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Abstract

Nowadays a new businesses form, online business occurred, which helps

companies to improve their working efficiency in managing risks and allocating

resources. Relationship and network are essential for understanding online

business, which can help firms to reduce costs by outsourcing, and to increase

efficiency by sharing information with cooperators. That leads to the purpose of

this study, is to investigate how do the relationship and network between firms

influence the cooperation of product developing and server operating companies

within online business. In order to study this topic, the concepts from IMP group

of characteristics of relationship, relationship development stages and the model

of managing in networks are applied. Furthermore qualitative research method

was employed for interviewing five companies in two types: 1) product

developing companies 2) server operating companies.

The relationship and network are perceived by interviewed companies are

dynamic, fast changing and high technology focused. To cope with this

phenomenon, most of companies choose to put their efforts on developing

products and advancing technology rather than communicating with partners. In

conclusion, the cooperation between firms in online business is influenced by fast

changing and short-term relationships, high competition and the risk of plagiarism,

which leads to competition focus in their business.

Key words: Online business, relationship, network, IMP group, dynamic and

technology focus.
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1. Introduction

In this chapter, the researchers introduce the basic concept of this thesis. To begin with

background, which describe the characteristics of online business. Then more detailed

information is presented to discuss the research objective in the problem discussion part.

At the end the purpose and research questions of this study is presented.

1.1 Background

In the 21st century, a new business form--Online Business occurred at

marketplace and increasingly needed by managers in companies, which can help

them to improve their working efficiency in making strategic business moves,

managing risks and allocating resources (Amit and Zott, 2001). For the emerged

of this new management tool, Internet revolution is one of the new embodied

approaches that have provided new opportunities for “old economy” companies

(Kalakota and Robinson, 1999). In this way, those companies can adapt their

traditional management approach into a new way in order to be more competitive

in the market (Timmers, 1998). This approach has been proposed by many

researchers, which is defined as to trade by means of online communications

technology, which includes creation, distribution or production of products or

services via Internet (Timmers, 1998; Garett and Skevington, 1999; Kalakota and

Robinson, 1999). Therefore, online business is becoming a new way for

companies to change their thoughts (Lyubareva et al., 2014).

According to Zhu et al. (2006), online business is to conduct business operations

via the Internet platform. Furthermore, O'Murchu et al. (2004) also indicate that
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online business has the ability to convey information without considering

geographical and time distance. In online business, companies can gain

substantial benefits through improved efficiency, reduced inventory management

cost, increased sales opportunity and financial output, enhanced customer

relationship and penetrated new market (Oliveira and Martins, 2010).

There were some academic researches claim the significance of online business

studies, for instance, Amit and Zott (2001) argue that online business contains

characteristics of rapidly growth and highly competitive advantages, which can

promise a new way for the creation of wealth. The authors further explain that in

order to understand how online business creates value and to gain competitive

advantages for firms, the relationships between companies and the formation of

strategic networks among firms needs to be considered. Therefore, for studying

relationship and network in online business, the researchers interviewed five

online business companies that are belonging to two different types of business

area; those are product developing and server operating companies. According to

Lee et al. (2004), for product developing companies in online business, one factor

that influences the profitability of the product is the cooperation with server

operating companies. Thus this study focuses on the cooperation between those

two types of companies.

1.2 Problem Discussion

According to Timmers (1998), Garett and Skevington (1999), Kalakota and

Robinson (1999) and Lyubareva et al. (2014), Internet revolution provides a new

opportunity that could be utilized for companies to adjust their management

approach into a new way, which is an online business method. Online business

could bring beneficial outputs to companies (Ibid). The reason behind those

beneficial outputs is that Internet revolution and online business strengthen the
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relationship and network effect between companies (Timmers, 1998; Garett and

Skevington, 1999; Kalakota and Robinson, 1999 and Lyubareva et al., 2014).

Based on strengthened relationship and network effects companies could reduce

cost by outsourcing, and increase efficiency by sharing information with

co-operators, so that relationship and network play an important role in online

business (Amit and Zott, 2001).

There are multiple approaches could be applied in this study. One is marketing

mix, which refers to the mixture of four elements: 1) Product 2) Price 3)

Promotion and 4) Place to seek a market response (Van Waterschoot and Van den

Bulte, 1992; Oghazi, 2014; Hultman et al., 2015; Kotler and Armstrong, 2016).

Kalyanam and McIntyre (2002) attempt to identify and categorize the

E-Marketing mix, catalogue evolving tool-kit and classify them into a taxonomy

by explaining E-Marketing mix under the traditional 4P’s model. While

Constantinides (2002) criticize one obvious weakness of applying 4P model into

online business, which does not explicate any interactive elements, such as

cooperation, since interactive elements is the foundation of online business. Thus

a new approach needs to be proposed when studying online business.

Another approach could be considered to study online business is Industrial

Marketing and Purchasing Group’s (IMP Group) study of relationship and

network. IMP group mainly focuses on studying the relationships between

companies in the complex networks where they collaborate and compete with

each other during the process of marketing operations (Ford et al., 2003). Ritter

and Gemunden (2003) apply the concepts of relationship and network from IMP

group study into online business content while they find out it is more applicable

for studying online business. Since many phenomenons involve relationship and

collaboration in online business such as outsourcing, virtual organization and

inter-organizational collaboration can be elaborated by utilizing the concepts of

IMP group (Ibid). Ford (2016) mentions that online business is further
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complicated than traditional business, and many companies involved in online

business possess a limited horizon of network management. For this reason the

relationship and network of IMP Group could be considered as the basis to study

online business.

Due to the fact that there are rare academic researches related to the particular

experience of online business, Amit and Zott (2001) point out the literature of this

new trend has neither articulated the key issues nor developed theories that could

describe the uniqueness of online business. In this sense, the relationship and

networks research can contribute to online business studies, which can also

strengthen the need to apply IMP group’s concept into online business. Based on

the discussion above, the researchers choose to focus on relationships and

network in online business with the guide of IMP group study.

According to Ford et al. (2003) and Håkansson and Snehota (1995), the

cooperation activity is the cornerstone to understand relationship and network. It

is important for managers and researchers to understand the cooperation activity

and the influence of relationships in their business network (Hultman et al., 2008;

Ford et al, 2003). Ford and Håkansson (2013) argue that it is economical

importantly to emphasis cooperation between companies when establish

relationships and networks. Huemer (2014) also claims that understanding

cooperation could help firms to create cooperative advantages and thus increase

profits. By reviewing literatures of online business of IMP group, it lacks of

researches in the field of studying online business of IMG group firm’s

cooperation on relationship development and network (Zott et al., 2011; Ford and

Håkansson 2013; Guo, 2016). Thus the need of understanding the cooperation in

online business should be considered.

Furthermore, Ford et al. (2003) indicate that there is a relationship development

stage model that explained cooperation and communication between firms. In
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different stages, the cooperation between firms reflects different characteristics,

which should be emphasized when building relationships. On the other hand, Ford

et al. (2003) point out some companies fail to manage their relationships and to

develop them into further stages. Thus how do the characteristics of the

cooperation influence relationship development stages between firms should be

discussed. From another perspective, when firms cooperate with partners, the

cooperation will be affected by their views on the entire network, which might

affect on companies’ decision-making processes (Ford et al., 2003). Therefore, to

understand online business network, how do network views influence company

should also be highlighted.

1.3 Purpose

The purpose of this study is to identify how do the relationship and network

between firms influence the cooperation of product developing and server

operating companies in online business.

1.4 Research Question

1. What are the characteristics of different stages in relationship development

between product developing and server operating companies in online business?

2. What is the product developing and server operating companies’network view

when cooperate with partners in the online business network?
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2. Theoretical Framework

This chapter will present the concepts that the researchers have chosen to apply the

purpose of the study, which is the Industrial Marketing and Purchasing (IMP) network

and relationship. The purpose of this chapter is to apply concepts of describing the

interaction and relationship between companies in a business network. This chapter

starts describing Inter-firm relationship then moves on to explaining why those three

aspects influence relationship and how can those aspects influence in different stages in

relationship management. Later bring in the definition of network, the elements that

formed the network has and the model of the network. Lastly the summary of those

concepts will be presented at the end of this chapter.

2.1 Inter-firm Relationship

Inter-firm relationship occurs when companies decide to enter into partnership in

order to strengthen their competitive advantages, efficiency and effectiveness by

sharing their resources and knowledge (Barringer and Harrison, 2000; Das and

Teng, 2000; Tunten and Urban, 2001). Ritter and Gemünden (2003) present that

there are three characteristics of inter-firm relationship. Firstly, inter-firm

relationship refers to a long-term orientation and an on-going interaction, which

normally involves more than two companies. During the interaction, individuals

of each company can be regarded as the short-term episodes of a long-term

relationship and a long-term exchange pattern (Ritter and Gemünden, 2003).

Secondly, time is defined as the main feature of inter-firm relationship, which

implies relationship is stable and long-term (Håkansson, 1982). Thirdly, there are

no self-runners of relationship. Since each relationship is not build up for free,

firms have to invest on money, resources and time that are unaffordable for one

company. This indicates the inter-firm relationship is a lengthy and costly
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investment process (Walter, 1998). Therefore, managing relationship is a crucial

factor for developing and modeling this relationship (Ford et al., 2003).

2.1.1 Three Aspects Influencing Relationship

Anderson and Narus (1991, p. 96) indicate that an inter-firm relationship is a

process for companies to “…. form strong and extensive social, economic, service

and technical ties over time, with the intent of lowering total costs and/or

increasing value, thereby achieving mutual benefit”. However the notion of the

process is mentioned that relationship might vary during the cooperation (Ford,

1980; Day, 2000). Valla (1986) and Mattsson (1988) also indicate that inter-firm

relationship is a time consuming and costly investment process. Apart from the

above characteristics, another three aspects can be seen in Figure 2.1, which

should also be considered when affecting developing relationship (Ford et al.,

2003). These three aspects respectively are actor bonds, activity links and

resource ties (Ibid).

Figure 2. 1 Three aspects influencing relationship

Actor bonds is perceived as one of the elements, which describes the distance
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between companies that is the first contact with each other (Johanson and

Wiedershim-Paul, 1975). Furthermore, Actor bonds capture four different

dimensions that could be considered when developing a relationship which

respectively are social distance, cultural distance, technological distance and time

distance (Ford et al., 2003). Social distance assesses the degree of the familiarity

between companies, such as how firms think and behave in a better way with

them (Ibid). Cultural distance stands for the differences of the norms and the

values between two companies (Ford et al., 2003). Technological distance

indicates that the product technology is different from each other (Ibid). Lastly,

time distance measures the uncertainties that might happen in a considerable time

in the future, in order to reduce the uncertainty in their interactions (Ford et al.,

2003).

