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GLOSSARY 

 

The most frequently used terms, keywords, concepts and abbreviations 

 

Business-to-Business  

       (B2B) 

A type of commerce transaction that exists between businesses. Business to 

business refers to business that is conducted between companies, rather 

than between a company and individual consumers. This is in contrast to 

business to consumer (B2C) (Investopedia.com). B2B markets differ from 

those in the consumer domains due to their continuity, complexity, 

symmetry and other aspects, such as buyer decision processes and buyer-

seller relationships (Coviello and Brodie, 2001). 

 

Relationships 

 

Result of an interaction process where connections have been developed 

between two parties that produce a mutual orientation and commitment. 

Furthermore, a relationship is thus not a given, but a variable that can take 

on different values (Håkansson and Snehota, 1995, p.26). A relationship is a 

type of organization that takes on a life of its own to some extent; it is a 

living thing that is continually being and becoming (Wilkinson, 2008, p. 96). 

 

Transactional 

Marketing 

 

Short-term orientation where the dominating function is the marketing mix 

and customers tend to be more sensitive to price (Grönroos, 1997). It is 

based on the single transactions that can continue over time, while being 

treated i  i olatio  at arm’  le gth a d largel  i  the co text of a formal 

process (Coviello et al., 1997). 

 

Relationship 

Marketing 

 

Relationship marketing has a long-term orientation where the dominating 

function is interactive marketing (supported by marketing mix activities) and 

customers tend to be less sensitive to price. The interest is in multiple sales, 

enduring relationships as well as high level of ongoing commitment to 

customers and customer loyalty (Grönroos, 1991). 

 

Distribution 

 

 

How the product moves from the producer to the consumer (Ghauri & 

Cateora, 2010, p. 396). Steps taken to hold and deliver products from a 

number of points of supply to a number of points of consumption, including 

suppliers, manufacturers, warehouses, distribution centers and customers 

(Ho et al., 2010).  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

The first chapter of this thesis starts with an overview of the chosen topic and company. After that, 

the problem statement will lead to the research questions, followed by the research purpose and the 

intended target audience. 

 

In the world of business, the role and importance of business-to-business marketing is well 

recognized. Ford (1980) stresses that supplier-customer relationships in business-to-

business markets evolve over time, and considering the process of relationship 

establishment and development, careful management can obtain the best possible value 

from these relationships. However, the development of relationships between companies in 

industrial markets cannot escape a pattern created by their own development. Hence, the 

creation and evolvement of a relationship between two companies cannot be unilateral; it 

requires co-alignment of two parties. Furthermore, it is important to identify the critical 

factors in the establishment and development of business relationships. Every business 

relationship is formed and advanced by at least two companies, possessing certain 

requirements and capabilities. Both the requirements and capabilities result from existing 

relationships of each of the companies (Håkansson and Snehota, 1995, p. 42). 

 

According to Coviello, Brodie, Danaher and Johnston (2002), a better understanding of how 

firms relate to business-to-business markets is fundamental to the marketing field and their 

observation shows that the field has shifted its emphasis from transactional to relational 

exchanges. However, they point out that the practice of relational marketing has not been 

examined relative to the practice of transactional marketing.  

 

“Bu i e  -to-Bu i e   Relatio  hip  withi  Tra  actio al a d Relatio  hip Marketi g”, a  

the main research interest, deals with the case of investigated company – AreBe Group AB 

(AreBe Group). The focus is on business-to-business (B2B) perspectives where the research 

will explain and analyze how AreBe Group establishes and develops relationships with other 

companies in their early stage of business development. Moreover, this thesis describes and 

evaluates the distribution network of the selected company in order to provide 

recommendations to improve their position and relationships within the Swedish bottled 

water market.  

 

1.1 Company Overview 
 

AreBe Group AB was founded in September 2006. It is a public limited company. The 

headquarters are in Trefasgatan 3, Västerås 72130, Sweden. According to the founder and 

CEO, AreBe Group is a small company, purely entrepreneurial, but Mr. Fager has plans to 

grow it to become much bigger (Fager, 2013).  
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AreBe Group focuses on business development and marketing of innovative and new 

food/beverages that will enhance performance in a natural way, with brand like SANTO-Li 

(AreBe Group AB LinkedIn, 2013). Since 2012, SANTO-Li water is imported and marketed in 

Sweden by AreBe Group. The water originates from a natural well in Santovka, Slovakia. The 

uniqueness of SANTO-Li water, “the fou tai  of  outh”, i  the high co te t of lithium a d 

other minerals such as calcium, magnesium, sulfate and bicarbonate (SANTO-Li Sweden, 

2013). Slovak company LI+ is the producer of SANTO-Li water and AreBe Group is the 

middleman, re-seller for the Swedish market. After strengthening the market position 

within Sweden, one of the plans could be to expand on Scandinavian/Nordic countries as 

well.  
 

1.2 Problem Statement 
 

Today, no company is an island in the world of business. Therefore, business relationships 

are quite simply the basis of business, and without them no company can operate (Ford, 

Gadde, Håkansson and Snehota, 2011, p. 1). Relationships are dynamic and constantly 

changing (Carson et al., 2004). Hence, a relationship is the result of an interaction process 

where connections have been developed between two parties that produce a mutual 

orientation and commitment. Furthermore, a relationship is thus not a given, but a variable 

that can take on different values. Indeed, business relationships are complex phenomena 

(Håkansson and Snehota, 1995, p. 26).  
 

It is important to stress that business or industrial markets are characterized by a higher 

degree of stability rather than change, long lasting relationships instead of short business 

transactions, and closeness instead of distance between buyers and sellers (Håkansson, 

1982). Coviello, Brodie, Danaher and Johnston (2002) note that there is a deeper 

understanding of complexities of marketing practice in different types of firms and market 

contexts. Additionally, distinct subfields have emerged within the discipline, reflecting 

research interests in areas such as business-to-business and, most recently, relationship 

marketing. According to Coviello et al. (2002), although these developments have enriched 

the understanding of business-to-business marketing there are still unresolved issues, which 

will be discussed throughout this research. They draw attention to the fact that although 

relationships have long been of interest in the business-to-business literature, the extant 

comparative research has been conducted solely in the more traditional, transactional 

context of the marketing mix. Moreover, many scholars have recognized the limitations of 

the discrete-transaction paradigm in marketing and the shift from a transaction-based to a 

relationship-based marketing paradigm has been well documented in a range of contexts 

(Woo and Ennew, 2004). 
 

Steps taken to hold and deliver products from a number of points of supply to a number of 

points of consumption include suppliers, manufacturers, warehouses, distribution centers 
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and customers (Ho et al., 2010). As the distribution channels act as a bridge between the 

companies, they represent one of the most complex phenomena in the marketing literature 

(Coughlan, Anderson, Stern, and El-Ansary, 2006, p. 2). AreBe Group is trying to overcome 

the same complex situation, as it struggles to strengthen its business and distribution 

network.  
 

Throughout the literature, there is a lack of research focused on combining the areas of 

business-to-business, transactional/relationship marketing, and distribution network within 

the bottled water market in Sweden. This research study will initiate and actualize these 

specific areas in order to enrich the understanding and fill in the missing gap within the 

literature. 
 

Currently, the investigated company is facing many challenges within the fields of Business-

to-Business, marketing and distribution, which will be the points of discussion throughout 

this thesis. AreBe Group, as a small and entrepreneurial company, is in the early stage of 

business development and it has an obstacle to break into the strong existing business 

networks on the concentrated Swedish market. 
 

1.3 Research and Strategic Questions 
 

Bryman and Bell (2011, p. 79) point out that the research question may derive from several 

sources. These authors mention that besides the general criteria, a research question 

should be clear and researchable. Furthermore, it should be connected with the theory and 

it may arise from personal interests and experiences.  
 

Following the problem specification and the researchers’ interest, the following research 

questions have been formulated: 
 

RQ 1: What are the different stages and critical factors which influence the establishment 

and development of B2B relationships in the early stage of business development? 
 

RQ 2: What aspects regarding transactional and relationship marketing are companies                                    

using in the bottled water market in Sweden? 
 

Ways of formulating research questions may differ, but as Fisher (2010, p. 36) states, it is 

important not to confuse such questions with strategic questions. According to Fisher, 

strategic questions cannot be answered by doing a research. As they concern the future, 

certain judgments and will have to be made in order to answer them. Moreover, strategic 

questions often provide the managerial motivation for the project. 
 

With this in mind, for the selected company - AreBe Group, the following strategic question 

was developed:  
 

SQ: What should be done to improve channels of distribution in the Swedish market? 
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1.4 Purpose 

 

The purpose of this research has been to develop and carry out a cooperative study into the 

nature of the relationships between companies in complex business-to-business markets. 

The research identifies and distinguishes different stages and variables (critical factors), 

which influence the establishment and development of business-to-business relationships. 

Therefore, it is important to understand the mutual dependence between companies and 

the evolution of their dealings over time.  

 

One of the research objectives describes what marketing aspects companies are using in 

business-to-business markets, depending on the transactional or relationship perspective. 

This research focuses to show whether theoretical concepts match how companies start 

and build their business relationships. The transactional and relationship marketing 

perspectives and distribution network will be included and handled in the same way. 

Furthermore, the study explains and integrates these mentioned theoretical concepts. The 

study enriches the understanding and fill in the missing gap within the literature, as there is 

a lack of research in these specific areas. Moreover, the research updates and enhances 

different critical factors (variables) that influence B2B relationships, marketing and 

distribution with reliable and adequate theories from the literature.  

 

This thesis intends to answer the research questions in a way to provide relevant academic 

findings and practical implications of investigated phenomena. The study consists of the 

structured academic assignment that aims to contribute and enhance the existing academic 

and practical knowledge. The research strives to give comprehensive recommendations and 

solutions to small companies and entrepreneurs from a managerial perspective. Hence, 

companies can create and expand their business relationships when entering new markets. 

In accordance to this, the study explains and presents how in the case of AreBe Group, the 

company can strengthen and improve its business relationships, marketing and distribution 

network on the Swedish bottled water market. Lastly, the thesis illustrates how AreBe 

Group perceives its business relationships towards other companies, as well as to find out 

the viewpoints of those companies about AreBe Group in order to provide two-sided 

perspective. 

 

1.5 Target Audience 

 

The thesis is aimed at a variety of target audiences and the contents of this research may 

help future researchers and business students. It can contribute to the academic field, while 

building on the existing knowledge in these areas as well as providing a better 

understanding to managers, consultants and other companies. Furthermore, the study may 

shed light on different view of the area of B2B relationships. 
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2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

This chapter is divided into several parts, which provide theoretical concepts related to the thesis 

topic and research questions. It starts with a theoretical overview of Business-to-Business 

relationships, establishment and development of relationships between companies, covers 

transactional and relationship marketing aspects, as well as the distribution network. 

 

In the literature, the role and importance of business-to-business (B2B) relationships within 

transaction and relationship marketing is well recognized. B2B relationships are 

characterized by functional and buyer-seller interdependence (Webster, 1978). According 

to Lilien (1987), they are unique due to their derived demand, long purchase cycles and a 

varying and fragmented market structure. 

 

The theoretical concepts showed that B2B markets are described as markets that differ 

from consumer markets in many aspects. According to Coviello and Brodie (2001), B2B 

markets differ from those in the consumer domains due to their continuity, complexity, 

symmetry and other aspects, such as buyer decision processes and buyer-seller 

relationships. 

 

According to Hultman and Hills (2011), a common view within entrepreneurship is that it all 

started with Richard Cantillion in the eighteenth century and developed with giants as Say 

(entrepreneur as coordinator; 1845), Knight (entrepreneur as uncertainty reducer; 1921), 

Schumpeter (entrepreneur as innovator; 1934) and Kirzner (entrepreneur as arbitrator; 

opportunity-seeker; 1973). Campbell and Mitchell (2012) note that entrepreneurship is 

greater than starting new businesses or managing a small business. “Market 

entrepreneurship is the deliberate introduction of novelty, innovation, or arbitrage into the 

production and exchange processes. Market entrepreneurial action is a cornerstone of the 

market process, having significant and measurable impact on market outcome ” (Campbell 

and Mitchell, 2012). Together, both entrepreneurship and marketing offer the opportunity 

to develop u ique a d tailored  olutio   to co  umer ’/cu tomer ’  eed  a d wa t  

(McAuley, 2011). 

 

Porter (1980) stressed that barriers are obstacles preventing entrant firms from being 

established in a particular market. A study of entrants found that the negative performance 

effects of three barriers (scale effects, capital need, and product differentiation) were 

particularly important when the product/market scope was narrow (Robinson and 

McDougall, 2001). Furthermore, “available di tributio  cha  el  might  ot be a ticipated 

by the entrant firm, or they may be controlled by competitors, creating customer access 

ob tacle ” (Pehrsson, 2009). When entering new markets, businesses will do better in the 

e d if the  co ce trate o  meeti g cu tomer ’  eed  rather tha  o   elli g product . This 

theoretical concept was introduced by Levitt (1960) and it is called marketing myopia.  
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2.1 Business-to-Business Relationships 

 

There are many keywords, synonyms and similar terminologies used in the literature review 

related to B2B relationships, such as relationships between companies, buyer-seller, 

supplier-customer, business relationships and others. 

  

Ford (1982) noted that the relationship between companies, regardless of its closeness or 

distance, is the receptacle for the combined experience of the participants. He stresses that 

the relationship consists of learned rules and norms of behavior. Furthermore, it provides 

the atmosphere where individual episodes take place. These episodes might include 

negotiations, payments, deliveries and social contacts etc. Hence, each episode in turn is 

affected by and influences the overall relationship. Moreover, “relationships evolve over 

time and can be considered to traverse a series of stages characterized by increasing mutual 

adaptation, reduced “distance” and increasing commitment” (Ford, 1982, cited in Turnbull, 

Ford and Cunningham, 1996). 

 

This research, through the literature review, provides and stresses definitions and the 

nature of relationships. Hence, a relationship is a result of an interaction process where 

connections have been developed between two parties that produce a mutual orientation 

and commitment. Furthermore, a relationship is thus not a given, but a variable that can 

take on different values. Indeed, relationships are a complex phenomenon and they vary 

widely in nature (Håkansson and Snehota, 1995, p. 26). Relationships can be distant and 

largely impersonal, or close, complex and long term. Moreover, relationships can be with 

extensive contact patterns between many individuals from each company and may require 

significant mutual adaptations by both parties (Turnbull, Ford and Cunningham, 1996).  

 

A company is embedded in a set of ongoing business, professional and personal 

relationships that both shape and are formed by its actions and responses. Moreover, the 

firm itself is nothing more than a complex network of interactions and relationships among 

people playing various roles, among departments and functional units, and among business 

units, subsidiaries and establishments (Wilkinson, 2008, p. 1). 

 

According to Håkansson and Snehota (1995, p. 43) the effect of a relationship on the 

company will depend on its internal features, but also on the other relationships the 

company has. Moreover, the economic consequences of a relationship will depend on how 

the productivity, innovativeness and competence of the company and thus its overall 

capabilities are affected by the activity links, resource ties and actor bonds that arise in a 

relationship. 

 

Ford, Gadde, Håkansson and Snehota (2011, p. 1) stress that without relationships no 

company can operate business and that relationships are the basis of business. 
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Furthermore, business relationships enable a company to make profitable sales and to buy 

the products and services that they need. They also allow a company to access the skills and 

resources of other parties. Ford et al. (2011, p. 1) state that business relationships save time 

and costs of producing and delivering new products, services and facilities. Nevertheless, 

business relationships can also be the source of many problems that managers face. They 

take a long time to develop, they require investments and maintenance and they mean that 

a compa  ’   ucce   depe d   ot o l  o  it  ow  effort  but al o o  the effort  a d 

intentions of others. Moreover, a company may have only a restricted choice of suppliers, 

customers or development partners with which to establish relationships. This can constrain 

the compa  ’   trateg  a d developme t. Therefore, a compa  ’  relatio  hip , o ce 

established, means that the company cannot act independently. 

 

Business relationships can be understood as a product of inter-firm dependence and 

through the analysis of the relationship between dependency, power and power use 

(Berthon, Pitt, Ewing, and Bakkeland, 2003). In business relationships, “two partners can be 

unequally dependent on each other if one possesses resources that are valued by the other 

party” (Stern and El-Ansary, 1992, cited in Altinay and Brookes, 2012). 

 

Turnbull, Ford and Cunningham (1996) see business markets as arenas where buying and 

selling companies interact with each other. This interaction takes place within the context 

of a relationship between the companies. Hence, “developing business-to-business 

relationships can be beneficial to both sellers and buyers” (Han et al., 1993; Sheth and 

Sharma, 1997, as cited in Leonidou, Palihawadana and Theodosiou, 2006). According to 

Leonidou et al. (2006) sellers can better match their products and services to customer 

needs, secure high repeated sales from their customers and exploit new market 

opportunities. Furthermore, sellers might minimize the potential of customers switching to 

competitors, use their customers as a source of innovative product ideas and gain access to 

useful market information. On the other hand, buyers can ensure a long-term supply of 

inputs in their production processes, make use of the  eller’  experti e a d re ource  to 

protect their cost structure. Moreover, buyers may achieve better purchasing prices, 

 ugge t cha ge  i  the  eller’  productio  operatio   that would  peed up proce  e , 

reduce wastage, and improve efficiency. Finally, buyers can exploit technical developments 

a d co t ratio alizatio  i  the  eller’  orga izatio  a d achieve better coordi atio  of their 

company functions when dealing with multiple suppliers.  

 

According to Ford et al. (2011, p. 12), each business relationship is part of a wider network 

of relationships and no business relationship can be understood or managed in isolation. 

Hence, each relationship forms part of a process where products and services are 

developed, bought and sold to others until they reach the final consumer. 
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2.2 Relationship Establishment and Development 

 

Many researchers have studied the establishment and development of business-to-business 

relationships, based on a variety of theoretical frameworks. Furthermore, a vast amount of 

researchers describe and distinguish different stages and variables (critical factors) in the 

creation and evolvement of business relationships. Through a thorough review of the 

pertinent literature, there have been numerous scholarly attempts to identify, understand 

and interpret relationship establishment and development with the help of different 

theoretical models (Ford, 1980; Dwyer et al., 1987; Håkansson and Snehota, 1995; Wilson, 

1995; Batonda and Perry, 2003; Chang and Lin, 2008). 

