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1 INTRODUCTION

During the last decade, websites became widely accepted means of communication in 
business-to-business (BtoB) relationships and their use continuously increases. The 
reasons for the increase lay in various positive impacts of websites on communication in 
business-to-business relationships. Namely, studies show that websites increase overall 
communication in relationships (e.g. Boyle and Alwitt 1999; Boyle 2001), improve 
quality of communication (e.g. Osmonbekov et al. 2002; Leek et al. 2003; Rao et al. 
2003), and enhance inter-organisational coordination (Subramaniam and Shaw 2002). 
Consequently, due to obvious business benefits of websites, even companies operating 
in industrial markets and relying heavily on traditional communication channels, i.e. 
sales people and promotional materials, realise the necessity of developing their own 
websites.

At the same time, internet technologies advance rapidly, consequently increasing 
customer expectations of websites’ characteristics and possibilities (Wellington and 
White 2005). Moreover, web design flaws frequently impede BtoB communication 
(Forrester Research 2007). This subsequently creates a great pressure on companies to 
actively further advance their websites, demanding considerable investments. For the 
website investments to be justified, companies need to create websites that customers 
would actually use, and that means they need to uncover the value of a website to 
customers. To design websites that meet customers’ needs, an understanding of 
customer value (CV) of a website is crucial (Foster 2005; Steenkamp and Geyskens 
2006). Along that line, this study deals with customer value of website communication 
in business-to-business relationships. It develops a theoretical framework of CV of 
website communication in BtoB relationships based on an integrated approach to value.

1.1. Background of the study 

Customer value plays a relevant role in the marketing discipline (Zeithaml 1988; Ravald 
and Grönroos 1996; Parasuruman 1997; Lapierre 2000; Ulaga and Chacour 2001; 
Woodall 2003). Due to its importance, the concept of CV received a growing attention 
in marketing research, both in BtoB (e.g. Lapierre 2000; Eggert and Ulaga 2002; Ulaga 
2003; Bovik 2004; Lindgreen and Wynstra 2005; Ulaga and Eggert 2006) and BtoC 
settings (e.g. Zeithaml 1988; Ravald and Grönroos 1996; Grönroos 1997; Woodall 
2003; Khalifa 2004).  

Current BtoB marketing studies determine characteristics of products, services and 
relationships that drive CV (e.g. Lapierre 2000; Ulaga 2003; Bovik 2004), compare CV 
with other marketing concepts (Eggert and Ulaga 2002; Ulaga and Eggert 2006), review 
current research on CV (Ulaga 2003; Lindgreen and Wynstra 2005), or develop tools for 
measuring it (Ulaga and Chacour 2001; Hogan 2001).  

The studies on value utilise numerous ways to study and define the concept. They differ 
on their perspectives on value, the way they approach it, and the contexts in which they 
observe it.
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The initial group of studies focused on a seller perspective of value, treating a customer 
only as a recipient of an offering. A different view on value finds that in order to 
uncover the value, one must focus on customer’s perspective (Beverland and Lockshin 
2003), as there may exist a gap between the seller and customers’ views on value. 
Namely, value resides in customer perceptions, not in seller’s assumptions (Zeithaml 
1988; Vandermerwe 1996; Lapierre 2000; Grönroos 2000; Khalifa 2004). In that view, 
which is accepted in this study, a customer is seen as an active player in value creation, 
not only as a passive recipient.

Apart from the two main perspectives on value, the studies offer different approaches to 
CV’s components, pointing at CV’s multidimensionality and complexity. For instance, 
the benefit-sacrifice approach to value (Ravald and Grönroos 1996; Lapierre 2000; 
Ulaga and Chacour 2001; Walter et al. 2001; Ulaga 2003) defines it through two main 
components: the benefits and sacrifices. Another, the means-end approach (Reynolds 
and Gutman 1988; Woodruff and Gardial 1996) distinguishes different levels of 
abstraction at which value can be studied. Specifically, these are characteristics of an 
object of evaluation, with consequences arising from it, and customer end-states as the 
most abstract level. The next, the experiential approach (Holbrook and Hirshman 1982), 
finds that value should be seen through customer experiences. The approach argues that 
customers are not only thinkers, as the previous two approaches assume, but also 
feelers, accentuating the need to treat customers as people and not only as customers.  

However, none of the approach alone suffices to explain all CV components. Each 
approach pays attention to some CV components and neglects others. Still, these 
approaches are not mutually exclusive. Rather, they are compatible and could be 
integrated in a manner to pull together a more comprehensive configuration of the 
concept of value. In fact, Khalifa (2004) brought the idea of an integrated approach to 
CV through which complexity and richness of the value would be captured, arguing that 
such conceptualisation of CV is of greater use in the design of offerings and marketing 
strategies. Along that line of thought, this study outlines a need for a more integrative 
approach to CV where we would take into account CV’s multidimensionality and 
richness.

Further, apart from different perspectives on and approaches to CV, since CV is 
context-determined (Zeithaml 1988; Ulaga 2003), previous studies deepen our 
understanding of the concept in different contexts. In addition to the two general 
contexts (BtoC and BtoB), CV is studied for products, services and relationships. With 
the increase of internet use in business, CV received attention in online contexts, too. 
Namely, as CV is greatly context-dependant, as well as our understanding of CV, CV 
needs to be investigated in respect with the new context of the Internet (Chen and 
Dubinsky 2003). In particular, as websites are widely used in inter-organisational 
communication, Foster (2005) calls for research investigating CV of BtoB websites and 
to take a more careful look at the use of websites in creating value for BtoB customers. 
What is more, Webster emphasised, already in 1965, the necessity to understand the 
value of various information sources (communication channels) to buyers in order to 
improve the whole relationship. Namely, knowledge of CV of communication is 
important as communication is considered to be an integral part of any relationship. In 
fact, communication is of great importance for the development of effective and 
efficient business relationships (Håkansson 1982; Duncan and Moriarty 1988). 
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Considering that, the emerging internet-based means of communication brought new 
challenges to the research on CV. 

To summarise, value has received considerable attention in marketing studies. They 
scrutinise it within three main research domains: the perspective taken on value, the 
approach to the nature of value, and the context of value. This study takes a customer 
perspective on value, integrates different approaches to it and investigates it in respect 
with the new context of BtoB website communication. 

1.2. Justification for the research 

As already mentioned, knowledge of CV is of vital importance in business markets and 
carries numerous implications for marketing discipline and practice. Namely, CV 
carries a direct impact on customer behavioural outcomes (Zeithaml 1988; Ravald and 
Grönroos 1996; Lapierre 2000; Ulaga and Chacour 2001; Woodall 2003). In online 
contexts as well, Forsythe et al. (2006) and Rohm and Swaminathan (2004) confirm that 
CV of online activities plays an important role in explaining consumers’ current online 
behaviour and predicting their intention to continue online activities. CV is considered 
to lead to customer loyalty, and thus to a better financial performance (Reichheld 1994; 
Khalifa 2004). It assists in predicting customer behaviour, and achieving sustainable 
competitive advantage (Zeithaml 1988; Ravald and Grönroos 1996; Lapierre 2000; 
Woodall 2003). Thus, an understanding of CV enables companies to meet customers’ 
needs and expectations, and to direct resources more efficiently (Zeithaml 1988; Ravald 
and Grönroos 1996; Ulaga and Chacour 2001).

CV is related to many other marketing concepts such as satisfaction and quality. It is a 
higher-level concept than these two and may explain customer behaviour better 
(Zeithaml 1988). CV concerns the interaction between product or service, user and use 
situation requirements, while satisfaction centres on a product or services only, i.e. on 
what the organisation provides (Woodruff and Gardial 1996). Also, CV is considered to 
be a better predictor of customer behaviour than quality due to encompassing sacrifices 
apart from benefits (Smith Gooding 1995). It is a richer measure of customer’s overall 
evaluation than quality (Patterson and Spreng 1997).

Studies generally agree that by understanding CV, the potential for organisation success 
increases (Khalifa 2004). Lapierre (2000) argues that it is critical for organisations to 
understand their offerings and learn how they can be enhanced to provide value to their 
industrial customers. In addition, Broekhuizen (2006) emphasises the essence of 
knowing what the customers value, what they want and what characteristics are 
important in their judgments of value, before we can truly understand their intentions 
and choices. In fact, superior CV is a crucial element of companies’ prosperity 
(Woodruff 1997; Khalifa 2004). Slater (1997, p. 164) also sustains that “superior 
performance accrues to firms that have a CV-based organisational culture”. Therefore, 
the knowledge of CV is the basis for company prosperity. 
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The increased use of websites in business relationship communication, coupled with the 
fast development of different internet technologies, and considerable investments which 
they require, amplifies the importance of companies’ understanding of what CV of 
website communication is. 

What is more, Steenkamp and Geyskens (2006) report that companies still fail to 
understand their target customers’ value of websites. Lindstrand et al. (2006) argue that 
the research on the Internet in marketing context is still in the beginning and that our 
knowledge is very limited when it comes to the use of the Internet, and the benefits and 
sacrifices associated with it. Foster (2005) finds such research necessary since internet 
communication technologies are characterised by great changes and developments, thus 
requiring continuous research. Table 1 summarises the main arguments, raised in the 
current body of research, that support this study. 

Table 1 Argumentations for the need and importance of this study  

Studies Argument 
Bovik (2004) and 
Gao et al. (2005) 

Call for more research dealing with CV in BtoB context. 

Chen and Dubinsky 
(2003) 

Argue for the importance of examining CV in the new context i.e. the Internet.  

Khalifa (2004) Need to conceptualise value so that its complexity and richness are reflected. 
Lord and Collins 
(2002) 

Emphasise a need to address a more comprehensive array of e-commerce 
benefits for organisational buyers. 

Homberg et al. 
(2005) 

Call for more research on factors that drive customer benefits – especially for in-
depth studies. 

Foster (2005) Emphasises continuous need for understanding how the Internet is used as a 
marketing (communication) tool to create value for customers. 

Parasuraman and 
Zinkhan (2002) 

Emphasise the need for more internet research from a B2B perspective. 

Lapierre (2000, p. 
122). 

It is critical for organisations to understand their offerings and learn how they 
can be enhanced to provide value to their industrial customers. 

Sharp (2001) To be successful, website designers must know the audience, especially what 
motivates the audience. 

Steenkamp and 
Geyskens (2006) 

To design websites that meet customers’ needs, an understanding of CV of a 
website is crucial 

Webster (1965) It is crucial to understand the value of various information sources to buyers. 

Even though the knowledge of CV of website communication in BtoB relationships is 
evidently of great importance, research dealing with this issue is lacking. Thus, there is 
an ample potential to make a scientific, as well as practical contribution with this study. 

1.3. Research problem 

Despite the mentioned importance of its understanding, CV of website communication 
in BtoB remains a neglected research area and its conceptualisation faces several 
limitations. Other studies support that argument. For instance, Bovik (2004) and 
Homburg et al. (2005) regard existing industrial marketing research on CV to be still in 
its beginnings, meaning that many aspects of CV are not well understood and thus limit 
both its theoretical and practical use. Also, Gao et al. (2005) find that current BtoB 
literature offers limited insights on the way organisational customers assess the value.  
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Table 2 presents previous studies on CV in BtoB online and offline, and BtoC online 
contexts. It shows CV conceptualisation areas that these studies have covered (marked 
with X) and those they have neglected (marked with ). The table points at several 
aspects of the research gap: 1) lack of research on CV of website communication in 
BtoB relationships, 2) inexistence of a holistic view on CV in BtoB context, 3) neglect 
of psychological meanings of CV in BtoB, 4) lack of empirical in particular qualitative 
research on CV in BtoB. 

The table indicates also the main reasons why current conceptualisation of CV in BtoB 
studies falls short to provide a solid basis for understanding and studying CV of BtoB 
website communication. These reasons can be summarised as: a one-sided approach to 
value, treatment of BtoB customers as merely cognitive beings, and ignorance of the 
new context. They are clarified in the following paragraphs. 

Firstly, the table shows that there exists a small number of BtoB studies on CV andeven 
less studies on CV in online BtoB contexts. Current BtoB research scarcely explores the 
context of the Internet. In fact, scholars (e.g. Leek et al. 2003; Parasuraman and Zinkhan 
2002; Rao et al. 2003) call for more research about the Internet in BtoB context as 
studies dealing with it or with website communication are few. At the same time, 
studies (e.g. Chen and Dubinsky 2003; Foster 2005; Lindstrand et al. 2006) argue for 
the need to examine CV in the new context of the Internet. Still, among BtoB studies in 
the Internet context, only Foster (2005), to my knowledge, touches upon CV in respect 
with the Internet. However, as other BtoB studies, it focuses on benefit and sacrifice 
components only, particularly neglecting psychological meanings of these.  

The table also shows that CV in the context of the Internet received much more 
attention in BtoC context. These studies focus on online retailing (e.g. Forsythe et al. 
2006), online banking (Laukkanen et al. 2004), online e-commerce (e.g. Chan and 
Dubinsky 2003), or fast moving consumer goods websites (Steenkamp and Geyskens 
2006). Still, most BtoC websites differ greatly from BtoB websites (Chakraborty et al. 
2003). Namely, the BtoC studies examine the CV concept in relation to purchasing 
characteristics, but not to communication whereas in many BtoB sectors, products and 
services, due to their procurement complexity, are difficult to sell or buy online. For 
such goods, websites are mainly used to enable communication and not really to execute 
a transaction and make a purchase. That is, websites are platforms for communication. 
Thus, focus should be given to characteristics of website communication, not of 
purchasing.
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Secondly, current BtoB studies do not offer a holistic understanding of CV and its 
components as they focus on particular components of CV. The studies view CV as a 
trade-off between benefits and sacrifices, excluding other approaches. In that way they 
focus merely on two components of value (i.e. the benefits and sacrifices), while 
numerous studies agree that the concept of value is characterised by complexity and 
richness encompassing multiple components and meanings of these components (e.g. 
Lapierre 2000; Woodall 2003; Khalifa 2004). Therefore, CV should be presented so that 
its complexity and richness are reflected (Khalifa 2004). However, the studies 
dominantly rely on a single approach to value. In that way they leave out some relevant 
aspects of CV and diminish our understanding of the concepts’ richness. Due to the one-
sided view, value is portrayed as a simple and straightforward concept, contrary to what 
it actually is. 

Khalifa (2004) made an attempt to present value in a way that its complexity and 
richness are revealed. He conceptually integrates three different value models in a 
manner to show how their different components are related. However, his final 
integrated model was built without any empirical inputs and is in the end excessively 
complex thus disabling its empirical appliance.  

In addition, attributable to the one-sided approach to CV, BtoB studies neglect customer 
consequences of an object of evaluation (product/service/relationship) as they focus 
greatly on its characteristics. Also, they do not reflect on the way these are linked. 
Related to that, it is visible from the table that linkages between CV levels have been 
neglected in the literature. Very few studies devote attention to studying and identifying 
the linkages (Laukkanen et al. 2004). 

To clarify, the studies do not differ characteristics of an object of evaluation from 
customer consequences (e.g. Patterson and Spreng 1997; Kim 2002; Forsythe et al. 
2006). The means-end approach to CV (Reynolds and Gutman 1988; Woodruff and 
Gardial 1996) suggests that we should focus on consequences not characteristics alone 
as well as distinguish them as they are concepts of different levels of abstractions – 
characteristics being concrete and consequences being more abstract concepts, where 
the consequences stem from the characteristics. Botschen et al. (1999) argue for the 
importance of distinguishing between characteristics of products (services) and 
consequences as characteristics do not explain per se why a customer might use these 
products. They show that substantial differences exist in characteristics-based and 
benefits-based segments. In fact, because the benefits that people seek explain the 
reasons why people are looking for certain characteristics, they find benefit-based 
strategies better than characteristics-based strategies. From a standpoint of website 
design, it is essential to know website communication characteristics that drive CV as 
these are components which web designers control to a certain extent, while from a 
standpoint of marketing communication strategies, managers need to know reasons why 
people employ website communication in order to develop appropriate website 
communication strategy. Still, current BtoB studies focus mainly on characteristic-level, 
not clearly distinguishing it from consequences, neither looking into the ways these are 
linked.

Thirdly, the table shows that BtoB studies neglect psychological aspects of CV in BtoB 
despite the fact that studies (e.g. Ravald and Grönroos 1996; Lapierre 2000; Gao et al. 
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2005) accentuate the importance of that aspect in BtoB as well. CV in BtoB studies is 
often seen through financial aspect alone (e.g. Anderson and Narus 1990; Slater and 
Narver 1994; Anderson and Narus 2004) in terms of customer financial result. Apart 
from that, BtoB studies centre mainly on goal-oriented aspects of value (e.g. Monroe 
1990; Foster 2005) in terms of efficiency and effectiveness. Thus, they neglect 
customers’ emotional sides that no person can conceal entirely and exclude it from their 
judgments.  

Finally, method wise there is a gap in current research on CV in BtoB. The table 
illustrates that empirical, in particular qualitative studies on CV, are lacking. The online 
context imposes also some methodological issues for CV research. A majority of BtoC 
studies on CV of websites are quantitative, using deductive and positivistic methods. 
Yet, as we are dealing with the new context, knowledge about it cannot simply be 
deducted from the existing studies. Manyiwa (2004) criticises quantitative approaches 
to CV for relying on a priori categorisations. The quantitative studies rely on testing 
existing theoretical frameworks, rather than on developing frameworks that are suitable 
for the online context of CV. CV meanings are then imposed a priori and typically taken 
from the offline context instead of being developed from the online context. Thus, 
studies applying positivistic methods are constrained in capturing CV in the new 
context. Rather, constructivist methods are more able to tackle concepts emerging from 
new contexts (Ghauri and Grønhaug 2002), such as the Internet. In fact, Homberg et al. 
(2005) call for more in-depth studies on value. The lack of qualitative studies dealing 
with the Internet was emphasised as well by Eng (2004) who argue that in order to 
understand the behaviour of users, qualitative studies are required.

In connection with that, studies dealing with CV conceptualisation lack empirical 
insights since many of them are theoretical (e.g. Zeithaml 1988; Ravald and Grönroos 
1996; Holbrook 1996; Grönroos 1997; Parasuruman 1997; Huber et al. 2001; Khalifa 
2004). Thus, to deepen our understanding of CV, various studies (e.g. Bovik 2004; 
Foster 2005; Gao et al. 2005) necessitate more empirical research on CV. 

To conclude, the research gap that has initiated this study can be viewed from several 
aspects:  

• Current BtoB studies on CV neglect the widely present context of the Internet 
and website communication.

• The studies lack a comprehensive approach to CV that portrays its 
multifaceted nature as they rely dominantly on only one, the benefit-sacrifice, 
approach to value, excluding other approaches such as the means-end and 
experiential approaches. Thus, they oversimplify the concept, failing to 
capture its richness and complexity. 

• The studies neglect psychological meanings of CV in BtoB context by treating 
business customers as emotion-deprived beings.  

The studies lack empirical and qualitative inputs originating from the emerging context 
of the Internet and website communication as they are often conceptual or quantitative 
i.e. rely on conceptualisation of CV borrowed from other contexts. 
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1.4. Research implications 

Building on strengths of current approaches to CV, the approach to CV suggested in this 
study presents a more complete view on CV and its components than current 
approaches as it views CV from various angles. In addition, it identifies CV components 
and their meanings with respect to the new context of website communication. The 
study broadens BtoB studies’ view on CV by taking into account other but benefit and 
sacrifice components and different meanings of these components. By encompassing 
complex and multidimensional picture of CV the study offers a more meaningful 
guidance for the future industrial marketing management activities.  

The study makes a contribution to the research on CV on a general level by integrating 
different approaches to value and thus enriching conceptualisation of the concept. 
Specifically, the study contributes to the research on CV in industrial marketing by 
bringing in other CV approaches next to the benefit-sacrifice approach used so far. 
Finally, a contribution to the research on CV is made by broadening the understanding 
of the concept and its components in the context of BtoB website communication. 

The knowledge of CV carries practical implications for website communication design 
and marketing strategies. An understanding of what motivates people to communicate 
through online channels has implications for strategy, technology, and marketing 
decisions, as well as website design (Wolfinbager and Gilly 2001). To be successful, 
website designers must know the audience, and especially what motivates that audience 
(Sharp 2001). It is of importance for marketing strategy, specifically for segmentation 
and target customer profiles (Walters and Lancester 1999b). Zeithaml (1988) points out 
that the choice of a strategy for a particular product (or service or a mean of 
communication) is contingent upon its customer’s definition of value. Thus, strategies 
founded on CV standards will utilise the company resources better and will be closer to 
customers’ expectations than strategies based on company standards (Zeithaml 1988).  

By gaining the understanding of how website communication brings CV, companies can 
develop better website communication strategies. Specifically, by knowing the 
characteristics that drive CV they can emphasise those that lead to customer benefits 
and deal with those that lead to sacrifices. In that way they can increase CV of website 
communication. Apart from that, by knowing the kind of value customers need from 
website communication, companies can integrate website communication better in 
overall communication strategies.

Thus, as CV influences customers’ use of websites, an understanding of CV of website 
communication and website communication characteristics that drive CV allows 
companies to improve the design of websites, as well as communication strategies. By 
understanding CV of websites communication, companies can develop such websites 
communication strategies that fit customer needs, and thus realise all the benefits of 
website communication for business relationships. 
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1.5. Purpose of the study and research questions 

The aim of the study is to develop a theoretical framework of customer value of website 
communication in business-to-business relationships. The study seeks to elicit CV of 
website communication in BtoB relationships through a holistic approach to CV in a 
way to portray its complexity and multidimensionality. 

The main research question of the study is:  

• How can customer value of BtoB website communication be conceptualised? 

Acknowledging the components brought out in the benefit-sacrifice, means-end and 
experiential approaches to CV, the more specific research questions are:

• What website communication characteristics, customers’ consequences and 
end-states emerge in the conceptualisation of CV of website communication in 
BtoB? 

• How are the components linked with each other? 

1.6. Focus of the study 

In order to centre the study on the specific research problem and to guide research 
design accordingly, it was necessary to determine the study’s boundaries, both 
theoretical and empirical. 

Firstly, the study focuses on value for the customer and does not consider value for the 
selling company. The study deals with CV within the context of BtoB relationships. 
Additionally, object of evaluation is website communication as a part of a relationship, 
excluding other processes that every relationship encompasses (such as exchange of 
products and services, or monetary exchange).  This also implies that other kinds of 
communication are excluded from the study (such as face-to-face or written 
communication). Thus, the study does not analyse the entire relationship but the website 
communication that stands for a part of a relationship. Figure 1 reports on the 
delimitations of the study due to value perspective and object of evaluation. 

Part of a relationship This study  Object of 
evaluation Entire relationship   

Customer Seller 
  Value perspective 
   

Figure 1 Focus of the study based on the value perspective and object of evaluation (the shaded 
area)

In connection with the object of the analysis, the study focuses on websites that can be 
characterised as communication enabling websites. BtoB websites are used mainly as 
communication tools due to products and services complexity. Thus, this study is 
focused on websites as communication tools. According to Wen et al. (2001), we can 
distinguish two main types of websites based on their purpose: communication- and 
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transaction-enabling websites. Communication websites do not enable to conduct any 
commerce, but are oriented towards accessing, sharing and archiving information and 
data. In addition, a seller-owned, and not a customer-owned, website is under the focus 
of the study. This also means that the study excludes other internet-based means of 
communication such as e-mail, chat rooms, videoconferencing or Electronic Data 
Interchange (EDI). Figure 2 points the kind of websites this study considers. 

Transaction website   Website
purpose Communication website This study  

Seller Customer 
  Website owner 
   

Figure 2 The type of a website examined in the study (the shaded area) 

In connection with that, the object of evaluation in the study is website communication 
as a process - not a website per se. The study takes a broader view because the process 
of communication through a website involves much more than the tool itself. Following 
the communication theory (Krone et al. 1987; Mohr and Nevin 1990), the study does 
not strictly focus on a website but takes into account the process of the interaction 
between a customer and a website and a relationship in which website communication 
takes place. Namely, the communication theory views communication as a process 
composed of different facets where the means of communication (a website) is just a 
part of the process. 

Table 3 defines the main concepts in the way that they are seen and used in the study. 
Without understanding the concepts, the phenomena of the study cannot be 
comprehended (Möller and Wilson 1995). 

Table 3 Definitions of the main concepts of the study 

The concepts Definitions 
Customer value CV of website communication in BtoB relationships can be defined as an 

interactive, relativistic, preference perception and experience that encompass 
multiple benefits and sacrifices that industrial customers link with website 
communication characteristics, taking into consideration the available 
alternative communication channels in specific use situations. 

Website
communication

Website communication is a process in which participants create meanings by 
sharing information with one another with the help of a website. 

Website
communication
facets 

Parts of the website communication process: content, form, user-website 
interaction and relationship 

Business
relationship

A process of continuous interaction and exchange between interdependent 
industrial actors in the setting of the industrial market (Håkansson and 
Johansson 1987). 

CV components Different parts making CV: website communication characteristics (CV 
drivers); customer consequences – benefits and sacrifices; customer desired 
end-states; and linkages between these 

Website
communication
characteristics 
(CV drivers) 

The lowest abstraction level of CV referring to the features of the process in 
which participants create meanings by sharing information with one another 
with the help of a website. 



12

The concepts Definitions 
Customer 
benefits
(consequences) 

Customer benefits are customer subjective perceptions and experiences of 
consequences i.e. gains from using a website as a means of communication. 

Customer 
sacrifices
(consequences) 

Customer sacrifices of website communication are customer subjective 
perceptions and experiences of consequences i.e. losses from using a website as 
a means of communication. 

Customer 
desired end-
states

The highest abstraction level of CV referring to the final reasons for using the 
object of evaluation or for engaging in an activity. 

1.7. Positioning the study 

This study is positioned within the industrial marketing in the interaction approach. 
Apart from that, two other literature streams make the study’s theoretical framework: 
approaches to CV and the theory on inter-organisational communication. The 
theoretical platform of the study is presented in Figure 3. 

CV of website 
communication in 
BtoB relationships

C
om

m
unication

theory

Inter-organizational

Internet-based

communication theory

Benefit-sacrifice

approach

Means-e
nd

approach

Exp
erie

ntia
l

approachApproaches to

customer value

Interaction approach

BtoB

BtoC

Figure 3 Theoretical platform of the thesis 

1.7.1. The interaction approach 

This study is positioned within the industrial marketing in the interaction approach (e.g. 
Lapierre 2000; Ulaga and Chacour 2001; Ulaga 2003). Studies within the interaction 
approach deal with different aspects of relationships in BtoB markets (e.g. Håkansson 
1982; Dwyer et al. 1987). A number of studies within the approach focus on CV (e.g. 
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Lapierre 2000; Ulaga and Chacour 2001; Walter et al. 2001; Ulaga 2003; Walter and 
Ritter 2003; Bovik 2004; Liu et al. 2005; Foster 2005; Komulainen et al. 2007). This 
study builds further on them. 

Following the interaction approach this study adopts relational view on markets, 
contrary to transactional. It emphasises the importance of comprehending value in 
relationships in order to increase relationship efficiency. Thus, value is seen as one of 
the key concepts in the research.

According to relational view, value is seen to be inherent in the interaction between the 
customer and the seller. That is contrary to the traditional view on markets where the 
seller is seen as the one creating the value for the customer. In the traditional view, the 
customer was treated only as a recipient of company’s offering while value was seen as 
inherent in a product or service (Payne and Holt 2001). Consequently, such studies 
focus on products and product characteristics only (e.g. Walters and Lancaster 1999). In 
the relational view, accepted in this study, value is not seen as something delivered to 
the customer but rather the customer is an active participant of the value creation 
process (Grönroos 2000). Thus, the customer, not the company, is the one that judges 
the value of website communication. 

The interaction approach emphasises the importance of the relational aspect as a 
constituent of an offering. In particular, it moves away from the product and service-
related characteristics and outlines the relationship-related characteristics as important 
drivers of CV. Thus, to gain the understanding of what drives value it is not enough to 
focus on characteristics of an object of evaluation but also on the interaction with the 
customer. Following that, this study considers website communication characteristics 
that concern business relationships in which website communication takes place. 

Also, the interaction approach finds communication (i.e. information exchange) an 
important part of any relationship and one of the core processes in buyer-seller 
interaction. Studies clarify the characteristics of communication in business 
relationships (e.g. Olkkonen et al. 200; Leek and Turnbull 2004), and shed light on 
characteristics of communication through the Internet and websites in industrial context 
(e.g. Boyle 2001; Deeter-Schmelz and Kennedy 2002). 

Methodologically as well, the study follows the research tradition of the interaction 
approach that supports abductive logic, qualitative methods and case studies. In 
accordance with the interaction approach, the study views BtoB market as a composite 
of relationships, and thus focuses on a business relationship as one of the units of 
analysis.   

However, studies within the interaction approach adopt dominantly one, the benefit-
sacrifice approach to CV, focusing thus on two components of CV. In that way, as 
already discussed in the introduction chapter, the studies neglect some CV components 
that are of theoretical and practical importance. In order to conceptualise CV in respect 
with other components apart from the former two, and thus capture the richness and 
complexity of CV (though, never entirely) compatible approaches to CV can be 
integrated into the theoretical platform – the means-end and experiential approaches. To 
conceptualise CV in BtoB website communication context, the study further draws upon 
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the inter-organisational communication theory (Krone et al. 1987; Duncan and Moriarty 
1988; Mohr and Nevin 1990). The following sections provide an overview of the 
research streams utilised to facilitate subsequent development of the theoretical 
framework of CV of website communication in BtoB relationships. 

1.7.2. Approaches to customer value 

The study builds on three approaches to CV: means-end, benefit-sacrifice and 
experiential approaches. The approaches provide a platform to study and conceptualise 
CV of website communication.  

Following the benefit-sacrifice approach to CV (Ravald and Grönroos 1996; Lapierre 
2000; Ulaga and Chacour 2001; Walter et al. 2001; Eggert and Ulaga 2002; Bovik 
2004; Foster 2005; Komulainen et al. 2007), the study acknowledges a need to assess 
both positive and negative aspects of customer perceptions. Namely, the approach 
argues that people consider both gains and losses when involved in any activity and to 
increase CV it is necessary to identify both. 

Building on the means-end approach (Reynolds and Gutman 1988; Pieters 1993; 
Woodruff and Gardial 1996), the study discerns three levels of abstraction of CV: 
characteristics, customer consequences and desired end-states where a level of 
abstraction increases from characteristics to customer desired end-states. In addition to 
that, the study focuses on linkages between the levels. Thus, in addition to benefits and 
sacrifices components, this approach adds several other components to CV framework.  

Acknowledging the experiential approach (Holbrook and Hirshman 1982; Holbrook 
1999), the study takes into account that customers rely on experiences apart from 
perceptions. According to the experiential approach to value, emotions play a role in 
everyday activities. The approach draws attention to the interaction between a user and 
an object of evaluation that results with different experiences. Specifically, the approach 
outlines psychological aspects of every interaction that are often neglected in BtoB. In 
the online environment in BtoC context, this approach is found suitable (in e.g. 
Steenkamp and Geyskens 2006) for studying interaction between a user and a website.

Method-wise, the study employs interviews as suggested in both benefit-sacrifice and 
means-end approaches. Also, the study utilises qualitative methods and observation 
techniques supported by the experiential approach. 

Though the approaches offer different ways of studying CV, they are complementary 
and when integrated they enable capturing CV’s complexity and richness. Their 
limitations can be overcome by their integration. Still, to develop a theoretical 
framework of CV of website communication in BtoB relationships, the approaches to 
CV need an input from two other literature streams employed in the study:  the 
interaction approach to business relationships and inter-organisational communication 
theory.
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1.7.3. Inter-organisational communication theory 

In addition to previously mentioned literature streams, the inter-organisational 
communication theory (Krone et al. 1987; Duncan and Moriarty 1988; Mohr and Nevin 
1990; Windahl et al. 1992) is brought into the theoretical backbone of the study. To 
conceptualise CV of website communication in BtoB we need to look into website 
communication characteristics as well. The interaction approach and CV literature focus 
mainly on characteristics of products, services, or relationships, not specifically on 
communication or website communication. In that way, the inter-organisational 
communication theory complements them and helps to study website communication 
characteristics.

The inter-organisational theory is added for the reason that it provides ways to study and 
classify website communication characteristics. It outlines the main facets of the 
communication process between organisations and defines characteristics. Accordingly, 
website communication can be defined as a process in which participants (individuals 
and organisations) create meanings by sharing information with one another through a 
website as the means. 

Studies within this research area provide a tool for examining BtoB website 
communication. BtoB websites can mainly be characterised as communication websites 
(Wen et al.  2001) since they are used for communication purposes, i.e. for sharing 
information. Namely, in industrial markets, most of the products and services (due to 
their complexity) are difficult to be sold over the Internet. For that reason, websites are 
mainly used for exchanging and sharing information. They represent a communication, 
and not transaction platform.  

The theory distinguishes between different faces of communication process that this 
study adopts. For instance, Mohr and Nevin (1990) introduce several communication 
facets relevant in the inter-organisational communication context (content, mode, 
direction, and frequency). In particular, communication studies that focus on the 
Internet and websites (e.g. Hoffman and Novak 1996; Geiger and Martin 1999; Rowley 
2001) explain the characteristics of website communication that this study uses in CV 
conceptualisation.

Still, the studies within this group are not explicit about business relationship related 
characteristics of website communication and that is where studies in the interaction 
approach step in by bringing forth relationship characteristics that may matter in 
customer perceptions and experiences. 

1.7.4. Other considered literature streams 

Apart from the mentioned literature streams, several other streams were considered for 
this study but due to some noteworthy limitations they were excluded. E-services 
represent a similar category to websites but literature on e-services does not specifically 
capture communication-related characteristics of websites rather it puts forward 
purchase and transaction-enabling characteristics of e-services.
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Similarly, innovation literature was considered as it also deals with the Internet. Still, 
that literature stresses technology- not communication-related characteristics of the 
Internet (e.g. Perea y Monsuwé et al. 2004). Also, it focuses on the characteristics alone 
but not on the consequences, i.e. it centres on the adoption of the Internet, not on CV.

As well, supply chain management (SCM) research was considered as SCM studies deal 
with value in BtoB setting. Nevertheless, that literature stream was left out as it leans 
towards suppliers’ and supply chains’ perspectives, but not towards customer 
perspective in specific.

Apart from the three mentioned approaches to CV, another, the practice-based approach 
is used in the consumer literature on CV (e.g. Korkman 2006). However, that approach 
faces limitations when it comes to applicability of the underlying methodologies i.e. 
ethnography to BtoB and online contexts in an empirical study. Namely, it is immensely 
difficult to gain an access to BtoB customer facilities for a longer period. In particular, 
online ethnography, meaning following customer online behaviour with the help of 
online technologies, often without customers being aware of that, faces considerable 
ethical challenges. Therefore, that approach was excluded from this research. 

1.8. Research approach 

In order to clarify the basis of this study, and justify and legitimate the choice of 
methods, it is important to clarify the epistemological approach behind it. “The way we 
(implicitly or explicitly) presume the social world is, has a strong influence not only on 
our ways of studying it (our epistemology), but on the way the whole analytical 
framework we adopt is conceptualised” (Ackroyd and Fleetwood 2000, p. 10). Each 
approach to social science is based on interrelated sets of assumptions regarding 
ontology, human nature, and epistemology (Morgan and Smircich 1980, p. 491). This 
chapter thus introduces ontological and methodological research approach of the study. 

1.8.1. Philosophy of science 

This study is based on realist ontology and a constructionist epistemology (Healy and 
Perry 2000; Durand and Vaara 2006). It takes for its theoretical standpoint a realist 
conception of social phenomena but at the same time appreciates the essentially 
constructionist processes in knowledge creation. This carries implications on the 
manner how I approach and study CV of website communication in BtoB relationships.  

I find that reality exists both in people’s mind and in the real world (Saunders et al. 
2003). I agree that there is a reality independent of our observation and knowledge, of 
human thoughts and beliefs, but I also believe that social phenomena are largely socially 
constructed. That means that value a customer assigns to a website carries some 
objective characteristics but is greatly dependant upon customer perceptions and 
experiences. CV has some objective characteristics such as its different levels of 
abstraction (from characteristics to end-states). However, in particular as it is greatly 
context- and person-dependant, it is greatly subjective. 
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Furthermore, I believe that CV exists independently of me as a researcher studying it. 
As Ackroyd and Fleetwood (2000, p. 6) assert: “many entities exist independently of us 
and our investigations of them”. CV exists independently of my research about it or 
whether or not customers are aware of the existence of such a concept. Also, there are 
social forces and processes that influence individual’s interpretations and behaviour 
without them being aware of that (Saunders et al. 2003, p. 85). Hence, social objects and 
phenomena external to, or independent of people will influence the way they perceive 
the world, despite them being aware of that or not. Website communication 
characteristics influence customer perceptions and use of a website whether or not they 
are aware of that. 

However, in order to understand broader social forces, structures and processes that 
affect the nature of individual’s views and behaviour, I deem it important to tackle upon 
subjective reality that is, people’s socially constructed interpretations and meanings 
besides believing in the objective nature of some aspects of society. Still, as a realist, I 
do not accept that the world is completely constructed by the discursive activities of 
people (Ackroyd and Fleetwood 2000). For instance, website communication holds 
objective characteristics independent of people (e.g. no time- or place- limitations, 
computer-mediated) though they can be interpreted.

Realists focus their investigation on the “deep” and mechanisms which direct actions 
(Ackroyd and Fleetwood 2000).  That is, outcomes of actions are not of interest for 
realist but rather conditions that enable these actions. In line with that, this study does 
not focus on different outcomes of CV but rather on the conditions which govern the 
use of websites i.e. the components of CV of website communication.  

The realist perspective emphasises the fallibility of researcher’s knowledge. That is, the 
“real” world to discover is only imperfectly apprehensible (Healy and Perry 2000). As a 
researcher, I have an access only to an empirical, and not to a real level, which makes 
my knowledge of the world partial (Durand and Vaara 2006). I am able only to touch 
upon constructions of the interviewees that they report in interviews and the things they 
do end experience at the time of the observations.  

Fallibalistic realism puts forward that “the job of science is to develop genuine 
knowledge about the world, even though such knowledge will never be known with 
certainty” (Hunt 1990, p.9). Many of my perceptions as a researcher may be fallible or 
possibly illusions, i.e. some can be closer to the truth than others while some may 
capture the truth quite accurately (Hunt 1990). However, we cannot know what the 
reality is and therefore we cannot determine the extent to which our claims “truly 
represent or correspond to that world” Peter (1992, p. 76). Social science cannot judge 
the extent to which theories correspond to the real world without knowing 
independently what the real world is (Peter 1992). Nevertheless, it is greatly important 
to aim at creating knowledge which is as trustworthy and genuine as it can be, rejecting 
scientific shallowness by planning the research carefully, marking down each step of the 
research and being critical towards own conclusions. 

Finally, as a realist, I find that the deepest level of understanding requires both 
theoretical analysis and empirical studies. To develop the theoretical framework of CV 
of website communication in BtoB relationships, an empirical study was required. The 
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empirical study was relevant for capturing the meanings of CV that stem from the 
context.

For realists, methods used for investigation are considered to be greatly important in 
knowledge development (Sayer 1992). Realism world is so complex that realism 
research must be primarily theory building rather than testing of the applicability of the 
theory to a population (Healy and Perry 2000, p. 123). Therefore, in order to understand 
the nature of social research, a more reflexive approach is required (Morgan and 
Smircich 1980). Accordingly, realists lean towards methodologies that are not trying to 
discover law-like regularities (Durand and Vaara 2006). Actually, instrumental case 
studies and in-depth interviewing are considered to be particularly suitable for such 
studies (Healy and Perry 2000; Ghauri and Grønhaug 2002). 

Ghauri and Grønhaug (2002) advice the use of a qualitative case study when the 
research problem has been scarcely investigated and when the aim is to advance its 
understanding. Qualitative research derives its appropriateness from the nature of the 
social phenomena (Morgan and Smircich 1980). Thus, as the choice of method and 
methodology should be made only in relation to the research question (Lincoln and 
Guba 2000; Ghauri and Grønhaug 2002), a case study and qualitative data collection 
techniques were considered as an appropriate research method for research problem of 
this study. In fact, Manyiwa (2004) criticises deductive approaches to value for relying 
on a priori classification of value and finds that more inductive approaches would be 
more fruitful in identifying CV categories. What is more, the chosen research method, a 
case study, is often favored by realists (e.g. Tsoukas 1989, Sayer 1992, Healy and Perry 
2000) as it is especially suitable when the case in question is being used to understand 
the reality through the participant’s perceptions. 

To conclude, this study takes a realist view on CV of website communication in BtoB 
relationships and adopts constructivist methods to understand it. In the light of that, CV 
of website communication is seen to possess both objective and subjective 
characteristics that cannot be captured without gaining an insight into customer 
perceptions and activities. In particular, following an abductive logic, the final 
theoretical framework was developed though a constant interaction between the theory 
and empirical study. 

1.8.2. Abductive research approach 

The study relies on the systematic combining approach (Dubois and Gadde 2002) which 
is based on the abductive logic (Peirce 1931) i.e. it combines both deduction and 
induction. By adopting this approach, the aim is to enhance the initial theoretical 
framework through empirical findings.  

The primary aim of abduction is to develop the understanding of a “new” phenomenon 
(Alvesson and Sköldberg 1994). Systematic combining involves continuous movements 
back and forth between the theory and the empirical world, since “theory cannot be 
understood without empirical observation and vice versa” (Dubois and Gadde 2002, p. 
555). The abductive reasoning starts with deviating observation, continues with theory 
matching and concludes in theory suggestion (Kovács and Spens 2005). In the 
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abductive approach to building theory from a case study, theoretical framework evolves 
simultaneously with data collection and data analysis (Eisenhardt 1989). Berg (2001) 
argues that both views “theory-before-research” and “research-before-theory” are highly 
compatible and conceives such research approach as spiraling rather than linear in 
progression.

As the aim of this study is to develop a new framework where empirical findings will be 
of great importance, an abductive approach is considered to be appropriate. In fact, 
Perry (1998) strongly supports the use of abductive approach in case studies within the 
realist paradigm.  

Figure 4 presents the abductive approach of this study and the steps in the interplay 
between the theory and empirical study. It also shows the ways in which the chapters of 
this thesis have emerged. 
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Figure 4 The abductive research approach of the study 

The research problem steering this study was initiated from practical experiences and a 
contact with the industry. This led to the theory exploration and the development of the 
research questions. Still, the research problem was made more specific and was refined 
through an empirical case study. That involved further exploration of research on CV 
and website communication. 

The empirical study had several roles. Firstly, through the initial insights in the case, the 
empirical study helped in specifying the focus of the research. Secondly, through the 
case, the preliminary theoretical understanding of CV was refined and enriched. 
Namely, the starting research approach to CV was based on the benefit-sacrifice 
approach that was already used in BtoB. Nevertheless, through the interaction with the 
case and the empirical data in the data collection phase I, it emerged that many other 
components of CV come into play in conceptualising CV of website communication in 
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BtoB relationships. Constructivist research methods in particular evoked to surface 
additional meanings of CV components not specified in the benefit-sacrifice approach.

Based on the initial research problem formulation, additional literature was reviewed 
helping to integrate different CV approaches in order to capture the phenomena under 
the study. Based on that, the tentative theoretical framework was build and was 
followed by the data collection II that has offered additional inputs for the final 
theoretical framework. Thus, the additional role of the empirical study was in eliciting 
CV meanings in the specific research context. Finally, the empirical study illustrated the 
developed theoretical framework of CV of website communication in BtoB 
relationships.

The data collection phases I and II had thus to some extent different roles in the research 
as phase I resulted in modification of the initial theoretical approach to CV and with the 
idea of the integrated approach, as well as with various meanings of CV components. 
Phase II continued with the approach to CV established through phase I and its main 
purpose was in enriching the meanings of CV components in the particular context. 

The analysis and comparison of theory with evidence from the case involved continuous 
movements back and forth between the theory development and data collection. The 
data analysis itself was very abductive meaning that, although it has started as 
induction, the categories/codes used in the analysis were modified and developed as a 
result of the interaction with the theory and again with the data. The analysis of the 
findings from the case study (from both parts of the study) was conducted parallel with 
the study and once again when it was completed.  

The final theoretical framework of CV of website communication in BtoB relationships 
resulted from these continuous back and forth movements between that data and the 
theory. That also means that the chapters in this manuscript were emerging 
simultaneously and not in a continuum one after the other though, from practical 
reasons of making the study clear and understandable, they are ordered in that way. 

1.8.3. Pre-understanding and a case study providing empirical input 

The theory-building nature of the study carries implications on the way the study was 
conducted and the choice of the case study method. Due to the newness and scarce 
investigation of the research area, as well as the context-dependence of the 
phenomenon, the case study design and qualitative research techniques were considered 
as appropriate in the empirical investigation (Lincoln and Guba 2000; Ghauri and 
Grønhaug 2002). Flint (2002) encourages the use of qualitative techniques in capturing 
CV in BtoB for the reason that they enable deep understanding of CV.