When companies attempt to capture these dimensions, it is important “To begin

with diffused, are shaped by the mutual interaction and its interpretation by the

individuals within the two parties over time” (Håkasson and Snehota, 1995,

p.198). In this sense, companies will be familiar with each other sufficiently at a

certain stage, and they will also obtain mutual knowledge and commitment to

develop a long-term relationship. However, when one of the companies involve

into such relationship, the absence of a commitment on long-term relationship

will make firms tend to seek short-term benefits from this relationship (Ford et al.,

2003). Therefore, the commitment acts as an important role in actor bonds to

manage the potential uncertainties when building a relationship (Gounaris, 2005).

Activity links is perceived as the interlocking of behaviors, which is necessary to

develop interaction between companies (Ford, et al., 2003). It means, “A first

order will have to be processed, scheduled and fulfilled by companies and it will

have to be specified, received and phased into the operation of customers” (Ford

et al., 2003, p. 40). Moreover, Holmen et al. (2005) also claim that activities are

tightly connected with each other, which signifies the output of an activity to
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constitute the input for a subsequent activity. That is to say, activity links can be

employed for capturing the efficiency of allocating resources by coordinating

across firms’ boundaries (Ibid). According to Håkansson and Snehota (1995),

links can be connected between the activities of companies by adapting the

investment and activities and allocating resources etc. Therefore, the activity links

of firms in a network may vary over time, which leads the links stability of

activities to affect the ability of how companies to plan their activities (Holmen et

al., 2005).

Resource ties contains several aspects, one of the aspects is mentioned by Gadde

and Håkansson (1993) is knowledge of the participants’ resources. From this

aspect, resource ties helps participants to interact with each other, and to be aware

of each other’s resources so that participant can obtain and allocate in order to

utilize those knowledge. Gaining knowledge will be able to have an insight into

the resources combinations that whether have been utilized successfully or

unsuccessfully. It also provides a proposal of new combination of the resources

(Holmen et al., 2005), when one of the companies in a relationship requires

resources, in order to fulfill another’s requirement, knowledge and interaction of

the resources can result in adaptation of resources; therefore companies should

invest on resource capability (Håkansson and Snehota, 1995).

2.1.2 Stages in relationship management

Relationship plays an important role in company’s assets, which allows

companies to meet customer’s needs, deal with customer’s problems and generate

revenue (Ford et al., 2003). Many companies fail in developing relationship at an

initial contact stage, the process of relationship development has been examined

and highlighted as an overview of the relation-building model (Dwyer et al., 1987;

Ford et al., 2003). As shown in figure 2.2, from a business communication aspect,
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this model can help companies to design commutation means and strategies when

attempting to establish a stable relationship (Ford et al., 2003). The details will be

introduced as following.

Figure 2. 2 Stages in relationship development in Business market

Source: Ford et al., (2003, p.51)

The pre-relationship development

A new relationship occurs when one company is dissatisfied with present situation

and tends to search a new company to co-operate with and form a business

relationship (Houman, 2001). The pre-relationship stage as a starting point seeks

for new companies to co-operate and evaluate the utility of them, which will

consume a great deal of time and effort (Wilson and Mummalaneni, 1986; Ford et

al., 2003; Oghazi et al., 2012). During this stage, two potential risks affecting

process of the relationship that exist in pre-relationship stage are inertia and

distance (Aarikka-Stenroos, 2008). Inertia refers to a company might face a

considerable cost when shifting to a new co-operator (Ibid). Distance measures

the knowledge differences between companies and co-operators, and distance

lacks of personal relationship with each other on social level (Aarikka-Stenroos,

2008).
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Exploratory Stage

At exploratory stage it is significant for companies to exam connection between

relationships in depth (Ford et al., 2003). This connection can be technical,

administrative, economic and positive or negative (Ibid). At this stage, companies

engage in discussion or negotiation about the first operating strategy, it has a high

possibility to have few previous experience of each other and might undertake

high uncertainty (Ford et al., 2003). In addition the distance between partners is

still far at this stage due to the knowledge shortage of partners (Ibid). In order to

reduce the distance between partners, commitment is an important means to gain

the trust of its partner thus ensuring the relationship to be developed continuously

(Ford et al., 2003; Aarikka-Stenroos, 2008).

Developing stage

At this stage, companies build sufficient trust and relationship with each other and

establish its relationship in a positive way. Therefore, the uncertainties of

companies’ objectives and market prediction can be reduced by developing

relationship between them (Dwyer et al., 1987). In other words, Ford (1980) also

defines development stage as an accumulated experience of inter-firm cooperation

and reduction of the uncertainties and distance. However it is inevitable for either

company to cause relationship develop slowly (Ford et al., 2003).

Mutual stage

During mutual stage, companies have reached certain stability about each other’s

investment and reach a consistency level of commitment. This stability is

considered as a cornerstone in achieving efficiency in a relationship (Ford, 1980).

Furthermore, companies could gain positive impact from this stage, which result

in establishment of trust and commitment (Ford et al., 2003). However it leads to

a negative impact since companies have achieved certain tacit cooperation level,

which allows them investing with low cost and less involvement in activities of
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further cooperation (Ibid).

2.2 Network

As Ford et al. (2003) introduce, a business network contains a group of companies

that connect to each other with relationships, and the actors within the network

will influence each other by these relationships. Ritter and Gemunden (2003)

further explain that business relationship does not exist independently. Therefore,

networks are self-organizing systems where no “leader” or “captain” is

necessarily required (Ford et al., 2003). On the other hand, Lorenzoni and

Baden-fuller (1995) argue that there are some cases that a company holds an

important position in a network, or be a “strategic center”. In fact, all the actors in

a network will have their own image of the network, which is based on their

perceptions (Ford et al., 2003; Oghazi, 2014). It may cause them to believe that

they are the center of the network (Ibid). The network surrounds one company is

hard to define, since it has no boundaries that each company will be connected to

another company and thus the relationship chain is endless (Ibid). Ford et al.

(2003) provide a model of managing in networks, which could helps researchers

to understand a business network. Each element will be introduced in the

following part respectively.
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Figure 2. 3 Amodel of Managing in Networks
Source: Ford et al., (2003, p176)

2.2.1 Network Pictures

Network pictures refer to the image of the network that holds by participants

within it (Ford et al., 2003). Different participants will have a different image of

the same network, because each of them will have a systematic belief about its

structures processes, performances and effects are based on their own position

(Ibid). Henneberg et al. (2006) further discuss these pictures are perceived from

the backbone of managers’ understanding of the relationship, interactions,

interdependencies and constitution. In this sense, these pictures will influence

managers’ individual decision-making processes (Ibid). Understanding network

pictures will help the researchers to understand and to describe the network

characteristics (Muncy and Fisk, 1987; Henneberg et al., 2006; Parida et al.,

2016).

2.2.2 Networking

Several researchers regard networking or business networking as attempts and
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actions that one company can take, in order to change or develop the process of

interaction or the structure of relationships (Håkansson et al., 2009; Ford and

Mouzas, 2010; Henneberg et al., 2010; Philipson and Oghazi, 2013). Ford and

Mouzas (2013) mention that networking is the core of management in business

while the concept of networking is not well developed. However, Ford et al. (2003)

point out some of the characteristic that networking usually has:

-- Networking is interactive, which implies networking of a company affects and

is affected by other actors’ actions (Ford et al., 2003).

-- Networking is based on restricted freedom. It signifies the actors have their

freedom to choose what to do, however they have to take how other actors react

on what they do into consideration (Ibid).

-- Networking is not defined by conversational company categories. It indicates

that each actor in a network has their own suppliers and customers, and their

behavior will based on their specific situation and relationships with others.

Therefore, there is no common way to treat and manage the network (Ford et al.,

2003).

-- Networking involves combined co-operation and competition, which implies

that the relationships in one network are not only about the co-operations, but also

about the competitions. This due to the complexity of relationships and actors

within a network, as well as the classical roles of suppliers, customers and

competitors are normally blurred in a business network (Ibid).

-- Position, experience and expectations are the central factors in networks, which

implies researchers need to understand the position, experience and expectation of

the actor possesses in the network, so that to understand the behavior and

management in network (Ford et al., 2003).
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2.2.3 Network outcome

Network outcome refers to the result of all the interaction between firms in a

network (Ford et al., 2003). Due to the fact that a network is complex and hard to

define, and the relationship between actors is influenced by multiple elements

such as three aspects that influence relationship, it is hard for firms to evaluate the

outcome before fully understand the entire network (Ibid). Instead, companies

tend to use financial result as a measurement to decide whether or not to develop

its network (Ford et al., 2003). From other important aspect, for example what do

company learned from the relationship and network, should be taken into

consideration (Ibid).

2.2.4 Summary and interconnection of the three elements

Network pictures, networking and network outcomes stand for how do company

view a network, how do they manage it and what drive them to do so (Ford et al.,

2003). These three elements are closely related to each other due to the fact that

what companies perceive will affect how do they manage the network, then leads

to the result they will achieve and the result will continually affect on how will

firms view the network (Ibid). As Ford et al. (2003) point out, this is a process that

companies “learn by doing”.

2.3 Summary of Theoretical framework

As mentioned above, business network is a complex and dynamic integration,

which build upon the combination of various relationships. On the one hand,

network could help companies to achieve more profits and competitive

advantages. On the other hand, it is hard to define, manage and categorize. To
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understand the network, researchers need to look depth into the relationships

between companies due to the fact that how companies views itself will influence

how they act.

In specific, there are three aspects should be considered when studying a

relationship: 1) Actor bonds, 2) Activity links, 3) Resource ties. These aspects will

influence different stages during the relationship development process:

pre-relationship stage, exploratory stage, developing stage and mutual stage.

Hence, these aspects and stages should be studied in this research in order to

fulfill the purpose and research questions.
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3. Methodology

This chapter introduces the methods that researchers applied in this study. The structure

of this part includes nine sections as shown in table X, which describes as 1) research

approach, 2) research design, 3) data source, 4) research strategy, 5) data collection

method, 6) data collection design, 7) sampling, 8) data analysis method and 9) quality

criteria. A summary of used methods will be presented at the end of this chapter.

Figure 3. 1Methodology overview
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3.1 Research Approach

This section will explain the research approaches and the reasons of choosing this

method for this study. Firstly, inductive and deductive researches will be

discussed which one can be applied, then quantitative and qualitative researches

will be explained which can be applied for this study.

3.1.1 Inductive vs. Deductive Research

There are two different research methods—inductive and deductive approaches,

which represent different relationship between theory and research (Bryman and

Bell, 2011). Inductive approach begins with observations and findings then

drawing generalized inferences, and theory is the outcome of the research.

Moreover, inductive approach shows the relationship between findings and

theories while deductive approach as a process that employs pre-existing theories

to deduce a hypothesis that must be subjected to empirical findings. In other

words, deductive approach presents the relationship between theory and data; and

this approach is based on existing theories to collect data in order to apply to

specific case (Bryman and Bell, 2011; Boso et al., 2016).

