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Abstract  
The aspect of relationships has been underlined to be of substantial significant within B2B 

contexts, particularly within consultancy, all alongside the importance of trust within the client-

supplier interaction. An element that has been claimed to derive directly from the client-supplier 

experience and voiced to be of key in order to reach success.  

 

It has been stated that the behaviour of consultants can be generalized to the corporate brand, 

individual demeanours and actions declared to be of essential influence of affecting customer 

perception of the company and its brand. It has been remarked that, “employees are the public 

face of the organization, and their performance affects customers' interpretation of the brand”. 

 

Public procurement has been described as a process for the purchase of goods and services 

made by the public sector, procurements regulated by LOU, i.e. special laws and regulations. 

All member states of the European Union are subjective to procurement directives, injunctions 

regulating each procurement.  

 

In service marketing, traditionally, clients have relied on long-term relationships or been guided 

by recommendations from external parties when selecting supplier. Public procurement 

regulations have enclosed such use of informal selection bases, whereas instead requirements 

for supplier are obliged to be based on objective criteria and non-personal sources. The 

restriction of non personal-relationships between client and supplier derived the problem 

question of potential consequences the regulation might bear. Thereupon, the purpose of this 

study was to examine the corporate brand image of a knowledge- intensive service firm 

operating within the public sector. 

 

The empirical findings for this study were collected through semi-structured interviews with 5 

Swedish customers of Ecenea Väst, a consultancy firm operating within the public sector. The 

role of the theory were of abductive view, were theory was developed, refined and adjusted 

throughout the process. The findings of the interviews where analysed using a content analysis 

approach.  

 

The empirical investigation of this study confirms previous studies arguing for the importance 

of relationship and trust within service marketing, particularly consultancy. It also concluded 

that it is the behavior of the consultants that influence the client's perception of the company’s 

image and brand.   
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1. Introduction 
This chapter presents the background and scope for this thesis by highlighting the phenomenon 

of branding within knowledge-intensive business services. It acquaints the reader with 

definitions and discussions of marketing within a service context, along with a description of the 

researched company Ecenea Väst and industry. Followed by a problem discussion and the 

purpose for the thesis. 

1.1. The Significance of Marketing within Service 
The foundation of marketing origins back to the 60’s and the Mix, where Neil Borden (1964) 

identified twelve controllable marketing elements, which if, properly managed, would generate 

a profitable business endeavour (Constantinides, 2006). The American professor Jerome 

McCarthy (1978) was prompt to follow by reducing Borden’s variables to a simple four-element 

framework: Product, Price, Promotion and Place. Academics and practitioners alike, instantly 

embraced the revised Mix paradigm, a framework that soon became the prevalent and basic 

element of marketing theory and marketing management (Constantinides, 2006). Unceasingly 

most introductory marketing manuals embrace the Mix as “the heart of their structure” and 

catalogue the 4Ps as the controllable parameters most likely to influence and impact the 

consumer buying process (Kotler and Armstrong, 2012; Brassington and Pettitt, 2003). 

 

Having that said, the 4 Ps have during the last decades been more associated with business who 

sell product goods (Kusumawati et al. 2014), and claims implying that marketing efforts within 

the service industry should be handled differently arose (Shostack, 1977; Grönroos, 1978). 

 

Grönroos (1978) state that the intangible aspects of a service affect how marketing should be 

conducted, in addition to voicing the fact that; the employees within a service company are all 

involved in the communication of the company brand. The author continued to state that the 

behavior of the employees have a critical impact on the perception of the service and the 

company (Grönroos, 1978). 

 

Hill et al. (2009) support the former and argue that communication is indeed a crucial factor 

within a relationship between buyer and supplier, emphasizing that communication is decisive 

for increased satisfaction between involved parties. Trott (2012) further elaborates on the notion 

claiming that it also function as the opening for a business-relationship. Especially in service 
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companies, every contact the employees have with a customer will influence customer 

perception of the company and their brand (Keller, 2003; Kaynak and Sert, 2012). 

1.1.1 Branding within Knowledge-Intensive Business Services 

Until recently, discussions and debates of branding has generally focused on business-to-

consumer (B2C) marketing, where academic studies have implied that branding has restricted 

and limited practical relevance in the business-to-business context (Baumgarth, 2010; Leek and 

Christodoulides, 2011). Having that said, since the millennium both marketing scholars and 

practicing managers have begun to apply branding to the business-to-business (B2B) sector 

(Baumgarth, 2010; Hultman et al. 2008; Lynch and de Chernatony, 2007). 

 

Alexander et al. (2009) reason the former to be an outcome of the stream of industrial firms who 

entered hypercompetitive markets like those of consumer markets, leading to a rise in 

differentiation. With the increase in global competition B2B marketers are comprehensively 

evaluating and weighing whether branding, particularly corporate branding, can improve their 

competitive position in this innovative economy (Mudami, 2002). Accordingly, many marketers 

have begun to invest in branding seeing brand image and reputation have shown to enhance 

differentiation and positively influence buying behavior, whilst consumers choose among 

competitive offerings (Hultman, 2015; McEnally and De Chernatony, 1999). 

A brand can be defined as “a name, term, sign, symbol, or design, or combination of them 

which is intended to identify the goods and services of one seller or group of sellers and to 

differentiate them from those of competitors” (Kotler, 1991, p. 442). Whilst King and Grace 

(2008) would define a brand as the mental structures that help the target audience to organize 

their knowledge to a particular product, service or organization. All in all, the brand is a key 

ingredient to achieve competitive advantage (Aaker, 1996). 

It has been recognized that in a B2B context, every interaction between a firm and its 

stakeholders and associates becomes an input to the perceived brand (Finne and Grönroos, 

2009). “It is simply the picture that an audience has of an organisation through the accumulation 

of all received messages” (Ind, 1990, p21). However, the use of tools in brand communication 

differs depending on industry. E.g. in service firms, once the company is not selling a tangible 

good, the interaction between employee and customer are one of the key aspects in 

communication of the brand identity and will influence how the customer perceives the brand 

(Anokhin, 2016; Keller, 2003). 

Grönroos (1978) have argued that the concept of corporate image is of particular importance to 

service firms, the former seeing consumers most often get in contact with the very company 
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extending the service. Thus, the image is tied to the accessibility and equivalently one of the 

first thoughts of the consumer (Grönroos, 1978). The author also claims that a favourable image 

can be crucial in attempting to attract customers, whereby a less favourable image may 

discourage people from even considering an alternative. 

Since the 90’s the idea of knowledge-intensive organisations (service firms), has rapidly 

attained a huge amount of interest and attention (Zulu-Chisanga, 2016; Alvesson, 1993a; 

Hedberc, 1990; Starbuck, 1992). A development in which most common way can be understood 

by an explanation that emphasize actual changes in society, work and organizations (Alvesson, 

1993a). A transformation that supposedly suggests that ‘knowledge’ becomes more important, 

that the number and significance of ‘knowledge-intensive’ organizations increase and/or that 

knowledge intensity in firms and work in general increases by virtue of the modern economy 

(Alvesson, 1993b). 

Knowledge is an imperative aspect within knowledge-intensive business services (KIBS), a 

category referring to companies of intellectual nature with the majority of employees well 

educated and highly qualified (Alvesson, 1995; Starbuck, 1992; Morris and Empson, 1998). 

Where the employee’s knowledge is used to produce qualified objects/services, e.g. consultant 

companies (Alvesson, 2000). KIBS have been acknowledged and considered bridges of 

innovation (Czarnitzki and Spielkamp, 2000; Colombo, et al. 2011). In addition to the pivotal 

role of supporting competitiveness, KIBS, are increasingly relevant in regard to employment 

and economic dimensions (Dell'Era et al. 2015). 

1.2. Background 

1.2.1. The Dynamic Market of Consultants in Sweden 

The landscape of consultancy markets have during the past decades drastically changed 

(Konsultguiden, 2012). In 1987, only sixteen consultancy companies were active in Sweden, 

having most of them being Swedish partner-owned companies (Konsultguiden, 2012). During 

that period the Swedish consultancy market had a total of 800 millions SEK revenue and a 

figure of a 1,000 employees (Konsultguiden, 2012). Having that stated, during the 1990s more 

and more companies began to outsource, a development, which grew the consultancy business 

(Konsultguiden, 2012). After 25 years the Swedish consultancy market had grown to a total of 

500 consultancy companies, employing 162,000 people and generating revenue of 181 billion 

SEK (Konsultguiden, 2012). 
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For the last few decades consultants have been named as having an imperative influence within 

the transformation and evolution of the public sector (Lapsley and Oldfield, 2001). Consultant 

services exist in different markets and industries, one of them being public procurement, a 

sector with immense buying power (Konkurrensverket, 2015). In 2012 Swedish public 

procurement purchases had a total value of more than 625 billion SEK, a figure that represented 

just under 20% of Sweden's total GDP (Konkurrensverket, 2015). 
 

Public procurement is described as a process for the purchase of goods and services made by the 

public sector, regulated by special laws and regulations, named LOU (Konkurrensverket, 2015). 

All member states of the European Union are subjective to procurement directives; injunctions 

regulating procurement in line with irrefutable threshold values, yet in Sweden even more 

confining regulations have been in motion since the early 1990s’ (Sporrong, 2011). In alignment 

with this legal framework Sweden has fashioned a common-practice for multi-criteria selection, 

a statue where tender assessments are based on a conjunction of general requirements, i.e. 

criteria all tenders must bear (Sporrong, 2011). The regulations are enforced to ensure that the 

authorities treat all alike who in practice wish to obtain business contracts with the public sector 

(Konkurrensverket, 2015). One of the imposed regulations being that within public procurement 

relationships between customers and suppliers should not influence the decision of supplier 

(Konkurrensverket, 2015). “Procurement officials need to formulate their requirements in terms 

of objective criteria and as far as possible base their choices on evaluations of information 

stemming from ‘official’ or ‘non-personal’ sources and tangible evidence presented by the 

tendering firms” (Sporrong, 2011. p. 59). The former implying that the selection of supplier is 

not only based on the lowest price, other requirements are often included, however the non-price 

criteria are difficult to evaluate resulting in price often the single most utilized criteria 

(Sporrong, 2011) 

1.2.2. Ecenea Väst 

The company in research focus, Ecenea Väst is a consultancy firm who specializes in public 

procurement and strategic sourcing (S. Janson, personal communication, 2016-03-15). The 

company was established in 2014 and are the sister company of the original stock company 

Ecenea, a firm established in 2009 (Ecenea, 2011; S. Janson, personal communication, 2016-03-

15). 

 

Ecenea Väst alongside its sister company Ecenea AB are currently commissioning consultants 

who work for several of Sweden’s largest procurements agencies along with a large amount of 

municipalities and county councils (Ecenea, 2011; S. Janson, personal communication, 2016-

03-15). As a whole the organization employees approximately 40 people in personnel, having 
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offices in Stockholm, Gothenburg, Gävle, Uppsala, Jönsköping, Sundsvall, Eskilstuna, Falun 

and Norrköping; In addition the present start-up offices in Luleå and Malmö (Ecenea, 2011). 

 

Ecenea Väst employees 9 of the mentioned personnel and work from the offices in Gothenburg, 

Jönsköping, Malmö and Norrköping (S. Janson, personal communication, 2016-03-15). During 

2015 the firm had revenue of 2.1 million SEK, whereby they administer and manages minor as 

well as larges procurements, all from 50.000 to over a billion SEK (S. Janson, personal 

communication, 2016-03-15). Each year Ecenea Väst conducts approximately a hundred 

procurements, with presently 50 percent within tenders and technical consulting, yet other areas 

are in process of growing (S. Janson, personal communication, 2016-03-15). 

