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FÖRORD 
 
Tålamod är inte min starka sida. Och denna process – att skriva en doktorsavhandling – 
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insats är värdefull. Likaså vill jag tacka ED, PeM Oskar Korkman, ED Tua Haldin-
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Gunilla Eklund-Myrskog för att du hjälpte mig in ”på rätt väg”.  
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mysterier och för att du alltid lyckas se det positiva i allt. Peter Björk – tack för att du 
har hjälpt mig på olika sätt i olika skeden av denna process. Anette Söderqvist, min 
skolkamrat, studiekompis, kollega och goda vän: Du är värd din vikt i guld! Tack alla 
kollegor på Hanken för att ni bidrar till att skapa en rolig arbetsplats! Till mina kollegor 
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att jag på olika sätt i olika sammanhang fått insupa den ”forskaratmosfär” som finns hos 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

This thesis is about learning and customer service. The trigger for writing this thesis lies 
in the desire to understand learning as it takes place in everyday customer service, as a 
process directed towards understanding customers. Learning resides in every discussion, 
action or event – as the pragmatist philosopher John Dewey puts it: ‘the very process of 
living together educates’ (in Säljö, 2000:13). The point of departure of this thesis is the 
individual frontline contact person working with customer service on a daily basis, 
continuously interacting with customers. The frontline contact person is viewed as 
being situated in a specific organisational context, i.e. within a customer service setting. 
The frontline contact person is not only seen as a critical source of information about 
customers and a boundary spanner, who provides a link between the customer and the 
organisation (cf. Aldrich & Herker, 1977), but also as a learner that learns about 
customers and how to serve customers in his everyday work.  

1.1 Setting the stage for understanding the nature of learning about 
customers  

It is almost a truism that organisations need to learn about customers in order to be able 
to understand customers and the customers’ service experiences. Learning about 
customers is a way for companies to maintain close contact to the market, to monitor 
changes and trends (Day, 2002); one could say that learning about customers is a means 
for understanding and being updated on what customers value. Thus, learning is often 
viewed as a basis for value creation (Lindberg-Repo & Grönroos, 2004; Prahalad & 
Ramaswamy, 2004; Slater & Narver, 2000; Wikström, 1996; Woodruff, 1997). 
Moreover, learning about customers is also seen as a means for reducing uncertainties 
(e.g. Ford, Gadde, Håkansson, Lundgren, Snehota, Turnbull & Wilson, 1998) and as a 
way of increasing trust and commitment, and consequently co-operation, between the 
customer and seller (Bendapudi & Berry, 1997; Doney & Cannon, 1997; Morgan & 
Hunt, 1994). In a sense, learning about customers is a way for companies to initiate, 
develop and maintain long-term customer relationships (Turley & Geiger, 2006). All in 
all, marketing literature typically emphasises the positive outcomes of learning.  
 
Wikström (1996) states that learning about customers requires specific organisational 
conditions, attitudes and norms. In the same vein, Day (1994) views market learning as 
being dependent on organisational factors such as listening to frontline contact persons, 
active scanning of the market and creating a spirit of open-minded inquiry in the 
organisation. This is supported, e.g. by Slater and Narver (1995), who argue that the 
challenge in every organisation is to create a culture that is directed towards learning 
about customers and by Sinkula, Baker and Noordewier (1997), who in their findings 
show that organisational values have a positive effect on the learning orientation of the 
organisation. These notions coincide with central aspects of the service marketing 
literature, where the development and maintenance of a service culture, i.e. a service 
orientation, and an interest in customers is put forward as an essential element of the 
marketing process (Grönroos, 2000:337). Normann (2000:88) stresses the role of 
frontline contact persons as ‘knowledge workers’ and as part of ‘informal knowledge 
networks.’ He argues that behind successful service, there is ‘an innovative arrangement 
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or formula for mobilising and focusing human energy’ (pg. 88). Thus, the conclusion is 
that the prerequisites of learning about customers can be found in the customer and 
service orientation or culture of the organisation.          
 
The building blocks of a service culture are the frontline contact persons. Since the 
beginning of service marketing research in the 1970s and 1980s, there has been 
agreement on the fact that frontline contact persons are the key to good service. If the 
frontline contact persons perform badly, service is bad, which in turn is said to have 
implications on customer satisfaction and ultimately profitability. During the last few 
decades, a myriad of different criteria of what constitutes good service have been put 
forward, of which the 10 service quality determinants1 by Parasuraman, Zeithaml and 
Berry (1985) are perhaps the most widely cited. The ninth determinant of service 
quality, according to Parasuraman et al. (1985:47), is ‘understanding/knowing the 
customer’, which ‘involves making the effort to understand the customer’s needs.’ 
Learning about and understanding customers is thus directly or indirectly considered a 
crucial factor in ensuring service quality (Parasuraman et al., 1985; Grönroos, 1996; 
2000; Gummesson, 2002a; Zeithaml & Bitner, 1996). Learning about customers is, 
however, emphasised as having implications on not only the service quality dimension, 
but the company as a whole. According to Storbacka, Strandvik and Grönroos (1994), 
learning about customers leads to less recovery and enhanced cost-efficiency. Learning 
about customers can even be said to enhance service productivity (Ojasalo, 1999; 
Grönroos & Ojasalo, 2004) and overall performance (Selnes & Sallis, 2003). 
 
If an organisation is characterised by service culture it can be assumed that it is better at 
learning about customers than an organisation that is not permeated by a service culture. 
However, what is learning about customers − what is the fundamental nature of the 
phenomenon of learning about customers? What happens ‘in between’ the prerequisites 
and the consequences − how does learning about customers take place? (See Figure 1)    

Figure 1. The research gap addressed by the current study 

 
 
After Rogers and Peppers (1996; 1999) launched the concept of learning relationships, 
the concept of learning is typically associated with one-to-one marketing and especially 
with technological solutions for handling customer data. ‘One-to-one marketing’, 
‘customer relationship management’ (CRM) and ‘mass customisation’ (see, e.g. Rogers 

                                                 
1 The 10 determinants are: reliability, responsiveness, competence, access, courtesy, communication, 
credibility, security, understanding/knowing the customer, and tangibles.   

Prerequisite 
Customer or service 
orientation/culture 

Consequences 
- Enhanced performance,   
productivity, and cost efficiency 
- Market orientation 
- Service quality/relationship quality 
- Value 
- Committment and trust 
- Co-operation 

Learning about customers 

? 
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& Peppers, 1996; 1999) have experienced a boom both in management practice and 
academia, much thanks to technological innovations that allow organisations to handle 
data in unforeseen ways. Learning is seen as a synonym to the management of customer 
information and customer databases, data mining, and data warehousing; this stream of 
literature is normatively driven. However, the basic questions of what learning about 
customers is and how it takes place still remain unanswered; learning about customers 
cannot be equated with the ‘management’ of customer information (cf. Geiger & 
Turley, 2005).  
 
Sinkula (1994) and Slater and Narver (1995) introduced the construct of organisational 
learning into a marketing context. Both contributions can be described as seminal within 
the marketing literature with respect to their discussion on learning. Sinkula (1994) 
coined the concept market-based learning, which is a melting pot of organisational 
learning theory and marketing concepts. Market-based learning is conceptualised as a 
three-stage process, which begins by information acquisition, and is followed by 
information dissemination and shared interpretation. Slater and Narver (1995) 
conceptualise learning as the acquisition, processing and dissemination of knowledge 
about markets, products, technologies, and business processes. Similarly as Sinkula 
(1994), Slater and Narver (1995) see learning as a phenomenon where the organisation 
as an entity learns about the market and customers through the processing of customer 
information. However, the first and perhaps most important link in an organisation-wide 
learning process directed at customers is neglected: the frontline contact person and 
customer interactions. Service- and sales organisations can only learn about customers 
if the individual frontline contact persons learn about customers (Chonko, Dubinsky, 
Jones & Roberts, 2003).   
 
When examining literature within relationship marketing (e.g. Ballantyne, 2000; 2003; 
2004; Bendapudi & Berry, 1997; Dwyer, Schurr & Oh, 1987; Gummesson, 2002a; 
Morgan & Hunt, 1994), the Interaction and Network Approach (INA) (e.g. Ford et al. 
1999; Håkansson & Snehota, 1995) and service marketing (e.g. Grönroos, 1996; 2000; 
Normann, 2000), the positive outcomes of learning are elaborated on, but the learning 
that takes place in the customer-company interface, between the customer and the 
frontline contact person is a ‘black box’, i.e. research on learning about customers is yet 
shrouded in a conceptual fog. It is maintained that learning takes places in interactions 
and relationships, but what it is and how it takes place remains largely unexplored. The 
inherent, fundamental features of the phenomenon of learning about customers are 
neglected.  
 
‘Market-based learning’ (Sinkula, 1994), ‘market learning’ (Day, 2002), ‘market 
intelligence’ (Kohli & Jaworski), ‘customer value learning process’ (Woodruff, 1997), 
‘relationship learning’ (Selnes & Sallis, 2003), and ‘learning relationships’ (Rogers & 
Peppers, 1996; Ojasalo, 1999; Grönroos & Ojasalo, 2004) are some of the concepts that 
are used when discussing learning issues within marketing. However, few contributions 
deal explicitly with learning about customers from the perspective of the individual 
frontline contact person. Thus, the construct of learning about customers is seldom 
studied exclusively, as an independent entity in its own right. Learning is typically 
studied as a factor influencing some other construct, e.g. customer relationships (e.g. 
Bendapudi & Berry, 1997; Sheth, Sisodia & Sharma, 2000). The reason for this can 
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perhaps be found in the fact that learning about customers is seen as an integrated part 
of the previously-mentioned concepts and it is seen as self-evident that, e.g. market-
based learning or relationship learning, includes the learning of frontline contact 
persons.  
   