For this study, deductive approach was more appropriate suited. Since the

collected empirical findings of this study was driven by existing theories and

models to apply on specific cases. The researchers had found concepts concerning

relationships and networks in online business, which will be utilized as the

foundation when observation taking place, then deeply and dependable analysis

and conclusion will be drawn from deductive approach in order to fulfill the

purpose of the study.
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3.1.2 Quantitative vs. Qualitative Research

Quantitative and qualitative researches are two types of research method, which

intend to create a better perception and to obtain the understanding of individuals’

acting and influence (Oghazi, 2009). Sogunro (2001) claims in the business field,

quantitative method and qualitative method are useful for many researches, and

the selection depends on the purpose of each specific research. The differences

between two methods are defined in the following table (Bryman and Bell, 2011).

Table 3. 1 Common contrast between quantitative and qualitative research

Source: Bryman, A. and Bell, E., (2011, p. 410)

From a broad perspective, quantitative research refers to the collection of

numerical data and involves a deductive approach to the relationship between

theory and research, thus this research has an objectivist conception of social

reality (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Furthermore, quantitative research could be

measurable and able to be validated by numbers and statistics (Ibid). The aim of

quantitative research is to make generalization that relies on the process of

investigation, so that it is structured and formalized by utilizing scientific method

to uncover answers for research problem (Oghazi, 2009).

Common contracts between quantitative and qualitative research

Quantitative Qualitative

Numbers Words

Point of view of researcher Point of view of participants

Research distance Research close

Theory testing Theory emergent from data

Static Process

Structured Unstructured

Generalization Contextual understanding
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On the other hand, qualitative research is about words, pictures descriptions and

narratives rather than the quantification of collection and analysis of data, and it

involves inductive view to the relationship between theory and research.

Qualitative research allows obtaining a deeper understanding towards the

collected data and research problem (Bryman and Bell, 2011). In addition, the

conclusion of qualitative research normally drives from thoughts and beliefs,

which emphasis on the understanding of social events (Ghauri and Grønhaug,

2005).

In order to understand relationship and network in online business, the authors

regarded qualitative research as the most appropriate method since it provides an

in-depth understanding. To fulfill the purpose of this study and to provide answers

of stated research questions, the researchers needed to collect individualized and

detailed data from specific companies about how they understand and manage the

co-operations. In this way, qualitative research was adopted so that researchers

can gather more depth information that related to the study topic.

3.2 Research design

A research design is a logical and systematic planning that guide a research study

and form a blueprint to specify methods and procedures of collecting and

analyzing data in order to achieve the goal of the study (Kothari, 2004). Research

design is required in a study because it not only accelerates the progress of

research operations, but also help researchers to avoid the actual condition that

analyzed data cannot answer research questions (Yin, 2009). There are several

approaches that can be utilized in research design, which are exploratory,

descriptive and explanatory research design (Zainal, 2007).

Firstly, exploratory research design helps researchers to understand problem



21

related knowledge in a basic level where the purpose of the study is hard to define

or the existing theories have weak relation to the target area (Oghazi, 2009). The

main goal of exploratory research is to collect information as much as possible in

terms of applying certain subject. To achieve this goal the various sources are

required in collecting relevant information (Ibid). Literature investigations, expert

interviews, focus groups and case studies are four types of exploratory research

(Churchill and Iacobucci 2006; Oghazi, 2009).

Secondly, explanatory research design, also known as causal research design, is to

represent relationships between causes and symptoms (Cooper and Schindler

2003; Hair et al. 2003; Oghazi, 2009). The main goal of this research design is to

explain the connection between empirical realities to academic theories (Ibid).

Krishnaswami and Satyaprasad (2010) also explain that it is important to explore

the influences between each variable.

Thirdly, descriptive research design is to describe a complicated phenomenon by

breaking into proportional components and provide an explanation of each

component characteristics. This research design requires researchers to obtain

wide range of knowledge that is related to the topic (Hair et al. 2003; Churchill

and Iacobucci 2006; Oghazi, 2009). Krishnaswami and Satyaprasad (2010)

explain that in a descriptive research, a certain aspect or dimension of the studied

problem are focused on providing information for formulating more complex

researches.

For this study, the researchers aimed to investigate how does the cooperation

between companies influence relationship and network development within online

business. To achieve this, descriptive research was chosen as research design. The

reasons are that firstly the researchers want to achieve a goal of a deeper

understanding of the relationship and network in online business, in order to

achieve this two research questions were concentrated, and the characteristics of
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these two are explained; secondly it is significant to discover detailed knowledge

from the interviews of related concepts, which can be applied to analysis in this

case.

3.3 Data sources

There are two different data collection approaches that can be applied by

researchers, which are primary data and secondary data (Krishnaswami and

Satyaprasad, 2010; Anokhin et al., 2016).

Primary data is an original sources that directly collected by researchers and

formed by several methods such as observation, interviewing and mailing etc.

Primary data is first-hand data that have not been formerly gathered

(Krishnaswami and Satyaprasad, 2010). As for researchers who will apply this

approach, it is significant to confirm if the data will be correlated, precise and

impartial, thereby to collect data that researchers required (Armstrong et al., 2009).

In primary data the advantages are, that researchers have the option to choose

when and where to collect the data, and they can converge the data precisely

based on their research needs (Appannaiah and Ramanath, 2010). However, the

disadvantage of primary data is that the procedure of collecting data is time

consuming and costly (Krishnaswami and Satyaprasad, 2010).

Secondary data is collected by others previously. It constitutes of readymade

compendia, statistical statements and reports that can be utilized by other

researchers for their own purpose. Secondary source can be acquired from

journals, reports, government publications, online websites etc. (Appannaiah and

Ramanath, 2010). In secondary data there are several advantages, one example

could be sources can be collected cheaply and quickly. Hence the use of

secondary data accelerates the project progress and when all required sources are
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converged, data gathering will be just deskwork for researchers (Krishnaswami

and Satyaprasad, 2010). The disadvantage of secondary data is, that are the

difficulties to measure the accuracy of secondary data, which cause desired data

may not as accurate as researchers want (Appannaiah and Ramanath, 2010).

Primary data was chosen as the data source, because primary data is more flexible

for the researchers to aim the specific need on chosen topic. In this research the

empirical data will mostly depend on interviews with different online business

companies that the study concerns. Furthermore the research topic involved fast

flowing information and dynamic network, secondary data may not be able to

describe the current phenomenon, it is also limited to gather information which

might not match what researchers required.

3.4 Research strategy

According to Yin (2009), there are five different kinds of research strategies,

which are experiment, survey, archival analysis, history and case study.

Researchers should consider three conditions when deciding which strategy is

going to implement: 1) The form of the research question. 2) The requirement of

control that investigators have over actual behavioral events. 3) The research is

whether focus on contemporary events or not (Yin, 2009).

When comparing the five strategies, a table is given by Yin (2009) to show the

difference based on the three conditions mentioned above. For a better

comparison, the different research strategies are explained.
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Table 3. 2 Relevant situations for different research methods

Source: Yin, R., (2014, p.9)

- Experiment: in business and management areas experiments are unusual because

it is hard to control the experiment while organizational behavior is different and

complex. This research strategy require two groups, experimental group will be

exposed to an action. However control group will not be exposed to an action for

comparison. Both of the groups should be exposed to a random assignment.

(Bryman and Bell, 2011)

- Survey: a survey is a research strategy that data are collected from

questionnaires on more than one case. In that case, quantitative data is collected,

with connections between two or more variables. (Bryman and Bell, 2011;

Mostaghel et al., 2015)

- Archival analysis: this is a research method that is used to understand the

context rather than informing the concepts and theory. In this method, empirical

Method Form of research

question

Requires control of

behavioral events

Focuses on

contemporary

events

Experiment How, why? Yes Yes

Survey Who, what, where,

how many, how

much?

No Yes

Archival analysis Who, what, where,

how many, how

much?

No Yes/no

History How, why? No No

Case study How, why? No Yes
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data are collected by researchers for their own purpose. (Merriam, 1998)

- History: history is a research method that considering the past when no alive

person could describe the event. History collects secondary documents, cultural

and physical artifact as main sources. (Yin, 2009)

- Case study: case study is widely used in business research. A case study focuses

on a single case and dig deep into the case. There are two different types of case

study, single case study and multiple case studies. Single case study investigates a

single case in depth. And multiple case studies focus on two or more cases, which

provide a comparison of the results between cases. (Bryman and Bell, 2011)

For this study, as the theoretical framework pointed out, relationship and network

are unique between cases, which cannot be generalized and categorized. In this

way, case study was required to understand the specific differences and process

within different companies. Therefore researchers applied case study as the

research strategy to gain a better understanding of the interactions between

companies.

3.5 Data collection method

Yin (2009) explains several different data collection methods that are

documentation, archival records, interviews, direct observations, participant

observations and physical artifacts. In this research, in order to fulfill the research

requirement, in-depth data based on the case study is needed to collect. Therefore

interviews are selected to be the data collection method. Interview has two

advantages, which are: Targeted – focuses on case study topics; Insightful –

provides perceived causal inferences and explanations. There are also several

disadvantages of interviews, which are: Bias due to poorly articulated questions;
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Response bias; Inaccuracies due to poor recall; Reflexivity, interviewee gives

what interviewer wants (Yin, 2009).

There are three structures of interview: highly structured or standardized,

semi-structured, and unstructured or informal (Merriam, 1998). Bryman and Bell

(2011), explain that a qualitative research interview should to be less structured

and it is important that the researcher ask how the respondents think about the

case. Therefore semi-structured interviews are applicable for this study.

3.6 Data collection design

In the previous chapter the data collection method has been presented, which is

in-depth case study with semi-structured interviews. In this chapter, the design of

the interview will be explained.

3.6.1 Operationalization

The function of the operationalization chapter, according to Bryman and Bell

(2011), is to present the definitions of the concepts that been considered in the

research. Concepts are the symbol that the researcher use to classified and

generalize the reality, and to communicate with others (Krishnaswami and

Satyaprasad, 2010; Mostaghel et al., 2012). The author further explained that

there are two parts of concepts, (1) concrete concepts and (2) abstract concepts: a

concrete concept is an object that can be seen, touched and felt; an abstract

concept is the properties of characteristics of object. Concepts can be concluded

from observation of researchers (Ibid).

Factors that Merriam (1998) points out, that different interviewees will react

differently according to their personality, attitude and situation should also be



27

considered. To cover this, it is important to prepare a list of topic or issues that the

researcher should mentioned in the interview (Bryman and Bell, 2011).

Combining with the concepts of the study, as well as the industry characteristics

that the interviewee involved in, the researcher lists these topics as a guideline of

the interview:

Table 3. 3 Operationalization

Theoretical

concept

Conceptual

Definition

Operational

Definition

Question

asked

Actor Bonds

To describe the

distance between

companies that is the

first contact with

each other (Johanson

and

Wiedershim-Paul,

1975).

To measure the

different distances

between product

developing

companies and

server-operating

companies in their

cooperation.

Question 1-4,

6-8

(See

Appendix)

Activity Link

Perceived as the

interlocking of

behaviors, which is

necessary to develop

interaction between

companies (Ford, et

al., 2003).