 

Ecenea Väst offers their clients reviewing warranties, a warranty entailing that the company 

does not charge for their services if it shows that the conducted procurement is to be disputed 

and in turn is lost (Ecenea, 2011). Furthermore, the company also function as strategic support 

for their clients regarding procurement questions; in fact, the firm is one of the procurement 

consultancies with the largest amount of experience in competitive dialog (Ecenea, 2011). 

 

Ecenea Väst and their sister companies all strive to keep their position as one of the leaders 

within public procurement and continue to be Sweden’s fastest growing procurement 

consultancy company (S. Janson, personal communication, 2016-03-15). 

1.3. Problem Discussion 
Kärreman and Rylander (2008) argue that organizational members, particularly professional 

service firms, are of important target audience for branding efforts. Former seeing, the 

professionals are in what sense what constitute ‘the product’, hence represents the brand 

(Kärreman and Rylander, 2008). 

 

Wallström et al. (2008) support this notion by advocating that branding is the cornerstone of 

service marketing for the 21st century. Regardless, that has not always been the case, since long, 

service brands have been viewed as less interesting than product brands, a perspective which 

has greatly changed, seeing as many of today’s intriguing brands have emerged for the service 

industry (Wallström et al. 2008). The latter resulting in the fact that the brand and the 

understanding of branding has become of even greater importance for knowledge-intensive 

services than for those who sell tangible products, this due to the intangible characteristics of 

services (Oghazi et al. 2012; Wallström et al. 2008; McDonald et al. 2001; Papasolomou and 

Vrontis, 2006). 
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Recent empirical findings have shown that service employees whose behaviour is calculatingly 

aligned with the corporate brand can efficiently reinforce brand meaning as they interact with 

customers (Sirianni et al. 2013). Nonetheless, service firms have limited control over 

employee/customer interactions (Oghazi, 2014; Baker et al. 2014). Thus, service employees 

may not at all times represent the corporate brand in the manner preferred by the firm (Baker et 

al. 2014). Various authors state that as a result of the former, firms must act proactively to 

ensure that service employees both understand and perceive the brand in a unified manner, in 

order for the ability to deliver it in a consistent manner (Baker et al. 2014). 

 

Alvesson (2004) and Hearn (2008) have further discussed the interconnection between 

corporate and personal brands, especially in knowledge-intensive contexts, they argue for the 

matter of alignment between the corporate vision and the employees' perception. Per contra to 

the phenomena of personal brands and its affiliation to corporate brands; the definition of a 

brand has been exemplified as; a symbol, a name, a term, a sign and design that differentiates a 

product or service to competitive offerings (Keller, 1993; King and Grace, 2008; Kotler, 1991; 

Aaker, 1996; Morhart et al. 2009). Thus, the predicament of branding individuals can be drawn, 

advocating for the notion that the concept of branding should be restricted to products and 

services. 

 

Wang et al. (2015) argue that, oppose to personal brands, it is the employee's demeanour and 

behaviour that are the influencing and decisive factor in regards to a customer's perception of a 

company’s brand image. A notion also supported by Hartline et al. (2000) who argue that 

customers’ perception of the service brand by all means highly depend on the behaviour of the 

employees. Wallace and de Chernatony (2007, p.91) remark, “employees are the public face of 

the organization, and their performance affects customers' interpretation of the brand”. 

 

The idea that customer-contact personnel's’ actions determines the image of a service firm in the 

customer's’ mind also attests for the fairly new concept known as “employee brand-building 

behavior”, which is the contribution, on and off the job, that employees with focus on branding 

efforts (Miles and Mangold, 2004). Essentially suggesting, if an employee's demeanour and 

behavior harmonize and conform to the brand image and promise, it will help to develop and 

maintain the brand image that the company has set as its goal and standard (Boso et al. 2016; 

Wang et al. 2015). 

 

The complexity of the former discussion advanced this study to disregard the concept of 

personal brands, placing emphasis on the philosophy of behaviour when examining the 

phenomenon of brands and branding within a knowledge-intensive business services context. 
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Adding to the problematization are the laws and regulations within public procurement. 

Traditionally, clients have relied on long-term relationships or been guided by recommendations 

from external parties when selecting supplier (Sporrong, 2011). Yet, public procurement 

regulations have enclosed such use of informal selection bases, whereas instead requirements 

for supplier is obliged to be based on objective criteria and non-personal sources 

(konkurrensverket, 2015; Sporrong, 2011). 

 

The restriction of non personal-relationships between client and supplier derives the problem 

question of potential consequences the regulation might bear. Personal behaviour and 

demeanour seemingly affect relationships, which in term have been concluded to be imperative 

in the establishment of a brand. The problem statement therefore follow; how can you build a 

brand when you are deprived the fundamental component of personal-relationships? 

1.4. Purpose 
The purpose of this study is to examine the corporate brand image of a knowledge- intensive 

service firm operating within the public sector. 

1.5. Research Questions 
●    How the behaviour of consultants within knowledge-intensive service firms in the 

public sector influence the customer’s perception of corporate brand image? 
●    How the regulation of personal-relationships within the public sector influence 

customer’s perception of knowledge-intensive service firm’s corporate brand image? 
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2. Theoretical Framework 
The upcoming chapter will clarify the theoretical and core concepts relevant for the study. A 

conceptual framework that will serve as a guideline for the following empirical investigation 

and analysis of this study. 

2.1. Brand Building in Knowledge-Intensive Firms 

2.1.1. Brand Relevance within B2B and Services 

Brands have traditionally been discussed to be of decisive impact for customers to be able to 

relate trust to a company, whilst also functioning as a tool to differentiate the company from 

competitors (Webster and Keller, 2004). “Brands help to create meaningful associations that can 

increase feelings of confidence and loyalty in the minds of the customers” (Gomes, 2016. 

p.193). As a result of the growing competition within B2B markets, brands today play an even 

more important role (Keränen et al. 2012; Leek and Christodoulides, 2011). Even though B2B 

markets are known to be more rational in comparison to B2C markets, brands and soft values 

related to brands are still an important aspect during the decision process in B2B business 

(Gomes, 2016). In service companies brands has been discussed to play an even more 

imperative role than for companies selling products, due to the intangible aspect of a service and 

the uncertainties of the result of the service before using it (Oghazi, 2014; Wallström et al. 

2008; McDonald et al. 2001; Papasolomou and Vrontis, 2006). 

 

2.1.2. Service Firms and Employee Interactions’ Influence on Brand Image 
According to Keller (1993) customers develop a perception of the company and brand through 

marketing efforts and personal experiences, a perception that in turn will be linked to the 

company's particular good or service. Wilkie (1986) argues that the customer's perception of the 

brand will influence their behavior, a notion further supported by Keller (1993) who also claims 

that the perception will influence the customers’ loyalty. Any information and perception that is 

related to the brand in the mind of the customer is referred to as brand image (Keller, 1993). 

 

A company's brand image is built and established by real experience and expectations of its 

tangible and intangible parts (Persson, 2010). Homburg (2010) argues that brand image is less 

likely to deliver positive emotions in a B2B context compared to within B2C, a notion 

contradicted by Mudambi (2002) and Lynch and de Chernatony (2007) who argue for the 

positive impact on the emotional value and brand image. For example, employees can be 

affected by the purchased items’ company’s brand image and motivated to use the purchased 
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product or service in their own offering, which can improve their own brand image (Backhaus, 

2011). Ind (2003) argues that in service markets, the experience with the company will lead to 

the perception of the brand from an external viewpoint, whereby the employees play a major 

role in communicating the brand. This is further argued by Parasuraman et al. (1985) who state 

that the performance of the employees, especially within service markets, affects the customer's 

interpretation of the organisation and its brand. Supported by Baumgarth and Schmidt (2010) 

also emphases that the employee's significance in influencing customers perception of the 

service and brand. 

2.2. Importance of Relationships and Trust within Client-

Consultant Interchange 
Relationships has long been argued to be of importance within business, especially in B2B 

markets, the latter seeing with less potential customers existing customers need to be kept due to 

the higher costs of acquiring new ones (Hutt and Speh, 2013); and by reason of the fact that 

satisfied customers are more loyal (Flint et al. 2011). In the 21st century, the idea of relationship 

commitment have for many organizations been set as a fundamental goal (Reichheld and 

Schefter, 2000). Vargo and Lusch (2004; 2008) suggest that marketing is evolving, where 

relationships are a key aspect in marketing efforts and the delivery of the service are of crucial 

importance. Relationships have been proved to create value and are often the fundamental 

reason to why companies have an interested for it (Flint et al. 2011), other reasons for its appeal 

is the trust it creates between customer and supplier (Battaglia, 2015). A notion further 

supported by Teo and Bhattacherjee (2014) how also advocate for the importance of a positive 

working relationship between business clients and external consultants. 

 

It is also true for B2B consultant companies that relationships and trust is key for success 

(Glücker and Armbrüster, 2003). Grünbaum et al.  (2013) argue that it is in fact most often the 

personal connection between the consultant and client that build the relationship and not the 

corporate brand. Grünbaum et al. (2013) also claim that clients of consultant services often want 

to see measurable results, a variable often hard to present due to the intangibility characteristic 

of a service, thus the ability to build long-lasting relationships with clients are often prioritized. 

A notion further argued by Nikolova (2015) who in addition emphasises the importance of trust, 

especially within a consultant context, this also as a result of the intangible aspect of a service, 

its complexity, high ambiguity and interdependency of actors. Glückler and Armbrüster (2003) 

also advocated for the variable of trust between a customer and the consultant; claiming it to 

derive from market reputation, past experience with consultant or client, direct client experience 
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or from network of trusting acquaintances; recommendations inside and outside of the company 

(Stock and Zinszer, 1987). 

 

Pozzebon and Pinsonneault (2012) present a two dimensional concept, designed to illustrate the 

complex nature of client-consultant relationships. The first dimension described what type of 

control that drives the relationship, i.e. who is in charge during each facet of the project, while 

the second dimension take into regard the respective individual's’ knowledge-based role, i.e. 

who is expected to posses what type of knowledge (Pozzebon and Pinsonneault, 2012). 

Bloomfield and Vurdubakis (1994) argued for the notion that the relationship between the two 

is seen as inherently social, in elaborated terms; the identities negotiated between client and 

consultant and what type of knowledge they bring cannot be separated, i.e. dissociated. Instead, 

the relationship is described to be subjective to a mutual understanding between client and 

consultant but also to rely on knowledge sharing and negotiated roles (Sturdy et al. 2006). 

 

Authors Levin and Cross (2004) suggest that a positive working relationship influence 

knowledge transfer, they argue that client-consultant relationships defined by ease of 

communication, intimacy, competence and trust have proven to ease the knowledge transfer. In 

addition, it has been claimed that business clients rely on and trust external consultants in order 

to ease the transfer of knowledge and facilitate successful project outcomes (Ko, 2014). Various 

literature researching the variable of trust provides substantial evidence that trusting 

relationships achieve a greater knowledge exchange, e.g. if trust exists, people are more inclined 

to transfer and share knowledge with one another (Ko, 2014). 

 

In defiance of the existing restrictions concerning personal relationships within the public 

sector, the importance of relationships has still been vocalized. For one, Sporrong (2011) 

emphasizes in her study of consultancy in the public sector, the very importance of trust and 

relationships. 

2.3. Service Employee Behavior and Relation to Client 

Perception of Brand Image 
Behaviours of frontline employees in service companies have been discussed as being one of 

the key aspects in communication of the corporate brand (Aaker, 2004). The customer's 

perception of a service brand is highly influenced by the front line employees (Morhart et al. 