Within sales research, on the other hand, learning and knowledge about customers has 
gained widespread interest and has been subject to much research − individual 
salesperson learning is considered important for a successful sales organisation (Chonko 
et al., 2003). Sales literature emphasises salespersons as learners and it has a strong 
tradition of linking selling behaviour to the underlying knowledge structures of 
salespersons (Weitz, Sujan & Sujan, 1986; Sujan, Weitz & Kumar, 1994). This so-
called cognitive selling paradigm (e.g. Weitz et al., 1986; Leigh, 1987; Leigh & 
McGraw, 1989) conceives of learning as the altering of the mental models of 
salespersons. This is, however, a rather static view where emphasis is laid on what 
salespersons know rather than how salespersons learn (Turley & Geiger, 2006). 
Furthermore, it focuses solely on the cognitive aspects of learning. Thus, the transfer 
theory of communication, i.e. the idea of signals being transmitted from a sender to a 
receiver has a prominent role (e.g. Castleberry & Shepherd, 1993; Comer & Drollinger, 
1999; MacIntosh, Anglin, Szymanski & Gentry, 1992). The typical assumption is that 
the customer sends signals and messages to a salesperson, who acts as the receiver 
processing and acting upon the signals and messages. The salesperson learns when his 
knowledge structures become more complex as a result of the processing of signals, i.e. 
information. This way of reasoning has, however, been criticised. Macintosh et al. 
(1992) argue for a greater focus on the interactive nature of customer encounters and 
Morgan and Stoltman (1990) maintain that the most successful salesperson may not be 
the one with the most complex knowledge structures. These authors, together with 
Turley and Geiger (2006) and Chonko et al. (2003) call for a fresh research agenda that 
explores the dynamic aspects of how salespersons learn.     
 
In conclusion, the nature of learning about customers – what it is and how it takes place 
– is an issue that is largely underexplored. Few contributions within marketing2 
investigate the fundamentals of learning about customers, even though learning about 
customers is recognised as utterly important. From a learning perspective, we know 
little of what happens in the interface between the customer and frontline contact 
person, and especially how frontline contact persons learn about customers in their 
everyday practices and customer interactions. Those contributions – predominantly in 
sales research – that do examine this aspect, focus largely on the cognitive processes in 
the mind of the frontline contact person. Often the frontline contact person is seen as 
working in a vacuum. From my point of view, as a researcher belonging to the Nordic 
school of service management and marketing3, an integral element for understanding the 
nature of learning about customers in a customer service setting is missing: the 
interactive, communication-based, social component of the phenomenon of learning 
about customers. Learning about customers is a dynamic phenomenon that occurs in 

                                                 
2 To my knowledge the only contribution within marketing that explicitly focuses on the concept of 
learning about customers is an article by Turley and Geiger (2006). Their lines of reasoning resemble the 
ones put forward here and the rationale for conducting the study is very similar to the one presented here. 
The study of Turley and Geiger (2006) will be further discussed in chapter 2.   
3 The Nordic school of service management and marketing is elaborated on in part 1.3 
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customer interactions, i.e. in the interactive part of the marketing process (cf. Grönroos, 
2000). It is a process that takes place every day in every encounter and it is part of a 
larger context – it is not only a distinct, cognitive process in the brain of the frontline 
contact person. Thus, learning about customers needs to be studied holistically as a 
socio-cultural phenomenon. This means that the learning process is seen as an 
integrated part of everyday practices – it is part of the ‘doings’ of frontline contact 
persons and it is shaped by the social, cultural and historical context, in which it takes 
place. Hence, this thesis adopts a socio-cultural approach to learning about customers in 
order to reach a holistic understanding of the nature of learning about customers.   
 
The reason why marketing research tends to put forward a simplified view on learning, 
can partly be traced to issues of research methodology. The few studies that focus on 
learning which are not purely conceptual (e.g. Chonko et al., 2003; Day, 1994; 2000; 
2002; Sinkula, 1994) are based on surveys4 (e.g. Håkansson, Havila & Pedersen, 1999; 
Sinkula et al., 1997; Selnes & Sallis, 2003). As Selnes and Sallis (2003) conclude when 
discussing the limitations of their study on relationship learning: ‘we limit our analysis 
of relationship learning to aspects that can be retrieved through a questionnaire with a 
limited number of questions and an assumption that these questions are able to capture 
the rich dimensionality of these learning processes.’ In contrast, this study employs an 
ethnographic research approach with the purpose of studying learning about customers 
in a naturalistic way as it occurs in a customer service setting – it aims at capturing ‘the 
rich dimensionality’ of learning about customers. This means that a traditional 
quantitative methodology is abandoned in favour of a qualitative research approach that 
involves direct fieldwork among frontline contact persons during an extended period of 
time. An ethnographic research approach contributes with a holistic and a naturalistic 
understanding of learning about customers, where the social, interactive and contextual 
elements of the nature of learning are brought to the fore.   

1.2 Purpose, delimitations and summary of the main concepts 

In this thesis the nature of learning about customers in a customer service setting is 
studied. The purpose of the thesis is:  

To develop theory on the phenomenon of learning about customers and to 
put forward concepts and a model of learning about customers that furthers 
our understanding  

A car retailing company and its car sales and service departments constitute the 
empirical customer service setting. The following research questions are put forward: 
 

 What is learning about customers in a customer service setting? 
 How does learning about customers take place in a customer service setting? 

 
In order to answer the research questions, an ethnographic research approach is chosen. 
Through a process that can be described as a synthesis of theoretical and empirical 
understanding, the study results in a conclusion on what learning about customers is and 
                                                 
4 There is one exception to this. The study of Turley and Geiger (2006) is based on a grounded theory 
approach employing interviews.  
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in a conclusion on how learning about customers takes place. These are integrated into a 
socio-cultural model of learning about customers, which depicts the nature of learning 
about customers. The model complements and develops existing research within 
marketing. Thus, the study results in the development of theory5 on learning about 
customers, which can be seen as a contribution to the discipline of marketing in 
general, and to the disciplines of service and relationship marketing specifically.     
 
Theoretically, learning is an elusive concept, as there exists a variety of definitions on 
learning; ‘how can it be that a concept that has made such a breakthrough, lacks a 
uniform definition’ (Andersson, 2000:1). Depending on which outlook on learning one 
adopts, the definitions vary to some degree. However, the common notion is that 
learning is associated with experience, understanding, insight and it includes acting on 
insights (Mezirow, 1990). Moreover, learning is said to involve the accumulation of 
knowledge (Argyris & Schön, 1996). Illeris (2001) maintains that the concept of 
learning has four basic meanings. First, learning may refer to the outcomes of learning. 
Learning becomes thus a synonym to what an individual has learned. Secondly, the 
concept of learning may refer to individual cognitive processes, which may lead to 
certain outcomes. Thirdly, the concept of learning may refer to the interactions between 
the individual and the social environment, which are the prerequisites for cognitive 
processes to occur. Fourthly, learning may refer to teaching.  
 
The discussion on different definitions of learning is endless. Therefore, I choose to 
make a delimitation and put forward the definition of Illeris (2001:15): ‘Learning is an 
integrated interactional process that includes two subprocesses that mutually affect 
each other. The first interactional process takes place between the individual and the 
context, which can be direct or indirect interaction. Secondly, learning is about 
psychological processes that lead to outcomes.’ Learning in direct interactions is about 
interactions between the individual and the environment, while indirect interaction is 
mediated, e.g. learning can take place when a frontline contact person interacts with the 
customer database, where the database mediates learning. The other basic process that 
constitutes learning according to Illeris (2001), are psychological processes in the mind. 
The question that emerges is: what are psychological processes? Mezirow (1990:1) 
defines the psychological aspect of learning as follows: ‘Learning may be defined as the 
process of making a new or revised interpretation of the meaning of an experience, 
which guides subsequent understanding, appreciation, and action.’ Central is the idea of 
making sense of or interpreting a phenomenon or experience. Interpretation 
subsequently guides action and decision making. From the point of view of a socio-
cultural approach, it is the social, cultural and historical context, in which learning is 
embedded, that guides individual interpretation and thus the psychological processes. In 
this study, emphasis is laid on the first process − learning taking place in direct or 
indirect interactions. The cognitive/psychological processes are left in the background. 
Thus, the findings are largely connected to the interactional dimension of learning. 
However, the importance of the cognitive aspect of learning is not in any way 
diminished due to this.       
       

                                                 
5 The study does not result in the development of a theory, i.e. one, specific theory.   
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As earlier stated, learning about customers is a concept that has rarely been studied 
exclusively, as a construct in its own right. However, learning with and from customers 
is used to some extent in service marketing literature dealing with co-production of 
services and new service development (Wikström, 1996; Matthing, Sandén & 
Edvardsson, 2004). On a surface level, these concepts appear to have the same meaning 
as learning about customers. However, learning with customers implies that learning is 
seen as a mutual process where the service provider and the customer co-operate in 
solving a problem for example. Learning from customers implies that the service 
provider acquires new insights directly (e.g. a customer suggests something that would 
improve a service) or indirectly from a customer (e.g. the service provider studies how a 
customer uses a product and gets new ideas on how to develop the product). Learning 
about customers, however, is a more general concept, which focuses on the learning 
process of the frontline contact person. Learning is thus seen from the perspective of the 
learner and therefore I choose to use the concept ‘learning about’. Learning about 
customers as understood in this thesis refers to a process where the frontline contact 
person constructs an understanding of the customer and the customer’s practices, 
which then guides the frontline contact person in his actions. This does not mean that 
learning with, from and about customers are clearly separable processes – they are not.  
 
At this stage, a little clarification is required concerning the use of the concept ‘learning 
about customers’. For a reader, who is acquainted with the socio-cultural approach to 
learning, this concept might appear as overly instrumental and as failing to reflect the 
socio-cultural perspective adopted in the study. However, after having considered 
different options that better reflect the nature of the theoretical perspective, such as 
‘learning in interaction with customers’, I always came to the same result: learning 
about customers conveys the correct meaning to the reader, i.e. that the study is focused 
on understanding how frontline contact persons learn about customers. For example, 
learning in interaction with customers gives an illusion that the study focuses on both 
parties, the frontline contact person and the customer, which is not correct. Moreover, 
‘learning in interaction with customers’ does not cover all aspects of the study; in fact, it 
is maintained that learning takes place also on other fronts, e.g. in interactions between 
frontline contact persons. Thus, the concept ‘learning in interaction with customers’ is 
too restrictive. Therefore, I will use the concept ‘learning about customers’ in this study.   
 
Learning about customers leads to understanding of customers. Understanding of 
customers refers to a frontline contact person’s knowledge and knowing of customers. 
The concepts of knowledge and knowing are distinguished between, as knowledge refers 
to something static and explicit that can be possessed per se, while knowing refers to the 
act of knowing. Hence, knowing is embedded in action and ‘doing’, e.g. knowing how 
to ride a bicycle or knowing how to treat a specific customer. Knowing is something 
that we do, not something that is possessed – knowledge, however, is ‘a tool at the 
service of knowing’ and ‘gives shape and discipline to knowing’ (Cook & Brown, 
1999:388, 393). For example, knowing how to treat a customer requires knowledge of 
the customer. Thus, understanding of customers is not only explicit; it is also implicit, 
practical, socially, culturally and historically embedded and anchored in ‘doing’. 
Understanding is hence part of, developed and enacted on in everyday practices. In this 
thesis, it is the combination of knowledge and knowing about customers that is labelled 
understanding. I choose to use the concept of understanding and delimit the thesis from 
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a discussion on different definitions of knowledge and further discussion on the 
difference between knowledge and knowing. However, different conceptions of 
learning will be discussed in Chapter 3.        
 