To measure the

interactions and

activities between

product developing

companies and

server-operating

companies in their

cooperation.
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Resources ties

Knowledge of the

participants’

resources, which

helps participants to

interact with each

other, and to be

aware of each other’s

resources so that

participant can obtain

and allocate to utilize

those knowledge

(Gadde and

Håkansson, 1993)

To measure what kind

of information and

resources are shared

between companies.

Stages in

relationship

management

This is a model that

helps company to

design commutation

means and strategies

when attempting to

establish a stable

relationship (Ford et

al., 2003).

To measure how do

companies establish

and develop their

cooperation

relationship.

Question 5

(See

Appendix)

Network

Picture

It refers to the image

of the network that

holds by participants

within it (Ford et al.,

2003).

To measure how

companies view their

position in online

business.

Question 7-11

(See

Appendix)
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Networking

Attempts and actions

that one company can

take, in order to

change or develop

the process of

interaction or the

structure of

relationships

(Philipson and

Oghazi, 2013;

Håkansson et al.,

2009; Ford and

Mouzas, 2010;

Henneberg et al.,

2010).

To measure the

activities and

attempts are applied

by product

developing

companies and

server-operating

companies in order to

manage relationships

in their network.

Network

Outcome

It refers to the result

of all the interaction

between firms in a

network (Ford et al.,

2003).

To measure how

companies evaluate

relationship

performances of the

cooperation.

Based on the operationalization, interview guide is prepared and will be explained

in the following chapter.

3.6.2 Interview guide

The aim of an interview guide is to help the researchers conducting interview and

thus collecting information that needed for the study, which contain three steps as

a guideline to proceed (Merriam, 1998). The three steps are: 1) Determine whom



30

to interview, 2) Interaction between interviewer and respondent and 3) Recording

and evaluating interview data (Ibid).

Determine whom to interview: this is depending on what empirical data that

researcher wants to collect. The researcher should consider who should be the

interviewee and what perspective the interviewee has (Merriam, 1998). For this

study, interviewee should be in relation to the relationship and network

management area within online business company. Detail interviewee selection

process will be explained in the sampling chapter.

Interaction between interviewer and respondent: Merriam (1998) suggests that

interviews need to be proceeded in a respectful, nonjudgmental and

nonthreatening, circumstance, which helps to build up a fluid conversation. For

this study, as most of the respondents prefer Skype meeting due to geographical

distance as well as their satisfaction, all the interviews were proceeded via Skype.

Recording and evaluating interview data: in order to keep the quality of the

collected data, it is important to store the conversations during the interview

(Merriam, 1998). To achieve this, after got the permission from the interviewee

record of the interview is applied and transcribed into text afterwards.

3.7 Sampling

Sampling is an essential step in any research study since there is rarely possibility

of studying the whole population and it is less efficiency for a study (Marshall,

1996). Sampling refers to select a group of people from a bigger group rather than

selecting a sample of the whole population, time and research site in an

investigation (Ghauri and Grønhaug, 2005; Bryman and Bell, 2007). Therefore in
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sampling part, “Where to observe, when to observe, whom to observe and what to

observe” should be considered (Merriam, 1998, p.60).

There are two approaches of sampling: 1) probability sampling, 2) non-probability

sampling (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Probability sampling is an appropriate method

that can be utilized in quantitative research and it allows researchers to select

samples randomly (Ibid). This method defines the nature of the population and

provided an equal chance for all people to be part of the selection, which results

the samples to population (Marshall, 1996). Non-probability sampling is mostly

used in qualitative research due to the samples are not selected randomly and

researchers will carefully choose the samples that they are going to use in their

study (Merriam, 1998). In this way people who have been selected from

population are more likely to be selected than others (Ibid). As mentioned early in

research approach part, qualitative research had chosen in this study, thus

non-probability sampling was applied.

3.7.1 Sampling frame

According to Bryman and Bell (2011), sampling frame is to list all the units

within the population that will be selected for the research as the sample. It is

essential to define and select particular members of target research population so

that researchers can gain relevant data through the suitable research approach

(Ibid).

In this study, the purpose is to investigate the relationship and network in online

business, the researchers focused on the interviewing of online business to collect

data. As the mentioned before, the qualitative research approach was utilized for

this study, which related to in-depth understand In the chosen field of study; In

order to collect sufficient data, Semi-structured interview method was applied by
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researchers. The researchers focused on product developing and server-operating

companies within online business. There are five companies were chosen as this

study’s samples: X-Future, Foxit and Mihoyo belong to product developing

companies; Galaxy game entertainment limited is a server operating company and

Tencent contains both product developing and server operating businesses. These

companies were willing and allowed the group to interview the topic of this

research without accessing the complimentary information.

3.7.2 Sample selection

The population that the authors selected for interviewing this research was the

personnel of online business, who is working and accessing online business for at

least five years. Furthermore, the person that the researchers interviewed consist

of marketing managers, product developer, product development managers and

customer support manager at their own companies. In this way, the authors can

gain as much in-depth information as possible of chosen topic from the interviews.

Those contact people were notified before via e-mail and allowed researchers to

interview, then interviewed via Skype due to the geographic distance.

Table 3. 4 Interview information

Company Name Position Business area

X-Future

(Product developing

company)

Co-founder and

marketing manager

Game development

Galaxy game

(Server-operating

company)

B2B Customer support

manager

Online gaming

Foxit

(Product developing

Product development

manager

Software development

and mobile application
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company)

Mihoyo

(Product developing

company)

Marketing manager Mobile phone application

development

Tencent

(Product developing and

Server-operating

company)

Marketing manager Online business (Game,

social platform, software

development and online

business investment)

3.8 Data analysis method

Since qualitative research focuses on contextual understanding, which involved

massive volume of gathered information from interviewers or companies, data

analysis is perceived as a complicated and challenging section in qualitative

research (Savage, 2000; Sohrabpour et al., 2016). Therefore, it is important for

researchers to select a proper approach to analyze data (Ibid). There are three

different approaches that can be considered useful for this study: Data Reduction,

Data Display and Conclusion Drawing (Mile and Huberman, 1994).

Data Reduction: This is a form of analysis that includes selecting, sorting,

organizing and transforming data, so that the final conclusion can be drawn (Mile

and Huberman, 1994). In this study, the researchers needed to reduce useless

information and keep the relevant information that significantly link to the

purpose of the study. The specific information will be presented in empirical data

section.

Data Display: Data display is defined as “What is happening and to do

something-either analyzing further or take action-based on that understanding”

(Mile and Huberman, 1994, p11). The collected data will be presented in a
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well-organized structure by several means such as text, charts, graphs and

matrices (Mile and Huberman, 1994; Peighambari et al., 2016).

Conclusion Drawing: In conclusion drawing part, researchers need to verify what

data is applied and demonstrate what the real meaning of data is (Mile and

Huberman, 1994). Conclusion drawing should reflect on different interviews of

companies, so that researchers can be able to answer the research questions.

In this study, researchers had applied qualitative research. All collected data

gathered from different online business companies are compiled precisely. Then

these collected data were reduced and summarized so that data can be applied

with the theories. The clear connection construct between gathered data and

theories were displayed in operationalization part at Table 3.3. Lastly, with the

previous construction, the detailed conclusion presented with corresponding

theories and empirical data in text.

3.9 Quality criteria

In any academic study, it is essential to obtain the valid and reliable knowledge in

order to determine the level of quality for empirical findings. According to Yin

(2009), measuring quality criteria of each research are considered as the important

quality standard. The following table will explain the different measurements of

validity and reliability in qualitative research, which lists four common used tests

for case studies including construct validity, internal validity, external validity and

reliability.

Table 3. 5 The Four-Commonly Used Tests for Case Studies

Tests Case Study Tactic Phase of research in which

tactic occurs
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Construct Validity Use multiple sources of

evidence

Establish chain of

evidence

Have key informants

review draft case study

report

Data collection

Data collection

Composition

Internal Validity Do pattern matching

Do explanation building

Address rival explanations

Use logic models

Data analysis

Data analysis

Data analysis

Data analysis

External Validity Use theory in single-case

studies

Use replication logic in

multiple-case studies

Research design

Research design

Reliability Use case study protocol

Develop case study

database

Data collection

Data collection

Source: Yin, P., (2009, p41)

3.9.1 Validity and Reliability

The measures of validity and reliability in qualitative research are different from

quantitative research (Merriam, 1998). Quantitative research presents statistical

results rather than concrete description while qualitative research is to provide a

deeper understanding on the collected data and research problem. In this way

qualitative research is more intangible and descriptive than quantitative, this

results in difficulty to measure validity in qualitative research (Whittemore et al.,

2001).
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Construct validity: Construct validity refers to the degree of which

operationalization measure the concepts that it is supposed to be measured

(Bryman and Bell, 2011). Bryman and Bell (2011) also define that construct

validity is challenging to develop sufficiently operational set of measures in

qualitative case studies. The construct validity of this study is measured by voice

recording of interviewees and later transform into text format, in case that

interviewers were misunderstanding of the information that interviewees

presented and it also can be traced back to the interviewees.

Content validity: Bryman and Bell (2011) define when a researcher develops a

new measure, to establish content validity is significant needed, which allows

researcher to estimate the measures are related to the purpose and the research

questions. In order to access the content validity in a study, it is important for

researcher to inquire people from outside to assess whether the measure is reflect

on the concept (Ibid). The interview questions and concepts that authors applied

were viewed by scholar, who has highly knowledge of this study area. Therefore,

content validity is measured.

External validity: Yin (2009) explains that external validity stands for whether or

not the conclusion of the study could be generalized and applied to other cases.

Yin (2009) also mention that external validity is a major barrier in conducting

case studies, where case studies can only provide a poor state of generalization. In

this study, it is difficult to generalize a wide range of this topic since the authors

only accessed to managers or developers in five companies to some extent.

Reliability: Reliability is to diminish and minimize bias that related to the study

(Yin, 2009). In order to achieve high reliability, the study should be repeatable

which presents a study should have highly consistency of the results for the same

measures (Ibid). In data collection process of this study, all researchers were
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participated in Skype interviews in order to ensure the consistency of the results.

3.10 Summary of the methodology

To summarize the methodology chapter, figure 3.2 presents the chosen method

that applied to this specific research. To begin with this study, a deductive and

qualitative research approach were applied, followed by descriptive research

design with a primary data collection. The research was a case study with

semi-structured interviews, while participants are selected through

non-probability sampling. Lastly data was analyzed through data reduction to

conclusion drawing with measured the validity and reliability.
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Figure 3. 2 Summary of methodology chapter
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4. Empirical data

In this chapter will present the collected data by interviews from five different online

business companies: X-Future, Galaxy game entertainment limited, Foxit, Mihoyo and

Tencent, which were summarized by the authors for the better understanding of this

research. The following sections will be detailed explain the cooperation between firms in

online business in relationship and network management.

There are five companies were interviewed by researchers: X-Future, Galaxy

game entertainment limited, Foxit, Mihoyo and Tencent. The interviewees are

working for market management, customer support management and product

development department. In order to gain useful and relevant information about

the cooperation in relationship and network, each interview lasts around 30-60

minutes for answering prepared questions. Additionally, after evaluating the first

round interviews, the follow-up questions were sent via E-mail for second round

in-depth understanding.