To investigate CV of website communication, the empirical context needed to enable 
the study of the phenomena. That means that the industry and the studied business 
relationships needed to use websites in communication as well as needed to enable an 
access to the setting. For that reason, the case study took place in the elevator industry 
in Finland. In order to gain various views on CV and reach CV diversity and richness, 
the exact customers and business relationships, needed to be different. The case 
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encompassed business relationships (and website communication) between a seller and 
nine different customers belonging to two rather different customer groups and 
engaging diverse people that are using a website in communication with the seller. The 
case involved there units of analysis (the cases): the main being relationships between 
the customer and the seller; the relationships between each customer group and the 
seller, and the relationships between each customer company and the seller. 

The research design of this study builds on the research questions rather than 
hypothesis. The research questions centre on qualitative, rather than quantitative 
features of CV i.e. they focus on its content not on the significance of its meanings or on 
CV impact on other concepts. The data collection in the study relies on qualitative 
research techniques as the purpose of this research is to develop a theoretical framework 
of CV of website communication in business relationships. That problem is not yet 
sufficiently studied and there is no adequate theoretical basis to study CV of website 
communication in the BtoB context. 

The process of data collection through the case study involved several stages: 1) gaining 
a pre-understanding, 2) empirical study I, and 3) empirical study II. The steps and 
sources of the data collection are presented in Table 4.

Table 4 Steps and sources of the data collection 

The main steps of 
the data collection Sources of the data collection Amount / duration   

Pre-understanding 

Meetings and discussions with seller’s e-
business and marketing managers 
Seller’s website 
Seller’s studies about the website 
Spent time in the seller’s premises 
Different seller’s reports 
Seller’s newsletter 
Previous personal experience 

40h approx. 

40h approx. 
3 studies 
20h approx. 
3 reports 
20 issues 
3 years 

Data collection phase 
I

Interviews with customers 
Customer observations 
Interviews with sales people 

15 interviews / approx. 1,5h 
each
12 / approx. 30 min each 
2 interviews / approx. 2h each 

Data collection phase 
II

Interviews with customers 
Customer observations 
Interviews with sales people 

9 interviews / approx. 1,5h each 
7 / approx. 30 min each 
2 interviews / approx. 2h each 

According to Gummesson (2000), pre-understanding is a condition for the development 
of understanding. Similarly, Bonoma (1985) argues for the importance of “soaking in 
stage” where one should attempt to learn concepts, locale and jargon as it occurs in the 
field and observe contexts to get a better picture. In line with that, before conducting the 
study with the customers, I considered it important to gain an understanding of the 
industry, the seller, customers, customer relationships and the website.

In order to gain the required pre-understanding, I carried out around 30 hours of 
meetings and discussions with seller’s e-business and marketing managers. Also, I got 
an insight into previous studies of the company about their website conducted by 
external research agencies. In addition, I have spent time (about 20 hours) in the seller’s 
premises talking to the employees, browsing their intranet, and checking different 
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reports and newsletters. Also, previous personal experience and research in BtoB sector 
where of great help in absorbing the terminology and different practices.  

Besides that, to gain a proper pre-understanding, it was necessary to get to know the 
website very well. For that reasons, I have spent about 40 hours browsing and analysing 
it. Three seller’s studies about the website and its different characteristics were of a 
great help to understand all the website characteristics. 

Apart from the pre-understanding stage, the case study encompassed two other steps: 
data collection phase I and data collection phase II. Both steps utilised interviews with 
customers and observation of their use of the website. Also, they included interviews 
with seller’s sales people.

Based on the findings from the case study, and their continuous interaction with the 
literature, the theoretical framework of CV of website communication in BtoB 
relationships was developed. 

1.9. Outline of the study 

The study is organised in five main chapters. Figure 4 already presented the structure of 
the thesis and showed the way in which it was built through the research process.  

Chapter 2 deals with the concepts of website communication and CV, provides a 
theoretical background of the concepts. It gives an overview of previous studies dealing 
with these concepts and the research problem. It ends by summarising the tentative 
theoretical framework of CV of website communication in business-to-business 
relationships.

Chapter 3 introduces the empirical part of this research that relies on a case study 
research method. The chapter justifies the choice of the method and qualitative 
techniques and explains how the study was conducted. It describes the case study that 
was used to deepen the tentative theoretical framework of CV of website 
communication in business-to-business relationships. Also, it explains how the 
materials were analysed, and assesses the quality of the research design. 

Chapter 4 presents the main findings from the empirical case study. It enriches the 
description of the empirical setting through the first-hand insights into the relationships 
under investigation. Following that, the chapter presents the findings about CV of 
website communication in the case. The findings are organised around the main 
components of the framework: website communication characteristics, customer 
consequences – the benefits and sacrifices, customer desired end-states, and the linkages 
between these. After that, the main findings are summarised and built into the final 
theoretical framework. The chapter ends with a discussion of the empirical study. 

Chapter 5 summarises the main findings of the study, discusses the study’s theoretical 
contributions and managerial implications, and reflects on the study’s limitations, 
offering propositions for future research. 
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2 WEBSITE COMMUNICATION AND CUSTOMER VALUE IN 
BUSINESS-TO-BUSINESS RELATIONSHIPS 

The study aims to develop a theoretical framework of customer value of website 
communication in business-to-business relationships. Naturally, website communication 
and customer value are the main concepts relevant for the study. The purpose of this 
chapter is to provide a theoretical background of the concepts and to develop a basis of 
the theoretical framework of CV of BtoB website communication. The chapter gives an 
overview of previous studies dealing with these concepts and the research problem. It 
ends by summarising the tentative theoretical framework of CV of website 
communication in business-to-business relationships. The framework is subsequently 
deepened in the empirical study. 

2.1. BtoB relationships and website communication  

One of the central concepts of the study is website communication in BtoB relationships 
as an object of evaluation. In particular, as customers assess website communication by 
interacting with its characteristics, website communication characteristics act as the 
starting point of the integrated theoretical framework of CV of website communication. 
Thus, to understand CV of website communication, the purpose of this chapter is to 
clarify the nature of website communication in BtoB and specifically to discuss its 
characteristics.

The chapter starts with a depiction of communication in BtoB relationships in order to 
gain the understanding of the phenomenon. Afterwards, it defines website 
communication in BtoB and its characteristics. It explains the importance and impacts 
of website communication in BtoB relationships.

2.1.1. BtoB relationships and communication 

Business relationships are of a great importance in industrial markets (Håkansson 1982; 
Dwyer et al. 1987; Håkansson and Johansson 1987; Ford 1990). They are defined as 
processes of interaction and exchange between buyers and sellers in a setting of the 
industrial market (Håkansson 1982; Håkansson and Johansson 1987; Ford 1990; 
Holmlund 1997).  

According to the interaction approach to business relationship (e.g. Håkansson 1982; 
Ford 1990), the interaction process involves several kinds of exchanges: product or 
service exchange, information exchange, financial exchange and social exchange. Thus, 
the information exchange is one of the core processes of business interaction. The 
information exchange is sometimes addressed as communication. Although these two 
refer to the same interaction process, the interaction approach dominantly uses the 
concept of the information exchange more often than communication. This study uses 
the concept of communication. It views communication as a process in which 
participants (companies) create meanings by sharing information (Mohr and Spekman 
1994).
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Communication is of great importance for the effective performance of actors in 
business relationships. In fact, communication stands for one of the essential processes 
in BtoB relationships as it underlies many aspects of organisational functioning 
(Håkansson 1982; Dwyer et al. 1987; Mohr and Nevin 1990; Massie and Anderson 
2003). Not to mention that communication activities account for a significant portion of 
time of employees in buyer and seller organisations (Culnan and Markus 1987). The 
buyers and sellers rely on an accurate communication heavily and intensively, and need 
broadly shared information to perform well (Borghini and Rinallo 2002; Huhtinen and 
Virolainen 2002). Communication carries thus numerous implications for different 
aspects of business relationships. It impacts coordination between organisations (Mohr 
and Nevin 1990) and influences organisational knowledge bases, capabilities and 
uncertainty (Lancastre and Lages 2006). Taking into account its implications, high 
quality communication is necessary for developing strong relationships between 
customers and sellers, and organisations should aim at improving all aspects of 
communication.

Today, especially due to new landmarks in information technology, a vast variety of 
communication means can be used in buyer-seller communication. Buyers and sellers 
can choose to communicate through a palette of channels (e.g. face-to-face, telephone, 
catalogues or internet) as presented in Table 5. The type of websites studied in this 
research is bolded.

Table 5 Different means of communication in BtoB relationships* 

 Online Offline 

Means of 
communication

Websites** 
E-mail 
Chat rooms 
Videoconferencing 

Face-to-face
Telephone  
Direct-mail brochures 
Catalogues 
Trade publications 

*Adapted from Deeter-Schmelz and Kennedy (2002, p. 146)  
** Focus of this study 

Among the communication tools, person-to-person communication is considered to be 
of vital importance (Dwyer et al. 1987; Håkansson 1982; Turnbull 1990). Dwyer et al. 
(1987) argue that personal communication methods are primary in the context of 
relational exchange. They are considered the most effective due to the highest level of 
interactivity (Avlonitis and Karayanni 2000). 

Still, although business relationships greatly rely on personal contact, studies signify 
that business relationships are increasingly beginning to depend on internet-based 
communication. Boyd and Spekman (2004) and Leek et al. (2003) indicate that many 
relationships increasingly utilise internet-based communication. According to BtoB 
(2005), websites in particular seem to get the greatest share of companies’ marketing 
communication budgets. 

The Internet and websites can be used in BtoB relationships for different purposes. 
Although, they can be utilised to enable transaction, they are commonly used for 
exchanging and sharing information between companies for communication purpose. 
Boyle and Alwitt (1999), Deeter-Schmelz and Kennedy (2002) and Chakraborty et al. 
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(2003) indicate that BtoB websites are used mainly for communication purposes i.e. for 
gathering and exchanging information. That is due to the nature of industrial 
procurement. Industrial products and services are often very complex and their 
procurement involves great number of people. For that reason, setting up a transactional 
website is not as easy as for consumer products and services. Wen et al. (2001) make a 
difference between communication and transaction websites. Communication websites 
do not enable conducting any commerce over the website, but are oriented towards 
accessing, sharing and archiving information and data. Such communication that takes 
place through a website can be referred to as website communication. 

2.1.2. BtoB website communication  

Website communication has been studied in different conceptual contexts: as a 
phenomenon by itself (e.g. Sharp 2001; Markham 2004) and as a part of a wider 
concept of other similar phenomena such as: technology-mediated communication 
which includes videoconferencing systems, cellular phones, websites, EDI (e.g. 
MacDonald and Smith 2003); information technology which includes different
communication methods such as telephone, mobile telephone, fax, e-mail, Intranet, 
Extranet, audio and video conferencing (e.g. Leek et al. 2003); or internet-based 
telecommunication technologies (e.g. Eng 2004). In some studies the terms Internet and 
websites are used as synonyms (e.g. Geiger and Martin 1999; Leek et al. 2003). The 
authors do not make a difference between them, but study websites under the Internet. 
Contrastingly, some studies use both terms the Internet and website (e.g. Sinkovics and 
Penz 2003), and therefore distinguish them explicitly. 

In this study, the Internet and a website stand for two different entities. The Internet is 
seen as broad-based communication network allowing different communication 
strategies and modalities between buyers and sellers (Boyd and Spekman 2004) whereas 
a website is an internet-based mean of communication. Website communication is 
defined in this study as a process in which participants create meanings by sharing 
information with one another with the help of a website. Thus, this study takes into 
account the process of communication through a website and not only a website as a 
means. 

BtoB studies have looked into different aspects of Internet and website use in business 
relationships. Several groups of studies can be identified. One group of studies deals 
with an impact of the Internet on the marketing discipline in general (e.g. Hoffman and 
Novak 1996; Geller 1998). In addition, a group of studies investigates the Internet as a 
relationship-marketing tool (Geller 1998; Geiger and Martin 1999, Grönroos et al. 
2000). Further, in the business-to-business setting specifically, a group of studies 
examines the impact of the Internet on BtoB marketing (e.g. Klein and Quelch 1997; 
Avlonitis and Karayanni 2000; Rowley 2001), categorisation of BtoB websites (e.g. 
Geiger and Martin 1999; Wen et al. 2001; Sinkovics and Penz 2003), and website 
design and content (e.g. Lord and Collins 2002; Chakraborty et al. 2003). Additionally, 
a group of studies focuses on the usefulness and the frequency of usage of the Internet 
in the BtoB context (e.g. Boyle 2001; Boyle and Alwitt 1999; Deeter-Schmelz and 
Kennedy 2002; Leek et al. 2003). Lately, an increasing number of studies deals with an 
impact of the Internet on BtoB relationship components, such as trust, commitment and 



26

satisfaction (e.g. Osmonbekov et al. 2002; Rao et al. 2003; MacDonald and Smith 
2003). A few BtoB studies about a value of websites can be found and they focus on a 
seller not customer perspective. They deal with a value of extending businesses to 
online environment, thus not applying a user but company perspective (e.g. 
Subramaniam and Shaw 2002; Wellington and White 2005; Santema and Kopecka 
2005). None of these considers CV of BtoB websites. 

Thus, while the Internet and website communication received attention in BtoB, their 
value for customers seems to be a neglected research area. Still, the studies can provide 
an input for specification of website communication characteristics. One needs to gain 
the understanding of website communication characteristics in order to conceptualise 
CV of website communication. Based on the means-end approach to value, 
characteristics represent the lowest level of CV abstraction that leads to the two upper 
levels. Considering that characteristics lead to consequences, one must consider 
characteristics that the object under evaluation possesses (Huber et al. 2001). Through 
website communication characteristics, website users judge the value of website 
communication.

2.1.2.1. Characteristics of website communication 

Numerous studies deal with characteristics of website communication (e.g. Hoffman 
and Novak 1996; Berthon et al. 1998; Geiger and Martin 1999; Osmonbekov et al. 
2002; Eng 2004). Overall, website communication is characterised by global, 24/7, 
computer-mediated, real-time interaction, that overcomes all physical barriers (Hoffman 
and Novak 1996; Geiger and Martin 1999).

Following communication theory, characteristics of website communication can be 
categorised based on a part (a facet) of website communication process that they refer 
to. According to Krone et al. (1987), Mohr and Nevin’s (1990) and Hoffman and Novak 
(1996), characteristics of website communication in BtoB relationships can be captured 
through three main website communication facets: content, form and interaction. To 
study general inter-organisational communication, Mohr and Nevin’s (1990) build on 
the basic communication theory (Krone et al. 1987) and propose four facets that inter-
organisational communication encompasses: content, form, direction and frequency. In 
connection with that, Hoffman and Novak (1996) argue that in the online 
communication environment, the facets of offline communication change as the online 
means enable interactive communication. Therefore, Hoffman and Novak (1996) 
outline that in online communication the facets of direction and frequency are better 
captured through a facet of interaction. Thus, website communication in BtoB 
relationships can be seen through facets: content, form and interaction. 

According to each facet of website communication Table 6 summarises characteristics 
of website communication discussed in the literature. The following paragraphs discuss 
the characteristics. These characteristics may matter for customer perception and 
experience of communication. 
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Table 6 Facets and characteristics of BtoB website communication  

Facets of website 
communication

Website communication 
characteristics Studies

All types of marketing information, 
variety of information 

Deeter-Schmelz and Kennedy (2002); 
Geiger and Martin (1999); 
Osmonbekov et al. (2002) 

Can be customised for each customer Geller (1998); Geiger and Martin 
(1999); Osmonbekov et al. (2002) 

Content 

Up-to-date  Osmonbekov et al. (2002); Rao et al. 
(2003) 

Not face-to-face, impersonal nature, 
computer-mediated 

Hoffman and Novak (1996);  
Berthon et al. (1998); Deeter-Schmelz 
and Kennedy (2002); Leek et al. (2003) Form

Multitude of media (text, video, 
graphics, sound, full-colour) 

Berthon et al. (1998) 

Not time-bound, in real time Hoffman and Novak (1996); Berthon et 
al. (1998);  

Not location-bound Hoffman and Novak (1996);  
Geiger and Martin (1999)  

Interactivity  Ghose and Dou (1998); Berthon et al. 
(1998); Chakraborty et al. (2003) 

Direct communication between 
individuals and organisations 

Berthon et al. (1998) 

Multiple-user participation. Hoffman and Novak (1996); 
Osmonbekov et al. (2002); Rowley 
(2001) 

Self-service characteristic  Mohammed et al. (2003) 

User-website 
interaction 

Inhibited user privacy and possible 
viruses

Lindstrom (2002); Chakraborty et al. 
(2003) 

Content of communication relates to the message or type of information that is 
transmitted (Krone et al. 1987; Mohr and Nevin 1990). Deeter-Schmelz and Kennedy 
(2002) show that the Internet can be used to obtain different types of marketing 
information: regarding the physical inventory, promotional activities, product 
characteristics, pricing structures, and market conditions. They show that gathering 
product/component information on current sellers as well as providing information to 
current sellers (specs and order policies) is the most frequent purpose of website use. 
Online ordering and paying was less frequent activity. Similarly, Boyle (2001) finds that
receiving technical advice and gaining general information seem to be prevalent issues 
in communicating with suppliers through the Internet. 

In addition, content can be customised, meaning that it is tailored towards a specific 
customer relationship (Mohr and Nevin 1990). Customisation refers to the extent to 
which the website’s content is adapted to an individual’s unique needs versus being 
presented as a standardised package (Steenkamp and Geyskens 2006). In line with that, 
content can be general, meaning that it is of relevance for a majority of customers but is 
not specialised for a specific customer. Websites can offer a variety of information that 
can be rather customised for each customer (Geller 1998; Geiger and Martin 1999; 
Osmonbekov et al. 2002).  
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Form of communication refers to the methods used to transmit information (Krone et al. 
1987). Moriarity and Spekman (1984) classify forms of communication as personal or 
impersonal. Personal forms support one-to-one whereas impersonal support mass 
communication. According to Deeter-Schmelz and Kennedy (2002), website 
communication can take both types of a form. They categorise interactive websites and 
email as being personal. Mohammed et al. (2003) add to this group an online customer 
service. Brochure-like websites and mass emails (spam) belong to impersonal forms. 
Website communication is characterised by impersonal form unlike e.g. face-to-face 
communication (Berthon et al. 1998). Its impersonal nature is one of the characteristics 
that are discussed in the literature (e.g. Leek et al. 2003).

In addition, information can be in digital and paper form. Information in website 
communication is in digital form such as in online brochures and other documents. It 
can employ a multitude of media (text, video, graphics, sound, and full-colour) (Berthon 
et al. 1998). Still, information on a website is intangible and often cannot portray real 
colours.

Interaction refers to contacts between a user and a website. The interaction can be 
approached from different aspects: e.g. when and where it takes place, who is involved 
in it, how it happens and similar. 

User-website interaction is neither time- nor location-bound unlike many other 
communication types. Communication flow on the Internet is easy with a great speed of 
transmission, compared to other means of communication (Rao et al. 2003).  

The interaction between a user and a website can involve multiple participants and 
directions. In traditional form of communication contact can be unidirectional and 
bidirectional (Mohr and Nevin 1990). In the case of the Internet, Hoffman and Novak 
(1996) emphasise that communication can also be multidirectional as all parties can 
interact with each other. A website can enable customers to initiate communication 
(Geiger and Martin 1999) and one-to-one interactive communication is possible 
(Sinkovics and Penz 2003; Rowley 2001). The Internet can allow multiple user 
participation and enable access to information to all involved parties (Osmonbekov et 
al. 2002; Rowley 2001; Eng 2004). Also, a company’s website can be linked with 
communication systems or websites of other companies thus involving multiple users 
and enabling them to communicate in various directions.  

Different levels of interactivity can characterise website communication. Interactivity is 
an ability of a website to take into account users’ unique responses in real-time 
(Chakraborty et al. 2003). Ghose and Dou (1998) emphasise interactive functions of 
websites as users can manipulate the form and content of a website in real time and get 
an immediate feedback. A website can offer different interactive tools such as online 
customer support, customer feedback, discussion rooms, solution specification tools, 
reporting tools, document storage, and collaborative design tools, to mention a few.  

The interaction can also require that users are active in e.g. adjusting website based on 
their needs or in entering some data. That also means that website communication 
possesses self-service characteristic (Mohammed et al. 2003). Such functions require 
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the user to have the right kind of knowledge, not only technical (of the internet) but also 
product/service-related, which the user often does not possess.

Another characteristic of user’s interaction with a website is that it is dependant on the 
website design and navigability. A website designer needs to take care of website 
organisation i.e. of the arrangement of content, information, images, graphics and 
similar (Chakraborty et al. 2003). Finding the right content and a user navigating around 
a website depends on website organisation. 

Additionally, information security and privacy can be an issue in the interaction due to 
viruses and hackers (Mohammed et al. 2003). The interaction between a user and 
information can be inhibited with possible technical problems and viruses (Lindstrom 
2002; Chakraborty et al. 2003).

The outlined facets of website communication are of practical value for companies as 
well. Such categorisation is of practical relevance as it points at the part of website 
communication on which a company needs to focus. From a company’s point of view, 
this categorisation makes a distinction between different aspects of website 
communication process. For each marketing communication manager, it is relevant to 
know e.g. in which way content matters to customers and in which form.  

In sum, based on the inter-organisational communication in the context of the internet, 
BtoB website communication can be studied through facets of content, form and user 
(or customer)-website interaction. Each of the facets encompasses different 
characteristics. These characteristics might have an influence on customer perceptions 
and experiences. 

2.1.2.2. Importance and impacts of website communication

The website communication brings a number of positive implications for companies and 
for that reason its use has substantially increased. Some of the reasons why companies 
utilise websites are, to name but a few: websites are cheaper than other communication 
tools especially compared with personal communication, as websites are not so labour 
intensive, or unlike brochures they do not involve any printing costs. In addition, they 
are easy to maintain and keep up-to-date and they offer the possibility to reach more 
people.

Due to influences on organisations’ communication and business, the Internet and 
websites have gained attention in a number of studies (e.g. Boyle and Alwitt 1999; 
Boyle 2001; Allen et al. 1998; Boyle 2001; Warkentin et al. 2001; Osmonbekov et al. 
2002, Leek et al. 2003; Deeter-Schmelz and Kennedy 2002; Rao et al. 2003; 
MacDonald and Smith 2003). These studies clearly indicate that the usage of the 
Internet in communication contributes to the enhancement of business relationships on 
several aspects as shown in Table 7. It summarises the main impact areas and impacts of 
the use of website communication in BtoB relationships. The table shows that website 
communication influences several aspects of a relationship: overall communication, 
conflict, cooperation, bonding, trust and consequently overall performance of a 
relationship.
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Table 7 Impacts of website communication 

Study Impacts of website communication Impact areas 
Boyle and Alwitt (1996), 
Boyle (2001), Osmonbekov et 
al. (2002), Eng (2004) 

Facilitates communication and increases overall 
communication in relationships.  

Osmonbekov et al. (2002), Rao 
et al. (2003), Leek et al. (2003) 

Improves quality of communication in a 
relationship. 

Communication 

Osmonbekov et al. (2002) Lowers conflict Conflict 
Osmonbekov et al. (2002) Enhances coordination Coordination 
Leek et al. (2003), 
Rao et al. (2003) 

Does not hinder inter-firm bonding as it is not 
being used at the expense of traditional and 
personal forms of communication. 

Vlosky et al. (2000), 
Rao et al. (2003) 

May create switching barriers - exchange 
partners may be locked into an internet-
facilitated relationship.  

Bonding  

MacDonald and Smith (2003), 
Eng (2004), 

Enhances trust and relationship stability. 

Rao et al. (2003) Does not have a significant impact on the level 
of trust a relationship. 

Trust

Avlonitis and Karayanni 
(2000), 
Osmonbekov et al. (2002) 

Enhances business performance, in terms of 
sales performance and efficiency, lower cost in 
performing purchasing tasks, decrease in size of 
buying centre 

Business 
performance 

Website communication carries implication for overall communication in a relationship. 
For instance, Boyle and Alwitt (1996) and Boyle (2001) found that the usage of the 
Internet in communication between sellers and buyers resulted with increased overall 
communication in relationships. Similarly, Eng (2004) shows that the Internet facilitates 
communication and increases the amount of contacts in relationship. Furthermore, 
Osmonbekov et al. (2002), Rao et al. (2003) and Leek et al. (2003) claim that the usage 
of the Internet leads to improved quality of communication in a relationship. Since 
quality of communication affects quality of a relationship (Lages et al. 2004), it can be 
argued that the usage of the Internet in communication enhances relationship quality. 
Moreover, increased communication between organisations strengthens their 
relationship and boosts efficiency (Anderson and Weitz 1992).

Many studies devote attention to the comparison of the Internet with face-to-face 
contact because of the importance of person-to-person communication and the fear that 
the Internet might replace it. For instance, Leek et al. (2003) examine the effect of 
information technology on business relationships, as they suspect that the decrease in 
face-to-face meeting might have an effect on the level of trust and commitment in a 
relationship. Specifically, they study various communication methods such as 
telephone, mobile telephone, fax, e-mail, Intranet, Extranet, Internet, audio and video 
conferencing. They show that internet communication is not used instead of but in 
addition to personal contacts. Rao et al. (2003) study the impact of Internet use on inter-
firm relationships focusing specifically on the impact on social and technical bonds. It 
appears that the Internet does not hinder inter-firm relationships as it is not being used at 
the expense of traditional and personal forms of communication. The Internet vs. 
personal communication discussions conclude that the Internet is not a substitute for 
face-to-face communication but rather its complement (Geiger and Martin 1999; Kelly 
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et al. 2002; Rao et al. 2003). Boyle (2001) finds that the Internet is not used as 
substitute for traditional means of communication but rather as an additional 
communication channel offering some advantages, which complement traditional 
means. What is more, according to Kelly et al. (2002), face-to-face communication is 
crucial prerequisite for a successful usage of electronic communication media.

A group of studies deal with the impact of the Internet on different components of 
business relationships, such as trust, commitment, satisfaction, dependence and co-
operation in BtoB relationship (e.g. Leek et al. 2003; Osmonbekov et al. 2002; Rao et 
al. 2003; MacDonald and Smith 2003; Ryssel et al. 2004). Studies show that due to the 
usage of the Internet, frequency of contacts in a relationship has increased which 
resulted with a positive effect on trust (MacDonald and Smith 2003; Eng 2004) and also 
on the relationship stability (Eng 2004). In addition, they find that Internet 
communication enables more open and efficient exchange of information (Eng 2004), 
which is according to Morgan and Hunt (1994), a prerequisite for building trust. 
Contrastingly, Rao et al. (2003) show that the Internet does not have a significant 
impact on the level of trust in a relationship. However, Rao et al. (2003) find that 
Internet may create switching barriers because the competency of using the Internet has 
become one of the criteria for choosing new business trading partners hence, exchange 
partners may be locked into an internet-facilitated relationship. Similarly, Vlosky et al.’s 
(2000) study on impacts of extranets on business practice and relationships also shows 
that the use of extranet creates dependence of suppliers/customers to the company in 
question and increases their commitment. 

Avlonitis and Karayanni (2000) inspect the impact of Internet use on sales and product 
management activities. Their overall conclusion is that the Internet enhances business 
performance, in terms of sales performance and efficiency in BtoB organisations. In 
addition, the study stresses the central role of sales departments and the sales force 
management in the implementation of the Internet in industrial organisations. 

Additionally, Osmonbekov et al. (2002) underline the following impacts of the Internet 
use on buying centre structure and processes: lower conflict within the centre due to 
increased communication and access to various information, higher transparency of 
information, which enhances coordination within the buying centre, fewer cost in 
performing purchasing tasks and decrease in the size of buying centre.

2.1.3. Conclusions

BtoB website communication has received attention in marketing literature. Evidently, 
even though person-to-person communication is of great importance in business 
relationships, the use of websites in communication continues to increase carrying 
numerous positive implications for business relationships. The studies agree that such 
communication has contributed to the development of better connections and 
communication among actors in business relationships.  

Markedly, website communication carries many characteristics not found in traditional 
means of communication. A number of website communication characteristics related 
to its content, form and user-website interaction may be relevant for customers. In 
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particular, its ability to be interactive, customised, and to involve numerous users can be 
of great importance in business. However, apart from these advantages it carries some 
characteristics, such as privacy- and security-sensitiveness among others, which users 
could possibly consider as great downsides.

The users can assign different value to website communication what consequently 
impacts the way they use it in a relationship. Thus, it is relevant for both researchers and 
practitioners to understand the characteristics that matter to customers in website 
communication design and their role in communication i.e. its CV. The research on CV 
of BtoB website communication can help to understand the roles that website 
communication can play in a relationship and roles of its characteristics.  

This chapter provided a basis for understanding website communication in BtoB 
relationships. The studies have examined its characteristics, nature and impacts on 
business relationships. However, none of the studies dealing with website 
communication characteristics deal with CV of website communication failing to 
specify which of the characteristics drive CV and in what way. To gain an 
understanding of its CV, studies dealing with CV are examined in the following chapter. 
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2.2. Customer value 

This chapter discusses the concept of customer value, its nature and components. It 
gives an overview of the main findings from previous studies on CV. Building on 
current approaches to CV, the chapter introduces an integrated approach to CV that is a 
basis for the development of a tentative framework of CV of website communication in 
BtoB relationships, which is subsequently deepened through previous research on CV. 
In the end, the deepened tentative framework of CV of website communication in BtoB 
relationships is presented.

2.2.1. The nature of customer value 

The nature of CV is an enduring matter of scholarly discussions (e.g. Ravald and 
Grönroos 1996; Lapierre 2000; Ulaga and Chacour 2001; Khalifa 2004). The scholars 
agree that the concept of CV is characterised by complexity and richness. Nonetheless, 
the studies are in dispute about its nature. On the one side, CV is seen as entirely 
objective, residing within an object and independent of people (Woodall 2003). On the 
other hand, value is entirely subjective, determined by people (Woodruff 1997; 
Holbrook 1999).

In this study, CV is considered to be determined by customers solely. CV is neither 
wholly objective nor subjective as it entails subject-object interaction – a customer and 
product or service interaction (Holbrook 1999). It is inherent in or through the use of 
some product, i.e. in the activity (Woodruff 1997). It is affected by aspects of the person 
and the characteristics of a product or service (Holbrook 1999) i.e. by aspects of a user 
and a website (Steenkamp and Geyskens 2006). Consequently, CV is personal, 
situational and comparative. 

CV is personal in nature, meaning that it is different among individuals. Different 
customers perceive different value within the same product (Ulaga and Chacour 2001; 
Eggert and Ulaga 2002). Various members in the customer organisation involved in the 
purchasing process can have different perceptions of a seller’s value delivery (Perkins 
1993). Also, in online context, Foster (2005) found that the role within a buying team 
might determine extranet use. Ulaga (2003) emphasises the challenge of capturing the 
value perceptions across different members in the buyer’s organisation or across 
different segments. In online context as well, Schoenbachler and Gordon (2002) believe 
that different channel characteristics will be of different value for various customers. 
Thus, customer characteristics influence CV. 

CV is situational in nature, i.e. it is dependent on a context. Its meanings vary across 
contexts (Zeithaml 1988; Parasuruman 1997; Patterson and Spreng 1997). CV is 
dependent on the use situation that is the context in which interactions between the 
buyer and seller take place (Garver and Gardial 1996; Ulaga 2003). People have 
different perceptions of what represents value among different settings (e.g. when time 
pressure is high). The same item may have differing value to the user depending on time 
or place of the use (Lindgreen and Wynstra 2005). For instance, in BtoB extranet 
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context, Foster (2005) finds that CV of an extranet differs based on the purchase phase. 
Thus, the context (such as place, time, purchasing phase or use situation) influences CV. 

Further, CV is comparative in nature, i.e. it depends on rating of one object against 
another. This means that it is relative to a competition (Ulaga and Chacour 2001; Eggert 
and Ulaga 2002). Thus, offering better value than competition will help a company to 
create sustainable competitive advantage (Ulaga and Chacour 2001; Eggert and Ulaga 
2002). In the internet context, Kim (2002) stresses that CV of a website is based on 
customer preferences over website’s alternatives. For websites, it would mean that 
website users value website communication through a comparison with other 
communication channels such as face-to-face communication (i.e. sales person), 
telephone communication, and catalogues. For example, Keeney (1999) finds that the 
competitors to a specific Internet purchase are: other products purchased on the Internet, 
other means (e.g. stores, mail order) of purchasing the same product, or no purchase. 

Thus, CV is a complex and dynamic concept. It is contingent on a person, situation and 
objects of comparison. This means that CV of website communication varies for 
different people, in different situations, or having available different means of 
communication. This carries implications for the extent to which any study on CV can 
be generalised. 

2.2.2. Defining customer value 

Defining CV is a challenging task due to the concept’s complexity. As already 
mentioned, studies define CV differently, depending on the view taken on it. Connected 
to that, marketing literature uses a number of concepts similar to CV. In BtoB, studies 
mainly use the concept of customer perceived value (e.g. Lapierre 2000; Eggert and 
Ulaga 2002), some use customer value (e.g. Blocker and Flint 2007) or value (e.g. 
Foster 2005). As for BtoC, a number of used concepts is greater: customer value 
(Woodruff 1997; Parasuruman 1997, Anderson and Narus 2004), perceived value 
(Monroe 1990), value to the customer (Keeney 1999), or value for the customer 
(Woodall 2003), buyer value (Slater and Narver 1994), customer perceived value 
(Grönroos 1997), perceived customer value (Lai 1995; Chen and Dubinsky 2003) as 
shown in Table 8. The concept of customer value is used in this study.  

Marketing scholars have defined CV in different ways (Table 8, the fifth column), 
depending on the approach to CV. Current definitions of CV in BtoB studies and BtoC 
online studies can be grouped based on three main approaches to CV: benefit-sacrifice, 
means-end and experiential approach. 
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Table 8 Different concepts similar to CV, and CV definitions 

Context Studies Approach Concept CV definitions 
Lapierre
(2000) 

Customer-
perceived 
value (CPV) 

The difference between the benefits and the 
sacrifices perceived by customers in terms of 
their expectations, i.e. needs and wants. 

Eggert and 
Ulaga (2002) CPV Trade-off between benefits and sacrifices 

perceived by customers in a seller’s offering. O
ff

lin
e

Bovik (2004) CPV Trade-off between benefits and sacrifices. B
to

B
 

O
nl

. Foster (2005) 

Benefit-
sacrifice

Value Does not define it explicitly 

Zeithaml 
(1988) 

Perceived 
value 

Consumer’s overall assessment of the utility of 
a product based on perception of what is 
received and what is given. 

Monroe 
(1990) 

Perceived 
value 

A tradeoff between the quality or benefits they 
perceive in the product relative to the sacrifice 
they perceive by paying the price. 

Ravald and 
Grönroos 
(1996) 

Perceived 
value 

Trade-off between benefits and sacrifices 
perceived by customers in a seller’s offering. 
(Episode and relationship value) 

Woodall 
(2003) 

Benefit-
sacrifice

Value for 
the customer 

Any demand-side, personal perception of 
advantage arising out of a customer’s 
association with an organisation’s offering, and 
can occur as reduction in sacrifice; presence of 
benefits (determined or expressed either 
rationally or intuitively); or an aggregation, over 
time, of any of all these.  

Woodruff and 
Gardial 
(1996) 

Customer 
value

A customer-perceived perception of what they 
want to happen in a specific use situation, with 
the help of a product and service orderings, in 
order to accomplish their desired purpose and 
goal. 

Woodruff 
(1997) 

Means-
end Customer 

value 
A customer-perceived preference for, and 
evaluation of, those product attributes, attribute 
performances, and consequences that arise from 
use and that facilitate or block the customers in 
achieving their goals and purposes in use 
situations. 

O
ff

lin
e

Holbrook 
(1994) 

Experien-
tial

Perceived 
value 

An interactive, relativistic, and preference 
experience that results from using a product. 

Keeney
(1999) 

Value to the 
customer 

The net value of the benefits and cost of both 
the product and the process of finding, ordering, 
and receiving it. 

Kim (2002) Consumer 
perceived 
value 

A trade-off between what the consumers 
receives (e.g. quality, benefits) and what he/she 
has to give up (e.g. price, sacrifice) in the 
consumption experience 

Chen and 
Dubinsky 
(2003) 

Benefit-
sacrifice

Perceived 
customer 
value 

Consumer’s perception of the net benefits 
gained in exchange for the costs incurred in 
obtaining the desired benefits.  

B
to

C

O
nl

in
e

Steenkamp 
and Geyskens 
(2006)  

Experien-
tial

Perceived 
value  

Perceived value of a website is an interactive, 
relativistic, preference experience that results 
from visiting the website. 
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Thus, the studies define CV differently, depending on the approach. The definitions 
differ in the treatment of the nature of value and CV components they outline. Three 
main approaches to CV are: benefit-sacrifice, means-end and experiential approach. The 
following chapters elaborate each approach. 

2.2.2.1. The benefit-sacrifice approach 

The benefit-sacrifice approach is the most accepted approach both in BtoB and BtoC 
studies as shown in Table 8.

In BtoB setting, studies adopt only the benefit-sacrifice approach to CV (e.g. Anderson 
and Narus 1990; Lapierre 2000; Ulaga and Chacour 2001; Walter et al. 2001; Eggert 
and Ulaga 2002; Walter and Ritter 2003; Anderson and Narus 2004; Bovik 2004; 
Komulainen et al. 2007) whereas the other two approaches are neglected. Lapierre 
(2000), for instance, defines CV as the difference between the benefits and the sacrifices 
perceived by customers in terms of their expectations, i.e. needs and wants. In the same 
vein, Eggert and Ulaga (2002) define it as a trade-off between benefits and sacrifices 
perceived by customers in a seller’s offering. 

Studies within the benefit-sacrifice approach lean towards realist view of reality. Value 
is treated as an object that can be measured (e.g. Lapierre 2000; Ulaga and Chacour 
2001; Walter et al. 2001). Reality is imperfectly and probabilistically apprehensible. 
There are different factors that carry an impact on value perceptions. Methodologically, 
studies within this approach rely on quantitative as well as qualitative research methods, 
using questionnaires and interviews. 

In BtoC contexts, studies adopt all the approaches but the benefit-sacrifice approach 
dominantly. Zeithaml (1988, p. 14) defines CV as consumer’s overall assessment of the 
utility of a product based on perception of what is received and what is given. Similarly, 
Ravald and Grönroos (1996), focusing on the seller’s offering, define CV as a trade-off 
between benefits and sacrifices perceived by customers in a seller’s offering. 

In online environments as well, studies mainly accept this approach. Chen and 
Dubinsky (2003) define CV of online shopping as a customer perception of the net 
benefits gained in exchange for the cost incurred in obtaining the desired benefits. 
Similarly, Kim (2002) defines CV as a multidimensional construct that involves a trade-
off between what the consumer receives (e.g. quality, benefits) and what he or she has 
to give up (e.g. price, sacrifice) in the consumption experience. 

Thus, the benefit-sacrifice approach defines CV as a perception and distinguishes 
between two main components of CV: benefits and sacrifice. Often, these components 
are named as get and give component (e.g. Lapierre 2000; Ulaga and Chacour 2001; 
Eggert and Ulaga 2002; Bovik 2004). They are defined in similar way across the 
studies. For example, Payne and Holt (2001) state that perceived benefits (sacrifices) 
involve recognition of all the gains (costs) the buyers incur when they make a purchase. 
In the same way, Forsythe et al. (2006) define perceived benefits (sacrifices) of online 
shopping as the customer subjective perception of potential gains (loss) from using 
website for purchasing. 
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The definitions differ based on the object of evaluation. The object of evaluation in the 
benefit-sacrifice approach is a product (e.g. Zeithaml 1988), a service (e.g. Ravald and 
Grönroos 1996), mobile advertising (Komulainen et al. 2007) or the entire relationship 
(e.g. Lapierre 2000; Ulaga and Chacour 2001; Walter et al. 2001; Eggert and Ulaga 
2002; Walter and Ritter 2003; Bovik 2004), the last being the most common in BtoB 
studies. Some of these studies focus on supplier and not on customer view of value (e.g. 
Walter et al. 2001; Walter and Ritter 2003). 

In the online context, a considerable number of studies in BtoC settings focuses on 
online shopping (e.g. Järvenpää and Todd 1997; Keeney 1999; Kim 2002; Forsythe et 
al. 2006). In BtoB setting, Foster (2005) evaluates an extranet as a means of different 
interactions in a relationship. 

However, the benefit-sacrifice approach faces certain limitations and therefore is 
criticised in the literature. Several main downsides of the approach are raised. 

Firstly, the approach fails to address the distinction between characteristics and higher-
level abstractions (Zeithaml 1988). It classifies under benefits and sacrifices both 
product/service/relationship characteristics and consequences of the same. It does not 
separate these two distinct categories but often merges them under one category of 
benefits or sacrifices (e.g. Patterson and Spreng 1997). Nevertheless, it is important to 
distinguish consequences (benefits and sacrifices) from product characteristics, as these 
are concepts of different levels of abstractions – characteristics being concrete and 
consequences being more abstract concepts, where the consequences stem from the 
characteristics (Reynolds and Gutman 1988; Woodruff and Gardial 1996). Thus, the 
benefits-sacrifice approach does not assist in understanding the sources of value 
(characteristics) and reasons why something is seen to provide value or not 
(consequences).

Secondly, some studies within the approach treat CV as equal to benefits (e.g. Monroe 
1990; Anderson and Narus 1990). However, product benefits alone do not completely 
explain customer’s product/service choice (Lai 1995; Komulainen et al. 2007). This 
means that we have to look at the sacrifice side of the choice. An understanding of 
sacrifices is important as customers value reduction in sacrifices more than increase in 
benefits (Eggert and Ulaga 2002). 

Thirdly, many studies that accept this approach focus on a trade-off between product or 
service quality and price (e.g. Bovik 2004). However, that definition is criticised since it 
neglects other benefits and sacrifices apart from quality and price (e.g. Sinha and 
DeSarbo 1998; Day and Crask 2000; Chen and Dubinsky 2003). Customer perceptions 
include more than just price and quality (Bolton and Drew 1991; Day and Crask 2000), 
in particular when an object of evaluation is not a product. Simon (1976) in fact argues 
that people evaluate more than just a product or service – they assess the whole process, 
in which the price is only a part of the sacrifices. 

Finally, the approach is being criticised for treating a customer as a cognitive individual 
only (Holbrook and Hirshman 1982; Korkman 2006). They find the approach 
questionable in the light of hedonistic aspects of consumption. A majority of studies 
using this approach focuses on objective but not on subjective aspects of the value. 
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Often, psychological meanings are overlooked in the research (exceptions are Ravald 
and Grönroos 1996; Lapierre 2000) that treats customers as rational beings, which they 
are not. One of the reasons is that they use research techniques that enable access to 
customer cognition as embedded in what they say (e.g. questionnaires and interviews) 
but do not offer a view on what customers do and how they behave. 

To summarise, the benefit-sacrifice approach dominates in BtoB studies. The approach 
views CV as a cognition alone and not as an experience. It makes a distinction between 
its benefit and sacrifice components but fails to account for CV hierarchy and portray 
CV on different levels of abstractions. The studies adopting the approach differ in 
respect with what they treat as a benefit or as a sacrifice. Some studies equal sacrifices 
with monetary costs only whereas some include a wider group of sacrifices such as 
time, effort and psychological costs. CV is presented either as characteristics or 
consequences, or as a mix of these categories.  

Implications of this for the approach taken in this study lay in the need to account for 
the dichotomy in CV components, i.e. positive and negative meanings (benefits and 
sacrifices).

2.2.2.2. The means-end approach 

The means-end approach to CV (Reynolds and Gutman 1988; Pieters 1993; Woodruff 
and Gardial 1996) differentiates among different levels of CV abstractions and 
emphasises the role of object’s characteristics and consequences in defining CV.

For instance, Woodruff (1997) defines value as a customer-perceived preference for, 
and evaluation of those product attributes, attribute performances, and consequences 
that arise from use and that facilitate or block the customers in achieving their goals and 
purposes in use situations.

The approach distinguishes between three levels of abstraction of CV (Figure 5): 

• characteristics (often called attributes) of an object of evaluation whether it is a 
product, service, process or a relationship. 

• consequences - results of using the object of evaluation and  

• desired end-states - final reasons of using the object of evaluation. 

The level of abstraction of the levels and used concepts increases from product/service 
characteristics to customer desired end-states. The levels are interconnected in a way 
that the lower levels are the means by which the higher level ends are achieved 
(Woodruff and Gardial 1996). Consequences result from different characteristics while 
end-states are outcomes of consequences.  
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Figure 5 The means-end approach to CV  

Following this approach, it is essential to discern between the characteristics per se and 
customers’ perceptions of these characteristics for the reason that customers differ in 
their perceptions (Howard 1977). Howard (1977, p. 28) further explains that the 
perceptions are those that affect customer behaviour, not the characteristics itself.  