This thesis deals with learning as a socio-cultural phenomenon – learning is of an 
inherently social character. Individuals learn through interaction with the social, cultural 
and historical context, in which the individual is situated. Learning is, thus, embedded. 
The organisation is a special type of structured, systematic context where individuals 
learn. The question of whether an organisation learns will not be subject to a discussion 
and the concept of organisational learning will not be elaborated on. In Chapter 2, which 
includes a literature review, the issue of organisational learning is included to some 
extent. However, there is a vast discussion on the relationship between individual and 
organisational learning within knowledge management and organisational learning 
literature (e.g. Vera & Crossan, 2003) that I choose not to include. One can even 
maintain that from a socio-cultural perspective, one cannot separate between individual 
or organisational learning, as all learning is embedded and there exists no specific levels 
in the learning process.         
 
The outcomes of learning about customers, e.g. the performance of frontline contact 
persons, will not be considered explicitly, nor will any background characteristics such 
as the motivation of frontline contact persons be analysed. Trying to relate background 
variables such as motivation to the outcomes represents a cognitive approach. 
Moreover, I will not take a stance on how much a frontline contact person has learned 
or the quality of his knowledge. Also, the concept of competence will not be subject to 
any further discussions. I acknowledge the fact that these dimensions affect learning, 
but they are not in the focus of the study. This study aims at developing theory on the 
phenomenon of learning about customers. The core of the study is to understand the 
nature of learning about customers in a customer service setting, i.e. to explore the 
fundamental features of learning about customers in a specific context. Hence, any 
attempts to measure learning about customers or to examine correlations between 
learning about customers and other constructs are neglected.     
 
The thesis focuses on the frontline contact persons of a single case company that 
constitutes the research setting. The focus is on the persons directly interacting with 
customers, not on management, administrative staff or mechanics. A frontline contact 
person is defined either as a service advisor, who is responsible for car service, or as a 
salesperson, who sells cars. The study involves only salespersons selling new cars. I 
have chosen to delimit the study to a single company – mainly because the nature of the 
study and the chosen research approach require extensive fieldwork to be conducted. 
Studying multiple companies would not have been possible due to financial and time 
restrictions.   
 
Practices is a frequently used concept in this thesis. The concept of practices means in 
plain language ‘doing’, which is situated in a context. It can be maintained that practices 
are a routine type of behaviour that consists of several interconnected elements and 
activities (Reckwitz, 2002). The focus of the study is not only on how individuals learn 
about customers, but on how learning as a socio-cultural phenomenon takes place in the 
given context of car sales and service, where practices constitute the frames within 
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which learning takes place. The reader should note that practice and practices bear 
slightly different meanings. Practice in the singular is a general term, e.g. in the 
meaning ‘theory and practice’ (ibid.).    
 
Closely related to practices is the notion of everydayness. Everydayness is a central 
concept in this thesis, as it has implications on the way learning is conceived: learning 
is seen as an everyday phenomenon, something ordinary, inseparable from human 
activity in general.  
 
From this discussion, the reader can draw the conclusion that the thesis focuses solely 
on the frontline contact persons of a single company. I recognise that the customer is 
continuously present in the world of frontline contact persons and also the customer 
goes through a learning process when interacting with the frontline contact person. The 
customer’s knowledge of the organisation and its employees influences interaction. 
However, I will not explicitly investigate the customer-side of the learning process. 
Thus, the customer per se is not studied.       

1.3 Positioning the study within the marketing field: a Nordic school 
perspective on service marketing  

An integral part of conducting research is the choice of theoretical perspective, and to 
handle the number of considerations and choices that arise from it. It is essential that 
academic researchers explicitly discuss this issue (Gummesson, 2000), as it has 
implications on the structure of the thesis, the chosen theoretical concepts and models 
and research methods. The subsequent discussion is conducted in order to clarify the 
position of the thesis within the marketing field.  
 
This thesis is influenced by the Nordic school of service management and marketing. 
Although it draws on different streams of research, it is coloured by a service-oriented 
marketing school of thought, which has been labelled the Nordic School (Grönroos & 
Gummesson, 1985; Gummesson, Lehtinen & Grönroos, 1997; Berry & Parasuraman, 
1993). The Nordic school is the foundation of my view on marketing. 
 
Important in the Nordic School of thought is the notion of on-going interactions and 
longlasting relationships between buyers and sellers. The conception of buyer-seller 
interactions as integral elements of marketing emerged in the 1970s and was first 
advocated by two different streams of marketing research: the Nordic School and the 
Industrial Marketing and Purchasing Group (IMP) also known as the Interaction and 
Network Approach. In traditional marketing literature, the exchange or transaction 
between the buyer and seller constitutes the focus of all marketing activities. The task of 
marketing is thus to facilitate the exchange of products for money. The major focus of 
this kind of transaction marketing (see e.g. Gummesson, 2002a or Grönroos, 2000) is to 
make customers buy, regardless if they are new or existing customers of the company. 
However, most markets are maturing and fierce competition makes existing customers 
even more important – it is costly and difficult to gain new customers; keeping existing 
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customers, i.e. maximising customer loyalty, is seen as a more profitable solution6. In 
this situation, interactions between the customer and seller lie at the core of marketing; 
interactions are important, as the way in which interactions with customers are handled 
has an impact on the behaviour of customers. Transactions are of course part of these 
interactions, but it is not the transaction per se that is the point of culmination. Within 
the Nordic School, interactions are seen as continuous and as parts of an ongoing 
relationship between the buyer and seller. This is referred to as a relationship 
perspective, in opposition to an exchange perspective.  
 
The main difference between relationship- and exchange-oriented marketing is the 
conception of value. It can be asserted that service marketing is no longer a question of 
the company delivering value for the customer; rather it is about creating value together 
with the customer. It is evident that a shift of mindset is taking place as customers 
themselves are being viewed as resources or even the architects of value creation. The 
customer as a co-producer or a co-creator of value is a concept described in the 
literature (Grönroos, 1982; 2000; Gummesson, 2002a; Pralahad & Ramaswamy, 2004; 
Normann, 2000; Normann & Ramirez, 1994; Storbacka & Lehtinen, 2000; Ravald & 
Grönroos, 1996; Vargo & Lusch, 2004; Wikström, 1996; Wikström & Normann, 1994) 
and the logic of such a phenomenon is that more value can be generated for both parties. 
The focus of relationship marketing is thus not on how companies can deliver value for 
the customer, but on the customers’ value-creating processes where value is created 
through co-operation and by the customers themselves. The company’s role is to 
support these processes (Grönroos, 2000:25). 
 
Korkman (2006) introduces a type of value conception grounded in a practice-
theoretical approach. He puts forward the notion of customer value as a phenomenon 
that is formed in the customer’s practices, i.e. in the actual doings of the customers in 
the customers’ everyday lives. One could state that the ontological basis for Korkman’s 
(2006) lines of reasoning is similar to the one adopted in this thesis. Here, however, the 
focus is on the practices of frontline contact persons. Following Korkman’s lines of 
reasoning, one could state that frontline contact persons aim at understanding the 
practices of customers and that learning about customers is largely about learning 
about the customers’ practices. This notion will be further elaborated on in Chapter 5.             
 
The influence of the Nordic School on this thesis is indisputable and inevitable. This 
means that I perceive marketing in a way that coincides with the previous discussion. In 
practice, it means that I analyse the service setting in terms of interactions and 
relationships. Thus, I see the world of salespersons and service advisors as consisting of 
customer interactions and relationships, rather than individual sales situations or events. 
This implies that I regard learning as an element of the customer relationship and as a 
means for supporting the value creating processes of the customer.  
 
I view all organisations as service-dominant organisations. Independent of the line of 
business an organisation is operating within, it is always a service company. As 
Grönroos (2000:28) puts it: ‘in a customer relationship that goes beyond a single 
transaction of goods or services, the product itself as a technical solution involving 
                                                 
6 For a more extensive discussion on customer loyalty see e.g. Grönroos (2000), Liljander and Roos 
(2002) or Nordman (2004). 
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goods, services or industrial equipment becomes just one element in the total, ongoing 
service offering’. Therefore, viewing the case company, here called CarDealer, as solely 
a company selling cars and car maintenance seems strange to me. Instead, I consider 
CarDealer to be a service organisation where managing customer service is the core 
business function.     
 
A distinct characteristic of the Nordic School is its encouragement of qualitative 
research and conceptual development (Gummesson, 2002b; 2001; 2006). The Nordic 
School advocates the development of new and existing theory where it is appropriate as 
well as theory testing quantitative research where it is appropriate. I have considered the 
possibility of employing a quantitative approach to this study. However, I strongly 
doubt that measures that capture the richness and complexity of the phenomenon under 
study could have been developed. My view is that there is no other way of 
understanding the nature of learning about customers than by engaging in the field of 
study. The theme and theoretical perspective of this thesis suggest thus that a qualitative 
research approach is the most suitable. 

1.4 The research approach 

A methodological paradigm encompasses three elements: Ontology, epistemology and 
methodology (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). Ontology is concerned with our conception of 
the world – what constitutes the nature of reality and being. Epistemology explores 
what constitutes the nature of knowledge. Methodology concentrates on how knowledge 
is achieved.  
 
There are two basic outlooks on reality: the galileic and aristotelic ontology (Helenius, 
1990). The galileic ontology holds an objectivist-empiricist – positivist – conception of 
knowledge and it holds that reality is directly observable with our senses and that it can 
be measured objectively. However, this thesis builds upon the aristotelic ontology. The 
core assumption is that the world cannot be captured by our senses alone and it places 
the human being in the centre of attention. In contrast to the galileic ontology, aristotelic 
ontology regards the human being as unique; the human being is not an object, but a 
subject that constructs and shapes his life. This ontological perspective also states that 
research cannot be undertaken from the ‘outside’ – research is about getting ‘inside’.  
 
The aristotelic ontology is the building block of the hermeneutic or interpretative 
approach to science. The concept of hermeneutics has two different meanings. On the 
one hand it is an umbrella term for science that strives for understanding rather than 
explaining phenomena; on the other hand it is a separate stream of philosophy 
(Helenius, 1990:86). To the hermeneutic paradigm belongs at least phenomenology and 
hermeneutics7. As this thesis can be positioned as belonging to the hermeneutic 
paradigm, a discussion on hermeneutics is necessary in order for the reader to 
understand the basic assumptions underlying this thesis. 