 

According to Wilkinson (2008, p. 96) choosing a company for cooperation and being 

selected is only the start of a business relationship. As companies interact over time they 

learn about each other. They alter their behavior, attitudes and beliefs. Furthermore, 

companies adapt their resources to each other, as well personal and professional 

relationships. Therefore, “a relationship is a type of organization that takes on a life of its 

own to some extent; it is a living thing that is continually being and becoming”, as stated by 

Wilkinson.  

 

However, the establishment and development of relationships between companies in 

industrial markets cannot escape a pattern created by their own development. Indeed, the 

creation and evolvement of a relationship between two companies cannot be unilateral. It 

requires co-alignment of two parties. Furthermore, it is important to identify the critical 

factors in the establishment and development of business relationships. Every business 

relationship is formed and advanced by two companies with certain requirements and 

capabilities. Both the requirements and capabilities result from existing relationships of 

each of the companies (Håkansson and Snehota, 1995, p. 42). 

 

Ford (1980) analyzes the process of establishment and development of relationship over 

time by considering five stages (The Pre-Relationship Stage, The Early Stage, The 

Development Stage, The Long-Term Stage and The Final Stage) in their evolution. 

Throughout the analysis Ford considers the variables of Experience, Uncertainty, Distance, 

Commitment and Adaptation. 

 

Dwyer et al. (1987), as well as Ford, note five stages in the start and development of 

relationship: awareness (positioning and posturing of partners), exploration (assessing goal 

compatibility, integrity and performance), expansion (increased interdependence, trust and 

satisfaction), commitment (conflict resolution and more resources committed) and 

dissolution (relationship ends as costs outweigh the benefits).  
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Håkansson and Snehota (1995, p. 42) point out that the development of a relationship of 

Activit  li k , Re ource tie  a d Actor bo d  (the “ARA Model”, Håka   o  a d Joha  o , 

1992) between two companies cannot be unilateral. It requires co-alignment of two parties. 

How it will develop depends on how each of the parties would act and react in the 

relationship. Once established, a relationship has a life of its own.  

 

Wilson (1995) stresses five different stages in the establishment and evolvement of 

relationship: partner selection (performance and trust are active constructs in selection 

process; social bonding begins), defining purpose (define and clarify goals; agreement on 

mutual goals enhances social bonding, trust and commitment), boundary definition (inter-

organization penetration defined, adaptation occurs, and resources committed which 

influences performance satisfaction), creating relationship value (identification of the 

competitive abilities of the relationship to create value; both social and structural bonding 

increased) and hybrid stability (commitment to relationship through trust and performance 

satisfaction). 

 

Batonda and Perry (2003) suggest six stages in relationship development: searching (partner 

need recognition search, evaluation and selection of potential partners), starting (making 

contact and establishing rapport; assess compatibility), development (emphasis on 

developing personal relationship and mutual trust between partners, roles defined and 

priorities identified), maintenance (increasing commitment of resources to the partnership; 

ongoing exchange of activities and value), termination (weighing cost and benefits; possible 

dissolution) and dormant (inactive state due to project completion or failure). 

 

Chang and Lin (2008) built a model with three stages in the development of relationship: 

formation (relationship established; negotiations take place and trust established; resources 

committed), operating (implementation of relationship) and maintenance (maintain 

relationship and increase its outcomes). 

 

2.2.1 Ford’s Model 
 

For the purpo e of thi  re earch, Ford’  theoretical framework “The developme t of 

buyer/ eller relatio  hip  i  i du trial market ” will be u ed (see Figure 1). Even though the 

model is from 1980, it is still widely used and interpreted within the literature. Many 

re earcher  have built their model  ba ed o  Ford’  theoretical co cept of different stages 

of the relationship establishment and development (Dwyer et al., 1987; Wilson, 1995; 

Batonda and Perry, 2003; Chang and Lin, 2008). Among the other theoretical frameworks, 

Ford’  model i  the mo t appropriate for thi   tud , which i  explai ed in more details later 

on. The model is discussed and criticized in several parts and updated with the valid 

literature. 
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Ford (1980) stresses that, considering the process of relationship creation and growth, 

supplier-customer relationships in business-to-business markets evolve over time. By 

considering the extent to which each of these variables is present in a supplier-customer 

relationship, Ford suggests five-stage evolution process of the relationship establishment 

and development: the pre-relationship stage (evaluation of new potential supplier), the 

early stage (negotiation of sample delivery), the development stage (contract signed or 

delivery build-up scale deliveries), the long-term stage (after several major purchases or 

large) and the final stage (in long established stable markets). Ford analyzes the process of 

establishment and development of supplier-customer relationships over time according to 

the variables of experience, uncertainty, distance (including aspects of social, geographical, 

cultural, technical and time distance), commitment and adaptation. This research has 

updated and enhanced these different stages and variables with reliable and adequate 

theories from the literature. 

 

1. The Pre-Relationship 

Stage 

2. The Early 

Stage 

3. The 

Development 

Stage 

4. The Long-Term 

Stage 
5. The Final Stage 

Evaluation of new potential 

supplier 

Negotiation of 

sample Delivery 

Contract signed or 

delivery build-up 

scale deliveries 

After several major 

purchases or large 

In long established stable 

markets 

Evaluation initiated by: 

- particular episode in 

existing relationship 

- general evaluation of 

existing supplier 

performance 

- other information sources 

-overall policy decision 

Experience 

- Low 

 

- Increased 

 

- High 

 

 

 

Extensive 

Institutionalization 

Uncertainty 

- High 

 

- Reduced 

 

- Minimum 

development of 

institutionalization 

Distance 

- High 

 

- Reduced 

 

- Minimum 

 

Evaluation conditioned by: 

- experienced with previous 

supplier 

- uncertainty about 

potential relationship 

- "Distance" from potential 

supplier 

Commitment 

Actual - Low 

Perceived - Low 

 

Actual - Increased 

Perceived - 

Demonstrated by 

Informal 

Adaptations 

 

Actual - Maximum 

Perceived -Reduced 

 

 

 

 

Business based on Industry 

Codes of Practice 

 

Commitment 

- zero 

Adaptation 

High Investment 

of Management 

time. Few cost-

savings 

 

Increasing formal 

and informal 

adaptations. 

Cost savings 

increase 

 

Extensive 

adaptations. 

Cost savings 

reduced by 

institutionalization 

Figure 1: The Development of Buyer/Seller Relationships in Industrial Markets (Source: Ford, 1980) 
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Pre-relationship stage 

Ford (1980) notes that a company's evaluation of a potential new buyer/seller will take 

place without any commitment to that buyer/seller at this stage. He states that the 

evaluation will be conditioned by three factors: experience, uncertainty and distance. 

 

Early stage 

According to Ford (1980), this is the time when potential suppliers are in contact with 

purchasers to negotiate or develop a specification for a purchase. At this early stage in their 

relationship, both buyer and seller are likely to have little experience of each other. Ford 

states that there will be little opportunity to reduce the distance between the parties at this 

early stage in their dealings. Moreover, both companies will be aware of the risks involved 

and will have little or no evidence regarding how to judge their partner's commitment to 

the relationship. 

 

Development stage 

Ford (1980) considers that the development of a relationship is beyond the early stage in 

terms of the tasks of building experience, increasing commitment and the associated 

reductio  i  u certai t  a d di ta ce. “The development stage of a relationship occurs as 

deliveries of continuously purchased products increase. Alternatively, it is the time after 

contract signing for major capital purchases” (Ford, 1980). Ford stresses that the 

development stage is marked by increasing experience between the companies and their 

operations. Additionally, the individuals involved will have acquired some knowledge of 

each other's norms and values. 

 

Long-term stage 

Ford (1980) pointed out that the uncertainties, which exist for both parties in the 

relationship are reduced by experience. Uncertainty about the process of dealing with a 

particular partner is reduced to a minimum in the long-term stage. The distances are 

reduced by the social exchange, which takes place between the companies. As well as 

increasing their knowledge of each other, these personal relations establish trust between 

individuals. According to Ford, the long-term stage is characterized by the companies' 

mutual importance to each other. It is reached after large-scale deliveries of continuously 

purchased products have occurred. By the long-term stage, both seller and buyer 

companies' commitment to the relationship will have been demonstrated by the extensive 

formal and informal adaptations, which have occurred (Ford, 1980). 

 

The Final Stage 

Ford notes that the final stage is reached in stable markets over long periods of time. 

Furthermore, it is marked by an extension of the institutionalization process to a point 

where the conduct of business is based on industry codes of practice (Ford, 1980). 
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The extension of the Ford’s model 

 

In the first (pre-relationship) stage Ford only evaluates new potential supplier. The authors 

of this research argue that the customers should be included as well. Companies evaluate 

both their suppliers and customers when they are looking for a new business partner. 

Therefore, this research extended the model by adding the customers, in order to fulfill the 

purpose of the study. Furthermore, Ford focuses only on stages of the establishment and 

development of a relationship, before and during the relationship life. In other words, Ford 

does not take into the consideration the end of a relationship. This was later on recognized 

and suggested by his co-researcher Dwyer (1987), as the Dissolution stage (relationship 

ends as costs outweigh the benefits). Batonda and Perry (2003) as well mention possible the 

end of a relationship by two stages: termination (weighing cost and benefits; possible 

dissolution) and dormant (inactive state due to project completion or failure). 

 

This research aims to identify and evaluate variables (critical factors) which influence the 

establishment and development of relationships between companies. Thus the start and 

development of supplier-customer relationships can be seen as an evolutionary process in 

terms of: the increasing experience of both partners; the reduction in their uncertainty and 

all kinds of distance in the relationship; the growth of both actual and perceived 

commitment; the formal and informal adaptations, and investments and savings involved in 

both  ide ’ orga izatio   (Ford, 1980, cited i  Tur bull, Ford a d Cu  i gham, 1996). Ma   

scholars have researched different variables for the establishment and development of 

relationships. For instance, Leonidou et al. (2006) identified ten major constructs that play a 

critical role in business relationships, namely distance, trust, understanding, dependence, 

commitment, communication, conflict, adaptation, cooperation and satisfaction. 

 

Ford (1980) stresses that the distance, which is perceived to exist between buyer and seller, 

has several aspects:  

- Social distance, being the extent to which both the individuals and organizations in a 

relationship are unfamiliar with each others' ways of working;  

- Cultural distance, being the degree to which the norms, values or working methods 

between two companies differ because of their separate national characteristics;  

- Technological distance, being the differences between the two companies' product and 

process technologies;  

- Time distance, being the time which must elapse between establishing contact or 

placing an order, and the actual transfer of the product or service involved;  

- Geographical distance, being the physical distance between the two companies' 

locations. 

 

Moreover, technological distance is likely to be great in evaluations for the purchase of 

innovative products. Social distance will be considerable in all new relationships as 
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companies have a little knowledge of each other. This is combined with large cultural and 

geographical distance when the companies are dealing across national boundaries 

(Johansson and Wiederheim-Paul, 1975; Håkansson and Wootz, 1975, cited in Ford, 1980). 

 

A vast amount of authors have defined the distance (Hallén and Wiedersheim-Paul, 1979; 

Ford, 1980; Hallén & Sandström, 1991, cited in Leonidou et al., 2006) as the degree of 

unfamiliarity of one party with regard to social (e.g. managers, employees), cultural (e.g. 

norms, values, and attitudes), structural (e.g. organizational structure, products, and 

technologies) and procedural (e.g. working methods and processes) aspects of the working 

relationship with another. 

 

Cultural familiarity of exchange partners leads to a shared and caring understanding of each 

other’   ituatio   a d thu  re ult  i  a better relatio  hip (Joh  o  et al., 1996). Part er ’ 

awareness of cultural differences between themselves and exchange partners underpins 

cultural sensitivity (Lee et al., 2007). Cultural sensitivity therefore goes beyond the 

awareness of differences and involves effectively managing these differences (Altinay and 

Brookes, 2012). 

 

Ford (1980) notes that the establishment and development of relationships can be seen as 

an evolutionary process in the terms of growth of both actual and perceived commitment. 

Many authors defined commitment (Dwyer et al., 1987; Anderson and Weitz, 1992; Morgan 

and Hunt, 1994, cited in Leonidou et al., 2006) as the willingness by one party in a working 

relationship to put much effort and accept short-term sacrifices. Moreover, costs or 

restrictions required by the relationship in order to obtain common results with the other 

party and realize long-term benefits.  

 

Within the relationship development, Ford (1980) stresses formal and informal adaptations, 

as well as the investments and savings involved between both parties. The adaptation part 

wa   ot clearl  de cribed i  the article from 1980 where Ford’  model wa   ugge ted. 

Adaptations are not analyzed separately, like all other four variables that Ford interpreted. 

Instead, Ford analyzes adaptations within the context of commitment (the fourth variable in 

hi  model). Therefore, the adaptio  part from Ford’  model i  thi  re earch will be 

enhanced and updated with the other theoretical concepts. Many scholars defined 

adaptation (Hallén et al., 1991; Metcalf et al., 1992; Han et al., 1993, cited in Leonidou et 

al., 2006) as an extent in the working relationship where one side makes substantial 

investments in the form of adjusting strategies, structures, processes and procedures. That 

is required in order to fit the needs, capabilities and the objectives of the other party. 

 

Mutual adaptations, up to some extent, are generally a prerequisite of the development 

and continued existence of a relationship between two companies (Hallen, Johanson and 

Seyed Mohamed, 1989 cited in Håkansson and Snehota, 1995). According to Håkansson and 
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Snehota (1995, p. 9) the adaptations on either side are numerous and frequent. 

Furthermore, they derive from the need to coordinate activities of the individuals and 

companies involved. Two companies in a relationship tend to modify and adapt, more or 

less continuously. Technical adaptations in product features or in the production process 

are typical of intercompany relationships. Moreover, adaptations in administrative and 

logistic activities are equally common. The mutual adaptations, which bind the companies 

together, often generate and reflect mutual commitment that at the same time constrains 

and empowers the companies. 

 

2.3 Transactional and Relationship Marketing  

 

There are many authors who are defining the concepts of marketing in different ways. 

Those concepts evolved over time. Historically, traditional aspect of marketing emphasized 

the economic transactions, where the focus was on maximizing the sales efficiency. This 

traditional way of marketing is defined in theory as the transactional marketing (Webster, 

1978; Berry, 1983; Grönroos, 1991). During the time, businesses started to set up long-term 

goals and pay more attention towards the retention of customers. Within the contemporary 

business literature, developing long-term relationships with the customers resulted in 

creating a new theoretical concept, better known as relationship marketing (Håkansson, 

1982; Grönroos, 1994; Coviello et al., 1997).  

 

While conducting a literature review, besides the transactional and relationship marketing, 

an emergent marketing concept was noticed - transcendental marketing. Nordin (2009) 

describes transcendental marketing as a fundamentally different than the prevailing 

marketing approaches. According to the research by Nordin, transcendental marketing 

combines both approaches from the transactional and relationship marketing. In the 

Appendix 2, the comparison between these aspects can be found.  

 

2.3.1 Transactional Marketing 

 

Transactional marketing, according to Grönroos (1991), is a marketing approach where the 

marketing mix is a key ingredient. He states that the marketer makes decisions about the 

marketing mix variables and creates exchanges. Focus is on the single transactions with 

customers who normally form an anonymous mass. Grönroos claims that the strategy is to 

focus on making one transaction or exchange at a time and not building long-term 

relationships.  

 

Grönroos (1994) notes that the companies who are pursuing a transactional marketing 

strategy will probably benefit from a traditional marketing mix approach - 4Ps Model 

(Product, Price, Place and Promotion). The article discusses that in transactional marketing, 
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which is often called as traditional marketing, the main focus is on the core product and the 

price sensitivity of customers is high. 

 

Standard marketing mix was introduced by Borden (1964), and throughout the literature 

another model has emerged where Booms and Bitner (1981) incorporated People, Physical 

evidence and Process into the existing 4Ps model and created a new - 7Ps Model. In the 

literature about the transactional marketing, none of the authors are mentioning this 7Ps 

model developed by Booms and Bitner. 
 

In line with Grönroos, Coviello et al. (1997) state that transaction marketing tends to focus 

on the exchange process between groups of customers in the market and the organization 

supplying products and services. They define and draw their model of four types of 

marketing, both for transactional and relationship marketing. Their latest model can be 

found in the Appendix 1 and relationship marketing is described in the next subchapter.  

 

Transactional marketing, according to Coviello et al. (1997), is based on a single transaction 

that can continue over time, while bei g treated i  i olatio  at arm’  le gth a d largel  i  

the context of a formal process. Along with Grönroos, Coviello et al. discuss that this type of 

marketing has generally a short-term orientation. However, Coviello et al. (2002), later on 

argue that transactional relationships, besides being more impersonal, can repeat over 

time. 

 

Grönroos’ theor  was extended by Coviello et al. (2000) and they are adding that buyers in 

the market are more passive in the communication. Later on, Coviello et al. (2000) 

developed a model for transactional marketing which shows that the seller manages the 

exchange and communication with buyers. From a managerial level, managers are focusing 

on marketing a product/brand to an identified group of customers. That model is classified 

in two dimensions: managerial dimension and relational exchange dimension.  

 

Furthermore, Coviello et al. (1997, 2000, 2001, 2002) are sometimes using the term 

traditional marketing instead of transactional marketing, the same as Grönroos. The model 

developed by Coviello et al., both for transactional and relationship marketing has evolved 

over time and can be classified by two types of marketing dimensions. From one side there 

is the type of marketing classified by managerial dimension where the indicators are based 

on the managerial intent, focus, investment and level. On the other hand, there is the type 

of marketing classified by relational exchange dimensions and other indicators such as: 

purpose, focus, communication patterns, type of contract, duration and formality. As 

mentioned, the latest model by Coviello et al. (2002) can be found in the Appendix 1, it is 

built upon their previous works and extended with views from many other authors. 
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Within the literature, it is clear that the theoretical concepts related with transactional 

marketing have not changed much throughout the years. When talking about transactional 

marketing, the research showed that many authors are also using the term traditional 

marketing. Moreover, building upon the academic field of literature, the transactional 

marketing is oriented towards the economic transactions, rather than creating long-term 

relationships between the companies.  

