowledge about B2B 

relationship quality. When I started on this journey I thought I knew quite a lot about how 

to build B2B relationships, and I remember thinking that when I complete my doctorate I 

will know almost everything. Well, fast-forward almost six years and I now know that 

before this study what I knew was mostly wrong while after, I do not know almost 

everything but rather am just scratching the surface. Prior to my studies I was used to 

consuming knowledge about strategy, sales, and marketing. This knowledge came from 

news articles and books as well as training, but a large part of what I knew came from my 

lived experience over 15 years in the business. This doctorate has permitted me to dive 

deeper into the subject like I had never done before. In particular, the support of my 

supervisors was critical in the beginning, as they gave me the directions towards the 

relevant literature and articles to set me on my way. Reading relevant articles, journals, 

and publications over more than five years has raised my knowledge levels. This has given 

me a platform to share my knowledge, particularly on social media platforms such as 

LinkedIn, but I am also invited to speak on this subject at universities as well as being a 

guest on podcasts and publishing a number of business facing articles and eBooks. 

In relation to GCI interest flexibility, acquiring new knowledge was not the difficult part for 

me; however, sharing my knowledge and feeling comfortable doing so was something with 

which I was not familiar. I wanted to push myself to do this, so I started to make short 

LinkedIn videos, just four to five minutes each. Initially, I was apprehensive and was not 

sure if they would be received well, but I convinced myself that it was a good thing to share 

my knowledge and started with one video. It was well received and I have since gone on to 

publish more than 20 videos. This has led to invites to talk at university campuses, on 

podcasts, and to leading group discussions on this subject. 
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8.2 Developing Academic Skills 

This personal development is concerned with how I developed the necessary academic 

skills to complete my doctorate. Initially, I had struggled a lot with consuming academic 

material. For example, the theory underpinning my study is Social Capital Theory, but I 

spent the first few weeks/months rather lost within journal articles and textbooks. I would 

find myself reading sentence after sentence and suddenly realising that none of the 

information was being retained. I found it very difficult to grasp the style of writing and the 

vocabulary, I became frustrated and felt I was not making any progress. Then I thought 

about YouTube. This was a revelation as I found many videos and lectures on my subject of 

interest, and I could very easily understand them. Often these videos included PowerPoint 

presentations, and this information was being retained, so I came to the conclusion that 

video and other visual means were more compatible to my learning process. I also reached 

out to the Academic Skills Support Team and had a meeting with Paul Ramsey that helped 

me immensely. Interestingly, once I had grasped the concepts via visual means the written 

form became easier. So, I incorporated the video content into my learning process, 

especially when I needed to understand new ideas and concepts. 

In relation to GCI interest flexibility, developing academic skills was central to the success 

of this study, and I was not at ease with this and struggled for a while. I really needed to 

push myself to keep picking this back up and trying to find ways to overcome the block. 

Asking for help and advice worked for me and realising I was not alone increased my 

confidence, but the breakthrough came when I considered the video form to consume 

content. Then things started to work well. 

8.3 Professional Development and Growth 

This personal development is concerned with how I developed in a professional capacity, 

such as my career progression. My professional journey during this doctorate has been 

immense, and I am now on a completely different career path thanks to it. When I started 

my study I was working in a new business role for a global IT Services company, but today 

I am working for a company that has a software that measures the quality of B2B 
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relationships. I am responsible for the professional services sector and manage the top 

company accounts. This role has given me the room to speak and write about this subject, 

so I often publish content – in particular, videos on LinkedIn – and I present in various 

forums. This journey has set me on a career path I never saw or expected but one for which 

I am wholly thankful. 

In relation to GCI interest flexibility, I was in my comfort zone working at a global 

corporation in a good role with a good salary, and I had worked there for over eight years, 

but my studies were opening my eyes to a different career path. I realised that effectively 

measuring the quality of client relationships was a difficult task but if done well the impact 

could be huge on many levels. After eight and a half years, leaving Infosys was the most 

difficult professional/career decisions I have ever had to make, but it was without doubt 

the best one I have ever made. 
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APPENDIX A: EBSCO SEARCH FOR SOCIAL CAPITAL THEORY  

An Ebsco search for articles with ‘social capital’ in the abstract identified 75,675 articles. It 

was decided to use this as the basis and layer in the additional elements required. Core to 

the study is Nahapiet & Ghoshal’s (1998) underlying metric to evaluate the presence of 

social capital, namely ‘cognitive’, ‘structural’ and ‘relational’ capital, so all articles should 

contain these three words. With these three included in the text of the article, the number 

of articles with ‘social capital’ in the abstract reduced to 2,262.  