                                                 
7 Helenius (1990) also classifies marxism, critical theory and historical research as belonging to the 
hermeneutic paradigm 
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1.4.1 The point of departure: existential hermeneutics           

It is the human being and his relationships to other human beings and phenomena, 
which constitute the core focus of both hermeneutics and phenomenology (Helenius, 
1990:64). In this study, it is the individual – the learner – that is at the centre of 
attention. Hermeneutics as a philosophical school of thought is, above all, the science of 
interpretation. Hermeneutics has its roots in the interpretation of texts, exegesis, and 
more exactly it stems from the interpretation of the Bible. The core thought of exegesis 
is that a part can only be understood if it is related to the whole – thus a biblical text can 
only be understood if it is related to the whole Bible and the cultural and historical 
context in which it was created. This supports the lines of reasoning underlying this 
study: learning about customers can only be understood if learning about customers is 
related to the context.  
 
Hermeneutics has evolved into two different schools of thought: a general hermeneutic 
methodology of interpretation and hermeneutic philosophy. Hermeneutics as a whole 
builds to a large extent on phenomenology, and Heidegger, for example, is often 
mentioned as having influenced both phenomenology and hermeneutics. For me 
personally, it is difficult to separate these schools of thought, as both are built on 
notions that coincide with my personal outlook on the nature of reality. Patton (2002) 
describes phenomenology as striving towards understanding the very nature of a 
phenomenon, as hermeneutics is about exploring and interpreting meaning and relating 
it to the historical and cultural context. Hermeneutics is thus linked to the idea of 
holism, and hermeneutic researchers strive for a holistic understanding of phenomena, 
as phenomenology seeks to understand phenomena as they are. Thus, this study can be 
said to be influenced by both schools of thought.  
 
Alvesson and Sköldberg (2000) distinguish between interpretative hermeneutics and 
existentially oriented hermeneutics. Existentially oriented hermeneutics is intimately 
intertwined with phenomenology (Ödman, 1979). Interpretative hermeneutics builds 
upon the traditional Verstehen-philosophy. The philosophical base of this thesis is, 
however, found in existential hermeneutics. According to existential hermeneutics, 
nobody is a tabula rasa and all understanding is ‘always already’ influenced by existing 
understanding (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2000). This leads us to Heidegger’s version of 
the hermeneutic circle: in order to understand we need preunderstanding, but at the 
same time preunderstanding can be an obstacle (ibid.). In order to overcome this 
challenge, existential hermeneutics propose a constant movement back and forth 
between our own world and the world we want to understand. Eventually we come to 
understand the unfamiliar world and a higher level of understanding is reached. This 
describes my research process in a nutshell: understanding the world of frontline contact 
persons at CarDealer was an iterative process, an interplay between the world of theory, 
the empirical ‘reality’ and ‘reality’ as perceived by me as a researcher.    
 
A study based on existential hermeneutics strives towards creating an understanding of 
the ordinary world in which we live – abstractions and theoretical constructions are of 
secondary importance. The same thought is put forward by Husserl in the concept of 
‘life-world’ and the concept of ‘belonging’ introduced by Gadamer (in Alvesson & 
Sköldberg, 2000). As Alvesson and Sköldberg state (2000:81); ‘what becomes central is 
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the study of individuals in concrete situations of life.’ This leads us to the importance of 
context. Heidegger (in Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2000) argues that seeing things in their 
context is integral; the historical context (historicity) and the spatial context always 
need to be considered. So too, should the temporal dimension; individuals interpret and 
understand phenomena on the basis of our past (Ödman, 1979). However, context is 
also practical. Reckwitz (2002) labels this stream of philosophical thought practice 
theory. Practice theory puts forward the idea of individuals making sense of the world 
through practices. Practices are ‘routinized bodily activities’ (pg. 251) and they are at 
the same time sets of mental activities (e.g. making a phone call). This means that 
practice theory blurs the distinction – or dualism – between mind and body. Most 
practices consist of a stable relation between body, mind and objects. Moreover, 
practices can also be discursive; discursive practices construct the world in language 
and other sign systems (e.g. giving a speech). Taylor (1991:308 in Alvesson & 
Sköldberg, 2000:83-84) states as follows (underline has been added): 
 

A number of philosophical currents in the past two centuries have tried to get out of the  
cul-de-sac of monologic consciousness. Prominent in this century are the works of Martin  
Heidegger, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Ludwig Wittgenstein. What all these have in common  
is that they see the agent, not primarily as the locus of representations, but as engaged in 
practices, as a being who acts in and on a world.     

 
This quote captures one of the core ideas permeating this study: an individual is not 
only a cognitive being, but is, to a high degree, also a practitioner that is engaged in 
practices. The notion of context being practical holds that human beings act within the 
frames of everyday practices; practices constitute contexts.   
 
In this study, the special is in the ordinary, i.e. situations and phenomena that are taken 
for granted are at the core of this research and are crucial for understanding the nature of 
learning about customers in a customer service setting. Instead of viewing learning as a 
remote phenomenon that occurs away from the frontline contact persons’ life-worlds, it 
is seen as anchored in their life-worlds – as a highly contextual phenomenon that occurs 
in the everyday practices of frontline contact persons.  
 
Practices entail language and communication. Wittgenstein describes language as the 
‘vehicle of thought’ (cited in Säljö, 2000) and maintains that it is misleading to view 
thinking only as a mental activity located in the brain – as a ‘representation’ (cf. the 
quote by Taylor, 1991:308 above) – and to view language only as a neutral code. 
Language and communication are contextual and they can be conceived of as tools, 
which are used in practices. For example, the meaning of a concept may have the same 
indicative function, but its semiotic function is dependent on the context in which it is 
used and what is to be achieved – there exist different language games8 in different 
contexts. Language and communication have a prominent role in how individuals 
conceive of their life-worlds and how they learn. As Linell (1998:4) puts it: ‘language is 
constructive and constitutive of the ways we act and think of the world, and how we 
perceive and conceive of the world.’  

                                                 
8 The concept of language games could be classified as a synonym to the concept of discourse and it is 
related to Bakhtin’s concepts of social language and speech genre, which will be discussed in Chapter 3. 
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1.4.2 Introduction of the research methodology 

This study is about understanding the nature of learning about customers as situated in a 
specific context – a customer service setting. In order to reach an understanding of what 
learning is and how it takes place, an ethnographic research methodology was 
considered a way of gaining a deep, naturalistic and holistic understanding of the 
research problem.  
 
Ethnography is often described as the study of cultures (Burgess, 1997; Fetterman, 
1989; Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983). In short, ethnography is ‘the study of the way of 
life of a group of people’ (Prus, 1996). Agar (1986:12) defines ethnography as follows: 
 

The social research style that emphasizes encountering alien worlds and making sense of 
them is called ethnography, or ‘folk description’. Ethnographers set out to show how social 
action in one world makes sense from the point of view of another.    

 
Agar (1986) states that ethnography requires intensive personal involvement, 
abandonment of traditional scientific control and an improvisational style to meet 
situations. For me, the world of car retailing is indeed ‘alien’ and I see myself as 
‘setting out’ to study another life-world and trying to make sense of it. Interpreting and 
making sense of another life-world calls for thick description (Geertz, 1973) – in 
contrast to thin description, which only considers external, behavioural aspects of 
action. Thick description implies that it is important to pay attention to meanings and to 
interpret them. Therefore, one could state that ethnography is inherently hermeneutic.  
 
There are various definitions of the term ethnography and confusion about the meaning 
of it, as some refer to it as a philosophical paradigm, while for others it constitutes a 
method of inquiry (Burgess, 1997). For example, Patton (2002) treats ethnography as a 
specific philosophy of science, while Alvesson and Sköldberg (2000) and Agar (1986) 
view ethnography as a research approach, which is based on a hermeneutic-
phenomenological ontology. Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) state that ethnography is 
sometimes portrayed as descriptive, and sometimes as the generation and development 
of theory (like e.g. Glaser's and Strauss' (1967) ‘grounded theory’). However, they 
argue that ethnography is a social science research method, which draws on a wide 
range of sources of information. The task of the ethnographer is described as follows:  

 
The ethnographer participates overtly or covertly in people’s daily lives for an 
extended period of time, watching what happens, listening to what is said, asking 
questions; in fact collecting whatever data are available to throw light on the issues 
with which he or she is concerned. (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983:2) 
 

I am inclined to support the view of Hammersley and Atkinson (1983), Alvesson and 
Sköldberg (2000) and Agar (1986); for me ethnography is not a specific philosophical 
paradigm, but more a research approach that builds on a certain methodological 
disposition. Ethnography implies that the researcher conducts observations in the field, 
engages in conversations and interacts with actors in the field and interviews them. The 
core idea is that the field study should occur during an extended period of time, so that 
the researcher gets ‘inside’ the research setting and learns to understand the world and 
everyday life of the actors that are studied. With respect to methodology, this was what 
I chose to do, i.e. participant observations, conversations and interviews. Chapter 4 
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presents a detailed description of the pre-fieldwork, fieldwork and post-fieldwork 
phases.   

1.4.3   Development of theory, driven by fieldwork and existing theory 

In the positivist tradition, theory is constructed through the deduction of hypotheses 
from existing theory, which can then be verified or falsified. The opposite of deduction 
is induction, often applied in qualitative research, in which theory is generated from the 
collected data. Ethnographic research often includes elements of both deduction and 
induction – it is both theoretically and empirically driven. This coincides with the 
argument that most great advances in science are not like a straight line based on 
conscious, logical decisions, but rather a process that advances back and forth, called 
abductive reasoning (Peirce, 2001). Dubois and Gadde (2002) describe abduction or 
systematic combining as a process where theory, fieldwork and analysis evolve 
simultaneously. Abductive studies usually have a starting point in an initial framework, 
which is developed during the research process, and they rely more on theory than 
purely inductive studies (Dubois & Gadde, 2002; Kovács & Spens, 2005).  
 
Hence, it is a misunderstanding that an ethnographer goes into the field without any 
theoretical insight. In fact, in ethnography, the researcher should be knowledgeable of 
theories that can be linked to the specific area of research. This knowledge is set aside 
when conducting fieldwork; however, analysis and interpretation of data are always 
related to theory – theory development would be impossible if existing theory is 
unknown to the researcher. The researcher should have a deep theoretical knowledge 
that allows him to freely move around in the world of theories. Having dense theoretical 
knowledge does not, however, mean that theories are tested or that empirical findings 
are forced into fitting theories. Here, the researcher’s theoretical sensitivity (cf. Glaser 
& Strauss, 1967) comes to the test – being theoretically sensitive in this context means 
that the researcher is able to observe and record what is happening without first filtering 
it through his theoretical assumptions. Thus, the ethnographer constantly writes 
theoretical drafts and reflects on theoretical concepts and models that could be used, but 
in contrast to deductive studies, the theoretical drafts are based upon what happens in 
the field and on the analysis of field notes.  
 