4.1 X-Future

X-Future was founded in 2013, which focuses on game development of mobile

game and web game. It has a wide cooperation network with various companies,

including mobile phone developers and social platforms. The interviewee is the

co-founder and marketing manager of the company. The interview was held on 6th

May 2016.
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4.1.1 Relationship development in cooperation

In the interview with X-Future co-founder, the interviewee states that their

company currently has cooperation with other companies. Generally these

cooperation are short-term, which would last until the project finished. The

majority of the cooperation is aimed at helping the firm to promote their products.

In order to fulfill this aim, partners that X-Future prefers to cooperate are from

different industries such as advertising, magazine publisher and social platform.

Packaging and art design could also be outsourced to reduce their cost. On the

other hand, X-Future provides another approach to cooperate with other firms,

game development service is provided for other gaming companies who need this

kind of support. From another perspective, when it comes to competitors, they

mention that competitors are not considered as a partner since high-technical

information may leak and consequently they will lose their competitive

advantage.

When X-Future selects cooperators, there are three main factors that they are

focusing on: promotion effectiveness, brand effect and brand maintenance. To

begin with cooperation, firstly, X-Future evaluates the partner’s market potential

and customer size to decide whether or not this cooperation could enhance their

competitive positions. Secondly, X-Future assesses the activeness and customer

attractiveness of the partner in order to ensure the product is promoted in a

positive way. However there is a possibility that partners might misunderstand

their requirements, which result in a negative influence on their product and brand

image. Lastly, X-Future pays more attention to direct result, which is to attract

customer volume. Due to the short-term cooperation, X-Future could receive the

customer feedback from partners after their short-term cooperation, which could

influence the decision of whether or not to develop their product continuously.

Although they received those feedbacks from partners, the feedbacks only

provided limited information for them to benefit their business. Since they possess
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their own channel to attach customer feedbacks, therefore they do not perceive

feedbacks from partners are more efficient than their own channel (X-Future

interview, co-founder and marketing manager, 2016-05-06).

4.1.2 Network perception in the market

X-Future perceives itself as a small but high-technical company, the interviewee

points out that creativity and technology are the key points for them to achieve

competitive advantages in their industry and that is where they focus on. In that

case they concern that it is a highly risky to undertake when they cooperating with

competitors, and they refuse to share technological information with other firms

from the same industry. Moreover, they are also unwilling to share resources and

information with their partners due to that they think it is unnecessary and risky

for them. Hence, when considering the way of maintaining their competitive

advantage, X-Future relies on product development and technology advancing

(X-Future interview, co-founder and marketing manager, 2016-05-06).

4.2 Galaxy game entertainment limited

Galaxy game entertainment limited was founded in 2015, which focuses on game

server operation in a global market including North America, Europe, Japan and

Korea. Galaxy game entertainment limited has more than hundred of

communication channels with other companies within advertising and Application

store. The interviewee is the B2B customer support manager of the company. The

interview was held on 9th May 2016.

4.2.1 Relationship development in cooperation

As the interviewee explains, the Galaxy game entertainment limited is a company
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that focuses on game server operating, they normally cooperate with game

developing companies to launch new games. The Galaxy game entertainment

limited also has cooperation with their competitors because sometimes

competitors ask Galaxy game entertainment limited for helping them to launch

their product into international market where they are specialized in. Thus Galaxy

game entertainment limited decides to cooperate with their competitors in order to

achieve certain profits. All the cooperation that Galaxy game entertainment

limited has last in a short-term due to that the life cycle of games are usually short

recently.

When Galaxy game entertainment limited cooperates with their partners, there are

three elements that they consider: product development efficiency, quality and

execution ability. The interviewee further discusses that the firm qualified one

partner weeks ago because they have a good performance with their previous

experience, which shows that their partner has the capability to execute the task.

Since most of the cooperation are technical based, the information and resources

shared between companies are general technical support, such as how do they

revise game bugs (Galaxy game entertainment limited, B2B customer support

manager, 2016-05-09).

4.2.2 Network perception in the market

Galaxy game entertainment limited perceives themself as game servers operating

company and they rely on cooperating with game developing companies for

implementing their business. Therefore partner’s ability is one significant factor

for Galaxy game entertainment limited to choose cooperator. The interviewee

mentioned that if the partner fails to meet the company’s requirement or they

cannot finish the job on time, Galaxy game entertainment limited has to delay

their plan of launching game and might lead to high-cost. When Galaxy game



43

entertainment limited manages their cooperation, firstly, they share information

within technical issues with their partners such as product bugs; secondly, the

internal staffs have a meeting every week to evaluate products on the market and

try to learn what they are in scarcity with. Galaxy game entertainment limited

considers this as a good strategy for them to manage their network.

In addition, sometimes they expand their cooperation into competitor field in

order to achieve a wide network, however they still focus on product innovation,

quality and promotion to keep their product updating over time. The interviewee

believes the industry that company encounter a bottleneck of innovation and there

are lots of plagiarism occurred. These will cause fierce competition and that is the

reason why Galaxy game entertainment limited insists on looking for high quality

and creatively companies to cooperate with (Galaxy game entertainment limited,

B2B customer support manager, 2016-05-09).

4.3 Foxit

Foxit Software Incorporated was founded in 2001, which focuses on PDF reader

and software related to PDF files. This company covered a wide range of

customer and cooperation around the world, such as Amazon, Microsoft, Samsung,

IBM and Dell. The interviewee is the product development manager of the

company. The interview was held on 25thApril 2016.

4.3.1 Relationship development in cooperation

Foxit Software Incorporated has cooperated with companies, such as Amazon,

Dell and Samsung. These cooperation are mainly based on contract, while Foxit

provides software support for their partners. As interviewee explains that most of

the cooperation are short-term, however they also keep long-term cooperation
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when partner needed. From the cooperation, most of information that Foxit gained

from partners are customers’ feedbacks. Most of the feedbacks that Foxit received

from partners are about their software complaints and suggestions. At the same

time Foxit also concerns profits as a basis to cooperate. On the other hand, Foxit

claims that they are not willing to cooperate with their competitors, since it is a

huge risk for Foxit to expose their technical advantage, where they are quite

afraid.

Although most of the cooperation are short-term, Foxit still concerns different

factors in different phases. Before the cooperation starts, Foxit investigates

partner’s customer group, customer size and their activities in order to evaluate if

it is profitable for Foxit and then to determinate whether or not to cooperate with.

During the cooperation, Foxit monitors feedbacks and data from partners so that

they could adjust their software service. After the cooperation, Foxit majorly

focuses on summarizing Return On Investment (ROI), if the ROI is high; Foxit

will decide to cooperate again and vice versa (Foxit Software Incorporated

interview, product development manager, 2016-02-25).

4.3.2 Network perception in the market

Foxit Software Incorporated considers themself as an innovative and

high-technical company. Since they deem their industry as highly technology

focused and they are quite afraid of exposing their technology advantage to their

competitors. In that case, Foxit always faces threaten of plagiarism, which leads to

unwillingness of sharing information and resources with their competitors to build

up any relationship. On the other hand, they keep cooperation with partners from

other industry such as Samsung (in mobile phone industry) and Dell (in computer

industry). Moreover when talking about how they manage their cooperation,

relationship and network, the interviewee explained that Foxit pays most of the
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attention on keeping their product and technology updating. In terms of keeping

pace of the market changes, Foxit always keeps contact with media, social

platform and exhibition (Foxit Software Incorporated interview, product

development manager, 2016-02-25).

4.4 Mihoyo

Mihoyo was founded in 2011, which focuses on developing mobile phone

application. Mihoyo operates business based on cooperating with server operating

companies and social platforms. The interviewee is the marketing manager of the

company. The interview was held on 16th May, 2016.

4.4.1 Relationship development in cooperation

Mihoyo is a mobile phone application developing company, who strongly relies

on cooperating with server operating companies. Mihoyo consider the only

responsibility for them is to develop product and all the product promotion and

operation are depended on other companies. Due to this dependency, it is not

Mihoyo’s decision to have a long-term or short-term relationship with their

partners. Currently Mihoyo’s partners are quite satisfied with this cooperation;

therefore their cooperation are long-term relationship. In these cooperation,

Mihoyo obtains information that related to product development and technical

suggestions from their partners and then utilize these information to improve their

product. In contrast, competitors are not the cooperating objects because Mihoyo

is specialized in high-technical product design and development, thus it is risky

for Mihoyo to cooperate with their competitors.

When interviewee talks about their cooperation process, he explains that at the

first stage, Mihoyo only considers whether or not partners have enough sincerity
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to cooperate, so that they can achieve a wide range of business opportunity.

During the cooperation, Mihoyo evaluates their profit in the cooperation. After the

cooperation, Mihoyo estimates if the further cooperation is profitable or not, then

they decide to maintain the cooperation or not (Mihoyo, marketing manager,

2016-05-16).

4.4.2 Network perception in the market

As a high-technical company who focuses on product development, Mihoyo has a

desire to achieve maximum profits with minimum risk. In this sense, Mihoyo

concentrates on keeping cooperation with operating companies and social

platforms, but not cooperate with competitors. Mihoyo believes it will be harmful

for them to share any information or resources with competitors otherwise they

might lose their competitive advantages in the market. Additionally, Mihoyo

perceives their industry as highly competitive, and interviewee indicates that a

key point to achieve success is to keep their product at a high quality level.

Furthermore interviewee claims that the entire market is also highly dynamic, it is

significant for Mihoyo to be adaptable and cautious to seize potential

opportunities (Mihoyo, marketing manager, 2016-05-16).

4.5 Tencent

Tencent was founded in 1998, which is a comprehensive enterprise in online

business. Tencent covers various business areas, such as communication,

entertainment, E-commerce and social platform. The interviewee is the product

manager in entertainment area of the company. The interview was held on 5th May

2016.
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4.5.1 Relationship development in cooperation

As a leading company, Tencent has a lot of cooperation with other companies, not

only in online business but also in other industry. The majority of cooperation are

based on contract. The interviewee explains there are two types of cooperation.

The first type is to agent games from other companies, which Tencent helps to

operate game server. The length of this type of cooperation is depends on the

profit potential, Tencent would stop cooperating with partners if there is a low

probability of profits. The second type is to implement and develop their product

where Tencent outsources art design or product planning from other companies.

This kind of cooperation only lasts until the project is finished; therefore Tencent

considers these cooperation as short-term. Furthermore the communication,

information and recourse exchange between Tencent and their partners are

majorly focus on general information. Tencent does not expect feedbacks from

partners due to the fact that Tencent holds the leading role in cooperation.

When asked about cooperating with competitors, the interviewee states that it

depends on profits. Tencent is not willing to cooperate with competitors which do

not have a good competitive position and can gain high profits. However in the

areas where Tencent only has low or negative profits, they are willing to cooperate

in order to reinforce their market situation. Furthermore, the interviewee points

out that Tencent would never cooperate with their major competitors. One

example that the interviewee presented is the competition between Tencent and

SNDA entertainment. In this way, they believe there is a small possibility for

Tencent to cooperate with those competitors.