2009). 
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The people in service related companies provide the foundation of the corporate brand (Aaker, 

2004). The author further argues that it is not what the persons are doing; however it is more of 

the attitude and culture that drives the actions. Wang et al. (2015) continue to emphasise that 

demeanour and behaviours of the employees are likely to reflect the customer's perception of 

the firm/brand. Wentzel (2009) further states that behaviours of the employees can be 

generalised to the brand. It being a psychological reasoning for when attitudes towards two 

similar objects tend to be alike (Till and Priluck, 2000). However, Plouffe et al. (2016) 

emphasised the complexity of behavior by stating that one cannot predetermine that a certain 

behavior would results in certain outcome. Therefore, behavior that please one customer, may 

not satisfy another (Plouffe et al. 2016). Nonetheless, despite common opinion that the behavior 

of frontline employees are the key influencer of the corporate brand Vallaster and De 

Chernatony (2003); Leek and Christodoulides (2011) also advocate for the importance that 

employees are required to deliver the service in consistent manner. 
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3. Methodology 
In this chapter the reader is guided through the selection of the most suitable approach and 

techniques from the wide range of different options. In each section a comparison between 

viable and opposing methods to select from will be presented to the reader. This chapter is 

carried out with a profound reasoning as to why each chosen technique or approach was 

chosen as most applicable for this study. From a replicability point of view, it is important to 

provide a clear and in-depth description of the actual steps that were taken during the study. 
 

In this section the fundamental differences between approaches will also be presented and the 

complex decisions that they bring forth. Henceforth the foundation of the study will be 

determined, which influences the decisions made hereinafter. 

3.1. Research Approach 

3.1.1. Qualitative versus Quantitative 

Bryman and Bell (2015) emphasises that the decision between a quantitative and qualitative 

strategy is important. The main distinction between the two being that qualitative studies 

stresses and underlines words rather than numbers (Bryman and Bell, 2015; Creswell, 2009) and 

that it is likely to include open-ended questions over closed questions (Creswell, 2009). Despite 

the fact, that the two strategies may be seen as extremes from one another (Bryman and Bell, 

2011; Creswell, 2009). They should however, be seen as two ends of a scale where after 

different decisions regarding the methodology compose the study more qualitative or 

quantitative (Bryman and Bell, 2011; Creswell, 2009). In table 3.1 the fundamental differences 

of qualitative and quantitative strategies are presented. 
Table 3.1 Fundamental differences between quantitative and qualitative research strategies 

(Bryman and Bell, 2011, p.27) 

 
Quantitative Qualitative 

Principle orientation to the role of 

theory in relation to research 
Deductive; testing of 

theory 
Inductive; generation 

of theory 

Epistemological orientation 
Natural science model, in 

particular positivism 
Interpretivist 

Ontological orientation Objectivism Constructionism 
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As table table 3.1 indicates, the epistemological position of qualitative research is interpretivist, 

which denotes that the social world is understood by investigating how participants interpret it 

(Bryman and Bell, 2015). Whereas, positivism is the counterpart from quantitative approach, a 

position with several definitions due to the different ways it has been used by writers (Bryman 

and Bell, 2011). However, it can be described in short as only recognizing knowledge that has 

been tested, developed and measured using natural science methods (Bryman and Bell, 2011). 

Since, this study aimed at gaining a greater understanding on how the customer’s perception of 

the corporate brand image is influenced by the behaviour of the consultant. This indicates that 

the knowledge-intensive context was examined through the eyes of its participants and 

therefore, an interpretivist approach was suitable. 

 

The ontological position of qualitative research is constructivist, which implies that the 

interaction between individuals creates social properties (Bryman and Bell, 2011). The 

equivalent for constructivism is objectivism, which suggests that social actors do not influence 

social properties (Bryman and Bell, 2011). For the reason that this study tried to understand the 

influence of interaction in specific context and in more specific how the behavior of the 

consultants influenced the customers’ perception of the brand image. Therefore, it became clear 

that this study had a constructivist position. 

 

Creswell (2009) discussed the possibility to mix the methods of these approaches, which then 

would comprise aspects from both qualitative and quantitative strategies. According to Creswell 

(2009, p. 4) when using a mixed method, the “overall strength of a study is greater than either 

qualitative or quantitative research”. Nonetheless, Bryman and Bell (2011) claimed that a mixed 

method strategy does not by nature entail that it would be superior to a single method strategy. 

Instead the authors shone light on the two most common arguments against mixed a method 

approach (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Firstly, both research strategies are strongly related to their 

epistemological and ontological positions and secondly, the strategies are two different 

paradigms and therefore, they have epistemological incompatibility towards each other (Bryman 

and Bell, 2011). Therefore, problems would arise if the epistemological or ontological positions 

would be mixed between qualitative and quantitative. 

 

Seeing that both the ontological as well as the epistemological positions were steering towards a 

more qualitative approach. Consequently, this study chose to employ a qualitative approach, yet 

the level of role of theory will be discussed hereafter in order to establish a solid ground for this 

research. Additionally, Ecenea Väst presently only have 20 customers, which could be a 

challenge in a quantitative study. A quantitative study requires more respondents compared to 
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qualitative study (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Which adds to the decision of a qualitative approach 

for the study. 

3.1.2. Inductive, Deductive and Abductive 

Qualitative research is traditionally assessed with an inductive level of theory, where the 

research results in the generation of theory (Bryman and Bell, 2015). Whereas, the quantitative 

counterpart; deductive approach is designed for testing of theory. However, “not only does 

much qualitative research not generate theory, but also theory is often used as a background to 

qualitative investigations” (Bryman and Bell, 2011, p. 13). Furthermore, the authors stated that 

in a deductive view theory is directing the collection and analysis of data (Bryman and Bell, 

2011; Creswell, 2009). 

 

An abductive methodology approach is a method comprising a mix between a deductive and an 

inductive approach, often utilized in case studies (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2008). The theory 

part in an abductive study is developed, refined and adjusted during the process (Alvesson and 

Sköldberg, 2008) not before, as in a deductive, nor does the study end up in a theory or concept, 

as within an inductive approach (Bryman and Bell, 2011). An abductive approach is based on 

empirical information as well as induction, but does not reject the theoretical pre-positioning 

and in that aspect much closer to a deductive (Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2008). Due to the fact 

that this study refined and adjusted the theory part during the research process and neither this 

study tried to neither create a theory nor test a theory. Therefore, an abductive approach was the 

most applicable level of role for theory for this research. 

 

This study leans closer to a qualitative approach on the scale discussed in the previous section. 

Despite the fact that this study employed an abductive level for role of theory, which is closer to 

deductive and associated with a quantitative approach. Nonetheless, this study was viewed from 

a qualitative perspective, due to its strong relation to such an approach. Notwithstanding of the 

concerns of mixing the different approaches, this study was able to dodge the arguments 

presented against mixing the fundamentals. The former seeing that this study was closer to a 

quantitative only on the level of role for theory and not on the epistemological or ontological 

level. 

3.2. Research Design  
Research design is a “structure that guides the execution of a research method and the analysis 

of the subsequent data” (Bryman and Bell, 2015, p. 48). Research designs can be classified in 

various ways (Yin 1994; Saunders et al., 2003; Oghazi, 2009). However, the main stream of the 
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classification falls into three categories; exploratory, descriptive and explanatory (Churchill and 

Iacobucci 2006; Oghazi, 2009). Furthermore, Oghazi (2009) emphasised to select a design that 

is aligned with the objective of the study. 

 

An exploratory design is argued to be most suitable when the problem area requires obtaining 

basic knowledge, especially when the theories and models are unclear to the extent that it is 

hard to set a clear purpose for the study (Blumberg et al. 2005; Oghazi, 2009). Accordingly, 

Patel and Davidson (2003) claim that collecting large amounts of information about a specific 

part of the problem area is the aim of an exploratory research design. Furthermore, a common 

combination is to use an exploratory design coupled with a case study (Saunders et al. 2003; 

Churchill and Iacobucci, 2006; Oghazi, 2009). 

 

A descriptive design is applicable when obscurities regarding knowledge around the research 

problem and the problem itself do not exist (Churchill and Iacobucci, 2006; Oghazi, 2009). As a 

consequence, the descriptive design can be seen as a continuum of exploratory design, since its 

aim is to describe and elaborate the patterns identified in the exploratory design (Reynolds, 

1971; Oghazi, 2009). 

 

An explanatory design on the other hand aims to illuminate empirical findings of descriptive 

study through the development of theory (Miles and Huberman, 1994; Oghazi, 2009). All in 

addition to creating an understanding through the process of simplifying the complexity of 

issues (Miles and Huberman, 1994; Oghazi, 2009). Thus, the emphasis in causal design is based 

on causal relationships between different factors (Hair et al. 2003; Oghazi, 2009). 

 

As discussed above, when selecting a proper design for the study, the researchers need to take 

the nature of the problem and existing knowledge within that area into consideration. Despite 

the fact that exploratory design is often comprised with case studies, there was number of 

different academic articles with knowledge and information utilizable for this study. In addition, 

this study managed to formulate a clear purpose and relevant research questions. Hence, this 

implied that a descriptive design would be appropriate. Despite of the perplexity of the problem, 

which would suggest a more exploratory design. This study employed theoretical concepts to be 

linked with an empirical data collected from a setting that has not been viewed through these 

theoretical lenses before. Thus, this study described and elaborated patterns and information 

identified in previous studies. Therefore, the design of this study was descriptive. 
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3.3. Data Sources 
An academic research involves either collection of primary or secondary data, yet both data 

sources can be utilized (Bryman and Bell, 2011; Oghazi, 2009). Primary data refers to data that 

has been collected by the researchers themselves (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Whereas, Secondary 

data is data that someone else has collected, which the researcher gathers from different sources 

(Bryman and Bell, 2011). When research employs both primary and secondary data collection, 

the former is used to reinforce the latter (Oghazi, 2009). The collection of primary data takes 

more time than the gathering of secondary data (Bryman and Bell, 2011; Oghazi, 2009). Having 

that said, the downside of utilizing secondary data is that it is usually collected for a different 

purpose, hence it might not be fully applicable for another research project (Bryman and Bell, 

2011; Oghazi, 2009). Hence, by collecting primary data, the researcher can create a better 

understanding of the problem in question (Oghazi, 2009). 

 

This study chose the collection of primary data due to three reasons. Firstly, in order to enhance 

the creation of a better understanding of the problem in question. Secondly, in order to deliver 

new insights into existing knowledge through deep understanding of the problem area, seeing 

the intention of a descriptive design is to elaborate the knowledge explored in other studies. 

Thirdly, by collecting primary data, this study evaded the inapplicability problem of secondary 

data. The primary data was collected from five semi-structured interviews with clients of 

Ecenea Väst (see 3.5 data collection method). Further, in terms of elaboration and the 

descriptive design, this study utilized academic articles and books as secondary sources in order 

to link the empirical with proper theories for the analysis stage. 

3.4. Research Strategy 
Yin (2014) pointed out five principal methods for conducting a research; experiment, archival 

analysis, survey, history and case study. A case study research design has been widely deployed 

in business research (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Schramm (1971, cited in Yin, 2014, p. 15) 

defined a case study as “it tries to illuminate a decision or set of decisions: why they were taken, 

how they were implemented and with what result”. Thereby, a case study is evident for 

understanding social phenomena (Yin, 2014). Ultimately, the case study design is applicable for 

studies that intensively analyse a single case and generate an in-depth understanding of a social 

phenomenon (Bryman and Bell, 2011; Yin, 2014). 
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Table 3.2 Relevant situations for Different Research Methods (Yin, 2014, p. 9). 

Method Form of research 
question 

Requires control of 
behavioural 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 

 

As it can be seen in the table 3.2, case study research is the most applicable when the research 

questions explore why something happens (Gray, 2004; Yin, 2014). The second aspect being 

the ability to control the occurred behavioral events (Yin, 2014). The last aspect regards whether 

or not someone alive was witnessing the event in real life (Yin, 2014). 