During fieldwork, I realised that the way marketing literature had theorised around the 
subject of learning did not help me to understand what I was observing in the field – I 
needed another approach for understanding what was happening in the field. The 
approach that helped me understand learning about customers was the socio-cultural 
approach to learning. The socio-cultural approach to learning was thus not a choice that 
was made a priori – it was a decision that was made during fieldwork as a result of 
fieldwork and of reviewing existing literature.   
 
Ethnographic research is based on not only one, but on a set of research questions that 
develop during fieldwork (Kullberg, 2004:48). However, it is not necessary to have a 
distinct problem statement – it is not even possible as the researcher during the research 
process continuously works with empirical data and adjusts the questions depending on 
what emerges in the field (ibid.). Thus, the original questions the researcher had in the 
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beginning change during the research process; however, the theme of interest remains 
the same. This is a tendency, which is evident in this study. The starting point of my 
research was a very practical question that had arisen many years earlier: ‘how is 
information about customers used in organisations?’ In the very first research proposal 
(October 2003), the research questions were hence:  
 

How does an organisation collect, organise and analyse customer-related information? 
How does the organisation transform information into knowledge and processes?  

 
I found that literature on relationship marketing and Customer Relationship 
Management (CRM) often referred to concepts like learning relationships, information 
management and one-to-one marketing – on the whole the importance of knowledge is 
recognised but not elaborated on. This is referred to as ‘the CRM-phase’ in Figure 2. 
The deeper I dug, the more interested I became – not in information processing – but in 
learning. Ten months later (August 2004) the research questions were:  

 
What constitutes relationship learning in a business to consumer context? How does 
relationship learning occur? Can relationship learning be linked to value creation? 

 
Through my pilot study, consisting of participant observations and informal 
conversations in the autumn of 2004, I increasingly came to realise that learning about 
customers is about practices and social interactions. Furthermore, it seemed like 
research on knowledge and learning within the marketing discipline was disconnected 
from the emerging perspectives, e.g. within pedagogical, knowledge management and 
organisational learning literature. I studied literature within these disciplines and came 
across the schools of constructivism and pragmatism, referred to as ‘Blurred genres’ in 
Figure 2. In February 2005, the research questions were: 
 

How does learning about customers occur? How is knowledge about customers 
constructed? How is knowledge about customers shared in organisations? 

     
At this point I was getting increasingly interested in social constructivism. I realised that 
the socio-cultural approach to learning provided the means for analytically making 
sense of the research setting. I started reading central pieces of work within the field and 
I discussed the issue with, among others, a researcher within pedagogy, who confirmed 
that my lines of reasoning made sense. During the summer of 2005, the final research 
questions took shape. Thus, during the process of research I have constructed several 
theoretical frameworks and I have moved back and forth between theory and the 
empirical setting. The research has involved continuous interaction with the field of 
study and theoretical reasoning. The process in its whole is illustrated in Figure 2.    
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Figure 2. The evolution of thought 

 

1.5 Introducing the research setting 

This thesis focuses on the frontline contact persons of a Finnish car retailing company, 
called CarDealer (assumed name). The following sections introduce the reader to the 
motives for selecting the research setting, it gives a short description of the research 
setting, and it aims at describing the work of the frontline contact persons.     

The CRM-phase 
October 2003, pre-
fieldwork 

Fieldwork, spring and autumn 2004 
Interviews with management, pilot 
study. Realisation that alternative 
sources of literature are needed.  

Literature 
Marketing literature, organisational learning, 
knowledge management, pedadgogy 

Fieldwork, spring 2005 
Participant observations among 
frontline contact persons.   

Fieldwork, autumn 2005 
Participant observation, 
interviews with frontline contact 
persons 

Literature 
Contributions by scholars using a      
socio-cultural approach 

Blurred genres 
Autumn 2004,  spring 2005 
Theoretical perspective not 
clear. 

Socio-cultural approach to learning 
Spring 2005 
Realisation that the approach is 
helpful for coming to terms with the 
research problem 

Development of concepts 
and model 

Spring and summer 2006 
The final model is created, 
post-fieldwork  

The socio-cultural model of 
learning about customers 
An understanding of the nature of 
learning about customers in a 
customer service setting 

Literature 
More extensive elaboration on 
the socio-cultural approach  
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1.5.1 Selection of research setting 

Car retailing, and more specifically CarDealer, was chosen as the research setting due to 
two main reasons (cf. criterion sampling in Patton, 2002:243). Firstly, in order to 
understand the nature of learning about customers, actual customer interactions need to 
be observed in some way. Car sales and maintenance often require intense interaction 
with customers. Frontline contact persons are, like in all service industries, boundary 
spanners. The difference between car retailing and many other service contexts is, 
however, the fact that servicing a car and especially buying a car is a high involvement 
decision. Buying a car is often described as one of the largest expenses for a consumer. 
Car maintenance on the other hand is interesting as it is often costly and the customer 
does not often understand the technical details, which means that the customer does not 
know what is wrong or what exactly has been done to the car – or in other words – the 
customer often does not know what he is paying for. The service advisor plays a key 
role here when communicating with the customer. All in all, car retailing provides a 
setting where interaction between frontline contact persons and customers is intense and 
nuanced − in that respect the case is information-rich, as a multitude of interactions 
could be observed (Patton, 2002:243). At this stage, it is important to point out that I do 
not believe that the results of this study are dependent on the research setting per se, 
meaning that other types of customer service settings involving intense customer 
interaction, e.g. like in a hairdressers’ or a bank, could just as easily have been chosen. 
However, the second reason for why CarDealer is an ideal setting for this study is the 
fact that it fulfils five important criteria of a research setting: 1) simplicity, 2) 
accessibility, 3) unobtrusiveness, 4) permissibleness and 5) participation (Spradley, 
1980). These criteria are general for all ethnographic research and ideally all or most of 
them should be met.  
 
Simplicity refers to a research setting that allows researchers to move from studying 
simple situations to the more complex. For example, I could move from observing a 
routine customer contact at the service desk to observing a complex situation, where 
mechanics, service advisors and customers are interacting and discussing.  
 
Accessibility is the degree of access that is given to the researchers and it refers to the 
process of getting close to the object of study. Access is often regarded as the greatest 
hurdle for the researcher to overcome and it can even be considered a key selection 
criterion (Yin, 1994; Patton, 2002). Gummesson (2000) divides the depth of access into 
physical and mental access. Physical access is the basic condition of conducting 
research, e.g. having the permission to conduct research on the premises of a company. 
One can distinguish between initial and continued physical access. The next challenge 
is to ensure mental access – understanding what is really happening and getting the 
informant to share what he really thinks and feels. This is achieved by establishing 
authentic communication, trust and a rapport with informants, which must be 
maintained throughout the study (Janesick, 1994).  
 
Gaining access is generally dependent on two types of individuals: the gatekeeper and 
the informant (Gummesson, 2000). Gatekeepers control the process of gaining physical 
access. In a sense they also control mental access, since without the ‘blessing’ of a 
gatekeeper it is not likely for the researcher to access informants. Informants are here 
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defined as those who provide information, i.e. those who are interviewed and observed. 
Bogdan and Taylor (1975) state that an ideal research setting is where the researcher 
obtains easy access and establishes immediate rapport with informants. One could state 
that access has never been an issue in this study. By this I mean that after gaining initial 
access, I have been able to enter all parts of the setting; I have had the opportunity to 
talk to and observe every frontline contact person in the organisation. Thus, in this study 
mental access was obtained to a majority of informants. This has been extremely 
valuable, as without total access this study could not have been realised. The person 
who has played the most important role here is my contact person at CarDealer. This 
person, a member of the management team with responsibility for developing customer 
management, can be characterised as a gatekeeper. It is obvious that without the 
‘gatekeeper’ introducing me to the frontlines, I would not have been considered 
trustworthy. 
 
The third general criterion for choosing research settings is unobtrusiveness, which 
implies that it is important in an ethnographic study for the researcher to have an 
unobtrusive role in order to reach a naturalistic understanding of what is happening in 
the research setting. This was an important aspect of the study, as my presence as a 
researcher was not supposed to affect what I was observing. Looking back at the field 
study, I succeeded in this, first and foremost, due to the fact that I had access on both a 
physical and mental level and that I was ‘accepted’ by the personnel of CarDealer.  
 
The fourth criterion of permissibleness refers to the degree of entry given to the 
researcher into different parts of the setting. As earlier stated, I had free entry to all parts 
of the setting and there were no restricted areas. I followed customer encounters up 
close, which means that I walked around with the customer and salesperson looking at 
cars, I was present during test runs and I sat by the salesperson’s desk while he was 
negotiating with customers. Similarly, I sat by the service advisors’ desks listening to 
their phone calls, watching them talk with customers and observed their co-operation 
with mechanics. The fifth and last criterion, participation, i.e. that the researcher needs 
to have the possibility to participate in activities, is hereby fulfilled.  
 
All in all CarDealer provided the ideal setting for studying learning about customers. 
There were no practical barriers, as I was allowed to follow the informants in their 
everyday practices. From a theoretical point of view, CarDealer possesses the right 
characteristics in order for an understanding of the nature of learning about customers in 
a customer service setting to be reached.           

1.5.2 The work of car salespersons and service advisors at CarDealer – what 
are they actually doing?  

CarDealer is a large company consisting of several, geographically fragmented 
branches. The company has operations at seventeen different outlets, selling and 
servicing twelve brands. It has about 900 employees and 70 000 registered customers. 
The operations can be divided into two main parts: sales and service. The company sells 
and services both high-end cars as well as mid-priced and used cars. Due to reasons of 
anonymity, a more thorough description of CarDealer cannot be given. As this study 
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does not focus on the company itself, this cannot be regarded as reducing the 
trustworthiness of the study.  
 
Next, I choose to share two stories with the reader. The stories shortly describe the 
everyday practices of frontline contact persons – two service advisors and two 
salespersons at CarDealer. The purpose of the stories is to introduce the reader to two 
different worlds, in which customer service is essential. However, the stories do not 
represent thick descriptions; they only function as a way of making the reader familiar 
with the empirical setting of the study by describing – on a surface level – a typical day 
of service advisors and salespersons at CarDealer. The reason why I choose to include 
the stories is that I believe that it is easier for the reader to follow my lines of reasoning 
in the subsequent chapters, if they are aware of the kind of research setting I have been 
involved in and if they know the type of informants I have been observing and talking 
to. In a sense, the stories function as a preparation for the rest of the thesis.   