 

2.3.2 Relationship Marketing 

 

In the marketing literature, relationship marketing occurred as a new concept during the 

1980s (Grönroos, 1991). Furthermore, Grönroos mentions that it was Berry (1983) who 

introduced the relationship marketing term in order to describe service firm activities. Later 

on, Grönroos (2000, p. 23) note  that the relatio  hip per pective i  “probabl  a  old a  the 

hi tor  of trade a d commerce”.  

 

In relationship marketing, where the objective is to develop and enhance long-term 

relationships, Grönroos (1991) states that the time perspective is much longer. The plan is 

oriented towards the long-term perspective and results, as well as that single exchanges can 

be negative sometimes. This shows that, in order to have and build a relationship, there has 

to be some investments that cannot be profitable immediately. 

 

In the long-term, buyer-seller relationships, prices are not determined solely by markets 

(Webster, 1992). Instead, they are being based more on mutual dependence. Connected 

with this statement, Grönroos (1994) states that before the marketing mix was dominant 

along with its 4Ps Model, but that the marketers have realized the long-term mutual 

benefits of relationship marketing. Grönroos pointed out that long-term relationships, 

where parties over time learn how to best interact with each other, lead to decreasing 

relationship costs for the customer as well as for the supplier or service provider. 

 

Grönroos (1991) uses the same indicators as for the transaction marketing, such as time 

perspective, price elasticity, customer information system, satisfaction, etc. Though, for 

relationship marketing, unlike for the transactional marketing, these indicators are 

different. According to Grönroos, relationship marketing is long-term focused and 

customers tend to be less sensitive to price. The interest is in multiple sales, enduring 

relationships as well as high level of ongoing commitment to customers and customer 

loyalty.  

 

Coviello et al. (1997) mention that many respected journals and researchers expressed 

special interests to relationship marketing. Then again, it is stated that the precise meaning 

of this concept is not always clear in the literature. Coviello et al. also quoted Kotler (1992) 
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and defined that relationship marketing may incorporate database management, loyalty 

programs, personal/social relationships, strategic alliances, etc. 

 

There are many connections between Coviello et al. (1997) and the research done by 

Grönroos. Same indicators are used, as mentioned in the subchapter with transactional 

marketing, where the research is focused on two themes related with the relational 

exchange and managerial issues. Unlike other authors, Coviello et al. are taking a more 

extensive way to define four types of marketing within the transactional and relationship 

marketing. 

 

Those are:  

 

Transactional Marketing  Transaction Marketing 

Relationship Marketing 

 Database Marketing 

 Interaction Marketing 

 Network Marketing 

Figure 2: Four types of Marketing (Source: Coviello et al., 1997) 

 

As shown, Database, Interaction and Network Marketing belong under Relationship 

Marketing, while the Transactional Marketing remains independent. Many other 

re earcher  (O’Malle  a d T  a , 2000; Reid, 2008) also adopted this model.  

 

Within these four types of marketing, Coviello et al. (1997) state that database marketing 

uses technology-based tools to target and retain customers and it represents a closer form 

of transactional marketing. Sometimes, because of their similarity, some authors are even 

putting the database marketing in the same basket as transactional marketing (Lindgreen, 

2001). It is logical that this occurs as database marketing involves both economic and 

information exchange (Coviello and Brodie, 2001).  

 

Interaction marketing is pointed towards developing interpersonal relationships for mutual 

benefits of buyers and sellers and creating cooperative interaction between them. The last 

aspect of their classification, network marketing, is based on developing relationships 

between multiple companies to allow coordination of activities among many parties for 

mutual benefits, resource exchanges, etc. (Coviello et al., 2002). 

 

Coviello et al. (2002) present these classifications as a more pluralistic conceptualization of 

marketing. Built on their previous concepts (1997, 2000, 2001), both for transactional and 

relationship marketing aspects, they have put together in one model the relational 

exchange dimension and managerial dimension (see Appendix 1).  
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2.3.3 Transactional vs. Relationship Marketing 

 

In more recent literature, there are some authors who are defining and showing the 

differences between transactional and relationship marketing.  Building upon Coviello et al. 

(2002), as shown within Figure 3 below, El-Ansary (2005) gives examples of the main 

differences between transactional and relationship marketing. The differences are 

explained through the dimensions of customer emphasis, time orientation, sales goals, 

commitment, trust level, etc. In Appendix 2, transcendental marketing is added and 

compared between with transactional and relationship marketing. 

 

Transactional Marketing VS Relationship Marketing 

Short-term orientation 

 

Long-term orientation 

Getting new customers Keeping customers and getting new ones 

Limited customer commitment High level of customer commitment 

Success means making a sale Success means customers loyalty 

Service features orientation Customer benefits orientation 

Unfamiliarity Trust 

Production-oriented business model Relationship business model 

Communicate to persuade Communicate to make sense and meaning 

More price sensitive and exclusive 
 

Less price sensitivity 

Managerial focus on product or brand 
 

Managerial focus on relationships 

Figure 3: Differences between Transactional and Relationship Marketing (Source: own model based 
on Coviello et al., 2002; El-Ansary, 2005) 

 

2.4 Distribution Network  

 

Due to the nature of this research and since the distribution network is placed within the 

strategic and managerial orientation, this subchapter will give a brief overview of 

distribution patterns and theories.  

 

Distribution is a process both within and outside of the company that makes the products 

and services available to the customer (Cox et al., 1995). A more updated definition is given 

by Ho et al. (2010) where they describe distribution as the steps taken to hold and deliver 

products from a number of points of supply to a number of points of consumption, 

including suppliers, manufacturers, warehouses, distribution centers and customers.  

 

In distribution networks the flow of goods between suppliers and customers often pass 

through several stages (Mourits and Evers, 1996). Hollensen (2008) gives an overview of the 

conventional distribution network where the product moves from the manufacturer 
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(producer), to the wholesaler, to the retailer and finally, to the consumer. Ghauri and 

Cateora (2010, p. 396) define distribution network as a way of how the product travels from 

the producer to the consumer. Along with the distribution in the literature another 

terminology can be seen, such as supply chain. Supply chain is described as a network of 

companies, from suppliers to end-consumers, which has the intention of integrating 

supply/demand via coordinated company efforts (Gundlach et al., 2006). Supply chain is 

defined as a set of three or more entities (organizations or individuals) involved in the 

upstream and downstream flows of products, services, finances and/or information from a 

source to a customer (Mentzer et al., 2001).  

 

Very often, between producers and customers, the distributor is involved as a third party. 

According to Manoj et al. (2008), the distributor bundles the products at the warehouse 

based on the demand required by the retailers. Then the distributor delivers the bundled 

products to the retailers within a pre-specified planning horizon. In the distribution network 

within industrialized countries, there is a big density of middleman, retailers and 

wholesalers. Middleman acts as the businessman, they are involved in exchange of goods, 

other than the producer and consumer (Ghauri and Cateora, 2010, p. 397). According to 

them, the Internet is a very important distribution channel for companies and a source of 

products for business and consumers. Within the Internet recently there was an expansion 

of other types of retailing and B2B services into e-commerce, which is defined as a way of 

buying and selling products/services through the Internet (Ghauri and Cateora, 2010, p. 

402). 

 

2.5 Conceptual Framework 

 

According to Fisher (2010, p. 142), the purpose of a conceptual framework is to show the 

main theoretical concepts and explain how they relate to each other. With the help of the 

literature, the following model was created, which is linked to the research questions and 

concentrates on the topics that were mainly focused on in this project. This conceptual 

framework is designed to guide the readers through the theories and to serve as the 

connection with the empirical findings and analysis of this study. It illustrates the important 

factors within B2B relationships, transactional and relationship marketing, as well as the 

distribution network. 

 

The conceptual framework used for the purpose of this research starts with the main topic, 

which is then divided into two different segments. Two different segments, establishment 

and development of B2B relationship, as well as the transactional and relationship 

marketing, originate from the research questions and their main factors are fragmented 

within them. The distribution network, as the part of the strategic question, presents the 

final stage of the approach to this study that is built upon the two main research areas.  
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Figure 4: Conceptual Framework
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When it comes to the e tabli hme t a d developme t of B2B relatio  hip , Ford’  

theoretical framework (Figure 1) has been used as the basis for the analysis of business 

relationship development. Ford (1980) suggests that relationships follow a five-stage 

evolution process (pre-relationship, early, development, long term and final stage). Ford as 

well analyzes the process of establishment and development of supplier-customer 

relationships over time according to the variables of experience, uncertainty, distance, 

commitment and adaptation.  

 

This research aims to identify and evaluate different stages and variables (critical factors) 

that influence the establishment and development of business-to-business relationships. 

Therefore, the research updated and enhanced these different stages and variables with 

reliable and adequate theories from the literature (Hallén and Wiedersheim-Paul, 1979; 

Dwyer et al., 1987; Hallén and Sandström, 1991; Hallén et al., 1991; Anderson and Weitz, 

1992; Metcalf et al., 1992; Han et al., 1993; Morgan and Hunt, 1994).  

 

Ford’  model i  exte ded b  o e more  tage, recog ized a d  ugge ted b  hi  co-researcher 

Dwyer (1987), as the Dissolution stage (relationship ends as costs outweigh the benefits). 

Batonda and Perry (2003) as well mentioned the end of a relationship. Hereinafter, it is 

important to emphasize that this research implied that some of the relationships come to 

an end. That is the reason why dissolution stage is marked with dotted lines and can result 

from any of the mentioned stages. Furthermore, in the first (pre-relationship) stage Ford 

only evaluates new potential supplier. In order to fulfill the purpose of the study, this 

research included the customer as well. 

 

Besides the first part of the model, the other part for the transactional and relationship 

marketing comes from Coviello et al. (2002) and El-Ansary (2005) which is presented within 

Figure 3. Transactional and relationship marketing are distinguished by Coviello et al. 

(2002), where database, interaction and network marketing belong to the group of 

relationship marketing. The main differences between transactional and relationship 

marketing are listed within the Figure 3, (time orientation, sales goals, commitment, trust 

level, and others) and they were used as the guidelines while the primary research was 

conducted. 

 

The distribution model describes the process how the product moves from the producer to 

the customers. Going from the top, when a manufacturer produces the product, it can go 

both to the middleman or/and distributor. It continues from there to the customers, who 

can be either retailers, wholesalers, or use the e-commerce/internet as the way of sales. 

Since the focus of this research is oriented towards B2B relationships, the end consumers 

are not included.   
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3. METHODOLOGY 

 

The methodology chapter is divided in five different parts, which discuss the different research 

methods and approaches used to conduct the research. It starts with an overview of the chosen 

topic, followed by research strategy and design, methods used for data collection and analysis, as 

well as research considerations. 

 

3.1 Selection of Topic and Case Study 

 

Fisher (2007, pp. 31-33) points out a number of factors that need to be taken into account 

when choosing the subject of thesis project. These numerous factors are: interest and 

relevance, durability, breadth of research questions, topic adequacy, access, micro-politics, 

risk and security, and resources. The main reason for choosing the study areas was the 

shared interests and backgrounds from both researchers for topics of business-to-business 

relationships, marketing and distribution. The subject introduced was selected based on the 

relevance to the specific areas, research durability and the interest expressed by AreBe 

Group. In addition, the topic and the breadth of this research appeared to be adequate 

regarding the limited timeframe. Potential risks and limitations were taken into 

consideration, and finally, resources and the availability of literature was enough for the 

qualitative critical literature review. 

 

The authors of this study are interested in specific phenomenon of relationship 

development between companies, transactional and relationship marketing, and channels 

of distribution. This thesis is based on a case study of the Swedish company AreBe Group. In 

accordance to be able to fulfill the purpose of the study, an extensive research of this 

specific business network was conducted. The main focus of the investigation is AreBe 

Group it elf, a  well a  the compa  ’   upplier  a d cu tomer . The i  trume talizatio  of 

the case study is used for more general understandings of research phenomenon and the 

research questions originate from that interest. This decision was made in order to be able 

to answer the research and strategic questions. Furthermore, it was also suitable, as the 

subject required an in-depth research with a specific purpose that was based on 

comprehensive information from the collection of data as suggested by Saunders et al. 

(2007). 

 

Both researchers of this thesis shared a strong preference for writing the study in 

cooperation with a relatively small/medium enterprise (SME). The mutual aim was to work 

at a high academic and professional level, gain more practical experience and skills, and 

therefore, deliver a meaningful research paper for academia. The CEO of AreBe Group also 

expressed his interest in this research. The authors of this thesis gained a better and deeper 

u der ta di g of the compa  ’  challe ge  withi  the early stage of business development. 
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This research study consists of an academic assignment that aims to contribute and 

enhance the academic and practical knowledge. Initially, the study strives to give 

comprehensive recommendations to AreBe Group, so the company can improve the 

position in the Swedish market and strengthen its business relationships, marketing and 

di tributio . The author ’ choice a d i tere t wa  to choo e o e compa   i  order to go i  

depth within the company and its problems. Focus was on selecting one specific company 

and its business related questions. This business research is designed to facilitate the 

managerial decision making and problem-solving process for selected aspects of the 

business: B2B relationships, marketing and distribution. 

 

3.2 Research Strategy 

 

Bryman and Bell (2011, p. 26) note that it is helpful to distinguish quantitative and 

qualitative research. They state that quantitative research can be constructed as a research 

strategy and emphasizes quantification in the collection and analysis of data. On the other 

hand, qualitative research is defined as a research strategy that emphasizes words rather 

than quantification in the collection and analysis of the data (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 27). 

Due to the nature of this research project, qualitative research strategy was used. 

Quantitative research could not be selected for the purpose of this research, as the 

research questions of this study cannot be answered by statistical and measurable facts. 

 

Qualitative Research  

 

According to Daymon and Holloway (2010, p. 7), qualitative researchers seek to uncover the 

views and meanings held by research participants and to understand the world in their 

terms. Bryman and Bell (2011, p. 410) point the common differences between quantitative 

and qualitative research, which were the case when this study was conducted. According to 

them, qualitative research uses words rather than numbers, and the researchers are close 

and involved with their subjects so they can understand the world through their eyes. By 

doing this research, these clear differences between quantitative and qualitative research 

strategies were noticed. Fisher (2010, p. 415) also notes that qualitative research data is 

made up of words rather than numbers and can be generated from a variety of different 

research methods, including: case studies, ethnographies, participant observation, 

interviews (semi-structured, open), questionnaires (structured or semi-structured), focus 

groups, life/career histories, discourse analysis and organizational stories. These are the 

differences that were noticed while performing this research study.   

 

Research material can be collected in different media, including audio and video clips, and 

the result is usually massive amounts of data, which requires careful recording and 

organization. As this research project is a case study, conducted through a variety of 
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research methods consisting of interviews, questionnaires and organizational stories, it 

co firm  Fi her’  theor  about the qualitative re earch.  

 

Bryman and Bell (2010, p. 408) analyze some of the most common critiques about the 

qualitative research. Those critiques state that qualitative research is too subjective, 

difficult to replicate and that they have problems of generalization and lack of transparency. 

This research is taking into the account these critiques and it is as much transparent as it 

can be, so that future researchers can replicate the method of how this study has been 

carried out. The transparency of this thesis will be discussed within the sub-chapter 3.5.2. 
 

3.2.1 Research Process 

 

Having in mind that the research process consists of several milestones, both deductive and 

inductive approaches are used. Fisher (2010, p. 109) states that within deduction a 

conclusion is drawn which necessarily follows the logic from the premises that are stated, 

while defining that within induction a conclusion is drawn from past experiences or 

experimentation. Besides Fisher, Zikmund et al. (2009) defined grounded theory as 

inductive qualitative investigation in which researchers continually pose questions about a 

re po de t’  di cour e i  a  effort to derive a deep expla atio  of their behavior. 

Mintzberg (1979) recommends an inductive approach to the managerial and organizational 

research areas (cited in Fisher, 2010, p. 296). This approach is used to define the strategic 

question, as it is more from managerial perspective. The same, inductive approach is used 

to redefine the conceptual framework and to build the Dissolution part upon the B2B 

Relationships. The dissolution part was added after the interviews have been conducted and 

agreed with the interviewee that relationships can terminate at any stage of relationships.  

 

The research process of this study consisted of several phases. It started with the selection 

of topic and formulating the research questions. After that, the next phase was to contact 

the company, schedule an interview and to find the relevant theoretical concepts which are 

necessary to gain in-depth knowledge about this particular field of study. To get an in-depth 

understanding of how the company is working, while conducting the literature review, two 

interviews were held with the Founder and Chief Executive Officer of AreBe Group. 

 

Through the interviews, the authors of this research became familiar with the compa  ’  

current operations and challenges. That is how the strategic question was developed with 

the aim to give recommendations to the company so it can overcome its issues. The 

empirical data was analyzed after the interviews were finished. More about data analysis 

can be found within the chapter 3.5.1. The empirical data was brought back to the theory in 

order to classify the findings and develop the conclusions and recommendations for the 

purpose of research and the chosen company. 
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3.3 Research Design  

 

A research design, according to Bryman and Bell (2011, p. 40), provides a framework for the 

collection and analysis of data, while relating to the criteria that are employed when 

evaluating business research. In applied business research, Zikmund et al. (2009, p. 63) note 

that the objectives cannot really be determined until there is a clear understanding of the 

managerial decision to be made. That is why there are different types of objectives that 

lead to different type of research designs.  

 

The objective of this study is to identify and provide examples of real life business situations 

and its issues, while comparing them with the theory and gaining knowledge through an in-

depth research. That is why this research project is a case study. 

 

Case Study 

 

Zikmund et al. (2009, p. 140) as well as Bryman and Bell (2010, p. 59) note that case study 

describes the events of a specific company as it faces an important decision or situation. 