Botschen et al. (1999) argue for the importance of distinguishing between 
characteristics and benefits since characteristics of products or services do not explain 
per se why these might be chosen by a customer. They show that substantial differences 
exist in characteristics- and benefits-based segments. In fact, because of the benefits, 
people seek to explain the reasons why they are looking for certain characteristics; they 
find benefit-based strategies better than characteristics-based strategies. From the 
standpoint of website design, it is essential to separate characteristics from 
consequences, as website communication characteristics are those over which a web 
designer has some control. 

Apart from illuminating the three different levels of CV, the approach puts forward the 
importance of linkages between the levels (Reynolds and Gutman 1988; Pieters 1993; 
Pieters et al. 1995; Laukkanen 2006). Namely, as characteristics lead to higher-level 
abstractions, the linkages between these stand for a component of CV. Along that line, 
studies determine which characteristics lead to which consequences (e.g. Gutman 1982, 
1997; Reynolds and Gutman 1988; Sullivan Mort and Rose 2004; Laukkanen 2006). 

Besides determining the existence of the linkages between the levels (i.e. the points 
where they exist), Pieters (1993) outlines the need to know different ways in which 
characteristics and consequences are connected (the types of linkages). He thus puts 
forward different types of linkages between the levels: a) Instrumentality where an 
operation (characteristic) leads to attaining a particular goal. b) Equifinality, where a 
single benefit may be based on multiple attributes. c) Multifinality occurs when the 
same attribute leads to different benefits. d) Parallel finality occurs when two separate 
characteristics at the same time lead to a distinct goal. e) Sequential finality, as 
portrayed in Figure 6. The context of this study was consumer weight loss behaviour. 
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Figure 6 Different types of linkages between characteristics (operations) and consequences (goals) 
(Pieters 1993, p. 6)  

Woodruff and Gardial (1996) argue that the CV hierarchy (means-end approach) allows 
the determination of CV by providing a richer and a more meaningful way to 
understand the needs and desires of customers than the benefit-sacrifice approach. 
Studies also argue for the practical implications of the knowledge of linkages. Peter and 
Olson (2005) emphasise that marketing practitioners need to understand these three 
levels of customers’ product and service value in order to develop more effective 
marketing strategies. Olson and Reynolds (1983) point out that linking the 
characteristics with the higher-level abstractions points at the “driving force” of any 
strategy. Laukkanen (2006) finds that the understanding of linkages is relevant in order 
to understand how channel characteristics facilitate the achievement of desired end-
states.

The means-end approach also views value from a realist point of view, deducting it into 
different components of different levels of hierarchy. Some studies adopting this 
approach treat attributes that drive value as tangible (e.g. Laukkanen et al. 2004; 
Laukkanen 2006). Reality seems to be imperfectly and probabilistically apprehensible. 
Method-wise, in the same way as the benefit-sacrifice approach, studies adopting this 
approach utilise questionnaires and interviews. 

Still, this approach also has certain drawbacks. It focuses primarily on positive 
consequences (benefits), excluding negative consequences that are evenly important 
(Veludo-de-Oliviera et al. 2006). That is, from marketing strategy point of view, to 
know what creates and does not create CV is equally relevant and both should be 
captured. Thus, this approach also fails to confine some aspects of CV.  

In addition, the means-end approach was used so far in BtoC contexts only (e.g. 
Reynolds and Gutman 1988; Reynolds and Rochon 1991; Pitts et al. 1991; Beatty et al. 
1991; Pieters 1993; Woodruff and Gardial 1996; Huber et al. 2001; Laukkanen 2006) 
but not in BtoB context where studies adopt benefit-sacrifice approach to CV merely.  

Apart from that, there are no examples of studies adopting this approach that deal with 
websites (neither in BtoB nor in BtoC). Typically, objects of evaluation of the studies 
adopting this approach are products such as food (Baker et al. 2002b; Baker 2004), 
consumer goods (e.g. Solomon and Buchanan 1991), and advertisements (e.g. Reynolds 
and Rochon 1991). Also, studies deal with services such as e-banking (e.g. Laukkanen 
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et al. 2004; Laukkanen 2006) and behaviours such as gift-giving (e.g. Beatty et al. 
1991), ethical behaviour (e.g. Pitts et al. 1991), and shopping (e.g. Wagner 2007).  

To summarise, considering all the components of CV, the means-end approach adds 
richness to CV (Khalifa 2004). The implications of the means-end approach for the 
theoretical framework are twofold. The framework should acknowledge different levels 
of CV abstractions and it needs to give attention to linkages between the levels. 

2.2.2.3. The experiential approach 

Contrary to the two aforementioned approaches, the experiential approach rejects to 
treat CV as a perception merely. The experiential approach places an emphasis on the 
experiences of customer activities. The main idea of the approach is that the value that 
matters is the one in customer’s experience not in the product or service. It treats 
customers not only as thinkers but also as feelers and doers (Holbrook and Hirshman 
1982). Thus, the approach maintains that the essence of value proposition is in the 
customer’s resulting experiences. 

Holbrook (1999) gives an emphasis to experiences of using a product/service. He finds 
experience important because people care more about consumption experiences than 
products. Conceptually, these experiences are explained on a high level of abstraction 
e.g. utilitarian and hedonic experience, which is a much higher level of abstraction than 
in the case with the benefit-sacrifice approach where the focus is on more concrete 
concepts such as saving time or effort. 

An object of evaluation according to this approach is not a product, a service or a 
relationship but the whole process of interaction between a subject and an object with 
all the experiences. 

The approach argues that customers are not only thinkers, as the previous two assume, 
but also feelers. Holbrook and Hirshman (1982) accentuate the need to treat customers 
as people and not as customers only. They find that one should focus on customer 
experiences and not perceptions alone. In many BtoB studies on CV in particular, 
customers are treated mainly as utilitarian beings, deprived of any experiential abilities. 

In an online setting, several studies build on this approach, all of which in BtoC context. 
They find that the online context should be studied as an experience (e.g. Steenkamp 
and Geyskens 2006). Steenkamp and Geyskens (2006) define CV of a website as an 
interactive, relativistic, and preference experience that results from visiting a website. 

The experiential approach, unlike the first two approaches, finds that there are different 
realities as each individual carries different experiences. The approach involves 
essentially constructivist methods (e.g. observations) through which the whole process 
of consumption (or any other activity) can be captured. Thus, through such techniques, 
it offers insights beyond customer perceptions – in their behaviour. Such research 
techniques are not applied in other approaches. 
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Nevertheless, the approach faces considerable practical limitations in BtoB setting. 
Namely, it is often unfeasible to utilise extensive observations of customer activities due 
to excessive business secrecy and difficult access to customer premises. That is one of 
the reasons why none of the BtoB studies utilises the approach.

Another reason for inexistence of applications of this approach in BtoB studies is the 
assumption that the most BtoB studies make. BtoB studies emphasise rationality of 
BtoB customers. The studies expect BtoB customers to be rather balanced. 
Nevertheless, Steenkamp and Geyskens (2006) show that the use of websites involves 
experiences. People are not only rational beings but their behaviour involves 
experiences also. In addition, communication per se is a process that heavily involves 
people who are not always lead by rational goals but are lead by different other 
experiences. In the same vein, the use of a website involves a person, website and 
interaction between the person and the website. 

In addition, like the benefit-sacrifice approach, this approach oversimplifies CV by 
failing to portray different levels of CV abstractions but rather, it centres on experiences 
on a high-level of abstraction. In addition, the approach ignores positive and negative 
aspects of CV. From a practical point of view of a website communication manager, the 
approach offers weak insights into the way website communication characteristics are 
connected with CV and manners they could be managed to increase CV. 

The implications of this approach for the approach taken in this study are of two kinds. 
Firstly, it offers insights in CV on the highest level of abstraction. With respect to 
method, the experiential approach to CV raises the awareness of different methods 
required to capture the experiences in addition to those suitable to confine perceptions. 
Namely, to tackle the experiences, we need to accompany other methods than those that 
enable us to capture cognitive aspects of CV such as observations.  

2.2.2.4. Conclusions and implications for this study 

The examined approaches consistently confirm that CV is an important, complex and 
rich concept that varies across contexts and between different customers. The three 
approaches differ in their view on CV, pointing out different components of CV as 
shown in Table 9.

Table 9 The main approaches to CV and their characteristics 

Approach CV detected in Object of CV CV components 
The benefit-sacrifice Customer cognition Product, service, 

relationship 
Benefits and sacrifices 

The means-end Customer cognition Product, service Objects’ characteristics, 
consequences, end-states, linkages 

The experiential Customer behaviour Activity Experiences 

With the intention to point out the ways in which the approaches differ and the ways 
they are related, Figure 7 portrays the value components that each approach tackles. 
Furthermore, the figure shows which CV components each approach fails to capture. 



43

Figure 7 Current approaches to CV 

Thus, as seen in Figure 7, each approach separately faces limitations in conceptualising 
CV in BtoB as they consider some aspects of CV and neglect other. The benefit-
sacrifice approach is being criticised for not making a distinction between 
product/service/activity characteristics and consequences categories. The means-end 
approach is a matter of dispute for focusing on positive consequences (benefits) only 
and not taking into account negative consequences. The experiential approach appears 
to be uneasy for utilising in BtoB context. Besides, it oversimplifies CV as it does not 
distinguish levels of CV abstractions nor acknowledges positive and negative 
components of value. Thus, each of the approaches fails to portray some aspect of CV 
and tends to simplify CV. Table 10 summarises the strengths and limitations of current 
approaches to CV.

Table 10 Strengths and limitations of the approaches to CV 

Approaches 
to CV Strengths Limitations 

Benefit-
sacrifice

Acknowledges and distinguishes both 
positive and negative components of 
value. 
Was applied in BtoB contexts. 

Oversimplifies CV. 
Merges characteristics and consequences 
Treats a customer as a rational being 

Means-end Portrays CV’s richness 
Distinguishes levels of CV abstractions 
and makes connections between them 

Treats a customer as a rational being. 
Neglects negative aspects of 
consequences. 
No previous applications in BtoB studies. 

Experiential Takes into account the whole process of 
interaction, accounts for the nature of the 
context and the fact that people are not 
only rational beings. 
Use of constructivists methods 

Oversimplifies CV. 
Does not distinguish levels of CV 
abstractions nor acknowledges positive 
and negative components of value. 
Difficult to empirically implement in 
BtoB settings.  
No previous applications in BtoB studies. 
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Although the approaches differ, they are not mutually exclusive but rather 
complementary. Table 11 points at the complementary aspects between the current 
approaches to value. 

Table 11 Complementary aspects between the current approaches to value 

Complementary aspects between the approaches 
Responses to limitations 

Appr.  
to CV  

Limitations of the 
approaches 

The benefit-sacrifice  The means-end  The experiential 
Oversimplifies CV 
and fails to separate 
between 
characteristics and 
consequences 

 Accounts for 
different 
components of CV 
on different levels of 
abstraction

B
en

ef
it-

sa
cr

ifi
ce

 

Relies on customer 
perceptions alone and 
does not capture their 
experiences when 
they happen 

  Uses constructivists 
methods and 
captures customer 
experiences when 
they occur  

Relies on customer 
perceptions alone and 
does not capture their 
experiences when 
they happen 

  Uses constructivists 
methods and 
captures customer 
experiences when 
they occur 

M
ea

ns
-e

nd
 

Neglects the negative 
aspects of CV 

Distinguishes 
benefits and 
sacrifices and 
outlines negative 
aspects

Oversimplifies CV 
and fails to separate 
between 
characteristics and 
consequences 

 Accounts for 
different 
components of CV 
on different levels of 
abstraction

E
xp

er
ie

nt
ia

l 

Neglects the negative 
aspects of CV 

Distinguishes 
benefits and 
sacrifices and 
outlines negative 
aspects

Thus, the limitations of each approach could be overcome through the strengths of the 
other two in the following ways:  

• The weakness of the benefit-sacrifice and experiential approaches of 
oversimplifying CV and failing to separate between characteristics and 
consequences could be overcome through the means-end approach that 
accounts for these.

• The limitation of both the means-end and experiential approaches of 
neglecting the negative aspects of CV could be reduced through the benefit-
sacrifice approach that accounts for these.
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• The experiential approach utilising constructivists methods (e.g. observation 
techniques) could surmount the drawback of both benefit-sacrifice and means-
end approaches of relying on customer perceptions alone and neglecting their 
experiences.  

Thus, the weaknesses of each approach could be overcome by integrating the 
approaches. A new approach to CV could build on that fact and use the strength of all 
the approaches to overcome their weaknesses. Such an integrated approach is 
introduced in the next chapter.

2.2.3. An integrated approach to customer value 

This chapter presents the integrated approach to CV based on which the tentative 
framework of CV of website communication in BtoB relationships will be developed. 
Since the existing approaches to CV individually face limitations in conceptualising CV 
in BtoB in a holistic way, this study integrates the approaches by building on their 
complementarities.  

As discussed in the previous chapter, each of the approaches puts forward some aspects 
of CV that are important in CV representation and should be captured in CV 
representation in order to conceptualise it holistically. The benefit-sacrifice approach 
outlines both positive and negative aspects of value. The means-end approach 
distinguishes levels of abstractions and makes connections between them. The 
experiential approach takes into account the whole process of interaction, and accounts 
for the fact that people are not rational beings merely but are lead by their experiences 
as well. It outlines the need to capture customer experiences when they happen. Table 
12 summarises the implications of each approach for the integrated approach to CV 
introduced in this study. 

Table 12 Implications of current approaches to CV for the integrated approach to CV of this 
study 

Approach Implications for the integrated approach 
Benefit-
sacrifice

Customer consequences are twofold: benefits and sacrifices. 

Means-end CV encompasses components on different levels of abstractions, 
and linkages among them. 

Experiential Object of evaluation involves the activities not a website alone. 
Observations bring rich insights in CV. 
Acknowledge customer emotions and behaviour. 

Acknowledging the three approaches to value, CV of website communication in BtoB 
relationships can be defined as an interactive, relativistic, preference perception and 
experience that encompass multiple benefits and sacrifices that industrial customers link 
with website communication characteristics, taking into consideration the available 
alternative communication channels in specific use situations. 

Thus, the definition borrows from each approach to CV. Following the means-end 
approach, this definition acknowledges the three components of CV on different levels 
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of abstraction. Based on the benefit-sacrifice approach, it acknowledges dichotomy in 
consequences i.e. sacrifices not only benefits. Following the means-end approach, the 
definition outlines the relevance of linkages between the components. In line with the 
experiential approach, the definition takes into consideration that in capturing CV one 
should focus not only on customer perceptions but on experiences as well. That mainly 
carries the implications for the method through which CV of website communication in 
BtoB relationships could be captured.

Through the integration of the approaches to CV and the acknowledgment of the 
website communication specifics, the integrative approach to CV of website 
communication in BtoB relationships is developed, as presented in Figure 8. 

Figure 8 The integrative approach to CV of website communication in BtoB relationships 

As portrayed in Figure 8, the approach discerns between three levels of abstraction of 
CV of website communication and establishes linkages between them. The approach to 
CV taken in this study thus points at four main components of the theoretical framework 
of CV of website communication in BtoB relationship:  

• CV drivers (a) that are characteristics of an object of evaluation. In the case of 
website communication in BtoB relationship these are characteristics of 
website communication  

• customer consequences that can be benefits (b) and sacrifices (c). In the case 
of website communication in BtoB relationship the consequences are results of 
website communication characteristics and encompass different benefits 
(gains) and sacrifices (losses) that customers associate with website 
communication characteristics.

• end-states (d) that are final goals guiding customers i.e. website users, 

• linkages (e) between the components as the ways in which website 
communication characteristics and customer consequences are connected. 
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Table 13 summarises the main characteristics of the integrated approach to CV and 
shows from which approaches they originate. 

Table 13 Characteristics of the integrated approach to CV 

The approaches from which the 
characteristics originate Characteristics of the integrated approach 

Ben.-sacr. Means-end Experiential 
Distinguishes components of CV on different levels of 
abstraction  X  

Distinguishes positive and negative components of 
value X   

Acknowledges linkages between the components  X  
Accounts for the need to capture customers’ 
experiences when taking place    X 

Use of observations   X 

Thus, acknowledging the multidimensionality of CV the suggested integrated approach 
to CV could portray CV’s richness and offer a holistic view on CV. Khalifa (2004) 
argues that an integrative approach to CV would be able to capture richness and 
complexity of CV better. At the same time, due to its complexity, the approach might 
face some difficulties in empirical implementation. Table 14 summarises the strengths 
and limitations of the suggested integrated approach.

Table 14 Strengths and limitations of the suggested integrated approach  

Approach Strengths Limitations 

Integrated 

Portrays CV’s richness  
Offers a holistic view on CV 
Captures customers’ experiences at the 
point when and where they take place 

Possible complexity in empirical 
implementation. 
Difficulties in gaining access to observe 
customers 

This chapter has outlined the main components of the integrative approach to CV of 
website communication in BtoB relationships that provides a platform for the 
theoretical framework. To understand meanings of each of the CV components in BtoB 
website communication context, it is necessary to look further for the answers in 
previous studies that tackle these components and in the empirical world. Thus, the 
following chapter reviews extant studies engaging with each of components of the 
integrated approach and deepens the understanding of the meanings of each component 
in specific contexts. 
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2.3. Literature review of extant studies on customer value 

The following chapters give an overview of current studies that deal with each 
component of the integrated approach to CV that was presented in the previous chapter. 
These components are: CV drivers (i.e. website communication characteristics), 
consequences (benefits and sacrifices), end-states, and linkages between these 
components. The purpose of reviewing the studies is to deepen the tentative framework 
and understanding of meanings of it components in particular contexts. The review 
examines the previous research on CV and its implications for conceptualisation of CV 
of website communication in BtoB relationships.

The review is structured based on the four components of the introduced integrated 
approach to CV. Each of these components is firstly assessed in different BtoB online 
contexts (such as BtoB extranets, websites and similar) as these are the closest to 
website communication. Secondly, the review for each component concerns BtoB 
studies within the interaction approach as they can offer an insight into possible 
meanings of the components in respect with the BtoB relationships context. Finally, the 
review covers studies on CV in BtoC online contexts for the reason that they can 
provide input for possible meanings of the components in online settings. Concurrently, 
the aforementioned studies are critically discussed in the light of their applicability for 
CV of website communication in BtoB relationships. The chapter ends with a summary 
of the deepened tentative theoretical framework. The review results with a tentative 
theoretical framework of CV of website communication in BtoB relationships, outlining 
the research gap steering this study. 

2.3.1. Customer value drivers 

Website communication characteristics represent the least abstract part of the tentative 
framework (Figure 8, point a). The characteristics are often referred to as CV drivers 
(e.g. Lapierre 2000) i.e. product, service or relationship characteristics that drive and are 
sources of CV.

Studies (e.g. Parasuruman 1997; Lapierre 2000; Laukkanen et al. 2004) consider 
knowledge of CV drivers to be greatly relevant. Parasuruman (1997) emphasises the 
importance of identifying the sources (i.e. product/service/relationship characteristics or 
related) from which customers may derive value. Laukkanen et al. (2004) accentuate 
that different channels have different characteristics and depending on these there is a 
difference in CV. 

In respect with website communication, website communication characteristics stand 
for CV drivers. Chapter 2.1.2.1 already introduced website communication 
characteristics discussed in studies on inter-organisational communication and the 
Internet. These characteristics were summarised in Table 6. None of the studies on 
inter-organisational communication dealt with a specification of website communication 
characteristics that drive CV. This chapter reviews extant studies dealing with CV 
drivers.
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CV studies devote attention to characteristics of different contexts/objects of evaluation 
and point out various characteristics that drive CV in different contexts: BtoB online 
and offline contexts and BtoC online contexts as presented in Table 15. 

Table 15 CV drivers in online and offline contexts 

Study Context CV drivers 
BtoB online 

Foster (2005) An extranet Anytime, a few clicks, info dynamic in nature, no paper form, 
downloading 

BtoB offline 
Lapierre
(2000) 

BtoB 
relationships  

Product related: alternative solution, product quality, product 
customisation; Service related: responsiveness, flexibility, reliability, 
technical competence; Relationship related: seller’s image, trust, seller 
solidarity with customers, time/effort/energy, conflict 

Ulaga (2003) BtoB 
relationships 

Product quality, service support, delivery, seller know-how, time-to-
market, personal interaction, direct product costs (price), process costs 

Homburg et 
al. (2005) 

BtoB 
relationships 

Product characteristics: product quality, service quality; Relationship 
characteristics: trust of the customer, joint action between customer 
and seller; Seller characteristics: flexibility and commitment of the 
seller

BtoC online
Keeney
(1999) 

Online 
shopping 

Fraud, system security, access to information, product information  
misuse of credit card and personal information  
reliable delivery, impulse buying, accuracy of transaction,  
comparison shopping, purchase choices, product variety and 
availability,  
personal travel, ease of use, personal interaction 

Wolfinbarger 
and Gilly 
(2001) 

Online 
shopping 

Accessibility/convenience, selection, information availability and lack 
of unwanted sociality from retail sales help or shopping partners. 
Surprise/excitement/uniqueness, positive sociality, online deal 
searching and involvement with a product. 

Kim (2002) Online 
shopping 

Convenience, resources, product performance, customer service, 
sensory stimulation, social interaction and ambience 

Steenkamp 
and Geyskens 
(2006) 

BtoC 
websites 

Privacy/security, customisation and consumer-site congruity.  

In BtoB online context, Foster (2005) finds that BtoB customers appreciate the 
following characteristics of the Internet: it can be accessed anytime, requires a few 
clicks, offers up-to-date information, does not require paper and documents can be 
downloaded. As discussed in chapter 2.1.2.1, website communication possesses many 
other characteristics apart from those specified in Foster (2005). Except from Foster 
(2005), no other BtoB study on CV deals with characteristics of website communication 
or similar contexts. 

In BtoC context, studies dealing with CV drivers in online contexts, i.e. with 
characteristics of online context driving CV, are greater in number than those in BtoB 
context as seen in Table 15. However, these studies focus mainly on characteristics of e-
commerce or online shopping, but not website communication (e.g. Keeney 1999; 
Wolfinbarger and Gilly 2001; Kim 2002; Steenkamp and Geyskens 2006) and thus are 
not the most applicable for the context of BtoB website communication.  
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In BtoB offline contexts, CV studies focus on product/service or relationship as objects 
and identify characteristics that drive CV (e.g. Lapierre 1997, 2000; Ulaga 2003; 
Homburg et al. 2005).  

Next to product or service characteristics, studies on CV in the interaction approach 
(e.g. Lapierre 2000; Ulaga 2003; Homburg et al. 2005) outline that relationship 
characteristics are important drivers of CV in different contexts. They find that when 
studying CV, one needs to consider a relationship as well. For instance, Lapierre (2000) 
identifies a list of 13 product, service or relationship related characteristics that drive 
CV in business relationships. Ulaga (2003) points out several relationship 
characteristics as value drivers: product quality, service support, delivery, seller know-
how, time-to-market, personal interaction, direct product costs (price) and process costs. 
Also, Homburg et al. (2005) focus on characteristics that drive CV in BtoB markets. 
They outline 6 drivers, grouped in 3 sets depending whether they focus on product, 
relationship or seller characteristics: 

• Product characteristics: product quality, service quality 

• Relationship characteristics: customer’s trust, joint action between customer 
and seller 

• Seller characteristics: flexibility and commitment of the seller 

Thus, CV can be driven not only by product or service characteristics but by 
characteristics of a relationship in which product/service consumption takes place. 
Following the same logic for website communication, characteristics of a relationship in 
which website communication takes place could possibly also drive CV. 

2.3.1.1. Conclusions and implications for the study 

The reviewed BtoB studies on CV provide a partial understanding of website 
communication characteristics drive CV in BtoB relationships. Out of all BtoB studies 
dealing with CV drivers, only Foster (2005) discusses websites in BtoB context. The 
rest of the studies dealing with CV drivers in online contexts are conducted in BtoC 
settings, and focus on commerce-related characteristics of websites, not communication. 
Thus, studies dealing with CV offer some, however weak insight into BtoB website 
communication characteristics that drive CV. The inter-organisational communication 
studies that were reviewed in Chapter 2.2. provide richer insights in website 
communication characteristics.

Based on the inter-organisational communication studies, website communication can 
be seen through characteristics of three facets: content, form and user-website 
interaction. Unlike the interaction approach, the inter-organisational communication 
studies dealing with website communication characteristics do not consider website 
communication characteristics related to a buyer-seller relationship. BtoB studies on CV 
in the interaction approach emphasise the importance of relationship characteristics for 
CV regardless of context.
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Following that logic, website communication characteristics that drive CV might 
include characteristics of a business relationship in which website communication takes 
place. Therefore, in addition to the three mentioned facets of website communication: 
content, form and user-website interaction, it might be necessary to take into account 
relationship characteristics as parts of website communication. 

Considering thus both the inter-organisational communication theory and the interaction 
approach, the facets of website communication can be classified into four categories: 
information form and content, customer-website interaction and relationship. The main 
characteristics of website communication that drive CV of website communication in 
the studied relationships can be classified as content-, form-, interaction-, and 
relationship-related characteristics as presented in Figure 9.

Figure 9 The main facets of website communication that might drive CV: content, form, 
interaction and relationship 

Taking into account both groups of studies, Table 16 summarises characteristics of 
website communication in BtoB that could act as CV drivers. 

Table 16 Review of CV drivers for website communication and BtoB relationships 

Context BtoB website communication BtoB relationship 

CV drivers Various, customised content 
Up-to-date  
Not face-to-face, impersonal nature 
Multitude of media  
Not time-bound, in real time, not location-bound 
Interactive,  
Direct communication between companies 
Multiple-user participation 
Self-service characteristics  
Inhibited user privacy and possible viruses 
No paper form, downloading documents 

Relationship related:  
seller’s image,  
trust,  
seller solidarity with customers, 
time/effort/energy,  
conflict,  
joint action between customer 
and seller 

However, the studies do not clarify which of the various website communication 
characteristics drive value for customers specifically. Thus, an empirical investigation 
might offer a better understanding of drivers of value of BtoB website communication 
for customers.  
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2.3.1.2. Customer consequences: benefits and sacrifices 

Customer consequences (benefits and sacrifices) represent the second level of 
abstraction in the integrate approach to CV of website communication in BtoB 
relationships (Figure 8, points b and c). Depending on an object of evaluation, customer 
benefits (sacrifices) refer to customer gains (losses) from a product, service, 
relationship, website or website communication. Table 17 summarises customer 
benefits and sacrifices identified in various contexts, starting from BtoB to BtoC online 
and offline contexts.

Table 17 Customer benefits and sacrifices in different contexts 

Study Context Benefits  Sacrifices 
BtoB online 

Foster
(2005) 

Extranet Saving time and energy, getting the right 
info in the right way

Spending time and energy 

Rao et al. 
(2003) 

Internet  Time effectiveness, reduction of data 
errors  

Not discussed 

Kennedy 
and
Deeter-S.
(2001) 

Internet  Ease of use, ease of comparing prices and 
products, ease of information exchange 
and access and reduction of paper and 
time.  

Not discussed 

Chakrabort
y et al. 
(2003) 

Website Reduced user effort, increased accuracy 
of search, saving time, reduced search 
costs

Concerns, user frustration 

BtoB offline
Lapierre
(2000) 

BtoB 
relationships 

Monetary, time, effort and psychological 
benefits 

Monetary, time, effort and 
psychological costs 

Ulaga and 
Chacour
(2001) 

BtoB 
relationships 

Monetary and non-monetary Monetary and non-
monetary 

Bovik 
(2004) 

BtoB 
relationships 

Monetary and non-monetary Monetary and non-
monetary 

Gao et al. 
(2005) 

BtoB 
relationships 

The reduction of anxiety and uncertainty, 
trust and increase in realistic expectations 
Personal recognition and friendship  
Economic and customisation advantages  
Stability of supply and insurance of 
future outcomes 

Not discussed 

BtoC online 
Keeney
(1999) 

Online 
shopping 

Convenience (of purchasing, time 
flexibility, after-sale service, effort of 
shopping, personal hassle, ease of finding 
product),  
Time spent (purchase, processing, 
payment, queuing, to find product, 
communication, search, to order product, 
to gather information) 
Privacy (email lists) 
Shopping enjoyment (a social event, 
worry, inspiration, user productivity 
(ideas), regret, disappointment, customer 
confidence, forced labour)Safety, 
environmental impact 

Not discussed 
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Study Context Benefits  Sacrifices 
Sharp 
(2001)  

Website
communicati
on

Getting information and advice, reducing 
personal insecurity, learning about 
society and the world, 
finding support for one’s own values, 
getting insight into one’s own life, 
experiencing empathy with problems of 
others, having a basis/substitute for social 
contact, feeling connected with others, 
escaping from problems and worries, 
entry into an imaginary world, filling 
time, emotional release, acquiring a 
structure for daily routine 

Not discussed 

Chen and 
Dubinsky 
(2003) 

Online 
shopping 

Not discussed Time and energy costs, 
negative feelings 

Forsythe et 
al. (2006) 

Online 
shopping 

Not discussed Product performance, 
financial and time-
convenience costs,  
psychological costs 

Steenkamp 
and G. 
(2006) 

Consumer 
goods 
websites 

Monetary and non-monetary costs Monetary and non-
monetary costs 

BtoC offline
Zeithaml 
(1988) 

Services Monetary, saving time, effort Cost of time, effort, search 
and psychic costs 

Grönroos 
(1997) 

Services Relational benefits (psychological) Relational costs 
(psychological) 

Huber et 
al. (2001) 

General Not discussed Monetary, time, search, 
learning, emotional costs, 
cognitive and physical 
effort, financial, social and 
psychological risk 

Baker et al. 
(2002a) 

General Not discussed Psychic costs 

As already mentioned, studies on customer benefits and sacrifices in online BtoB 
context practically do not exist. To my knowledge, only Foster (2005) tackles that issue. 
He focuses on CV of a BtoB extranet that, besides communication functions, 
encompasses procurement and distribution. The study outlines several benefits: saving 
time and energy, and getting the right information in the right way.  

Similarly, Kennedy and Deeter-Schmelz (2001) also focus on benefits related with time 
and energy. They outline four categories of benefits of buyers’ internet usage in BtoB 
communication: ease of use, ease of comparing prices and products, ease of information 
exchange and access and reduction of paper and time. As well, in a study on BtoB 
website characteristics, Chakraborty et al. (2003) mention several benefits related with 
saving time and effort: reduced user effort, increased accuracy of search, saving time, 
and reduced search costs. In the same vein, Rao et al. (2003) point out time 
effectiveness as one important benefit of using the Internet in communication while the 
other is reduction of data errors. 
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Regarding sacrifices, Foster (2005) outlines spending time. In addition, Chakraborty et 
al. (2003) implicitly point at two kinds of user sacrifices: concerns due to privacy issues 
and user frustration due to poor website accessibility. Thus, they point at other but 
customer time-related sacrifices.  

Accordingly, BtoB online studies dominantly place their focus on money-, time-, effort- 
and accuracy-related benefits and sacrifices. They draw attention to psychological 
consequences as well but these are outlined only implicitly. 

In BtoB offline studies, customer benefits and sacrifices are primarily related to 
monetary aspects of sacrifices (e.g. Anderson and Narus 1990, 2004; Ulaga and 
Chacour 2001). They consider “price-related” aspects as a representation of the 
perceived sacrifices. 

Apart from these, Lapierre (2000) draws attention to non-monetary benefits and 
sacrifices in BtoB relationship context. Grönroos (1992, 1997) elaborates on such costs. 
He discusses relationship costs as those costs incurring from the fact that one is in a 
relationship with another party. He divides them into direct, indirect and psychological 
costs. Direct relationship costs occur from a decision to go into a relationship with 
another party. Indirect relationship costs follow when the offering does not function as 
promised. Psychological costs occur when a customer perceives fears or knows that 
problems in the relationship will occur. 

Gao et al. (2005) further deepen the understanding of non-monetary benefits in BtoB 
relationships. They build on Grönroos (1992, 1997), Ravald and Grönroos (1996) and 
Gwinner et al. (1998) and refer to benefits resulting from a long-term relationship such 
as: the reduction of anxiety and uncertainty, trust and increase in realistic expectations, 
personal recognition and friendship, and economic and customisation advantages. 

With the respect to method, none of the BtoB studies involves observations of 
customers’ use of websites but rely on customer words only. In that way, the studies 
might miss to reach consequences that customers are perhaps not aware of but can be 
noticed from their behaviour through observations.

In online BtoC context, more studies compared to BtoB address customer benefits and 
sacrifices. Only Sharp (2001) focuses specifically on BtoC website communication and 
suggests a list of benefits for individuals from website communication as seen in Table 
17. The study refers to many benefits referring to individual’s state of mind and social 
life. 

The rest of the studies in BtoC online context deal with customer benefits and sacrifices, 
associated with a different context than BtoB website communication, concretely BtoC 
online shopping. These studies (e.g. Keeney 1999; Chen and Dubinsky 2003; 
Steenkamp and Geyskens 2006; Forsythe et al. 2006) refer to various benefits and 
sacrifices related to customers’ time, effort, money and state of mind. However, the 
consequences they elicit stem from rather different context than BtoB website 
communication and thus they cannot be transferred directly to it. 
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BtoC online studies build on Zeithaml (1988) who extends customer sacrifices beyond 
money and includes costs of time, effort, search and psychic costs. Non-monetary 
sacrifices are often associated with time, energy and effort but these three categories are 
very broad and can have different meanings in different settings. Baker et al. (2002a) 
further define psychological costs as mental stress or emotional labour during shopping 
experience while time and effort costs relate to non-emotional investments.  

Thus, as seen in Table 17, BtoC literature puts forward time- and effort-related 
customer benefits and sacrifices just like the BtoB studies. However, in addition to 
these, it heavily emphasises customer benefits and sacrifices related with their mind. 

2.3.1.3. Conclusions and implications for the study 

From the review, we can see a variety of benefits and sacrifices mentioned in the 
literature in different contexts. BtoB studies emphasise benefits and sacrifices related 
with money, time and effort. Furthermore, they touch upon psychological benefits and 
sacrifices but find that these should be studied more in depth. 

Such benefits and sacrifices related with customer state of mind received a greater 
attention in BtoC studies. Moreover, in BtoC, a seller website may take some social role 
or to fill time. In particular, enjoyment-related sacrifices receive attention in BtoC. 
Accordingly, BtoC studies show that people are not always utilitarian but are often lead 
by emotions. However, the mentioned contexts differ. BtoB and BtoC customers might 
differ in their motivation in using websites. BtoB customers are more goal-directed in 
their behaviour and less oriented towards hedonic benefits (Hoffman and Novak 1996). 
Since customer behaviour and especially communication and BtoB websites differ 
between these two settings, the findings of studies ranging from BtoC should be 
carefully considered before accepted in BtoB settings.

Additionally, the review shows some of the aforementioned drawbacks of current 
research on CV in BtoB context or in respect with websites due to relying on benefit-
sacrifice approach alone. As seen, a few BtoB studies refer to CV on the level of 
consequences. Rather, they focus on product/service/relationship characteristics, 
meaning they focus on the lowest level of CV abstraction. Thus, the review corroborates 
the need for more BtoB research that would take a closer look into the consequences 
and characteristics separately. In addition, by utilising observations, some additional 
benefits and sacrifices might be captured.  

The benefits and sacrifices elicited in previous studies regarding BtoB website 
communication or similar contexts are summarised in Table 18. 
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Table 18 Possible customer benefits and sacrifices of website communication in BtoB relationships 
based on previous studies 

Context BtoB website 
communication BtoB online BtoB offline BtoC website 

communication 
Benefits - Saving money, 

time and effort 
Psychological 
benefits 

The reduction of anxiety and 
uncertainty, trust and 
increase in realistic 
expectations
Personal recognition and 
friendship Economic and 
customisation advantages  
Stability 

Benefits related with 
user’s state of mind 
and social life 

Sacrifices - Taking money, 
time and effort 
Concerns, user 
frustration 

Monetary, time, effort and 
psychological costs 

-

The review of benefits and sacrifices in previous literature shows that current body of 
research offers some, yet fragile basis for the possible meanings of customer benefits 
and sacrifices of website communication in BtoB relationships. Therefore, an additional 
empirical research of these is required. 

2.3.2. Customer end-states 

Customer end-states represent the most abstract level of the integrated approach to CV 
(Figure 8, point d). Customers’ use of a website in communication is finally lead by 
these categories. They are considered to be the most stable i.e. they could be generalised 
across different contexts and situations (Reynolds and Gutman 1988). Based on the 
means-end approach, they are referred to as customer desired end-states.  

Studies on CV discuss different types of end-states. The end-states can be categorised in 
different ways. Rescher (1969) numbers several ways of classifying these CV 
components: 

• By the nature of the benefit at issue (e.g. economic, moral, social…) 

• By the purposes at issue (e.g. professional, historical…) 

• By the relationship between the subscriber and the beneficiary (e.g. self-
oriented, other-oriented…) 

• By the relationship the value itself bears to others (e.g. instrumental, 
intrinsic…) 

End-states are the most stabile components of CV i.e. they can be generalised in 
different contexts. Due to that, next to BtoB studies and BtoC online studies, BtoC 
offline studies can offer inputs for this study, in particular as BtoB studies on CV at this 
level are few. Table 19 summarises studies dealing with customer end-states and end-
states identified in various contexts.
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Table 19 Customer end-states in different contexts 

Study Context End-states / experiences 
BtoB online  

Foster (2005) Extranet Efficiency and effectiveness 
BtoB offline 

Gao et al. (2005) Relationships Confidence, social value, special treatment and stability 
BtoC online 

Wolfinbarger and G. 
(2001); Steenkamp and G. 
(2006); Forsythe et al. 
(2006) 

Online shopping Utilitarian (goal-oriented) and hedonic (emotional) 
experience 

Kim (2002) Online shopping Efficiency, excellence, play and aesthetics 
Yen and Gwinner (2003) Internet retail 

context 
Customer confidence and special treatment  

BtoC offline 
Sheth et al. (1991) Consumption Functional, social, emotional, epistemic and conditional
Lai (1995) General Functional, social, affective, epistemic, aesthetic, hedonic 

and conditional.  
Holbrook (1996) General Efficiency, excellence, status, esteem, play, aesthetics, 

ethics, spirituality 
Babin et al. (1994); 
Holbrook (1999) 

Shopping Utilitarian (goal-oriented) and hedonic (emotional) 
value/experience. 

Gwinner et al. (1998) Relationships Confidence, social value, special treatment 

In BtoB online contexts, Foster (2005) puts forward efficiency and effectiveness as the 
main customer end-states related with the use of BtoB websites. No other BtoB study 
elicits customer end-states in the related contexts. 

In BtoB offline context, Gao et al. (2005) build on Ravald and Grönroos (1996) and 
Gwinner et al. (1998) to present relational benefits of BtoB relationships. Though they 
focus on benefit-components of CV (relational benefits), they discuss the meanings on 
the high level of abstraction. They specify relational meanings of CV in BtoB context: 

• Confidence – the reduction of anxiety and uncertainty, trust and increase in 
realistic expectations 

• Social benefits – the emotional aspect of relationships focusing on personal 
recognition and friendship – intrinsic rewards received from harmonious 
relationship 

• Special treatment – economic and customisation advantages (special deals) – 
seller’s allotment of relationship-specific resources, product adaptations, and 
special delivery and service arrangements 

• Stability of supply and insurance of future exchange outcomes 

BtoC online and offline studies bring forth other CV meanings on the most abstract 
level as seen in Table 19. For example, Kim (2002) conceptually studies CV of BtoC 
Internet shopping and outlines four CV categories on the highest level of abstraction: 
efficiency, excellence, play and aesthetics.  Furthermore, Yen and Gwinner (2003), 
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building on Gwinner et al. (1998), put forward that customer confidence and special 
treatment, resulting from long-term relationship, might matter in Internet retail context.

In BtoC offline context, Sheth et al. (1991) categorise five value types: functional value 
– concerned with the utility derived from product’s quality and performance, social – 
from product’s ability to enhance social self-concepts, e.g. status, emotional – derived 
from feelings and affective states generated by a product, epistemic – surprise or novelty 
aspect and conditional – refers to a situation in which value judgment is made.  

Lai (1995) builds on Sheth et al. (1991) and proposes a typology with eight CV types 
that consumers may derive from possession or consumption: functional, social, 
affective, epistemic, aesthetic, hedonic and conditional.

Similarly, Holbrook (1996) lists different types of CV on the highest level of 
abstraction: efficiency (convenience), excellence (quality), status (success, impression 
management), esteem (reputation, materialisation, possession), play (fun), aesthetics 
(beauty), ethics (justice, virtue, morality), spirituality (faith, ecstasy, sacredness) – 
whether intrinsic or extrinsic, self- or other-oriented, and active or reactive.  

Many CV studies in BtoC online contexts build on Babin et al. (1994) and Holbrook 
(1999), and make a distinction between utilitarian (goal-oriented) and hedonic 
(emotional) value/experience (e.g. Wolfinbarger and Gilly 2001; Steenkamp and 
Geyskens 2006; Forsythe et al. 2006).

2.3.2.1. Conclusions and implications for the study 

The review presents various types of CV on the most abstract level of customer end-
states. Primarily, it shows that there are hardly any studies dealing with customer end-
states in BtoB.

In BtoB online context, efficiency and convenience are outlined as the main customer 
end-states while in additional context different other end-states are found. Studies 
conducted in BtoB offline contexts and BtoC online contexts point at other types of end-
states such as confidence or special treatment while BtoC studies list many additional 
types of end-states such as play and aesthetics. Thus, the variety of end-states identified 
in other contexts indicates that customer end-states in BtoB online contexts might be 
more extensive than the two types of end-states currently emphasised in the literature. 
The customer end-states elicited in BtoB website communication context and similar 
context are summarised in Table 20. 

Table 20 Possible customer end-states of website communication in BtoB relationships based on 
previous studies 

Context BtoB website 
communication BtoB online BtoB offline BtoC online  BtoC offline 

End-
states

- Efficiency, 
convenience 

Confidence, 
social value, 
special
treatment, 
stability 

Efficiency,
excellence, play, 
aesthetics, 
confidence, 
special treatment 

Efficiency,
excellence, status, 
esteem, play, 
aesthetics, ethics, 
spirituality 
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As seen from the table, previous research offers a weak input regarding customer end-
states in BtoB website communication. An empirical research in such context is 
required in order to elicit the end-states that originate from the mentioned context. 

2.3.3. Linkages between website communication characteristics and consequences 

The linkages between website communication characteristics and consequences 
represent the final component of the integrated approach to CV of website 
communication (Figure 8, point e). Based on the means-end approach, characteristics of 
a product/service are linked with consequences of using the same, and these are linked 
with desired end-states (Reynolds and Gutman 1988; Gutman 1997). Olson and 
Reynolds (1983, p.79) argue that the connections between characteristics, consequences 
and desired end-states are the key components of CV and that they contribute to the 
understanding of meanings that customers attach to products (or other objects of 
evaluation). In order to understand the relation between customers’ preference diversity 
and characteristics of a channel, it is essential to define linkages between attributes 
(characteristics) of a channel and customer desired end-states (Laukkanen et al. 2004). 
Moreover, linking characteristics with other CV components is important in order to 
understand how they facilitate customer achievement of desired end-states (Laukkanen 
2006).

In BtoB online contexts, studies do not seem to devote particular attention to linkages. 
The linkages identified in current studies in BtoB online contexts are presented in Table 
21.

Table 21 Linkages identified in previous BtoB online studies 

 BtoB online study Characteristic linked Benefit Sacrifice End-state 
Foster (2005) Paperless Less effort 

Accuracy
 Convenience 

Efficiency
Foster (2005) Downloadable Save time and 

effort
 Efficiency 

Convenience 
Chakraborty et al. (2003) Privacy issues  Concerns  
Chakraborty et al. (2003) Poor accessibility  Frustration  

As seen from the table, in the context of BtoB websites, Chakraborty et al. (2003) and 
Foster (2005) outline some linkages between website characteristics and consequences, 
both with benefits and sacrifices. Apart from the two studies, no other study specifies 
the linkages. 

In BtoC context, Laukkanen et al. (2004) identify linkages but in a context of online 
banking that differs from website communication. The study focuses on different 
devices not websites per se.

Sullivan Mort and Rose (2004) study linkage types as characteristic-consequence and 
characteristic-value linkages. They examine the dominance of these depending on a 
product type and demonstrate that characteristic-consequence linkages dominate in a 
case of utilitarian products, whereas characteristic-value linkages dominate for more 
non-utilitarian products.
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Existing studies look into direct and indirect linkages between characteristics and CV 
components (end-states), number of linkages, and their strength (e.g. Gutman 1997; 
Laukkanen et al. 2004; Sullivan Mort and Rose 2004). However, apart from identifying 
the linkages, it is important to take into consideration the way these linkages are 
interconnected (Pieters 1993). This in particular carries implications for website design.