This covered the social capital foundation but required layering in the various business and 

relational search components. Cross referencing of the remaining 2,262 articles to include 

business or company or companies or corporation or organisation or organization or 

multinational, AND relationship or relationships, AND buyer or seller or buy or sell or sales 

or procurement or supplier or client, AND outsourcing or offshoring identified 100 articles 

in academic journals. These were published over a 20-year period. Reducing the period to 

five years (2010–2015) Ebsco identified 62 academic articles spread across 49 journals, with 

15 journals having two articles (30 in total) and 32 journals having only one relevant article. 

The variety of journals provides a good indication of the dispersion of the topic.  

Search Field Search Term Article Count 

Abstract  Social Capital  75,675 

Text Structural AND Relational AND Cognitive 2,262 

Text 
Business OR Company OR Companies OR Corporation 

OR Organisation OR Organization OR Multinational 
1,558 

Text Relationship OR Relationships 1,507 

Text 
Buyer OR Seller OR Buy OR Sell OR Sales OR 

Procurement OR Supplier OR Client 
990 

Text Outsourcing OR Offshoring 100 

 Within past five years 62 

 Articles available  48 

 Final set after removing irrelevant articles 43 



 

 

260 

 

After reading these articles a framework was needed to compartmentalise each one, see 

the diagram below. Each article is assessed across three facets.  

 

1) The subject organisation of the study. These fell into three broad categories. 1- Internal 

(central organisation), when the research was concerning one specific company, so 

interviews and research was conducted internally (von den Driesch et al., 2014). 2- 

Supplier, when the focus of the research was a supplier or a partner to the central 

organisation (Roden & Lawson, 2014) or they are a partner (Jamali et al., 2011). 3- 

Client, the research was centred on a client/customer of the central organisation, i.e. 

the central company was paid money by this client (Moe et al., 2013).  

2) The type of goods or services exchanged. 1- Knowledge/relationships/information, 

this was particularly pertinent to research internally (1 from above). All of the internal 

studies were assessing how social capital assists in knowledge sharing and building 

better relationships within their ecosystem. 2- Product/commodity, when what is 

being bought or sold is a product or a commodity, or commodity service like travel 

services, where one hotel and plane ticket is the same as the next, there is not a 

uniqueness to the service. 3- Service, when what is being exchanged is a service. A 

services is defined by something that is intangible, bespoke, unique and complex, 

potentially higher in value (monetary value or business criticality).  

3) End-user/business stakeholder perspective. It was important to be able to identify 

which articles considered the view of the ultimate consumer of the product or service, 
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as this perspective was the focal point of the study. When investigating the strength of 

a supplier-buyer relationship, often the view of a procurement manager was sought. 

Whereas this person was not the end consumer of the product or service being 

purchased, and therefore is not the best placed person to give an opinion. These articles 

that considered the end-user are denoted in green. However, in many cases the end 

user was only one element of the sample population. All others were denoted in red. 

For the purposes of this literature review, research on a client, who was buying a service 

and the central actor is the ultimate end-user would be of particular interest. As shown in 

the diagram, these articles would fit in to the top right quadrant, as denoted by a green box 

(quadrant B), and should also be a green dot. 

Social Capital Theory Literature Review Universe  

No Note Title 

1   Interconnectedness of actor bonds in service triads – a social capital perspective 

2   Developing social capital in buyer–supplier relationships: The contingent effect of relationship-specific adaptations 

3   Internal integration as a pre-condition for external integration in global sourcing: A social capital perspective. 

4   Ties That Bind: Ethnic Ties and New Venture Internationalization. 

5   
Intergenerational strategy involvement and family firms’ innovation pursuits: The critical roles of conflict management and 

social capital. 