They define case study as a documented history of a particular person, group, organization 

or an event.  

 

Qualitative case studies can provide a broader and deeper understanding of processes 

which may give an opportunity to work out the ways in which one variable is causally linked 

to others. “The disadvantage of a case-based approach is that there is often too small a 

sample of cases to claim that the links of cause and effect identified apply generally” 

(Fisher, 2010, p. 51). 

 

Yin (2009, p. 9) differentiates three purposes where case studies can be used. Those are 

descriptive, explanatory and exploratory case studies. Yin states that a descriptive case 

 tudie  i te d to full  de cribe the phe ome o  b  a  weri g “who”, “what”, “where” a d 

“how” que tio  . Explanatory case studies intend to carry out research and explain in-depth 

the characteri tic  of phe ome o  b  a  weri g “how” a d “wh ” que tio  . La tl , 

exploratory case studies intend to explore new fields of research and explain focused 

phe ome o  where the re earcher’  goal i  to develop pertinent hypothesis and 

propositions for further studies.  

 

Following Yi ’  theor , thi  re earch combi e  both de criptive a d expla ator  ver io  of 

ca e  tud . It aim  to a  wer “who”, “what”, “where”, “wh ” a d “how” que tio   a d 

focuses on the present events and issues. All these questions are connected with the topic, 

research and strategic questions of the interviewed and investigated company. The 

research is focused on one company – AreBe Group, which is a re-seller of SANTO-Li water 

on the Swedish market. That is how it operationalizes descriptive and explanatory versions.  
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This case study has a potential to be studied through a longitudinal research, as it can be 

overviewed over longer period of time. Bryman and Bell (2010, p. 63) point out that the 

researcher may be able to inject an additional longitudinal element by analyzing archival 

information and by retrospective interviewing. Furthermore, they state that longitudinal 

element occurs when a case that has been studied is returned to a later stage. In this case, 

it is obvious as AreBe Group may establish new, strengthen or cancel its existing business 

relationships so it can be studied for a longer period of time. 

 

3.4 Data Collection  

 

According to Zikmund et al. (2009, p. 136) and as already mentioned in the previous sub-

chapter, qualitative data is not characterized by numbers instead it focuses on the textual, 

visual or oral data. It focuses on stories, meaningful characterizations, interpretations and 

other expressive descriptions. 

 

In order to fulfill the purpose of this research study, the data, which was collected, consists 

of several primary and secondary sources. Within the primary data three interviews were 

conducted, as well as thirteen questionnaires were sent to relevant parties, where three 

responses were received (see Appendix 3). Among the secondary data such as Internet 

websites, scientific and peer-reviewed articles were used in order to broaden the 

understanding of the research subject. 
 

 
Figure 5: Data Collection 

 

Research Data 

Questionnaires 

Interviews 

Literature 
Review 
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As shown in the Figure 5, the authors of this research were able to choose and use a variety 

of research methods, from the relevant theoretical concepts, to interviews and 

questionnaires. 

 

3.4.1 Primary Data 

 

Yin (2009, p. 86) points out that case study data collection frequently results in the 

accumulation of numerous documents at the field site. Yin also mentions that collecting 

data leads to the need of having explicit and well-planned field procedures encompassing 

guideli e  for “copi g” behavior . The empirical data collected for the purpo e of thi  

research consisted of three in-depth interviews and three questionnaires. 

 

Interviews 

 

According to Bryman and Bell (2010, p. 465), interviews are probably the most widely used 

method in qualitative research. They state that it is the flexibility of the interview that 

makes it so attractive. Fisher (2010, p. 174) notes that interviews can be conducted in an 

open and structured manner. The idea of an open interview is straightforward, according to 

Fisher, where the interviewer engages in informal conversation with the respondent. The 

researcher controls pre-coded interviews. In these interviews the interviewer generally has 

a prepared script and asks questions in a logical sequence. Semi-structured interviews are 

combination of the first two types of interviews. The interviewer has a schedule as the 

reminder for the main issues and topics.  

 

In an open interview, generally, the respondent (interviewee) leads the direction of the 

interview. On the other hand, for the pre-coded interviews, for most of the questions the 

respondent is given a set of options to choose and formulate the answers. Similar with the 

pre-coded interviews, for semi-structured interviews, the respondent can respond to the 

questions in the way that seems sensible to them (Fisher, 2010, p. 175).  

 

Besides the already mentioned types of interviews, Zikmund et al. (2009, p. 150) also give 

definition about open (depth) interviews. According to them, open (depth) interviews are 

one-on-one interviews conducted between a professional researcher and a research 

respondent about some relevant business topic. The interviewers encourage the 

respondent to talk freely without influencing the direction of conversation.  

 

This research project and the interviews conducted for its purpose, have elements of open 

interview, even though two interviewers were engaged in the entire process of 

interviewing. Besides the elements of open interview, semi-structured and pre-coded 

interviews were conducted which are described below.  
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Interview information 

Type of 

interview 

Interview 

date 

Interview 

time 

Interview 

Length 
Location Interviewee 

Number of 

interviewers 

Open  22/02/2013 14h – 15h 1h 
Mälardalen 

University 
CEO 2 

Semi-

structured 
19/04/2013 13h – 14:30h 1h 30min 

Company 

Headquarters 
CEO 2 

Pre-coded 03/05/2013 13h – 14:30h 1h 30min 
Company 

Headquarters 
CEO 2 

Figure 6: Information about the interviews 

 

As shown in the Figure 6 for the purpose of this research, three interviews were conducted. 

All interviews lasted one hour or more and the respondent was Mr. Pehr-Johan Fager who is 

the Founder and Chief Executive Officer of the investigated company – AreBe Group. This 

research stud  u e  Fi her’  t pe  of defi i g i terview . 

 

The first interview conducted with Mr. Pehr-Johan Fager was at the time when the authors 

of this research project met him at the Mälardalen University, where the company was 

seeking researchers to conduct the research study. The first interview lasted for one hour 

and it belongs under the definition of an open interview. The interviewers were introduced 

with the company and its business, while discussing the areas of interest for conducting this 

research. Even though it was unstructured interview, a lot of fruitful information was 

gathered. Both parties, researchers (interviewers) and the CEO (interviewee), expressed the 

interest to continue with further meetings and to discuss in details the areas of research.  

 

Almost two months after the first open interview, and after narrowing down the research 

questions, the researchers of this project contacted the founder of AreBe Group via email. A 

few hours after the email was sent, a positive reply was received from Mr. Fager and the 

second interview was scheduled. The  eco d i terview wa  held at the compa  ’  

headquarters, in a very suitable and calm setting, and it lasted for one hour and thirty 

minutes. This interview was semi-structured, as the researchers specified the areas of 

research and before the interview was conducted, the interviewee was informed about the 

topics that will be discussed. The same method was followed for the third interview. 

 

The second and third interviews were followed by preparation and creation of the interview 

guide and questions (see Appendix 7). The third interview was pre-coded and, as already 

mentioned before, the researchers control pre-coded interviews. The interview guide 

consisted of a few guidelines, which were designed to stimulate and engage the 

conversation, and to discuss the areas of research and strategic questions. With the 

permission of the CEO, the la t two i terview  that were held at the compa  ’  head office 

were recorded using the digital devices. Bryman and Bell (2010, p. 467) note that in 
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qualitative interviewing, the researcher wants rich and detailed answers. All of the 

interviews that were conducted for the purpose of this research resulted with detailed and 

rich answers. Later on, the recorded data was carefully extracted and comprehensively 

analyzed. 

 

Questionnaire  

 

Fisher (2010, p. 176) distinguishes two types of questionnaires, pre-coded and open 

questionnaires. The pre-coded questionnaires have multiple tick boxes for respondents to 

fill in, while open questionnaires have few open questions with lot of free space where 

respondents can make the responses in their own words. 

 

For the purpose of this research several questionnaires were sent to many companies who 

are conducting business with AreBe Group. The CEO of AreBe Group, Mr. Pehr-Johan Fager, 

distributed the relevant list of companies and contacts. The names of the companies and 

the industries they operate in are listed in the Appendix 3. Those questionnaires were sent 

in order to hear opinion of other parties and profoundly examine research and strategic 

questions.  

 

Primarily, one company can state that it has a good relationship with another company, 

while the other company can have a completely different statement. As the areas of 

research are business relationships, marketing and distribution, hearing one side of the 

story is not enough, although, the main focus is on AreBe Group. Therefore, comparing the 

answers from both parties give an in-depth understanding of the business relationship, 

instead of a one sided opinion from AreBe Group. Furthermore, the feedback from 

contacted companies was used to give detailed recommendations for the selected 

company. 
 

The questionnaire used for this research project combined both pre-coded and open types 

of questionnaires. It consisted of the set of eleven questions that were connected to the 

research and strategic questions. The aim of the questionnaire was to answer the specific 

details that were produced from the chosen theoretical concepts. The respondents were 

asked about the experience, uncertainty, distance and other critical factors from a B2B 

relationships part of the conceptual framework and the same logic was followed for the 

transactional and relationship marketing part. Questions were similar to the ones that were 

asked during the interviews and they were distributed to the relevant companies via email. 

Besides the English version, questionnaire in Swedish language was sent as well. Firstly, the 

English version of questionnaire was sent to all the companies and only two of them replied 

– Producer (LI+) and Distributor (StjärnDistribution). The questionnaire in Swedish language 

was sent ten days after sending the English version and only one company 

(Högskolerestauranger) replied on that one. The questions can be seen within the Appendix 

4, both English and Swedish versions.  
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3.4.2 Secondary Data 
 

Secondary data, according to Zikmund et al. (2009, p. 161) represents the data that has 

been previously collected for some purpose other than the one at hand. They mention that 

the advantage of secondary data is the availability. It is almost always faster and less 

expensive to obtain secondary than to acquire primary data. On the other hand, the 

disadvantage is that the secondary data was not designed specifically to meet the needs of 

researchers. Data gathered from secondary sources for the case of this research consisted 

from the compa ie ’ web ite  (AreBe Group, SANTO-Li and its business partners). To find 

out more about bottled water and water consumption in Sweden, few Internet sources 

were used which are listed within the list of references. 
 

3.4.3 Theory Collection 
 

In order to develop in-depth knowledge about the specific field of research interests, 

certain theoretical concepts had to be collected. The theories collected were used to 

develop a deeper understanding of the research areas. As the research areas consist of 

Business-to-Business (B2B) relationships, transactional, relationship marketing and 

distribution networks, such topics were used as the keywords. The conducted study 

compared many theories in these areas, which were selected after the extensive literature 

search. Considerable amount of academic, peer-reviewed articles, as well as several 

methodology books were included as a guide while performing this research.  

 

To search for the relevant scientific and peer reviewed articles, many academic databases 

and resources were used. Main keywords were utilized in order to search for the proper 

articles in various databases. As well, certain Boolean operators (AND, OR, NOT, AND NOT) 

a d tru catio    mbol  (“”, *, ?, +) were u eful to fi d the mo t releva t academic articles, 

books and e-books. Google search engine was used in order to discover how to use certain 

Boolean operators and truncation tools. All of them can be seen within the Figure 7.  

 

Databases Keywords 
Boolean operators & 

Truncation symbols 

ABI/INFORM Global Business-to-Business (B2B) AND 

Dawsonera Business Relationships OR 

Discovery Relationship Establishment NOT 

DiVA Relationship Development AND NOT 

EBSCO Transactional Marketing “ ” 

EconPapers Relationship Marketing * 

Emerald Transcendental Marketing ? 

ProQuest Distribution (Network) + 

Figure 7: List of databases, keywords, Boolean operators and Truncation symbols 
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3.5 Research Considerations  

 

This section gives the reader an overview of the data analysis, reliability, validity, limitations 

and ethics of this study. These mentioned research considerations are used to assess the 

quality of the research. 

 

3.5.1 Data Analysis  

 

A vast amount of researches, when it comes to qualitative data analysis of a case study, are 

u i g Yi ’  approach. Accordi g to Yi  (2009, p. 126) “data a al  i  co  i t  of exami i g, 

categorizing, tabulating, testing or recombining evidence to draw empirically based 

co clu io  ”. Yi   tre  e  the importa ce of the proce   of  electi g what data should be 

involved in the analysis and be very valuable when conducting analysis in a case study (Yin, 

2003). Furthermore, Yin (2009) notes that a general analytical strategy should be used for a 

case study. Related to this approach, the thesis used the general analytical strategy based 

on previous theories and researches. Throughout this research study, the analysis was done 

in accordance to the theories (conceptual framework) and the gathered empirical data. 

 

Davies (2007) mentions that appropriate data should be analyzed effectively in order to 

answer research questions. Several types of analysis were applied, since this research study 

obtained qualitative data. The material presented within this thesis was used and analyzed 

with the empirical data obtained from interviews and questionnaires. Both of the 

conducted interviews, as qualitative data, were reduced to keywords - codes, which were 

given a value in order to estimate particular relevance. Hence, data analysis was done by 

“codi g” (Fi her, 2007, pp. 181-182). In order to avoid any transcription errors, only the 

parts which could be directly interpreted as relevant were summarized in the empirical 

findings section, as suggested by Saunders et al. (2007). Summaries of the data concerning 

were sent to the respondent (CEO of AreBe Group) to make sure that the parts were not 

misunderstood. The secondary data was combined along with the information about the 

selected company. 

 

Miles and Huberman (1994) stress that there are three concurrent flows of activity (data 

reduction, data display, and conclusion drawing and verification) while analyzing qualitative 

data. This research used these three flows of activity. Data was simplified, coded, revised 

and organized in order to aid in drawing conclusions. This included the reduction of data, 

data display and interpretation, and conclusion development, as suggested by Miles and 

Huberman (1994). In accordance to these analytical approaches the researchers listened to 

interviews, read transcripts and the interview notes. The qualitative data was structured 

and done regarding the interview format. 

 



 

 
 

32 

3.5.2 Reliability and Validity  
 

According to Hammersley (1990), reliability is defined as the level of stability and 

consistency when the same or different researchers assign certain findings to the same 

categories and codes in a different study. In regards to the methods and case study, the 

objective of reliability points that if someone would follow the path of the first researcher 

would end up with the same findings (Zikmund, 2000; Yin, 2007). In other words, it is the 

ability of others to use the same method to arrive at the same results (McNeill and 

Chapman, 2005). This research aimed to keep biases and errors to a minimum level when 

the case study was conducted. It is hard to replicate a qualitative study and achieve high 

reliability due to its complexity (Saunders et al., 2007). In order to facilitate replication, 

several actions have been taken in the research process. To keep the reliability high, this 

study has carefully described and documented the research process, as proposed by Yin 

(2003). To make sure that biases were minimized and avoided, especially from the 

interpretation of the answers, the empirical findings were sent to the respondent (the CEO 

of AreBe Group) for verification and to give valuable contributions to the company. The 

answers from AreBe Group were also compared with its supplier and customers to ensure 

that the study accomplishes relevant results. Therefore, comparing the answers from both 

parties would give an in-depth understanding of the business relationship, instead of a one-

sided opinion from AreBe Group. Findings were clearly linked to the primary, secondary and 

literature sources. As the analysis was subjective to some extent, its reliability might be 

questioned. Throughout the thesis project, to ensure good consistency, subjective 

judgments were posed as a threat to reliability and this risk has been noted. However, this 

study strived to clearly describe the analytical procedures. Finally, having logical and clear 

connections between the different chapters in this research study also result in keeping the 

reliability high.   

 

Bryman and Bell (2011, p. 42) emphasize validity as the most important criterion of a 

research. There are four different types of validity that are distinguished within the 

literature: measurement (construct), internal, external (population) and ecological validity 

(Fisher, 2007, pp. 295-298; Bryman and Bell, 2011, pp. 42-43). Measurement validity is 

more used for quantitative research. LeCompte and Goetz (1982) argue that, unlike internal 

validity, external validity represents a problem for qualitative researchers because of their 

tendency to employ case studies. Winter (1989) proposes a number of principles that can 

be applied for improving the validity of research findings: reflexive and dialectic critique, 

collaborative re ource , ri k to o e’  ow  value , plural  tructure and lastly, theory, practice 

and transformation. This research relies on the theoretical concepts which make it possible 

to argue for high validity. Furthermore, in order to avoid errors in the interpretation of the 

data, the relevant parts of interviews were transcribed and sent back to the respondent to 

assure accurate summarization. The problem of generalization needs to be mentioned. 
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However, the aim of this study was not to make generalizations outside the case involved in 

the research.  

 

Bryman and Bell (2011, pp. 408-409) point out several common critiques of qualitative 

research: that is too subjective, difficult to replicate, problems of generalization and lack of 

transparency. This study takes into consideration these common critiques and strives to 

make them less remarkable. Furthermore, this research aims to meet the entire mentioned 

criteria for reliability and validity throughout the study. 

 

3.5.3 Limitations  

 

Despite the careful construction of this research study, some limitations were identified. 

Firstly, AreBe Group is an importer and re-seller of SANTO-Li natural mineral water in the 

Swedish market since 2012. The company in such a short time could not establish and 

develop many strong business relationships, especially, on the side of customers. If the 

company already had more customers, this research would have benefited more and have 

had higher  ig ifica ce. Seco dl , the compa  ’   upplier  a d cu tomer  might have 

potentially hesitated to respond and participate in this research, due to the fact that they 

did not want to disturb and alter the ongoing business relationship with AreBe Group. 

Thirdly, due to the insufficient timeframe, this case study was limited to the provided data. 

The investigated company provided all the necessary information required to perform this 

research. On the other side, from the perspective of other companies, there were many 

challenges in approaching the numerous partners of AreBe Group where the additional aim 

was to gather the data from both sides and to conduct a comparable analysis. Finally, the 

po  ible la guage barrier  were take  i to co  ideratio  a  both re earcher ’ k owledge of 

Swedish language is on a basic level. Especially when bearing in mind that all the 

companies, except for the producer of SANTO-Li water, are from Sweden. This could have 

an implication in collecting primary and secondary data. These limitations were not 

applicable in three personal interviews with the CEO of AreBe Group. 
 