2.3.3.1. Conclusions and implications for the study 

The linkages between CV drivers (characteristics) and customer consequences are a 
complex research issue. The linkages can be of different type and characteristics, and 
can lead to different consequences and in different ways. The linkages elicited in BtoB 
website communication context and similar context are summarised in Table 22. 

Table 22 Possible linkages between website communication characteristics and consequences 
based on previous studies 

Context BtoB website 
communication BtoB online BtoC offline 

Linkages - Paperless - less effort and accuracy 
Downloadable - save time and effort 
Privacy issues - concerns 
Poor website accessibility - frustration 

Linkage types: instrumental, 
eqifinal, multifinal and 
parallel 

Very few studies devote attention to studying and identifying the linkages. Previous 
BtoB studies deal with linkages between characteristics and consequences superficially 
and identify only a few linkages offering only a week insight into the linkages 
concerning BtoB website communication. Therefore, an input from previous studies for 
the theoretical framework of CV of website communication in BtoB relationships is 
rather limited. That situation highlights a potential of this study to bring contributions in 
this area as well.  

2.3.4. The tentative theoretical framework of customer value of website 
communication in business-to-business relationships 

This chapter aimed at giving an overview of the current studies that dealt with each 
component of the suggested integrated approach to CV in respect with BtoB website 
communication: website communication characteristics (CV drivers), consequences (as 
benefits and sacrifices), end-states (or desired experiences), and linkages between the 
levels. The purpose of reviewing the studies was to create the understanding of possible 
meanings of each CV component in a specific context, and to examine the extent to 
which previous research had tackled upon the components of CV of website 
communication in BtoB relationships.

Taking into account the findings from the previous research, the integrated approach to 
CV of website communication in BtoB relationships presented prior to this chapter can 
be deepened and provide a tentative theoretical framework.  Figure 10 presents the 
tentative theoretical framework of CV of website communication in BtoB relationships 
that is based on the integrated approach to CV and was built through the insights into 
the extant research on CV in online and offline contexts in BtoB. It depicts possible 
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meanings of each of the components in BtoB online and offline contexts. To highlight 
what has been done, a tentative framework that includes findings from previous BtoC 
studies is presented in Appendix 1. 

Context 
BtoB online   BtoB offline  

End-states 
Efficiency
Convenience 

Confidence, social value, special treatment and 
stability? 

Linkages
Consequences 

Benefits
Saving time and energy, getting the right 
information in the right way
Time effectiveness, reduction of data errors  
Ease of use, ease of comparing prices and products, 
ease of information exchange and access and 
reduction of paper and time.  
Reduced user effort, increased accuracy of search, 
saving time, reduced search costs 

Monetary, time, effort and psychological benefits 
Monetary and non-monetary 
The reduction of anxiety and uncertainty, trust and 
increase in realistic expectations 
Personal recognition and friendship  
Economic and customisation advantages  
Stability of supply and insurance of future 
exchange outcomes 

Sacrifices
Spending time and energy 
Concerns 
User’s frustration 

Monetary, time, effort and psychological costs 
Monetary and non-monetary 

Linkages
Paperless – less effort and accuracy 
Downloadable - save time and effort 
Privacy issues - concerns 
Poor website accessibility - frustration 

CV drivers (characteristics) 
Various, customised content 
Up-to-date  
Not face-to-face, impersonal nature, computer-
mediated
Multitude of media (text, video, graphics, sound, 
full-colour) 
Not time-bound, in real time, not location-bound 
Interactive, direct communication between 
companies 
Multiple-user participation 
Self-service characteristic  
Inhibited user privacy and possible viruses 
No paper form, Downloading documents 

Relationship related: seller’s image, trust, seller 
solidarity with customers time/effort/energy, 
Conflict, joint action between customer and seller 

Content, form, customer-website interaction. Relationship 

Figure 10 The tentative theoretical framework of CV of website communication in BtoB 
relationships deepened through the insights into the previous studies on CV in BtoB 
online and offline contexts 

The review evidently offers some insights into possible meanings of each component of 
CV of website communication in BtoB relationships. Firstly, the tentative theoretical 
framework accounts for various website characteristics that may matter in some way to 
BtoB customers. None of the BtoB studies on CV focuses on website communication 
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per se. Website communication characteristic have received more attention in inter-
organisational communication theory outlining different characteristics of website 
communication though the studies do not specify those characteristics that drive value 
from customer’s point of view. 

The tentative theoretical framework further considers a variety of benefits and sacrifices 
mentioned in the literature in different contexts though not regarding BtoB website 
communication. In BtoB studies, time and effort-related benefits and sacrifices might 
matter as well as those that relate with customers’ state of mind or enjoyment. 

Further, the framework presents various types of CV on the most abstract level of 
customer end-states. It shows that there is a small number of studies dealing with 
customer end-states in BtoB. In BtoB online context, efficiency and convenience seem 
to be important customer end-states while n BtoB offline and BtoC online contexts 
studies point at other types of end-states such as confidence or special treatment. BtoC 
studies list many additional types of end-states such as play and aesthetics. Thus, the 
variety of end-states identified in other contexts indicates that customer end-states in 
BtoB online contexts might be more extensive than the two types of end-states currently 
emphasised in the literature. In respect with the linkages, the framework accounts for 
their complexity and variety but can be enriched only by several linkages. 

Hence, though the previous studies on CV offer some input for answering the research 
questions of this study, it can be seen from the preceding review and the deepened 
tentative theoretical framework that current studies do not provide a solid basis to 
conceptualise CV of website communication in BtoB relationships. Therefore, it is 
necessary to deepen and enrich the tentative theoretical framework through empirical 
insights. The subsequent chapters deepen further the tentative theoretical framework 
will be thus through a case study in the elevator industry in Finland. The components of 
the framework will be used as a lens through which the empirical data will be analysed. 
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3 RESEARCH METHODS AND DATA ANALYSIS 

This chapter introduces the empirical part of this research that relies on a case study 
research method. The case study was used to deepen the tentative theoretical framework 
of customer value of website communication in business-to-business relationships. The 
chapter justifies the choice of the method and qualitative techniques and explains how 
the study was conducted. Also, it explains how the materials were analysed, and 
assesses the quality of the research design. 

Studies so far have been using different ways to study CV. Table 23 presents the 
division of the previous studies on CV based on the method. It can be seen that 
quantitative and conceptual studies dominate the research. BtoB studies rely on 
qualitative techniques or use them as a basis for a quantitative study. Also, lots of 
studies utilise quantitative techniques alone.

Table 23 shows that while in BtoB studies qualitative techniques for CV investigation 
are commonly accepted, BtoC studies dominantly adopt quantitative techniques. A few 
BtoC studies use mixed methods and not many utilise qualitative methods. Apart from 
empirically based studies, many conceptual studies on CV are conducted both in BtoB 
and BtoC.

Table 23 Methods used for CV investigation in previous studies 

 Methods 

Context Conceptual Qualitative Quantitative Mixed 

BtoB 

Anderson and 
Narus (1990) 
Flint et al. (1997) 

Ulaga (2003) 
Bovik (2004)  
Foster (2005) 
Komulainen et al. 
(2007) 

Patterson and Spreng 
(1997) 
Ulaga and Chacour 
(2001)  
Chakraborty et al. 
(2003)  
Claycomb and 
Frankwick (2005) 
Homburg et al. (2005) 

Lapierre (2000) 
Liu et al. (2005) 

BtoC

Zeithaml (1988)  
Ravald and 
Grönroos (1996)  
Holbrook (1996) 
Grönroos (1997) 
Parasuruman 
(1997)  
Huber et al. 
(2001)  
Sharp (2001) 
Kim (2002)  
Khalifa 2004) 
Koiso-Kanttila 
(2005) 

Keeney (1999) 
de Chernatony et al. 
(2000) 
Wolfinbarger and 
Gilly (2001) 
Korkman (2006) 

Järvenpää and Todd 
(1997) 
Yen and Gwinner 
(2003) 
Steenkamp and 
Geyskens (2006) 
Forsythe et al. (2006) 
Chen and Dubinsky 
(2003) 

Heinonen (2004) 
Laukkanen et al. 
(2004) 
Laukkanen (2006) 

Thus, except in the interaction approach to BtoB markets, a case study and qualitative 
techniques used in this study are not a common way of investigating CV. That is why 
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such an approach brings additional insights into the research on CV. The next sessions 
elaborate on and argue for the method choices of this thesis. 

3.1. Case study design 

This research empirically builds on a case study in the elevator industry. A case study is 
“an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life 
context” (Yin 2003, p. 13). The case is a “specific, unique, bounded system” (Stake 
2000, p. 436). This case focuses on BtoB relationships that utilise website 
communication. Thus, the case refers to the limited system of BtoB relationships in 
which website communication takes place. The case is a unit of analysis (Patton 2002). 
This study uses three units of analysis: customers, customer groups and business 
relationships. As the study gives attention to several units of analysis it can be described 
as an embedded case study (Yin 2003). 

The case study is an instrumental in the nature (Stake 1994; Berg 2001) since the case 
itself is of secondary interest, having a supportive role of facilitating the understanding 
of CV of websites communication. The case is not chosen for its uniqueness, as in 
intrinsic case studies to elaborate on the case per se, on the contrary it helps in 
understanding and deepening the theory.

The choice of the case study and qualitative research method was based on several 
reasons.  The case study method is adequate for the theory developing type of research 
(Ghauri and Grønhaug 2002) such as this one which is exploratory in its nature and 
aims at theory development, i.e. at developing a theoretical framework of CV of website 
communication in BtoB relationships. Ghauri and Grønhaug (2002) consider qualitative 
methods as the most useful for such studies. Foster (2005) considers case study design 
appropriate for the field of investigation i.e. for the investigation of CV in BtoB. 

In addition, a case study was chosen as it was appropriate when the research area is 
relatively less known (Ghauri 2004) or only partly understood (Ghauri and Grønhaug 
2002), and when there is little experience and theory available to serve as a guide 
(Ghauri et al. 1995). The field of website communication in business relationships is 
relatively new and is characterised by fast changes. In point of fact, studies confirm that 
CV of website communication is not yet sufficiently studied (e.g. Foster 2005; 
Steenkamp and Geyskens 2006).  

Further on, Selltiz et al. (1976) support the use of a case study in situation when object 
of study has many dimensions as it helps to draw an integrative interpretation. CV is a 
complex phenomenon, encompassing many different components and their meanings. 
Thus, through a case study complexity and richness of CV could be captured best. 

In addition, Bonoma (1985) calls for a case study when contextual sense of the 
phenomena is important. CV and its complexity cannot be well understood without 
knowing the context in which it exists. The research context of the study is essential for 
understanding and interpreting CV of website communication. Communication as a 
process is embedded in a business relationship.
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Moreover, Reynolds and Gutman (1988) emphasise that a context is important in 
eliciting means-end chains. Also, Grunert and Grunert (1995) outline the importance of 
gaining an understanding of the context in order to be able to link characteristics and 
other CV components. Namely, the researcher has to get to know the context of the 
study in order to be able to interpret the findings correctly. This means that users have 
to consider a situation in which he or she uses a product (Gutman 1997) i.e. in this 
research, employ website communication.  

For these reasons, quantitative approach to the research problem was considered to be 
inappropriate. Still, a majority of the studies on CV of websites is quantitative (e.g. Kim 
2002; Forsythe et al. 2006; Steenkamp and Geyskens 2006), as well as a majority of 
studies dealing with the internet communication in BtoB.

Also, a single embedded case study was preferred over a multiple case study due to the 
complexity of the concept. Yin (2003) advocates a single case study when dealing with 
a complex and multi-dimensional phenomenon as it enables to analyse the phenomenon 
in depth.

Thus, the newness and scarce investigation of the research area, as well as the 
complexity and context-dependence of the phenomenon determined and justified the 
choice of the case study design and qualitative research techniques. 

3.1.1. The choice of the case 

The case study takes place in the elevator industry in Finland and focuses on CV of a 
seller’s website that is used in communication in relationships between the seller 
company and its business customers. 

The particular case was considered appropriate because website communication was 
widely used in business relationships of the chosen case. Thus, the case offers a rich 
insight into the phenomenon under investigation and can help us in observing it. 
Pettigrew (1987) advises to use a case in which the object of interest is clearly 
observable. Similarly, Stake (1994) and Perry (1998) recommend the choice of a case 
that can maximise learning from it, i.e. a case that is rich in information related with the 
object of the study. 

One of determining reasons for choosing the particular case is the enabled access. In 
order to conduct the research truly, it was important to gain access to several levels. 
Firstly, it was necessary to gain access to a seller and seller’s documentation in order to 
gain the understanding of the industry and customer relationships. It was equally 
important to gain unlimited access to seller’s website and to any studies and materials 
about the website that might help in interpreting CV. Secondly; it was required to gain 
information about customers and support from the seller in gaining access to the 
customers. To gain a customer’s acceptance to participate in the study is always difficult 
since it requires taking some time off work. Also, as the study involves the use of 
websites at their work, customers needed to allow a meeting in their premises (i.e. 
offices). In addition, they have to be willing to spend time browsing the website, 
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potentially showing confidential business information. All these activities require a lot 
of time, communication and administration. 

Thus, it was greatly relevant to gain an access to the seller and the customers. That has 
been one of the reasons for having the particular case. Without having an access to the 
setting, to the seller’s materials about the website and the customers, the research 
question could not have been answered properly. Gummesson (2000) emphasises that 
gaining access is of great importance in marketing research. One of the reasons why the 
research about BtoB websites has been limited is also a difficulty in gaining access to 
the websites since most of the content is hidden behind a password and available only to 
business customers. For that reason it is often difficult to find people to discuss with. 

The selection of the case involved several concerns in respect with the business market 
(the country), the industry, the seller company and business relationships in which 
website communication takes place.  

3.1.1.1. The Finnish market 

Country-wise, in order to conduct a study about CV of website communication, Finland 
was considered suitable as the Internet is greatly present in business life. The 
penetration of the Internet in different segments of business life in Finland is substantial. 
In addition, the high diffusion of the Internet into the business communication calls for 
more research that would assist companies in increasing their understanding of the CV 
of such tools thus helping them to improve their offerings. 

Finland is a country with high internet-penetration. The use of the Internet in Finland is 
one of the highest in Europe and in the world and different reports rank Finland among 
the world’s technologically most advanced countries. In the global Digital Access Index 
(DAI) of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) access, Finland ranks 
eighth, out of 178 countries encompassed by the study (International 
Telecommunication Union ITU 2003). The index covered five areas: availability of 
infrastructure, affordability of access, educational level, quality of ICT services, and 
Internet usage. Similarly, Human Development Report (2005) places Finland sixth out 
of 177 countries in the number of Internet users (per thousand people), based on the data 
for the year 2003.

According to Statistics Finland (2006), the Finnish Government's information society 
study, in the year 2005, 73% of population aged 15 - 74 were using internet. In 2005, 
73% of all companies with at least 5 employees had broadband connection (Statistics 
Finland 2005b). The diffusion of broadband was rather fast since in the previous year 
the proportion was 63%, and there was no difference with respect to company size. 
According to the same source, 65 % of companies have home pages, which is an 
increase in 3% from the previous year. The percentage of companies with home pages 
differs size-wise: 50% of companies employing 5 to 9 people; 65 % of companies with 
10 to 19 employees; 82 % with 20 to 49 employees; and more than 90 % of companies 
with more than 50 employees. 
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Based on the presented statistics, it is evident that the penetration of the Internet in 
different segments of business life in Finland is substantial.

3.1.1.2. The elevator industry 

The focus of the case is placed on CV website communication between the seller 
company and its customers in the elevator industry in Finland.

The elevator industry represents a typical traditional industry that heavily relies on 
personal contact but where the use of websites in communication is steadily increasing. 
In addition, to my knowledge, no studies about the Internet and CV take place in the 
elevator industry, making the industry more appealing for research.  

In this industry, business relationships play a great role and are mainly long-term. They 
are composed of a great number of actors and the efficient communication is of prime 
importance. Very often actors in the relationship are placed on distant location. Due to 
the complexity and great monetary value of products and services, business heavily 
relies on developed relationships.

Each project involves many actors. Typically, a company ordering a project (a 
building), for which it requires the products and services from the elevator company, 
employs additional companies for the choice of the products and services. These are 
architects, consultants, builders and property managers. Sometimes a company ordering 
the project may have all the required know-how in-house. A constructing company is 
the one to build the project. Architects are in charge for the visual outlook and layout of 
the building and they decide where in the building the elevators will be placed. They 
suggest the kind of elevator and elevator interior and exterior that could be used in the 
project. Consultants assist with structural and technical questions such as geology, 
seismology and elevator planning. Maintenance companies take care of the building, 
and of the elevators in the building, when building is ready and in use. 

Thus, as in many BtoB settings, the purchasing process of an elevator and related 
services is complex and it involves different actors from buying, constructing, or 
maintenance company, and different influencers. The buyer centre typically consists of 
purchasing managers, technical managers, property managers, architects and elevator 
consultants. As in all BtoB purchasing situations, many different people representing 
different views are involved. On the customer side, besides people from “buyer” 
organisation, a number of “independent” experts are involved which have a role of 
advisors or consultants. This makes communication process in these relationships 
complex as it involves many people. 

Also, communication in these relationships relies on different means of communication. 
As other similar industries, this industry greatly relies on traditional ways of 
communication through, among others, sales people and printed materials. 
Characteristically for BtoB markets, the relationships between the seller and customers 
greatly rely on personal contacts through meetings, personal visits and telephone. In 
addition to that, catalogues and other printed material are in use.  
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The use of the Internet and websites in the industry increases continuously. Most of the 
competitors have developed their own websites. Similar to other companies in the 
industry, the seller company utilises a website to communicate with customers. Since 
the products and services in question are difficult to be bought or sold online, websites 
in the industry are focused more on supporting communication i.e. information 
exchange, sharing and accessing. Many BtoB industries have a similar situation where 
personal contacts are important but the Internet starts to play a relevant role as well. 
Products and services in such industries are rather complex and their procurement 
involves many people, unlike some other BtoB markets for e.g. office equipment, 
chemicals, cleaning or similar low-value products that can utilise website for online 
sales as well. 

3.1.1.3. The business relationships and website communication 

The seller in question is a large Finnish elevator manufacturing and service company. It 
is one of the world’s leading elevator companies, providing services for builders, 
developers, building owners, designers and architects in 800 locations in over 40 
countries.

The seller’s website is developed to extent that customers use it, meaning that they are 
able to point at both positive and negative consequences of website use. If a website did 
not offer much, many would not use it, or would mainly focus on sacrifices they 
associate with it. In case it might be over-developed, the sacrifice part might not be so 
visible. Specific characteristics of website communication in this case are explained in 
the chapter that represents the findings. 

Based on the pre-understanding of the research context that was explained in the 
introductory chapter, specific customers were chosen. The purpose of choosing the 
customers (the business relationships) was to capture the richness and complexity of 
CV. Namely, value is treated in this study as subjective construct i.e. different 
customers perceive and experience different value within the same product. As CV 
differs for different customers and use situations, the choice of the customer groups and 
companies was lead by a premise to capture the variety of CV. By involving different 
customers and business relationships, CV diversity could be tackled best.

Figure 11 presents the case and the units of analysis. The analysis of CV is done for 
each business relationship (with companies A – I), for the two different customer groups 
that they belong to, and for these customers together. 
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Figure 11 The case study and the units of analysis 

In addition to that, the seller’s website itself determined the customer groups that were 
the target users of the website. Meetings with e-business and marketing managers of the 
seller company led to identification of two main customer groups – architect offices and 
property management companies that were the main users of the seller’s website and of 
other companies’ websites in the elevator business. Based on the seller’s website 
metrics and information about the website visitors, these two groups represent the two 
largest groups of the website users. Some of the previous studies the seller had 
conducted indicated these two groups as different in the way they used the Internet. 
Both groups were included in the study again in order to gain the variety that could not 
be reached if only one kind of customers was involved. 

Architect offices (customer group ARCH) stand for a special interest group for the 
seller, given that they have a great influential role in the procurement. The property 
management companies (customer group PROM) are involved in procurement of new 
elevators, and elevator renovation and maintenance. These two customer types differ 
not only in the type of information they may need but also in the way they communicate 
with the seller and in their role in purchasing process. Firstly, this is due to the nature of 
communication with the seller, which is project based and continuous, respectively. The 
communication channels they utilise differ. For both groups personal communication 
(i.e. sales people) is of great importance. Architects rely more on catalogues and 
brochures. Characteristics of the two customer groups and specific customers are 
explained subsequently more in depth in the chapter that represents the findings. 

After determining the customer groups, specific customer relationships were chosen 
next. Again, in order to gain on CV variety, the intention was to involve different 
companies and customer relationships. The customer companies represent typical 
business relationships. In total, there were nine customer companies (A – I) from the 
two customer groups as presented in Figure 11.
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3.2. Data collection techniques 

This part introduces the qualitative data collection techniques used in the study and 
justifies the choices of these.  

Rescher (1969) claims that value is represented in both talk and action. Hence, the study 
intended to capture users’ perception and behaviour through which we could understand 
the value of website communication for them. To understand that truly, it was important 
to dig deeply into customers’ stories about their experiences with website 
communication for which qualitative research techniques were suitable. Flint (2002) 
encourages the use of qualitative techniques in capturing BtoB CV for the reason that 
they enable us to understand fully customer view and to identify CV components and 
meanings compared to quantitative techniques. In addition, due to the new context of 
CV investigation, Manyiwa (2004) finds that approaches utilising inductive logic are 
more fruitful in identifying CV categories than deductive. In fact, he criticises purely 
deductive approaches to value for relying on a priori classification of value. Since 
Grunert and Grunert (1995) emphasise the importance of gaining the understanding of 
the context, in order to enhance the analysis and to be able to link different levels, 
interviewing and observation techniques were considered the most appropriate for doing 
so. Moreover, Lindstrand et al. (2006) accentuate that the research on the Internet in 
marketing context is still in the beginning and that there is a need to develop theory and 
constructs for this field. In fact, Parasuruman and Zinkhan (2002) find that this new 
research area requires more qualitative methods. Particularly, they find in-depth 
interviews, as well as in-office observations greatly appropriate for such a research. 

The data collection took place both on the customer- and seller-side of the relationships. 
Naturally, as the focus is on value from the customer’s point of view, it was important 
to involve customers in the study. In addition, as the seller’s employees are in frequent 
touch with the customers, their opinions were valuable in getting a fuller picture of CV. 

To specify, the data collection utilised: 1) interviews with customers, 2) observations of 
the customers during their use of the website, 3) interviews with the seller’s people, 4) 
different market and competition reports of the seller. The data sources, their content 
and purpose are presented in Table 24. The study thus utilises different qualitative 
techniques and sources of evidences. Yin (1994) states that the use of multiple sources 
of evidences is very important for increasing validity of the findings. 
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Table 24 Data sources, content and purpose 

Data sources Amount Purpose 

In-depth semi-
structured 
interviews with 
customers 

24 interviewees: 
property managers and 
architects – different companies, positions, 
age, use of the website 

To learn about the 
perception aspect of 
CV

C
us

to
m

er
s 

Observations of 
customers 

19 interviewees:  
property managers and 
architects – different companies, positions, 
age, use of the website 

To learn about the 
experience aspect of 
CV

Meetings  40 h of meetings with e-business and 
marketing managers 

Pre-understanding 

Spending time in 
the company 

20 h Pre-understanding 

In-depth semi-
structured 
interviews with 
sellers’ people 

5 interviewees:  
e-business and marketing managers and 
salespersons 

To learn about CV 
Confirmation of the 
conclusions 

R
el

at
io

ns
hi

p 
si

de

Se
lle

r

Reports and 
materials 

Seller’s studies about the website 
Seller’s newsletter 

Pre-understanding 
Confirmation of the 
conclusions 

3.2.1. Interviews with customers 

The main research techniques used in the study are interviews with customers. They are 
utilised for several reasons. According to Ghauri and Grønhaug (2002), interviews 
provide more accurate and clearer picture of a respondent’s position or behaviour than 
other research techniques. In order to get in-depth views of the actors’ perceptions, 
interviews are considerate the most suitable in realist studies (Healy and Perry 2000). 
Interviewing is an especially effective method when interested in understanding the 
perceptions of participants or in learning how respondents come to attach certain 
meanings to phenomenon or event (Taylor and Bogdan 1998). In fact, Keeney (1999) 
argues that the best way to learn about CV is to ask them. Thus, to capture customer 
perceptions as well as to learn about their activities, the interviews were considered to 
be the most appropriate.  

3.2.1.1. The interviewees 

The choice of the interviewees was based on the purposive sampling. Purposive 
sampling can be used when the researcher has special knowledge about the group and is 
able to select subjects who represent this population (Berg 2001). Logic and power of 
purposeful sampling lies in selecting information-rich case for an in-depth study that 
will illuminate the research questions and advance our understanding of the research 
problem (Patton 1990). With the sampling approach findings cannot be generalised to 
all the customers, the entire industry or to other industries. However, this is not the 
purpose of the study. Sample units are chosen for theoretical reasons (Ghauri and 
Grønhaug 2002). 
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The purpose of choosing the interviewees was to capture the richness and complexity of 
CV. Namely, value is treated in this study as subjective construct i.e. different 
customers perceive and experience different value within the same product. Various 
members in the customer organisation involved in the purchasing process can have 
different perceptions of value (Perkins 1993). Therefore, to capture richness and 
complexity of website communication value, the intention was to choose different 
interviewees within each customer company as they are expected to yield various 
perceptions and experiences of websites communication.  

The choice of the interviewees resulted from the following. Firstly, the meetings with e-
business and marketing manager of the seller company led to identification of the main 
target users of the seller’s website in each company. Based on the seller’s website 
metrics and information about the website visitors, as well as the information that sales 
people get directly from the customers, the main contacts that act as the main website 
users in customer companies were detected. Furthermore, Foster (2005) encourages 
interviewing those customers that are identified as the main users of the website.  

The main potential interviewees were chosen together with the seller’s sales people. The 
seller provided me with their contacts and I have contacted them first by an email 
(Appendix 2), where I explained the reason of contacting them. Several days after the 
email, I have contacted them by phone and agreed on interview dates and times. Few of 
the interviewees were contacted firstly by a sales person who checked for their 
willingness to participate in the study. All of the interviewees were informed that the 
study was a part of an independent research conducted for a doctoral thesis not for the 
seller per se. In addition to the individuals identified together with the seller, some 
interviewees were discovered through the interviews when several of the interviewees 
recommended me to interview their colleagues who also used the website.

The final list of the interviewees is presented in Appendix 3. In total, the study included 
24 interviewees (I1 – I24) from the two customer groups - 15 interviewees in the study 
I, and 9 in the study II. From the architect offices - 7 in the data collection phase I and 3 
in the data collection phase II and from property management companies 8 in the phase 
I and 6 in the phase II. They needed to stand for the website target users as their work 
needed to be related with the products and services of the seller. The number of 
interviewees per companies varies from one to five, depending on the number of people 
in the company who were involved in business with the seller and who represented a 
target user of their website.

Since CV is situation specific, it was important to choose customers involved in 
different kinds of situations and tasks. To achieve the variety, the intention was to 
include users working on different positions, involved in different task, of different age 
and gender, and using websites more and less heavily. Culnan and Markus (1987) show 
that task-related variables are likely to influence communication channel choice. Thus, 
the aim was to encompass interviewees involved in different kinds of tasks - more 
managerial and more technical tasks. In addition, value is comparative in nature, 
meaning that website communication would be compared with other ways of 
communication. Hence, by involving people that are in charge for different tasks, 
different comparative channels are also included. Furthermore, Forsythe et al. (2006) 
show that those using websites more often see greater benefits while those using it less 
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point out more sacrifices. Therefore, in order to tackle benefits and sacrifices of the 
website, the interviewees encompass users with different frequencies of website use, i.e. 
heavy, medium and light users.  

In sum, as CV is person- and context-specific, the interviewees were chosen to 
encompass different personal characteristics as well as business contexts that could 
matter for portraying CV of BtoB website communication. 

3.2.1.2. Interview guides 

The interviews with customers were semi-structured. Although, a set of topics and 
questions was determined in advance, the intent was to keep a freedom in asking new 
and additional questions that would arise from the interviewing process. This way, some 
interview structure was kept while a certain level of flexibility was obtained at the same 
time. 

The interview guide can be seen in Appendix 4. Although the interview guide helped in 
directing the discussion, it allowed new questions to emerge out of the discussion since 
the aim was to grasp the situation from the respondents’ perspective rather than 
imposing my own views and preconceptions on them (Fontana and Frey 1994). The 
interview followed the interview guide but not strictly and some questions were skipped 
while some were asked in a different order. Also, the interview guide was slightly 
changed for each interview, as the tentative theoretical framework evolved, based on 
issues that emerged in previous interviews.

The guide was developed following Patton (1990) and Berg (2001). Berg (2001) 
distinguishes between essential, extra, throw-away and probing questions. Essential 
questions deal with the central focus of the study. Extra questions correspond to 
essential one but they are worded somewhat differently. They are used in order to check 
the reliability of responses and check for possible influence of a different wording. 
Throw-away questions, such as demographic and general questions, are used for 
developing rapport between the researcher and the interviewee, what was especially 
important in the beginning of the interview. Also, they are used for setting an interview 
pace and changing the interview focus and cooling out the subject (Berg 2001). Still, to 
use the time with the interviewees smartly, the seller provided some data concerning 
their positions and tasks in advance. The interviews started with more general questions 
about the interviewees’ work (noncontroversial present behaviour/experiences/activities 
and moving to opinions and feelings). A bit more sensitive questions were asked the last 
e.g. about their relationship with the seller. I formed the questions in a way to avoid 
getting dichotomised answers and took up one issue at time, not combining several 
topics in one question. Also, because CV is dependent on a situation in which the 
website is used, the interviewees were encouraged to give examples of some situations 
when they use websites.

The interview guide covers next major areas: the interviewee and company’s 
background; ways of communicating with sellers; the general usage of the Internet and 
websites of different companies; the specific usage of the website of the case seller; and 
relationship with the case seller. The interviewees were also asked to compare website 
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communication with other types of communication. Wolfinbarger and Gilly (2001) 
claim that the comparison helps to increase researcher’s understanding of underlying 
characteristics and consequences. 

One of the aims of the interviews was to discover the linkage between website 
communication characteristics and CV. The interviewees were encouraged to describe 
freely the important characteristics of website communication and the reasons why they 
found them important. In accordance with Grunert and Gunert’s (1995) suggestions for 
improving predictive validity of interviews, the websites characteristics and 
consequences were left to be initiated by interviewees. Grunert and Gunert (1995) find 
that by imposing predetermined characteristics on the interviewees may prevent them 
from pointing at other but not predetermined one.  

In the interviews, the interviewees often referred to website characteristics when asked 
about benefits or sacrifices (consequences). Therefore, “why” sub-questions were often 
asked subsequently in order to move from a characteristic to consequence level. Still, 
putting pressure on the interviewees to answer questions was avoided because people 
tend to make up the right answer if an answer is demanded (Grunert and Grunert 1995). 
This was not considered necessary as the study did not rely on interviews with the 
customers only but an understanding of their work was gained through other sources as 
well.

One of the particular parts of the interviews was the language of conducting them. The 
English language was used in the interviews and correspondence. That was neither the 
interviewees’ mother tongue nor mine. Still, Ghauri (2004) argues this to be an 
advantage since people tend to express themselves more simple and straightforward 
instead of hiding behind fancy words. My impression was that the language did not 
impact the interviews and sense making in a negative way. In fact, similar to Ghauri’s 
(2004) findings, the interviewees, and myself included, tended to express themselves 
clearly and in a simple way. In addition, the interviewees often used many explanations 
of their opinions to make themselves clear. 

For most of the interviewees, English was their working language that they used on a 
daily basis and their mother tongue was Finnish. At that point, my knowledge of 
Finnish was on basic level of understanding, after passing several courses in Finnish and 
living in Finland for 3 years. In addition to that, I have put a special effort to improve 
my knowledge of the Finnish terminology of the research area and the industry. With 
two exceptions, I have conducted the interviews in English personally and individually. 
The two exceptions are explained in the following paragraphs. 

One of the interviewees expressed concern for not mastering all the terminology in 
English language well enough. Therefore, to prevent any problems arising from that, a 
Finnish-speaking colleague with a doctoral degree in marketing accompanied me to that 
interview. Though his knowledge of English was very good, she assisted the 
interviewee in translating a few terms only that he could not remember immediately in 
English. I myself have also understood the problematic terms well enough before the 
translations, but to be on the safe side, I have appreciated the colleague’s help. After the 
interview, all three of us agreed that the translating assistance did not cause any 
problems for any one of us or hinder the interview in any way. 
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The other interviewee made a request for the interview conversation to be run in 
Finnish. Though she understood English pretty well, she preferred to express herself in 
Finnish. Therefore, to assure the interview flow, a Finnish-speaking colleague 
conducted that interview. The colleague was greatly knowledgeable of the topic of this 
thesis as she was a doctoral student in marketing doing a research on CV. She translated 
the interview guide in Finnish. Throughout the interview, occasionally, I would pose 
sub-questions in English and the interviewee would answer in Finnish or English, 
depending on her confidence. In the end, all three of us agreed that the interview went 
well and we did not feel there were any problems caused by the combination of 
languages and the interviewee was pleased with the interview. 

That interview was later transcribed and translated by a business student who is a native 
speaker of Finnish language and fluent in English language. Another colleague that 
masters both languages checked the quality of the translation. I have compared the 
findings from this interview with other and did not find any particular differences. 

3.2.1.3. Interview recording and transcription 

In order to assure accuracy of the responses, all the interviews were tape-recorded. All 
the interviewees were asked in advance for the permission to be recorded. Interview 
recording allowed me to be more careful when listening to the interviewees. Apart from 
the tape-recording, I took notes during the conversation and noted specifically their 
body language. Only one interviewee refused to be recorded but allowed me to take 
notes during the interview. In addition, after each interview I have immediately 
recorded my own thoughts of the interview pointing out the things I found particularly 
important as well as those unexpected. 

Each of the interviews was transcribed for the analysis. I have transcribed the first two 
interviews in order to check for potential difficulties for an outsider to do transcribing 
and to understand the discussion. Based on that, I have compiled a list of potential 
words and concepts that might be confusing. Two students then conducted the rest of 
transcriptions. Both students were business students what made them familiar with the 
topic and they were both specifically instructed on the manner of doing the transcribing. 
They were given a list of names, expressions and topics that arose in the interviews that 
the students might mishear. Apart from that, they were given a list with instructions 
about the transcribing technique and the ways of noting unclear parts, noise and parts 
stressed by the interviewees, as seen in Appendix 5. The instructions followed Murcott 
(2002). One of the students even passed a course on transcribing qualitative interviews. 
To familiarise them with the interviews topics, before they started transcribing, I 
explained to them the interviewees’ background and the topics of the discussions. Also, 
they received a copy of the interview guide and the two already transcribed interviews.  

After receiving each transcription document, I have checked for their authenticity by 
listening to each interview and comparing it with the transcript. Only a few unclear 
words appeared and the students were informed about these so that they could be aware 
of them for the following interview transcriptions. In general, all the transcripts were 
very exact. On average, transcripts were 16-page (single-spaced) long. The transcribed 
pages represented raw data for the analysis. 
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3.2.2. Observations of customer use of the website  

Besides the interviewing, in order to gain the insight into the real usage of website 
communication and customer experiences, the study further employed observation 
technique. A majority of the interviewees (19 of them) was observed in using the 
website of the case company and other websites they usually used. Also, a firsthand 
experience with the issue allows a researcher to be open, discovery oriented and 
inductive in approach since there is less need to rely on prior conceptualisation of the 
issue (Patton 1990). Furthermore, Flint (2002) finds that observations are particularly 
useful for comprehending CV. Observations offer an insight into customer activities and 
give better understanding of what it is like to be a customer (Flint 2002). Johnson 
(2007) emphasises that people are unable to reconstruct their behaviour, meaning that in 
order to understand truly customers’ needs and motivation it is important to gain an 
insight into their experiences in the moment they occur. Parasuruman and Zinkhan 
(2002) also find that this new research area requires more qualitative methods. They 
particularly find the use of in-depth interviews, as well as in-office observations 
appropriate in such a research.

Despite the fact that observations can provide a rich insight into the context, none of the 
previous studies on CV utilised observations. A few qualitative studies about CV in 
online contexts (i.e. Keeney 1999; Laukkanen et al. 2004; Foster 2005) do not utilise 
any observations of people using websites. Rather, they rely only on what people say 
about the Internet while Rescher (1969) finds that value research should focus both on 
talk and behaviour. Based on my experience of conducting interviews about the 
Internet, I realised that people tend to forget many aspects of using the Internet and by 
relaying on memory only they disregard many important issues. I believe that it is not 
enough to rely only on the interviews. Rather, we need to involve situations when 
people are really using the Internet and interacting with it. In that way we could get a 
better understanding of the process, and the benefits and sacrifices that involves. In 
addition, following the experiential approach to CV, it involves experiences that can be 
reached through observations in addition to interviews. 

Patton (1990) argues that observations enable better understanding of the context. In the 
case of websites, observations enabled to understand the place where they used them, 
their work environment, the setting of the use, and other websites they used. By 
spending time with the customers, I was able to gain an insight into the way they used 
the website and their experience by using it. Thus, I have gained an insight into their 
activities and not their perceptions alone. 

Without the observations, it would be rather difficult to capture all the meanings of CV 
of website communication. By browsing the website, the respondents were able to 
express their opinion much better than just through the interviews and they have shown 
more emotions thus, they elicited greater variety of CV meanings. Through website 
interactions, the interviewees were able to recall more details than only through the 
interviews. People seem not to remember exactly how they use websites, and are not 
aware of the reasons why they use a website in mundane work. That is why the 
observations of their interaction with the website were important. Actually, while 
browsing the website, they freely and spontaneously commented different website 
features and reacted to some problems and difficulties. For example, the respondents 
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would come across the problem of not remembering passwords – a situation they often 
failed to recall through the interviews. Also, the observations helped in understanding 
their familiarity with the Internet in general, and with the seller’s website. In addition, 
they used other websites to compare the website with the case website and explained 
better the reasons why they perceived and experienced something as a benefit or as a 
sacrifice or appreciated certain characteristic. 

The processes of observation and interviewing were not strictly separated. The customer 
interaction with the website was observed in two different ways. The first kind was 
conducted during the interviews when some of the interviewees spontaneously, without 
being instructed, used a computer and websites to explain their opinions. The second 
kind took place when the interviewees were specifically asked to show on a computer 
how and what they used the Internet and websites for in their work while I was sitting 
quietly next to them. In both cases, the observations focused on interviewee’s comments 
and body language during the usage of the website, and on the process and content of 
website browsing. The interviewees expressed their feelings and opinions using body 
language heavily. An example of an observation note can be found in Appendix 6. 

By observing the interviewees while they browsed the website, I gained a much better 
insight into the extent to which they knew the website and whether that corresponds to 
the observed. Patton (2002) warns that people take many things for granted thus an 
observation can help in capturing these unspoken and unaware actions. An outsider 
becomes easily aware of such things. In fact, the interviews and observations indicate 
that people do not think much about the use of websites. It is a part of their daily routine 
hence, without looking into websites, they do not recall many details but focus on 
general impression of the websites as communication tools, whereas during the process 
of the usage and browsing they commented much more and were much more 
opinionated. Thus, the observations have enabled me to see the things that an 
interviewee is not aware of and may forget during an interview. 

The observations of website interaction had several roles: 1) to see the actual usage, 2) 
to help user recall everything they use and in that way uncover the unspoken in the 
interviews - especially the observations were of value in gaining an insight into users 
reaction to unexpected happenings, and 3) to re-evaluate, confirm or disconfirm that 
said in the interview. 

A few (5) interviewees could not be observed in the website interaction as they 
requested to have the interview in meeting rooms, not in their office at their desks. To 
remind them of some parts of the website, I have used website printouts. This was not 
considered a problem, as they were those who needed the case website rather seldom 
and their answers were not in conflict with the rest of the interviews. A list of 
interviewees who were and were not observed can be seen in Appendix 3. 

The length of observations varied between the participants depending on their 
willingness and time pressure. They lasted around half an hour for each person. The 
observations were single observations (Patton 1990) limited in duration, not being 
conducted at some other times as well. 
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Patton (1990) notes that an observer’s role can change. The role that I had in interviews 
was between an onlooker and a participant. At moments, I was more of an onlooker, 
quietly observing website use, while at moments I would ask questions to get an 
explanation of what a participant was doing, or initiate continued use with further 
questions.

Angrosino and Mays de Pérez (2000) emphasise the importance of ethical 
considerations in observation. The observations conducted in this study were conducted 
with the approval of the respondents. Also, the respondents were informed that no 
confidential information would be publicly used. The respondents allowed observation 
even when they were browsing over sensitive information. 

3.2.3. Interviews on the seller side 

With the purpose of deepening the understanding of the context and each customer 
relationships, personal and telephone interviews were conducted with sales people in 
charge for customers interviewed in the study. Sales people are in constant, direct touch 
with customers, thus they possess a wide, first-hand knowledge about customers. For 
that reason, they are important for understanding the context and the customers and thus 
support my interpretation of CV. The list of the informants on the seller side can be seen 
in Appendix 7. These interviews were conducted after the interviews with the 
customers, in both study I and study II.  

The role of these interviews was to learn about their view on CV of website 
communication in the BtoB relationships and evaluate and discuss the initial 
conclusions of the study. The interviews with them consisted of two main parts. Before 
they were familiarised with the findings, they were asked to express their views of CV 
of their website, the important characteristics and consequences of the website. In 
addition, they were asked to clarify the reasons why they thought something was 
important or not to a customer. The purpose of that was to check for possible 
discrepancies between their opinions and to confirm validity of the conclusions.

After that, they were introduced to the main findings and with a CV map that resulted 
from the study. I asked them to give their own opinions of the characteristics and 
consequences, whether they thought some other should have been added as well, or 
could have been found if other customers had been interviewed. Also, I reported my 
explanation of the reasons for the differences in CV, and asked for their comments. The 
semi-structured interview guide can be seen in Appendix 8. 

3.2.4. Seller’s reports  

In addition to the interviews and observations, different seller’s reports about its website 
and e-business strategy, and comparison with its competitors, assisted in understanding 
the industry and business relationships. Documentation encompassed anything written 
that would be relevant for the website and website strategies. Such materials are 
important in supporting the interpretation and qualitative analysis (Foster 2005; Salo 
2006).
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The documentation included three previous studies the seller did about its website and 
its use. The reports deal with customer expectations and use of the website. Also, they 
clarify the characteristics of different website tools. They have helped to understand the 
website characteristics as well as the industry and the customers. The reports were 
examined first prior to the empirical study in order to gain the understanding of the 
potential interviewees and to assist in customer and interviewee selection. They pointed 
at the two customer groups as the main website users and indicated the ways of and 
reasons for using the websites. Finally, the reports were studied again after the data 
analysis in order to compare and check for the alignment of the findings from this study 
with some of the conclusions in the reports. 

3.3. Data analysis 

The data collected through the empirical study were analysed following Miles and 
Huberman’s (1994) suggestions on qualitative data analysis. They point at the main 
components of data analysis: data reduction, display and conclusion 
drawing/verification.

The data analysis of the empirical material consisted of two main phases (in both the 
studies I, and II). The first phase took place during the data collection while second after 
all the data was collected.  

The first phase involved the continuous analysis, conducted after each interview. The 
purpose of that analysis was to discover new issues, which were then included in the 
interview guide for the following interview. Thus, the aim of this analysis was to 
uncover issues of relevance that would be included in subsequent interviews. The focus 
of this phase in the analysis was on general themes while the analysis in the subsequent 
part dealt with specific codes. 

The second phase of the analysis was done after the interviews were conducted. The 
content analysis encompassed the transcriptions and notes of the interviews on the 
customer and seller sides, observation notes and other seller materials.  

Before conducting the content analysis, it was important to familiarise oneself with the 
material (Miles and Huberman 1994). Therefore, I have spent time reading all the 
transcripts, notes and additional documentation, in order to make sense out of the data 
and find meaningful pieces of information. After familiarising myself with the collected 
data, I have proceeded with the content analysis. 

The data reduction part of the analysis encompasses several procedures: selecting, 
focusing, simplifying, abstracting and transforming that data (Miles and Huberman 
1994). In this part the main categories were generated and themes identified. The 
transcripts were then organised in different files. The files were named based on the 
category they represented, containing citations from the transcriptions and notes, 
together with the interviewees’ codes they were saved in the belonging file. During the 
process, some categories were modified or merged. The categories were formed so that 
they obtained internal convergence and external divergence (Miles and Huberman 
1994).
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The content analysis included systematic categorisation and labelling of website 
communication characteristics, consequences (benefit and sacrifices), end-states and 
linkages between characteristics and consequences. It started with distinguishing these 
main categories for each respondent in one customer group (first with architect offices). 
All these were then combined for all respondents together. It continued with decreasing 
the total number of categories on all levels by grouping them into more general 
categories. This made the whole analysis much more manageable. After the initial 
analysis I went back to the theory, which helped me in grouping and distinguishing the 
categories also resulting in modifying some of them.  