6   Leveraging Social Capital to Obtain Top Management Support in Complex, Cross-Functional IT Projects. . 

7   Shaping and re-shaping social capital in buyer–supplier relationships. 

8   The Chilean Medium-sized Port Companies in Knowledge Management: Diagnosis, Challenges and Trends 

9   Raising team social capital with knowledge and communication in information systems development projects 

10   Vendor opportunism in IT outsourcing: a TCE and social capital perspective.. 

11   How CEO experience, personality, and network affect firms' dynamic capabilities 

12   Strategies and symbolism in the adoption of organizational social networking systems 

13   Knowledge transfer in IT offshoring relationships: the roles of social capital, efficacy and outcome expectations. 

14   Revitalising local democracy: A social capital analysis in the context of a New Zealand local authority 

15   From offshore outsourcing to insourcing and partnerships: four failed outsourcing attempts. 

16  A Dyadic Investigation of Collaborative Competence, Social Capital, and Performance in Buyer-Supplier Relationships. 

17 Lit Review Social capital, a theory for operations management: a systematic review of the evidence. 
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Social Capital Theory Literature Review Universe (cont.) 

No Note Title 

18   The influence of social capital on employers' use of occupational health services: a qualitative study. 

19   Gaining or losing? The social capital perspective on supply chain members’ knowledge sharing of green practices.  

20   A multidimensional view of intellectual capital: the impact on organizational performance. 

21   Disparate association between alliance social capital and the global pharmaceutical firm's performance 

22   The role of multidimensional social capital in crowdfunding: A comparative study in China and US 

23   Opportunism risk in service triads – a social capital perspective. 

24   To bridge or to bond? Diverse social connections in an IS project team 

25   The outset of U-I R & D relationships: the specific case of biological sciences. 

26   ENACTING CLAN CONTROL IN COMPLEX IT PROJECTS: A SOCIAL CAPITALPERSPECTIVE. 

27   Examining the mechanisms linking guanxi, norms and knowledge sharing: mediating roles of trust in Taiwan's high-tech firms. 

28   Through the lens of social capital: a research agenda for studying IT outsourcing. 

29   How Social Capital Among Information Technology and Business Units Drives Operational Alignment and IT Business Value. 

30 Lit Review 
HUMAN RESOURCE'S ROLE WITH BUSINESS RECOVERY DURING AND AFTER A RECESSION TO ENGAGE EMPLOYEES AND 

RETAIN TALENT. 

31 Not found 
Trapped or spurred by the home region? The effects of potential social capital on involvement in foreign markets for goods 

and technology. 

32   The Role of Social Capital in the Success of Fair Trade. 

33   Cognition and knowledge sharing in post-acquisition integration: insights from Indian IT acquiring firms. 

34   Contrasting the Footloose Company: Social Capital, Organizational Fields and Culture. 

35   Strategic partnerships, social capital and innovation: accounting for social alliance innovation. 

36   Antecedents and Consequences of User Coproduction in Information System Development Projects. 

37   Towards pioneering through capabilities in dense and cohesive social networks. 

38   Routine microprocesses and capability learning in international new ventures. 

39   Start-ups and Local Entrepreneurial Social Capital in the Municipalities of Sweden. 

40   Industrial clusters in Mexico and Spain Comparing inter-organizational structures within context of change. 

41 Not found Achieving social alignment between business and IT - an empirical evaluation of the efficacy of IT governance mechanisms. 

42   Analyzing and Managing the Impact of Cultural Behavior Patterns on Social Capital in Multinational IT Project Teams. 

43   Investigating the Antecedents of Team-Based Clan Control: Adding Social Capital as a Predictor. 

44 Not relevant THE LAW AND ECONOMICS OF FIDUCIARY DUTY: WOMACK V. ORCHIDS PAPER PRODUCTS CO. 401(k) SAVINGS PLAN. 

45   Managing the effects of diversity on social capital. 

46   Social Capital and Effective Innovation in Industrial Districts: Dual Effect of Absorptive Capacity. 

47   Self-disclosure at social networking sites: An exploration through relational capitals. 

48   Investigating the role of social capital in innovation: sparse versus dense network. 
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APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW GUIDE 
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APPENDIX C: ETHICS COMMITTEE APPROVAL 
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APPENDIX D: ETHICS REVIEW CHECKLIST (FORM UPR16) 
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APPENDIX E: PARTICIPANT INVITE LETTER 
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APPENDIX F: PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 
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APPENDIX G: SNOWBALL EMAIL ASKING FOR HELP 
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APPENDIX H: NODES\\PHASE 2 –  