3.5.4 Ethics in Business Research 
 

When conducting a business research, the authors should take into account certain ethical 

aspects, such as confidentiality, openness, objectivity, integrity and plagiarism (Fisher, 2007; 

Zikmund et al., 2009; Bryman and Bell, 2011; Cottrell and McKenzie, 2011). Both authors 

tended to deliver this research study according to ethical manners, principles and 

considerations that have been taken fully into account. Furthermore, this thesis project 

ensured the ethical correctness in several ways and strived to avoid a conflict of interest in 

performing the study. The thesis followed the rules and regulations of Mälardalen 

University. 
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This research considers various ethical issues concerning fair business dealings, proper 

research techniques and appropriate use of research results as suggested by Zikmund et al. 

(2009). Throughout the research, the information provided by the respondent was 

documented in transcripts where references and direct quotations were clearly noted, as 

proposed by Cottrell and McKenzie (2011). The chosen theoretical concepts, primary and 

secondary data were combined in order to contribute to the study and were noted 

according to the APA (American Psychological Association) referencing system. According to 

Fisher (2007, p. 69), confidentiality means not revealing the sources. Hence, the use of the 

responses and the confidentiality were clearly stressed that they would be used only for this 

research and the academic purposes. This was the case of AreBe Group a d the compa  ’  

suppliers and customers, as providing information about their relationships to third parties 

may be seen as unprofessional and unethical. Furthermore, the interviewee approved the 

permission to record the responses, during two face-to-face interviews, which is in line with 

the proposals from Fisher (2007, p. 69). The personal information provided by the 

respondent was kept confidential. Moreover, concerning the work and effort, this research 

study was done in a group manner where both authors contributed equally. Information 

was presented only after both authors discussed it among each other. Finally, for the 

content of this study, both researchers take accountability and responsibility in the case of 

ethical principles violation. 
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4. EMPIRICAL FINDINGS 

 

This chapter will present the empirical data that was gathered through the interviews with AreBe 

Group and the questionnaires sent to the relevant parties. The chapter is divided in four parts, which 

present the gathered data about the business model, B2B relationships, transactional and 

relationship marketing and the distribution network.  

 

Business Development 
 

In the question of how everything started, Mr. Fager replied that he was looking around the 

world for the lithium water inspired by many scientific articles and researches he read 

about it  healthi e  . Thi  wa  co  ected to Mr. Fager’  medical backgrou d. He fou d out 

that within the areas of natural mineral water with lithium, people who live there have a 

lower suicide rate, lower criminal rate, drug abuse and people feel much better. Therefore, 

Mr. Fager started to check for commercial lithium water. Firstly, he contacted a company 

from the USA, but he realized that their lithium water was very expensive, with not that 

superb taste and not that much lithium in water like they said on the label.  

 

After Mr. Fager tried to contact some other companies (Romania, Slovakia, the USA, etc.) 

that have water with lithium, he got a response from Slovakian company. They responded 

back to his e-mail. Mr. Fager asked them more about the water, and to send him some 

samples. He analyzed that water as well, and found out that it was good, with the right 

content of the lithium that was stated on the label. Finally, Mr. Fager went to Slovakia and 

made a deal with the Slovak producer. Everything started in 2011 and lasted from spring 

until November (Fager, interview, 2013). Mr. Fager, the founder of AreBe Group, has wide 

international experience and professional background. He has been working all around the 

world including China, Japan, the USA and European countries. Mr. Fager has been involved 

for 25 years in the medical diagnostic and medical device industry, and as well in 

management consulting and business development. “When I started AreBe Group as a 

company, my purpose was to do what I like to do. Developing the businesses is what I like to 

do, for other people and for myself. To develop a business is like starting a fire in a way. You 

need to have the right fuel and energy to get the flame and then you put on the logs. Then 

you get a big fire” (Fager, interview, 2013).  
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4.1 Business Model 
 

Before launching SANTO-Li water in the Swedish market, Mr. Fager did a market research in 

order to develop a business model (Figure 8). According to Mr. Fager, the development of 

the bottled water market in Sweden twenty years ago was not so big, but during the last 

twenty years more or less it has been growing dramatically. 

 

The business model is from 2011, and it was created before AreBe Group started the 

business with SANTO-Li water in Sweden. The business model consists of three processes: 

business (blue arrows), ordering (green arrows) and delivery (red arrows).  

 

 

 
Figure 8: Business model (Source: AreBe Group AB, 2011) 

 

Business process shows all business relations within the model. After asking if this business 

model changed from 2011 until now, related to business process, Mr. Fager added two 

comments. Firstly, the arrows between AreBe Group and Conference Centers/Retailers 

should be two ways, not only from the side of Arebe Group. Secondly, that business relation 

between Conference Centers/Retailers and Consumer is more sales than a business process. 

The arrow from AreBe Group to the web shop explains that Mr. Fager provides the 

information about the price to each shop. He has a control over the web shop and puts the 

information and prices (Fager, interview, 2013). 

 

The ordering process is done by the conference centers / retailers and consumers through 

the web shop. The information system automatically triggers Distributor (StjärnDistribution) 

so they can ship the products to customers. Customers may purchase the products through 
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the web shop or directly from a retailer: golf clubs, health stores, restaurants, gyms, etc. 

StjärnDistribution runs the web shop and the website. They can ship to any company (B2B), 

and to consumers (B2C). Therefore, they are in charge of the delivery process within the 

Swedish market. But to be able to dispatch the water, firstly they need to get it from the 

Producer (Slovak company). 

 

According to Fager (2013), in theory, the business model is very good, but in practice it does 

not work so well. It is very hard, because there is a mismatch between theory and practice. 

Mr. Fager stresses that in general, the business model is still the same. The only change to 

this business model right now, as he sees it, except from the main distributor, is that AreBe 

Group has wholesalers. Wholesalers would have the direct deliveries from producer 

(Santovka) and would serve to the customers. Wholesalers are not in the business model, 

and this part is explained in-depth in distribution network chapter. 

 

Main problems and challenges for AreBe Group 

 

Mr. Fager noted that the bottle water market in Sweden has reached a peak after twenty 

years of growth. The market is saturated, and currently it is even a bit of downwards, 

because of the environmental factors. According to the statistics, the trend for the sales of 

water in Sweden for the last few years has been going down and now it is rising slowly 

(Sveriges Bryggerier, 2013). Mr. Fager pointed out that the problem is that customers see 

water as a generic product. If there is a very specific and special product, like SANTO-Li, they 

regard it as a generic product. That is a problem. In general, people in Sweden prefer 

drinking tap water, rather then buying bottled water. Drinking straight from the tap is the 

norm and highly encouraged in Sweden (Sweden.se, 2013). “Tap water is pretty delicious 

almost wherever you are in Sweden and at least as good as the bottled water that you have 

to pay for” (Visit Sweden, 2013). Mr. Fager stated that it is much more difficult for a new 

company to enter with a new product. “It is very difficult, but then it is a very nice challenge 

as well. If you look into this situation and see the solutions how to do this with that kind of 

product, it will be maybe very beneficial for many people” (Fager, interview, 2013).  

 

Fager (2013) stressed that his business has been facing several obstacles. The first problem 

was with distribution centers, second one with the oligopoly (three big players within the 

bottle water market) and third is trustworthiness. First two problems are presented within 

Distribution network part. AreBe Group struggles with the trust. “If I say this water is good 

for this and this… people just do not believe me”, continued Mr. Fager (2013). The education 

process of customers was definitely more difficult than he anticipated. According to him, it 

is a long process, but Mr. Fager is sure that he will be able to convince people. In his 

opinion, it will take a couple of years. “I was not really aware of that situation when I 

started. I was a bit naive and thought that, because it is just the good water, everyone 

should say "Hallelujah", but it was not the case. I was so enthusiastic about the water as 
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such and I thought that people should be easier to convince how good it is. That is a 

practice, that is not a theory” (Fager, interview, 2013). 

 

In the opinion of Mr. Fager, money can solve all the problems. If he would have a marketing 

budget of 10 million SEK, he was sure that he could boost the sales in 6 months. But he does 

not have that money. There was a potential partner of AreBe Group, who could jointly 

invest with Mr. Fager, but some unforeseen circumstances came in between.  

 

4.2 Business-to-Business Relationships 
 

According to Fager (2013), to develop a business is to start a fire in a way. “You need to 

have a right fuel and energy to get the flame and then you put on the logs. Then you get a 

big fire. So you cannot have a big log and then one match and try to start a fire like this 

because if you have a big log you need a lot of fuel, let’s say money to get this log to burn. 

So when I am behind a small company, I need to have small sticks and put them together 

and then light one match. After that I can light the fire and put bigger and bigger logs or 

pieces of tree on the fire. Then it will burn. So that is my tactics and strategy right now. To 

just go to the small ones, get this fire to start and then it will develop more and more and 

then I can go the bigger ones later on. I think that is the only way to do it with limited 

resources.” (Fager, interview, 2013).   

 

When he is establishing the relationship with the other company, Mr. Fager is always 

seeking to find the highest person/contact as possible (manager, CEO). Sometimes he is 

trying to find and speak to marketing managers because they can see the advantage of 

having a new product to the marketing side, and strengthen the portfolio. In his opinion, it 

is better to go to marketing people than to the sales people.  

 

In order to get in touch with potential customers, Mr. Fager said: “I grab the phone and I 

check who to give a call and phone them up and just say hello. “I want to discuss with you a 

new type of product that I sell, and then I do the normal sales pitch in a way.” Hopefully they 

think it is interesting and then I try to find some meeting, or send more information” (Fager, 

interview, 2013). According to him, just the first step, the phone call is not much at all. That 

is just to establish a contact. Mr. Fager stresses that people are busy with other things and 

they are disturbed when he gives them phone calls. Therefore, he sends them more 

information about SANTO-Li water and that he can phone them back in order to discuss 

more. The problem is that most of them have not read the information he sent over to 

them, because they are so busy with other things, therefore they are not prepared. If they 

think it is all right, then he schedules the meeting to send them some samples etc. But, Mr. 

Fager notes that it is difficult to come to that stage. His potential customers have so many 

prejudices about water and what it is and so on. “Regarding this type of product people 
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think they know everything, because they are ‘experienced guys’. It is very difficult to tell 

people that they are little ignorant even if you say it in a nice way” (Fager, interview, 2013). 

 

Generally, Mr. Fager communicates a little bit with potential customers through e-mail and 

telephone and then he asks when he can come to them, sit down and discuss. According to 

him, that is the way in which he starts to create business relationships. Mr. Fager 

understood that to do business with people anywhere in the world, he cannot do it through 

e-mail and telephone, he needs to sit down, talk and discuss with potential business 

partner. 

 

According to the theories from the conceptual framework related to business-to-business 

relationships (see figure 4), Mr. Fager mentioned that it is a very good description of reality. 

In his opinion, that is the way in which it is actually, regarding the different stages and 

variables (critical factors) within the establishment and development of B2B relationships. 

Furthermore, he commented that the experience factor between companies goes up like it 

is shown in the model, from low to high. He agreed that the uncertainty is higher in the 

beginning, but then it is reduced over time to a minimum. As stressed by Mr. Fager, 

distance is also very important factor and it should be minimized. Hence, Mr. Fager 

continued, if distance decreases to a minimum, then the commitment is getting better and 

better and every company would like to have as much commitment as possible. For him, if 

he has a good business relationship, then adaptation is not a problem at all. Mr. Fager 

stressed that the most critical factor is the distance. In accordance to this the companies get 

closer to each other and then everything else will follow. Finally, the distances between the 

people and companies are reduced. 

 

Producer (LI+) 

 

The establishment of relationship between AreBe Group and Slovak producer of SANTO-Li 

water (LI+ s.r.o.) was shortly explained within this chapter. Mr. Fager initiated this B2B 

relationship. He sent e-mails, discussed a little bit more with them through e-mail and 

telephone conversations and decided to go to Slovakia and build up the relationship. The 

things went quite well, said Mr. Fager. He went for two days in Slovakia and spent a lot of 

time with his Slovak business partner. In his opinion, socializing (eating, drinking, discussing, 

etc.) is very important in the establishment and development of B2B relationships. 

Everything started in 2011, lasted from spring until November, and from 2012 SANTO-Li 

water is imported and marketed in Sweden by AreBe Group. Mr. Fager noted that he 

accepted the price without negotiating, even though it was a bit costly, in order to develop 

a stronger relationship. According to distance factor, he said that “you have to adapt in a 

great way to deal with all those different social, geographic, structural distances” (Fager, 

2013, interview). His wide international experience helped him a lot, he underlined. “I 

definitely established relationship, I have developed the business as well, and now we have a 
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company in the US. In my opinion we are in long-term stage of B2B relationship 

development” (Fager, interview, 2013). 

 

From the other side, Mr. Butkovský (LI+) through the questionnaire replied (see Apendix 5) 

that business relationship between his company and AreBe Group, regarding the experience 

factor, is high. Furthermore, according to uncertainty and distance variables, B2B 

relationship of the LI+ Company with AreBe Group, based on Mr. Butkovský’  a  wer, i  

both high. Finally, LI+ and AreBe Group have a business relationship that, related to the 

commitment and adaptation factors, is both maximum/extensive (Butkovský, 

questionnaire, 2013).  

 

Distributor (StjärnDistribution) 

 

Since 1994, StjärnDistribution plays an important role for many companies who want to 

reach out with their products to retailers and consumers (StjärnDistribution, 2013). The role 

of Distributor (StjärnDistribution) within the business model of AreBe Group was previously 

presented. Here the main focus will be on development of B2B relationships between these 

two companies, regarding different stages and variables. 

 

Mr. Fager (AreBe Group) noted that he is trying to develop a relationship with the 

distributor (StjärnDistribution). “We are working very well together; they are helping me out 

in different ways from the start, actually. The more I sell the more they earn” (Fager, 

interview, 2013). He mentioned that the ideal thing for StjärnDistribution would be if they 

would be the only distributor in Sweden so they can make more profit. They would like to 

develop the business; it is in their interest as well. “They are flexible and they are very good. 

I would put them in the long-term relationship stage” (Fager, interview, 2013).  

 

Mr. Boqvist, the CEO of StjärnDistribution, answered through the questionnaire (see 

Appendix 5) that B2B relationship between his company and AreBe Group, related the 

experience variable, is increased. Additionally, regarding to uncertainty and distance 

factors, business relationship of StjärnDistribution Company with AreBe Group, based on 

Mr. Boqvi t’  repl , i  both reduced. La tl , Stj r Di tribution Company and AreBe Group 

have a business relationship that, according to the commitment and adaptation variables, is 

both maximum/extensive (Boqvist, questionnaire, 2013).  

 

Customer 1 (Rasta Group) 

 

Rasta Group, the chain of road restaurants, is situated through all major roads in Sweden 

(Rasta, 2013). Mr. Fager ha  bee  di cu  i g a lot with Ra ta’  purcha i g ma ager i  order 

to begin doing business together. Everything started in 2012. The problem was that Rasta 

already had water products. Their comment was that SANTO-Li is a new product and why 
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should they take a new product if they have water already, Mr. Fager described. All the 

health benefits were not of an interest to them. In opinion of Mr. Fager, they were looking 

more a transactional marketing, in a way. He has been trying to build a relationship with 

them, but he has not yet succeeded. He was working and discussing with them for 2-3 

months. “They did not say ‘no’ forever. They said ‘no’ for now. Perhaps they will continue. It 

is on hold”, explained Mr. Fager. It could be on hold for 1, 2 or 3 years, he continued. Rasta 

needed the better price and they needed something that they could sell more, and to sell 

more they need to have a demand from customers. That is why they are still on hold (Fager, 

interview, 2013). 

 

Customer 2 (Apoteksgruppen) 

 

Apoteksgruppen is the chain of pharmacies in Sweden (Apoteksgruppen, 2013). They were 

very interested in establishing the business with AreBe Group. The companies were in 

negotiations, but then they stopped. Apoteksgruppen was afraid of how to do the 

marketing, internally, into pharmacies, because it is not allowed to advertise health benefits 

non-pharmaceutical products. It is against the EU law, the agreement from European Food 

Safety Authority (EFSA) is required, explained Mr. Fager. Apoteksgruppen was not sure how 

to market SANTO-Li water indoors. Therefore, the companies agreed to wait for a better 

moment. That was the main problem, concluded Mr. Fager.  

 

Customer 3 (Team Sportia) 

 

Team Sportia is the big chain of sport equipment stores and they have 126 stores in Sweden 

(Team Sportia, 2013). Mr. Fager said that they have a lot of problems right now, like many 

sport chains in Sweden. There are too many of them. Team Sportia and AreBe Group have 

worked together related to a special 3-day event in Sweden, in order to sell SANTO-Li water 

there. The companies have negotiated this business cooperation; they have been almost 

into the development stage, specified Mr. Fager. Team Sportia has been buying before for 

this event. But development has stopped because of the financial crisis inside the Team 

Sportia. Recently, they had a shareholders meeting and decided to continue and develop 

the business, ended Mr. Fager. 

 

Customer 4 (Martin & Servera) 

 

Martin & Servera is one of the big wholesalers that do the distribution to the retailers all 

around the Sweden (Martin & Servera, 2013). Mr. Fager has been a lot in the contact with 

them. According to him, he is in the negotiation stage with them, but there is no contract at 

the moment. It is a little bit on hold, the negotiations as well, but that is where the 

companies are, stressed Mr. Fager. This was confirmed, from the side of Martin & Servera 
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as well. Through their response via e-mail, related to the sent questionnaire, they stated 

that Martin & Servera does not have any business with AreBe Group yet. 