Thus, the analysis was abductive, i.e. it was lead by the continuous interaction between 
the data and the theory. The analysis involved simultaneous reliance on theory that was 
reviewed according to the analysis. The codes were developed from the material, and 
then by consulting the literature they were redefined. The aim was to be inductive in the 
analysis as much as possible, listen to the data and form the categories based on the 
data, rather than deciding upon the categories in advance. However, the influence of 
previously read literature could not be excluded. Some categories of benefits and 
sacrifices, such as saving time, were already widely used in the literature whereas some 
emerged from the interviews. A list of categories was formed gradually, first on an 
individual-level then separately for each group, and finally for all. I was guided by 
initial concepts but shifted and discarded them as the data were collected and analysed.

The final categories of website communication characteristics, customer benefits, 
sacrifices and end-states are an outcome of continuous movements between the case 
study and previous research dealing with these CV components. As a result of that 
interplay, the specific categories were developed and modified to the point when they 
were clear and comprehensive. The terms for each category were mainly coined based 
on the terminology used in previous studies when it was considered that such 
terminology fits to the case.  

The intention was to develop clear and self-evident concepts that were not ambiguous 
and did not require additional explanation. Also, the aim was to use concepts that were 
comprehensive and could easily be used in other studies and in different contexts than 
the one in this study. 

After analysing the first group of interviewees, and forming the categories on different 
levels of abstraction: website communication characteristics, customer consequences 
and end-states, I have repeated the same procedure with the other group of interviewees 
from the second customer group (property management companies). In that step, the 
data were analysed through the lens of the previously detected categories. However, 
care was taken to find possible additional categories not identified for the previous 
customer group. The intention was to check whether the same categories of the three 
levels of CV abstraction could be repeated in this group. Some slight modifications of 
categories took place in this step in order to make a category general enough to be 
applicable for both customer groups. Next, the groups were compared in-between and 
focus was placed on commonalities and differences between the groups (suggested also 
by Miles and Huberman 1994).  
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One of the most demanding tasks in the analysis was to discover the linkages between 
the website communication characteristics and customer consequences, i.e. to identify 
the ways on which the characteristics lead to consequences. Based on that, I have 
formed a CV map that includes the components and the links. The data were analysed 
by looking at the descriptions through which a characteristic could be connected with a 
consequence. That was done firstly for each business relationship separately. Only after 
the maps were created for each relationship, they were grouped for the two customer 
groups and for all the customers together. 

The mapping process was firstly done by hand with the use of pen and paper. In that 
process, it was practical and revealing to use different colours to make sense out of data 
and to spot different types of linkages. After the paper-based mapping, the procedure 
was repeated with the help of a computer and computer program Visio. The program 
was found to be very useful in such a process as it enables to fix a linkage to a 
characteristic or a consequence and keep it like that irrespective of the possible 
movement or changes of the components. The established linkages in the maps in each 
business relationships were verified several times to make sure they correspond to the 
data. As the procedure of mapping was repeated again when the mapping was made in 
the computer program, the linkages were confirmed yet again. 

To display the data, different matrixes and figures were used throughout the analysis. 
All the data were organised in a large table (spreading over 17 pages,) that encompassed 
and clearly identified website communication characteristics, consequences, citations 
that support these components and the linkages between them. An extract from the table 
is included in Appendix 9. The table has also signified the sources of the data i.e.: the 
interview transcription or observation note, the interviewees on the seller side, and the 
interviewees and relationships on the customer side. Different matrixes and figures were 
of help in the thinking process through which the data was approached from different 
angles. Some of the figures and matrixes were later abandoned while some were used to 
represent the data in the following chapter on findings. 

In sum, the data analysis itself was abductive just like the entire study. It has focused on 
the main components of the tentative theoretical framework, developing categories of 
the meanings of the components on different units of analysis and aiming at creating 
categories that are clear, self-evident and comprehensive enough. 

3.4. Judging the quality of the research design 

“Because a paradigm is a world view, spanning ontology, epistemology and 
methodology, the quality of scientific research done within a paradigm has to be judged 
by its own paradigm’s terms” (Healy and Perry 2000, p. 121).  

Based on Healy and Perry (2000), Patton (1990), Ghauri and Grønhaug (2002), 
Gummesson (2000) and Yin (2003), the quality of qualitative research within the 
realism paradigm can be judged through the next criteria: ontological appropriateness, 
multiple perceptions of participants and peer researchers, methodological 
trustworthiness, analytic generalisation, construct validity and observation validity. For 
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each of the criteria, studies suggest different tactics to tackle them. Table 25 summarises 
the criteria, suggested tactics and the way they were used in this study. 

Table 25 Criteria for judging the quality of the study and tactics used in this study in order to 
assure it 

Criteria Tactics used in this study 
Ontological 
appropriateness 

Selection of research problem - complex and contextual problem of investigation. 
Realism advises the use of case studies. 

Multiple 
perceptions of 
participants and 
peer researchers 

Multiple interviews 
Triangulation 
Parts of the study published in peer-reviewed conference proceedings 

Methodological 
trustworthiness 

Keeping a diary 
Using relevant quotations in the study 
Describing the procedure of the case and interviewees selection 
Describing interview procedures and practicing the interviews 
Case study database 

Analytic 
generalisation 

Theory used in research design  

Using multiple sources of evidences in data collection: interviews with customers 
and seller’s people, observations, previous studies of the seller 
Establishing chain of evidence in data collection: emails, interview guide, list of 
interviewees and citations are included in the report. 
Marketing and e-business managers checked the findings 

Construct 
validity 

Prior theory used to define concepts  
Observation 
validity 

Explained to the participants the importance of not changing their behaviour and 
acting naturally. 
The participants not aware of the exact focus of the observations 

Healy and Perry (2000) find ontological appropriateness of the research design as the 
starting point when judging the quality of the research design. “The choice and 
adequacy of a method embodies a variety of assumptions regarding the nature of 
knowledge and the methods through which that knowledge can be obtained, as well as a 
set of root assumptions about the nature of the phenomena to be investigated.” (Morgan 
and Smircich 1980, p. 491). The appropriateness of a case study within realist ontology 
was already discussed in the introduction chapter. To summarise, the research problem 
under the investigation is complex and contextual. In such situations, a case study is 
considered as an appropriate research method. In fact, realists encourage the use of case 
studies.

Trustworthiness, often called reliability, is achieved through accuracy, stability and 
repeatability of procedures (Healy and Perry 2000). That is, a study is trustworthy if 
chosen research technique yields the same findings when used repeatedly. Thus, it is 
important to demonstrate that the operations of a study (data collection procedures) can 
be repeated with the same results.

To advance the trustworthiness of the study, Yin (2003) suggests documenting the 
procedures followed in the case through case study protocol and database. I was writing 
a diary during the study and formed a database with important information about the 
study and customers. An extract from the case study database can be seen in Appendix 



83

10. Also, Yin (2003) outlines the importance of establishing a clear chain of evidence. 
Thus, different documents used throughout the study such as emails, interview guides, 
transcription instructions, list of interviewees and citations, case study diary and 
database, research notes are included in the report. Apart from that, the interviews were 
trained in advance to assure interview flow and prevent possible mistakes. My 
supervisors and I have carefully checked all the questions. 

Next, triangulation increases trustworthiness of the findings as the same conclusion is 
supported by several different sources (Healy and Perry 2000). Triangulation refers to 
the combination of different methodologies (sources of data), i.e. data collection 
through different methods – or even collection of different data. Studies argue (e.g. 
Ghauri and Grønhaug 2002) that through triangulation, the accuracy of judgments and 
consequently, the results are improved. Specifically, it is argued that it can provide more 
complete, holistic and contextual portrait of the context under study – which is in case 
study even more important due to the need to check and validate information from 
different angles. 

The study utilised multiple interviews with different customers to gain multiple 
perceptions on the research problem as instructed by Healy and Perry (2000). In fact, 
even though the first stage of the study offered enough material to answer the research 
problem, the second study was conducted to tackle additionally a variety of perceptions 
and this criterion. 

Also, peer debriefing was used in the study as suggested by Healy and Perry (2000). I 
have asked another researcher to check whether he also agreed that based on the 
definitions, the selected text belonged to the chosen category. Only slight modifications 
were done to the suggested categories.

Yin (2003) further suggests having key-interviewees review a draft of the report. Due to 
heavy time schedule, the interviewees were not willing to check the transcriptions or the 
conclusions. However, conclusions were shown to a seller’s sales person and marketing 
managers. In that way, the conclusions of the study were critically assessed. The sales 
people were introduced to the main findings and with the CV map that resulted from the 
study. I asked them to give their own opinion of the characteristics and consequences, 
whether they thought some other should have been added as well, or could have been 
found if other customers had been interviewed. Also, I reported my explanation of the 
reasons for the differences in CV, and asked for their comments. The purpose of that 
was to check for possible discrepancies between their opinions and to confirm the 
validity of the conclusions.

Besides that, parts of this study were presented at several conferences, having 
undergone double blind review processes from peers who were experts in the field. On 
top of that, in addition to getting comments from three supervisors of this thesis, this 
report has undergone a formal examination of two colleagues at the department at which 
this thesis is written. One of the colleagues has a doctoral degree in marketing and is an 
expert on business-to-business relationships, and another was at that time finalising a 
doctoral thesis that deals with CV. The parts of the manuscript were also regularly 
presented at the departments seminars. Through all that, the logic of findings was 
further critically assessed. 
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Another criterion, generalisation, refers to the extent the findings from this study can be 
generalised to other settings (Healy and Perry 2000). Thus, it is considered necessary to 
establish the domain to which a study’s findings can be generalised. Case studies aim at 
generalising the findings to a broader theory (Gummesson 2000). Also, Yin (2003) 
states that case studies, in the same way as experiments, are generalised to theoretical 
propositions and not to populations. The aim of analytical generalisation is to generalise 
a particular set of results to a broader theory (Yin 1994, p. 36). The investigation does 
not strive to generalisation to a population, as in statistical generalisation (Perry 1998). 
Generalisation to a theory considers providing some evidences that support a theory but 
it does not necessarily prove it definitely (Firestone 1993). 

The generalisation of the findings is limited to the customers in the study since they 
were not statistically chosen to represent all the customers, the whole industry or other 
industries. In particular, as CV is a relative and subjective concept, different settings and 
customers may yield a different CV. Still, as the interviewees, business relationships 
and customer groups were chosen to represent a variety of customers, the findings could 
be generalised to other customers not involved in the study. Also, as some other 
industries are similar to the elevator industry in respect with business relationships and 
website type, the findings could be generalised to those levels as well. However, this 
was not the purpose of this study and should be a matter of future research to test truly 
the extent to which the findings can be generalised. 

In addition, the approach to CV developed in this study integrates different CV 
components that were previously tested in other studies and do not depend upon a 
context. As such, the approach could easily be generalised to different other contexts as 
it is focusing on the main CV components. The components of the theoretical 
framework of CV of website communication in BtoB can be used in an analysis of CV 
in any other context. In particular, customer end-states present the most abstract 
component of CV that is the most stabile one and could be generalised over different 
contexts (Reynolds and Gutman 1988). Also, the additional types of linkages between 
CV levels, introduced in the study, do not depend upon a context and could be used in 
any CV analysis. 

The validity of a case study refers to the fit between theory and reality (Gummesson 
2000). In this study it is achieved through continuous movements back and forth 
between the theoretical framework and the empirical study. Throughout the study, 
different steps were taken to assure construct validity. Construct validity refers to the 
correctness of the operational measures for the concepts under the study, that is, 
whether the researcher uses methods to study what she intended to study rather than 
something else (Yin 1994; Gummesson 2000). First of all, the whole study was 
cautiously planned and conducted. To assure construct validity, Yin (1994) and Healy 
and Perry (2000) advise further the use of multiple sources of evidences as that 
encourages convergent lines of inquiry. In connection with that, this research utilised 
interviews with customers and seller’s employees, observations and previous studies of 
the seller. 

Healy and Perry (2000) suggest the use of prior theory to define the concepts. In fact, as 
the study is abductive, prior theory was involved in the formulation of the main 
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concepts. All the categories brought out in the study were defined based on the previous 
research if they appeared in it before. 

Finally, as the study utilised observation techniques, observation validity should be 
assessed. Observation validity refers to the effect that the observer has on what is 
observed (Patton 1990). During the observations customers were aware of my presence. 
Due to that, they probably modified their behaviour to some extent. In particular, they 
could have both controlled and accentuated expression of emotions. However, my 
impression was that they were not deliberately modifying their behaviour to great 
extent, as they appeared very spontaneous and sincere. In addition, they were explained 
that it was relevant for the research that they used the website the way they used it 
typically and behaved normally. They were not informed in advance of the exact focus 
of the observations so they could not have planned the change in behaviour much in 
advance.

In sum, the study was conducted, constantly keeping in mind the importance of assuring 
the ontological appropriateness, trustworthiness, analytic generalisation, and construct 
and observation validity. 
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4 DEEPENING THE TENTATIVE THEORETICAL 
FRAMEWORK THROUGH AN EMPIRICAL CASE 

This chapter presents the main findings from the empirical case study. The empirical 
part was used to deepen the tentative theoretical framework of CV of website 
communication in the particular case of business relationships. The case study generated 
the specific meanings of each of the framework’s components in the chosen context. It 
elicited some new meanings as well as re-confirmed those found in extant research. In 
addition, the empirical study was used to illustrate the use of the integrated approach to 
CV empirically. 

First, the description of the empirical setting is enriched by the first-hand insights into 
the relationships under investigation. Following that, the chapter presents the findings 
about CV of website communication in the case. The findings are organised around the 
main components of the framework: website communication characteristics, customer 
consequences – the benefits and sacrifices, customer desired end-states, and the linkages 
between these. After that, the main findings are summarised and built into the final 
theoretical framework. The chapter ends with a discussion of the empirical study. 

4.1. Characterisation of the empirical setting 

The empirical part of the study takes place in the elevator industry in Finland. The 
initial description of the empirical setting can be enriched based on my direct insights 
into it. Notes can be made here in respect with the relationships between the seller 
company and the customers, and website communication in the relationships.

4.1.1. The customer relationships 

As mentioned, the customers included in the empirical study belong to two customer 
groups (CG): architect offices (ARCH) and property management companies (PROM). 
Within each customer group, several business relationships were involved in the study: 
in ARCH, four business relationships A-D while in PROM, five business relationships 
E-I.

The main characteristics of interaction that take place in the business relationships with 
the customer groups in the study are summarised in Table 26, following Håkansson 
(1982). The relationships with the companies belonging to the two customer groups 
differ based on the type of the exchange that takes place. That is, whereas relationships 
with PROM involve a direct exchange of product/services and money between the seller 
and PROM, the relationships with ARCH do not involve any direct exchange of 
product/services and money between the seller and them as they act as consultants to the 
company ordering the work. 
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Table 26 Characteristics of interaction in the business relationships with the two customer groups 
in the study 

Content of exchange in 
relationships

Customer group ARCH – 
Architect offices 

Customer group PROM – 
Property management companies 

Product/service No Yes 
Information Yes Yes 
Financial No Yes 
Social Yes Yes 

The business relationships within each customer group represent various typical 
relationships that the seller has with the customers. Also, website communication in the 
business relationship is similar. The main characteristics of each customer group and 
their relationships with the seller are summarised in Table 27. The customer groups 
share some similarities but are rather different. 

Table 27 Characteristics of the customer groups ARCH and PROM 

Characteristics 
Architect offices  
ARCH 

Property management companies 
PROM 

Size 5 to 60 employees 30 to several hundreds employees 
Procurement 
involvement  

Advisors to a company ordering the 
work 
They do not make decisions which 
elevator to buy but are choosing which 
one they will place in building 
drawings. They have a role of 
influencers on the final choice of a 
seller and a product 

Directly involved in a procurement of 
elevators and elevator maintenance 
services in new and old buildings 

Relationship with 
the seller

Project-based relationship, with some 
over several projects 

Longitudinal, continuous relationships 

Formal bonding 
with the seller 

No long-term contracts Contracts with the seller, sometimes 
up to 10 year 

Communication 
means

Many different sellers to communicate 
with 
Most frequently use printed materials 
such as catalogues, followed by 
telephone, websites and face-to-face 

Many different sellers to 
communicate with 
Telephone, followed by printed 
materials, websites and face-to-face 

Use of the website  Discontinuous Continuous, periodical 
Information used 
on the website 

Conceptual stage – general information 
Design stage – detailed information 
Suggestions about products suitable for 
a particular building, design options of 
interior and exterior, and basic 
information about product dimensions 

About products and services, general 
information about the seller (e.g. the 
structure, contact people and 
telephone numbers) technical 
materials and descriptions.  
Reports about the elevator 
performance and maintenance, 
comments 

Website users In bigger offices: several people  
In smaller offices: one person  
People in charge of conceptual and of 
technical tasks 

In bigger offices: several people  
In smaller offices: one person  
People in charge of managerial, and 
of technical tasks 
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Both customer groups use the website in communication with the seller as well as many 
other means of communication. They also use websites of many other sellers that they 
co-operate with. Some of the information they use on the website overlap. In both 
customer groups several people within a company use the website. Depending on a 
company size, a different number of people communicates with the seller. In bigger 
companies several people use the website whereas in smaller companies often only one 
person uses it. Within each customer group, business relationships differ based on 
customer company size, and length of co-operation. 

Although there are similarities, the customer groups differ in many aspects such as 
company size, role in procurement, type of relationship and bonding. PROM involves 
larger organisations than ARCH. PROM are involved in procurement as decision-
makers whereas ARCH function as influencers. ARCH relationships are project based 
and not bonded by long-term contracts whereas PROM relationships are more 
continuous and based on long-term contracts. 

The two customer groups and relationships within each group are described in the 
following two sections. 

4.1.1.1. Customer group ARCH 

The first customer group encompasses architect offices (ARCH). The relationships 
these customers have with the seller are project-based. They are involved in 
procurement of an elevator for new or old buildings as consultants to the owner of a 
building or project developer. They do not make decisions about which products to buy 
but choose the products that they will place in building drawings and suggesting them to 
a company that owns a building or is ordering the project. Thus they have a role of 
influencers on the choice of a seller and a product. There is no direct financial exchange 
between the seller and the architect offices as the architect offices are paid by a 
company ordering a building. In fact, they emphasise the role of being an independent 
party in procurement. The relationships with architect offices involve the exchange of 
information (i.e. communication) as well as some social exchange.  

Due to tight project deadlines they are under high pressure and have limited time for 
making the decisions. Elevators are not as important to them as other parts of a building 
so they do not want to spend too much time on that. Particularly, they are not greatly 
important in the design of residential buildings since they often use standard solutions. 
However, getting information about them is very important as they form the core of 
their drawings and without them they cannot proceed with the rest of the work.

In their work they need to communicate with many different sellers such as companies 
making furniture, windows, stairs, flooring, etc. They use different means of 
communication among which they most frequently use printed materials such as 
catalogues. These are followed by telephone, the Internet and face-to-face. They meet 
seller’s representatives or call the seller to get information. Some of the offices, in 
particular bigger ones, have their own libraries where they collect brochures and similar 
promotional material of different companies. Also, they store product samples of e.g. 
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cloth colours or parquets. While previously they have relied a lot on seller catalogues 
and brochures, now they are using the Internet progressively. 

The architect offices can have only a few employees, while there are some bigger 
offices with more than 50 employees. In bigger offices, several people can be involved 
in the part of work concerning elevators while in smaller offices one person alone can 
handle that. Depending on that there can be different website users within a company: 
people in charge of more managerial (conceptual) and of technical tasks. 

On the seller’s website they use general information about the company and technical 
information such as elevator dimensions, capacity, interior or CAD drawings. They use 
the website first in a conceptual stage of a project when making initial drawings. As 
early in a project as possible, they need suggestions about the elevators suitable for a 
particular building, elevator design options of interior and exterior, and basic 
information about dimensions. Later, when they draw a detailed design, they need exact 
measures and drawings. 

Customer group ARCH is represented by four business relationships A – D. They 
represent various typical business relationships that the seller has with the customer 
group ARCH. With some of the customer companies the seller has cooperated over 
many projects and has many contacts while with some they have fewer projects. The 
business relationships within ARCH are introduced in the following paragraphs. 

Business relationship A - The customer is an architect office employing over 50 
employees. The customer and the seller have co-operated for many years through 
different projects and established many personal contacts. Several people within the 
customer company use the seller’s website. 

Business relationship B - The customer is a smaller architect office with about 15 
employees. The seller and the customer have cooperated on several projects and have 
some personal contacts. Mainly one employee uses the website in work.

Business relationship C - The customer is a smaller architect office with about 10 
employees. The seller and the customer have cooperated on a few projects and have a 
few personal contacts. Mainly one employee uses the website in work. 

Business relationship D - The customer is a smaller office with less than 10 
employees. It is a younger company and a relationship with the seller is rather weak as 
they have not cooperated a lot. Some employees use the website, mainly for general 
information about products. 

In sum, customers in ARCH co-operate with the seller on a project basis, using different 
means of communication among which the website. The business relationships in 
customer group ARCH differ in company size and length of co-operation with the 
seller.
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4.1.1.2. Customer group PROM 

The other customer group encompasses property management companies (PROM). 
They are involved in procurement of elevators and maintenance services. They can buy 
a new elevator, or services such as elevator renewal, repair, update and similar.  

The relationships with property management companies involve, apart from information 
and social exchanges, the exchange of products or services and financial exchange. 
They are often bonded with longer contractual relationships with the seller, sometimes 
with e.g. 10-year contracts. 

Customers in PROM communicate with many different sellers, e.g. cleaning, electricity 
and utilities companies. Furthermore, they use many different websites and internet 
systems. Unlike ARCH that communicates with the seller on a project basis, PROM 
communicates with the seller continuously about regular maintenance of elevators, 
renewal or new procurement. They use different means of communication. Most 
frequently they use telephone, followed by printed materials, websites and face-to-face. 
Compared to ARCH, they communicate with the seller more over a telephone. They use 
the website continuously to check for the status of the elevator or related services. They 
also use it when considering elevator renewal or purchase of a new elevator. 

Property management companies are larger organisations than architect offices. Some 
of them are large companies employing hundreds of employees. Typically, several 
people within the companies are involved in work with elevators: people in charge of 
managerial, and technical tasks. In some organisations e.g. shopping malls, there may 
be only one person in charge for management and technical matters of maintenance. 

They use the website for gaining information about products and services, general 
information about the seller, such as the structure, contact people and telephone 
numbers, technical materials and descriptions. Moreover, they get different reports 
about the elevator performance and maintenance, and can give comments.  

Customer group PROM is represented by five business relationships E – I. They are 
different from typical business relationships that the seller has with the customer group 
PROM. The seller has cooperated with some of the customer companies over many 
years and has many contacts; while the cooperation with some other companies 
happened over shorter period of time. The business relationships within PROM are 
introduced in the following paragraphs. 

Business relationship E - The customer is a large international property management 
company. The seller and the customer have cooperated for several years and have 
several personal contacts. Several employees use the website occasionally. 

Business relationship F - The customer is a large property management company, 
employing several hundreds of employees. The seller and the customer have cooperated 
for many years, signing long-term contracts. This is considered to be a very important 
customer. Several employees within the company use the website in communication 
with the seller. 
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Business relationship G - The customer is a property management company with about 
100 employees. The seller and the customer have cooperated for many years. This is 
considered to be a very important customer. The seller and the customer have regular 
annual meetings and several personal contacts. Several employees within the company 
use the website in communication with the seller. 

Business relationship H - The customer is a property management company, 
employing about 40 people. The seller and the customer have cooperated for many 
years and have some personal contacts. Several employees use the website in 
communication with the seller. 

Business relationship I - The customer is a mid-size property management company. 
The seller and the customer have cooperated for several years and have some personal 
contacts. Only a few employees use the website in communication with the seller. 

Thus, customers in PROM co-operate with the seller continuously, using different 
means of communication among which the website. The business relationships in 
customer group PROM differ in their size and length of co-operation. 

Some extracts from the interviews about the use of the website by the interviewees can 
be found in Appendix 11. 

4.1.2. Website communication in the empirical case 

The seller’s website was employed to illustrate website communication in BtoB 
relationships and thus to help understand CV. It is used in the communication between 
the seller and the customers.  

The seller started to develop the website in the beginning of the year 2000, following 
their competitors. The website, as other websites in the industry, presents an 
information and communication platform and does not enable a user to do commerce 
through it. Following Wen et al. (2001), the website can be categorised as 
communication website and not as a transaction website as it is not possible to conduct 
any commerce over the website. Rather, the website is oriented towards accessing, 
sharing and archiving information through various website tools. Thus, the website is 
used in the process of communication and not in exchange of money, products or 
services.

The website, like other websites in the industry, targeted (at the time of the study) 
customers, stakeholders, general public and the media. Among customers, the two 
aforementioned customer groups were main target users of the website. Website 
communication differed to some extent for the two customer groups mainly in the kind 
of content they use. Table 28 presents the characteristics of website communication for 
the two customer groups. 
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Table 28 Characteristics of the website communication in the customer groups 

Customer groups 

ARCH PROM 
Product and company information Product and company information, 

previous work Content 
Not very customised 

Digital drawings, downloadable 
brochures 

Downloadable brochures, documents, 
reports Form

Multimedia view of products 
Travelling, working at home, on distant locations, during weekends 

Different users within a company 
Search engine, storage of documents, 
automated suggestions of products 

Search engine, storage of documents, 
reports 

Logging-in, navigating, entering data W
eb

si
te

 c
om

m
un

ic
at

io
n 

ch
ar

ac
te

ri
st

ic
s 

Customer-
website 
interaction

Sometimes slow website, possible viruses, hackers might access information 

At the time of conducting the study, the users could find the information about the 
seller, its products and services, specifications, drawings and brochures. Furthermore, it 
was possible to contact the seller through the website, request assistance or service, and 
give feedback. Additionally, users could store information and documents, and use 
reporting tools for elevator performance reporting, account management reporting and 
invoice reporting. The users could follow elevator performance and check the state of 
the elevator repair. Also, there was an option for users to store some information or 
documents online and to get automated suggestions of a right product based on user 
needs. The website required users to log-in for gaining specific information. 

The website layout was a standard layout with the menu on the side. The users could 
navigate around the website using the menu or by entering a search word in the search 
engine. Website design was simple, not flashy and, typically for BtoB websites, with 
lots of text and some pictures. Website interactivity enabled them to search for 
documents, store them, use automated suggestions and generate reports. The website 
presented more than just a plain online brochure but still it could be improved. In order 
to be classified as a relational website (Geiger and Martin 1999), i.e. to be highly 
interactive and customised, further developments of the website would be required. 

The use of the case website was to a large extent voluntary. Customers used other 
channels to share and exchange information in order to create a common meaning. The 
interviewees in this study shared positive opinions about the Internet and website 
communication and emphasised that the website has improved significantly during the 
last couple of years.

The following chapters present the meanings of each component of the tentative 
theoretical framework and illustrate them with citations from the data, starting with 
website communication characteristics. 
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4.2. Website communication characteristics driving CV in the empirical case 

Website communication characteristics are a component of the tentative theoretical 
framework on the lowest level of abstraction. In this part, website communication 
characteristics that are found to act as CV drivers are explained. Additionally, citations 
from the interviews are used to better clarify these characteristics. The notes at the end 
of each citation tell where the citation come from. The citations on the customer side are 
marked with I whereas on the sellers side with S, where the number refers to the exact 
interviewee. The list of marks and interviewees can be seen in Appendix 3 and 
Appendix 7. 

The study revealed that website communication characteristics that drive CV can be 
grouped in the four facets of BtoB website communication introduced in the tentative 
theoretical framework that was deepened through the insights into existing research on 
CV drivers.

The characteristics of website communication within each of the four website 
communication facets are presented in Table 29. These characteristics act as CV drivers. 

Table 29 Characteristics of the BtoB website communication that drive CV 

BtoB website communication facets 
Content Form Customer-website interaction Relationship 

C
ha

ra
ct

er
is

tic
s Up-to-date 

Historical
Various 
Customised 

Multimedia  
Digital 
Impersonal 
Unreal

Anytime / Anywhere  
Direct access 
Multiple participants 
Interactivity 
User self-administration 
Technical problems 

Trust
Clarity

The listed categories of website communication characteristics are an outcome of 
continuous movements between the case study and previous research dealing with 
website communication characteristics. As a result of that interplay, the specific 
categories were developed and modified to the point when they were clear and 
comprehensive. The terms for each category were mainly coined based on the 
terminology used in previous studies when it was considered that such terminology fits 
the case.  

The intention was to develop clear and self-evident concepts that were not ambiguous 
and did not require additional explanation. Also, the aim was to use concepts that were 
comprehensive and could easily be used in other studies and in different contexts than 
the one in this study. 

The following chapters exemplify each of the website communication characteristics 
that drive CV in the case study. The citations from the interview transcriptions and 
observations notes are used to illustrate them. 
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4.2.1. Website communication content characteristics 

Content characteristics of website communication relate to the type of information that 
is exchanged in communication. It can be seen in the study that the customers consider 
the following characteristics of the content relevant: up-to-date, historical, various and 
customised. 

Up-to-date content corresponds to the latest available information. For instance, the 
interviewees emphasised: 

It’s something that happens now. (I12)  

The web page is very good because it’s always new information, so…that’s the biggest 
advantage [of the website] (I1) 

Historical content refers to the past website communication that took place: 

Having a history [of communication] is most important because previously it was wiped out… 
(I12) 

I think it’s the history [that is important] – you can check what was before and refresh your 
memory. (I20) 

Various content refers to diverse types of information about products, services, seller, 
employees and similar. For instance, the interviewees talked about different kind of 
content:

You find there quite a lot of information, in the first place you find a telephone number and 
address and now you find what they do, where they do, and the persons... (I9) 

It’s the variety of things ’cause in printed catalogues it’s so much harder to find the variety 
because then you should have ten folders. (I22) 

Customised content refers to such content that corresponds to specific needs of a 
business relationship. In the case of the website communication in this study, the 
customers refer to content customisation, but in a negative way as in the chosen case the 
content is considered too general, i.e. un-customised: 

It’s produced by people who do not understand the character of the design, what kind of 
information we need, dimensions, choice of materials, soo…there is not that kind of 
professional information… (I1) 

Many times it’s very thin this information [on the website] and it’s only the surface. (I8) 

Also, the customers talk about content that they cannot understand, i.e. it is not 
customised to their level of knowledge: 

There might sometimes be the problem that there comes that kind of information that I don’t 
know about, is it this or this. I usually know the type of construction - it is an office building or 
a residence building, and it is quite basic things that I know. So I don’t know about the details. I 
might slip by filling in wrong information or something. (I6) 
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Further, they talk about content that is not customised because the website is not 
connected with their own systems: 

There is no linkage between the systems - it should enable certain amount of automation. It 
would be good if the systems could be linked - it would use information more efficiently. (I16) 

Thus, CV of website communication stems from four different characteristics of its 
content. Next to the up-to-date and historical content, various and customised content 
are characteristics of website communication that customer care for. In this case, the 
content of website communication is considered to be un-customised. 

4.2.2. Website communication form characteristics 

The form of website communication refers to the appearance of information. The study 
points at the next forms that matter to customers: multimedia, digital, impersonal and 
unreal.

The interviewees refer to multimedia form of information. That is, to the presentation of 
information through a visual and moving picture medium that enables different views 
on solutions: 

For instance I see here [pointing at different pictures and view options on the website] …you 
can get quite a lot of inspiring features and inspiring information, which helps you to design 
what you, yourself want to do…so, it’s something I like to look at… (I3) 

…in one way and it’s easier to decide when you see. If you only read it’s not the same thing but 
when you see it’s almost, for me it’s easier when I see something. (I9) 

Also, customers denote the digital form of information that enables its download, 
storage on a computer and is not in a paper form: 

From here I can get [download] them [drawings] directly. (I6) 

I don’t need papers…you don’t need thousands of post-its. (I15) 

Further they mention impersonal form of information that is either written or does not 
involve human interference: 

… it is kind of black on white…the information from there. (I6) 

Well, you don’t get the same thing as with people… sometime they come… we have a chat. 
(I5) 

Finally, they point out unreal form of the information that is a form that does not 
correspond to the form of information in reality. Customers talk about the intangible 
nature of the materials, and colours that are distorted compared to those in reality 
because a computer screen changes them: 

…you can’t see some colours or materials on the paper on the printed picture. It doesn’t matter 
if you see colours on the screen or on the paper - it’s not the same as seeing it for real. You 
can’t feel the surface. (I6) 
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Thus, CV of website communication stems from four different characteristics of 
information form. Website communication permits different forms of information 
compared to other means of communication. The form can be multimedia, digital, 
impersonal and unreal. 

4.2.3. User-website interaction characteristics 

User-website interaction encompasses the process of user’s contact with the website. 
The interaction characteristics to which the interviewees refer include various aspects of 
website-user interaction. The interaction can take place anytime and anywhere, and 
enables a direct access to information. It can involve multiple participants. It is further 
characterised by website interactivity, user self-administration and technical problems.  

It can be seen that the facet of customer-website interaction carries the biggest number 
of characteristics relevant for customers. That points at its diversity and the complexity 
of the process of contact between a customer and a website. 

The customers emphasise anytime and anywhere use of the website. The interaction 
can happen at any point of time, whether it is weekend or late in the evening, i.e. it can 
go on outside working hours. Also, it can happen in different locations: 

we have many experts that live in different places or you know here and there so you don’t need 
to be in one place …if you you use many places where you work.. in a cafe or wherever at 
home in the car, train, wherever, many working places. (I21) 

In user-website interaction, the informants denote a direct access to information that 
refers to an access without any obstacles or mediation. For example, website 
communication does not involve people as mediators: 

If you have to be in the waiting line on the phone and wait for an operator, that’s very annoying 
[and with a website that is not needed]. (I9) 

Also, they talk about the communication that takes place at a computer at which they 
normally work so they can access the website directly: 

Well, I guess I’m so lazy that it’s much easier to see it here, with my computer and when 
surfing the websites, and trying to find…than to get up. (I5) 

The direct interaction does not involve barriers in website organisation when looking for 
information. For example, customised design directs users to needed information: 

…here is told where I can find it [information], I came fast. Here I can see, here it’s written the 
designers service - so they guess that I need this kind of information… and immediately I can 
find an understandable table.  (I6)  

The ability of website communication to involve multiple participants is also 
mentioned by the interviewees. Many people involved in a project can use the website 
to get the information and continue their work: 

…then others [colleagues] can also use it…when the other one starts on a building… then it 
could be directly seen [the work that is going on]. (I6) 
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It’s good for other people in the company… they also get information. (I14) 

Further, they outline the characteristics of website interactivity i.e. the ability of the 
website to give an immediate response to customers’ activities. For example, based on 
customers’ input, the search engine finds the information that they look for: 

…there is some kind of finder so you can find the information very fast. (I21) 

Similarly, they talk about an interactive product-suggestion tool that, based on data that 
the customer enters, recommends the right solution: 

Yes, it’s excellent, if I remember right, you can put like: I need a solution for a building house – 
it finds you elevators – one door, two door, it’s much easier, it helps to decide by giving 
suggestions. (I7) 

User self-administration is another characteristic of the interaction between the website 
and the user that is outlined in the study, meaning that the customers need to administer 
some parts of the communication on their own. The interviewees need to do some 
things by themselves. For example, they need to put in some data: 

I can’t go forward if I don’t put something here but they were in the beginning that the speed is 
this and this and…if we go back they were already here. I wonder why I have to feed them here 
again! (I6) 

Or, they need to navigate around the website: 

It’s extremely hard usually to find information you actually need from the website and that’s a 
big problem. (I22) 

[She is clicking through different web pages and comments aloud] where to find it...hm…it was 
somewhere here…let me check here…it’s often like that that I need to click through many 
pages to find it. (I24) 

Also, self-administration takes place when they need to remember a password to log-in 
into the website: 

I don’t like to have to remember the passwords, for instance. It makes the life more 
complicated. (I3) 

Finally, different technical problems such as website slowness, internet connection 
break-up and viruses are common for the Internet, and characterise user-website 
interaction. For example, the website can be slow to download: 

I used these sites a couple of days ago and they were so slow. (I5) 

Technical problems include also break-ups in Internet connection:

And sometimes, the web is not working for instance... well, it’s only couple of hours or so 
but… (I5) 

Also, technical problems involve different viruses that can occur on the Internet: 

You always are aware of viruses and that kind of disadvantages, which come when you give 
your information somewhere… (I3) 
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Thus, CV of website communication stems from six different characteristics of user-
website interaction. These are: anytime and anywhere interaction, direct access, 
multiple participants, interactivity, user self-administration and technical problems.  

4.2.4. Business relationship characteristics 

Business relationship characteristics of website communication encompass the process 
of the interaction between the customer and the seller. The study points at two 
characteristics of customer relationships with the seller that matter in customer 
judgement of value of website communication. These are: trust and clarity in a 
relationship.

Trust in the relationship matters for CV as some of the interviewees mention the fact 
that they have trust in the website owner, i.e. in the seller. They find that the information 
comes from a reliable source. 

They are our partners – we can rely on the information there [on the website] (I15) 

Also, the customers refer to clarity in the relationships in a sense of a clear purpose of 
website communication in a relationship. In the empirical case, customers point at the 
opposite situation i.e. on the ambiguity as they do not understand the role of website 
communication, and they do not find the purpose of the website communication clear. 
For example, they do not comprehend the reasons and purposes of some website 
features: 

But I don’t understand why should there be some hidden information for which you need some 
kind of codes to get in. Why, why? (I1) 

Similarly, the interviewees outline the lack of clarity of the purpose of the website 
communication and the way they should use the website. That is, they find that the 
purpose of website communication is ambiguous: 

…it’s not really clear what the website’s role is. (I14) 

And our catalogue system there, in the libraries, is based on this [coding] system. So, I know 
the coding system, and I just go and check certain part…but when I’m printing the brochure out 
of this system, where should I put it?  Should I just read it and then put it into the wastebasket? 
Or then, should I have my own little library? (I2) 

An informant on the seller’s side points at the same: 

They don’t necessarily know what there is on the website, what they can find there. (S3) 

Thus, the study outlines two characteristics of a relationship that matter for CV: trust 
and clarity. In the case under investigation, the clarity was not present but the opposite 
i.e. the ambiguity. 
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4.2.5. Variety and richness in CV drivers  

This part aims at portraying variety and richness in the website communication 
characteristics (CV drivers). The intention is to represent CV drivers’ diversity and 
dynamics in respect with different units of analysis. Based on the data in this study, the 
findings cannot be statistically generalised but rather, they can be presented in a way to 
portray the dynamics in CV drivers in respect with different business relationships.

The presented website communication characteristics are found to drive CV in the case. 
When analysing the characteristics for different units of analysis, i.e. for the two 
customer groups and nine business relationships, similarities as well as differences in 
the characteristics are present, pointing at the variety and richness of CV drivers. 
Variety in the elicited CV drivers appears between business relationships and between 
two customer groups as summarised in Table 30. 

Table 30 An analysis of the elicited CV drivers in business relationships and customer groups 
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A X - X X X X X X X X X X X X X X 
B X - - X - X X - X X - X X X - X 
C X - - X - X X X - X X - X X - - A

R
C

H

D X - X X X X - X X X X X X X - - 
ARCH X - X X X X X X X X X X X X X X

E X X X X - - X - X X - - X - X - 
F X - X X X X X - X X - X X X X - 
G X - X X - X - - X - - X X - - - 
H X X X X X - - - X - X X X X - X PR

O
M

I X X X X - X - - X X - X X - - - 
PROM X X X X X X X - X X X X X X X X
The
case

X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X X 

X - The characteristic is elicited in the business relationship or customer group 
 - - The characteristic is not elicited in the business relationship or customer group 

Two website communication characteristics seem to make the difference in respect with 
the two customer groups ARCH and PROM: historical content and unreal form of 
information. Firstly, PROM assigns the importance to the historical content while 
ARCH does not. The historical content matters to PROM customers because their 
relationship with the seller is continuous and connected with the same buildings, 
products and services, where the same situations often repeat. In their job, it is an 
imperative to know the problems that occurred previously, and the ways in which they 
were solved, in order to be able to plan the future. For ARCH, this is not the case as 
almost every project with the seller is a stand-alone entity and quite dissimilar to other 
projects.
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Another characteristic that is not common to the customer groups is an unreal form. 
ARCH points out the intangible materials and distorted colours that are not mentioned 
in PROM. A possible reason for that is that ARCH’s work relies on knowledge of these 
whereas PROM’s work does not. 

In addition, some of the CV drivers appear more and some less frequently in the 
relationships. The variation in frequency of appearance of the CV drivers in the case is 
presented in Table 31.

Table 31 Frequency of appearances of the characteristics (CV drivers) in the relationships 

Number of relationships 
(out of 9) 

Website communication characteristics Number of 
characteristics 

 In 7-9 relationships 

Content: up-to-date, various, customised 
Form: digital 
Interaction: anytime/anywhere, direct access, 
interactivity, self-administration 

8

In 4-6 relationships Form: multimedia, impersonal 
Interaction: multiple participants, technical problems 4

In 3 relationships
Content: historical 
Form: unreal 
Relationship: trust, clarity 

4

As seen, characteristics that appear as CV drivers frequently i.e. in almost all the 
relationships in the study are: up-to-date, various and customised content, digital form, 
anytime and anywhere interaction, direct access, interactivity and self-administration. 
On the other hand, some drivers appear less frequently such as four characteristics that 
are present in only three relationships. Even though this study cannot offer any 
statistically relevant generalisation, it can indicate the characteristics that might be 
important in various relationships. 

In addition, when looking at the website communication facets, whilst the 
characteristics related to content, form and customer-website interaction matter in every 
business relationships in the study, the relationship-related characteristics do not seem 
to drive CV in all the business relationships. Nevertheless, in a majority of the 
relationships (in five out of nine) the two relationship-related characteristics function as 
CV drivers. 

In sum, it is clear that website communication characteristics that drive CV vary 
between different relationships as it was outlined in previous research. The findings 
from this study cannot be statistically generalised to all business-to-business 
relationships but rather, the study encompassed different customers in order to tackle a 
variety of characteristics. In that way, the study elicits a wide array of characteristics 
that could possibly be found in other business relationships, and indicates the ways in 
which they might vary. The elicited website communication characteristics that act as 
CV drivers are visualised in Figure 12. 
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Content Form Interaction Relationship

Website communication characteristics

Customer value drivers

Figure 12 The elicited website communication characteristics that act as drivers of CV 

4.3. Customer benefits and sacrifices in the empirical case 

Additional components of the theoretical framework are customer benefits and 
sacrifices i.e. consequences of website communication. In this case, both customer 
benefits and sacrifices associated with website communication are found. They are 
presented and illustrated in this part. Citations from the interviews are used to portray 
these consequences better. Table 32 lists all the benefits and sacrifices that are found in 
the case.  

Table 32 Customer benefits and sacrifices of website communication 

Customer consequences 
Benefits Sacrifices 
1. Saving effort 
2. Being flexible 
3. Saving space 
4. Saving time 
5. Gaining understanding  
6. Being inspired 
7. Being objective 
8. Having a supported workflow 
9. Being confident 
10. Being relaxed 
11. Being treated specially 
12. Having fun 

1. Investing effort 
2. Spending time 
3. Having an interrupted workflow 
4. Being unconfident 
5. Being frustrated 
6. Being concerned 
7. Being treated ordinary 
8. Being bored 

The listed categories of benefits and sacrifices are an outcome of continuous movements 
between the case study and previous research dealing with customer consequences. As a 
result of that interplay, the specific categories were developed and modified to the point 
when they were clear and comprehensive. The terms for each category were mainly 
coined based on the terminology used in previous studies when it was considered that 
such terminology fits the case.  

The intention was to develop clear and self-evident concepts that were not ambiguous 
and did not require additional explanation. Also, the aim was to use concepts that were 
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comprehensive and could easily be used in other studies and in different contexts than 
the one of this study.

It is seen from that table that website communication leads to a variety of consequences, 
both benefits and sacrifices. It seems that both benefits i.e. gains received from website 
communication and sacrifices i.e. losses from website communication are present in the 
case. Moreover, they can exist at the same time. Additionally, it is seen that more 
different benefits than sacrifices (12 and 8 respectively) are present in the case.  

The following chapters present the listed benefits firstly, following with sacrifices. The 
citations from the interview transcriptions and observations notes are used to illustrate 
them. 

4.3.1. Customer benefits of website communication in the empirical case 

The study elicits 12 different benefits of using website communication in BtoB 
relationships as seen in Table 32. 