GENERATING INITIAL CODES (OPEN CODING) 

Name Files References 

A team 4 5 

Ability to do their job – credibility 11 48 

Account management skill set 1 1 

Benefits of success relationships – per –prof 10 28 

Benevolence – caring – emotional intelligence 11 28 

Bringing senior managers 1 1 

Building personal relationships 7 9 

Building rapport 4 9 

Client challenges 7 17 

Client changing behaviour to get better outcomes 4 13 

Client vendor cultural alignment company culture 8 15 

Coming to meeting with too many people 1 1 

Commitment – satisfaction – achievement 11 20 

Communication – managing relationship 11 68 

Contacting out of hours 2 2 

Do what they said they would do 7 8 

Doing what is best for the organisation 1 1 

Do not do PowerPoint 1 1 

Do not like lateness 3 3 

Evolving the relationship 1 1 
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Name Files References 

Hospitality – socialising – Hobbies etc. 10 34 

Indian V US-EU vendors 6 12 

Individual was enthusiastic 1 1 

Individual’s actions at vendor making a difference 11 67 

Integrity 11 41 

Interviewee bad experiences 8 25 

Interviewee work history - vendor and individual details 11 36 

Like each other’s company 1 1 

meeting after the relationship ended 2 3 

Mentioning contract 6 8 

Met each other’s family 10 14 

Most vendors do not do this – do this 9 32 

Nature of client-vendor relationship 11 88 

Personal relationship V professional relationship 1 1 

Personality style 8 17 

Power to make things happen 6 8 

Project – comp – individual knowledge 9 15 

Relationship – Delivery related 11 148 

Relationship – non-delivery related 11 64 

Relationship – relationship that adds value 4 6 

Relationship – vendor to be proactive 4 4 

Relationship – vendor tried to grow too fast 2 2 
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Name Files References 

Seeing from client’s perspective – not trying to see 6 8 

Sharing information 1 1 

Things in common 7 15 

Trust 11 88 

Trying too hard to sell 1 1 

Type and frequency of meetings 11 13 

Vendor not training employees 1 1 

Vendor org structure 9 22 

Vendor work ethic 1 1 

Walking down the street 10 10 

Ways of buying – view on outsourcing – stepping in 7 22 

Why did you get along 10 12 

Working together – cognitive capital 10 29 

Would you help vendor at new company 11 11 

Z Good vendor - what it is not 6 14 

Z Good vendor - what it is 9 93 

Z Not suitable for analysis 1 1 

Z Quotes 9 25 
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APPENDIX I: NODES\\PHASE 3 – 

SEARCHING FOR THEMES (DEVELOPING CATEGORIES) 

Name Files References 

Benefits and challenges of vendor client B2B relationships 10 28 

Challenges in relationship 9 32 

Bringing senior managers 1 1 

Client challenges 7 17 

Client changing behaviour to get better outcomes 4 13 

Coming to meeting with too many people 1 1 

Indian V US-EU Vendors 6 12 

Interviewee bad experiences 8 25 

Trying too hard to sell 1 1 

Would you help vendor at new company 11 11 

Individual – building trust 11 88 

Ability to do their job – credibility 11 48 

Account management skill set 1 1 

Benevolence – caring – emotional intelligence 11 28 

Building rapport 4 9 

Do what they said they would do 7 8 

Do not like lateness 3 3 

Evolving the relationship 1 1 

Individual was enthusiastic 1 1 

Integrity 11 41 
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Name Files References 