The interviewee further explains there are different cooperation stages in

Tencent’s cooperation. Factors that influence their decision-making are different

in different stages. At the beginning stage, Tencent evaluates the possibility of the

cooperation, which is depends on profitability and financial status of their partners.
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During the cooperation, Tencent has to ensure that partners are fulfilling the

requirements. After the cooperation is finished, Tencent estimates the entire

process and then value if their partners have the capability to cooperate with in the

future.

4.5.2 Network perception in the market

The interviewee states that Tencent is one of the leading companies in online

business. When they cooperate with some small companies, Tencent holds a

leading role where they occupied 70 percent of the revenue. Therefore Tencent

only keeps general information exchange during the cooperation. Currently

Tencent worries about the possibility that other companies might copy their

business model, in order to prevent this, they prefer to cooperate in the area with

low or non-risk. In addition, Tencent also has some cooperation with related small

competitors, where they gain low or negative profits. In contrast, Tencent does not

step into the area with major competitors.

Tencent perceives the entire industry as a fast changing, dynamic and technical

focus environment. They believe that by holding their leading market position,

they can keep their competitiveness. In order to capture a clear picture of the

dynamic environment, Tencent established a specialized department to collect and

analyze data from the industry. These information are shared within the company

to ensure all departments are updated.
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5. Analysis

In this chapter the researchers will analysis the empirical findings that were collected

from five different companies’ managers with chosen theoretical concepts. The

relationship and network within companies’ cooperation will be analyzed.

5.1 Relationship

As mentioned in the theoretical chapter, there are three different characteristics of

inter-firm relationship: 1) long-term orientation with on-going interaction 2)

stable and long-term relationship 3) no self-runner of relationship (Håkansson,

1982; Walter, 1998; Ritter and Gemünden, 2003). From the investigations of five

companies from online business, all the companies mention that they have

cooperation relationship with other companies, however most of them are

short-term relationship, which explained by interviewees normally the

cooperation only last until the project finished. X-Future and Galaxy Game

Entertainment cooperate with their partners in a short-term relationship; Tencent

and Foxit are mainly focus on short-term cooperation, and also they have some

long-term cooperation; Mihoyo currently has cooperation which based on a single

product and the cooperation are a long-term relationship. In general, those two

types of cooperation act as a significant ploy in their business.

The second characteristic is stable and long-term relationship (Håkansson, 1982).

The empirical findings show that there are two types of cooperation. The first type

is that Mihoyo shows they have a stable and long-term relationship because their

cooperators are satisfied with current cooperation, and their cooperators play the
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leading role in this relationship. On the other hand, Galaxy Game Entertainment

varies their cooperation each time based on their partner’s performance.

Furthermore Tencent and Foxit evaluate the profits of each collaboration at the

end of the cooperation and they will end up this relationship if it shows low or

negative profits. Depend on the evaluation of the cooperation, Tencent and Foxit

will decide whether or not to cooperate again. In this way, to contrast with those

two types of relationship, it seems like the cooperation in Tencent, Foxit and

Galaxy Game Entertainment are dynamic and changing overtime.

The third characteristic is no self-runner of relationship (Walter, 1998). Since all

the interviewed companies mention that they have cooperation with other

companies and no company is operating alone. For some of the companies,

Myhoyo highly relies on their partners in order to operate their product; Galaxy

Game Entertainment cooperates with game developing companies to launch new

games and relies on those developing companies for implementing their business.

In other words, Mihoyo and Galaxy Game Entertainment companies belong to

product developing companies and server operating companies separately; they

need to cooperate together in terms of maximizing their profits and reducing their

costs. Without the cooperation between companies, they will put more efforts on

the area where they are unfamiliar. That is to say, this apparent characteristic can

be observed in their relationships.

5.1.1 Three aspects that influence relationship

Valla (1986) and Mattsson (1988) indicate that inter-firm relationship is a time

consuming and costly investment process. Apart from the above characteristics,

according to Ford et al. (2003), there are three aspects should be also considered

when affecting developing relationship, which respectively are actor bonds,

activity links and resource ties. There are two types of companies that have been
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interviewed; X-Future, Mihoyo and Foxit belong to product developing company,

who focus on product development. Galaxy Game Entertainment is a server

operating company who operates developed product for their partners. Tencent is

a company who combines those two types of business. Therefore, those three

aspects could be reflected on the cooperation activities of five interviewed

companies.

Actor bonds is perceived as the distances between companies that first contact

with each other (Johanson and Wiedershim-Paul, 1975). Actor bonds capture four

different dimensions that could be considered when developing a relationship

which respectively are social distance, cultural distance, technological distance

and time distance (Ford et al., 2003). According to the empirical findings, it seems

the social and technological distances are important when understanding how

relationships between the companies are established and developed. Social

distance assesses the degree of the familiarity between companies, such as how

firms think and behave in a better way with them (Ford et al., 2003). There are

two types of companies’ cooperation in this study, each type of companies

concern on different field: as product developing companies, X-Future, mihoyo

and Foxit are majorly concentrates on technology advancing when they cooperate

with their partners. Another type is server operating company, Galaxy Game

Entertainment focuses on expanding market and maximizing profits during its

cooperation. These empirical findings show that those two types of companies

have different concerns of its cooperation, which can reflect the social distance on

their cooperation relationships. When product development companies and server

operating companies cooperate together, it is important to make sure the

allocation of cooperation activities (such as: interests allocation). Otherwise, it

could lead to misunderstanding of each other’s cooperation activities and

decreasing mutual benefits. In addition, Tencent has two modes of cooperation.

The first mode is to agent games from other companies, which emphasize more

on the profit potential. The second mode is to implement and develop Tencent’s
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own products where they outsource art design or product planning from other

companies. Although Tencent has two modes of cooperation, within the same

company, when facing different situation Tencent thinks and behaves differently.

Technological distances indicate that the product technology is different from

each other (Ford et al., 2003). Depending on this concept, X-Future, Mihoyo and

Foxit expressed there is technological distance between firms. Since those three

companies are high technical concentrated, the technological information is

regarded as the key to their business success. Moreover those firms deem their

technology as their major competitive advantage. As interviewee from X-Future

expounds, “Because as for us, a small company, our technology and creativity are

key points to get profits” (X-Future interview, co-founder and marketing manager,

2016-05-06). These reasons they state the unwillingness to share technological

information within the industry. Thus this phenomenon represents technological

distance is observed in X-Future, Mihoyo and Foxit, which might result in an

increasingly distance between companies.

Apart from those two main dimensions, time distance can also be observed in

actor bonds. Time distance refers to the measurement of the uncertainties that

might happen in a considerable time in the future, in order to reduce the

uncertainty in their interactions (Ford et al., 2003). Tencent and Galaxy Game

Entertainment also state that in their cooperation, it is needed to ensure their

partners finish project on time, due to this uncertainty of time, high cost and plan

delay might occurs during the cooperation. As the interviewee from Galaxy Game

Entertainment interprets “….they cannot finish their job on time. So that our plan

will be delayed and that will cost a lot to us” (Galaxy game entertainment limited,

B2B customer support manager, 2016-05-09). In this way, increased time distance

leads to high cost in cooperation.

The second aspect of relationship is activity links, which indicates the
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interlocking of behaviors and it is necessary to develop interaction between

companies (Ford, et al., 2003). Tencent and Foxit present their concerns in

cooperation: obtained profits or ROI. They decide whether or not to cooperate for

next time based on those two concerns. If profits are negative, it will be

impossible to cooperate again. Meanwhile Mihoyo has a long-term and stable

cooperation relationship with their partner, since their partners hold the leading

position in their relationship and partners are satisfied with their current profits.

According to Holmen et al., (2005), the activity links of firms may vary over time

and stability of the link is depends on how companies plan their activities.

Therefore the phenomenon of how interviewed companies decide to cooperate

continuously can reflect the process of the interaction between firms in their

business.

The third aspect of relationship is resource ties, which stand for knowledge of the

participants’ resources (Gadde and Håkansson, 1993). Resource ties help

participants to interact with each other, and to learn or be aware of each other’s

resources (Ibid). Since technology resources are the key determinants of their

business, and it is risky for product developing companies to share those resources.

This indicates that a low resource ties connection exists between those

product-developing companies. According to empirical findings, all product

developing companies, X-Future, Foxit and Mihoyo, are not willing to share their

technical resources during the cooperation. The interviewee from X-Future

expressed that “…..because it is unnecessary for us to share resources with them,

and as we talked before our company is focuses on high-technology, so it will be a

risk for us to share those information and resources” (X-Future interview,

co-founder and marketing manager, 2016-05-06). On the other hand, regularly

server-operating companies such as Galaxy Game Entertainment share general

information with their partners such as product bugs fixing information. Those

companies also outsource from art design and advertising from other cooperators.

Thus there are resource ties between server-operating companies. As mentioned
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above behaviors of sharing resource between product developing companies and

server operating companies, which can help to build relationship. So that sharing

certain information with cooperators are essential in business relationship

establishment.

5.1.2 Stages in relationship management

According to previous sections, product developing and server operating

companies have certain distances and weak interactions between each other. In

order to understand how do they cope with those problems by building and

maintaining the relationships, the model of relationship management stages could

be considered.

Many companies fail in developing relationship at an initial contact stage, the

process of relationship development has been examined and highlighted as an

overview of the relation-building model (Dwyer et al., 1987; Ford et al., 2003).

This model can help companies to design commutation approaches and strategies

when attempting to establish a stable relationship; the model contains

pre-relationship development, exploratory stage, developing stage and mutual

stage (Ford et al., 2003). As presented in empirical findings, all of the interviewed

companies mention they have relationship management stages during their

cooperation. However except Mihoyo, other companies only achieve a short-term

cooperation, which reflected on the first and second stages.

Pre-relationship development stage

At the pre-relationship development stage, a new relationship occurs when one

company is dissatisfied with present situation and tends to search a new company

to co-operate with and form a business relationship (Houman, 2001). It refers to a

starting point that seeks for new companies to co-operate and evaluate the utility
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of them, which will consume a great deal of time and effort (Wilson and

Mummalaneni, 1986; Ford et al., 2003). X-Future has three main factors that they

concentrated when they search for partners: promotion effectiveness, brand effect

and brand maintenance. X-Future evaluates the market potential and customer

size of their alternative partners to decide whether or not this cooperation could

enhance their competitive positions. Galaxy Game Entertainment considers three

elements when they search for partners: product development efficiency, quality

and execution ability. Foxit investigates partner’s customer group, customer size

and activities in order to evaluate the potential profits of their partnership. When

Mihoyo searches for partners, sincerity of partners is the only consideration, so

that they could achieve wide range of business opportunity. Tencent evaluates the

possibility of cooperation based on the profitability and financial status of their

partners. Generally all interviewed companies explained that they had put certain

efforts on searching partners. During this stage, distance between firms is one of

the potential risks, which measures the knowledge differences between companies

and co-operators, and distance lacks of personal relationship with each other on

social level (Aarikka-Stenroos, 2008). As mentioned in the previous part,

technological, social and time distances are occurred during the cooperation of

five interviewed companies, which can be regarded as potential risk in this stage.