 

Seeing, both research questions of this study included the word “how”, the study had neither 

any control of the behavioral events with a focus on present-day events. Furthermore, the study 

met with all the three requirements of case study suggested by Yin (2014) and moreover, one of 

the research questions of this study is aimed at understanding a social phenomenon, i.e. 

understanding consultants behavioral effects on customers brand image perception. Therefore, a 

case study appealed as the most appropriate strategy for this study. 

 

This study interviewed 5 customers of Ecenea Väst, a consultancy company focusing on public 

procurement. Hence, to elaborate the patterns and information identified in previous studies 

through understanding how the behavior of Ecenea Väst’s consultants have influenced the 

corporate brand image perception of the interviewed customers. Moreover, to also understand 

the effect of the regulation of personal-relationships on the perception. Seeing the former 

arguments together with the fact that the sample was relatively small and concentrating on 

specific context and setting. By means and nature of this research, a case study strategy was the 

most appropriate. 
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3.5. Data Collection Method  
“The interview is probably the most widely employed method in qualitative research” (Bryman 

and Bell, 2011, p. 465). According to Bryman and Bell (2015) the reason behind its popularity 

is the flexibility it provides. Furthermore, a loose structured in qualitative interviews is a 

fundamental distinction to quantitative interviews (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Quantitative 

interviews tend to have structured set of research questions that are to be strictly followed 

(Bryman and Bell, 2011). Whilst, a qualitative interview gives more flexibility to the researcher 

to bring in his/her own perspective and also to react to what have been said by the interviewed 

during the interview (Bryman and Bell, 2011). In addition, part of the flexibility in a qualitative 

interview is the number of different types of interviews the research can choose to employ 

(Bryman and Bell, 2011). Furthermore, a qualitative interview can be categorized into two 

different types; unstructured and semi-structured interviews (Bryman and Bell, 2011). 

 

An unstructured interview as the name suggests, is really loose and reminds more of a 

conversation rather than an interview (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Moreover, the interviewer 

usually has a list of topics to be uncovered and then follow-up questions of issues that seem 

relevant will be pursued (Gillham, 2000; Bryman and Bell, 2011). Hence, an unstructured 

interview is more likely to result in the interviewer seeing the world through the participant’s 

eyes without any presumptions (Bryman and Bell, 2011). 

 

If the researcher has been able to establish a clear focus and direction for the investigation, the 

study will most likely employ a semi-structured approach, where the interviewers to a certain 

extent are to follow an interview guide (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Despite the fact, that an 

interview guide is constructed to be followed the interviewer has the freedom to ask follow-up 

questions of interesting points brought up by the interviewee (Gray, 2004; Bryman and Bell, 

2011). From the point of view of being able to compare interview styles, a semi-structured 

design is suitable if there is more than one person doing the interviews (Bryman and Bell, 

2011). 

 

Bryman and Bell (2011) emphasised that the approaches presented above are the two extremes 

and a qualitative interview in practice does fall somewhere in between those ends. Thus, it is the 

nature of the purpose, research questions and the whole research that will determine which 

approach that is the most suitable (Bryman and Bell, 2011). 
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There were reasons implying that a semi-structured interview was applicable for this study. First 

and foremost, this study established a clear purpose and research questions to be uncovered, 

hence the construction of an interview guide with specific questions was achievable. Secondly, 

the fact that two interviewers carried out the fieldwork also supported a more structured 

approach. Thirdly, in order to understand the problem area and to construct questions, this study 

deployed scientific articles and books relating to the subject. Therefore, it would have been 

unreasonable to pretend that the interviewers would not hold any presumptions. Thus, the major 

benefit of an unstructured approach and being able to understand the world through participant’s 

eyes would not have been realistic. 

3.5.1. Data Collection Instrument 

Interviewing was categorized into two approaches; unstructured and semi-structured. However, 

there are a number of different methods on how to conduct the decided approach (Bryman and 

Bell, 2011). Generally, people see interviewing as an event occurring between an interviewer 

and an interviewee. This idea is strengthened due to several authors focusing on one-to-one 

interviews (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Nonetheless, a research can employ group-interviewing 

method, where the interviewing takes place with several participants at the same time (Bryman 

and Bell, 2011). Due to the fact, that a group interview involves many participants, the nature of 

the interview is classified as unstructured and conversational (Bryman and Bell, 2011). The 

main advantages stated for using this method are the cost and time efficiency aspects (Gray, 

2004; Bryman and Bell, 2011). 

 

Bryman and Bell (2011) has claimed that telephone interviews are rather utilized in quantitative 

than qualitative research and especially with surveys. There are four clear advantages of 

telephone interviewing (Bryman and Bell, 2011). First and foremost, it is a convenient way of 

conducting interviews, seeing it requires less money and resources than the other methods 

presented (Gillham, 2000; Gray, 2004; Bryman and Bell, 2011). Secondly, it enables the 

researchers to get in contact with hard-to-reach customers (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Thirdly, the 

participants’ sense of anonymity is increased and therefore, enables them to be less distressed 

when answering to sensitive matters (Gray, 2004; Bryman and Bell, 2011). 

 

Qualitative interviews are known for being in-depth interviews, with open-ended questions, 

collection of rich information and as a result of being time consuming (Bryman and Bell, 2011). 

Disadvantages of telephone interviews related is that the participant is more likely to 

discontinue the interview (Gray, 2004; Bryman and Bell, 2011). Furthermore, Bryman and Bell 

(2011) stated that the telephone interview is challenging method for observing the nonverbal 

behaviour of the participant and also that recording the interview requires specific apparatus. 
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Bryman and Bell (2011) continued to claim that interview method in qualitative research is 

most commonly face-to-face interview. However, in order to employ this method properly, time 

and money are required (Gray, 2004). Nevertheless, it is the ability to observe non-verbal 

behaviour and the quality of data that has made this method so widely used (Bryman and Bell, 

2011). 

 

In principle this study could have employed any of the methods presented above. Nonetheless, 

the reasons why this study averted two of the methods will be presented next. Group interview 

would have been beneficial in money and time wise. Also, it would have given the opportunity 

to observe the nonverbal behaviour and it would have given richer information compared to 

telephone interviews. Despite the described benefits, this study decided not to employ the group 

interview method, by reasons of the participants’ geographical distribution and the 

inconvenience of getting all the participants’ to same location at the same time. 

 

Individual face-to-face interviewing would have been the best method in terms of quality of 

information derived from the interviews. Since, it would have been easier to interpret the 

nonverbal communication and making sure that the interview setting would have been ideal. 

However, the major downside in face-to-face interviewing is the time and money aspect. For the 

reason, that this study had limited resources of time and money, therefore, the face-to-face 

interview was out of the question. 

 

Telephone interviewing appealed as the most appropriate method for this study in terms of 

resources of time and money at disposal. Albeit the disadvantages of the telephone interviewing 

presented earlier, it still had advantages practical for purposes of this study. Therefore, the 

decision was not only based on time and money, but also the fact that the study was able to 

reach all the participants easily and the sensitive questions were answered. 

 

This study was able to overcome both recording and the ease of discontinue of the interview. 

The former was dodged by utilizing a recording application for mobile phone. Whereas the 

latter was avoided by sending the questions beforehand, which decreased the chance of 

discontinued interview due to unexpected question. 
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3.6. Interview Design 
After evaluating the different data collection methods and instruments and choosing to apply 

semi-structured interviews over the telephone, it was time to construct suitable questions to be 

asked in terms of the purpose and research questions of this study. In order to come up with a 

good set of questions Bryman and Bell (2011) suggests that the questions should be drawn from 

a broad research perspective to actual questions through established research questions and 

interview topics. Furthermore, it reminds of an iterative process where the researchers are 

bouncing back and forth between formulating and evaluating the questions (Bryman and Bell, 

2011). In this study the research questions were drawn from the broad perspective, continuing to 

the creation of interview topics. Thereafter, construction, evaluation and revising the questions 

were done multiple times to ensure the quality and feasibility of the questions. There is great 

variety in the types of questions that one can ask in an interview of qualitative research (Bryman 

and Bell, 2011). Therefore, this study utilized Kvale’s (1996) description of different questions 

for qualitative research. The question types used in this study are presented in the following 

paragraph. 

 

First, introducing questions as the name suggests are the ones to start off with. (Kvale, 1996; 

Bryman and Bell, 2011). In order to help the interviewee to understand the topic and also to 

give an insight to the interviewer of the interviewees understanding and knowledge around the 

topic (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Secondly, the idea of follow-up questions is to gain more 

information of interesting topics brought up by the interviewee (Bryman and Bell, 2011). 

Thirdly, specifying questions are very similar to follow-up questions, however, when specifying 

the interviewer follows up with more direct question than with traditional follow-up questions 

that tend to be more open (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Fourthly, through direct questions the 

interviewer gets yes or no answers to the topics and therefore the nature of these questions are 

close-ended (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Lastly, interpreting questions are used in order to be sure 

that the interviewer understood the initial answer correctly (Bryman and Bell, 2011). 

3.6.1. Operationalization 

In order to measure the concepts that were utilized in the study, the concepts need to be 

operationalized (Bryman and Bell, 2011). This referring to establishing and justifying indicators 

that are supporting the concepts deployed in the study (Bryman and Bell, 2011). With regard to 

this, the purpose of this study was not to measure any theoretical concepts, yet to link the 

concepts with the empirical data. I.e. to provide elaborated information to the problem area to 

existing knowledge from the specific context and setting in question of this study. Therefore, 

the necessity of having operationalization could draw arguments against. However, the utility of 
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operationalization was to provide important knowledge of whereby approach this study tried to 

utilize to being able to connect the primary data with the theoretical concepts. 

 

In the first set of questions knowledge about Ecenea Väst and how the customers gained access 

to the knowledge and if the behaviours of the consultants had influenced the customers’ 

perception of their brand were asked. This was important in order to understand where the 

interviewees were standing at the outset to assess the influence of the consultant’s behavior. 

Whilst for the last part of the questions focused on public procurement and how the laws 

regarding relationships affect work, in addition to the meaning and importance of brand. These 

questions were aimed at revealing the importance of branding, relationship and behavior of 

consultant. Screening the theoretical concepts on this study’s research questions carried out the 

operationalization. Thereby, to understand and further, to dismember relevant interview 

questions from the research questions in order to fulfil the purpose of this study. 

 

Due to the selection of an abductive approach, the theories were not fully selected before the 

collection of primary data. Despite this, the study was able to utilize knowledge to some extent 

from theoretical concepts to ensure suitable questions for the interviews. The questions were 

first defined to answer the research questions with the help of previous research and afterwards 

more research connected with the questions were found the understand the answers. The two 

research questions used for the study and being the foundation for the questions were: 1) How 

the behaviour of employees within knowledge-intensive service firms in the public sector 

influence the customer’s perception of corporate brand image? And 2) How the regulations 

within the public sector influence customer’s perception of knowledge-intensive service firm’s 

corporate brand image? 

 

In table 3.3 the main questions that were asked and to what references from previous research 

they are related to are provided; together with the subject of the question and also the reason 

behind asking the question. These questions were asked to everyone, however depending on the 

answer, different follow-up questions were asked. 
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Table 3.3 Operationalization 

Subject Interview question Reasoning Adapted from / 
Theory 

Perception of 
company 

 

How long have you 
known about Ecenea 

Väst? 
 

Pre-knowledge 
 

(Keller, 1993; Hutt and 
Speh, 2013) 

 

Previous brand 
perception 

 

What was your perception 
of Ecenea Väst before 

you started collaborating? 
 

Pre-knowledge 
 

(Keller, 1993; Stock 
and Zinszer, 1987) 

 

Brand perception 
 

How would you describe 
Ecenea Väst as a brand 

today? 
 

How it has 
changed 

 

(Keller, 1993) 
 

Brand perception 
 

From where do you base 
your knowledge about 

Ecenea Väst? 
 