Met each other’s family 10 14 

Project – comp - industry knowledge 9 15 

Things in common 7 15 

Individual – commitment – satisfaction – achievement – 

sharing 

11 20 

Mentioning contract 6 8 

Power to make things happen 6 8 

Sharing information 1 1 

Working together – cognitive capital 10 29 

Individual – communication – managing relationship 11 68 

Building personal relationships 7 9 

Contacting out of hours 2 2 

Do not do PowerPoint 1 1 

Hospitality – socialising –hobbies etc. 10 34 

Like each other’s company 1 1 

Meeting after the relationship ended 2 3 

Personal relationship V professional relationship 1 1 

Personality style 8 17 

Type and frequency of meetings 11 13 

Individual level actions having an impact 11 67 

Interviewee work history – vendor and individual details 11 36 

Why did you get along? 10 12 
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Name Files References 

Vendor client level – a strategic business relationship 11 64 

A strategic business relationship 11 88 

Seeing from client’s perspective – not trying to see 6 8 

Doing what is best for the organisation 1 1 

Client vendor cultural alignment company culture 8 15 

Vendor org structure 9 22 

Relationship – relationship that adds value 4 6 

Relationship – vendor to be proactive 4 4 

Relationship – vendor tried to grow too fast 2 2 

Vendor not training employees 1 1 

Vendor work ethic 1 1 

Ways of buying – view on outsourcing – stepping in 7 22 

Vendor client level – delivery of service 11 148 

A team 4 5 

Capabilities 9 23 

Clarity of scope 5 11 

Governance 4 8 

Innovation 3 4 

Objectives 2 3 

Price satisfaction – cost 9 15 

Service quality 9 47 

Solve problems 8 16 
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Name Files References 

Speed of delivery 2 5 

Walking down the street 10 10 

Z Quotes 9 47 
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APPENDIX J: NODES\\PHASE 4 – 

REVIEWING THEMES (CODING ON) 

Name Files References 

1. Benefits of successful vendor client B2B relationships 10 27 

Client benefits 10 37 

Create a win (client) – win (vendor) 2 2 

Deliver value to client 10 35 

Help vendor get new client 11 30 

Personal benefits 11 35 

CV – career enabler – makes them successful 10 25 

Intelligence and insight 1 2 

Knowledge – learnings 5 7 

Made friendships – relationships 2 3 

Satisfaction 3 5 

2. An integrative business relationship 11 143 

0 Quotes 1 1 

1 Understanding scope – aligning to objectives 11 63 

Client adapting to vendor 6 26 

Cultural fit 5 11 

Governance 7 25 

Lines of communication 11 53 

Adapting communication style 1 1 

Bring people in – out of team 1 1 
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Name Files References 

Closed nature of org structure 1 1 

Local team – open – active – clear – two-way 11 52 

Mentioning contract – position taking 8 15 

Partnership – long term 11 88 

Marriage – continuous improvement – win-win 9 47 

Feedback – holistic – marriage – continuous 

improvement – win-win (2) 

6 25 

Honesty of middle management 1 2 

Power balance 1 1 

Relationship that adds value 4 9 

Self-sufficient – do not need to manage 3 3 

Skin in game – risk reward 1 1 

Vendor is part of the client team 2 2 

Vendor to be proactive 4 6 

Willingness to invest in relationship 1 1 

Pressure to sell – commercially minded 8 25 

Vendor thinks from client’s perspective – not own 10 30 

Problem resolution 11 62 

Highlight asap – transparency 11 23 

Lines of communication – good PM 10 23 

Taking ownership – come with solution – making it 

work 

11 48 

3. Delivery of Service 11 149 
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Name Files References 

Capabilities – credentials – experience 11 68 

Bait and switch 2 3 

Financial stability 2 2 

Honesty about capabilities – ability to deliver 11 37 

New thinking – technology – process capabilities – ADD 

INNOVATION 

1 2 

Quality of people – effective people 11 46 

Price satisfaction – cost 10 28 

Service quality 11 72 

Career enabler 3 3 

Complexity of service 1 1 

Consistency of service – getting what you expected - 

quality 

11 62 

Doing more than expected 3 5 

Speed of delivery 3 8 

4. Relationship quality 11 122 

1 Importance of building relationships 5 15 

2 Priority of project 6 7 

Part 4 Think of vendor and explain context 10 11 

Part 5 Think of an individual and context 11 11 

3 Personality style 11 24 

4 Getting to know each other 9 23 

1 Locality between individuals 2 2 
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Name Files References 

Business V personal conversation 2 2 

Initial stages of relationship 8 20 

5 Type and frequency of communication 0 0 

1 Frequency of communication 10 15 

2 Channel of communication 0 0 

Email 5 5 

Face to face 11 25 

Formal – agenda 7 10 

Informal – meet outside of office – coffee. 

lunch etc. 