 

Customer 5 (Systembolaget) 

 

Systembolaget is the nationwide monopoly retail network of alcohol stores in Sweden 

(Systembolaget, 2013). Mr. Fager mentioned that they also sell water. He has been in 

contact with them because he read several scientific articles that lithium could prevent the 

damage from alcohol. Negative effect from the alcohol in brain cells could be prevented by 

lithium, he continued. According to that, he has been in contact with their purchasing 

manager. At the same time, Mr. Fager said that Systembolaget takes on new water only in 

glass bottles and that they have not had a room for any more water at that moment. That 

was a year ago, mentioned Mr. Fager. Therefore, he has to contact the purchasing manager 

again, as he said. He thinks that SANTO-Li would be perfect water for Systembolaget, 

because of its healthiness. Furthermore, on the interview, Mr. Fager was asked about the 

glass bottles and possible adaptations. He stressed that if he would have a customer that 

would prefer to have glass bottles, he could invest in it. He knows the prices. Hence, he 

 eed  ju t to “pu h the butto ” a d he would get the gla   bottle . Fi all , if S  tembolaget 

says yes, he will take it on. It is manageable. That is the next step he will discuss with them.  

 

Customer 6 (Nores) 

 

Nores is a leading purchasing organization for hotels and restaurants. They distribute to a 

lot of different restaurants and shops all around Sweden (Nores, 2013). Mr. Fager has been 

in contact with them; they tested the water and liked it. Furthermore, they started the 

negotiations, but then Nores just said ‘no’. They already have contracts with 3 big water 

brands. Therefore, they do not want to have a contract with someone else. It is enough for 

them, at the moment. Hence, they are as well on hold, ended Mr. Fager. 

 

Customer 7 (Friskis & Svettis) 

 

Friskis & Svettis is a big chain of gyms (aerobics) (Friskis & Svettis, 2013). Mr. Fager 

contacted the manager of Friskis & Svettis and he visited one of the gyms. He had an 

opportunity to present and talk with members of the gym about SANTO-Li water and how 

healthy it is. That was a good chance for him to directly communicate and educate potential 

customers and end-consumers. Mr. Fager mentioned that he was in a negotiation stage, but 

Friskis & Svettis said no for now. So they are on hold as well, he said.  
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Customer 8 (Högskolerestauranger) 

 

Högskolerestauranger is the chain of restaurants in Sweden (Högskolerestauranger, 2013). 

Mr. Fager negotiated with their marketing manager and he gave him the prices. They 

agreed to start with trial sales in restaurants in Västerås. Furthermore, they decided what 

kind of advertising material to use. From the side of AreBe Group towards 

Högskolerestauranger, Mr. Fager sees this B2B relationship within the development stage, 

and the only thing that is missing is the signed contract.  

 

Mr. Kalodimos, marketing manager of Högskolerestauranger, replied through the 

questionnaire sent in Swedish language (see Appendix 5) that business relationship 

between his company and AreBe Group, related to the four variables (experience, 

uncertainty, distance and commitment) is in the development stage. According to Mr. 

Kalodimos, the only low factor is the distance the early stage of B2B relationship 

development. 

 

Customer 9 (Hälsa för Alla) 

 

Hälsa för Alla is the chain of health stores (Hälsa för Alla, 2013). Currently, two of those 

stores are selling SANTO-Li water. According to Mr. Fager, they are just test selling. They 

would like to try out, to see if its sells or not. If it turns out to be all right, they will continue. 

“That is a way of sneaking in, through the back door”, explained Mr. Fager. What he needs 

to do, since he cannot go through the wholesalers like Martin & Servera or Nores, the two 

big ones, he strives to find a way around it. He has to go to small shops, stores and 

restaurants and speak with them. Mr. Fager states that it takes a lot of time and lot of work, 

and not what he intended to do. Lastly, he was not aware that it was the way he needs to 

do in order to enter the market. 

 

Customer 10 (Dormy) 

 

Dormy is the chain of golf shops (Dormy, 2013). Mr. Fager has been discussing with them a 

lot. “They said ‘no’ to me 3 times. They said that they are not selling water. There is no 

market for water”, quoted Mr. Fager. They tried the water before and it did not sell. “And if 

I tell to them perhaps that depends on what kind of water you have. Now you have “golf 

water” and that might sell instead”, he explai ed. The   aid the  do  ot thi k like that. “You 

cannot argue about it”, continued Mr. Fager. In his opinion, it should be a perfect outlet for 

this kind of water. Due to a reason that there are many of Dormy stores, it is very important 

for AreBe Group to have SANTO-Li water in them. Especially, because golf is a big passion 

and hobby of Mr. Fager and that he has 7 golf players promoting SANTO-Li water. 
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Customer 11 (Hälsokraft) 

 

Hälsokraft is the health store chain (Hälsokraft, 2013). They received samples and 

information but when Mr. Fager contacted them he did not get any answer. He tried to 

phone them, tried to mail them, but no answer. “That is the constant problem. It is very 

difficult to get in touch with people. They are so busy and they don’t answer emails. You 

have to write them email again and again and ask them if my email got in the spam box or 

ask what happened and then they answer”, complained Mr. Fager. Then they reply and say 

sorry or that they are busy etc. Furthermore, very common comment is: “We do not have 

time. Water is not of an interest. We have so many other things to do.” That i  the problem 

when you come up with the generic product like water. If there is a very specific and special 

product, customers regard it as a generic product. That is a problem, stated Mr. Fager. He 

has been in a contact with some other restaurants, health stores, gyms, wholesalers, but 

the same problems occur. 

 

4.3 Transactional and Relationship Marketing 
 

While discussing about transactional and relationship marketing, Mr. Fager said that all 

companies would like to be in relationship marketing, but they are actually more in 

transactional marketing. When asked about his choices and decisions, Mr. Fager stated that 

he is definitely into relationship marketing and that is his goal.  

 

“When I started AreBe Group as a company, my purpose was to do what I like to do. 

Developing business, not only for myself, but for other people too. That is why my goal is 

oriented towards creating long-term relationships” (Fager, interview, 2013). 

 

The current situation in this business is that there is a lot of water on the market and Mr. 

Fager thinks that the most of those businesses are oriented towards transactional 

approach. He mentions that there is a layer between him and the customers and that the 

layer are distribution centers that dispatch the water to customers which are the 

restaurants, conference centers, retailers, etc. For those customers, he thinks that they are 

just within the part of transactional marketing. The justification is that they are just looking 

for the price and that for them water is just water and nothing else. Mr. Fager says that he 

is looking for relationship with customers. From the other side, the customers are not into 

it, due to the nature of the product. He says that there is a mismatch between him and the 

customers.  

 

Mr. Fager also told that AreBe Group is paying one Swedish krona (SEK) per bottle for the 

recycling, even though they do not have to do that. He said that even if it is not obligatory 

to do that, he thi k  that it i  importa t to have thi  “e viro me tal touch” eve  though it 

increases the costs. Mr. Fager connected it with the corporate social responsibility, as he 
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thinks on the long-term it is good to do that, as it will create a nice awareness for the 

company and the environment as well.  

 

When talking about the water and his product, Mr. Fager stated that most people drink 

water because of the thirst. It is healthy to drink water as such, but if the people would 

drink SANTO-Li water it would be even healthier. Mr. Fager has a problem to convey this 

message to the customers, because they think - “water is just a water and nothing else”. In 

order to create a relationship with the customers, the education process regarding his 

product is more difficult than he anticipated. He thinks that face-to-face is the best way to 

do it, but it is more time consuming and expensive. Mr. Fager realized that since he has 

been doing a lot of advertising, which gave him nothing and it is worthless. It is a long 

process, so it takes a lot of time. The other companies, like Vitamin Well, struggled for 

several years until they made a break through. Now they have their products everywhere, 

people know about the brand and they created a mutual relationship.  

 

Mr. Fager was not really aware of that situation when he started. He said that he was a bit 

naive and thought that, just because he has a good product (water), everyone will buy it. He 

was quite enthusiastic about the product and thought that people should be easier to 

convince how good it is. When he says that his product is good because of the healthy 

reasons, people do not believe him. After a while, he realized that it is a long process, but 

he is optimistic that he will be able to convince and educate the people (customers) about 

the product and its benefits.  

 

The situation was explained on the example where he has been in one small store where 

they discussed the product. After Mr. Fager explained how healthy the product was and 

when they tried it, they could not refuse it. He says that he had to do a little bit of 

transaction marketing by saying that he will offer a good price. He had to do it in order to 

persuade them to take on the product and start selling it. He even offered to put the 

products there so that they could pay only what they sell and nothing else. For him, that is 

the way to lower the threshold a little bit. “I put 80 bottles there, so if they sell 80, I will 

charge 80. If they sell 20, I will just charge 20 and take back the rest” (Fager, interview, 

2013). 

 

Mr. Fager stated that is the way he has to do it. He explains how that is not a good way for 

him because he has to put his inventory in different places and cannot get any money back 

until he sends the invoice after some time. But, if that will make the sales go up and create 

a relationship with customers, he stated that it is not a problem. The only thing is that it is 

costly. Even for the retailers, he mentioned that they have a good margin. Retailers can buy 

a product for a significantly lower price, which includes 1 SEK for recycling purposes, and 

they can sell it for 20-22 SEK. They can earn a lot and for AreBe Group it would not be even 

close (Fager, interview, 2013). 
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Producer (LI+) 

 

When discussing the relations and how the business started between AreBe Group and the 

producer of SANTO-Li water (LI+), Mr. Fager notes that he was contacting companies from 

all around the world that have lithium water and that is how he got in touch with Li+ from 

Slovakia. The relationship connection was established from the very beginning after the 

water analysis and testing was done. 

 

“I analyzed the water which was good, with the right amount of the lithium. We discussed a 

little bit more through the email and telephone conversations and then I said that I could 

come to them, sit down and discuss in person. I started to create some relationship 

instantly” (Fager, interview, 2013). 

 

Mr. Fager said that he needed to talk and discuss all the necessary information in person, 

because, in his opinion that has to be done in order to create a relationship. Otherwise, as 

he mentioned, for him it would be a more transactional way of doing business. Socializing 

with business partners and creating trust is very important in creating relationships. 

Nowadays, Mr. Fager states that they definitely established a relationship. They developed 

the business and now they have a company in the USA. When they were beginning the 

business, LI+ proposed the price which AreBe Group did not even negotiate, but instead 

they accepted it immediately, even though it was a little bit high. When Mr. Fager was 

asked if LI+ has the same point of view towards AreBe group, he replied that LI+ could have 

a little bit of both; a transactional and relationship perspective towards AreBe Group.  

 

In order to hear the other side of the story, not only the perspective from AreBe Group, 

questionnaire was sent to LI+ to check whether LI+ has the same business orientation 

towards AreBe Group. The questionnaire, which can be seen in Appendix 4, had several 

questions regarding the commitment factor, managerial orientation, trust level, price 

sensitivity, success and time orientation towards AreBe Group. LI+ gave answers which 

show that the commitment factor is high, managerial orientation is more focused on brand 

and/or product. LI+ as well thinks that AreBe Group is a trustworthy company where for 

them success represents customers loyalty and time orientation prioritizes long term 

results.  

 

Distributor (StjärnDistribution) 

 

After concluding the discussion about the relationship between AreBe Group and LI+ which 

Mr. Fager found to be quite good, the interview led to a discussion about the distributor. 

Between AreBe Group and LI+, there is one distributor – StjärnDistribution. The producer 

and AreBe Group supply StjärnDistribution with the products, regulate the prices and all 

other necessary information.  
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According to Mr. Fager, AreBe Group and StjärnDistribution are working very well together. 

He is trying to improve the relationship in every aspect. StjärnDistribution is helping AreBe 

Group in different ways all the way from the start of the business with LI+. The more AreBe 

Group sells, the more StjärnDistribution earns, but that is not the main factor of their good 

relationship, Mr. Fager said. He mentioned that it would be good for both companies if 

StjärnDistribution could be the only distributor in Sweden, so they can develop the business 

even more. When Mr. Fager was asked if StjärnDistribution would raise the prices to AreBe 

Group, would that change and affect their relationship, he replied that it would not affect it, 

but he would care since the current financial situation is not that good. Mr. Fager pointed 

that StjärnDistribution are quite flexible and very good, so he does not believe that if 

someone would raise the prices it would affect their relationship. 

 

The questionnaire was sent to StjärnDistribution in order to get the answers from their side 

as well. The answers were similar to the ones from Mr. Fager. StjärnDistribution has a high 

commitment towards AreBe Group, according to replied question. Their managerial 

orientation is more focused towards relationship rather than on the product and/or brand. 

They are as well less price sensitive and think that their relationship is trustworthy. When 

they were asked about success, StjärnDistribution asnswered that customer loyalty is more 

important than making a sale.  

 

4.4 Distribution Network 
 

Distribution network for AreBe Group starts with the producer of SANTO-Li water, company 

LI+. SANTO-Li water is bottled in the factory, right next to the well in Slovakia. To be able to 

ship it to Sweden, AreBe Group needs to order at least one truck of the water and then it 

comes to the warehouse, which is 120 kilometers north-east from Västerås (Fager, 

interview, 2013).  

 

To ship the products from Slovakia to Sweden, the distribution company is hired, which was 

already mentioned previously (4.2 chapter - Distributor). The distributor (StjärnDistribution) 

takes the necessary steps in order to deliver the products from the producer to the 

customers and/or end consumers. The customers are retailers, wholesalers, health stores, 

conference centers, restaurants, golf clubs, gyms and others, Mr. Fager noted.  

 

When it comes to the sales and dispatching SANTO-Li water to the customers and/or end 

consumers, the distributor gets all the orders through the website and its integrated 

information system. The distributor ships the products, but sometimes, even AreBe Group 

can drop off some deliveries (Fager, interview, 2013). When the customer orders the 

products through the web shop, as shown in the business model (Figure 8), information 

system notifies the distributor, who can start then with dispatching the products to the 

customers.  
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AreBe Group has the control over the website and all the information is controlled by them. 

Mr. Fager notes that the website / web shop are the property of AreBe Group in a way. To 

be able to order through the web shop, one package (8 bottles) of SANTO-Li water are the 

minimum amount. Sometimes, AreBe Group can make exceptions and dispatch the 

products by themselves, depending on the occasion. Mr. Fager says that customers can also 

make a phone call and make an order. If the customers want to buy a large amount they 

can meet and negotiate the price in person with AreBe Group, not with the distributor.  

 

The website is a platform where SANTO-Li water can be ordered, and besides the website, 

AreBe Group is present on the social media platforms as well. AreBe Group with its product 

SANTO-Li water is present on Facebook and LinkedIn networks. Mr. Fager notes that it is a 

good way for communication and getting feedback from consumers and the page has more 

than 400 unique visitors (Facebook likes).  

 

Distribution Challenges 

 

There are many challenges that AreBe Group is facing and the distribution is one of them. In 

order to be able to sell the products to certain customers, AreBe Group needs to get in 

touch and start selling its products through different distributors. Mr. Fager says that his 

business model (Figure 8) is very good in theory, but in real life it does not work that easily. 

He says: “There is a mismatch between theory and practice!” because if the theory would 

work in practice, he would not need to get a new distributor (wholesaler), because AreBe 

Group would be able to do everything through the current distributor (StjärnDistribution).  

 

In real life, Mr. Fager says that many customers, such as retailers and big conference 

centers, etc. prefer to buy products from a certain distributor. They cannot and/or will not 

buy from the current distributor, as they prefer to buy from one place and reduce the 

administration and number of invoices. That is a challenge for AreBe Group, since they are 

not selling the products through other distribution centers. Mr. Fager states that if he 

manages to get SANTO-Li water within other distributors, then it would be a lot easier to 

sell it to other customers. He mentions that, getting SANTO-Li into other distribution 

centers is not an easy task to do, since they are buying products from known companies and 

known brands. Mr. Fager mentioned that if he represented some very well known company, 

then they would not have this kind of problems. AreBe Group now needs to have more 

people and to have a contact with more distributors, not just the current one 

(StjärnDistribution) who is the distributor in Sweden, so that the products can reach more 

retailers and other customers (Fager, interview, 2013).   
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5. ANALYSIS 

 

This chapter presents an analysis of the data presented within the Empirical Findings and the 

Theoretical Concepts. The structure follows the concept from the previous chapter which starts with 

the analysis of B2B relationships, transactional and relationship marketing and the distribution 

networks.  

 

The empirical findings have shown that AreBe Group has been facing several problems and 

challenges. Mr. Fager stressed three main obstacles in order to develop the business, such 

as trustworthiness - customers see the product as a generic one (the education process of 

customers); struggles to enter the main distribution centers (wholesalers); and the oligopoly 

within the bottle water market (“three big players”). Several times within the interviews, 

Mr. Fager mentioned that things were more difficult than he anticipated (trustworthiness), 

he was not really aware of that situation when he started (oligopoly) and that it takes a lot 

of time and a lot of work, which is not what he intended to do (wholesalers). Generally, he 

was not aware that this was the way to enter the market. According to all empirical 

findings, the implications are that AreBe Group was not fully ready when entering the 

market and that more in-depth market research should have been done. Many authors 

stressed different barriers (available distribution channels, capital need, product 

differentiation, etc.) as obstacles preventing entrant firms from being established in a 

particular market, like it is in the case of AreBe Group (Porter, 1980; Robinson and 

McDougall, 2001; Pehrsson, 2009). Mr. Fager admitted that he was a bit naive and thought 

that just because it is a good product, everyone should buy it, but it was not the case. He 

was so enthusiastic about the water as such and he thought that people should be easier to 

convince how good it is. Therefore, Mr. Fager was more concerned about his product and 

its health benefits, rather than what customers need/want and the overall feedback from 

the market. Moreover, Mr. Fager was contradictory about money and advertising. At first, 

he said that money for advertising would solve everything, but then he said that he did a lot 

of advertising, which was worthless and gave him nothing. In theory, this example is called 

marketing myopia. As shown within the theories, this was the case of marketing myopia 

(Levitt, 1960).  

 

5.1 Business-to-Business Relationships 
 

In order to develop and carry out a cooperative study into the nature of relationships 

between the companies, this research analyses and discusses different stages and variables 

(critical factors), which influence the establishment and development of B2B relationships. 