From where the 
company 

knowledge was 
retrieved 

 

(Persson, 2010; Keller, 
1993; Ind 2003; 

Parasuraman et al. 
1985; Baumgarth and 

Schmidt 2010) 
 

Brand perception 
 

In your mind, what does 
Ecenea Väst represent? 

 

Understanding 
the client's 

perception of the 
brand 

 

(Keller, 1993) 
 

Perception 
influencer 

 

What do you think have 
influenced you to believe 

so? 
 

The influence of 
the perception 

 

(Persson, 2010; Keller, 
1993; Ind 2003; 

Parasuraman et al. 
1985; Baumgarth and 

Schmidt 2010) 
 

Behaviour 
 

What do you find to be 
the most decisive or 

influencing behaviour of 
a consultant within a 
public procurement 

context? 
 

Preferred 
behaviours of 
consultants 

 

(Keller, 1993; 
Parasuraman et al. 

1985) 
 

Behaviour 
 

Describe the overall 
behaviour of Ecenea’s 
consultant during your 

interactions? 
 

How the 
behaviours of 

Ecenea’s 
consultants were 

 

(Morhart et al 2009; 
Miles and Mangold, 

2004) 
 

Alignment 
between behaviour 

and brand 
 

Would you say that the 
consultant’s behaviour 
aligned well with how 

you originally perceived 
Ecenea Väst’s brand? 

 

The link between 
behaviour and 
the perceived 

brand 
 

(Aaker, 2004; Persson, 
2010) 
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Subject Interview question Reasoning Adapted from / 
Theory 

Behaviours 
influence on brand 

 

How has the behaviour of 
the consultant influenced 

your perception of 
Ecenea’s brand? 

 

 
If the behaviour 
of the consultant 

changed their 
perception of the 

brand 
 

(Morhart et al 2009; 
Mangold, 2004; 

Wentzel, 2009; Wang 
et al, 2015) 

 

Difference 
between public 

and private sector 
 

Do you have experience 
within other markets than 

public procurement? 
 

 
Understand 
customer's 
knowledge 

 

(Sporrong, 2014) 
 

Difference 
between public 

and private sector 
 

What do you find the 
main differences to be 

between public 
procurement and others? 

 

 
The difference 
between public 

procurement and 
the private sector 

 

(Sporrong, 2014) 
 

Importance of 
Relationship 

 

 
How does the non-

personal relationship 
restriction affect your 

collaboration with Ecenea 
Väst? 

 

 
 

The effect of 
non- personal 
relationship 

 

(Hutt and Speh, 2013; 
Flint et al., 2011; 
Battaglia, 2015; 
Wilkie, 1986) 

 

Importance of 
Relationship 

 

 
Does it also affect your 

perception of their 
corporate brand, if yes, 

how? 
 

 
The effect of 
non- personal 
relationship 

 

(Hutt and Speh, 2013; 
Flint et al., 2011; 

Wilkie, 1986) 
 

Importance of 
Relationship 

 

What would you say are 
the main difficulties that 

comes along with the 
relationship regulations in 

public procurement? 
 

The effect of 
non- personal 
relationship 

 

(Hutt and Speh, 2013; 
Battaglia, 2015; 

Glücker and 
Armbrüster, 2003) 

 

Importance of 
Relationship 

 

How does the restriction 
regarding a personal 

relationship affect the 
outcome of the project? 

 

The effect of 
non- personal 
relationship 

 

(Hutt and Speh, 2013; 
Battaglia, 2015; 

Wilkie, 1986; Glücker 
and Armbrüster, 2003) 

 

Brand relevance 
 

How relevant do you 
think the concept of brand 
is in a public procurement 

context? 
 

The importance 
of brand in 

public 
procurement 

 

(Wallström et al., 
2008; McDonald et al., 

2001; Papasolomou 
and Vrontis, 2006) 
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3.6.2. Pretesting 

Bryman and Bell (2011) emphasised that researchers should always have pre-testing phase 

before starting the actual interviews. Further, it is viable to ensure the quality of the questions 

and also to get feedback from the participants (Gillham, 2000; Bryman and Bell, 2011). Thus, it 

will show whether or not the whole data collection method and instrument is working (Bryman 

and Bell, 2011). Therefore, the experience of interviewing at pre-testing stage will give 

knowledge and better understanding to the researcher of the obstacles within (Gillham, 2000). 

In addition, comments and feedback from the pre-testing phase participants can also improve 

the questions and give insights (Gillham, 2000). 

 

If the pre-testing were impossible to conduct due to lack of time, then a method for ensuring the 

quality and appropriateness of the questions would be using already existing questions (Bryman 

and Bell, 2011). Seeing that these questions have already gone through the pre-testing phase 

(Bryman and Bell, 2011). Another benefit or borrowing questions from another research is the 

ease of comparison between these studies (Bryman and Bell, 2011). 

 

This study conducted a pre-testing phase, where three people with experience from consultancy 

and/or public procurement were interviewed. The first one had sound knowledge from public 

procurement. Whereas, the second and third were experience in both practices. The decision to 

protest the questions on people that had different knowledge was strategically. Since, this study 

was then able to cover different viewpoints of the questions and therefore, have versatile ideas 

and feedback to continue with. Besides, the interviewees’ opinions and possible improvement 

points, the research team also obtained vital experience and knowledge from this. In the end, the 

questions to be asked at the actual interview were adjusted accordingly to the experience and 

feedback gained. 

3.7. Sampling 
Sampling in qualitative research tend to suffer from lack of transparency. Hence, the amount of 

participants and how they were chosen is not always evident (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Bryman 

and Bell (2011) presented the most important concepts regarding sampling. First, the two main 

approaches to sampling; probability sampling and nonprobability sampling (Blaikie, 2000; 

Bryman and Bell, 2011). The distinction between these two refers to whether or not the units 

had equivalent chances for being selected. The former is a sample selection where units do not 

hold equivalent chances for being selected and the latter is a random sample selection (Blaikie, 

2000; Bryman and Bell. 2011). The advantage of probability sampling is that it allows findings 

being generalized from the sample to the population (Bryman and Bell, 2011). 
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Population represents “the universe of units from which the sample is to be selected” (Bryman 

and Bell, 2011, p. 176). In other words, all the possible units that is out there to be selected for 

purposes of the study. The company that was under investigation in this study had 20 customers. 

This study interviewed clients that had been in personal contact with the studied company’s 

employees, consequently the population was impossible to be determined in terms of time in 

hand for the researchers. Due to this, the representativeness of the sample suffers, because 

comparison between population and sample was not done. The sampling frame represents all 

the units that could have been chosen to research (Blaikie, 2000; Bryman and Bell, 2011). 

Nonetheless, a sampling frame does not always exist. In fact, in snowball sampling the 

researchers contact a participant who then in turn invites other participants to the research 

(Bryman and Bell, 2011). Due to the nature of a snowball sampling process, defining the 

sampling frame is impossible and therefore a sampling frame does not exist (Bryman and Bell, 

2011). Thus, it was not unusual not being able to assess the representativeness of the sample. i.e. 

having a sampling error. 

 

Qualitative studies have the tendency to employ purposive sampling rather than probability 

sampling (Gray, 2004). It is the epistemological position of qualitative study that makes 

probability sampling impractical (Gray, 2004). Purposive sampling occurs when the participants 

are not selected by using probability sampling, but in a strategic way that serves the purpose of 

the study (Blaikie, 2000; Bryman and Bell, 2011). Due to reasons presented hereinafter, this 

study did not have the chance to construct the sample in a strategic way and therefore, purposive 

sampling was excluded. 

 

Theoretical sampling is used in qualitative research and it is an iterative process where the 

researchers continue going back and forth between theoretical reflection and selecting additional 

participants until theoretical completeness is achieved (Bryman and Bell, 2011). The idea of 

theoretical sampling is to be sure that the data is comprehensive enough for the analysis 

(Bryman and Bell, 2011). Due to lack of time for an iterative process and also by reason of the 

small amount of interviewees, this method was not applicable for this study. Instead, this study 

tried to overcome the issue of not having comprehensive enough data by carefully constructing 

the interview questions and also by pretesting the questions. Pretesting was presented in-depth 

in the section 3.6.2 Pretesting. 

 

One of three forms of non-probability sampling is convenience sampling, implying that the 

selection of units for the research have been based on the availability of units for the researchers 

(Bryman and Bell, 2011). Furthermore, most qualitative studies have used convenience 

sampling. Since, they focus on in-depth analysis and therefore, comprehensiveness of the 
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sample seems to have less value in qualitative than in quantitative research (Bryman and Bell, 

2011). Hence, Bryman and Bell (2011) pointed out that at times convenience sample results 

from third person selecting the participants on the behalf of the researchers; therefore, it is not 

always a matter of choice but constraints. 

 

This study deployed a convenience sampling by reason of that the interviewees being selected 

by a representative of Ecenea Väst, the company under investigation in this study. Therefore, a 

convenience sample was rather a necessity to be accepted than intention of this study. However, 

as it was stated above, the nature of this research makes it more acceptable to have non-

probability sampling, since the aim is to gather rich data. 

3.8. Procedure 
The first stage if this study involved a discussion among the members of the research team of 

the areas of interest to conduct a study. All of the members were interest in human behaviour, 

knowledge-intensive context and the way a brand is influenced in this specific setting. In order 

to have access to a large enough pool of participants, the second stage was to find a company to 

collaborate with. Ecenea Väst became the case study company for this study and the fact that 

they operate within the public market made this subject even more interesting for the researches. 

In addition, it also narrowed down the study area to be more specific. The third stage and the 

first actual step within this study were to review large amount of literature in order to identify a 

problem area to investigate. After defining a clear problem, the study was ready to begin. 

 

The fourth stage consisted of conducting initial interviews with Ecenea Väst to gather 

background information about the company and the business setting where they operate. Also, 

more academic articles and books were reviewed in order to create a better understanding and 

obtain knowledge about the business setting the researchers were about to confront. 

 

The fifth stage started off by designing a proper methodology for this study. This study 

conducted a qualitative approach, although the chosen approach involved level of role of theory 

was closer to quantitative than qualitative (see 3.1 research approach). Before starting the data 

collection, a selection between different research design (see 3.2 research design) and strategies 

needed to be made (see 3.3 research strategy). After weighting different data collection 

methods and instruments the study chose to employ semi-structured interviews over telephone 

(see 3.5 data collection method) next, this research constructed an interview design (see 3.6 

interview design) and interview guide (see 8.1 interview guide) in order to gather utilizable data 
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from interviews. Also, a table of questions and topics to be covered was developed and 

motivated (3.6.1). 

 

Prior to gathering the primary data, this study needed to decide on the sample and sampling 

technique (see 3.7 sampling). Due to the fact, that the interviewees were chosen for this research 

by the case study company, there was not many options for the study to use any other than 

convenience sampling. Before starting the actual interviews with the case study company, all of 

the interview questions were pre tested on people with experience in consultancy services 

and/or public procurement in order to ensure the quality of the questions (see 3.6.2 pre-testing). 

 

The contact information of the eight customers of Ecenea Väst were selected and handed out for 

this study by the representative of the case study company. Despite the fact, that eight 

interviewees were within reach, this study reported two internal falloffs and one external falloff. 

The internal falloffs were due to interviewee lack of knowledge within the question areas. 

Whereas, the external falloff was caused by the interviewee’s inability to be reachable. 

Therefore, the number of de facto interviews decreased to five. 
 

After successfully conducting the data collection stage, it was time to analyse the gathered and 

transcribed answers. After carefully deliberating between different data analysis methods, the 

study chose to employ content analysis for its appropriateness for this study. The researchers 

interpreted and coded each piece of the primary data, which was then formed into categories. In 

order to see whether or not the primary data of this study matched with the patterns identified in 

previous studies the categories were compared with each other (see 3.9 data analysis). Next, the 

research constructed conclusions from the analysed data and managerial implications, alongside 

a description of limitations for the study and suggested further research avenues.  