Arto and Mika at the service desk  
It is an early Tuesday-morning, about 7 a.m. Mika is sitting by his desk – he has the morning shift this 
week. Arto, his brother-in-arms, will appear at approximately 9 o’clock. Mika and Arto work at CarDealer, 
they both have a technical education and they are service advisors at CarDealer. Their 'patients' are a 
certain brand of mid-priced cars, very popular in Finland. Arto and Mika have desks of their own with a 
computer and a printer. The desks are next to each other with a low wall in between. Besides Arto and 
Mika, there are two other service advisors working there. 
 
Mika has to survive the morning rush by himself. Every day has a certain rhythm: people bring their cars 
between 7 and 8.30 in the morning; around noon the service advisors are phoning their customers 
explaining what’s wrong, what should be done and how much it costs; in the afternoon and evening 
between 3 and 6 p.m. people fetch their cars and pay for the service. The morning and evening are 
stressful, as there’s just one service advisor doing the job. You can see the wrinkle in Mika’s forehead 
becoming a bit deeper at times… However, according to Arto the most difficult part of the job is to explain 
to the customer what the final sum of the invoice consists of and why it has two or three zeros at the end. 
‘Car service is no charity!’, Arto states. But, he adds: ‘Sometimes it really feels awful to demand payment, 
when it is obviously half a month’s salary for the person in question.’ Arto tells me about some cases 
where customers picked a quarrel and even made threats because they did not want to or could not pay 
for the service.  
 
The phone is ringing constantly. Arto is now sitting by his desk; a customer is explaining that his car is 
making funny noises when he turns left. Arto asks questions, he is writing down what the customer tells 
him (into the database), he prints a paper and the customer signs it. The paper is a job order. Arto’s first 
task is to make an initial ‘diagnosis’ of the car on the basis of the discussion with the customer and to 
register it into the database. The customer thereafter approves of the diagnosis and the measures to be 
taken by signing the job order. The job order is passed on by Arto to a mechanic. Arto explains what 
needs to be done and the mechanic and Arto discuss the matter. The mechanics are a bunch of relaxed 
guys with a talent for cars. You really are amazed of the things they know… But I guess they have lived 
and breathed cars their whole lives. The service advisors and the mechanics form a team, where the 
service advisors supervise the work of the mechanics – service advisors even have responsibility for job 
safety issues. This means that they should actively monitor what happens in the car repair hall, which in 
turn means that they dash around the place – from the desk outside to check a car, from outside to the car 
repair hall, back to the desk... You never know where they are and they are talking on the phone most of 
the time.  
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Matti and Teppo − car salesmen at work     
 
Matti has been a car salesman since the 1970s – he is what you could call a cunning old fox. Teppo is a 
bit more inexperienced at car sales, but he too has been doing sales since the 1970s. Matti and Teppo are 
selling a brand of cars that has been growing in popularity during the last few years. Sales have been 
really good. Matti and Teppo are sitting by their desks. They have a computer of their own, a printer and a 
portable phone. There’s a thin ‘wall’ between the desks, but if you stand up you can see the other desk 
and it does not really avoid anyone from hearing the conversation on the other side. The desks are 
surrounded by this ‘wall’ and the salesmen have their own booths. The booths are placed in the middle of 
the showroom and by standing up from the desk you can see the whole showroom. The showroom is quite 
big, and there are only new cars; the used cars can be found downstairs and they have their own 
salesmen. Matti and Teppo don’t do used cars.   
 
It’s about 9 o’clock in the morning. Teppo has brewed some fresh coffee and all three of us are standing 
up, sipping coffee and having buns left over from a car show on Saturday and Sunday. Today is Monday. 
Matti and Teppo are discussing the car show and they explain to me that it was a major success. As 
earlier stated – sales are really good. Some other sales guys from downstairs come by and they too have 
a cup of coffee. While we are standing there by the coffee machine in a corner of the showroom a couple 
walks in. Teppo encounters them and starts a discussion: 'Hello, can I help you? Are you looking for 
something special?' They walk around, sit in cars, open the luggage boot, discuss and ponder. Teppo 
asks if they want to go for a drive. The couple thinks it is a good idea and they walk to Teppo’s desk. 
Teppo asks if one of them could give him his or her driver’s licence. The man shows his, Teppo puts the 
man’s social security number into the database, writes something and prints a paper. The man signs the 
paper. Teppo and the couple walk to the car. Teppo drives the car out of the showroom and gives the key 
to the man. Meanwhile, Matti has finished doing some paperwork and phone calls to customers, and now 
he is reading a newspaper. Teppo comes back and sits down at his desk. It is quiet. No customers, no 
unfinished tasks. Matti goes out for a smoke.  
 
While I sit there by the booths of Matti and Teppo I realise that a large part of car sales seems to be about 
waiting – waiting for customers. It’s not exactly as a supermarket. But then – out of the blue people start 
dropping in. More trial runs, people checking out the cars, phones ringing… Where did all this come from? 
I also witness a situation where a new car is ordered and the couple in question look really excited and 
content. Must be a nice feeling when you know that you will be driving a brand-new car in a few weeks 
time – and an even nicer feeling having sold the car!    
 
The stories capture different elements and characteristics of the jobs. As in most car 
retailing companies, salespersons have a performance-based salary, while the service 
persons have a fixed salary. Service advisors have intense contact with mechanics, 
unlike the salespersons that often do not. The interaction between service advisors and 
salespersons is generally quite frequent, but they obviously belong to different 
communities. The service advisors regard themselves as being realists, while the 
salespersons, in the eyes of the service advisors, are often seen as promising too much 
and making demands that are unrealistic. The salespersons, on the other hand, have a 
tendency to consider the service advisors stiff – the salespersons view the task of 
servicing cars as a sales situation. One of the salespersons said, during a discussion, that 
‘the service guys should learn how to smile’ and there should be some ‘selling feeling’ 
there. Briefly, one can state that the two communities have a stereotypical picture of 
each other.  
 
As shown in the stories, both jobs involve cars and intense customer interaction, but the 
types of situations they involve are quite different. When the customer brings the car to 
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service, he is expecting something to be wrong – and if nothing is wrong – it will still be 
expensive. It is most often a negative situation and the customer will probably feel like 
he does not have control over it. Buying a car, on the other hand, involves positive 
situations and expectations. It is exciting; it is a big decision and most often a happy 
event. This implies that the nature of the jobs is quite different. The difference between 
the two jobs is also evident when one looks at the quantity and quality of customer 
interactions. The service advisors generally handle significantly more customer contacts 
per day – both face-to-face, over the phone and per e-mail – than the salespersons. On 
the other hand, the customer contacts in car sales generally are more time-consuming – 
they involve more interaction in terms of negotiations and meetings. A single car sale 
can take from one week to half a year, due to a number of reasons; the customer has 
difficulties making decisions, the car has to be ordered from abroad, etc. The 
salespersons often have a continuous contact with their customers also between 
transactions, while the service advisors are generally in contact with customers only 
during transactions, i.e. when the car is serviced.                
 
To sum up the previous discussion, one can state that service advisors and salespersons 
share a common world, but they perceive it from different perspectives. Service 
advisors and salespersons also share the same customers, but often they experience 
different phases and aspects of the customer relationship. Moreover, they share the same 
tools, but use them and view them differently.      

1.6 The structure of the thesis 

This thesis is structured into six chapters. Before embarking on the second chapter, I 
will briefly elaborate on what the reader is to expect from the subsequent chapters.  
 
The first chapter is an introduction to the thesis. It is focused on positioning the study 
with respect to existing research and on stating the purpose of the research. 
Furthermore, a discussion on the research approach is conducted and the empirical 
setting of the study is introduced.  
 
The second chapter is a literature review aimed at depicting the state of the art of 
research in marketing related to the concept of learning about customers. The chapter is 
not an attempt to build a theoretical framework that will be used when analysing the 
empirical results, rather it is a way to show the reader the research gap by giving the 
reader the possibility to take part of a comprehensive literature review. Thereby, the 
reader can decide if my arguments for the need of a complementary view on learning 
are valid. The second chapter is the first step towards exploring the nature of learning 
about customers – it is a first step in an abductive research process. I am looking for 
concepts and models within marketing that could provide answers to the research 
questions. Naturally, the first place to look for a solution is in service- and relationship 
marketing followed by other streams of marketing literature. Marketing literature is 
divided into four broad categories: learning as an interpersonal phenomenon, learning 
as an intrapersonal phenomenon, learning as an intraorganisational phenomenon, and 
learning as an interorganisational phenomenon. However, the conclusion of the chapter 
is that even though marketing literature provides some useful concepts, another type of 
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approach is needed in order for theory development on learning about customers to be 
possible: a socio-cultural approach to learning. Hence, Chapter 2 serves as a gateway to 
Chapter 3.    
 
The third chapter introduces the socio-cultural approach to learning and brings in 
another type of perspective on learning into marketing. The socio-cultural approach is 
put forward as a complementary view on learning that goes beyond the dominant 
information processing and cognitive views typically employed within marketing. 
Different theoretical perspectives on learning are discussed and the socio-cultural 
approach to learning is described. Finally, the contribution of the socio-cultural 
approach to understanding the nature of learning about customers is elaborated on.  
 
The fourth chapter describes the research design and methodology of the study. First, 
the nature of ethnographic research is discussed and the motives for choosing an 
ethnographic research approach are put forward. Thereafter, the pre-fieldwork, 
fieldwork and post-fieldwork phases of the research are described. 
 
The fifth chapter entails the presentation and analysis of the empirical findings. The 
study conducted among the frontline contact persons at CarDealer aims at answering the 
basic research questions of what learning about customers is and how it takes place. 
After having read the chapter, the reader should have a comprehensive understanding of 
the phenomenon of learning about customers in a customer service setting as seen from 
a socio-cultural perspective.  
 
The sixth and final chapter summarises the main points of the thesis. The 
trustworthiness of the study is discussed and the theoretical and practical contribution 
and implications are put forward. The thesis is concluded with a discussion on various 
possibilities for further research.                      
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2 LEARNING ABOUT CUSTOMERS: A REVIEW OF 
MARKETING LITERATURE  

In the following chapter, a comprehensive literature review will be conducted with the 
aim of answering the following questions: 1) How is learning about customers 
understood in marketing literature? 2) Are there concepts and models in marketing 
literature that help us understand what learning about customers is and how it takes 
place? The purpose is thus to identify concepts, models or theories within marketing 
that have the potential to increase our understanding of the nature of learning about 
customers. Different streams of marketing literature are analysed and categorised 
according to their conception of how learning directed towards customers takes place in 
organisations. Although this thesis contributes in the first place to service- and 
relationship marketing, I have chosen, however, to review several streams of marketing 
research in my search for answers to the research questions.    
 