Therefore, it is important to understand the pattern of dependencies between companies 

and the evolution of their dealings over time. Firstly, the analysis from the side of AreBe 

Group to their current and potential business partners, is accomplished (Figure 9), and 

secondly, it is shown how other companies (Producer: LI+, Distributor: StjärnDistribution 
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and Customer 8: Högskolerestauranger) see B2B relationships towards AreBe Group (see 

Appendix 5). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9: B2B relationships from AreBe Group's perspective 

C: customer; D: distributor; P: producer 

 

Figure 9 summarizes the empirical findings related to B2B relationships from AreBe Group 

toward  the compa  ’  curre t a d pote tial bu i e   part er . A  it could be a  umed for 

a company in the early phase of business development, AreBe Group has developed the 

strongest relationships with producer and distributor. According to Mr. Fager, AreBe Group 

is with both companies in the long-term stage of B2B relationship development. From the 

other side, the company has been struggling more with the establishment and development 

of its current and potential customers. The findings have shown that the customers of 

AreBe Group are mostly within the early stage of development of B2B relationships. It is 

interesting to stress that there are two kinds of customers that belong to the early stage of 

business development. Mr. Fager divided them as the cu tomer  that are “o  hold” (C1, C2, 

C4, C5, C6 a d C7) a d the o e  i  “te t  elli g” (C3, C8 a d C9) pha e. Both are more 

explained later on (Customers). Finally, there are several customers (C11, C12 and others, 

not involved in this research, but mentioned in the third interview) in the dissolution stage 

that already said ‘no’ to AreBe Group related to SANTO-Li water. As noted before, in this 
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part Mr. Fager would argue and repeat that in his opinion, there is not a company that said 

‘no’ forever. Some of them said ‘no’, but only for now. Accordi g to him, the  are all “o  

hold” pha e, and could be there for some time, 1, 2 or 3 years, but perhaps they will 

continue. This is in line with the theory from Kirzner (1973) where Mr. Fager fits in the 

group of entrepreneurs as opportunity-seekers.  

 

Producer (LI+)  

 

Relationships evolve over time and can be considered to traverse a series of stages 

characterized b  i crea i g mutual adaptatio , reduced “di ta ce” a d i crea i g 

commitment (Ford, 1982, cited in Turnbull, Ford and Cunningham, 1996). Mr. Fager 

stressed that even though the price was a bit costly he accepted it without negotiating in 

order to develop a stronger relationship. By doing this, Mr. Fager has shown high 

commitment. In relation to the distance factor, he stressed that it is vital to be adaptive in 

order to deal with all those different social, geographic, structural distances. As mentioned 

before, for Mr. Fager distance factor is the most important in relationship development, 

he ce hi  wide i ter atio al experie ce help  him a lot. “I defi itel  e tabli hed 

relationship, I have developed the business as well, and now we have a company in the US. 

In my opinion we are in long-term  tage of B2B relatio  hip developme t” (Fager, 2013). 

According to Ford (1980), the long-term stage is characterized by the companies' mutual 

importance to each other. It is reached after large-scale deliveries of continuously 

purchased products have occurred. 

 

From the side of producer (LI+), Mr. Butkovský through the questionnaire (see Appendix 5) 

replied, that business relationship between his company and AreBe Group, in regards to the 

experience factor, is high. Ford (1980) stresses that the considerable experience of the two 

companies in dealing with each other leads to the establishment of standard operating 

procedures, trust, and norms of conduct. Furthermore, related to uncertainty and distance 

variables, B2B relationship of LI+ with AreBe Group, based on Mr. Butkovský’  a  wer, i  

both high. This is the most interesting part of the analysis of business relationship between 

AreBe Group and LI+. According to these two variables, uncertainty and distance, the two 

companies have different views. While AreBe Group sees these two variables on the low 

(minimum) level and therefore notes that they are in the long-term stage; from the other 

side, LI+ stresses that these two variables are on high level, hence, in the early stage of the 

development of B2B relationship. Lastly, LI+ company and AreBe Group have a business 

relationship that, related to the commitment and adaptation factors, is both 

maximum/extensive (Butkovský, 2013). Related to these two factors both companies have 

the same attitude. 
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Distributor (StjärnDistribution) 

 

The development of supplier-customer relationships can be seen as an evolutionary process 

in terms of increasing experience of both partners; the reduction in their uncertainty and all 

kinds of distance in the relationship; the growth of both actual and perceived commitment; 

the formal a d i formal adaptatio  , a d i ve tme t  a d  avi g  i volved i  both  ide ’ 

organizations (Ford, 1980, cited in Turnbull, Ford and Cunningham, 1996).  Mr. Fager noted 

that he is trying to develop a strong relationship with his distributor (StjärnDistribution). He 

is satisfied with the relationship and thinks that everything is working very well.  Mr. Fager 

says that they are helping him out in different ways from the start. The development of the 

business is in the interest of both companies. He stresses that the distributor is flexible and 

that they are very good. He would put them in the long-term relationship stage (Fager, 

2013). Uncertainty about the process of dealing with a particular partner is reduced to a 

minimum in the long-term stage (Ford, 1980). 

 

From the other side Mr. Boqvist, the CEO of StjärnDistribution, replied through the 

questionnaire (see Appendix 5) that B2B relationship between his company and AreBe 

Group, regarding the experience variable, is increased. Related to the experience factor, 

StjärnDistribution sees business relationship with AreBe Group in the development stage. 

Ford (1980) stresses that the development stage is marked by increasing experience 

between the companies of the operations of each other's organizations. Additionally, the 

individuals involved will have acquired some knowledge of each other's norms and values. 

Furthermore, regarding to uncertainty and distance factors, the business relationship of 

Stj r Di tributio  with AreBe Group, ba ed o  Mr. Boqvi t’  repl , i  both reduced. I  

accordance to these two factors, uncertainty and distance, StjärnDistribution company 

notes that towards AreBe Group they are in development stage, regarding the relationship 

development. Ford (1980) pointed out that the uncertainties, which exist for both parties in 

the relationship, would reduce with experience. The distances are reduced by the social 

exchange takes place between the companies. As well as increasing their knowledge of each 

other, these personal relations establish trust between individuals. Lastly, StjärnDistribution 

and AreBe Group have a business relationship that, according to the commitment and 

adaptation variables, is both maximum/extensive (Boqvist, 2013). By the long-term stage, 

both seller and buyer companies' commitment to the relationship will have been 

demonstrated by the extensive formal and informal adaptations, which have occurred 

(Ford, 1980). 
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Customers 

 

The analysis of customers is divided in three parts, in order to make a clear distinction 

between them and to avoid the repetition. 

 

“On hold” customers 

 

As  tre  ed i  the Figure 9, the “o  hold” cu tomer  (C1, C2, C4, C5, C6 a d C7) are withi  

the early stage of the establishment and development of B2B relationships. These 

customers have been contacted by Mr. Fager; they have discussed and negotiated doing 

business with AreBe Group. The majority of these customers have received the samples of 

SANTO-Li water, and which they liked; but, at some point they would stop the relationship 

development. In the opinion of Mr. Fager, they have stopped for a moment and now they 

are i  “o  hold” pha e. Ford et al. (2011, p. 1) state that business relationships take a long 

time to develop, they require investments and maintenance and they mean that a 

compa  ’   ucce   depe d   ot o l  o  it  ow  effort  but al o o  the efforts and 

intentions of others. All of these customers are very significant for AreBe Group and its 

business development. They are coming from different retailer chains (health stores, 

restaurants, gyms, pharmacies, sport equipment) or are important wholesalers (distribution 

ce ter ). That i  a rea o  wh , Mr. Fager fight  for each of them a d trie  to “sneak in 

through the back door”. He needs to go to smaller shops, stores and restaurants, begin 

doing business with them and grow, in order to enter the big wholesalers and retailers. 

Therefore, he strives to find a way around it, even though he has not intended to do from 

the very beginning. Ford (1980) stresses that there will be little opportunity to reduce the 

distance between the parties at this early stage in their dealings. Moreover, both companies 

will be aware of the risks involved and will have little or no evidence regarding how to judge 

their partner's commitment to the relationship. 

 

“Test selling” customers 

 

Be ide  “o  hold” cu tomer , the “te t  elli g” cu tomer  (C3, C8 a d C9) belo g to the 

early stage of B2B relationships development as well. According to Ford (1980), this is the 

time when potential customers are in contact with purchasers to negotiate or develop a 

specification for a purchase. At this early stage in their relationship, both buyer and seller 

are likely to have little experience of each other. The mai  differe ce i  that the “te t 

 elli g” cu tomer  actuall  agreed o  “trial  ale ”. The  check if the water  ell  or  ot, 

therefore, these customers are in testing phase. If the feedback would be positive, they will 

continue with the sales. Furthermore, they would sign a contract with AreBe Group and 

move from the early to the development stage. Hence, they would build a stronger 

relationship. If the reaction of the market would be negative, then the customers would 

wait for  ome better mome t, a d the  would be “o  hold” or go to di  olutio   tage. That 
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is where the relationship with AreBe Group will end. Indeed, the last option is the worst for 

Mr. Fager and his business development. 

 

“Dissolution” customers 

 

All the customers (C10, C11 and others) that decided not to conduct business with AreBe 

Group, due to many different reasons, belong to the dissolution stage. At this point, the 

customers made a decision to end the relationship. This can happen at any stage of B2B 

relationship development, from pre-relationship, early, development, long-term to final 

stage. According to Dwyer (1987), the dissolution stage or the end of relationship mostly 

appears when costs outweigh the benefits. In the case of AreBe Group, as noted in the 

empirical fi di g , the mo t commo  rea o   wh  cu tomer   a  ‘ o’: they do not sell 

water; in their opinion, there is no market for water; negative previous experience of selling 

water; water is not of their interest; they see it as a generic product. 

 

5.2 Transactional and Relationship Marketing 
 

Within relationship marketing the objective is to develop and enhance long-term 

relationships. Grönroos (1991) explained that the exchanges can be negative sometimes, 

but to build a long-term relationship some investments have to be made. In line with this 

theoretical concept, from the empirical findings gathered, research shows that Mr. Fager 

with his company AreBe Group is trying to build a relationship marketing perspective 

towards the other businesses and customers. Following the theoretical concepts, it is 

obvious that for some purposes he uses attributes, which describe the transactional 

marketing. Grönroos also mentioned that in transactional marketing the price sensitivity of 

customers is high. That is shown in the case of small company where he offered them a 

good price so they could start selling the products. The company is trying through those 

attributes to get customers, so later on they could develop a relationship.  

 

On the other hand, empirical data shows that he is trying to build a relationship from the 

beginning, being socially responsible and paying for the recycling costs, as well as investing 

in the business development with other companies. Attributes like spending the time to 

educate the customers about the product and to create the trust between them represent 

the factors of relationship marketing, as stated within the chosen theories. Theoretical 

concepts point that in the long-term, prices will not be determined by markets, but instead 

they are based on mutual dependence (Webster, 1992). The customers are less sensitive to 

price and they learn how to best interact with each other over time (Grönroos, 1991).  

 

The findings showed that AreBe Group has an interaction marketing with the companies 

they have established relationships, as according to Coviello et al. (2002) interaction 

marketing is pointed towards developing interpersonal relationships for mutual benefits of 
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buyers and sellers and creating cooperative interaction between them. AreBe Group has 

developed interpersonal relationship with LI+ and StjärnDistribution, as they are working 

now for mutual benefits and development of the business. On the other hand, as for the 

network marketing, Coviello et al. (2002) stated that it is based on developing relationships 

between multiple companies to allow coordination of activities among many parties for 

mutual benefits. In addition, it is clear that Mr. Fager with his company is going towards 

network marketing, but to come to that phase, he will need to develop his business 

relationships even more.  

 

Producer (Li+) 

 

The primary data gathered perfectly displays the relationship marketing and goes in line 

with the theoretical concepts from the chapter 2.3.2. When seeing the theoretical concepts 

and the statement that Mr. Fager gave about his business purpose, which is oriented 

towards relationship marketing, it can be said that he is fulfilling all the variables that are 

shown within the theoretical framework (commitment, price sensitivity, trust level, 

managerial orientation, success, time orientation) and Figure 3 - differences between 

Transactional and Relationship Marketing.  

 

The empirical findings showed that AreBe Group has a relationship marketing orientation 

towards Li+. Starting from the beginning, Mr. Fager expressed his attitude towards creating 

a relationship with Li+. He flew to Slovakia to discuss about business opportunities, even 

though he could have done that via emails and telephone calls from his office in Sweden. 

Mr. Fager as well accepted the higher price of the product offered by Li+ where he showed 

that he is interested in making investments towards creation of businesses.  

 

  like AreBe Group’  poi t  of view, the fi di g   howed a d proved Mr. Fager’   tateme t 

that LI+ has a mixed views and both the transactional and relationship marketing 

perspective towards AreBe Group. As shown in chapter 2.3, transactional and relationship 

marketing combined are forming transcendental marketing (see Appendix 2). It is very 

interesting to see, as shown within findings, that LI+ is price sensitive towards AreBe Group 

and that the managerial focus is on the product/brand. In the theory presented, the 

managerial orientation is focused on the brand and/or product and bigger price sensitivity 

belong to the group of transactional marketing. All other empirical findings that were 

collected from the questionnaire (see Appendix 6) show that LI+ has established a 

relationship perspective with AreBe Group. Company LI+ prioritizes long-term results, thinks 

that AreBe Group is trustworthy and they are committed to each other. Those attributes 

represent the relationship marketing perspective.  
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Distributor (StjärnDistribution) 

 

When it comes to the distributor, the research has found (see Appendix 6) that both sides 

have a relationship focus. They are showing the mutual commitment while helping each 

other to develop a business. Related with the theory, it is clear that the time perspective is 

much longer, since they have been helping each other from the start. They are struggling 

with the investments, as Grönroos (1991) pointed that it can happen, so investments 

cannot be profitable immediately. Another fact that shows the long-term relationship 

perspective and which justified the theory was when Mr. Fager answered the question 

about raising the prices from the side of distributor. He said that it would not affect the 

relationship, which is another variable within relationship marketing. In line with that 

statement, the same response was received from the distributor itself. On the 

questionnaire they replied that they have a high commitment and that they are not price 

sensitive towards AreBe Group. Here, the research showed that from both sides, 

relationship marketing is taking place between these two companies and goes in line with 

the theoretical concepts presented in the second chapter.  

 

5.3 Distribution Network 
 

As shown in theory, distribution is the process within and outside of the company that 

makes the products and services available to the customer (Cox et al., 1995). In the case of 

AreBe Group the research found that they have managed to build up a small distribution 

network. It started with the producer, ships through distributor, sells to the customer and 

then to the end consumer. Those theoretical concepts match the process, but in practice, 

there are some issues and challenges that need to be dealt with, as shown in the case of 

AreBe Group.  

 

According to the theory (Ghauri and Cateora, 2010, p. 397), middleman acts as the business 

involved in the exchange of goods, other than the producer and consumer. In this case, the 

middleman is AreBe Group, since they launched the business in Sweden, by importing the 

products from Slovakia with the help of a distributor who delivers them to the customers 

and consumers.  

 

The research has also shown that AreBe Group is using and following new technological 

trends, such as Internet based platforms and information systems in order to sell, track and 

communicate with the customers and consumers. The theoretical concepts developed by 

Ghauri and Cateora (2010, p. 402), about e-commerce and the Internet, showed that in this 

case they are working very well. AreBe Group has found a way to take a good advantage of 

that. They have built a good information system, connected it with the distributor and 

enabled an Internet based shop for the customers and consumers. The presence on social 
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media platforms enables them easier, more convenient and contemporary ways of 

communication with the customers.  

 

The distribution obstacles and challenges that AreBe Group is facing are the ones connected 

with the SANTO-Li water and its sales. “Available distribution channels might not be 

anticipated by the entrant firm, or they may be controlled by competitors, creating 

cu tomer acce   ob tacle ” (Pehrsson, 2009). As Mr. Fager mentioned, if he was from some 

known company, then he would not have the problems related with establishment of new 

relationships with other distribution centers and wholesalers. This indicates that business 

networking is important. AreBe Group will have to work and find a way to enter more 

distribution centers, in order to get more customers and expand the business. 
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6. CONCLUSIONS 

 

This chapter draws the conclusions from the analysis of empirical findings gathered during the 

research process and thereby aims to fulfill the research purpose by answering the research and 

strategic questions. 

 

This research identified and analyzed six stages (pre-relationship, early, development, long-

term, final and dissolution) and five critical factors (experience, uncertainty, distance, 

commitment and adaptation), which influence the establishment and development of 

business-to-business relationships. The study updated and enhanced these different stages 

and variables that affect B2B relationships with reliable and adequate theories from the 

literature. Furthermore, it was important to understand the pattern of dependencies 

between companies and the evolution of their dealings over time, as shown in the case of 

AreBe Group. The research combined the empirical findings and analyses from both sides; 

firstly from the side of AreBe Group towards their current and potential business partners 

(Figure 9), and secondly, it is presented how the other companies (producer, distributor and 

customer) see B2B relationships with AreBe Group (Appendix 5). This is done in order to 

stress the significance of the main factors that influence relationship development within 

B2B markets. In the case of AreBe Group, all of five factors are important for the 

relationship development, while the distance is the most critical variable when it comes to 

establishment and development of B2B relationships. 

 

AreBe Group is the importer and re-seller of SANTO-Li water on Swedish market since 2012. 

The business is in the early phase of its development. Therefore, as it could be assumed, the 

company has developed the strongest relationships (long-term stage) with producer and 

distributor. While current and potential customers are mostly within the early stage of 

establishment and development of B2B relationships. This study developed and introduced 

three t pe  of cu tomer . The “o  hold” a d “te t  elli g” cu tomer  belo g to the earl  

 tage of B2B relatio  hip developme t, while “di  olutio ” cu tomer  characterize the e d 

of relationship, due to many different reasons. According to Mr. Fager, there is no customer 

that ha  come to di  olutio   tage. I  hi  opi io , the  are all “o  hold” pha e. The  could 

be there for some time, 1, 2 or 3 years, but perhaps they will continue. With this attitude to 

go after each customer, Mr. Fager proved his entrepreneurial spirit. The potential 

customers can  tart with “trial  ale ” a d if the market feedback would be po itive, the  ca  

sign the contract with AreBe Group and move to the development stage. 

 

Within transactional and relationship marketing, the research has shown that it is very 

difficult to establish a business relationship even from the transactional point of view. 