3.9. Data Analysis Method 
Qualitative data analysis lacks of straightforwardness and guidelines of how it should be 

conducted (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Whilst, quantitative data analysis has entrenched and clear 

rules for researchers to follow (Bryman and Bell, 2011). The authors further implied that the 

reason for qualitative data analysis being unclear is due to the volume of unstructured textual 

material assembled from observations or interviews. Bryman and Bell (2011) introduced 

grounded theory and analytic induction as the two mainstream strategies for qualitative data 

analysis. The former being the prevalent strategy, which is, employed when the intention of the 

researcher is analysis of collected data that results in construction of a theory (Bryman and Bell, 

2011). The latter is a strategy that continues collection of data until all inconsistencies with the 
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hypothesis are cleared (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Despite the differences between the two 

strategies, they have in common an iterative process (Bryman and Bell, 2011). That is, going 

backward and forward between data analysis and data collection (Bryman and Bell, 2011). 

Hence, these approaches can also be portrayed as data collection strategies (Bryman and Bell, 

2011). If analytic induction confronts a case that is not aligned with the hypothesis, the 

hypothesis is then to be reformulated or redefined (Bryman and Bell, 2011). 

 

Despite the fact that analytic induction and grounded theory are associated with qualitative 

analysis. However, this study did not construct any hypotheses that are assessed in both 

presented data analysis methods. Since, the aim was to examine the corporate brand image in a 

specific context. I.e. to understand the influence of consultant behavior as well as the regulation 

of personal-relationships on corporate brand image within the specific context and not to predict 

whether something happens or not. Therefore, the nature of this study was to link empirical data 

with theoretical concepts and through this to generate knowledge and understanding of 

behavioral influences in this specific context in questions of this study.  The steering off from 

analytic induction and grounded theory is justifiable, due to the lack of guidelines within 

qualitative data analysis. 

 

Seeing the former, this study chose to analyse the data by using a content analysis method, 

where the researchers are to be identifying the key points from the primary data and further 

forming them into categories (Gillham, 2000; Gray, 2004). Content analysis is suitable when the 

research tries to understand and explain phenomena in order to deliver new knowledge (Gray, 

2004). 

 

The analysis of the collected data begun by interpreting the answers and coding them 

accordingly. I.e. trying to understand the meaning behind every answers and where they 

originated. These codes were then categorized with similar ones to identify possible topics for 

the analysis. Hence, the identified codes were then grouped with the theoretical concepts that 

discussed comparable aspects. This was done to be able to link the empirical data with the 

theoretical knowledge. After having all coded data placed within their own categories, the 

influence of consultant behavior as well as the regulation of personal-relationships impact on 

corporate brand image within the specific context was available to be examined with the help of 

theoretical concepts. 
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3.10. Quality Criteria  
According to Bryman and Bell (2011) validity, replicability and reliability are the most 

substantial criteria for assessing the quality of business research. Reliability denotes the 

repeatability of the study and further, it is concerned with the consistency of measures (Bryman 

and Bell, 2011). Interestingly, replicability draws near reliability, yet it implies that the 

procedure of the study should be describe in such great detail that one can replicate the study 

(Parida et al. 2016; Bryman and Bell, 2011). Validity “is concerned with the integrity of the 

conclusions that are generated from a piece of research” (Bryman and Bell, 2011, p. 42). 

However, these terms and definitions are not applicable to qualitative studies (Lincoln and 

Guba, 1985; Guba and Lincoln, 1994; Bryman and Bell, 2011). Hence, trustworthiness and 

authenticity are criteria more appropriate for assessment of quality in qualitative studies 

(Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Guba and Lincoln, 1994; Bryman and Bell, 2011). 

 

Trustworthiness is built from four criteria, each having a counterpart from quantitative research. 

These criteria are transferability, confirmability, credibility and dependability (Lincoln and 

Guba, 1985; Guba and Lincoln, 1994; Bryman and Bell, 2011). Dependability is relative criteria 

to reliability in quantitative research and it nominates that a detailed documentation of every 

phase of the research should be created and easily accessed (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Guba and 

Lincoln, 1994). However, this so called auditing technique has not been widely employed. Due 

to the fact, that it is extremely time consuming, since, qualitative research tends to produce 

extensive amount of data (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Dependability of this study was increased 

by clearly explaining how and why different methods were employed for executing this study. 

In addition, all interviews were recorded, transcribed and all the original records will be kept in 

safe for reasonable time, in case those should be accessed again. Hence, a high level of 

dependability or this study was achieved. 

 

External validity falls under the general validity criteria as being one of its sub-criteria to assess 

the different dimensions of validity (Philipson and Oghazi, 2013; Bryman and Bell, 2011). 

External validity is concerned with generalizability of the findings across social setting (Bryman 

and Bell, 2011). Qualitative studies are associated with case studies and small samples and 

therefore, generalizability is apparent problem. 

 

Hence, Lincoln and Guba (1985) and Guba and Lincoln (1994) suggested that transferability 

criteria should be applied for assessing the quality of qualitative research instead of external 

validity. Thus, transferability comes down to the discussion of whether or not the findings could 

be transferred in time or setting wise (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Guba and Lincoln, 1994). In 
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order to increase the transferability of the findings and also to facilitate the transferability 

judgement process, researchers should provide detailed description of the research context and 

environment (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Guba and Lincoln, 1994). In order to overcome the 

transferability issue, this study provided clear description of knowledge-intensive and public 

market characteristics obtained from secondary sources. Moreover, for empirical findings 

chapter primary data from interviews was transcribed and therefore, provides more detailed 

description of this study specific context and environment. Due to the presented motivation, this 

study provided enough data for transferability assessment and therefore, the transferability of 

this study could be seen to be on high level. 

 

Confirmability is concerned with whether or not a third party would confirm the findings of the 

study (Bryman and Bell, 2011). In qualitative studies confirmability serves as quality criteria 

instead of objectivity, since “complete objectivity is impossible in business research” (Bryman 

and Bell, 2011, p. 398). Hence, researchers should ensure the evidence that neither their own 

values nor their theoretical believes has overly influenced the research process (Bryman and 

Bell, 2011). Thereby, hypothesis and research model was clearly presented to ensure sufficient 

level of objectivity. 

 

Internal validity deals with the issue of correspondence between research observations and 

theoretical ideas (Bryman and Bell, 2011). Again, this criterion is associated with quantitative 

research and is not applicable to qualitative research (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Guba and 

Lincoln, 1994). Credibility is relative criteria to internal validity and is associated with 

demonstrating that the data derived from interviews has been interpreted correctly (Lincoln and 

Guba, 1985; Guba and Lincoln, 1994). To achieve a high level of credibility, the interviewees 

were given an opportunity to review the transcribed interview in order to ensure that the words 

were interpreted correctly and also to rectify misunderstanding. 

 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) and Guba and Lincoln (1994) presented authenticity as additional 

criteria to be used for assessing the quality of qualitative research. Authenticity includes seven 

aspects to complement this criterion. Fairness is the first aspect and it denotes that the study 

should take extensively different perspectives into consideration in order to have comprehensive 

data. Therefore, if a study would only interview people holding a certain position, then only 

their point of view would be covered and other perspectives would remain hidden (Starbuck, 

1981; Bryman and Bell, 2011). This study was conducted in the manner that the interviewees 

were presenting different positions and companies heterogeneously. Therefore, it could be 

claimed that this aspect was achieved to a certain level. 
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Second aspect is called ontological authenticity, which concerns whether or not the study 

facilitated the participants understanding of their social context (Bryman and Bell, 2011). 

Thirdly, educative authenticity implies that the study should educate the participants to be 

selfless, thus, give more respect to other people’s opinions (Bryman and Bell, 2011).  The fourth 

aspect catalytic authenticity is concerned with whether or not the study resulted as increased 

engagement for change among the participants (Bryman and Bell, 2011).  Tactical authenticity 

is the fifth criteria and it is closely related to the catalytic authenticity by denoting that the study 

should aim to enable the participants to start taking action (Bryman and Bell, 2011). This study 

suffers from not being able to assess ontological, educative, catalytic or tactical authenticity, this 

was due to lack of time and money resources to go back to evaluate the level of impact on these 

four aspects. Even though, these criteria were suggested, the aim of this research was not to 

result in increased action or development on the participant side. Therefore, these criteria are not 

critical in terms of the quality of this research. 

 

Transparency and coherence aspect is associated with how well have the researchers defined 

and motivated the chosen methods in a profound manner. As it can be seen, this study has 

comprehensively discussed the possible approaches and techniques to conduct this study. 

Further, the chosen method or technique was motivated in a profound manner. Therefore, it 

becomes evident that this study has achieved a high level of transparency and coherence.  The 

last aspect is the impact and importance and it emphasises the “importance of having an impact 

on and significance for theory, the community on which the research is conducted and for 

practitioners” (Bryman and Bell, 2011, p. 399). This study will help the management of Ecenea 

Väst to see how the behavior of the consultant does affect the perception of the brand image and 

also see the obstacles within public procurement from their customer’s point of view. However, 

seeing that this was bachelor level study, therefore, the impact of this study is possibly greater 

for the studied community than for theory. 
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4. Empirical Findings 
The following chapter will present the findings from the five in-depth interviews conducted with 

clients of Ecenea Väst. The empirical findings have been divided into five sub-categories, first 

one being: Ecenea Väst, where all information regarding the company and brand has been 

compiled. The second category: Consultant Behavior and Effect on Brand Perception, comprise 

of all findings related to attitude and recognition of consultant behaviour and its influence on 

the clients perception on the brand. The third category: Public Procurement and Market 

Restrictions, include summarized viewpoints of main difference between public procurement 

and the private sector; the opinions regarding non-personal relationship restrictions and its 

perceived main difficulties. The fourth category: Client Perception on the Effect of Personal-

Relationship Restrictions, addressing the standpoint of the restrictions’ potential effect on both 

collaboration, perception of brand or outcome of project. The fifth and final category: Client 

Perception on Brand Relevance, includes the customers perceptions on the importance of 

brands within the public market. 

4.1. Ecenea Väst 
The interviews revealed that all but one client's relation to Ecenea Väst begun due to prior 

personal relationship with one of the founders of the company. The exception, begun their 

collaboration due to endorsements from a colleague within the industry, who recommended 

Ecenea Väst in case of need of help with public procurement. Another shared matter among the 

interviewees was their lack of awareness of Ecenea Västs existence before any collaboration, 

having that said, all clients knew one of the founder, and the positive feelings towards him 

affected the early perception of the Ecenea Väst’s brand. 

 

The interviewees all voiced positive feelings towards Ecenea Väst and shared the opinion that 

the brand radiates a professional impression including immense knowledge within public 

procurement and problem solving. One of the interviewees also mentioned that he believes that 

Ecenea Väst’s brand is not as well-known in the south part of Sweden as it is in the more 

northern parts, e.g. Stockholm, he does however believe the brand establishment in the south 

part to be in progress. 
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4.2. Consultant Behavior and Effect on Brand 

Perception 
Whereas the client's stated that Ecenea Väst and their brand give a positive impression, it was 

also claimed that the ultimate perception of the brand is based on the consultants behaviour; the 

interactions with them and what they deliver. As two of the customer’s stated “would say that it 

has influenced me solely based on the individuals that I have met” and “I know Sten and his 

capabilities and also when I meet Magnus I got a really good impression, so I would say that it 

is influenced by my personal encounters with Sten and Magnus”. 

 

An agreement among all interviewees was that, the foremost decisive and influencing trait a 

consultant within public procurement should possess is knowledge. As one participant 

expressed herself “I’m not the one to invent the wheel, they are. Which is the reason for hiring 

them in the first place”. In addition, other important influential characteristics of consultants’ 

behaviour were shown to be their ability to be receptive, responsive, professional and humble. 