Exploratory stage

At the exploratory stage it is significant for companies to exam connection

between relationships (Ford et al., 2003), which could be reflected on empirical

findings with interviewed companies when they build relationship with partners.

This connection can be technical, administrative, economic and positive or

negative (Ford et al., 2003). At this stage, companies engage in discussion or

negotiation about the first operating strategy, it has a high possibility to have few

previous experiences of each other and might undertake high uncertainty (Ford et

al., 2003). In the interviewed companies, cooperation with their partners,

connections are normally based on general information exchange and technical
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issues that do not share their core technology. The interviewee from Mihoyo states

“We normally only share general information, such as web design. Because we

are high-technical company, we do not want share those important technology

with others” (Mihoyo interview, marketing manager, 2016-05-16). Furthermore

economic connections are concentrated by these companies because profit is what

they focus on. Thus the connections of the interviewed companies include

technical, general information and profit connections in their exploratory stage.

However the distances between partners are still far at this stage due to the

knowledge shortage of partners (Ford et al., 2003). Commitment is needed in

order to reduce the distance between partners (Ford et al., 2003; Aarikka-Stenroos,

2008). Contracts are commonly utilized by the interviewed companies in order to

achieve their cooperation. Foxit, Tencent and Galaxy Game Entertainment

mentioned their cooperation are majorly rely on contracts, if their partners cannot

fulfill their requirements or cannot accomplish their task on time, it will lead to

increased cost and delayed plan. These actions and commitments help them to

reduce the distance for efficiency of cooperation in this stage.

Developing stage and Mutual stage

The developing stage and mutual stage refer to the stage that firms build sufficient

relationship and reach stable cooperation separately (Ford, 1980; Dwyer et al.,

1987; Ford, 2003). At developing stage, uncertainties and distance are reduced by

accumulated experience from companies’ cooperation, which could reach the

mutual stage to achieve a consistency level of commitment (Ibid). Within the

interviewed companies, currently Mihoyo mainly focuses on long-term

relationships with their cooperators. Although Mihoyo highly relies on their

partners and their partners play the leading role in their cooperation, Mihoyo still

achieves a profitable and stable long-term relationship. The reason of this

achievement is that Mihoyo’s partners are satisfied with their current profits and

situations. Hence Mihoyo reached these two stages by building sufficient and

stable relationship.



57

5.2 Network

As Ford et al. (2003) introduce, a business network contains a group of companies

that connect to each other with relationships. Network is complex and hard to

define, as well as the relationship between actors is influenced by multiple

elements (Ibid). Such as three aspects that influence relationship, it is hard for

firms to evaluate the outcome after fully understand the entire network (Ford et al.,

2003). Instead, companies tend to use financial result as a measurement to decide

whether or not to develop its network (Ford et al., 2003). Namely, network is

constituted by various cooperation relationships. Depend on the empirical

findings, the cooperation relationship of interviewed companies consist their

network, the empirical findings also present that they tend to evaluate the network

with financial results of their cooperation. Foxit emphasizes that ROI is a key

measurement to determinate whether or not to cooperate. Mihoyo mentions that

their long-term relationship is based on the profitability of their cooperation.

Tencent evaluates partners’ profit potential and financial status when cooperating

with partners. On the other hand, X-Future expresses that in order to reduce their

cost the firm cooperates with packaging, art design and promotion companies. As

a result, the network development of interviewed firms has been influenced by

their relationship management.

How do companies view a network, how do they manage it and what drive them

to do are closely related to each other, due to that ongoing interlocking between

network view, networking and network outcome (Ford et al., 2003). Additionally,

companies tend to develop its network based on their cooperation relationship

(Ford et al., 2003). Thus the influence of three aspects that mentioned before will

also reflect on network view and networking (Ibid). X-Future views itself as a

small but high-technical company; it is risky for them to cooperate with their
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competitors by sharing high-technical information. Moreover X-Future maintains

competitive advantages by relying on product development and technology

advancing. Galaxy Game Entertainment believes that the industry encounters a

bottleneck of innovation; because there are a lot of plagiarize occur, which cause

fierce competition. Foxit and Mihoyo deem the industry is highly technology

focused where they are quite afraid of exposing technology advantages to their

competitors. In that case Foxit and Mihoyo are unwilling to share information and

resources within their network. In addition, Tencent perceives the industry as a

fast changing, dynamic and technical focused environment where they worry

about the possibility that other companies might imitate their business model. In

general, the interviewed companies regard their networks as dynamic, high

competitive and technological focused. This leads to the unwillingness of

cooperating with competitors or share core technology within the network.
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6. Conclusion

In this chapter, the conclusion of this study will be drawn from the theoretical framework,

empirical findings and analysis chapters. This chapter is aimed at answering research

questions, and further discusses limitation and further research.

6.1 Relationship

What are the characteristics of different stages in relationship development between

product developing and server operating companies in online business?

According to the analysis chapter, there are three main characteristics of

relationship development within the online business network are short-term,

dynamic and changing overtime. Those characteristics different from theoretical

concepts that relationship between firms and the network are tend to be long-term

and stable. According to the interviews from product developing companies and

server-operating companies, it seems like most of investigated companies are in

superficial stages of their cooperation. Since those two types of companies

concentrate on different performance during their cooperation relationship such as:

financial status, previous experiences or profitability etc. In this way, the focus on

differences performance result in short length of the cooperation. Furthermore

since the social distance, technological distance and time distance become large,

the activity links are weak and the resources ties are limited. These factors lead to

the cooperation between product developing and server-operating companies are

dynamic and short term.
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According to the previous discussion, it is important for companies to keep the

peace in online industry, they insist on their technology development as the main

force in their business. Most of the interviewed companies are product-developing

companies, who are unwilling to share their high-technical knowledge within the

industry in order to keep the competitive advantage. Therefore, the unwillingness

of sharing high-technical information leads to a short-term cooperation

relationship. In this sense, companies change their partner overtime, which

indicates a dynamic phenomenon in online business. To contrast with relationship

and network management concepts from IMP group’s perception, current online

business industry presents a different way of cooperation that companies pay

more attention on immediate interests instead of building long-term and stable

relationship.

6.2 Network

What is the product developing and server operating companies’ network view when

cooperate with partners in the online business network?

According to Ford et al. (2003) network is constituted of various relationships

between firms and there is a difficulty for a single company to view all the

relationships in the network. When product developing and server operating

companies evaluate the network, they based on the result of relationships that they

are related to. In this way product-developing companies represent there are fierce

competition and risk of plagiarism in the current market, and server operating

companies express the industry is facing a bottleneck of innovation. Therefore

those interviewed companies perceive their network view as hard to maintain the

network. In addition, the key to maintain their business is to improve their

products and technology. This perception results in companies focusing more on

competition position instead of cooperation, which leads to companies prefer to
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build short-term relationship rather than long-term relationship.

6.3 Summary of conclusion

To conclude, it seems to be that characteristics (such as dynamic, short-term and

changing overtime) of online business influence the relationship and network

management of product developing and server operating companies. These

influences result the companies are more concentrate on financial outcomes,

product development and technology advancing when they cooperate with their

partners. Furthermore, there are obvious differences compare with the concepts of

IMP group in the study of online business. Hence, researchers should be carefully

considered the differences when study online business industry with IMP group’s

concepts.

6.4 Limitation

There are some limitations when study relationship and network in online

business. Since online business is a dynamic and fast changing industry, the

chosen companies can represent the current market situation rather than furfure

forwarding practicability. Furthermore, most of interviewed companies are

advanced technological focused, as for the researchers; it is limited for us to

acquire deep information that related to their core technology from them. Since

the researchers only interviewed 5 companies, if there are more companies that

can be interviewed by us, it can reduce the limitation in this study. The sample

which chosen by interviewers might influence the results in this study, the results

might vary if other samples would be chosen. As for other researchers to

understand the relationship and network in online business, it is needed for them

to relate our conclusion to their own cases.
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6.5 Further Research

According to Ford et al. (2003), when studying relationship and network all

companies will not behave in the same way and cannot be treated alike. Due to

that each company positions itself differently in its own relationship and behaves

in a unique way. All interviewed companies in this study can be divided into two

types, which are product developing companies and server operating companies.

Thus more different types of company should be considered to discuss in order to

obtain deeper understanding of the cooperation between firms in relationship and

network in online business.

Ford (2016) expounded most of IMP group’s researches were based on stable

networks where technology did not seem to be changed; and the relationships

were long term where alternatives were few. When applying IMP group’s

concepts (such as relationship and network) to online business, the technology

and competition influences should be highlighted. Thus further study could focus

on high technology and fierce competition perspectives. Moreover, it can be

suggested for other researchers to conduct a quantitative study to draw a

generalization of the relationship among these three concepts.
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8. Appendix

Interview 1: X-Future

Question 1: Does X-Future have any partnership with other companies?

Answer 1: Yes, we have cooperation with other companies. We majorly get

customer information from partners, which could help us to promote our product.

Question 2: If yes, how do you build up this relationship?

Answer 2: We cooperate with other industry such as advertising, magazine and

social platform, and we try to utilize their resources to promote our product. We

also agent one game for another company, and the most cooperation approaches

are like this.

Question 3: Does the cooperation is short-term or long-term?

Answer 3: Normally it only last until the project finished, so it is short-term

cooperation.

Question 4: What kind of information and resources you are attending to gain

from partners?

Answer 4: We will evaluate our partner’s market potential and customer sizes, and

according to this then we will decide whether to cooperate or not. From the

feedback of the promotion we will decide whether or not to develop our product

continuously. We focus on brand maintenance when we cooperate with social
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platform companies; we have to ensure they promote our brand or product in a

positive way.

Question 5: What do the company consider before, during and after the

cooperation?

Answer 5: In short three main factors we are mainly focus on are those:

promotion effectiveness, brand effect and brand maintenance. At early stage, we

will consider the competitive position of the partners; we consider them as

platform of promotion tools. We are not expecting to gain much information from

them; we have our own channel to contact with end customers. During the

cooperation, we will evaluate how active the partners are and how much customer

they attract it. After the cooperation, we care mostly about how many potential

customers are attracted.

Question 6: When you got these feedbacks from partners, how will you use those

feedbacks on managing your own business?

Answer 6: We think our partner can provide us limited information.

Question 7: What kind of information you actually get from this cooperation?

Answer 7: Since we have own channel to get our customer feedback, we think

feedback from these partners are less efficiently.

Question 8: what kind of risk involved in this cooperation?

Answer 8: We care more about our own product and customers, since this is a

high-technical industry and there is a lot of creativity involved in products.

Because as for us, a small company, our technology and creativity are key points
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to get profits. So there is a risk to expose our technological resources to others and

also we consider brand image, which might be misunderstood by our cooperators

when they promote our product.

Question 9: When you cooperate with your partners, do you want share your

information and resources with your partners?