1) The case shows that through website communication the customers save effort that 
they need to put in their work since they do not need to redraw or retype something. 
They do not need to get up from their desk and look for a catalogue or the right 
telephone number. For example, an interviewee outlines:  

I don’t have to walk there [to the office library] and search. (I4) 

Moreover, a person from the seller’s side was of the same opinion by pointing out the 
benefit of a reduced effort since they get drawings that they can insert directly into their 
work instead of redrawing them, or they get ready-made reports and do not need to 
make and type them themselves: 

They don’t have to draw as they get the drawings online, and they get finished reports (S3) 

2) Website communication enables the customers to be flexible in their work. They can 
use the website at any time and place, while travelling or working at home: 

…so we can use it wherever we want to use it. And that’s the important thing because we 
are…for example, I’m travelling all around Finland. (I9) 

3) Customers save space through website communication. They appreciate that due to 
the digital form of information they do not need space to store different papers or 
catalogues and reserve space for them or have huge piles of papers in their offices. 
Many architects needed to have their own libraries where they stored different 
documents and catalogues while property managers needed to store many folders of 
documents in their office: 

It takes space, it’s more paper and. It’s a good business you know… it’s…I don’t like this 
printing material or saved material…you know many offices don’t need to have own libraries 
any more. (I7) 

Previously the pile of papers on my desk was this [showing with his hand as very high] big… 
(I12) 



103

4) Customers save time when using website communication. For example, one 
interviewee stresses that it takes much less time to find information through the website 
than through other means such as brochures that are often displaced in an office or 
someone else might be using them:  

Imagine this working room - On this side we have 15 and on the other side 20 persons. We 
share folders. Then I start looking for some folder, it is not on the bookshelf. Then I start 
asking: Who has the folder, who has the folder? –Not me. –Not me. The thing is that I look for 
it here for 30 minutes… (I6) 

5) Website communication improves customers’ work by helping them to gain
understanding of the issues being communicated. Namely, to perform their job well, 
customers need to get the right information to understand projects, products or services. 
For example, they get various information that represent different angles of issues and 
help them to understand the issues: 

We can check what they have done, have they done every week or have they repaired 
something or…if I need some information what I have done or what is going to happen and 
what do you have to plan or something, it’s all there, all I need to do my job. (I20) 

They also get a lot of information through which they gain an overall picture of the 
work. For example, an interviewee pointed out:

I get much more information, everything together…so I get an overview. (I12) 

6) Website communication boosts customers’ inspiration. They find that website 
communication supports their inspiration, e.g.: 

You can get quite a lot of inspiring features and inspiring information, [on the website], which 
help you to design (I3) 

7) Website communication helps them to be objective in making decisions. In particular 
architects think that since they are independent consultants they need to be objective: 

Compared to face-to-face contact with people who are selling the company’s products, it’s 
better – Internet, because today when you are merchandising - it should not influence your 
decision if the salesman is polite, and you can have lunch and…it’s out of the world today…so 
it’s good to have the Internet. (I1) 

8) Website communication supports their workflow, i.e. it does not interrupt their 
working process because they can get the information immediately: 

It’s important because if you are doing a creative work, and we are normally in a hurry so we 
have certain kind of work flow, and if it’s stopped because of aaa slowing…it’s terribly for 
process…it’s not only that we are spending too much time for that [for searching for 
information], it’s disturbing the flow of the work process. That’s very important. (I1)  

They refer also to their workflow in a sense that website communication supports it as 
other people who are involved in work can get information and continue the work where 
previous worker ended, e.g.: 

…then else ones can also use it…when the other one starts on a building… it can be directly 
seen. (I6)
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9) Website communication makes customers feel confident. They feel confident 
because they believe that the information found on the website is correct and they can 
rely on it unlike with some other means of communication on which they cannot rely. 
For example, a person might give wrong information:  

If I call to someone, it goes to one person. The next time I call it goes to another person. I might 
get different kind of information. Then when I have to explain where I have got this information 
if it’s wrong…so, I have nothing. It was someone and I forgot to write the name. So, then [in 
the case of using the website] I can say to the company that on your websites is this. (I6) 

In fact, a person on the seller’s side mentioned that there were cases that a person from 
their company gave by accident wrong information to the customers and that for that 
reason website communication might be beneficial: 

There were cases when our people gave them wrong information so they might consider such 
communication unreliable. (S2) 

Similarly, website communication makes them confident in their choices that are based 
on up-to-date information received through the website unlike the one that can be found 
in catalogues that might be outdated: 

I’m really happy [to use the website], because I don’t need to use the old catalogues there…You 
never know if the catalogues are…old. (I5) 

10) Website communication helps customers to be relaxed. It does not make them 
frustrated. For instance, since website communication is impersonal and immediate, 
customers do not experience stress. They do not need to wait to get information, as they 
do with other means of communication, what may be annoying:  

…if you have to be in the waiting line on the phone to the…that’s very annoying (I9).  

11) Customers might get a special treatment through website communication. 
Customers might feel that the seller cares for them when it offers something special for 
them e.g. customised information. In the empirical case, the customers bring up the 
benefit of special treatment. Although, in the case, the situation is opposite i.e. they get 
an impression that the seller does not care for them as they face an absence of right and 
customised information directed specially to them:  

…It [the website] is produced by people who do not understand the character of the design, 
what kind of information we need, dimensions, choices of materials, so…there is not that kind 
of professional information…They do web pages like normal advertisement, for normal 
consumers… (I1) 

12) Customers can have fun when using the website. For instance, one interviewee 
expresses that she has fun when using a product suggestion tools on the website as she 
can play with it:

I think it [the product suggestion tools] is a good way to play with in the afternoon. (I5)   

In sum, based on the empirical data, it is visible that website communication brings 
various benefits to the customers in the case. It reduces their efforts and offers 
flexibility. It saves their time and space. It enables them to gain the understanding and 
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inspiration that they need for work. Also, it helps them to be objective and supports the 
flow of their work. Finally, it carries some psychological benefits such as fostering their 
confidence, reducing frustration, making them feel special and offering fun.   

4.3.2. Customer sacrifices of website communication in the empirical case 

Apart from the benefits, the study yields 8 different sacrifices that customers associate 
with website communication. 

1) Customers might need to invest effort due to using the website in communication. 
Customers express sacrifices of extra effort due to e.g. technical problems or forgetting 
passwords. For instance:

I don’t like to have to remember the passwords. It makes the life more complicated. (I3) 

In addition, not only that they have to take care of remembering passwords and have 
extra work in case they forget them, they also need to type some data into the website 
themselves since the website is not connected with other systems. The linkage between 
systems would enable automatic exchange of data whereas now they have to take them 
in manually: 

There is no linkage between the systems - it should enable certain amount of automation…It 
would be good if the systems could be linked It would use information more efficiently – it 
should not be needed to transfer it manually. (I16) 

2) Customers need to invest time when using website in communication. For example, 
the customers need to spend time to find the right password to enter the website. They 
use many websites with different passwords so often it takes some time for them to find 
the right one: 

He is looking at the website and comments that he needs a password, thinks for a second and 
opens webmail system, commenting: “I should have it somewhere in the emails”, he is 
searching for a while, opening different emails…after about 5 minutes he found the right email, 
with the password. (Observation note from I14) 

Apart from that, they point out that the use of the website can be time-consuming when 
navigating around the website to find the right information: 

If the design is not clear and there’s something in your mind and you have to try buttons before 
you can find it then it’s very difficult and what we don’t have is time. (I21) 

3) Website communication can interrupt customers’ flow of work. They talk about an 
inhibited work due to e.g. different problems with the web system when they need to 
wait or do something else: 

And sometimes, the web is not working for instance... well it’s only a couple of hours or so 
but…it makes me angry… I have to start working then with something else. (I5) 

If they [the seller] have problems [with the website] we have them…one month ago it didn’t 
work for two days…and when it is not working when I need it, I can just go home [i.e. cannot 
continue to work]. (I14) 
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4) Website communication can make them feel uncertain. The interviewees emphasise 
the inability to rely on website communication when facing incomplete or proficient 
information:  

There might be sometimes the problem that there comes that kind of information that I don’t 
know about…I usually know quite basic things so I don’t know about the details. I might slip 
by filling in wrong information. (I6) 

5) Website communications can result in their frustration. Customers can be frustrated 
and stressed when they search for information or forget passwords:  

Shit, that’s wrong [he looks into the notebook, a bit nervously…he wanted to enter password 
but realised it’s a wrong one] I have to remember 2000 different passwords! (I18)  

When facing difficulties in using the website they can become quite frustrated: 

[While browsing the website and using automatic suggestion tool] I can’t go forward if I don’t 
put something here but they were in the beginning that the speed is this and this and…if we go 
back they were already here. Here this was already told, this.. But only this and this is available. 
I wonder why I have to feed them here again! [with quite an angry voice]. (I6) 

6) Website communication can make them feel concerned. The interviewees mention 
that they are concerned about information confidentiality and that computer viruses 
might do harm to their computers: 

And nowadays, just a couple of days before, we had the information that there are problems on 
Finnish pages but… a couple of times I have caught a virus and…that is the problem…that’s 
the thing I’m most concerned about…(I3) 

7) Website communication might provide just an ordinary (not special) treatment to 
the customers. It might not bring some special treats such as gifts:  

Well, you don’t get the same thing as with people… sometime they come, we have a chat, and 
they bring a cake... (I5) 

8) The interviewees might be bored when using website communication compared to 
pleasure that they get from e.g. meeting a salesperson in real life. An absence of 
personal contact when interacting with the seller through the website does not result 
with in pleasure that one gets when talking to a human being:  

Well, it’s is somehow impersonal and then sometimes there is, with the manufacturers, some 
representative that you start to trust and becomes familiar with and sometimes stops by and 
comes to presents him/herself. On the internet, of course the personal contact is missing totally. 
The [face-to-face] contacts are at its best quite pleasant… (I6) 

In sum, the case points at the diversity of sacrifices that customers might experience in 
website communication. To start with, they might need to invest effort and time. It 
might inhibit their workflow. Also, some psychological sacrifices can arise such as 
being uncertain, frustrated, and concerned. In addition, customers might perceive that 
they are getting just an ordinary treatment from the seller. 
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4.3.3. Variety and richness in the customer consequences 

This part aims at portraying variety and richness in customer consequences. It depicts 
diversity and dynamics in the consequences in respect with different units of analysis. 
Based on the data in this study, the findings cannot be statistically generalised but 
rather, they are presented in a way to portray the dynamics in the consequences in 
respect with different business relationships.

The presented customer benefits and sacrifices of website communication are found in 
the case. When analysing the consequences for different units of analysis, i.e. for the 
two customer groups and nine business relationships, similarities as well as differences 
in the consequences that the study elicits are present. Variety in the elicited 
consequences appears between the business relationships and between two customer 
groups as summarised in Table 33. 
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When comparing the customer groups, most of the benefits and sacrifices are found in 
both. However, six of them were found only in ARCH. ARCH yields next benefits that 
PROM does not: more space, supported workflow, being inspired and objective. In 
relation to sacrifices, only one is found in ARCH while missing in PROM: being 
concerned. Some reasons for that can be offered. 

Unlike ARCH, PROM does not refer to the benefit of "saving space". Namely, as 
ARCH offices often have part of their office space taken by libraries in which they store 
printed materials from different sellers thus website communication is of importance for 
them as it does not require any space. PROM does not maintain such a practice and 
therefore might not refer to that benefit. 

The benefit of "supported workflow" is another point of difference for the customer 
groups. Namely, for ARCH, uninterrupted work flow, which website communication 
supports, is important, while PROM does not emphasise that. The reason for that might 
be that architects’ work requires creativity that is rather sensitive to any kind of 
disturbance. For the sake of achieving creativity, the architects appreciate 
communication means, such as websites, that enable a direct access to information. 
Further, architects’ work often involves many people in a project that work in parallel or 
one after another. With the website, different participants can access information and in 
that way maintain the flow of work.  

ARCH reveals a benefit of "being objective" whereas PROM does not. This could be 
explained with the role of independent influencers and advisers, which architects have 
in the buying process and that requires them to assure their objectivity in giving 
suggestions to the company that is ordering the work and actually paying for the 
products. In that respect, PROM’s relationships with the seller differ to ARCH’s 
relationships. Customers in PROM are not only influencers but decision makers as well. 
For the same reason, i.e. because of the role of independent influencers, customers in 
ARCH carry a great responsibility and might be therefore more concerned. 

In addition to the differences in the consequences in the customer groups, some of the 
benefits and sacrifices appear more frequently in the relationships whereas some less 
frequently. The variation in frequency of appearance of the benefits and sacrifices in the 
case is presented Table 34. 

It can be seen that customer consequences are divers and they fluctuate based on 
different relationships. While some appear very frequently, some emerge very seldom. 
As seen, some of the benefits and sacrifices are present in a majority of the business 
relationships in the study, whereas some in several. The benefits elicited in a majority of 
the relationships in the study are: being flexible, saving effort and time, gaining 
understanding, being confident. Also, many benefits are found in only up to three 
relationships. Looking at the sacrifices, it can be seen that “investing effort” was present 
in the majority of the relationships.  



110

Table 34 Frequency of appearances of the benefits and sacrifices in the relationships 

Number of 
relationships (out of 9) Benefits

No of  
ben’s

Sacrifices No of 
sac’s

In 7 - 9 relationships 

Being flexible,  
saving effort and time, 
gaining understanding,  
being confident 

5

Investing effort 

1

In 4 - 6 relationships 

Being relaxed and  
treated specially  2

Investing time, 
interrupted workflow, 
being uncertain and 
frustrated

4

In 1 - 3 relationships

Saving space, having 
interrupted workflow, 
being inspired and 
objective, having fun 

5
Being concerned,  
treated ordinary, 
being bored 

3

In sum, it is clear that customer benefits and sacrifices of website communication 
characteristics differ between different relationships as it was outlined in previous 
research. Although this study cannot offer any statistically relevant generalisation, it can 
indicate the benefits and sacrifices that might be important in various relationships. The 
study encompassed different customers in order to tackle a variety of benefits and 
sacrifices. In that way, the study elicited their richness and indicated a wide array of 
benefits and sacrifices that could possibly be found in other business relationships. 
Additionally, the study gives indication of the ways in which they might vary. The 
elicited customer consequences, both benefits and sacrifices, of website communication 
are visualised in Figure 13. 

Figure 13 The elicited customer consequences of website communication in BtoB 

4.4. Customer end-states in the empirical case 

Another component of the tentative theoretical framework is customer end-states. They 
are the most abstract components of CV that finally lead customer activities. This study 
considers the classification of the end-states based on the type of the benefit at issue 
(Rescher 1969). Based on the benefits and sacrifices yielded in the empirical study, the 
end-states that the customers associate with website communication in BtoB can be 
grouped in 7 categories: convenience, efficiency, competence, confidence, comfort, 
appreciation and enjoyment. They are portrayed in Table 35. The end-states are 
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connected with the benefits and sacrifices in a way that a benefit leads to an 
enhancement of a particular end-state whereas an associated sacrifice leads to its 
diminishment. 

Table 35 Customer end-states in the study based on benefits and sacrifices of BtoB website 
communication

End-states Benefits Sacrifices 
Convenience Saving effort 

Being flexible 
Saving space 

Investing effort 

Efficiency Saving time Spending time 
Competence Gaining understanding  

Being inspired 
Being objective 
Supported workflow 

Having interrupted 
workflow 

Confidence Being confident Being uncertain 
Comfort Being relaxed Being frustrated 

Being concerned 
Appreciation Being treated specially Being treated ordinary 
Enjoyment Having fun  Being bored 

The end-states are defined based on the elicited benefits and sacrifices. Their definitions 
are presented in Table 36. 

Table 36 Definitions of customer end-states of BtoB website communication 

Customer end-states Definitions  
Convenience A state of doing something with little or no effort and limits. 
Efficiency A state of doing something fast, without spending much time. 
Competence A state of performing one’s own job well. 
Confidence A state of being confident in one’s own decisions, without any doubts and 

uncertainties. 
Comfort A state of being relaxed, without any emotional stress, frustrations and 

worries. 
Appreciation A state of being treated with special care from the seller. 
Enjoyment A state of having fun and good time or experiencing pleasure. 

The listed categories of customer end-states are an outcome of continuous movements 
between the case study and previous research dealing with end-states. As a result of that 
interplay, the specific categories were developed and modified to the point when they 
are clear and comprehensive. The terms for each category were mainly coined based on 
the terminology used in previous studies when it was considered that such terminology 
fits the case. The intention was to develop clear and self-evident concepts that were not 
ambiguous and did not require additional explanation. Also, the aim was to use concepts 
that were comprehensive and could easily be used in other studies and in different 
contexts than the one in this study. 

The following chapters present all the end-states seen in the case when analysing all the 
customers together. The citations from the interview transcriptions and observations 
notes are used to illustrate the end-states. In this section, the citations are presented in 
tables in order to bring together benefits and sacrifices as well as to avoid the repetition 



112

since the categories of end-states are defined based on already introduced benefits and 
sacrifices.

4.4.1. Convenience

The benefits and sacrifices that customers have elicited relate with their end-state of 
convenience. Convenience can be defined as a state of doing something with little or no 
effort and limits. The interviewees put forward the importance of experiencing 
convenience when using websites in communication. They mention both benefits and 
sacrifices of website communication for their ability to do work with little or no effort 
and limits as shown in Table 37. They refer to different aspects of their convenience 
such as saving and investing required effort, getting space and being flexible. 

Table 37 Empirical insights into the end-state of convenience 

Convenience-related benefits 
Saving effort 
We install them [CAD drawings] into our drawings and directly from the website…In earlier phase we 
always had to, just look at the drawings from the paper and then we draw them by our selves. That was 
how it was in earlier times…They have made it much easier in the moment, it’s very good. I3 

I don’t have to walk there [to the office library] and search. It’s easier than catalogues I4 

Being flexible 
But I think that there is no way to work anymore that you don’t have any website or. And for example 
now working has changed so that you can do you work at home and at any place…I10 

Because I can do what pops into my mind because I usually need it now or then - it’s a big benefit… you 
can do when when you actually need it and the timezone is big issue, the earth is getting a lot smaller I22 

Saving space 
People don’t need these maps. It takes space, it’s more paper and. It’s a good business you know… it’s…I 
don’t like this printing material or saved material…you know many offices don’t need to have own 
libraries any more I7  

it’s I think we don’t use the paper anymore very little…you don’t need so much of of the space for all 
kind of of papers I21 

Convenience-related sacrifices
Investing effort 
So, we have to take it there by hands…we have to do it…by hand…you have to do double work if you do 
that or there must be link so…just now it’s a little bit weird…. I9 

There is no linkage between the systems - it should enable certain amount of automation…It would be 
good if the systems could be linked It would use information more efficiently – it should not be needed to 
transfer it manually. I16 

Too many user names and passwords to memorise…We have 45 different contractors…there are so many 
other passwords…there should be only one password. I12 

4.4.2. Efficiency

The interviewees bring forth benefits and sacrifices related with the time needed for 
doing their work i.e. with their end-state of efficiency. Efficiency can be defined as a 
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state of doing work fast, without spending much time. The customers refer to issues of 
saving and spending time as portrayed in Table 38.

Table 38 Empirical insights into the end-state of efficiency 

Efficiency-related benefit 
Saving time 
Sometimes there is so much information in the website, especially when you are trying to find something 
that you don’t know where to look for and in those cases it takes quite a lot of time to find the right 
information I10 

…there is a search box that helps finding information quite fast. I4 

…here is told where I can find it [an information], I came fast. Here I can see, here it’s written the 
designers service - so they guess that I need this kind of information… and immediately I can find an 
understandable table.  I6 

Efficiency-related sacrifice
Spending time 
[While looking at a website] There was something but it’s not… What is this… I would assume that…, 
well here we have the alternatives but I couldn’t know from here where it can be found. [after several 
minutes]… It is sometimes like this that you have to search. I can’t find all the needed information I6 

If the design is is not clear, there’s something in your mind, and you have to try buttons before you can 
find it, then it’s very difficult and what we don’t have is time I21 

4.4.3. Competence

The interviewees refer to benefits and sacrifices related with their competence i.e. with 
a state of performing their jobs well. The interviewees require that website 
communication helps their competences. They refer to getting understanding, 
inspiration, being objective, and having supported or interrupted workflow, all of which 
are connected with their competence (Table 39). 

Table 39 Empirical insights into the end-state of competence 

Competence-related benefits 
Gaining understanding
Getting that information of course is important - and compact information. I10  

It’s more detailed it’s very… well I can see how the work is done, I can see how fast it’s done. I17 

we can check what they have done, have they done every week or have they repaired something or…if I 
need some information what I have done or what is going to happen and what I have to plan or something, 
it’s all there. I20 

Being inspired 
…in one way and it’s easier to look when you see. If you only read it’s not the same thing but when you 
see it’s almost, for me it’s easier when I see something, because I don’t like so much only for reading. I9  

then you have this images, you have colours and material and photos and you start thinking different kind 
of material to get the inspiration…I21 

Being objective 
Compared to face-to-face contact with people who are selling the company’s products, it’s better – 
Internet, because today when you are merchandising - it should not influence your decision if the 
salesman is polite, and you can have lunch and…it’s out of the world today…so it’s good to have the 
Internet. I1 
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Having a supported workflow 
It’s important because if you are doing a creative work, and we are normally in a hurry so we have certain 
kind of work flow, and if it’s stopped because of slowing…it’s terribly for process…it’s not only that we 
are spending too much time for that [for searching for information], it’s disturbing the flow of the work 
process. That’s very important. I1 

Yes, …then else ones would also use…when the other one starts on a building…and all that, then it could 
be directly seen… I6 

Competence-related sacrifice
Having an interrupted workflow 
And sometimes, the web is not working for instance... well it’s only couple of hours or so but…it makes 
me angry… I had to start working with something else I5 

If they [the seller] has problems [with the website] we have them…one month ago it didn’t work for two 
days. I14 

4.4.4. Confidence

The interviewees refer both to benefits and sacrifices related with their end-state of 
confidence. Confidence is here defined as a state of being confident, without any doubts 
and uncertainties. The customers express that website communication helps them to be 
confident in their decisions but also that it can make them feel uncertain as seen in 
Table 40.

Table 40 Empirical insights into the end-state of confidence 

Confidence-related benefit 
Being confident
I’m really happy [to use the website], because I don’t need to use the old catalogues there…You never 
know if the catalogues are…old I5 

And then you have of course the latest information this version kind of thing if you have a paper from 
1989 and you try to order something an old you know  information…then you have this contemporary 
information I21 

Confidence-related sacrifice
Being uncertain 
[while browsing the website] now I have to try which one is good because I do not know what are 
differences – these are small differences so I have to try first – this is hydraulic, then there is a normal lift 
but I do not know it! I1 

Well it’s rather common that information is there but because there are so many different type of things 
sometimes it’s good to call them up and make sure that I have understood the product - and maybe well if 
I have chosen here one product then it’s also very good to ask if it’s suitable for that situation or do they 
have any recommendations for the other possibilities…Yeah [I would want to hear their opinoin also] 
’cause normally they are experts in in that field other…we know how to find things and think what it 
should be like how it shows up… I23 

4.4.5. Comfort

The study yields that customer’s psychological comfort is important when using 
websites in communication. Comfort can be defined as a state of being relaxed, without 
any emotional stress and worries. Customers refer both to benefits and sacrifices related 
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to psychological comfort such as being relaxed, being frustrated and being concerned as 
seen in Table 41.

Table 41 Empirical insights into the end-state of comfort 

 Comfort-related benefit 
Being relaxed
Imagine this working room: On this side we have 15 and on the other side 20 persons. We have shared 
folders. Then I start looking for some folder, it is not on the bookshelf. Then I start asking: Who has the 
folder, who has the folder? –Not me. –Not me. The thing that I look for it here for 30 minutes…if I can 
find it [information]  while sitting in front of the computer, it is easier, much less hassle I6 

Another thing is just if you have to be in the waiting line on the phone to the, you know, operator, that’s 
very annoying. I9 

 Comfort-related sacrifices
Being frustrated 
but the main difficulty in my opinion is that then you have these programs you have to every time learn 
your user name and password and it’s very difficult so and every time you forget it and so… how do I get 
in? and it’s very difficult [a bit nervous at this point]…and I have to ask again, send them e-mail and then 
give me new password… but it’s very big very difficult because we have so many programs and every, 
almost everyone has different password and then our own system… I20 

And sometimes, the web is not working for instance... well it’s only couple of hours or so but…it makes 
me angry. I5 

Being concerned 
But I don’t understand why should there be some hidden information which you need some kind of codes 
to get in. Why, why? The obviously would be to follow who’s exactly coming to their pages. But… it’s 
disturbing to give a call that you have visited, you my have an attack after that of advertisement so 
something like that. We do not like that! [he seemed quite stressed about that] I1 

…but, so that I would use this as a project bank…I don’t think so. I have never thought, because …the 
information is something that’s confidential with our customer and us. And, giving the information out to 
some firms, some companies, I think it wouldn’t be very ethical. But I don’t what kind of information you 
can save, so… I5

4.4.6. Appreciation

Another end-state found in the study is appreciation of customers as a state of getting a 
special care from a company. Through website communication, the customers would 
want to get a special care from the seller. The customers in the study mention that they 
are not being treated specially or in a different way by getting gifts or customised 
features (Table 42).

Table 42 Empirical insights into the end-state of appreciation 

Appreciation-related sacrifice
Being treated ordinary 
…because it’s produced by people who do not understand the character of the design, what kind of 
information we need, dimensions,…choice of materials, soo…there is not of that kind of professional 
information…They do web pages like normal advertisement, for normal consumers…[with angry voice] 
… Look at the page of company Y - It’s well articulated, information is well articulated and structured, 
it’s…they have thought the process of design, and they an order of issues following that professional need 
so to say I1 

It’s not very customised information that would suit our needs. If they would do something just for us, 
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that would make a difference… I14 

It’s clumsy – I cannot personalize it and I should be able to do that I16 

4.4.7. Enjoyment

Some interviewees mention benefits and sacrifices related with their enjoyment i.e. with 
their state of having fun, good time or experiencing pleasure. Customers refer to having 
fun and being bored (Table 43).

Table 43 Empirical insights into the end-state of enjoyment 

Enjoyment-related benefit 
Having fun
I think it [the website] is a good way to play with in the afternoon. I5 

 Enjoyment-related sacrifices
Being bored 
Well, you don’t get the same thing as with people… sometime they come, we have a chat I5 

Well, it’s is somehow impersonal and then sometimes there is, with the manufacturers, some key person 
that you always call. It becomes almost familiar. Some representative that you start to trust and becomes 
familiar with and sometimes stops by and comes to presents him/herself. On the internet, of course the 
personal contact is missing totally. The [face-to-face] contacts are at its best quite pleasant. I6 

I like talking to people I9 

4.4.8. Variety and richness in the customer end-states 

This part aims at portraying variety and richness in the customer end-states and offers 
an insight in the data. The intention is to depict diversity and dynamics in the end-states 
in respect with different units of analysis. Based on the data in this study, the findings 
cannot be statistically generalised but rather, they can be presented in a way to portray 
the dynamics in the end-states in respect with different business relationships.

The illustrated end-states vary based on the unit of analysis. The end-states differ 
whether the unit of analysis is a single customer group or a single business relationship 
and these differences are explained subsequently. The way the business relationships 
and customer groups resemble and differ in respect to end-states is shown in Table 44.
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Table 44 An analysis of the elicited end-states on the levels of the customer relationships and 
groups

 End-states 
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A X X X X X X - 
B X X X X X X X 
C X X X X X - X 

A
R

C
H

D X X X X X - - 
ARCH X X X X X X X

E X X X X - - - 
F X X X X X - X 
G X X X X - X - 
H X X X X X X - 

PR
O

M

I X X X X X - - 
PROM X X X X X X X

The case X X X X X X X
 X - The end-state is captured in the business relationship or customer group 
  - - The end-state is not captured in the business relationship or customer group 

As seen from the table, the elicited customer end-states are present in both customer 
groups. That is, concerning the end-states, the customer groups do not differ. One of the 
reasons is that they are defined on the high level of abstraction being rather general. The 
seven meanings of customer end-states are present in both customer groups ARCH and 
PROM (aggregated A-D and E-I).

When analysing the end-states for each business relationship most of them are present 
in each business relationship whereas some are not. The variation in frequency of 
appearance of the end-states in the case is presented in Table 45. 

A majority of the end-states i.e. the end-states of convenience, efficiency, competence 
and confidence were found in each business relationship in the case. It seems thus that 
these four end-states might be the most frequent reasons for the customers to use the 
website. Although this study cannot offer any statistically relevant generalisation, it can 
indicate the end-states that might be important in various relationships. The end-state of 
comfort was found in all the relationships within ARCH but not in all relationships in 
PROM where it was present in three out of five relationships. 

Table 45 Frequency of appearances of the end-states in the relationships 

Number of 
relationships (out of 9) End-states 

No of  
end-states 

In 9 relationships Convenience, efficiency, competence, confidence 4 
In 7 relationships Comfort 1 
In 4 relationships Appreciation 1 
In 3 relationships Enjoyment 1 
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Two end-states: appreciation and enjoyment do not appear in each business relationship. 
However, they are captured in both customer groups. It might be then that the two end-
states are not the most frequent reasons for using the website in communication but 
might appear as relevant. These findings are in the alignment with previous research 
that finds BtoB customers less motivated by hedonic goals than BtoC customers.  

The empirical study deliberately involved different contexts, i.e. different customer 
groups, different business relationships within them and different users in each 
relationship, in order to tackle the variety in the end-states. Apart from that, the case 
study included different customer groups and different business relationships within 
each group in order to confirm the existence of the same end-states not only in different 
business relationships but also on the level of customer groups. In fact, the decision that 
the case study and involved business relationships were sufficient was based on the fact 
that all end-states emerged in different units of analysis. That is, all end-states were 
elicited in both customer groups as well as in several business relationships. In fact, 
most of the end-states (four out of seven: convenience, efficiency, competence, 
confidence and comfort) came to surface even in all business relationships.  

In sum, it is clear that customer desired end-states of website communication 
characteristics vary between different relationships as it was outlined in previous 
research. The findings from this study cannot be statistically generalised to all business-
to-business relationships. Nevertheless, the study encompassed different customers in 
order to tackle the variety in the end-states. In that way, the study elicited the richness in 
the end-states and put forward a wide array of end-states that could possibly be found in 
other business relationships. Also, the analysis gives indications of the ways in which 
they might vary. Figure 14 visualises the elicited customer end-states of website 
communication in BtoB. 

Figure 14 The elicited customer end-states of website communication in BtoB 

4.5. Linkages between CV components in the empirical case 

Next to the website communication characteristics driving CV, customer consequences 
and end-states, the tentative theoretical framework focused on the way these CV 
components are connected. Thus, the intention of the case was to establish the linkages 
between the levels and to understand the nature of the linkages. 

This part presents the findings concerning the linkages between website communication 
characteristics and consequences. It elicits the ways website communication 
characteristics lead to consequences and end-states. Additionally, it introduces different 
types of linkages between these. Thus, it elucidates the ways in which each 
characteristic of website communication is associated with the elicited benefits and 
sacrifices. Some citations from the interviews are used to support the interpretation. 
Apart from that, the linkages are displayed in CV maps. 
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Website communication characteristics are linked with consequences that describe the 
context-specific benefits and sacrifices of website communication in the studied 
relationship. By analysing the case, a map of linkages between the characteristics, 
consequences and end-states is formed and presented in Figure 15.  

The map includes all the linkages disclosed by the interviewees since a qualitative 
research aims at uncovering all the linkages and their varieties. Traditional means-end 
research (Gutman 1997) does not include all the linkages but uses a cut-off level. Based 
on the cut-off level a researcher decides which linkages to consider. The cut-off level is 
determined based on the number of times a linkage was mentioned. Yet, the cut-off 
number is decided based on researcher’s common sense (Grunert and Grunert 1995). 
The purpose of the study is to disclose a variety of linkages, and not to aim at statistical 
generalisation. Thus, the map includes all linkages mentioned by the interviewees 
regardless of the number of times they were mentioned. The purpose of identifying the 
linkages is not to generalise the links between characteristics and consequences but 
rather to portray CV’s complexity and richness and the way all the components together 
bring a fuller understanding of the concept. 
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Figure 15 A map of linkages between CV drivers and consequences in the case 

The map in Figure 15 portrays the ways in which website communication leads to the 
customer consequences. It can be seen that the linkages are rather complex. The 
characteristics and consequences are connected in different ways and the linkages are 
interrelated in different ways. Thus, the linkages can be seen from two aspects. Firstly, 
they can be analysed based on their implications for CV in order to detect those that 
lead to the increase or to the decrease of CV. Secondly, they can be analysed by taking 
into account the way the linkages are inter-related. 

Figure 15 also shows the frequency of the linkages in the case. Bolded full lines show 
linkages that appear in seven to nine relationships in the case, thin full lines those that 
are present in four to six relationships, while dotted lines point at the least frequent 
linkages that appear in one to three relationships in the case. Although this study cannot 
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provide statistically relevant generalisation, it can indicate the linkages that might be 
important in various relationships. 

Table 46 summarises the linkages and distinguishes the characteristics leading to 
benefits from those leading to sacrifices.  

Table 46 Website communication characteristics as drivers of benefits and sacrifices 

Consequences 
Benefits Sacrifices 

Content

Up-to-date 
Historical
Various 
Customised 

-

Form
Multimedia 
Impersonal 
Digital 

Impersonal  
Unreal

Customer-
website 
interaction

Anytime / Anywhere  
Direct access 
Multiple participants 
Interactivity 

User self-administration 
Technical problems 

Website
communication
facets

Business
relationship

Trust
Clarity

-

Obviously some of the website communication characteristics lead to benefits and thus 
increase CV of website communication while some lead to sacrifices and consequently 
decrease CV. A much greater number of website communication characteristics lead to 
benefits than to sacrifices. It is seen from the table that characteristics inherent to 
website communication form and the interaction can be sources of customer sacrifices. 
Moreover, the characteristic of impersonal form is a source of both benefits and 
sacrifices.

CV increasing and decreasing linkages, i.e. the ways website communication 
characteristics are linked with customer benefits and sacrifices are illustrated in the 
following parts of this chapter.

4.5.1. Linkages that increase CV 

As mentioned, the majority of linkages leads to benefits and in that way increase CV. 
The map of linkages in Figure 16 portrays and specifies the kind of benefits to which 
the characteristics lead. It points also at the frequency of these linkages in the case. 
Although the study cannot provide a statistically sound basis for quantitative analysis it 
can give some general reflections on the case and the frequencies of the linkages in it. 
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Figure 16 Linkages between website communication characteristics and customer benefits 

The linkages that increase CV stem from different characteristics belonging to all four 
facets of website communication. Some characteristics lead to several benefits and thus 
increase CV in several ways, while some lead to one only. In the same way, some 
benefits can be achieved through several characteristics while some through only one. 

As seen from the map, the linkages appear in different frequencies. Several linkages 
appear in most of the relationships; some in several; and many linkages appear in up to 
three relationships. Although this study cannot offer any statistically relevant 
generalisation, it can indicate the linkages that might appear in other relationships. 

The linkages are illustrated in the following sections based on the facet of website 
communication that they stem from. 
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4.5.1.1. Content characteristics as drivers of customer benefits 

Content characteristics lead to customer benefits. Table 47 presents the benefits 
associated with each characteristic of the content of website communication.  

Table 47 Content characteristics as drivers of customer benefits 

Content characteristics Benefits associated with the characteristics 
Up-to-date  Being confident 
Historical Gaining understanding  

Various  Saving effort  
Gaining understanding 

Customised 

Saving effort 
Gaining understanding 
Being confident  
Being relaxed 
Being treated specially 

As it can be seen from the table, some of the characteristics lead to several benefits such 
as various and customised content. For example, the case shows that customised content 
can be the driver of multiple benefits, i.e. information that is in-depth, tailored to 
customer needs decreases customer effort, improves understanding, makes them feel 
relaxed and confident, and gives them special treatment. The linkages are explained in 
the following text. 

Up-to-date - being confident 

Up-to-date information helps customers to feel confident in their choices. Unlike e.g. 
catalogues, websites are the source of the newest information, thus customers can rely 
on them. Customers emphasise that they cannot rely on possible old information in 
some other means of communication. Namely, old information could backfire if they 
use them: 

And that’s the latest information, so that’s why I find it very good. I can find so much, so good 
and today’s information on it, I think it’s very good. I’m really happy [to use the website], 
because I don’t need to use all the old catalogues there…You never know if the catalogues 
are…old. (I5) 

Historical - gaining understanding

Historical content helps customers to do their job well as they do not forget or omit 
information. They can go back to any previous situation and be reminded of things that 
happened before: 

Having a history [of communication] is most important because previously it was wiped 
out…and you shouldn’t do the same mistake twice. (I12) 

You have a chance to check it later and then you remember again many many things and so it is 
good. (I18) 
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Various - saving effort 

Various content of the website reduces customer workload i.e. their effort. For instance, 
they do not need to look for information in many places: 

It’s the variety of things ’cause in printed catalogues it’s so much harder to find the variety 
because then you should have ten folders. (I23)  

Various - gaining understanding 

In addition, the variety of information that is accessible through the website gives 
customers the right information and thus the understanding needed in their work as it 
offers different views on the same issue: 

We can check what they have done, have they repaired something or…if I need some 
information what I have done or what is going to happen and what I need to plan, it’s all there, 
all I need to do my job. (I20)

Customised - saving effort  

Firstly, customised information such as the one that would automatically be received 
from other websites and systems that customers use, would save customers’ efforts as it 
would not require them to adjust the content themselves manually: 

There is no linkage between the systems - it should enable certain amount of automation. It 
would be good if the systems could be linked - it should not be needed to transfer it 
[information] manually. (I16) 

Customised - gaining understanding 

Secondly, customised information helps customers to gain the understanding that they 
need for their work. In this case, customers refer to an opposite situation in which, as 
content is un-customised, website communication fails to deliver the needed 
understanding:

Many times it’s very thin this information [on the website] and it’s only the surface…so it 
doesn’t help. (I8)  

Customised - being confident  

Thirdly, customised content, i.e. content adjusted to customer needs and knowledge, 
makes customers feel confident. The study shows that it is important to provide 
customised content with terminology and expressions adjusted to customer knowledge. 
That is especially relevant for website tools, such as product specification, where 
customers have to choose between different parts and parameters in order to get the 
suggestion for a suitable product. With the customised content, the customers would not 
feel uncertain or have doubts as in the case when terminology on a website is not 
adjusted to their needs and thus makes them uncertain in the choices. For example: 

Sometimes, there might be a problem that there comes that kind of information that I don’t 
know about. I usually know the type of construction, whether it is an office building or a 
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residence building, and quite basic things. So I don’t know the details. I might slip by filling in 
wrong information or something. (I6) 

Customised - being relaxed 

Further, customised content can help customers to feel relaxed and not frustrated. 
Otherwise, they can be stressed when they do not get the right information:  

…it’s produced by people who do not understand the character of the design, what kind of 
information we need, dimensions,…choice of materials, so…there is not of that kind of 
professional information…They do web pages like normal advertisement, for normal 
consumers…[with an angry voice] (I1) 

Customised - being treated specially 

Finally, the data shows that by getting customised information, customers can feel as 
though they are treated specially. In the case, the interviewees indicate the fact that they 
are not treated specially when the content is un-customised: 

It’s clumsy – I cannot personalize it and I should be able to do that. (I16) 

It’s not very customised information that would suit our needs. If they would do something just 
for us, it would make a difference… (I14) 

4.5.1.2. Form characteristics as drivers of customer benefits 

Form characteristics lead to customer benefits. Table 48 presents the benefits associated 
with the characteristics of the form of website communication. 

Table 48 Form characteristics as drivers of customer benefits 

Form characteristics Benefits associated with the characteristics 

Multimedia  Gaining understanding  
Being inspired 

Impersonal  Being objective  
Being confident 

Digital  Saving space  
Saving effort 

Multimedia - gaining understanding 

Multimedia form helps customers to gain an understanding of the issues that are being 
communicated. Customers gain understanding through e.g. visual representations: 

…in one way and it’s easier to look when you see. If you only read it’s not the same thing but 
when you see it’s almost, for me it’s easier when I see something …it makes…easier to make 
the decisions. It might be a very ugly building and when you change these things it might look 
brilliant after that. So, you have imagination… (I9)  
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Multimedia - being inspired 

In addition, multimedia information helps customers’ work by boosting their 
inspiration. They get inspiration through photos or dynamic graphics: 

For instance I see here …you can get quite a lot of inspiring features and inspiring information, 
which help you to design what you, yourself want to do…so, it’s something I like to look at… 
(I3) 

Impersonal - being objective 

Impersonal information helps customers to be objective in making decisions. They 
believe that impersonal information prevents them from being biased like they might be 
with a nice salesperson:

Compared to face-to-face contact with people who are selling the company’s products, it’s 
better – Internet, because today when you are merchandising - it should not influence your 
decision if the salesman is polite, and you can have lunch and…it’s out of the world today…so 
it’s good to have Internet. (I1) 

Impersonal - being confident 

What is more, impersonal form makes customers feel confident in their choices. If they 
use the information received through personal contact it is difficult to call upon that 
information later as it is not written down, and defend their choices: 

In that way the Internet, the actuality and that there is kind of black on white information that I 
get from there. I can understand wrongly if someone says on the phone that: “Yes, that’s going 
to happen”, but then when the contractor calls and says that this cannot be found then I’m on 
the weak side. (I6)

Digital - saving space 

Digital information helps customers by saving their office space. They appreciate that 
due to the digital form of information they do not need space to store different papers or 
catalogues, and reserve space for them: 

I think people don’t need these maps. It takes space, it’s more paper and. It’s a good business 
you know… Yes, and it’s…I don’t like this printing material or saved material…you know 
many offices don’t need to have own libraries any more. (I7) 

Digital - saving effort 

Furthermore, digital information helps customers by reducing their effort as it can be 
downloaded and they can insert it into their work, which reduces their workload. They 
do not need to retype or redraw something anymore: 

We install them [CAD drawings] into our drawings and directly from the website…In earlier 
phase we always had to, just look at the drawings from the paper and them we draw them by 
our selves. That was how it was in earlier times…They have made it much easier in the 
moment, it’s very good. (I3)  
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4.5.1.3. Customer-website interaction characteristics as drivers of customer benefits 

Customer-website interaction characteristics lead to customer benefits. Table 49 
presents the benefits associated with the characteristics of the customer-website 
interaction.

Table 49 User-website interaction characteristics as drivers of customer benefits 

User-website interaction 
characteristics Benefits associated with the characteristics 

Anytime and anywhere  Being flexible 

Direct access 

Saving effort 
Saving time 
Supported workflow  
Being relaxed 

Multiple participants Gaining understanding  
Supported workflow 

Interactivity  

Saving effort  
Saving time 
Gaining understanding  
Having fun 

Anytime / anywhere - being flexible 

Anywhere and anytime interaction enables customers to be flexible and to work 
wherever and whenever they want or need: 

Because I can do what pops into my mind because I usually need it now or then - it’s a big 
benefit… you can do when you actually need it and any timezone, that’s a big issue, the Earth is 
getting a lot smaller.  (I22) 

Direct access - saving effort 

Website communication takes places from a computer on which most of the customers 
conduct their daily work. This direct access, both physical and temporal, reduces their 
efforts because they do not need to get up, call and wait in the line: 

Well, I guess I’m so lazy that it’s much easier to see it here, with my computer and when 
surfing the websites, and trying to find… (I5)  

Direct access - saving time  

Direct access to information through e.g. customised design of the website helps 
customers to find the right information fast: 

…here is told where I can find it [information], I came fast. Here I can see, here it’s written the 
designers service - so they guess that I need this kind of information… and immediately I can 
find an understandable table.  (I6)  

Also, the direct access from the computer, i.e. from their working place, helps them to 
get the information faster than through finding a folder or calling:

It is faster compared to finding the folder or calling to the switchboard and trying to find out 
who knows about these things and they connect to one person who doesn’t know anything, let’s 
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try with the next one. So, the internet pages are usually faster and compared to finding the 
folder it is found sitting. So, it has speeded up finding information. (I6) 

Direct access - having supported workflow 

In addition, if customers can communicate directly from a computer at which they 
typically work, their workflow, i.e. continuance of their work, is not disturbed unlike 
with other means of communication. With the website, they can get information without 
leaving their desk where they otherwise work. Other means of communication might 
require the same time but might demand from the customer to e.g. leave the working 
place. This is particularly important for architects as an interrupted workflow carries 
implications for their creativity: 

It’s important because if you are doing a creative work, and we are normally in a hurry so we 
have certain kind of work flow, and if it’s stopped because of a slowing…it’s terribly for 
process…it’s not only that we are spending too much time for that [for searching for 
information], it’s disturbing the flow of the work process. That’s very important. (I1) 

Direct access - being relaxed 

Additionally, due to a direct access to information, they do not get to be frustrated as 
when waiting on the phone to get the right person: 

Another thing is just if you have to be in the waiting line on the phone and wait for an, operator, 
that’s very annoying [unlike using a website]. (I9) 

Multiple participants - gaining understanding 

An access for multiple participants helps customers to understand their work better. 
Multiple parties involved in different sides of work can share their views and thus help 
the interviewees to understand relevant issues: 

Our tenants could use that if they would want to…and they could get a better picture of the 
work, and give us their opinions. (I18) 

Multiple participants - supported workflow 

The ability of website communication to involve multiple participants supports 
customers workflow. Namely, when many people participate in a project, they gain an 
update of the current state of the work through the website and can continue the work 
from that point. In that way the flow of their work is supported: 

Yes,…then others would also use it…when the other one starts on a building…and all that, then 
it could be directly seen what’s happening. (I6)

Interactivity - saving effort and time 

Website interactivity saves customers’ effort and time through e.g. search possibilities 
of the search-engine and automatic suggestions: 

…there is some kind of finder so you can find the information very fast. (I21) 
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Maybe one of the biggest things is that it’s much easier to find information and fast…. When 
having some kind of searching things. (I10) 

Interactivity - gaining understanding 

Interactivity also helps customers to get the needed understanding for their work. For 
example, automated suggestions respond to customers’ inputs by suggesting solutions 
suitable for their problems and in that way offering them a basis for making decisions:  

Yes, it’s excellent… if I need [solutions] for a building– it finds you elevators – one door, two 
door, it’s much easier, it helps to decide by giving suggestions. (I7)  

Interactivity - having fun 

Customers can have fun when using different interactive tools that react to their inputs, 
and they can see an immediate change in their products by changing (playing with) 
some parameters: 

I think it is a good way to play with it [with automated suggestion tools] in the afternoon. (I5) 

4.5.1.4. Business relationship characteristics as drivers of customer benefits 

Business relationships characteristics lead to customer benefits. Table 50 presents the 
benefits associated with the characteristics of the relationship in which website 
communication takes place. 