 

In regard to the behaviour of Ecenea Väst’s consultants, the interviews revealed that the clients 

perceived them as service minded, professional and knowledgeable. Another shared opinion 

was also that the consultants delivered on time and meet expectations. In more detail, some 

described the consultants to be understanding of needs while others empathized their behaviour 

to be down to earth and pedagogical whiles also being able to give constructive criticism. 

 

In terms of perception of alignment between consultant behaviour and pre-impression of the 

Ecenea Väst brand the opinion among interviewees were divided. Three out of five claimed it to 

be perfectly aligned and always satisfactory whilst the rest was unable to give an opinion due to 

lack of knowledge concerning brand vision and aspirations. Be that as it may, one mutual 

agreement among all interviewees was the influence and effect of consultant’s behavior in 

regards to the perception of the Ecenea Väst brand. Every interview participant supported the 

notion that behaviour had decisive influence, having the mutual opinion that it is the consultant 

who represents the actual brand, thus his or her actions instinctively form the overall brand 

perception. “The behaviour influences the perception of the brand to a very high degree. The 

consultants represent the brand and if they do a non satisfactory job then it’s decisive for further 

collaboration or potential recommendations”. It was also mentioned that if they would have 

interacted with someone else at Ecenea Väst the perception of the company would probably be 

different “If I would have meet someone else except Sten, that would have behaved differently I 

would have believed that the brand stood for something totally different then I think today” 
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4.3. Public Procurement and Market Restrictions 
When probed about the main differences between public procurement and the private sector the 

replies from respondents were coordinal. All interviewees empathized the key difference to the 

principal laws and restrictions within public procurement. The freedom and flexibility within 

the private sector was voiced, the ability to make demands and steer projects according to liking 

and preference. Also, the ability to negotiate and quicker procurements where sympathized, 

both as a result of less jurisdictions. ”In public procurement it is very controlled and everything 

has to be by the book. It is all related to the laws and regulations of public procurement. We use 

to call it endless procurement”. 

4.4. Client Perception on the Effect of Personal-

Relationship Restrictions 
In regards to the non-personal relationship restriction and its effect on the collaboration with 

Ecenea Väst the opinions of interviewees somewhat differed. The majority of participant 

claimed its none influential rule, arguing that if collaboration would not work the supplier 

would be replaced, regardless of regulations. It was also spoken that if the client had the right 

pre-requirements they can make sure that they get to work with preferred consultant or supplier, 

hence working around the restriction and prevent its potential effect. “You can prevent a lot by 

writing a good pre-requirement, to get rid of suppliers that you do not want and target 

companies that you like”. “For example, I can ask the suppliers for a reference from our own 

company if they have been working with us before, and if we did not like that company they 

will get low scores in that section which will decrease their chances of getting the job”. 

 

The minority who argued for its influence claimed per contra, that due to the regulation, one is 

restricted and cannot influence the process all while being put in the position of difficulties to 

exist the collaboration if wanted. When probed about if the former mentioned regulation also 

affected the client’s perception of the Ecenea Väst corporate brand identify the respondents 

were all but one in shared agreement. Common mind-set being, ”there is no obvious difference 

for you as a public buyer between how you would perceive a public brand versus public, 

dependent of that regulation”. 

 

Assessing the main difficulties that come along with the relationship regulation and how the 

restriction could affect the outcome of the project interviewee estimation and belief showed to 

vary. One difficulty and challenge was voiced to be the complexity factor the restriction adds, in 

contrast to the private sector, “it is not as simple as within the public sector to break or get out 
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of a deal”, “if I have good relationship with a supplier it would be easier to get a good price and 

good deals, which is possible in the private sector”. Among the main difficulties was also the 

fact that the restriction makes it more important to make decisions and set demands regarding 

the collaboration before the analysis stage. I.e. the need to forecast and predict various scenarios 

and decide on how to manage and regulate each can be to a difficulty. One of the clients stated a 

problem with the high focus on price; “It happens that the supplier sets a to low price just to get 

the job, and later realize that their costs are too high, so they add extra costs or add more hours 

on the bill to get more income from the work”. Another opinion was that the restriction instead 

opens up for opportunities to collaborate in alternative ways, along with the view that efficient 

assessment models and demand specifications can work around the limits that come with the 

restriction. 

 

In regards of the potential effect on the outcome of the project, the general opinion amongst 

interviewees was comparable. An illustration describing the overall feeling towards the fact, 

”Would say that it affects greatly, if you do not have a good and trusting relationship the 

collaboration will be of a greater hassle, and then you have to keep assuring that you have been 

provided with the best quality etc.”. More elaborative, one argued that in case of poorly written 

and specified requirements the restriction does have the potential to affect the results in a 

negative manner, e.g. late delivery or that you do not receive the anticipated outcome. While 

another voiced that the regulations require more long-term planning and a clearer precision of 

demands, i.e. an overall greater transparency. It was also claimed that if the supplier view the 

collaboration as a transaction the focus will be on simply delivering, removing the extra effort a 

personal-relationship would generate, “If you have a good relationship with a supplier, the 

benefits from both sides will be greater comparing to if you only focus on the numbers”. 

4.5. Client Perception on Brand Relevance 

Compiling the viewpoints of brand relevance within a public procurement context; some 

described it as fundamental while other were reluctant, claiming its irrelevance due to 

companies within public procurement being pinioned by LOU, the laws and regulations within 

public procurement. While others found brands to be relevant in general but argued for a higher 

relevance from a sales perspective, all in all most agreed that brands overall are equally 

important in public procurement as they are within the private sector. “The objective with public 

procurement is to treat all companies’ equal regardless of the brand. Nonetheless, brands overall 

are equally important in procurement as they are within the private sector”. 
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One of the clients mentioned the importance of teamwork and collaboration, she stated: “I 

believe a strong brand is fundamental; a strong brand and something that you can feel 

comfortable with. We are working as a team and we want to be proud of the supplier and we 

want the supplier to be proud of us”. Having that said, she also spoke for the difficulties; “ I 

believe that companies working within the public sector have it more challenging to build and 

develop their brand, seeing the evaluation from clients are mostly based on written documents, 

hence it requires more time and effort”. 
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5. Analysis 
The following chapter will present an analytic discussion of the empirical investigation. The 

chapter has been divided into five sub-categories; The Influence of Relationships and Trust; The 

Influence of Personal Interaction with Employees; Consultant Behaviour’s Influence on 

Corporate Brand Perception; Public Procurement and Market Restrictions; Relevance of 

Corporate Brand and Effect of Personal-Relationship Restriction. Each category comprising, in 

relation to the heading, from an analytics standpoint a discussion of the empirical findings with 

support of relevant theoretical concepts. 

5.1. The Influence of Relationships and Trust 
Hutt and Speh (2013) have underlined the importance of relationships within B2B contexts. A 

notion further emphasized by Flint et al. (2011) who voiced that the aspect of relationships 

enhances trust between involved parties. The element of trust has also been highlighted from a 

brand perspective, where Webster and Keller (2004) argued that customers establish trust to a 

company through their brand. 

 

The study revealed that the greater part of the business relationships between Ecenea Väst and 

clients begun as a result to a prior personal relationship with one of the founders. Wherefore it 

seems that the relationships itself and the level of prior established trust facilitated the formation 

of the business relationship. 

 

Glückler and Armbrüster (2003) advocated that trust between the client and the consultant 

derives directly from the client-supplier experience. The interviewed parties were all in mutual 

agreement that each interaction with a Ecenea Väst consultant held up to expectations, e.g. on-

time delivery. Two aspects critical in regards to trust within a relationship, the former seeing 

that the trust between the parties would be impaired if the service delivery would be delayed or 

perceived to be inadequate. Thus, it could be viewed that Ecenea Väst’s consultants have 

succeeded in establishing relationships through personal interactions and maintained trust by 

meeting client expectation. Ergo, the impression of level of trust between Ecenea Väst and their 

clients could potentially indicate that as a result of consultant behavior the clients have reached 

the stage where they are ready to recommend the firm to external parties. 
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5.2. The Influence of Personal Interaction with 

Employees 
Grünbaum et al. (2013) argued that business relationships within consultancy services are often 

built through personal interaction between the consultant and the client. A note agreed by all the 

interviewed clients, who furthermore stated that, the initial positive perception of the Ecenea 

Väst brand was as a result of previous personal connection with the consultant. This facet is 

aligned with the views of Aaker (2004), who argued that frontline employees play a leading role 

in the communication of the corporate brand. Thereupon, it could be assessed that the 

establishment of a well-functioning relationship with mutual trust facilitates the corporate brand 

communication. 

 

Glückler and Armbrüster (2003); Stock and Zinszer (1987) argued that from a client's 

perspective firms’ market reputation as well as networks of trusting acquaintances contribute 

and facilitate trust to the consultant-client relationship. Nonetheless, the empirical investigation 

showed that only one of the interviewed clients begun their relationship due to 

recommendations from a third party. A factor that could a result of the fact that Ecenea Väst is a 

newly established company and their reputation may not have spread jet, or the laws and 

regulations within public procurement could be  interfering with potential recommendations 

from third parties.  
 

In service markets, the corporate brand perception is argued to be developed through experience 

with the employees (Ind, 2003). A notion confirmed by all the interviewees, who stated that 

they had no prior perception of Ecenea Väst before first interaction with the consultants. 

Further, all clients agreed that their perception of Ecenea Väst was influenced by the behavior of 

the consultant. A standpoint well aligned with Wang et al. (2015) and Wilkie (1986) who claim 

that the behavior of the employees will most definitely influence the customer’s perception of 

the overall corporate brand. 

5.3. Consultant Behaviour’s Influence on Corporate 

Brand Perception 
The empirical investigation showcased client’s viewpoint on the significance of consultant 

behavior, presenting the mutual belief that is the consultants who are in fact representing the 

brand. Claiming that it is the consultant's actions and demeanour, which will influence their 

opinion of Ecenea Väst and the perception of the corporate brand, effecting further collaboration 

or willingness to wield recommendations to others. A notion supported by Ind (2003) who 
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would advocate for the fact that employees within service markets play a decisive role in the 

communication of the brand, emphasizing the pivotal role the experience with the firm have on 

the perception of the brand from an external standpoint. A viewpoint also disputed by Wang et 

al. (2015); Parasuraman et al. (1985); Baumgarth and Schmidt (2010) who in turn state that the 

performance of employees within service markets affects the client’s interpretation of the 

organization and service brand. 

 

Furthermore, all clients stated that their perception of Ecenea Väst’s brand image were partly if 

not solely based on the individual that they had interacted with, a feeling rationalized by 

Wentzel (2009) who claimed that behaviours of employees could be generalised to the brand. 

All positions implying that consultants’ behaviour are likely to reflect client perception of the 

Ecenea Väst brand. The brand generalizability from individual to corporate brand was 

underlined by three of the interviewees, who confirmed that the behavior of the consultant was 

well aligned with the corporate brand. A reasoning that could be rationalized by interviewees’ 

claims’ that their perception of Ecenea Väst is based on the individual consultant, but also 

seeing that in their opinion it is the consultant who represents the corporate brand. The 

generalizability can also be strengthened by the interviewees’ mutual agreement that the 

ultimate perception of the Ecenea Väst brand is based on the interaction and behavior of the 

consultant. 

 

As mentioned previously, the behaviour of frontline employees has been discussed to be of 

essential influence in customer perception of the company and its brand; nonetheless, there are 

more aspects of attention for consultants. Previous studies have emphasized the importance of 

the delivery of the service (Vallaster and De Chernatony, 2003; Leek and Christodoulides, 

2011), which the clients of Ecenea Väst confirm by stating “professional and knowledgeable 

consultants that deliver what is needed and on time are important attributes to possess”. 