Sometimes, a company can have relationship marketing towards another company, while 

the other company can have only transactional perspective. On the other hand, companies 

can have mixed perspectives towards each other and have only transactional or relationship 
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marketing perspective. In the case of AreBe Group, the research found that the company 

has relationship marketing towards the producer of SANTO-Li water, while LI+ has a mixed 

perspective towards AreBe Group, both transactional and relationship. This combined 

perspective within theory is defined as transcendental marketing.  

 

Sometimes, relationship can occur instantly, while transactional marketing can stay in its 

form over time. Furthermore, business relationships can evolve from transactional 

perspectives to relationship marketing. In the case of investigated company, AreBe Group 

strives to have a relationship marketing focus towards current and potential business 

partners. The research found that the company established relationship marketing focus 

with LI+ instantly, at the start of their business, while for LI+ the relationship slowly evolves 

from transactional towards relationship perspective. Moreover, when seeing the 

relationship between AreBe Group and the distributor, both companies have established a 

relationship marketing perspectives towards each other.  

 

Critical factors from the conceptual framework proved that they have long-term orientation 

towards each other, being trustworthy and less price sensitive while keeping and 

maintaining their managerial focus towards developing even stronger relationship. AreBe 

Group is trying to build relationships with other companies as well as its customers, but 

 i ce the  are withi  the pha e of “te t  ale ” the  belo g to the  ectio  of tra  actio al 

marketing. As shown in theory, transactional marketing has a short-term orientation, while 

the main orientation is on getting a new customer and focusing on the product/brand itself. 

As AreBe Group has established interaction marketing with its current business partners 

and while trying to get more customers, the research noted that the company is slowly 

creating a network, which in theory is described as network marketing. 

 

This research also showed that sometimes theory is not working in practice. That can be 

seen in the example of distribution network and the business model of AreBe Group. In 

theory, the model looks just fine, but in practice it does not work quite well. Since it is 

difficult to establish and create relationships with other businesses, the business model can 

change over time, depending on the future of the business. If the business grows, then it 

will have to change and adapt to those changes.  

 

The empirical findings pointed that the distribution network cannot be developed without 

establishing and having developed relationships first. No matter if the business is oriented 

towards the transactional or relationship marketing perspective, distribution comes as a 

final outcome. As well, transactional and relationship marketing are interconnected and 

match with the stages of establishment and development of B2B relationships. When these 

two theoretical concepts are strong within the practice, it is clear then that the third 

concept - distribution network is strengthened as well. It is worth enhancing the 

relationships, as there is competition on the market. Certainly, having strong current 
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business relationships between companies (internally), distribution network becomes 

better as well. In the same way (externally), when the companies have more relationships 

and when they have good distributions networks among developed business relationships, 

it can be concluded that it is an indicator for attracting the new, potential customers and 

suppliers. 

 

This research integrated theoretical concepts of B2B relationships, marketing and 

distribution, and provided relevant academic findings and practical implications of 

investigated phenomena in the case of AreBe Group. Furthermore, the thesis enriched the 

understanding and filled in the missing gap within the literature, as there was a lack of 

research in these specific and interlinked areas. Finally, this study contributed and 

enhanced the existing academic and practical knowledge and gave comprehensive 

recommendations to companies from the managerial perspective. 
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7. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

This chapter gives recommendations for the future research, and in addition it strives to give 

comprehensive recommendations and solutions to companies from a managerial perspective. 

 

Future Research 

 

Thi  re earch u ed Ford’  model (1980), e ha ced with Dw er’  di  olutio   tage (1987), i  

order to conceptualize, discuss and evaluate different stages and variables that affect the 

establishment and development of business-to-business relationships. The thesis updated 

and strengthened these stages and critical factors, which influence B2B relationships, with 

valid and appropriate theories from the literature. According to these statements, one of 

the recommendations for the further research could be to use the hypothesis when adding 

and extending the existing model with the new concepts. The hypothetical approach allows 

suggested changes to be tested. If confirmed by the research, the new model can then be 

deemed significant. Furthermore, with the use of other researches, the model becomes 

more convenient and reliable. In the case of this thesis, the suggested model related to B2B 

relationships, could use the “di  olutio   tage” a  a h pothe i . 
 

Research has shown that in the case of AreBe Group and LI+ there are mixed marketing 

perspectives, both transactional and relationship marketing. In theory, these combined 

marketing perspectives are named as transcendental marketing. Since that area is relatively 

new within the academia, and as mentioned in the theoretical part, transcendental 

marketing could be of an interest for future research studies.  
 

In the methodology chapter, it is presented that this case study has potential to be 

investigated over the longer period of time. Within the literature, that kind of research is 

called longitudinal research. Since AreBe Group is the re-seller of SANTO-Li water for not a 

long period of time, it will be interesting to see how they will establish and develop new 

relationships and the business itself. The same research can be conducted if they cancel the 

existing relationships and then make comparisons between the studies in the future 

research.  

 

Managerial Recommendations 

 

AreBe Group should continue to work with academia and the Universities. Universities 

could greatly asset the AreBe Group so they can perform in-depth researches about the 

company and business. Besides academia, this research provided many interesting 

empirical findings, which are also beneficial for Mr. Fager and business practitioners. In this 

case, the responses from sent questionnaires can help AreBe Group to strengthen and 

maintain the ongoing business processes with their current and potential partners.  
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Along with academia and its developments that can contribute and help AreBe Group to 

anticipate changes, Mr. Fager should benchmark the successful stories and best practices 

from the competition. As he mentioned, big companies that are his competitors, struggled 

for several years to get the most of the market they are in. That can help AreBe Group to 

find new ideas and solutions to tackle the current and future problems and challenges. 

 

This research also found that AreBe Group is investing into corporate social responsibility 

(CSR) to strengthen the current market position they have. Mr. Fager attends many events 

where he promotes and sells SANTO-Li water. Besides the sport events, AreBe Group as well 

should attend the other gatherings such as health and nutrition events. Besides them, 

AreBe Group should strive to be present on many food, beverages and investment fairs.  

 

Fairs are beneficial for getting new contacts and establishing new business partnerships. 

Investment fairs can be valuable for finding potential partners and they are useful for 

networking as well. It can be beneficial for AreBe Group to find a business partner who will 

financially support the business development. With the potential business partner, the 

investments that AreBe Group would get could be used for hiring new employees who 

would help Mr. Fager to grow the business and strengthen the brand.  

 

With the development and increase of brand awareness, AreBe Group would be able to 

enter within the industry of hotels, restaurants and cafes (HoReCa). SANTO-Li water has a 

potential to be sold there, especially during summer seasons, when the higher 

temperatures are present and people tend to drink more water. In addition to HoReCa, 

AreBe Group should try to establish new business ventures with other sport clubs besides 

the current golf clubs. Sport clubs represent the business entities, and while SANTO-Li water 

represents a healthy drink, there is an opportunity for partnership with them.  

 

Mr. Fager also mentioned that the web shop is more used by the consumers, so another 

recommendation would be that he should target businesses through the Internet more 

efficiently. Being present on the Internet is a good way for communication with the 

customers and consumers. Social networks are free of charge, so AreBe Group should be 

present and active on every network that will provide them with more insights about the 

customers. The Internet is also good for raising the brand awareness so Mr. Fager should try 

to be active as much as he can on social networks. He can use social networks to attract 

new customers and consumers and it is a good way of promoting his product and company 

through the various giveaways, prize games/contests and sweepstakes. If and when AreBe 

Group’s business grows, Mr. Fager could hire an employee who would deal with the 

community management on the Internet.  
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Appendices 
 

Appendix 1: Transactional and Relationship Marketing Classified by Exchange and Managerial Dimensions 
 

 

Transactional Perspective Relational Perspective 

 

Transaction Marketing Database Marketing Interaction Marketing Network Marketing 

Purpose of exchange Economic transaction 
Information and Economic 

transaction 

Interactive relationships 

between a buyer and seller 

Connected relationships 

between firms 

Nature of 

Communication 
Firm to mass market 

Firm to targeted segment or 

individuals 
Individuals with individuals Firms with firms 

Type of contact Arm’s length, impersonal Personalized (yet distant) 
Face-to-Face, interpersonal 

(close) 
Impersonal to interpersonal 

Duration of exchange Discrete Discrete and over time Continuous Continuous 

Formality in exchange Formal Formal Formal and informal Formal and informal 

Managerial intent Customer attraction Customer retention Interaction Coordination 

Managerial focus Product or brand Product/brand and customers 
Relationships between 

individuals 

Connected relationships 

between firms (in a network) 

Managerial investment Internal marketing assets Internal marketing assets External market assets External market assets 

Managerial level Functional marketers Specialist marketers 
Managers from across functions 

and levels in firm 
General manager 

Appendix 1: Four Aspects of Marketing Classified by Exchange and Managerial Dimensions (Source: Coviello, et al., 2002) 
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Appendix 2: Transcendental Marketing compared with prominent approaches 
 

Marketing Approach Transactional Relationship Transcendental 

Modus operandi Inside-out Outside-in Inside-out 

Focus Product Customer Higher-order values 

Types of leader Economic man Listener, consultant Spiritual leader 

Time perspective Short Long Short and long 

Type of market Consumer Business Consumer 

Appendix 2: Comparison between Transactional, Relationship and Transcendental Marketing 

(Source: Nordin, 2009) 

 

Appendix 3: Contacted Companies 
 

Company Contact Person / Position Industry Sector 

LI+ CEO Producer 

StjärnDistribution CEO Distributor 

 

Customer # Company Contact Person / Position Industry Sector 

1 Rasta Group Purchasing manager Chain of road restaurants 

2 Apoteksgruppen Purchasing manager Chain of pharmacies 

3 Team Sportia Shop owner Chain of sport equipment stores 

4 Martin & Servera Purchasing manager Wholesaler 

5 Systembolaget Purchasing manager Store for alcoholic drinks 

6 Nores Purchasing manager Wholesaler 

7 Friskis & Svettis Manager Chain of gyms 

8 Högskolerestauranger Marketing manager Chain of restaurants 

9 Hälsa för Alla CEO Chain of health stores 

10 Dormy Product manager Chain of sport equipment stores 

11 Hälsokraft CEO Chain of health stores 

Appendix 3: List of contacted companies (Source: AreBe Group, 2013) 
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Appendix 4: Questionnaire 
 

English Version 

 

Your company’s business relationship orientation towards AreBe Group AB 

MBA thesis questionnaire 

 

1. Your name and contact? 

(Company?) 

 

 

2. Business-to-Business relationship of your company with AreBe Group AB, according to 

EXPERIENCE factor, is: 

 

- Low 

- Medium 

- High 

- Other: _______________________________________________________________________ 

 

3. Business relationship between your company and AreBe Group AB, regarding the 

UNCERTAINTY factor, is: 

(Uncertainty – The process of dealing with the business partner) 

 

- Low 

- Medium 

- High 

- Other: _______________________________________________________________________ 

 

4. Your company and AreBe Group AB have a business relationship that, related to the 

DISTANCE factor, is: 

(Distance – the degree of unfamiliarity of one party with regard to social (e.g. managers, 

employees), cultural (e.g. norms, values, and attitudes), structural (e.g. organizational structure, 

products, and technologies) and procedural (e.g. working methods and processes) aspects of the 

working relationship with another.) 

 

- Low 

- Medium 

- High 

- Other: _______________________________________________________________________ 
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5. Business-to-Business relationship of your company with AreBe Group AB, according to 

COMMITMENT factor, is: 

(Commitment – the willingness by one party in a working relationship to put much effort and 

accept short-term sacrifices. As well, costs or restrictions required by the relationship in order to 

obtain common results with the other party and realize long-term benefits.) 

 

- Low 

- Medium 

- High 

- Other: _______________________________________________________________________ 

 

6. Business relationship between your company and AreBe Group AB, regarding the 

ADAPTATION factor, is: 

 

- Low 

- Medium 

- High 

- Other: _______________________________________________________________________ 

 

7. Business relationship between your company and AreBe Group AB, according to PRICE 

SENSITIVITY, is: 

 

- More price sensitive 

- Less price sensitive 

- Other: _______________________________________________________________________ 

 

8. Business relationship between your company and AreBe Group AB, related with TRUST 

LEVEL, is: 

 

- Unfamiliar 

- Trustworthy 

- Other: _______________________________________________________________________ 

 

9. Your managerial orientation towards AreBe Group AB is more focused on: 

 

- Brand / Product 

- Relationship 

- Other: _______________________________________________________________________ 
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10. Success means: 

 

- Making a sale 

- Customer loyalty  

- Other: _______________________________________________________________________ 

 

11. Your business relationship towards AreBe Group AB, according to TIME ORIENTATION, 

prioritizes more: 

 

- Short-term results 

- Long-term results 

- Other: _______________________________________________________________________ 

 

12. Comments 

Please give us any additional comments 
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Swedish Version 

 

Ert företags affärsrelation med AreBe Group AB 

Frågeformulär för magisteruppsats 

 

1. Ditt namn och kontaktuppgifter? 

Företag? 

 

 

2. Business-to-Business relationen av ert företag med AreBe Group AB, enligt ERFARENHET, är: 

 

- Låg 

- Medium 

- Hög 

- Andra: _______________________________________________________________________ 

 

3. Affärsrelation mellan ert företag och AreBe Group AB, angående OSÄKERHETSFAKTORN, är: 

(Angående processen att hantera affärspartnern) 
 

- Låg 

- Medium 

- Hög 

- Andra: _______________________________________________________________________ 

 

4. Ert företag och AreBe Group AB har en affärsrelation som, relaterad till AVSTÅNDSFAKTORN, 

är: 

(Avstånd – graden av ovana av en part gällande sociala (t.ex. chefer, anställda), kulturella (t.ex. 

normer, värderingar och attityder), strukturella (t.ex. organisatorisk struktur, produkter och 

teknik) och processuella (t.ex. arbetsmetoder) aspekter på samarbete med en annan.) 

 

- Låg 

- Medium 

- Hög 

- Andra: _______________________________________________________________________ 
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5. Business-to-Business relationen av ert företag med AreBe Group AB, enligt 
ENGAGEMANGFAKTORN, är:  
(Engagemang – viljan av ansträngning och kortsiktiga uppoffringar av en part I ett. Dessutom 
viljan av att lägga utgifter eller begränsningar som krävs pga. Förhållandet för att erhålla 
gemensamma resultat och långsiktiga fördelar med den andra parten.) 
 

- Låg 

- Medium 

- Hög 

- Andra: _______________________________________________________________________ 

 

6. Affärsrelation mellan företaget och AreBe Group AB, angående ANPASSNINGSFAKTORN, är: 

(Anpassning – en utsträckning I anställningsförhållandet där ena sidan gör stora investeringar I 

form av justering av strategier, strukturer, processer och rutiner, som krävs för att passa de 

behov, möjligheter och mål för den andra parten.) 

 

- Låg 

- Medium 

- Hög 

- Andra: _______________________________________________________________________ 

 

7. Affärsrelation mellan företaget och AreBe Group AB, angående PRISKÄNSLIGHET, är: 

 

- Mer priskänsliga 

- Mindre priskänsliga 

- Andra: _______________________________________________________________________ 

 

8. Affärsrelation mellan företaget och AreBe Group, angående TROVÄRDIGHETSFAKTORN, är: 

 

- Obekant 

- Pålitlig 

- Andra: _______________________________________________________________________ 

 

9. Ert företags relation med AreBe Group AB är mer inriktad på: 

 

- Brand / Produkt 

- Förhållande 

- Andra: _______________________________________________________________________ 
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10. Framgång innebär: 

 

- Göra en försäljning 

- Kundlojalitet 

- Andra: _______________________________________________________________________ 

 

11. Er affärsrelation med AreBe Group AB, angående TIDSFAKTORN, prioriterar mer: 

 

- Kortsiktiga resultat 

- Långsiktiga resultat 

- Andra: _______________________________________________________________________ 

 

12. Kommentarer 

Vänligen ge oss några ytterligare kommentarer 
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Appendix 5: B2B Relationships Analysis 
 

Appendix 5: B2B relationships from producer’ , di tributor’  a d cu tomer’  per pective 
 

P: Producer; D: Distributor; C: Customer 8 (Högskolerestauranger) 
 

Appendix 6: Transactional and Relationship Marketing Analysis 
 

Appendix 6: Transactional/Relationship marketing from producer’ , di tributor’  a d 

cu tomer’  per pective 

 

P: Producer; D: Distributor; C: Customer 8 (Högskolerestauranger) 
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Appendix 7: Interview Questions 
 

1. Please tell us more about yourself and your company. 

2. How did it all begin? How did you contact LI+? 

3. Can you describe in details the business model? Business process, ordering process 

and delivery process. 

4. What are the main problems and challenges for AreBe Group? 

5. What does it mean for you to start and develop a business?  

6. When establishing business with other company, how do you contact them? Who do 

you ask for to talk to? 

7. How do you in general communicate with potential customers? 

8. How do you perceive our theoretical concepts and conceptual framework? 

9. Related with the conceptual framework, can you tell us more about critical factors that 

are listed within the model? 

10. Can you relate them with the distributor and the producer? 

11. Can you tell us how do you see yourself within the transactional and relationship 

marketing? Please tell us more about that.  

12. Starting connecting the distributor, producer and other customers, where would you 

pinpoint them within the areas of B2B relationship and transactional and relationship 

marketing within the conceptual framework? 

13. Related with the previous question give us more information about business 

relationship according to experience, uncertainty, distance, commitment and 

adaptation factor? 

14. If distributor or producer would request a bigger price, meaning that they would raise 

the prices, would that affect your relationship with them? 

15. In terms of time perspective, where do you see your business relationships? 

16. As previously asked, tells more now about the trust level and managerial orientation 

towards your business relationships? 

17. Do you think that other companies that you are dealing with, like producer and 

distributor, have the same orientation towards your company or they look at these 

relationships different from you? 

18. Can you tell us how your distribution model works? 

19. What are the distribution challenges that you are facing? 

20. What do you prefer, B2B or B2C? What is B2B for you and from your current 

standpoint? 

 

 

 

 

 

 