11 24 

Hospitality – sports – organised external 

activities 

8 13 

Telephone 6 8 

Text WhatsApp 1 1 

Video conference 1 1 

Passed communication to their team 2 2 

6 Things in common – why you got along – what connected 

you 

11 48 

High energy 1 1 

Humour 6 9 

No shared hobbies – interests – no common 

background 

9 14 

Professional conscience – does job well – ADD ALL HERE 11 24 

Similar personalities 4 7 
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Name Files References 

Sport 2 5 

Technical – domain knowledge – intellectually 4 6 

Value the same – outlook on life – enjoyed their 

company 

3 5 

7 Evolution of the relationship 11 14 

Client - vendor meeting after the relationship ended 3 4 

Family interactions 11 14 

Family had good knowledge of each other 0 0 

Family had met and knew each other 4 5 

Family interactions at a cursory level 5 7 

Little or no knowledge of family 2 2 

Opportunity to work on something together 9 13 

5. Trust 11 178 

1 Importance of trust 6 10 

2 Ability to do their job – building credibility 11 94 

0 quote 1 1 

Consistent – not looking for next promotion 1 2 

Power to make things happen – to get on with it – 

effective 

11 59 

Project – comp – ind knowledge – solutionising – 

customising – acc management 

11 46 

3 Benevolence – caring – emotional intelligence – 

empathising 

10 35 

4 Integrity 11 81 
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Name Files References 

Arrive on time 7 7 

Do what they said they would do – committed 9 29 

Honesty – directness – fair – telling bad news 11 51 

Reciprocity 1 1 

Two facedness 2 2 
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APPENDIX K: NODES\\PHASE 5 – DEFINING AND NAMING  

THEMES (DATA REDUCTION – CONSOLIDATION) 

Name Files References 

Theme 1 Interaction Quality 11 242 

A meeting of the minds 4 6 

A single point of contact 9 22 

Client adapting to vendor 7 23 

Cultural fit 5 9 

Face to face V other channels 11 34 

F2F 10 15 

Importance of F2F 4 6 

Humour 6 8 

Acknowledges shared humour 3 5 

No significant shared humour 3 3 

Insights into their personality 5 6 

Location of meetings 10 16 

Client’s office 9 10 

Other location 5 6 

Mentioning personality 6 10 

No shared interests 9 14 

Partnership 9 48 

Partnership mentality 11 101 

Client adapting to vendor 7 23 
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Name Files References 

Partnership 9 48 

Professional conscience 10 20 

Same values and outlook on life 3 5 

Shared character traits 6 14 

Humour 6 8 

Acknowledges shared humour 3 5 

No significant shared humour 3 3 

Same values and outlook on life 3 5 

Similar personalities 3 5 

Shared interests or hobbies 9 18 

No shared interests 9 14 

Sport 2 5 

Similar personalities 3 5 

Sport 2 5 

The importance of personality styles 9 16 

Insights into their personality 5 6 

Mentioning personality 6 10 

Theme 1a Communication Quality 11 93 

A single point of contact 9 22 

Face to face V other channels 11 34 

F2F 10 15 

Importance of F2F 4 6 
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Name Files References 

Location of meetings 10 16 

Client’s office 9 10 

Other location 5 6 

Type and frequency of communication 11 58 

Face to face V other channels 11 34 

F2F 10 15 

Importance of F2F 4 6 

Location of meetings 10 16 

Client’s office 9 10 

Other location 5 6 

Type and frequency of meetings 10 13 

Constantly 2 2 

Few times per week 6 9 

Fortnightly 0 0 

Less than fortnightly 0 0 

Weekly 2 2 

Type and frequency of meetings 10 13 

Constantly 2 2 

Few times per week 6 9 

Fortnightly 0 0 

Less than fortnightly 0 0 

Weekly 2 2 
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Name Files References 