 

In further detail, one client stated that the reason for hiring a consultant is to solve a problem 

that the company do not have time or the knowledge necessity to solve, which requires the 

specific knowledge of the consultant. Having that said, other important influential 

characteristics of consultants’ behaviour were shown to be their ability to be receptive, 

responsive and humble. Levin and Cross (2004) stated that the knowledge that the consultant 

possesses has to be communicated to the customer in a preferred manner. It has also been 

proven that client-consultant relationships defined by ease of communication, intimacy, 

competence and trust simplifies and facilitates the knowledge transfer (Levin and Cross, 2004). 

Contemplating the former theoretical concepts one could assess its alignment with client 
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viewpoint on imperative consultant attributes, proclaiming that the factors voiced to contribute 

to ease of knowledge is shared. 

 

Successful projects are a result of trust in the consultant and a good knowledge-transfer (Ko, 

2014). The clients also voiced the position that if there were lack of trust between them and the 

consultant it would affect the overall collaboration and potential outcome of the project. If such 

case, clearer precisions of demands would need and the hassle of having to be constantly 

assured that being provided with the best quality would occur. Thus, the remark could be drawn 

which state that trusting relationships are imperative in order to have a good flow throughout the 

interaction and assignment. A viewpoint reinforced by Battaglia et al. (2015); Glücker and 

Armbrüster (2003); Nikolova (2015); Sporrong (2011) who emphasises the importance of trust, 

especially within a consultant context due to the intangible aspect of a service. 

 

The empirical findings indicated that all clients had a positive and professional impression of 

Ecenea Väst, further claiming that their perception of the firm and brand were based on the 

interactions with the consultants, their behaviour and the quality on the delivery. 

5.4. Public Procurement and Market Restrictions 
The empirical investigation revealed that what differentiates public procurement to the private 

market are the law and regulations it beholds. Freedom, flexibility and the ability to make 

decisions according to liking and preference was underlined to belong to the private market, as 

well as quicker procurements. The former would advocate for the easement and means of access 

personal-relationships and non-objectivity bear when conducting business. A notion supported 

by Hutt and Speh (2013); Teo and Bhattacherjee (2014) who all argue for the importance of 

relationships within business and B2B markets. Assessing other research within the field, links 

between relationships and the creation of value have been recognised (Flint et al. 2011), along 

with the perspective that it builds trust between customer and supplier (Battaglia et al. 2015).  

 

Although, all participants were in mutual agreement of differentiations due to regulations it was 

also voiced that with sufficient pre-requirements and written demands the ability to work with 

perfected consultant or supplier prevails. An empirical finding suggesting that despite 

restrictions for personal-relationships clients with public procurement may still base their 

decisions on personal sentiments and interactions with external associations. Contemplating the 

former assessment one could advocate for the existence of personal relationships within public 

procurement, interactions and relationships with B2B consultants that in accordance to (Glücker 

and Armbrüster 2003) that could only be of success if it possesses the key element of trust. 



  
 

 42 

5.5. Relevance of Corporate Brand and Effect of 

Personal-Relationship Restriction 
Viewing the empirical findings it became apparent that the majority of the clients considered the 

concept of brand to have equal relevance within public procurement as within the private sector. 

All participants but one, claimed that their perception of the corporate brand was not influenced 

by the any restrictions regarding personal-relationships. Instead, general opinion being the lack 

of obvious difference for a public buyer between how one would perceive a public brand versus 

private, dependent of that regulation. It being a standpoint that could potentially advocate for the 

irrelevance of relations and relationships, contradicting all former claims for its influence and 

significance. 

 

Having that said, once probed about the difficulties the restriction of personal-relationship could 

bring the views was divided. The complexity to exist a deal or collaboration was voiced, yet the 

majority advocated for its non-influential role, claiming that if collaboration is unsatisfactory or 

the personal chemistry would be off the supplier would be replaced, regardless of regulations. 

The latter further signifying the importance of a gratifying and personal relationship, a notion as 

mentioned shared with Nikolova (2015); Hutt and Speh (2013); Teo and Bhattacherjee (2014); 

Flint et al. (2011); Battaglia et al. (2015); Stock and Zinszer, 1987). 
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6. Conclusion 
Based on the analytic discussion, the following can be concluded with the support of empirical 

and theoretical information. The chapter concludes with limitations of the research, suggested 

further research and implications for managers. 

6.1. Concluding Remarks 
In the 21st century, the idea of relationship commitment have for many organizations been set 

as a fundamental goal. Philosophers and experts within the area of B2B and service contexts 

have emphasized the significance of relationships, selected claiming its particular relevance for 

the consultancy industry. 

 

It has been argued that relationships are built through personal interactions, occurrences that in 

turn facilitate the element of trust. Client’s trust in firms has in senses been linked to derive 

from the corporate brand and personal experiences. Hence, it can be argued that overall brand 

perception strives from the relationship between the consultant and the client, including the 

element of trust. In addition to the emphasis on personal interaction the empirical findings also 

showcased the client's agreement that it is the consultants who represent the Ecenea Väst brand, 

thus their behaviour and actions are the influencing factor for the overall company brand 

perception. 

 

Several authors have expressed that the behaviour of consultants can be generalized to the brand 

and that their demeanour and actions are of essential influence in customer perception of the 

company and its brand. It has also been states that employees within service markets play a 

decisive role in the communication of the brand, emphasizing the pivotal role the experience 

with the firm have on the perception of the brand from an external standpoint. This study has 

shown to support the previous statements, confirming that the behaviours of the consultants are 

key to influence customer perception within the public sector. 
                                                                                                         
The laws and regulations within public procurement are rooted to dictate the relationship aspect. 

Selection of suppliers should not be based on previous experiences or personal-interaction with 

suppliers, which has been emphasised as a key element within service marketing. Nonetheless, 

in public procurement past experience and relationships have shown to make a decisive impact. 

Reason being the importance of trust in B2B contexts, especially consultancy, whereby the 

intangible aspects of a service spawns the consultant to be seen as the product. The study 

confirmed that clients experience with firms and personal-interactions with the consultants may 
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impact how pre-requirements are written. With well written specifications, where non-price 

criteria are included, it is possible to exclude suppliers, where previous experiences may have 

been unsatisfying, or in order enhance the chances of getting to work with preferable supplier. 

 

In conclusion one can advocate for the considerable benefits of relationship. From the 

perspective of an external consultant, one primary benefit is the on-going nature of continued 

work. Distrust may lead to criticism of the firm and service to friends or colleagues, whereas 

trust leads to recommendations. Thus, the development of trust has the potential to lead to 

continued work and growth of business through word-of-mouth marketing. Outlining the 

restriction that is personal-relationship within public procurement it would seem that it does not 

interfere with the perception of brand, or more specifically the client's perception of Ecenea 

Västs’ brand image. The latter seemingly being as a result of perceptions being formed after 

personal interactions with the consultants and their behaviour. In summary, creating a brand 

where customers can relate trust is decisive, even in a market where personal-relationships 

should not be relevant. 

6.2. Limitations and Further Research Avenues 
The aim of the study is to contribute a better understanding of how the corporate brand image of 

a knowledge-intensive firm operating within the public sector may be influenced by employee 

behaviour. In contrast to the evidence suggesting that the use of consultancy services by 

government has risen steadily over recent years, it is clear that much is still unknown about the 

procurement process of professional services, consultancy services in particular, within the 

public sector. This research contributes to addressing this gap in knowledge of how the 

behaviour of consultants and public procurement regulations may affect a firm's corporate brand 

image. On a contradicting note, the interviewees for this study were chosen by the founder of 

Ecenea Väst, where selection of persons to interview were based on well working existing 

relationships, an variable that might have affected the personal-relationship aspect of this study. 

With this in mind a similar study examining the effect of personal-relationships and behaviours 

of consultants within the public sector should be conducted, where the sampling frame has been 

selected using probability sampling, to achieve a potentially less unbiased result. 

 

This study was based on interviews with clients, having that said, reality might differ from 

customer claims. Thus, an ethnographic study with a similar purpose would be constructive for 

further proof on how consultant behaviour and demeanour may influence customers within 

public procurement. But also how the perception of the brand and client-employee relationship 

shifts over time. 
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The behavior of consultants and its influence have been one primary focus for this study, with 

the empirical findings showcasing that the behavior of the consultant are the most decisive 

variable for brand perception, having that said, how are other components affecting the 

perception of the brand? It has been stated that consultant behavior is difficult to control by 

managers (Baker et al. 2014), it would therefore be interesting to research how other promotion 

tools may affect the customer's perception of the brand, and if these tools are easier to regulate 

from a managerial viewpoint. 

 

The laws and regulations in public procurement exist to give all companies equal opportunity to 

be selected as supplier and to make most efficient use of the Swedish tax money. Having that 

said, the question remains whether the regulations does in fact result in the cheapest and most 

effective solution being selected? Further research may therefore target the selection process of 

companies affected by the laws and regulations in public procurement and if the supplier with 

the cheapest total cost is selected. 

 

Related to the previous paragraph, non-price criteria can be included in the selections of 

supplier, e.g. trust, an element this study have confirmed to be of major importance in a client-

consultant contexts. Further avenues of interest would be these non-price criteria’ impact on the 

specifications and how they can assist the preferred supplier to be selected. 

 

In summary, we find the public sector, particularly the consultant industry to be under 

researched; hence we would encourage more studies of consultancy within public procurement 

due to its immense buying-power and differences to the private sector. 

6.3. Implications for Managers 
In defiance of laws and regulations set to affect the relationship aspect in public procurement, it 

is still of major importance. Companies, especially consultant companies, in public markets 

have to incorporate branding in their work plan. A strong brand is developed through trust and 

positive feelings striving from the behavior of the consultant, in which the client can relate to. 

Therefore, relationships with clients are an aspect that consultancy companies operating the 

public sector have to consider. In this study, alongside previous studies, the behaviour of 

consultants and the interaction between the consultant and the client have shown to be an 

imperative tool for influencing customer perception of the company brand. 

 

The aspect of behaviour has been argued to be the foundation of customer brand perception and 

relationships within consultancy. The former alongside the argument that a match between 
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consultants’ behaviour and customers’ perception of the corporate brand is essential. Hence, 

having employees with attitudes and behaviours that would support the desired brand image is 

crucial for your company. Nonetheless, as described by other authors, the complexity in regards 

to behaviours is the challenge to change a person or their attitudes, which somewhat contradicts 

the notion to offer employees education in hope of achieving aligned behaviour. Thereupon, an 

aspect that should be of focus when the hiring of consultants. Knowledge is decisive; be that as 

it may, the consultant’s behaviour is a decisive aspect as well. Ergo, when interviewing new 

potential employees the behaviour of the person is key to consider, all in pursuit of a good 

alignment between them and your company. 

 

Having that said, relationships that an individual consultant has been able to establish represent 

valuable asset for the company, alongside the prevailing trust between the two individuals 

enhance a positive brand image perception of the whole company. This indicates that it would 

be difficult to replace the individual and still maintain the trust aspect. However, the positive 

feelings and image attached to an individual consultant can be generalized to represent the 

whole company. In the wake of this, the new client entries are most likely to occur due to 

recommendations from those who have already created their perception of the company based 

on the individual consultant. 
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8. Appendix 

8.1. Intervjuv guide 

8.1.1. Facesheet information 

- Name 
- Age 
- Gender 
- What are your role in the company 
- Experience within other industries 
- Who have you had the most contact with in Ecenea Väst 

8.1.2. Topics to cover 

- Knowledge about Ecenea 
- Brand perception of Ecenea 
- Consultant behaviour(s) 
- Alignment between behaviour and corporate brand 
- Differences between public procurement and public sector 
- Laws and restriction within public procurement 
- Personal relationships within public procurement 
- Brand relevance within public procurement 
 

 