Answer 9: We don’t think so, because it is unnecessary for us to share resources

with them, and as we talked before our company is focus on high technology, so it

will be a risk for us to share those information and resources.

Question 10: Do you consider to cooperate with your competitors?

Answer 10: No, we will not consider that, because we are high-technical industry,

if we cooperate with our competitors there will be a risk of exposing our

technology. But, packaging and art design could be outsourced to reduce our

costs.

Question 11: In recent years, there are many new competitors step into online

business, according to this how do you keep your competitive position?

Answer 11: We keep developing our technology and our product; we are always

trying to keep our product unique.

Interview 2: Galaxy game entertainment limited

Question 1: Does Galaxy game entertainment limited have any partnership with

other companies?
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Answer 1: Yes, we have.

Question 2: If yes, how do you build up this relationship?

Answer2: Our job is to keep the game server operating and our partners are focus

on developing new game.

Question 3: Does the cooperation is short-term or long-term?

Answer 3: We focus on short-term, because the life cycle of games are normally

short recently.

Question 4: What kind of information and resources you are attending to gain

from partners?

Answer 4: General technical support, such as how to revise product bugs.

Question 5: What do the company consider before, during and after the

cooperation?

Answer 5: We only consider product development efficiency, quality and

execution ability. I can show you one example is that we qualified one partner few

weeks ago when we were trying to find a new company to cooperate with, we

think they are a good performed company because from their experience, it shows

that they have the ability to take over it.

Question 6: When you got these feedbacks from partners, how will you use those

feedbacks on managing your own business?

Answer 6: Currently we don’t have, so I can’t answer this question.
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Question 7: What kind of information you actually get from this cooperation?

Answer 7: As I said before, we can get some general technical support from our

partners.

Question 8: what kind of risk involved in this cooperation?

Answer 8: Of course there must be risks, since I said before, we are focusing on

game server operating, therefore if partners can’t meet our requirement, such as

art design, and also they can’t finish their job on time. So that our plan will be

delayed and that will cost a lot to us.

Question 9: When you cooperate with your partners, do you want share your

information and resources with your partners?

Answer 9: Yes, we do. Since we are game server supporting, we need to share

information with our partners, such as how to fix product bugs. And the staffs in

our company have a meeting every week for evaluating products on the market

and trying to learn from what we lack of. We think this is good for our company.

Question 10: Do you consider to cooperate with your competitors?

Answer 10: Yes, sometimes we have to. For example, sometimes our competitors

want to expand their product into international market, and we are specialized that,

so they want to cooperate with us to make their product to adapt into local market.

Question 11: In recent years, there are many new competitors step into online

business, according to this how do you keep your competitive position?
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Answer 11: We focus on product innovation, quality and promotion to keep our

product updating. Since this game industry has faced a problem of innovation

bottleneck and there are lots of plagiarize within this industry, therefore it causes

fierce competition, we have to continuously looking for high quality and

creatively companies to cooperate.

Interview 3: Foxit

Question 1: Does Foxit have any partnership with other companies?

Answer 1: Yes, we have.

Question 2: If yes, how do you build up this relationship?

Answer 2: Normally our cooperation with other companies are based on contract,

we provide our software to support their businesses.

Question 3: Does the cooperation is short-term or long-term?

Answer 3: Most of them are short-term, which based on contract. If one company

needs our software in a long-term, we also have keep this kind of cooperation.

Question 4: What kind of information and resources you are attending to gain

from partners?

Answer 4: We concern customer’s feedback and profits in short-term and also

long-term.

Question 5: What do the company consider before, during and after the
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cooperation?

Answer 5: Before cooperation, we will investigate partner’s customer group,

customer size and activity to see whether or not this cooperation is profitable.

During the cooperation, we will monitor feedback and data from partners in order

to adjust our software service. After the cooperation we will conclude ROI

(Return Of Investment) to see whether or not to cooperate again.

Question 6: When you got these feedbacks from partners, how will you use those

feedbacks on managing your own business?

Answer 6: As I have said, we will use those feedbacks on adjusting software

service.

Question 7: What kind of information you actually get from this cooperation?

Answer 7: Mostly are feedbacks about our product, such as complains and

suggestions.

Question 8: what kind of risk involved in this cooperation?

Answer 8: Because we are innovative and high-technical company, we always

face a threat of plagiarize.

Question 9: When you cooperate with your partners, do you want share your

information and resources with your partners?

Answer 9: We normally don’t want to do that, but if we have to share with them,

we have to consider it carefully.



79

Question 10: Do you consider to cooperate with your competitors?

Answer 10: No, because we are high-technical company, we are quite afraid of

exposing our technology advantage.

Question 11: In recent years, there are many new competitors step into online

business, according to this how do you keep your competitive position?

Answer 11: We perceive it is a normal trend, we hope the competition will be

come stable. As the industry is highly focus on technology competition, we need

to be proactive and keep our software be innovative continuously. In order to keep

our product updating, we always keep contact with media, social platform and

exhibition.

Interview 4: Mihoyo

Question 1: Does Mihoyo have any partnership with other companies?

Answer 1: Yes, we have a lot of cooperation and we are strongly relying on

cooperation.

Question 2: If yes, how do you build up this relationship?

Answer 2: Because we only responsible for product development, all the

promotion and operation need to be hold by other companies.

Question 3: Does the cooperation is short-term or long-term?

Answer 3: It depends on operating company’s decision; currently our product is
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quite successful so we are having a long-term relationship at the moment.

Question 4: What kind of information and resources you are attending to gain

from partners?

Answer 4: We are more focus on the relationship with our partners, and we also

think highly of whether or not our product is product is profitable under their

operation. Because it will determine company’s future development.

Question 5: What do the company consider before, during and after the

cooperation?

Answer 5: From our perspective, at the first stage, in order to achieve wide range

of opportunity we only consider if our partners are sincerely to cooperate. During

the cooperation we will evaluate whether the cooperation can gain profits. After

the cooperation, if it is not profitable for a long-term, we will consider to end up

with partners.

Question 6: When you got these feedbacks from partners, how will you use those

feedbacks on managing your own business?

Answer 6: Since we are product developers, we will use feedbacks to improve our

product.

Question 7: What kind of information you actually get from this cooperation?

Answer 7: As I said before we are product developers, so most of the information

we got from our partners is technical suggestions.

Question 8: what kind of risk involved in this cooperation?
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Answer 8: When cooperate with partners; we want to maximize the profit with the

minimizing risk.

Question 9: When you cooperate with your partners, do you want share your

information and resources with your partners?

Answer 9: We normally only share general information, such as web design.

Because we are high-technical company, we don’t want share those important

technology with others.

Question 10: Do you consider to cooperate with your competitors?

Answer 10: No, we don’t, it is risky for us to cooperate with them.

Question 11: In recent years, there are many new competitors step into online

business, according to this how do you keep your competitive position?

Answer 11: We think if we keep our product at a high quality level, we will

achieve certain competitive advantage. At moment we only have one product, so

we have to fully focus on that. Currently the market is highly dynamic, it is

important for us to be adaptable to catch opportunities as well as be cautious.

Interview 5: Tencent

Question 1: Does Tencent have any partnership with other companies?

Answer 1: Of course we have, as a leading Internet company; we have a lot of

cooperation with other companies.
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Question 2: If yes, how do you build up this relationship?

Answer 2: Most of the time we cooperate based on contract. Basically, there are

two kinds of the cooperation; one is our company agent to operate games from

other companies. Another one is that we also run our own software development.

In this case, we sometimes outsource art design and even few of product planning.

Question 3: Does the cooperation is short-term or long-term?

Answer 3: We have both types of cooperation. For the agent games, as long as it

shows a good potential of profits, we will keep the cooperation. Otherwise we will

call it off. For our own software development, the cooperation are short-term, it

will only last until the project is finished.

Question 4: What kind of information and resources you are attending to gain

from partners?

Answer 4: For the agent games, we receive information about how to operate the

game. For our own software development, we don’t need that much of feedbacks;

we only need our partner to finish their tasks.

Question 5: What do the company consider before, during and after the

cooperation?

Answer 5: We consider different factors in our cooperation. For example, before

we start cooperation, we will evaluate the possibility of the cooperation, we need

to know if it is profitable, we also need to aware of partner’s financial status.

During the cooperation, we have to make sure that partners are fulfilling the

requirement. After the cooperation, we will estimate the entire process and see if
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they still have the capability to cooperate with us.

Question 6: When you got these feedbacks from partners, how will you use those

feedbacks on managing your own business?

Answer 6: Because we are a big company, and we are always stand as a leading

role in cooperation. So normally we don’t expect any information that can be

gained from our partner. But we focus on how much profit we can gain from our

partners. For example, when we agent a game for some small companies, we

occupy 70% of the revenue.

Question 7: What kind of information you actually get from this cooperation?

Answer 7: General information.

Question 8: what kind of risk involved in this cooperation?

Answer 8: We afraid if other companies copy our business model, so usually we

only cooperate in area with low or non-risk.

Question 9: When you cooperate with your partners, do you want share your

information and resources with your partners?

Answer 9: We will share some general information with them and we will help

some partners to develop their product. In that case we will exchange some

technological information.

Question 10: Do you consider to cooperate with your competitors?

Answer 10: It depends on the profit; we don’t want to cooperate with competitors
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where we have a good competitive position and high profits. For those areas we

have low or even negative profits, we will consider to cooperate with them. But

we will never cooperate with our major competitors, such as SNDA entertainment,

because we agent League of Legends but SNDA entertainment agents World of

Warcraft. So we are competing with each other, there is less possibility for us to

cooperate.

Question 11: In recent years, there are many new competitors step into online

business, according to this how do you keep your competitive position?

Answer 11: We are one of the largest online business companies around the world.

So we only need to keep our current position in the market is enough. In order to

keep our company updated, we have a specialized department to collect and

analyze the entire industry, which we perceive as a fast changing, dynamic and

technical focused environment. So we share this information within the company.

In this way we can make sure that every department in the company can

understand the entire industry situation.

Email from David Ford

Thank you for your interesting message.

Much of our earlier research was in apparently stable networks where

technologies didn't seem to be changing, relationships were long established,

where there didn't seem to be many alternatives because there weren't new

entrants. Of course we soon learned that these industries weren't really stable, it

was just that the members had a limited picture. Good examples were in the old

airline business or retailing etc.
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Always in a network there is something happening that is going to lead to change

even though it’s not apparent. The situation that your are looking at is further

complicated because many of those involved have a very limited

horizon, because they haven't learned much or been able to develop a wider

view. But in all cases they are part of a continuing network

and current happenings relate to what has happened before in different areas of

the wider network, some of which may appear to be more stable.

I don't think that issues of communication speed or information availability

change what happens in a network. For example, when things are in turmoil then

people need some things that they can be sure of. These provide the assumptions

about life that we all need. Many of these things are relationships between

activities or resources or different actors. When you are looking at your network it

may be useful to separate out these three elements. Networks are about links, ties

and bonds, not just about companies or people.
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