Table 50 Relationship characteristics as drivers of customer benefits 

Business relationship characteristic Benefits associated with the characteristics 
Trust Being confident 
Clarity Being confident 

Being relaxed 

Trust - being confident 

Trust in customer-seller relationship helps customers to feel confident as they can rely 
on the information from the website: 

They are our partners… we can rely on the information there [on the website]. (I15) 

Clarity - being confident 

Clarity in a relationship, in respect with website communication purposes and 
possibilities (i.e. with the ways in which website can be used and the things the seller 
can do with information stored on the website) helps customers to be confident and able 
to rely on the website. In the empirical case, due to the ambiguous purpose and 
possibilities of website communication, customers feel uncertain and cannot rely on the 
website: 

…but, so that I would use this as a project bank…I don’t think so…the information is 
something that’s confidential with our customers and us. And, giving out the information to 



130

some firms, some companies, I think it wouldn’t be very ethical. But I don’t know what kind of 
information you can save, so…I don’t know. (I5) 

Clarity - being relaxed 

Clarity in a relationship in respect with the purpose of website communication and the 
seller’s use of the data from the website can make the customer feel relaxed. In the 
empirical case, some customers are frustrated by the possibility that the seller might use 
their information inappropriately. That is, the seller’s intentions with the data from the 
website were ambiguous to them and that made them stressed: 

But I don’t understand why should there be some hidden information, for which you need some 
kind of codes to get in. Why, why? The obviously would be to follow who’s exactly coming to 
their pages. But… it’s disturbing to give a call that you have visited, you my have an attack 
after that of advertisement so something like that. We do not like that! [he seemed quite stressed 
about that] (I1) 

4.5.2. Linkages that decrease CV 

Next to the linkages that increase CV, there are those that decrease CV. The map of 
linkages in Figure 17 portrays and specifies the kind of sacrifices that the characteristics 
lead to. It points also at the frequency of these linkages in the case. Although the study 
cannot provide a statistically sound basis for quantitative analysis it can give some 
general reflections on the case and the frequencies of the linkages in it. 
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Namely, four characteristics lead to sacrifices and in that way decrease CV. These 
linkages stem from four characteristics belonging to two facets of website 
communication.

The linkages that decrease CV stem from characteristics belonging to two facets of 
website communication: form and interaction. Most of the characteristics lead to several 
sacrifices and thus decrease CV in several ways, while one leads to a single sacrifice. In 
the same way, a numer of sacrifices can be caused by several characteristics while some 
by one only. 

As seen from the map, the linkages appear in different frequencies. Three linkages 
appear in most of the relationships; some in several; and some linkages appear in up to 
three relationships. Although this study cannot offer any statistically relevant 
generalisation, it can indicate the linkages that might appear in other relationships. 

The linkages are illustrated in the following sections based on the facet of website 
communication that they stem from. 

4.5.2.1. Form characteristics as drivers of customer sacrifices 

Form of website communication leads to customer sacrifices. Table 51 presents the 
sacrifices associated with characteristics of the form. 

Table 51 Form characteristics as drivers of customer sacrifices 

Form characteristics Sacrifices associated with the characteristics 

Impersonal  Being uncertain 
Being bored 

Unreal  Being uncertain 

Impersonal - being uncertain 

Impersonal information can be the reason for customers to feel uncertain. They may 
think that they have misunderstood something on the website as the information is 
written:

We call many times rather than trying to put it through the net, cause’ there are more places for 
misunderstanding in writing than when speaking - we have recognised. (I8) 

Impersonal - getting an ordinary treatment 

Impersonal communication might disable a special treatment of customers. Customers 
might miss being appreciated by the seller through a special treatment in the form of 
gifts such as cakes or similar that can be received through face-to-face communication:  

Well, you don’t get the same thing as with people… sometime they come…and they bring a 
cake. (I5) 
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Impersonal - being bored 

Customers might be bored and have no fun because of the impersonal communication. 
Such communication might not result with fun and pleasure due to lack of personal 
touch that is received e.g. through face-to-face contacts: 

On the internet, of course the personal contact is missing totally. The [face-to-face] contacts are 
at its best quite pleasant. (I6) 

Unreal - being uncertain 

Unreal form, i.e. intangible materials and distorted colours fails to offer a reliable basis 
for making decisions and results in customers’ uncertainty: 

For example… when we are choosing materials we have to see them for real. It doesn’t matter 
if you see colours on the screen or on the paper, it’s not the same as seeing it for real. You can’t 
feel the surface that what it is like.  You have to get to feel it for real. That’s one thing that the 
internet can’t replace. (I6) 

4.5.2.2. Customer-website interaction characteristics leading to customer sacrifices 

Customer-website interaction leads to customer sacrifices. Table 52 presents the 
sacrifices associated with characteristics of the customer-website interaction. 

Table 52 User-website interaction characteristics as drivers of customer sacrifices 

Interaction characteristics Sacrifices associated with the characteristics 

Self-administration  

Investing effort 
Spending time 
Being uncertain 
Being frustrated 

Technical problems  

Investing effort  
Being concerned 
Being frustrated 
Interrupted workflow 

Self-administration - investing effort 

User self-administration in user-website interaction, such as entering passwords and 
different data and navigating around the website, can require users’ efforts. The 
customers complain on the requirement to remember a password to enter the website 
that they easily forget and need to invest an effort to get a new one: 

…but the main difficulty in my opinion is that you have to learn your user name and password 
and it’s very difficult so and every time you forget it and… How do I get in?… I have to ask 
again, send them an e-mail …But it’s a very big difficulty because we have so many programs 
and almost everyone has different password and then our own systems… (I20) 
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Self-administration - taking time  

Self-administration in user-website interaction such as navigating around the website to 
find information takes time. The interviewees complained on difficulties in finding 
information on the website i.e. problems with navigability of the website as it is time-
consuming:  

[While looking at the website] There was something but it’s not… What is this… I would 
assume that…, well here we have the alternatives but I couldn’t know from here where it can be 
found. [after several minutes]… It is sometimes like this that you have to search. (I6) 

Self-administration - being uncertain 

Self-administration may result in users’ uncertainty. Several interviewees emphasise the 
disadvantage of the self-administering characteristic of user-website interaction when it 
requires them to possess certain expert knowledge of the products (which they do not 
possess). Due to that the self-administration, they feel uncertain:

… But then if it asks for information that I don’t know, speed or something, then I must have it 
served, like the speed… because that I can’t give that from a scratch. (I6)

Self-administration - being frustrated 

In addition, because of self-administration, i.e. when they need to navigate a lot around 
the website themselves in order to find information, customers may become rather 
frustrated:

I6 is looking at the website, she is clicking through different pages, for few minutes, she is 
looking for something. She looks a bit nervous. She comments “I can’t find it” and keeps on 
clicking and browsing the pages for a while, she stops, she leans back, throwing her hands 
aside, saying with an angry voice “I give up!”. (Observation  I6) 

Technical problems - interrupted workflow 

Different technical problems as slowness of the website, viruses or system failures can 
interrupt customer work flow: 

If they [the seller] has problems [with the website] we have them…one month ago it didn’t 
work for two days. (I14) 

Technical problems - being frustrated 

The same technical problems can make them feel frustrated: 

Sometimes if the pages are big they are slow to load and it’s frustrating to wait for it to load. 
(I6) 

Technical problems - being concerned 

Furthermore, technical problems such as viruses can make them worry about losing 
information: 
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You are always aware about viruses and that kind of disadvantages, which come when you give 
your information somewhere… And just a couple of days ago, we had information that there are 
problems on Finnish pages…A couple of times I have caught a virus and that is the problem, 
that’s the thing I’m most concerned about. I’m always thinking whether I can or can’t go to the 
web pages. (I3) 

4.5.3. Variety and richness in linkages 

The aim of this section is to portray variety and richness of linkages as components of 
CV. The chapter compares the linkages in the customer groups pointing at their 
similarities and differences. 

The elicited linkages vary for the two customer groups in the study. Figure 18 presents 
the map of CV of website communication for the two customer groups. It displays the 
main CV components and linkages between them. The map notes differences in the 
linkages for the two customer groups in the case. To differentiate them, the linkages are 
marked in the map with different line patterns. The bolded lines stand for the linkages 
that are common to the customer groups. Findings referring to the architect offices 
(ARCH) are presented with dotted lines, while for property management companies 
(PROM) with broken lines. The maps for each customer group and business relationship 
separately can be found in Appendices 12 – 22. 
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Figure 18 The differences and similarities in linkages for the two customer groups 

As seen, linkages appear in different frequencies when considering the two customer 
groups. Many linkages appear in common to the customer groups, but also there are 
some that are not. That is logical since previous analyses in this study have shown that 
the characteristics and consequences differ for customer groups in some respect. The 
analysis in this section will not repeat the differences that were already explained in the 
previous sections when the differences were analysed separately for characteristics, 
consequences and end-states. 

However, by analysing the differences in linkages in particular, additional 
dissimilarities can be noticed. That is, even though both customer groups refer to some 
same characteristic they link them to different consequences. In addition, even though 
both customer groups refer to some identical consequences they link them with different 
characteristics.
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In the case, as seen in Figure 18, three such examples of dissimilarities appear for the 
following website communication characteristics: customised content, multimedia form 
and multiple participants in interaction. ARCH links customised content with 
consequences of being confident and relaxed while PROM links it with less effort. Also, 
ARCH and PROM differ in the consequences they assign to multimedia form of 
information. Architects link it with gaining inspiration whereas PROM with gaining an 
understanding. In the third example, ARCH connects multiple participants in interaction 
with the benefit of having a supported workflow while PROM with gaining an 
understanding. In the last two examples, both groups link the characteristics with 
benefits belonging to the same end-state, i.e. competence in this situation. 

Consequently, the existence of these kinds of differences in the linkages points at the 
importance of taking into account the linkages between the characteristics and 
consequences, not only the characteristics and consequences separately, in order to fully 
understand CV and its richness. 

4.5.4. Additional types of linkages 

Apart from the presented linkages that show the ways in which website communication 
increase and decrease CV, additional types of linkages can be noticed. They become 
apparent when taking into consideration different ways in which the linkages are inter-
related, the number of starting and ending points and the differences in linkages 
between customers. 

Pieters (1993) already introduced the main types of linkages based on the number of 
starting and ending points (i.e. characteristics and consequences respectively) as shown 
in Figure 6 (chapter 2.2.2.2) i.e. instrumental, equifinal, multifinal and parallel linkages. 
Building on these, the analysis of the case brings forth additional types of linkages 
between characteristics and consequences. They become evident when considering the 
way in which the linkages are related and taking into account different units of analysis 
i.e. customer groups and business relationships. The types of linkages are presented in 
Figure 19. 
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Figure 19 The types of linkages between website communication characteristics and consequences 

The types of linkages are explained in the following paragraphs. Practical implications 
of identifying these types of linkages are explained later in the chapter on managerial 
implications of the study. The examples used to illustrate each type of linkages can be 
seen in Figure 20. 
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1. Single-characteristic / single-consequence linkages 

In this case, certain consequence can be achieved only with one characteristic. Such 
linkages are independent as they do not depend on any other linkage while the other two 
types do. The independent linkages share neither the starting point (a characteristic) nor 
the ending point (a consequence) with any other linkage. For example, only website 
communication characteristic of anytime interaction leads to customer flexibility as seen 
in Figure 20. No other characteristic leads to that i.e. no other characteristic enables that 
benefit.

When analysing the linkages for different customers (whether a customer group or a 
business relationship), two sub-types of this linkage can exist: 

a. Common independent linkages - in this case only one characteristic leads to the 
consequence but the linkage is revealed by several customers and thus is not unique 
for one customer. An example for this would be the already mentioned case when 
anytime/anywhere interaction gives flexibility to all the customers.  

b. Unique independent linkages - when considering different customers, it is possible 
that different website communication characteristics lead to entirely different 
consequences. That is, that a linkage is unique for one customer, or for a user within 
a customer company. However, such a situation did not appear in the empirical case 
in this study. 
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2. Single-characteristic / multiple-consequences linkages

In this case, a single website characteristic leads to different consequences. Sub-cases of 
this group of linkages are:  

a. Non-conflicting linkages involve cases when consequences are of the same kind i.e. 
only benefits or only sacrifices. For example, ARCH connects multiple participants 
in interaction with the benefit of having a supported workflow while PROM with 
gaining an understanding. The same type of linkages may appear within the same 
customer group or business relationship. For example, in ARCH, various content of 
information may result in saving effort and gaining understanding as seen in Figure 
20. Such a situation occurred in business relationship D. 

b. Conflicting linkages involve cases when consequences are combined of benefits and 
sacrifices, i.e. the same characteristic may be seen as a benefit as well as a sacrifice 
for one customer (or unit of analysis). Also, when considering different customers, 
the same characteristic may be seen as a benefit for one and a sacrifice for another 
customer. For instance, in ARCH, an impersonal form results in both benefit and 
sacrifice: being objective and being uncertain as seen in Figure 20. Such a situation 
occurred in business relationship A. Similarly, in business relationship C, 
characteristics “impersonal” lead to both a benefit of “being confident” and a 
sacrifice of “being bored”. 

3. Multiple-characteristics / single-consequence linkages

This is the case in which different website characteristics lead to the same consequences 
(either benefit or sacrifices). For example, up-to-date information and trusting 
relationship both make customers feel confident.  

When considering the different facets of website communication such linkages can be 
homogeneous and heterogeneous. 

a. Homogeneous linkages are such that stem from the same kind of characteristic 
and lead to the same consequence. In this case in ARCH, website 
communication characteristics of direct access and interactivity both lead to 
saving time as seen in Figure 20. That is, the characteristics of the same kind of 
website communication facet of user-website interaction lead to one 
consequence. Another example, for both ARCH and PROM, user self-
administration (the facet of interaction) and technical problems (the facet of 
interaction) lead to frustration. In ARCH, in business relationship A, direct 
access (interaction) and multiple-participants (interaction) lead to supported 
workflow. Practically, that means that a company needs to focus on one facet of 
website communication only, not on different facets in order to enhance a 
particular consequence. 

b. Heterogeneous linkages are such that stem from different kinds of characteristics 
and lead to the same consequence. For instance, to enhance the consequence / 
benefit of gaining an understanding, the company needs to focus on two 
different facets of website communication: various (facet of content) and 
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multimedia (form) of website communication as seen in Figure 20. Or, to 
enhance customer confidence, they can focus on up-to-date (content) and trust 
(relationship). Similarly, to decrease customer uncertainty, it will not be enough 
to focus on content and improve its customisation, but the company needs to 
focus on another website communication facet – relationship and its clarity. 
Another example, in ARCH, customised content and clarity in a relationship 
lead to “being relaxed”. In case C, customised content and impersonal form lead 
to confidence. In case F, historical content and impersonal form both lead to 
understanding. In practice, that means that a company needs to disperse its 
efforts if it wants to achieve some of these consequences. 

Thus, when considering the way the linkages are inter-related, as well as the way in 
which characteristics and consequences are interrelated, six additional types of linkages 
can be considered in the theoretical framework of CV. The additional types of linkages 
are independent of a context and could be used in any analysis of value. 

4.6. Summary of the findings and the final theoretical framework of CV of 
website communication in BtoB relationships 

This section summarises the main findings from the empirical study and includes them 
into the final theoretical framework of customer value of website communication in 
business-to-business relationships. 

The purpose of the empirical study was to deepen the tentative theoretical framework of 
CV of website communication in BtoB relationships introduced in the end of chapter 2. 
The tentative framework integrated three approaches to CV: benefit-sacrifice, means-
end and experiential approach, encompassing several components: website 
communication characteristics, customer benefits, customer sacrifices, customer end-
states and linkages between these. As previous research on CV gave some, yet a weak 
insight into the meanings of these CV components in the context of BtoB website 
communication there was a need to conduct an empirical study through which these CV 
components would get the meanings in the mentioned context. The empirical study was 
thus used to educe the meanings of each of the components of CV of website 
communication, portray the framework empirically, and also to find possible additional 
components for the framework.  

The analysis of the empirical case formed a map of CV of website communication, as 
portrayed in Figure 21. 
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Figure 21 Customer value of website communication in the case study (customer groups ARCH 
and PROM, encompassing nine business relationships A-I) 

The map shows that website communication characteristics are linked with 
consequences that describe the context-specific benefits and sacrifices of website 
communication in the studied relationships. These are further linked with customer end-
states. The empirical study confirmed the presence of the main components of CV that 
were outlined in the tentative theoretical framework: characteristics, benefits, sacrifices, 
end-states and linkages. Apart from these, the empirical study drew out the additional 
types of linkages irrelevant of the context. 

Apart from portraying CV components on a general level, the study elicited the 
meanings of each component regarding website communication in BtoB. Firstly, the 
empirical study educed the BtoB website communication characteristics (16 in total) 
that drive CV. Further, it yielded the meanings of other CV components: customer 
benefits (12) and sacrifices (8), and the end-states. Based on the benefit (or sacrifice) 
they relate to, seven main meanings of the end-states are defined: convenience, 
efficiency, competence, confidence, comfort, appreciation and enjoyment. In addition, 
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the empirical study conveys the ways in which the customers associate characteristics 
with consequences. It establishes a net of linkages between the characteristics, 
consequences and end-states distinguishing those that lead to increase from those 
leading to decrease in CV.  

The study also portrayed richness and variety in CV. The differences are present in CV 
drivers, customer consequences and end-states but also in linkages between the 
components, depending whether the unit of analysis is a customer group or a business 
relationship. The study gives indications of the differences in meanings of CV 
components for different customer groups and business relationships, and presented the 
frequency of their appearance in the relationships.  

Further, the study showed that it is not enough to understand characteristics and 
consequences separately as the linkages between them may vary for different customers. 
Customers may point out the same consequences but associate them with different 
website characteristics. In addition, they may outline the same characteristics, but link 
them with different consequences. The implications of characteristics or consequences 
subsequently depend upon the way they are interconnected. 

Finally, the empirical study points at the additional types of linkages based on the 
relationship between website communication characteristics and customer 
consequences, as well as based on the relation between the linkages: common and 
unique, conflicting and non-conflicting, and homogenous and heterogeneous linkages. 
In sum, the linkages can be of different type and classified in different ways:

a. Taking into consideration the kind of consequence to which they lead, whether 
to a benefit or to a sacrifice, linkages can be classified as: CV-increasing and 
CV-decreasing linkages. 

b. Based on the number of starting and ending points (i.e. characteristic and 
consequence) linkages can be classified as: single-single, single-multiple, 
multiple-single linkage 

c. Taking into consideration the kind of characteristic from which linkages 
originate, there are: content-, form-, interaction- or relationship-driven linkages. 

d. Considering the way these linkages are connected with each other, they can be: 
independent and dependent.

e. Considering the repetition of linkages across different units of analysis, they can 
be classified as: common or unique.  

f. Dependent linkages can further be classified based on the type of consequence to 
which they lead: conflicting and non-conflicting linkages. 

g. Dependent linkages can also be classified based on the type of characteristic 
they come from: homogenous and heterogeneous linkages. 

Consequently, the theoretical framework of CV that builds on the integrated approach to 
CV needs to account for the elicited meanings of the components and additional types 
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of linkages. Based on the findings from the empirical study, the tentative framework can 
be deepened in two ways: 1) on a general level of CV, and 2) on a specific level in the 
context of website communication. 

Firstly, on a general level of CV, the final CV framework considers, apart from linkages 
already indicated in the tentative framework, the additional types of linkages. They are 
marked with different types of arrows indicating in that way the elected differences in 
the linkages – both in respect with the number of starting and ending points and 
regarding the way they are interrelated. The general framework of CV is enriched with 
the diversity of linkages that are not context dependent. Thus, the final theoretical 
framework of CV that builds on the integrated approach to CV includes CV drivers, 
benefits, sacrifices, and end-states and accounts for the elicited heterogeneity of 
linkages in Figure 22. 

Figure 22 The theoretical framework of CV of website communication in BtoB relationships 

Secondly, the tentative theoretical framework can be deepened by taking into account 
all the elicited meanings of CV components in the context of website communication in 
BtoB relationships. The final theoretical framework of CV of website communication in 
BtoB relationships is presented in Figure 23. 
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Figure 23 The final theoretical framework of CV of website communication in BtoB relationships  

The final theoretical framework of CV of website communication in BtoB relationships 
includes the context-specific meanings of the main components: a) website 
communication characteristics, b) customer benefits, c) customer sacrifices, d) customer 
end-states and e) linkages between these. The different arrows point at different types of 
linkages and their interrelation. By encompassing the components and their diverse 
meanings, the framework portrays richness as well as complexity of CV.  

4.7. Discussion on the empirical study 

The empirical study was used in two ways: to generate insights for the tentative 
framework of CV of website communication in BtoB settings and to illustrate the new 
theoretical framework in the empirical setting. Although the case study illuminated 
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different meanings of the components of the framework, one case (though embedded) 
could not portray all of them. Rather it deepens the tentative framework by bringing in 
additional meanings and illustrating the central meanings in a specific context. 

As seen in the empirical study, the customers refer to different components of the 
theoretical framework of CV and all the components carry implications for marketing. 
The study shows that in order to comprehend CV, all its components are required. In 
that way, the complexity and richness of the concept can be captured. Thus, suggested 
integration of the approaches to CV seems justified. Consequently, to portray CV and 
account for its complexity all the components are needed in the framework.  

Compared to current approaches to CV, the new integrated and comprehensive 
approach to CV captures it in detail and reveals new meanings of the components. That 
was presented in the empirical data from the studied case. The framework enables a 
deep analysis and understanding of CV although in the empirical analysis it might result 
in complexity because of the great number of the components and meanings. However, 
to make an empirical study less complex, the framework can be used in a more specific 
context such as website communication in a particular stage of a relationship where a 
focus could be on smaller number of meanings within each component.  

The case study helped in enriching and portraying the theoretical framework of CV of 
website communication in BtoB relationships. However, the framework does not offer a 
view on an absolute CV of website communication in the studied BtoB relationships. 
The developed framework is meant to be used to conceptualise different meanings of 
CV of website communication as seen by customers and the seller. Through the use of 
the framework in the particular relationships, some meanings of CV components have 
emerged while others might have stayed silent, despite the variety of relationships, as 
they were not notable in the particular relationships. By studying other relationships, 
additional meanings might be discovered and used to deepen the framework further and 
thus develop the understanding of CV of website communication in BtoB relationships 
and CV in general. 
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5 SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS 

This chapter summarises the main findings of the study, elaborates on the study’s 
theoretical contributions and managerial implications, and reflects on the study’s 
limitations, offering propositions for future research. 

5.1. Summary of the study 

During the last decade, websites became widely accepted means of communication in 
business-to-business relationships and their use continuously increases resulting in 
various positive impacts of business relationships. In order to design websites and entire 
website communication in a way that it meets customer needs and to justify website 
investments, companies need to uncover the value of a website for customers. Still, 
current BtoB research falls short in providing an understanding of CV of website 
communication in BtoB relationships. That is due to two main reasons: the BtoB studies 
dominantly adopt a single (benefit-sacrifice) approach to CV, and neglect the new 
context of the Internet.

As a response to that situation, the aim of this study was to develop a theoretical 
framework of CV of website communication in business-to-business relationships that 
would portray its complexity and multidimensionality. To achieve that, the study 
theoretically built on the interaction approach, three approaches to CV and the theory on 
inter-organisational communication. Methodologically, the study followed the research 
tradition of the interaction approach that supported abductive logic, qualitative methods 
and case study. The case study in the elevator industry in Finland encompassed nine 
business relationships between the seller and customers from two main customer 
groups. The data collection relied on qualitative techniques utilised on both the 
customer and seller-side. The study utilised interviews with customers and observed 
them using the seller’s website. In addition, it utilised interviews with the seller and 
examined different documentations and previously done research that were of relevance 
for the problem of this study.  

Firstly, the study has introduced an integrated approach to value building on the benefit-
sacrifice, means-end and experiential approaches. It was argued that each approach 
alone faced some limitations in providing a holistic understanding of the CV 
components due to paying attention to certain CV components and neglecting others. It 
was shown that the approaches were rather compatible and that they could have been 
integrated in a manner to pull together a more comprehensive configuration of the 
concept of value.

The integrated approach to CV offered a starting point for the development of the 
theoretical framework of CV of website communication in BtoB relationships and was 
deepened through previous studies and the empirical study resulting in the final 
framework.  

Namely, previous research on CV gave some but weak insight into the meanings of 
these CV components in the context of BtoB website communication. Therefore, there 
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was a need to conduct an empirical study through which these CV components would 
get the meanings in the mentioned context. The empirical study was thus used to find 
the meanings of each of the suggested CV components in the tentative framework was 
analysed through the components of the tentative theoretical framework.  

The final theoretical framework of CV of website communication in BtoB relationships 
evolved simultaneously with the data collection and data analysis and resulted from 
continuous back and forth movements between that data and the theory. It is an outcome 
of the interplay between the theory i.e. the interaction approach, value approaches and 
inter-organisational communication theory, and the empirical study. Figure 24 presents 
the interplay between the empirical study and the theoretical platform through which the 
final theoretical framework was built. 

Website communication 
characteristics

Benefits / Sacrifices

Customers’ end-states

Customer value of 
website communication 

in BtoB relationships

Inter-organizational 
communication theory

Interaction 
approach

Value
approaches

Empirical
study

Figure 24 The research approach: the interplay between the theory and the empirical study 

The empirical study confirmed the presence of the main components of CV that were 
outlined in the tentative theoretical framework: characteristics, benefits, sacrifices, end-
states and linkages. Apart from these components, the empirical study drew out the 
additional types of linkages irrelevant of the context. The linkages can be of different 
type and classified in different ways when considering the way they are interrelated 
(Figure 6). These linkages add richness to our understanding of CV. The final 
theoretical framework of CV that builds on the integrated approach to CV accounts also 
for the elicited heterogeneity of linkages.

Consequently, the final theoretical framework of CV of website communication in BtoB 
relationships (Figure 23) includes five main components: a) CV drivers, b) customer 
benefits, c) customer sacrifices, d) customer end-states and e) linkages between these, 
portraying the meanings of each of the components in the context of website 
communication.
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The framework focuses on CV of website communication not of a website. It captures 
characteristics of website communication as a process that happens in a relationship that 
act as CV drivers. The drivers (characteristics) can be categorised into four facets of 
website communication: content, form, customer-website interaction and relationship. 

Further, the theoretical framework includes customer benefits and sacrifices as 
consequences that arise from website communication and are driven by website 
communication characteristics. The framework involves different kinds of benefits and 
sacrifices related with their time, effort, and understanding as well as with their psyche. 

Apart from the characteristics and consequences, the framework conveys seven 
meanings of end-states that were defined based on benefits and sacrifice at issue: 
convenience, efficiency, competence, confidence, comfort, appreciation and enjoyment. 
Customer end-states stand for the most abstract level of CV representation i.e. they are 
goals that direct customer activities. Based on these, customers evaluate website 
communication.

In addition, the framework includes different linkages between the characteristics of 
website communication and consequences and end-states of the communication for the 
customers. The linkages show the ways in which the characteristics lead to the 
consequences, and thus increase or decrease CV. Considering the way in which the 
linkages are inter-related, the study points at six other types of linkages that play a role 
in CV. 

Finally, the study shows that in order to gain a holistic comprehension of CV, it is 
required to take into account a variety of its components. In that way, the complexity 
and richness of the concept are captured. By encompassing complex and 
multidimensional picture of CV the framework offers a more meaningful guidance for 
the future industrial marketing management activities.  

5.2. Theoretical contributions 

The study theoretically contributes to three research fields. Main theoretical 
contribution goes to CV research in the interaction approach. Further, the study 
contributes to general research on CV, and to the research on inter-organisational 
communication.

5.2.1. Contribution to CV research in the interaction approach

This study mainly contributes to the literature on CV in BtoB research in the interaction 
approach, both in BtoB website communication and BtoB offline contexts. The study 
complements current research within the interaction approach in several ways. 

Firstly, the study contributes to the current BtoB research on CV by bringing into it the 
means-end and experiential approaches to CV. Only benefit-sacrifice approach was 
previously used in the interaction approach studies. This study observes CV through 
other components than benefits and sacrifices and points at the need to distinguish 
different levels of CV abstraction as they differ and bear diverse consequences for 
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marketing. At the same time, the study introduced a new definition of CV that 
incorporates the three approaches. Through the integrated approach to CV presented in 
this thesis, the view of CV in industrial marketing is made more comprehensive.  

Secondly, the study gives a specific contribution to the research on CV in the context of 
BtoB website communication that is practically missing. The study sets a theoretical 
framework of CV of website communication in BtoB relationships that encompasses 
different meanings of CV components. Thus, the study creates a comprehensive 
platform based on which CV of website communication can be studied further. The 
study specifies the meanings of website communication characteristics, customer 
consequences and end-states that were not specified in the earlier research. Such a 
framework did not exist in current research. Contributions in respect with each 
component of the framework are discussed subsequently.  

Thirdly, the study enriches extant research techniques within the interaction approach to 
BtoB markets by gathering data through observations and analysing such data. Such a 
method is rare in BtoB marketing studies. 

5.2.1.1. Contribution regarding CV drivers 

The study introduces and discusses the concept of CV of website communication, and 
elicits an array of website communication characteristics that drive CV. In that way, it 
broadens the view of the studies (e.g. of Chakraborty et al. 2003; Foster 2005) by 
discussing websites from the perspective of communication in BtoB relationships. 
Existing research within the interaction approach does not focus on website 
communication characteristics from a perspective of drivers of CV. Also, they tend to 
discuss only a few characteristics of the online environment, in particular of websites 
(e.g. Chakraborty et al. 2003; Leek et al. 2003; Foster 2005). This study elicits wider 
array of characteristics. Moreover, the study shows that various kinds of website 
communication characteristics matter from customer point of view and should be 
considered in studies on CV. In that way the study enriches and extends the 
comprehension of website communication characteristics that drive CV and that should 
be considered in studies on CV of website communication.

The empirical study elicited various characteristics of website communication that 
belong to different facets and drive CV of website communication. Based on the inter-
organisational communication theory and the interaction approach, the tentative 
theoretical framework suggested that website communication can be classified into 4 
facets: form, content, customer-website interaction and business relationship, and 
studied through them. It was proposed that CV of website communication depends not 
only on the customer and the website but on a wider context in which communication 
happens - the relationship with the seller. 

The empirical study confirms that CV of website communication in BtoB relationships 
originates from these four facets of website communication. That is, CV of website 
communication in BtoB relationships is driven not only by characteristics of the website 
and information but also by characteristics of the interaction between a customer and a 
seller i.e. by characteristics of their business relationship. The suggested categorisation 
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of website communication facets was thus verified through the empirical study as the 
customers referred to characteristics of website communication in all four facets.

Each of the facets encompasses various characteristics relevant for value creation. The 
empirical study draws out website communication characteristics that are relevant for 
customers. The findings of the empirical study are compared to previous research in 
Table 53. The table points out the newness of the findings on drivers of CV in BtoB 
online context.  

Table 53 The newness of the elicited CV drivers  

Found also in Drivers of website 
comm. in this study Study Context 

New CV driver for 
BtoB online context 

Up-to-date Hoffman and Novak (1996); 
Berthon et al. (1998) 

BtoB website 
comm. No

Historical Hoffman and Novak (1996); 
Berthon et al. (1998) 

BtoB website 
comm. No

Various Geiger and Martin (1999); Deeter-
S. and Kennedy (2002) 

BtoB website 
comm. No

Customised Geller (1998); Osmonbekov et al. 
(2002) - customised 

BtoB website 
comm. No

Multimedia Berthon et al. (1998) BtoB website 
comm. No

Digital Foster (2005) BtoB online No 
Impersonal Deeter-Schmelz and Kennedy 

(2002); Leek et al. (2003) 
BtoB websites No

Unreal Hoffman and Novak (1996) BtoB website 
comm. No

Anytime / Anywhere Foster (2005) BtoB online No 
Direct access Hoffman and Novak (1996) BtoB website 

comm. No

Multiple participants Hoffman and Novak (1996);  
Rowley (2001) 

BtoB website 
comm. No

Interactivity Ghose and Dou (1998);  
Berthon et al. (1998) 

BtoB website 
comm. No

User self-
administration

Mohammed et al. (2003) BtoB website 
comm. No

Technical problems Mohammed et al. (2003); 
Chakraborty et al. (2003) 

BtoB websites  No

Trust Ritter and Walter (2003); Ryssel et 
al. (2004); Homburg et al. (2005);  

BtoB offline Yes

Clarity March (1998); Geersbro and Ritter 
(2006) (ambiguity) 

BtoB offline Yes

The comparison shows that a great majority of the elicited characteristics of website 
communication was considered in the tentative framework. These characteristics were 
already mainly introduced in earlier studies on inter-organisational website 
communication and some in studies on CV in BtoB online contexts. For example, 
content characteristics correspond to the characteristics mentioned in previous studies 
that were reviewed in chapter 2. They are similar to characteristics mentioned in current 
studies on website communication mentioned in Deeter-Schmelz and Kennedy (2002) 
and Geiger and Martin (1999) who discuss variety and customisation. Like Foster 
(2005), this study points at digital and downloadable information. The impersonal form 
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of website communication has also received attention in previous studies (e.g. Deeter-
Schmelz and Kennedy 2002; Leek et al. 2003).  

Additionally, the empirical study yielded two CV drivers - trust and clarity, i.e. 
characteristics of a business relationship that were not earlier specifically emphasised in 
BtoB online contexts. Actually, Ritter and Walter (2003), Ryssel et al. (2004) and 
Homburg et al. (2005) discuss trust as one of the CV drivers in general BtoB contexts 
but not in BtoB online context. Regarding clarity, previous studies devote attention to 
the concept itself (e.g. Geersbro and Ritter 2006) but clarity in a relationship was not 
previously elicited as a driver of CV. Thus, the empirical study introduced trust and 
clarity in a relationship as relationship characteristics that, among other characteristics, 
drive CV of website communication in BtoB relationships. 

In overall, the difference of this study compared to previous studies on website 
communication and CV drivers in online contexts is twofold. Firstly, unlike many other 
studies (e.g. Chakraborty et al. 2003; Foster 2005), the study focuses on the entire 
process in which a website is being used, and not on a website as a stand-alone tool. 
Secondly, the study elicits the characteristics of website communication from a 
customer perspective as those that matter to customers and drive CV and not as general 
characteristics of website communication. Though the focus of the study is on website 
communication, the elicited categories of characteristics are rather general and could be 
used in an analysis of other kinds of communication means. 

5.2.1.2. Contribution regarding customer benefits and sacrifices 

Further, the study elicited additional customer consequences (both benefits and 
sacrifices) that play a role in CV and that were neglected in current research on CV in 
either BtoB online or offline contexts. In BtoB online contexts, the study points at the 
presence of benefits and sacrifices related with customer inspiration, objectivity, 
workflow, confidence, frustration, special treatment and fun that were neglected in 
current BtoB studies on CV in online contexts. As a contribution to BtoB studies on CV 
in general contexts, this study widens the list of consequences by adding benefits and 
sacrifices related with customer inspiration, objectivity, workflow and fun and by 
specifying psychological sacrifices. Thus, the study extends the understanding of 
customer benefits and sacrifices in BtoB contexts.  

The empirical study elicits various customer benefits (12) and sacrifices (8) of website 
communication. It confirms some of the findings from the previous study that were 
included in the tentative framework but also adds some new benefits and sacrifices. 
Table 54 shows the newness of the findings regarding the benefits and sacrifices for CV 
studies in both BtoB online and offline contexts.

As seen in the table, the benefits and sacrifices related with customer time, effort and 
flexibility that were discussed in previous research on CV in BtoB online and offline 
contexts are confirmed in this study as well.  

Several benefits and sacrifices that are found in this study (such as getting space, being 
confident, being relaxed and being treated specially) are new for CV studies in BtoB 
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online contexts. They are however found in previous research in BtoB context in 
general.

Table 54 The newness of the elicited customer benefits and sacrifices 

Found also in Customer benefits 
and sacrifices in this 
study Study Context 

New for 
consequences 
in BtoB online 

New for 
consequences 
in BtoB  

Benefits
Saving effort Foster (2005) BtoB online No No 
Being flexible Foster (2005) BtoB online No No 

Getting space Foster (2005) – reduction 
of paper BtoC online Partly No

Saving time Foster (2005) BtoB online No No 

Getting understanding Foster (2005) - getting the 
right info and accuracy BtoB online Partly Yes 

Being inspired - - Yes Yes 
Being objective - - Yes Yes 
Supported workflow - - Yes Yes 

Being confident Gao et al. (2005) - 
reduction of uncertainty BtoB offline Yes No

Being relaxed 

Lapierre (2000) - 
psychological benefits 
Gao et al. (2005) - 
reduction of anxiety 

BtoB offline Yes No

Treated specially Gao et al. (2005) BtoB offline Yes No
Having fun  BtoC online Yes Yes 
Sacrifices
Investing effort Foster (2005) BtoB online No No 
Spending time Foster (2005) BtoB online No No 
Interrupted workflow - - Yes Yes 
Being uncertain - - Yes Yes 

Being frustrated 
Chakraborty et al. (2003) 
Lapierre (2000) - 
psychological benefits 

BtoB online 
BtoB offline No Partly - 

specified

Being concerned 
Chakraborty et al. (2003) 
Lapierre (2000) - 
psychological benefits 

BtoB online 
BtoB offline No Partly - 

specified

Treated ordinary - - Yes Yes 
Being bored - - Yes Yes 

In the empirical study, it can be seen that customers associate website communication 
with their confidence and certainty, which was not mentioned in previous research on 
CV BtoB online contexts. Previous research in communication (e.g. Rovira 2006), 
associates only face-to-face contact with the decrease of customer uncertainty whereas 
the findings in this study indicate that website communication can be connected with 
the same benefit. Thus, customer confidence should be considered in the decisions of 
the role of websites in the overall communication. 

The empirical study also points at both benefits and sacrifices associated with 
customers’ psychological comfort e.g. not being or being concerned and frustrated. The 
study draws out comfort-related benefits that were not particularly mentioned in 
previous studies on CV in BtoB online contexts. Thus, this study confirms the relevance 
of comfort-related sacrifices in online contexts for BtoB customers. Regarding BtoB 
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websites, Chakraborty et al. (2003) refer to possible user sacrifices of concern and 
frustration. The two sacrifices (being frustrated and being concerned) are partly new for 
CV in BtoB contexts in general in a way that they are specified more in this study 
compared to the category of psychological costs that was used in BtoB studies. In fact, 
current studies on CV in BtoB call for their exploration. 

Finally, the table shows that some of the benefits and sacrifices elicited in this study 
(benefits: getting understanding, being inspired, being objective, having supported 
workflow and having fun; sacrifices: having an interrupted workflow, being uncertain, 
being treated ordinary and being bored) were not considered in earlier research on CV 
in BtoB in general or in online contexts.

Therefore, the empirical study confirms benefits and sacrifices that were considered in 
the tentative framework and enriches the framework with some new meanings. 

5.2.2. Contribution regarding customer end-states 

In addition, the study brings forth end-states relevant in website communication context. 
The study elicits additional end-states that play a role in CV that current research on CV 
in both BtoB online and offline contexts neglects. The study contributes to CV studies 
in BtoB online contexts by eliciting end-states that were not previously mentioned in 
BtoB online studies such as competence, confidence, comfort, enjoyment and 
appreciation. Furthermore, the study contributes to the research on CV in BtoB offline 
contexts by pointing at the presence of the end-states of competence and enjoyment that 
are disregarded in previous research. Thus, the study enriches the comprehension of 
end-states in BtoB contexts. 

The empirical study elicited seven meanings of customer end-states. The findings 
regarding the end-states confirm some of the conclusions from the previous studies but 
also elicit some new end-states. Table 55 shows the newness of the findings regarding 
the end-states for CV studies in both BtoB online and offline contexts.

Table 55 The newness of the elicited end-states  

Found also in Customer end-states 
in this study Study Context 

New for CV in 
BtoB online 

New for 
CV in BtoB 

Convenience Foster (2005)  BtoB online No No 
Efficiency Foster (2005) BtoB online No No 
Competence Holbrook (1996) –

excellence
BtoC offline Yes Yes 

Confidence Gao et al. (2005) BtoB offline Yes No
Comfort Lapierre (2000) - 

psychological  
BtoB offline Yes No

Appreciation Gao et al. (2005) – special 
treatment 

BtoB offline Yes No

Enjoyment Holbrook (1996) – play BtoC offline Yes Yes 

The comparison shows that the end-states of efficiency and convenience that are 
discussed in previous research on CV in BtoB online and offline contexts are confirmed 
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in this study as well. Some end-states that are found in this study are not mentioned in 
CV studies in BtoB online contexts but in previous research in different other contexts.

The end-states of competence and enjoyment found in this study were not considered in 
earlier research on CV in BtoB online or offline contexts. Although the end-state of 
competence was not explicitly emphasised in previous studies on CV in BtoB contexts, 
communication in general was previously related to customer competence. Dealing with 
communication in BtoB relationship in general, Lancastre and Lages (2006) find that 
the implications of communication are reflected in organisations knowledge bases and 
capability, what might be similar to the competence. The end-state of competence is 
synonymous to earlier mentioned end-state of excellence in Holbrook (1996) in BtoC 
context. Thus, this study confirms that finding in respect with website communication 
and suggests that customers evaluate website communication in respect with its impact 
on their competence.

The end-state of enjoyment was previously neglected in BtoB research while it was 
found greatly important in BtoC. The end-state of enjoyment is synonymous to earlier 
mentioned end-state of play in Holbrook (1996) in BtoC context. Although the end-state 
was not present in all the business relationships in the study, it could play a role in some 
BtoB relationships. 

As seen in the empirical study, the findings point at the end-states connected with 
psychological aspects, such as comfort and confidence. Current studies on CV in BtoB 
online contexts neglect the psychological aspect while BtoB studies on CV in general 
and some BtoC studies refer to confidence (e.g. Gao et al. 2005 and Yen and Gwinner’s 
2003 respectively). Thus, this study confirmed the importance of customer confidence 
in BtoB context, in particular in respect with communication. While previous studies on 
CV in BtoB online context neglect confidence and comfort, this study shows that these 
end-states and associated benefits and sacrifices may matter and should be considered 
by managers in the creation of marketing communication strategies. 

Further, the empirical study showed that website communication is evaluated upon its 
implications for customers feeling appreciated by the seller. That confirms similar 
findings of studies in BtoB context in general (Gao et al. 2005) and in BtoC context, 
where studies discuss special treatment. It indicates that customer end-state of 
appreciation might matter in BtoB online context as well. 

Previous BtoB studies on CV devote attention to financial (price, costs) meanings of 
CV. However, in this case, price-related benefits or sacrifices, and related end-states are
not found. Thus, as the case does not elicit any benefits and sacrifices connected directly 
with financial consequences, the financial meaning of the end-states was not included in 
the developed theoretical framework of CV of website communication in BtoB 
relationships. The customers in the study do not refer to financial benefits or sacrifices 
explicitly probably as they do not need to pay for website communication nor need to 
make any extra investments into internet technology. In the case, CV is not linked 
directly with customer financial benefits or sacrifices while financial meanings might 
matter in some other contexts where the customers need to pay for website 
communication or in case of other types of communication for which they would need 
to pay. Nevertheless, it needs to be acknowledged that many of the end-states, such as 
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efficiency, convenience or competence, could be linked with customers’ financial 
results indirectly. Grönroos (1997) defines these as indirect benefits and sacrifices. 
However, in order to represent financial aspects in this case, it would be required to 
make unsupported assumptions.  