Literature is divided into four main categories: learning as an interpersonal, 
intrapersonal, intraorganisational, and interorganisational phenomenon. The 
categories were arrived at as a result of going through the marketing literature on 
learning and knowledge. The first phase of the categorisation process was about 
scanning marketing literature with two keywords in mind: learning and knowledge. 
Soon I realised that literature could be categorised into four generic categories. Thus, I 
started categorising the literature and concluded that the categorisation was a means for 
reaching a comprehensive picture of the marketing field. The reader might ask why the 
categories of interpersonal, intrapersonal, intraorganisational, and interorganisational 
learning were chosen and why they are presented in a certain order.  
 
The first place to look for answers to the research questions is naturally service9- and 
relationship marketing, which represents learning as an interpersonal phenomenon. As 
this thesis strives to primarily contribute to this stream of research, it is also the starting 
point of the literature review. However, exhaustive answers to the research questions 
were not found. Therefore, the view on learning adopted in sales literature is examined 
next. Sales literature represents learning as an intrapersonal phenomenon and as it 
focuses on understanding salesperson learning, it is a natural part of the literature 
review. It was, however, concluded that literature on learning as an intrapersonal 
phenomenon does not significantly advance our understanding of learning as an 
everyday, contextual phenomenon.  
 

                                                 
9 As stated earlier, the Nordic school is characterised by the notion that all companies are service 
companies whatever industry they are operating within or whatever their product is – service is 
fundamental in all companies. Services marketing holds that companies producing services operate under 
different conditions than traditional goods-centred firms, which has implications on the marketing 
process. The difference between service marketing put forward by the Nordic School and services 
marketing is thus that within services, marketing services are regarded as ‘products’ that are provided to 
customers by service firms – services are the primary ‘units of exchange’ using the words of Vargo and 
Lusch (2004). Service marketing as understood from a Nordic school-perspective is a basic outlook on 
marketing and management, in which services are essential. Services are essential because they allow the 
organisation to interact and build long-term relationships with customers. This thesis focuses 
consequently on service marketing, but services marketing is of course included in the lines of reasoning. 
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Learning conceived of as an intra- or interorganisational phenomenon resides on a high 
level of aggregation. Some readers might be of the opinion that a literature review on 
intra- and interorganisational learning is misplaced in a thesis where the focus is on 
frontline contact persons learning about customers. However, there are several reasons 
for including them. Firstly, because literature on learning as an inter- and intrapersonal 
phenomenon does not give satisfactory answers to the research questions, there is a 
need to go beyond these streams of research. In fact, a major part of marketing research 
on learning focuses on the intraorganisational aspect. Hence, in order to conduct a 
comprehensive literature review, the intraorganisational dimension needs to be taken 
into account. Otherwise, an influential part of marketing literature on learning is 
neglected. The motivation for including a section on learning as an interorganisational 
phenomenon is that within this stream of research the construct of learning has been 
studied and related to concepts such as co-operation, communication and trust. These 
concepts are also relevant when studying learning from the perspective of frontline 
contact persons, and even though they do not provide comprehensive answers to the 
research questions, they further our understanding to a certain extent.           
 
After reading this second chapter, the reader should have a picture of the state of the art 
of research in marketing on knowledge and learning and an understanding of why a 
socio-cultural approach to learning contributes to service- and relationship marketing. 
This chapter does not result in a theoretical framework; rather it shows why there is a 
need for a complementary view on learning.          

2.1 Learning as an interpersonal phenomenon 

This part of the thesis focuses on the interpersonal aspect of learning, and thus on 
marketing literature that examines the direct interaction between frontline contact 
persons and customers. The common denominator of the contributions discussed here is 
thus that they focus on the dynamics between customers and frontline contact persons. 
The difference between the literature on intrapersonal learning (discussed in part 2.2) 
and interpersonal learning is that literature on learning as an interpersonal phenomenon 
focuses on dyadic interactions, where learning is conceived of as an implicit or explicit 
part of the interactions. Literature on intrapersonal learning typically conceptualises 
learning as a phenomenon that resides in the salesperson and where the customer is the 
object towards which learning is directed. 

2.1.1 Co-production of service  

Within service marketing, learning is typically mentioned in association with the notion 
of co-production. Service is always co-produced10 with the customer − without the 
customer there would be no service to perform. This line of reasoning has always been 
present in service marketing (e.g. Grönroos, 1978; 2000; Gummesson, 2002a; Eiglier & 
                                                 
10 Co-production and co-creation are sometimes used as synonyms. However, most scholars distinguish 
between the two concepts. Co-production refers to the technical making of a service, where the customer 
participates in the production of a service. Co-creation on the other hand often refers to the concept of 
value and the co-creation of value, i.e. co-creation refers to a process where the customer creates value for 
himself through the usage of a service provided by the company.   
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Langeard, 1988; Lehtinen & Lehtinen, 1991; Normann, 2000; 2001; Rytting, 2006) and 
recently the trend of regarding the customer as a co-producer in the marketing process 
has become even stronger. Especially the idea of customers and organisations co-
creating – not only service – but value (e.g. Grönroos, 2000; 2006; Gummesson, 2002; 
Normann & Ramiréz, 1994; Pralahad & Ramaswamy, 2004; Ravald & Grönroos, 1996; 
Vargo & Lusch, 2004; Wikström, 1996; Wikström & Normann, 1994) has gained a 
strong foothold in service marketing.  
 
Co-production is defined by Wikström (1996:10) as the social interaction between the 
customer and service provider that leads to adaptability with the purpose of attaining 
future value. However, co-production need not only be social interaction, but also 
technical interaction, e.g. self-service where the customer performs the service himself 
with the technical support of a service provider (cf. Grönroos, 2000:318). Wikström et 
al. (1998) label co-production as the new business logic and state that the ability of 
organisations to involve the customers and the customers’ knowledge into the 
organisational processes is of integral importance for securing future success and 
competitive advantage. Especially in new service development (Matthing et al., 2004) 
and service customisation (Gwinner, Bitner, Brown & Kumar, 2005), understanding 
customers and learning about customers are of major importance. Thus, it could be 
maintained that co-production as such embraces learning about customers.  
 
This brings us to the notion of customer involvement, i.e. the idea of involving 
customers in the development of services. In service research, customers are regarded as 
partial employees (Bowen, 1986; Mills & Morris, 1986), or in Gummesson’s terms 
(2002) as part-time marketers of the organisation, or in Toffler’s (1980) terms as 
prosumers (cf. also Michel, 1997:74-80). Thus, regarding the customer as a co-operator 
when developing and adapting service is not far fetched. Customer involvement11 is a 
phenomenon that has gained widespread interest in the context of service innovations 
and development (Alam, 2002; Alam & Perry, 2002; Edvardsson & Olsson, 1996; 
Gustafsson, Ekdahl & Edvardsson, 1999; von Hippel, e.g.1988; Matthing et al., 2004; 
Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004; Pitta & Franzak, 1996; Wikström, 1996) and it rests on 
the assumption that in order for a service provider to develop successful new services or 
to develop existing services, an in-depth understanding of the customer’s needs must be 
acquired. This means that the service provider has to learn from and with customers 
(Matthing et al., 2004). Thus, implicitly or explicitly, literature and research on service 
development adopt a learning perspective.  
 
However, there seems to be few contributions that explicitly study the learning 
dimension in new service development. The contribution that has the strongest focus on 
learning is Matthing et al. (2004). The authors study how learning with and from 
customers can facilitate new service development. They draw extensively on the stream 
of research, that in this thesis is labelled learning, as an intraorganisational phenomenon 
in order to support their lines of reasoning, e.g. Slater and Narver (1995), Sinkula 
(1994) Day (1994, 2002) and Hamel and Prahalad (1991) are referred to. However, how 
                                                 
11 I choose to use the customer involvement concept. However, researchers use a variety of concepts 
when referring to the same phenomenon. Thus, some use customer involvement, others use, e.g. 
consumer involvement (Pitta & Franzak, 1996), user involvement (Alam, 2002), or customer interaction 
(Gruner & Homburg, 2000).    
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learning with and from customers takes place remains unexplored and the closest to an 
explanation of what constitutes learning from and with customers is that customer 
interactions are ‘the essence of customer involvement’ (pg.492). Thus, one can assume 
that Matthing et al. (2004) further support the idea of customer interactions being the 
key to learning from and about customers.  
 
Another interesting contribution on customer involvement in new service development 
is provided by Lundkvist and Yakhlef (2004). They criticise the dominant information 
processing approach that assumes that information of needs is possessed by the 
customer, and the service provider should, in order to be successful in new service 
development, ‘draw’ the information from the customer. This implies that the service 
provider’s main challenge is to find information and to get the customer to transmit 
information. Lundkvist and Yakhlef (2004) take a different stance and seek to explore 
customer involvement from a conversational perspective. This means that they abandon 
the transfer theory of communication and the information processing approach in favour 
of a ‘conversational idiom’. At the core of Lundkvist’s and Yakhlef’s (2004) reasoning 
is the idea of conversation not just being a medium for transferring information, but a 
process during which knowledge is created. The implications on customer involvement 
are thus that customers are more than passive transmitters of information; that social 
bonds need to be established to customers and the customers need to be actively 
involved in terms of conversational exchanges, as conversations are the platforms for 
learning. Lundkvist’s and Yakhlef’s (2004) approach supports the basic notions adopted 
in this thesis: learning cannot be merely understood in terms of information processing 
or with the help of the transfer theory of communication.      
 
On the issue of understanding customer needs in service development, Korkman (2006) 
challenges the presumption that it is the needs of customers that are to be understood in 
order to successfully develop new services. Instead, Korkman (2006) argues that it is 
the practices of customers that marketers should learn about – ‘the voice of the 
customer’, e.g. as described by Griffin and Hauser (1993), does not tell us the whole 
truth. However, finding out what the customer does in practice in his everyday life has 
the potential to contribute with more accurate knowledge about customers. Korkman’s 
(2006) lines of reasoning capture the weak point of marketing: a strong belief in 
cognitivism. It is assumed that the customer is guided by rationalistic thinking, that 
customers are able to express their latent needs (cf. Matthing et al., 2004). Similarly, 
this literature review shows that it is typically assumed in marketing that learning about 
customers is purely cognitively driven and that it occurs in a linear and logical way.      
 