Views on Hospitality 8 22 

Working on something together 10 13 

Theme 1b Synergies and Alignment 11 162 

A meeting of the minds 4 6 

Client adapting to vendor 7 23 

Cultural fit 5 9 

Humour 6 8 

Acknowledges shared humour 3 5 

No significant shared humour 3 3 

Insights into their personality 5 6 

Mentioning personality 6 10 

No shared interests 9 14 

Partnership 9 48 

Partnership mentality 11 101 

Client adapting to vendor 7 23 

Partnership 9 48 

Professional conscience 10 20 

Same values and outlook on life 3 5 

Shared character traits 6 14 

Humour 6 8 

Acknowledges shared humour 3 5 

No significant shared humour 3 3 
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Name Files References 

Same values and outlook on life 3 5 

Similar personalities 3 5 

Shared interests or hobbies 9 18 

No shared interests 9 14 

Sport 2 5 

Similar personalities 3 5 

Sport 2 5 

The importance of personality styles 9 16 

Insights into their personality 5 6 

Mentioning personality 6 10 

Type and frequency of communication 11 58 

Face to face V other channels 11 34 

F2F 10 15 

Importance of F2F 4 6 

Location of meetings 10 16 

Client’s office 9 10 

Other location 5 6 

Type and frequency of meetings 10 13 

Constantly 2 2 

Few times per week 6 9 

Fortnightly 0 0 

Less than fortnightly 0 0 
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Name Files References 

Weekly 2 2 

Type and frequency of meetings 10 13 

Constantly 2 2 

Few times per week 6 9 

Fortnightly 0 0 

Less than fortnightly 0 0 

Weekly 2 2 

Views on Hospitality 8 22 

Working on something together 10 13 

Theme 2 Technical Quality 11 190 

Capabilities to deliver 9 25 

Client and vendor management 6 17 

Client feeling a Pressure to sell 9 21 

Contract management 8 18 

Effective problem resolution 10 37 

Ownership 9 25 

Transparency 8 17 

Governance 10 34 

Client and vendor management 6 17 

Contract management 8 18 

Ownership 9 25 

Quality of outcome 11 32 
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Name Files References 

Quality of people 11 34 

Researching, listening, clarity of scope 11 49 

Theme 2a Business Reputation 11 88 

Capabilities to deliver 9 25 

Client feeling a Pressure to sell 9 21 

Researching, listening, clarity of scope 11 49 

Theme 2b Performance Quality 11 124 

Client and vendor management 6 17 

Contract management 8 18 

Effective problem resolution 10 37 

Ownership 9 25 

Transparency 8 17 

Governance 10 34 

Client and vendor management 6 17 

Contract management 8 18 

Ownership 9 25 

Quality of outcome 11 32 

Quality of people 11 34 

Transparency 8 17 

Transparency 8 17 

Theme 3 Trust 11 174 

Ability - Credibility - Knowhow 11 49 
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Name Files References 

Benevolence 11 30 

Commitment 11 42 

Effectiveness 11 56 

Honesty 11 49 

Vendor thinks from client’s perspective 7 25 

Theme 4 Outcome Quality 11 82 

Career enabler 10 18 

Negative impact on career 2 4 

Client individual benefits 11 27 

Career enabler 10 17 

Negative impact on career 2 4 

New Knowledge – learnings 6 8 

Satisfaction 3 6 

Client organisation benefits 10 22 

Deliver value to client 11 23 

Got job done meeting customer needs 3 4 

Flexibility 1 1 

Promise of outsourcing 1 2 

Long term objectives value to client 7 8 

Deliver value to client 11 23 

Got job done meeting customer needs 3 4 

Flexibility 1 1 
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Name Files References 

Promise of outsourcing 1 2 

Long term objectives value to client 7 8 

New knowledge – learnings 6 8 

New revenue 11 27 

Price satisfaction 9 23 

Satisfaction 3 6 

Vendor benefits 11 27 

New revenue 11 27 

Vendor individual benefits 1 2 

Career enabler 1 2 
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APPENDIX L: FOLLOW UP STUDY INTERVIEW GUIDE 
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