Compared to previous BtoB studies on CV, the empirical study added newness also into 
the method with which CV was studied. Apart from interviews used in previous studies, 
the study incorporated customer observation as well. Through the use of observations, 
next to the interviews, it was possible to tackle immediate customer experiences that 
appear when using a website.

5.2.2.1. Contribution regarding linkages 

Apart from enriching the understanding of CV drivers, consequences and end-states in 
BtoB context, the study increases the understanding of the way these components are 
connected. The study establishes linkages between these and shows the way these 
different components are connected. The study specifies the ways in which BtoB 
website communication characteristics are connected with consequences and points at 
the ways in which that might result in benefits or sacrifices. Previous BtoB research on 
CV almost entirely neglects the linkages and fails to portray these connections. Thus, 
this study brings new insights into that component of CV. 

The empirical study portrayed the linkages between website communication 
characteristics and consequences as a component of the tentative theoretical framework 
of CV.

Previous BtoB research neglects the ways website (or website communication) 
characteristics are linked with consequences. Only a few specific linkages are identified 
as seen in chapter 2. The linkages identified in the empirical study are in the alignment 
with those specified earlier. To be exact, digital form of information saves customers’ 
time and effort, user self-administration can be the source of their frustration, and 
different technical problems make customers feel concerned. Numerous other linkages 
between website communication characteristics and consequences are elicited in the 
study and many of them are confirmed in several business relationships. However, to 
verify whether they can be generalised, they need to be tested in other contexts. 

In addition to portraying the linkages, the empirical study introduced additional types of 
linkages that are not context dependent. Apart from Pieters’ (1993) three main types of 
linkages, the study disclosed six additional types of linkages that can be used in analysis 
of any CV. 

5.2.2.2. Contributions regarding variety in CV 

Just like previous research, the empirical study showed that CV differs for different 
customers i.e. depending on a unit of analysis. The intention of the study was not to find 
the differences in CV and reasons behind them but to illustrate CV’s complexity. 
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The study confirms that different customers experience different CV in several ways. 
The differences are found in CV drivers, customer consequences and end-states but also 
in linkages between the components. In particular, the empirical study points out the 
need to consider the differences in linkages and not only in characteristics and 
consequences separately. 

Even though the study cannot provide a solid basis for any statistical generalisation it 
might indicate at the possible appearance of the elicited end-states in other context. As 
each end-state is captured within different units of analysis i.e. in both customer groups 
and in almost all business relationships their transferability in different contexts is 
confirmed. In addition, as the most abstract component, the end-states are rather stable 
and could be transferred to other contexts. 

A majority (four out of seven) of the end-states i.e. the end-states of convenience, 
efficiency, competence and confidence were found in each business relationship in the 
case, while the end-state of comfort in almost all relationships (in seven out of nine). 
Moreover, the end-states are present in both customer groups in the study. It seems thus 
that these five end-states might appear in various contexts. 

Two end-states: appreciation and enjoyment do not appear in each business relationship. 
Nonetheless, they are captured in both customer groups. It is possible that the two end-
states might not always appear as relevant. These findings are in the alignment with 
previous research that finds BtoB customers less motivated with hedonic goals than 
BtoC customers. 

In sum, it is clear that CV components differ between different relationships as it was 
outlined in previous research. The findings from this study cannot be statistically 
generalised to all BtoB relationships. However, the empirical study encompasses 
different customers in order to tackle a variety of meanings of the components. In that 
way, the study elicits a wide array of meanings that could possibly be found in other 
business relationships, and indicates the ways in which they might vary. 

5.2.3. Contribution to CV research 

Apart from contributions to BtoB research on CV, the study carries some contributions 
to CV research irrelevant of the context. The contributions to CV research on the 
general level are twofold. 

Firstly, the study introduces an integrated approach to CV.  The approach that is 
introduced in the study integrates three different approaches to CV (benefit-sacrifice, 
means-end and experiential approach) and considers different components that each of 
the approaches separately neglects. In that way it offers a more comprehensive view of 
CV than current approaches, portraying CV’s complexity and richness. 

Secondly, the study contributes to the general research on CV by identifying additional 
types of the linkages apart from the three main types of linkages introduced by Pieters 
(1993). The study introduces several additional types of linkages classifying them by 
considering the ways they are inter-related: unique and common, conflicting and non-
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conflicting, and homogeneous and heterogeneous linkages. Previous research on CV 
neglects the linkages and offers a weak insight into different types of the linkages. Thus, 
this study extends current views on linkages. 

5.2.4. Contributions to inter-organisational communication theory 

The third field to which this study contributes is inter-organisational communication 
theory. The study brings contributions to that filed in two ways. 

Firstly, when approaching website communication characteristics, the study merges 
inter-organisational communication theory with the interaction approach. In that way, 
unlike communication studies, this study takes into account relationship characteristics 
that influence customer perceptions and experiences. Based on that, it introduces a 
categorisation of website communication facets of content, form, interaction and 
relationship. Thus, the contribution to inter-organisational communication theory is the 
notion of requirement to take into account in studies on website communication 
characteristics of business relationship in which website communication takes place. 

Secondly, the study contributes to the field of inter-organisational communication, by 
bringing the concept of CV in the communication context regarding the problem of the 
choice of communication channels and website communication design. Previous 
research on inter-organisational communication does not consider the concept of CV in 
studying communication. This study shows the way the concept of CV could be used in 
communication studies to widen their views on communication characteristics and 
roles.

To summarise, three fields of research have profited from the developed theoretical 
framework of CV of website communication in BtoB relationships: CV research in the 
interaction approach, CV research in general, and to the research on inter-organisational 
communication.

5.3. Managerial implications 

The study has several managerial implications. An understanding of CV of online 
communication has implications for strategy, technology, and marketing decisions, as 
well as website design (Wolfinbager and Gilly 2001; Lindgreen and Wynstra 2005; 
Steenkamp and Geyskens 2006). Thus, an understanding of the components of CV of 
website communication allows companies to improve the design of website 
communication, as well as communication strategies, and in that way increase CV. By 
pointing out customer end-states, benefits and sacrifices, and website communication 
characteristics, the study indicates the ways of increasing CV of website 
communication.

5.3.1. Implications of CV mapping and analysis

The integrated approach to CV presented in the thesis takes into account different CV 
components and thus offers to companies a comprehensive view on CV. An integrated 
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approach to CV through which complexity and richness of the value would be captured 
is of greater use in the design of offerings and marketing strategies (Khalifa 2004).   

Through the integrated view of CV and the developed map of CV, companies can gain 
an understanding of several issues that they need to consider in their work. Firstly, they 
gain an understanding of different components of CV on different levels that they need 
to consider. They can understand the way the components are related and implications 
of one component on another. The integrated approach shows that companies need to be 
aware of the need to consider all CV components in their decisions i.e. if they do not 
consider some of the CV components in their strategies, they could fail to tackle entire 
CV.

The developed map of CV can easily be used in any analysis of CV. In addition, the 
description of the way CV was mapped in this study can be of use in creating one’s own 
CV map. In particular, the study shows the way CV can be tackled through the research 
technique used in this study, i.e. through the combination of interviews and 
observations. Previous qualitative research in BtoB website relied mainly on interviews. 
By combining observations with interviews it is possible to gain insights into additional 
benefits and sacrifices not specified through interviews as well as a better understanding 
of the same.  

5.3.2. Implications of CV components 

Website communication design can be improved though website communication 
characteristics and this study can aid in that. Through the study, companies can gain an 
understanding of the website communication characteristics that are relevant in CV 
creation, and are thus important in the design. By knowing the characteristics that drive 
CV, companies can emphasise those that lead to customer benefits and deal with those 
that lead to sacrifices. Gaining an understanding of the characteristics that drive CV of 
website communication can help companies in improving the design of websites so that 
they fit to customer needs better. In that way they can increase CV. 

In addition the study shows that CV of website communication is connected with 
characteristics of relationship in which it takes place, not only with content, form and 
user-website interaction characteristics. Thus, to increase CV of website communication 
it is not enough to involve only a website designer in website communication design but 
also other actors in the relationship who can contribute to the improvement of the 
business relationship.

The study indicates ways of enhancing CV of website communication by pointing out 
both the characteristics leading to benefits and those leading to sacrifices, i.e. those 
increasing and decreasing CV of website communication. Companies may increase CV 
of their website communication by increasing the benefits, or, more importantly, by 
reducing the sacrifices through manipulation of website communication characteristics. 
For instance, to diminish the frustration that customers report when they are unable to 
find the right information, they need to improve self-administration characteristics of 
website communication such as navigability. 
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Another characteristic that is a source of sacrifices is a relationship with low trust. 
Namely, due to seller’s ability to follow user behaviour online and access different 
information customers experience a sacrifice of being concerned. Thus, the seller can 
aim at improving trust in the business relationship in order to enhance CV. Moreover, 
an ambiguous purpose of website communication, as a characteristic of the relationship 
makes the customer feel uncertain i.e. leads to customer sacrifice. To overcome that 
problem, the seller can clarify the role of website communication in a particular 
relationship. The seller should not take for granted that customers know the purpose of 
website communication. 

Companies can assess whether website sacrifices can be overcome by improving this 
communication channel through characteristics of which they have control, or by 
supporting it with other channels. To overcome enjoyment-related sacrifice due to lack 
of human contact, companies can make sure that there is always a contact person in the 
seller’s company available for customers. Customer sacrifices could be reduced by 
eliminating technical problems. However, external parties often cause technical 
problems and the seller might not be able to do much about them.  

An understanding of customer consequences and end-states carries implications for 
marketing communication strategy. Marketing communication strategy deals with the 
way and purposes for which website communication is used. For the development of 
marketing communication strategies, it is important to know the roles website 
communication can have. This study has shown that website communication can be 
used for seven different purposes i.e. customer end-states. By knowing the kind of value 
customers need from website communication, companies can integrate website 
communication better in overall communication strategies. 

For example, though face-to-face contact is considered to greatly important in 
developing confidence in relationships, this study shows that website communication 
could take part in that task. Similarly, website communication could complement the 
non-computer mediated channels to realise psychological comfort of customers. 

The elicited CV components could be used in customer segmentation. For instance, the 
list of benefits and sacrifices or end-states can be used in customer segmentation. 
Different types of website communication motives will result in different online 
behaviour (Forsythe et al. 2006). Those customers with stronger economic motives will 
differ in their behaviour from those with strong psychological motives. Website 
communication users could be categorised as e.g. convenience-, competence- or 
comfort-oriented customers. 

In addition, customer end-states cannot be achieved though all website communication 
characteristics. Table 56 present the way categories of end-states are connected with 
each website communication facet. A company needs to focus on particular 
characteristic in order to tackle an end-state (and achieve a particular goal of 
communication). Some end-states can be achieved only through a few characteristics of 
website communication (e.g. efficiency and fun) whereas some through many more 
(e.g. confidence). That means that if a company wants to boost customer confidence, it 
is not enough to focus on the characteristics of content of website communication alone. 
What is more, it should consider other facets of website communication as seen from 
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Table 56. Consequently, a company needs to involve in the website communication 
design different people than website designers alone. 

Table 56 Linkages between customer end-states and website communication facets 

Customer end-states 
Website comm. 
facets

Conveni
ence

Efficiency Compe
tence

Confidence Comfort Appreci 
ation 

Enjoy
ment 

Content X  X X X X  
Form X  X X  X X 
Interaction X X X X X  X 
Relationship    X X   

5.3.3. Implications of different types of linkages  

The types of linkages between website communication characteristics and customer 
consequences presented in the study carry implications for website design and 
marketing communication strategy. Namely, knowledge of the ways in which 
characteristics are linked with consequences, and not only of characteristics and 
consequences separately, is relevant as the differences between customers may exist not 
only in the characteristics and consequences but also in the linkages between them.  

Companies need to know the way in which different customers may link characteristics 
with consequences and end-states as that carries implications on the way website 
communication should be designed and the purposes for which it can be used. Website 
communication design relies on website communication characteristics while website 
communication strategies concern roles that website communication can have for 
particular customers, i.e. for which purposes it can be used. Website communication 
design will be more complex and will demand more resources, i.e. more parties will be 
involved in the design, in cases when it is needed to account for diverse characteristics. 
In the same vein, marketing communication will be more heterogeneous in cases when 
the purposes of website communication for their customers differ.  

Based on the ways in which different customers link characteristics with consequences 
(and end-states), four main cases are possible.  That is, different customers can at the 
same time point at the same or different characteristics and at the same or different 
consequences. Website communication design as well as marketing communication 
strategies need to be managed based on the four possible cases. Figure 25 summarises 
the main implications of such cases for website communication design and strategies. 
The cases can be used as a tool for an analysis of customer segments. 
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Figure 25 Different ways in which different customers link website communication characteristics 
with consequences and end-states: implications for website communication design and 
strategies 

1. Customers referring to the same characteristics and the same consequences or end-
states.

In this case, for different customers, the same website communication characteristic 
leads to the same consequence. This implies that customers are rather similar in the 
characteristics of website communication that they value. In addition, purposes for 
which website communication can be used are the same. Consequently, it is rather easy 
to design website communication and marketing strategy is rather homogenous. 

2. Customers referring to the same characteristics but different consequences or end-
states.

In this case, different customers focus on the same characteristics, making website 
communication design simple. Still, the role of each characteristic and the reason why a 
customer communicates through a website differs. Thus, customers in this case are more 
heterogeneous as far as the purpose of a website is considered. That means that 
marketing communication strategy needs to be more heterogeneous. This case becomes 
even more complex when the same characteristics result with conflicting consequences 
i.e. benefits and sacrifices. Such a situation is more complex for website communication 
strategy as it needs to take into account that not all customers appreciate the 
characteristic and marketing managers have to find the way to balance the sacrifices in 
some way. They can do that either by manipulating some other website communication 
characteristics or by additional communication channels. 

3. Customers referring to different characteristics but the same consequences or end-
states.

In this case, website communication characteristics that users find important differ. That 
requires more complex website communication design that needs to take into account 
diverse website communication characteristics. Nevertheless, the users are rather alike 
in what they need website communication for i.e. why they use it. Thus, marketing 
communication strategy can be similar. In case of homogeneous linkages, i.e. when 
characteristics are of the same kind (e.g. content-related) a company can focus its efforts 
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on one field only. But, in cases when linkages are heterogeneous, i.e. when 
characteristics are of different kind (e.g. content- and relationship-related) a company 
must disperse its efforts in the design of website communication. 

4. Different characteristics – different consequences or end-states.

In this case, different website communication characteristics lead to different 
consequences. This means that web designers will have to focus on a wide spectrum of 
characteristics. Purposes of website communication differ, too. Therefore, this is the 
most complex case for both website design and marketing strategy as users are rather 
diverse in both characteristics and the consequences they find important. 

As a result, it is relevant to know both the ways in which characteristics are linked with 
consequences, and characteristics and consequences separately, as the linkages differ 
and can change. Consequently, that carries implications for companies’ decisions about 
website communication design and marketing communication strategies.  

In sum, the knowledge of CV of website communication is relevant for constructing 
marketing communication strategies and website communication design. Website 
communication may need to be redesigned to address some other “end-states” and reach 
other customers. In addition, companies may adjust marketing communication strategies 
to address some of the neglected benefits i.e. end-states. 

5.4. Limitations and recommendations for future research  

As every research, this one too faces some limitations, which represent avenues for 
future research. The purpose of this chapter is to acknowledge the limitations and give 
recommendations for possible future research endeavours that could follow this study.

As already mentioned in the introduction of this report, some choices of the study’s 
limitations were made deliberately in order to focus on a specific area and make the 
study manageable. Some of the limitations stem from the research problem itself. 

Due to the qualitative orientation of the research problem, the main limitations of the 
study concern the generalisation of the findings regarding the meanings of each 
component of CV in BtoB website communication.  

The study aimed at theory development not at a statistical generalisation of the findings. 
The applied sampling approach and the given sampling size are appropriate for a 
qualitative research (Wagner 2007) but do not allow generalisations in a statistical 
sense. CV is dependant upon a context and the findings of this study that concern 
meanings of the components relate to the context of the study. The study refers to the 
chosen empirical context: website communication in BtoB relationships in the elevator 
industry in Finland. The generalisation of the findings is limited to the customers in the 
study since they were not statistically chosen to represent all the customers, the whole 
industry or other industries. In particular, as CV is a relative and subjective concept, 
diverse settings and customers may yield different CV.  
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Nevertheless, as the interviewees, business relationships and customer groups were 
chosen to represent a variety of customers, the findings could be generalised to other 
customers not involved in the study. Also, as some other industries are similar to the 
elevator industry in respect with business relationships and website types, the findings 
could be generalised to those levels as well. However, this was not the purpose of this 
study and should be a matter of future research to test truly the extent to which the 
findings can be generalised. 

In addition, many of the settings are similar to this one, meaning that the findings of 
specific meanings of CV could be valid in other contexts as well. Certain findings can 
probably be adopted in BtoC context or in other industry and matter irrespective of the 
context. In particular, customer end-states represent the most abstract component of CV. 
They are the most stabile and could be generalised over different contexts (Reynolds 
and Gutman 1988). Moreover, the elicited customer end-states are found in both 
customer groups.  

Furthermore, the approach to CV developed in this study integrates different CV 
components that are tested in other studies and do not depend upon a context. As such, 
the integrated approach could easily be generalised to different other contexts. The 
components of the theoretical framework of CV of website communication in BtoB can 
be used in an analysis of CV in any other context. 

Moreover, the identified additional types of linkages stand for conceptualisation of 
linkages regardless of a context. They are also labelled in a way that the context does 
not play a role in detecting or using them (i.e. homogeneous, heterogeneous, conflicting, 
non-conflicting). These could be thus found and implemented in any CV analysis. 

Another limitation concerns the studies’ perspective. The study deals with customers’ 
perspective of value of website communication and therefore does not cover sellers’ 
perspective or perspectives of other stakeholders, such as investors. Future research is 
encouraged to consider value of website communication from a standpoint of different 
stakeholders as many relationships involve more than two parties. In addition, following 
the relationship view on markets, value of website communication should be viewed 
from a perspective of a seller and all other parties in a relationship. Payne and Holt 
(2001) argue for the importance of taking into account different stakeholders and their 
value as other stakeholders have a role in building relationships. A research going a step 
further could study value of website communication from different perspectives and 
merge these perspectives to understand value of website communication for the 
relationship. However, it would be difficult to understand relationship value of website 
communication without previously gaining an insight into CV. 

Further, the study focuses on website communication only and not on broader internet 
or IT applications. In addition, it centres on websites that are communication, but not 
commerce platforms. Future research could consider other types of internet 
communication or other general types of communication in a relationship in order to 
understand their CV. Such studies could be then compared with this research to gain the 
understanding of the way in which CV of other types of communication is similar or 
different to CV of website communication. In that way, companies could develop better 
marketing communication strategies.  
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Some other characteristics of website communication could be considered. The use of 
the website in this study is to a large extent voluntary. Customers can choose to use 
other channels to share and exchange information. For non-voluntary use of a website 
customers might experience different sacrifices and CV might look differently. Most of 
the participants in the study use a computer in their work; therefore, the characteristic of 
direct access is important. However, for customers who do not use computers in their 
work, this characteristic might be treated differently. 

As mentioned in the discussion, this study does not elicit any benefits and sacrifices 
connected directly with financial customer consequences and thus the financial meaning 
of end-states is not included in the developed theoretical framework of CV of website 
communication in BtoB relationships. The customers do not refer to financial benefits 
or sacrifices explicitly probably as they do not need to pay for website communication 
or need to make any extra investments into internet technology. Of course, many of the 
end-states, such as efficiency, convenience or competence, could be linked with 
customers’ financial results. Grönroos (1997) defines these as indirect benefits and 
sacrifices. Still, in order to do that, it would be required to make unfounded estimations. 
Thus, in the context of website communication, CV was not linked directly with 
customer financial benefits or sacrifices while financial end-state might come to surface 
in some other contexts where the customers would need to pay for website 
communication or in case of other types of communication for which they would need 
to pay. Also, in countries with a less developed internet infrastructure, customers might 
need to make considerable financial sacrifices to use website communication. Similarly, 
in case that the seller would provide the required infrastructure instead of the customers, 
the customers might explicitly point out financial benefits. 

Another limitation stems from the fact that the seller is a domestic company and one of 
the largest companies in the market, what might have influenced the perception of the 
seller’s website communication, in particular of relationship characteristics. 
Nonetheless, it was ensured in this study that the business relationships in the empirical 
study represented different kinds of relationships in respect with their length of co-
operation and existence of personal contact – the two characteristics connected with the 
trust in a relationship.

The study focuses on one industry only, and findings might differ for other industries. 
For example, unlike e.g. telecommunication industry, the elevator industry is rather 
traditional in the usage of electronic communication. Other companies and industries 
have different kind of websites and business relationships therefore CV of BtoB website 
communication might differ in such industries. 

Further, the study takes place in the Finnish market that is, due to a highly developed 
infrastructure, rather advanced in the usage of website communication and where the 
penetration of the technology in life and business is among the highest in Europe and 
world in general. In other markets/countries where internet infrastructure might not be 
so developed, people may experience a greater variety of sacrifices. Also, in markets 
where penetration of the internet in business and daily life is lower (though the 
infrastructure could be equally developed) sacrifices might be different. In less 
developed countries, where e.g. offices may not be well equipped, costs incurring due to 
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requirements for certain technology/computers or types of internet connection might be 
much more present, and different. 

Hence, considering the impact of the context on CV, future research is encouraged to 
consider alternative contexts and investigate other markets, industries, customer 
relationships and website types as they may yield different context-based meanings of 
CV components. Future research could follow with a qualitative study in contexts 
different from this study’s to elicit other possible benefits, sacrifices and end-states and 
deepen the theoretical framework of CV of BtoB website communication that is 
developed in this thesis. A quantitative study could then test the applicability of the 
identified website communication characteristics, consequences, end-states and linkages 
for website communication in other business relationships.

In addition, based on the study, one cannot say that one website communication 
characteristic or benefit is more important than another. Instead, the study aimed at 
displaying CV of website communication in BtoB relationships through its various 
components thus portraying its richness and complexity. A future study could test which 
of these are the most important. For example, it could identify, in the case when many 
different characteristics lead to the same consequence, the characteristics that are the 
most important. Also, a quantitative study could test the linkages between the CV 
components and find out which of them are the most important and the most frequently 
present. What is more, CV is a dynamic concept. A longitudinal study could capture the 
way in which the meanings of CV components changes over time and with website 
communication development, and in that way portray CV’s dynamics.  

To conclude, this investigation and the versatile nature of customer value of website 
communication in business-to-business relationships will hopefully inspire future 
research endeavours that will further illuminate this important and challenging concept. 
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APPENDIX 1 TENTATIVE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK OF CV OF 
WEBSITE COMMUNICATION IN BTOB RELATIONSHIPS DEEPENED 
THROUGH PREVIOUS STUDIES ON CV IN BTOB ONLINE AND OFFLINE 
AND BTOC ONLINE CONTEXTS 

BtoB BtoC 
Online Offline Online

End-states 
Efficiency
Convenience 

Confidence, social value, 
special treatment and stability? 

Utilitarian (goal-oriented) and 
hedonic (emotional) experience 
Efficiency, excellence, play and 
aesthetics 
Customer confidence and special 
treatment 

Linkages
Consequences 

Benefits
Saving time and energy, getting 
the right info in the right way
Time effectiveness, reduction of 
data errors  
Ease of use, ease of comparing 
prices and products, ease of 
information exchange and access 
and reduction of paper and time.  
Reduced user effort, increased 
accuracy of search, saving time, 
reduced search costs 

Monetary, time, effort and 
psychological benefits 
Monetary and non-monetary 
The reduction of anxiety and 
uncertainty, trust and increase 
in realistic expectations 
Personal recognition and 
friendship Economic and 
customisation advantages  
Stability of supply and 
insurance of future exchange 
outcomes 

Product functionality, costs,  
Time to receive product, time spent 
Convenience (of purchasing, time 
flexibility, after-sale service, effort 
of shopping, personal hassle, ease 
of finding product),  
Privacy, safety 
Shopping enjoyment 
Environmental impact 
Getting information and advice 
Reducing personal insecurity 
Learning, finding support, getting 
insight, experiencing empathy, 
social contact, imaginary world, 
filling time, emotional release… 

Sacrifices
Spending time and energy 
Concerns 
Users frustration 

Monetary, time, effort and 
psychological costs 
Monetary and non-monetary 

Time and energy costs, negative 
feelings 
Product performance, financial and 
time-convenience costs,  
psychological costs 
Monetary and non-monetary costs  

Linkages
 Paperless - less effort & 

accuracy
Downloadable - save time & 
effort
Privacy issues - concerns 
Poor website accessibility - 
frustration 

Instrumentality 
Equifinality 
Multifinality 

Parallel finality 

CV drivers 
All types of marketing 
information, variety of 
information 
Customised 

Not face-to-face, impersonal 

Product related: Alternative 
solution, product quality, 
product customisation, price  
Service related: 
Responsiveness, flexibility, 
reliability, technical 

Fraud, system security  
access to information, product 
information, misuse of credit card 
and personal information  
reliable delivery, impulse buying, 
accuracy of transaction,  



184

nature, computer-mediated 
Multitude of media 

Not time-bound, in real time 
Not location-bound 
Interactive 
Multiple-user participation 
Self-service 
Inhibited user privacy 

Anytime, Few clicks, Info 
dynamic in nature, No paper form, 
Downloading documents 
Organisation, privacy/security, 
nontransaction-related 
interactivity, transaction-related 
interactivity, informativeness, 
personalization and entertainment 

competence, price  
Relationship related: 
Supplier’s image, trust, 
supplier solidarity with 
customers Time/effort/energy, 
Conflict, joint action between 
customer and supplier 
Supplier characteristics: 
flexibility and commitment of 
the supplier 

comparison shopping, better 
purchase choices, product variety 
and availability,  
personal travel, ease of use, 
personal interaction 
Accessibility/convenience, 
selection, information availability 
and lack of unwanted sociality 
from retail sales help or shopping 
partners. 
Surprise/excitement/uniqueness, 
positive sociality, online deal 
searching and involvement with a 
product. 
Convenience, resources, product 
performance, customer service, 
sensory stimulation, social 
interaction and ambience 

Website communication facets: 
Content, form, customer-website 
interaction 

Relationship  
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APPENDIX 2 AN EMAIL TO POTENTIAL INTERVIEWEES 

Dear Mr. X, 

I am contacting you in respect with a research that I am conducting for my doctoral thesis. I am a doctoral 
student at Hanken – Swedish School of Economics in Helsinki. Mr. Y from Company X gave me your 
contact and suggested that I could talk to you about my research. 

I am studying the use of the Internet and companies' websites in one’s work and I am interested to 
understand what is the value of the internet and websites for your work and how you are using them.  

Would it be possible to have an interview with you about this? The interview would last up to 2 hours and 
it could be any day when it suits you best. 

Please let me know if you could meet me and when. I appreciate your help a lot. I understand that you are 
very busy and that an hour of your time is a lot but I still hope you might find this topic interesting. 

In case you have any questions, please feel free to contact me. 

Kind regards 
Natasa Golik-Klanac 

Doctoral candidate 
CERS - Centre for Relationship Marketing and Service Management 
Department of Marketing 
HANKEN - Swedish School of Economics and Business Administration in Finland 
Arkadiankatu 22, P.O. Box 479, FI-00101 Helsinki, Finland 
Phone: +358 9 431 33 427, Fax: +358 9 431 33 287, 
Mob: +358 50 5528 063, E-mail: natasa.golik@hanken.fi 
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APPENDIX 3 A LIST OF THE INTERVIEWEES ON THE CUSTOMER SIDE 

Bus.
rel.

Code Stu 
dy

Job Gn
d

Age Date of  
interview 

Durat
ion 

Obser
ved

Tap 
ed

Not 
es

Customer group ARCH 
I1-ACA-M60 I Partner and 

Chairman 
Architect 

M 60 11.05.2005 
15-16.30 

1h 30 X X X 

I2-APD-M55 I Architect 
Project
director

M 55 18.05.2005 
14-15 

1h _ X X 

I3-APA-F31 I Project 
architect

F 31 18.05.2005 
15-15.50 

55 X X X 

I4-ASPA-
M33 

I Senior 
Project
architect

M 33 18.05.2005 
15.50 -16.10 

20 
min 

X X X 

A

I7-APA-M37 I Project 
architect

M 37 15.06.2005 
12.00-13.30 

1h30 _ X X 

B I5-APA-F42 I Project 
architect

F 43 20.05.2005 
13-13.50 

50 
min 

X X X 

C I6-ACA-F56 I Construction 
architect

F 56 31.05.2005 
9.05-10.40 

1h30 X X X 

I21-AM-M56 II Executive 
Architect 
consultant  

M 56 20.06.2006 
10.00-10.30 

30 _ X X 

I22-AM-M46 II Executive 
Architect 
consultant  

M 46 20.06.2006 
10.30-11.10 

40 _ X X D

I23-AA-M33 II Architect 
Consultant  

M 33 20.06.2006 
11.10-12.20 

1h10 X X X 

Customer group PROM
I8-HPM-M36 II Head of 

Property 
Mgmt 

M 36 23.06.2005 
10.30 -11.45 

1h15 _ X X 

I13-FM-M55 II Technical 
manager 

M 56 08.07.2005 
10.00-11.00  

1h, 
1.30h 

X X X E

I17-PRM-
M55 

II Real estate 
manager 

M 56 19.05.2006 
10.00-11.30 

1h30 X X X 

I9-HM-F40 II Head of 
maintenance 

F 40 05.07.2005 
10.00-11.15 

1h15 X X X 

I15-AP-M40 II Area 
manager, 
maintenance 
services

M 40 27.07.2005 
9.00-10.30 

1h30 X X X 

F

I20-PAM-
M43 

II Area 
manager 

M 43 08.06.2006 
12.00-13.20 

1h20 X X X 

I10-HBU-
M38 

II Senior Vice 
President 
Bus. 
Support Unit 

M 38 06.07.2005 
14.00-15.45 

1h45 X X X 

G

I11-HM-M43 II Senior Vice 
President 
Mgmt of 
Real Estate 
Maint. Serv. 

M 43 06.07.2005 
14.00-15.45 

1h45 X X X 
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I16-PAM-
M48 

II Area 
manager 

M 48 17.05.2006 
12.00-13.30 

1h30 X - X

I19-PMM-
F40

II Communicat
ion manager 

F 40 29.05.2006 
13.00-14.30 

1h30 X X X 

I14-MHM-
M36 

II Managing 
director

M 36 12.07.2005 
9.50-11.50 

2h X X X 

I18-PAM-
M45 

II Managing 
director

M 55 23.05.2006 
10.00-11.30 

1h30 X X X H

I24-PS-F44 II Office 
secretary

F 44 05.07.2006 1h30 X X X 

I

I12-PM-M-4 II Property 
Manager of 
a Shopping 
Centre 

M 4 07.07.2005 
10.00-11.30 

1h30 X  X  X 
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APPENDIX 4 A GUIDE FOR THE INTERVIEWS WITH CUSTOMERS 

INTERVIEW GUIDE
Background information 
Sex:
Age:
Position:
What is your field of work? What kind of tasks does your work involve? 
How long are you working in this company, at this position? 
General communication 

How are you communicating with companies, suppliers in your daily work? What kind of 
communication channels you usually use? 

How (and where) do you usually find information needed for your work?  

Are you using Internet and websites for communication and finding information? 

Use of the Internet and websites 
When did you start using Internet and websites? Why? 

To what extent are you using Internet and suppliers website in communication? How often 
are you using it? Where? 

Could you give me examples of suppliers’ websites that you are using? 

Could you describe typical situations in your work when you are using supplier websites? 

For what (kind of purposes) are you using Internet and websites? Why? 

What does Internet enable to you? 

Could you give me examples of websites that you find good? Why do you find them good? 

What are the main reasons why you are using Internet?  

What are you gaining from the Internet and the websites? 

What are the advantages of using Internet compared to the traditional channels? 

What are the disadvantages of using Internet and suppliers’ websites? 

General usage of the elevator websites in business 
How and where do you usually find information and materials about elevators, that you 
need for your work? 

How are you usually communicating with elevator companies? 

To what extent are you using websites of elevator service companies?   

Which elevator websites are you using?  

Could you give me examples of websites that you are using? 

Website X 
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Are you using X website? Have you ever used it? How often are you using it? 

Where do you mainly use it? 

What are you using on the X.com? Why? Can you maybe show me?  

What do you think of the website? 

Why are you using it? 

What are the most important reasons for using the websites?  

What are you gaining from these websites?  

What do you consider to be key materials, information and tools on elevator websites? 
Why? 

What kind of information you use on the website?  

What kind of information would you need from the website? Can you please specify it a bit 
more? 

What are you using? What kind of website features/tools? Could you give me examples of 
features you use? Could you maybe show me what you are using? 

[For each feature they mention…] 
If you would not be doing that activity through the Internet how else you would do it?  

How come are you using that feature? What does it offer to you?  

What are you gaining from this? What are the benefits of this?  

What are the advantages of using Internet for that, instead contacting company directly 
through telephone, visit…? 

How come you are not using the other way but Internet?  

How do you see Internet compared to traditional channels in doing this particular activity / 
in finding that particular information? 

Are you always using Internet for that or do you sometimes use another communication 
channels for that? Why are you turning to another channels? In which situations you turn to 
another channel? How come you are not doing that through the Internet? 

Do you see any disadvantages of that feature/tool?  

What kind of drawbacks, you see in using the Internet (websites)? What do you see as an 
inconvenience in the usage of that website? 

For the features they don’t use…
Are you using this feature? If you are not using it, why not? 

What are the reasons why you are not using that tool?  



190

Not suitable 
Could you maybe give me an example of information and activities that prefer getting and 
doing in a traditional way?  

Why you think the website is not suitable for that? 

Potential usage 
Based on the usage of other companies’ websites – are there any additional information and 
features you would like to have offered on the elevator website? Why – what would they 
give or enable you? Could you maybe show me that? 

Relationship with X 
What kind of relationship you have with that company X whose website you are using? 
What are the characteristics of that relationship? How long are you in that relationship? 

Usage of the Internet for non-business related reasons 

How are you personally, at home, using Internet, websites i.e. online possibilities? Could 
you give me few examples of that? 

Ending of the interview 
Do you have anything to add? What do you think of the interview – do you think it has 
covered important aspects regarding your use of the website? 

Is there a person in your company that you think it would be important or interesting to talk 
to about this? 
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APPENDIX 5 TRANSCRIBING INSTRUCTIONS  

Speakers are signified as follows: 

Q: when an interviewer is speaking 
I: when an interviewee is speaking 
Spelling is standardised. No attempt is made to capture pronunciation or accent. 

Punctuation is used conventionally, with no attempt to record non-verbal linguistic 
features, with the exception of: 

The use of a dash to indicate a pause, e.g. 

He was a colleague in the same company - he had the office next to mine. 
The use of a dash to indicate a long pause, e.g. 

He was there but - - it looked as though he wasn’t. 
The omission of all full stops, commas etc. to indicate an unfinished utterance, 
e.g.

I wonder if it wasn’t just 
Emphasise is indicated by block capitals, e.g. 

Oh, I wouldn’t DREAM of discussing it with people there. 
Single parentheses are used to indicate where a word or passage is inaudible, or 
there is doubt about what was said, e.g. 

Her secretary was very discreet about (         ) so on-one knew anything about it. 
Squared parentheses are used when needed to make a comment about something 
(e.g. about break, noise), e.g. 

This is how we do this here. 
[The end of the file 1, transcribing continued from the file 2] 

      We could do it differently, I know. 
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APPENDIX 6 AN EXTRACT FROM OBSERVATION NOTES 

“T. is looking at the website, she is holding a mouse and clicking through different pages, that 
action lasts few minutes, it seems that she is looking for something. She looks a bit nervous. She is 
commenting “…I can’t find it…” and keeps on clicking and browsing the pages for a while, finally 
she stops, she leans back, throwing her hands aside as though she is handing her self in, saying “I 
give up…”. 

“When it’s not working I feel…” she puts her arms behind her back signalling as though she cannot 
use them, “…helpless, as without my arms”. 
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APPENDIX 7 THE LIST OF THE INFORMANTS ON THE SELLER SIDE 

Informants in the company Date, duration, how 
Product manager S1 09.12.2004, 1,5h, meeting 

17.01.2005, 1h, meeting 
E-business and marketing 
manager S2 

10.02.2005, 1,5h, meeting 
14.02.2005, 1,5h, meeting 
16.02.2005, 1,5h, meeting 
09.03.2005, 1h, meeting 
11.03.2005, 1,5h, meeting 
15.03.2005, 1,5h, meeting 
04.05.2005, 1h, meeting 
19.05.2005, 1h, meeting 
16.12.2005, 1,5h, meeting 
02.02.2006, 30 min, telephone 
10.02.2006, 2h, meeting 

Marketing manager S3 27.04.2005, 30 min, telephone discussion 
22.02.2006, 45 min, telephone interview 
06.03.2006, 40 min, telephone interview 
26.02.2007, 1h, personal interview 

E-business manager S4 10.02.2006, 2h, meeting 
21.03.2006, 1,5h, meeting 
10.04.2006, 30min, telephone 
07.07.2006, 1h, meeting 
11.11.2006, 1,5h, meeting 

Sales manager S5 23.02.2006, 1,5h, personal interview 
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APPENDIX 8 THE SEMI-STRUCTURED GUIDE FOR THE INTERVIEWS 
ON THE SELLER SIDE 

Why is Company X’s website important for architects? 

Efficiency, convenience, competence, confidence, security, psychological 
comfort, ecology 

What are the benefits for them for using the website? 

Saving time, less effort, accuracy, inspiration, control, work-flow, transparency, 
objectivity, reliability, no stress, frustration, and less waste, 

Apart from saving time, doing things faster, and more convenient, are there any 
other reasons why the website could be valuable to them? 

What are the sacrifices they might perceive when using the website? 

Time-taking, effort requiring, inhibited work-flow, uncertainty, concern, 
frustration, missing human contact, increasing waste 

Apart from not providing all the information, are there any other reasons why the 
website could bring problems to them? 

What do architects want to achieve in their work? 

How can Company X website help them to achieve that? 

What kind of issues that are related to Company X-architect office relationship 
might be relevant for them to use or not to use the website, or certain website 
features? 
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APPENDIX 11 USE OF THE WEBSITE BY THE INTERVIEWEES - 
EXTRACTS FROM THE INTERVIEWS 

Customer group A: Architect offices 
Who
The senior, project and technical architects 
Importance of the website 
“Well, I think it [the website] is very important. From 1-5 lets say 4,5. The information can be found by 
other means but rather from there.” I6  
“I can’t tell you just one or two sites. I use a lot of pages… I think it’s quite natural nowadays to, look 
from there.” I3 
“Today actually web-page is very good because it’s always new information, so… you can be pretty sure 
it’s a valid information.” I1 
“I must say nowadays it’s almost the only way, the only means I use. And about the companies that 
don’t have the websites. I often think never mind, I don’t want to know anything about them or I don’t 
need to know... ” I5 
Use of the website
When we start design the most important information is dimensions of the lift shaft in proportion to 
capacity of the lift. We need that information from the early beginning, and the we need of course the 
other specifications – the capacity of the lift I mean per hour transportation ability and then options for 
interior of the list and possibilities to customise 
So we need options – we do not need kind of typical advertisement sentences “this is a great possibility 
to go high up – that’s bullshit and I would say… 
…. and what is also for us very important is price information. But it’s extremely difficult to get 
especially in lift, from other companies it’s easier for us to obtain reliable price information but never in 
lift. If they can give us the price is nothing to do with the price they are selling it. I1 
you have to know the amount of the people working in the building to decide about the volume of the 
elevators – how many and how quick and how large carriage’s – and in this case you need the 
information from Company X. And we chose the elevators from Company X catalogues 
elevators again…they are following a certain standard with dimensions and the regulations are always 
the same, so, what can you operate with. It’s the carriage, interior, carriage, the panels, the buttons and 
the…what’s around the door. That’s basically what we can do and…the interiors, we have…we usually 
go through tailored model, I2 
I need exact pictures as files like CAD drawings…I need technical info [about elevators], as early as 
possible I4 
Planning the detailed design and making decisions what kind of materials and so on we are using. So, 
that’s where internet comes now days very much.  
Mostly just the size. When I know what number of people there are supposed to be…if you understand 
what I mean. Yes. So, I’m trying to find out, I go to the websites to find out what size is the elevator, so 
that I can exactly  
It’s just mostly the dimensions, yes, vertical and horizontal dimensions… 
Someone else is checking out how much will it cost…I can show you what kind of choice we usually 
make. It’s just the basic information, looking there It’s project time just now on my desk. Well, we have 
been co-operating with Company X…just the sections and the…layouts and then we put here the basic 
information. How many persons, what’s load, yeas and what speed, yeas and how many levels 
and…well besides of the. So, it’s just basic things and then some specifications about the materials. I5 

Customer group B: Property management and maintenance companies 
Use of the website 
Basically the company’s structure and…yeah…the organisational structure and maybe it’s nice to find 
names there… Of course some financial data is very important for me and…maybe last financial report 
or whatever they have. And the owners of the company…is it a stock or private or what ever and then 
service, what they have to provide…Yeah, I mean who is in charge of what and…like if, our websites 
are not ready but it’s really good that you can see the heads of divisions and units and managing 
directors. I8 
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New technical, few materials and that kinds of things. And a new firms also, because we have lot of 
companies that are working with us for year after year but we need also a new one. It’s not the only way 
to find a new one but it might be one way to find. 
. I think in the first place you find a telephone number and a address and now you find what they do, 
were they do and the persons and some… 
The team need but also I need, because I’m making the budget, so I have and I check all the prices they 
offer to me, so they can’t do papers without my improvement. So, it’s…I’m taking care of that. 
Yeah, I check also the prices from the new elevators. I9 

Usually we are, if we don’t know anything about the company, we are using the websites. It doesn’t 
matter what, is it how new customer of house suppliers that we are using that we can get the basic 
information about the company and so on. Most common thing might be telephone number or references 
and so on. I10 
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APPENDIX 12 CV OF WEBSITE COMMUNICATION IN THE CUSTOMER 
GROUP ARCH

Anytime / Anywhere

Unreal

Interactivity

Technical problems

Digital

Customized

Multiple participants

Self-administration

Up-to-date

Saving effort

Supported workflow

Being frustrated

Being objective

Being concerned

Being flexible

Saving time

Interrupted workflow 

Investing effort

Various

Spending time

Being bored

Being uncertain

Being confident

Clarity

Being inspired

Being relaxed

Saving space

 Impersonal

 Multimedia

Trust

Gaining 
understanding

Treated ordinary

Having fun

Sacrifices

Convenience

Efficiency

Competence

Confidence

Comfort

Appreciation

Enjoyment

Direct access
Treated specially

Benefits

End-statesConsequencesWebsite communication 
characteristics



202

APPENDIX 13 CV OF WEBSITE COMMUNICATION IN THE BUSINESS 
RELATIONSHIP A 
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APPENDIX 14 CV OF WEBSITE COMMUNICATION IN THE BUSINESS 
RELATIONSHIP B 

Anytime / Anywhere

Interactivity

Clarity

Technical problems

Digital

Customized

Self-administration

Up-to-date

Saving effort

Being frustrated

Being concerned

Being flexible

Direct access

Saving time

Interrupted workflow 

Being bored

Being uncertain

Being confident

Saving space

 Impersonal

Gaining
understanding

Treated ordinary

Having fun

Benefits

Sacrifices

Convenience

Efficiency

Competence

Confidence

Comfort

Appreciation

Enjoyment

Being relaxed

Treated specially

End-statesConsequencesWebsite communication 
characteristics



204

APPENDIX 15 CV OF WEBSITE COMMUNICATION IN THE BUSINESS 
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APPENDIX 16 CV OF WEBSITE COMMUNICATION IN THE BUSINESS 
RELATIONSHIP D 
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APPENDIX 17 CV OF WEBSITE COMMUNICATION IN THE CUSTOMER 
GROUP PROM 
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APPENDIX 18 CV OF WEBSITE COMMUNICATION IN THE BUSINESS 
RELATIONSHIP E 
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APPENDIX 19 CV OF WEBSITE COMMUNICATION IN THE BUSINESS 
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APPENDIX 20 CV OF WEBSITE COMMUNICATION IN THE BUSINESS 
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APPENDIX 21 CV OF WEBSITE COMMUNICATION IN THE BUSINESS 
RELATIONSHIP H 
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APPENDIX 22 CV OF WEBSITE COMMUNICATION IN THE BUSINESS  
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