The issue of productivity and the economic rationale of involving the customer in the 
production of services play a substantive role in the literature on co-production (e.g. 
Bateson, 1985; Lovelock & Young, 1979; Mills & Morris, 1986; Ojasalo, 1999; 
Grönroos & Ojasalo, 2004). Customer participation is principally seen as a means for 
cutting costs. Grönroos and Ojasalo (2004) also argue that service productivity is a 
mutual learning experience and state that service productivity is frequently dependent 
on how the relationship between the service provider and the customer progresses. 
Relationships as such are learning experiences where two parties learn how to interact 
with each other. Knowing how to interact minimises mistakes, service failures and 
quality problems. Learning relationships are thus more productive and profitable.  
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In Ojasalo (1999:194), a model of the effects of learning relationships on service 
productivity is put forward. As the relationship matures the customer becomes more 
experienced of the service provider and the service processes. This has an affect on both 
internal as well as external efficiency. Internal efficiency leads to quicker and smoother 
service. This enables more intense customer participation, which in turn leads to even 
higher internal efficiency and improved perceived quality, i.e. external efficiency. 
External efficiency refers to the fact that customers learn what to expect, which leads to 
a better match between expectations and actual experiences. Naturally, the service 
provider also learns about the customer as the relationship continues. On the one hand, 
the service provider becomes more aware of the customer’s competence and can allow 
more intense customer participation, while on the other hand, the service provider learns 
more about customer-specific needs, wishes and expectations and can better customise 
the service. In conclusion, a mutual learning relationship promotes productivity.  
 
Ojasalo’s (1999) model of learning relationships builds on the assumption that learning 
occurs through interactions between the service provider and customer. The model 
gives a comprehensive picture of the outcomes – consequences – of learning 
relationships by taking both the service provider’s as well as the customer’s perspective 
into account. I agree that learning relationships are characterised by mutuality, but I 
choose in this study to explicitly explore learning about customers – not so much 
learning with customers, even though one is difficult to separate from the other. This 
implies, as earlier stated, that the customer’s learning process will not be studied. 
Furthermore, I am not focusing on the outcomes of learning, but rather on what it is and 
the form it takes. In conclusion, the underlying assumption of this thesis is that the 
better understanding frontline contact persons have about customers, the better their 
performance, the better the productivity and the service quality. However, it is not 
performance, productivity or quality per se that play the leading roles in this study – it is 
the fundamental nature of learning about customers that is to be explored: focus is not 
on what frontline contact persons should learn and why learning is important, but how 
frontline contact persons actually learn.   
 
Self-service technologies are often elaborated on when discussing co-production and 
productivity. Developments in technology have lead to the fact that customers 
themselves can produce certain services without directly interacting with the service 
provider. The role of technology in services has been subject to extensive research (e.g. 
Bitner, 2001) and it needs to be recognised here that services are not in the same sense 
controlled by the service provider as they used to be – services are increasingly being 
controlled by the customer as the customer performs the service himself irrespective of 
time and location (Heinonen, 2004). This constitutes a challenge. Learning about 
customers, as conceptualised in this thesis, proposes that learning is dependent on social 
interactions between the customer and frontline contact person. However, if the 
customer relies on technology for buying a service and performs the service himself, the 
concept of learning about customers, as put forward in this thesis, loses much of its 
importance. The effect of self-service technology on the learning process is, however, a 
research question that is excluded from the study and will not be further elaborated on.  
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2.1.2 Learning about customers through dialogue  

Communication is a key concept in service marketing, as well as relationship marketing 
literature, and it has been studied extensively. Logically, one could assume that learning 
and communication are intertwined. When examining service marketing and 
relationship marketing literature, the concept of dialogue is frequently associated with 
learning, which calls for a closer investigation into the link between the concepts.  
 
According to Peppers, Rogers and Dorf (1999:152) a learning relationship is ‘one that 
gets smarter with each interaction’ and they suggest that organisations should ‘initiate 
more dialogue with valuable customers’ in order to develop such relationships. They 
describe a dialogue to be ‘personalised messages on invoices, statements and 
envelopes’, salespersons signing ‘personal letters’, and having ‘the right people’ to call 
customers. This conception of what constitutes a dialogue is far from the Nordic school 
conception of a dialogue. According to the Nordic school, a customer relationship 
should be a two-way communication process, where both parties communicate and 
listen to each other (Finne, 2004; Grönroos, 2000; Lindberg-Repo, 2001; Lindberg-
Repo & Grönroos, 1998; Stenbacka, 1998). The stream of marketing research that 
focuses on relationship communication and the concept of dialogue dismiss the model 
of one-way communication, which is the mainstream marketing conception of 
communication (Ballantyne, 2004). Moreover, this view on communication abandons 
the traditional transfer theory of communication; in a dialogue there are no senders and 
receivers – only participants (cf. Finne, 2004; Grönroos, 2000:278).  
 
A dialogue can, in relationship marketing terms, be defined as an interactive process of 
reasoning together in order to achieve common goals (Ballantyne, 2000; 2003) or as ‘an 
interactive process of learning together’ (Ballantyne, 2004:114). Thus, in a true learning 
relationship, a dialogue is developed and both parties will influence each other mutually 
(Storbacka & Lehtinen, 2000). Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2004:23) describe a dialogue 
as an empathetic understanding of the customer’s experience and they imply that a 
dialogue is ‘shared learning and communication between two equal problem solvers’ 
(italics in the original). Prahalad’s and Ramaswamy’s view of what constitutes a 
dialogue adds an important dimension to the discussion, which is also inherent in 
relationship marketing literature, that the parties involved in a dialogue are equals. 
Consequently, the concept of dialogue is loaded with a positive meaning and it is 
viewed as a process where two equal parties engage in interactions and learn about each 
other through communication. Hence, a dialogue requires learning and learning requires 
a dialogue. As Grönroos (2004) states: the purpose of a dialogue is for two parties to 
develop a mutual understanding, and inversely, the sharing and creation of knowledge 
require that a dialogue between the parties exists.   
 
A dialogue is characterised by a willingness to listen to each other and by an ability to 
discuss (Grönroos, 2000:278). Through listening, the frontline contact person attempts 
to elicit useful information about the customer – listening is implicitly a part of the 
concept of dialogue (cf. Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004) and thus, it can also be argued 
to be a part of learning. There is little research on listening skills in a sales or service 
setting (Castleberry & Shepherd, 1993; Comer & Drollinger, 1999), even though 
listening may be the single most important skill that a frontline contact person can 
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possess (Moore, Eckrich & Carlson, 1986)12. One could assume that the dialogue 
between the customer and frontline contact person is dependent on the listening abilities 
of the frontline contact person. 
 
Listening abilities are linked to empathy (Comer & Drollinger, 1999). Prahalad and 
Ramaswamy (2004) argue that empathy is a fundamental part of a dialogue – a dialogue 
entails ‘empathetic understanding built around experiencing what consumers 
experience, and recognising the emotional, social, and cultural context of experiences’ 
(pg.23). Empathy is a concept frequently used in sales and service marketing literature, 
as it is argued that empathetic frontline contact persons provide better service and 
ultimately, empathetic frontline contact persons perform better (Comer & Drollinger, 
1999). This can be related to Gummesson's (1992:179) argument that ‘there is a need 
for care, compassion, ethics, tacit understanding, intuition, insights – i.e., love (italic in 
the original) in the wide sense of the word’ within service. He maintains that the ‘love 
factor’ is an important determinant of service quality. Moreover, he argues that service 
needs to be seen from a ‘deeper humanistic perspective.’ Gummesson’s concept of ‘love 
in the wide sense of the word’ is another expression for empathy, and he clearly 
associates the ‘love factor’ to the service provider’s understanding of customers. It 
could be argued that learning about customers is not possible without some degree of 
empathy.      
 
Interaction guided by a dialogue is about developing trust, which facilitates learning 
(Ballantyne, 2004). A dialogue could hence be characterised as the ultimate goal of all 
communication seen from a relationship-oriented perspective. Lindberg-Repo (2001) 
labels this phase of a customer relationship as a stage of connectedness. As the 
connectedness between the customer and service provider is strengthened, it becomes 
easier to listen to the customer and to increase the knowledge of issues important for 
them (Lindberg-Repo & Grönroos, 2004) – a stage of connectedness thus also 
reinforces learning about customers. Through connectedness, the service provider gains 
a deeper understanding of the customer. In Ballantyne's (2004) words, relationship 
specific knowledge is constructed. Relationship specific knowledge is specific 
knowledge about how to deal with one another, which has been created through 
interactions. This knowledge is constantly co-created and updated in a relationship.  
 
In conclusion, a dialogue can be seen as an element of learning about customers and 
communication as a fundamental aspect of the learning process. In service and 
relationship marketing research, the dialogue between the customer and company has a 
status as the main driving force of learning about customers. However, what a dialogue 
involves, besides interaction, communication and empathy, is unclear. For example, the 
way spoken language and socially and culturally established discourses affect the 
dialogue are not studied. A more nuanced understanding of communication is thus 
needed and a more explicit understanding of what learning about customers actually is, 
and how it takes place.       

                                                 
12 Listening has been found to be positively correlated with customers’ trust in salespersons, satisfaction 
and desire to maintain the relationship (Ramsey & Sohi, 1997). Moreover, it has been found that failure in 
listening is strongly related to sales failure (Ingram, Schwepker & Hutson, 1992). 
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2.1.3 The role theory perspective on service encounters 

As will be shown, the majority of research on learning within marketing are implicitly 
or explicitly characterised by a strong cognitive focus. Learning is seen as a distinct 
process that occurs in the brain of the individual or it is seen as organisational 
information processing. Some contributions – mainly relationship marketing literature 
on customer-seller dialogues and service marketing literature on co-production – hold a 
constructivist epistemology of knowledge. This suggests that these contributions, 
although cognitively focused, recognise the fact that individuals do not passively 
register perceptions – the individual actively constructs knowledge (cf. Tynjälä, 1999; 
Säljö, 2000:56). However, what is largely missing from the marketing literature on 
learning is a contextual understanding of learning about customers. Seen from this 
perspective, the work of Solomon, Surprenant, Czepiel and Gutman (1985) become 
interesting. They conceptualise the service encounter as consisting of dyadic, human 
interactions that can be described as role performances. In line with the Nordic school, 
Solomon et al. (1985) view the service encounter as a form of social exchange that is 
reciprocal and interactive. Most interestingly, however, is that Solomon et al. view the 
nature of the service encounter as defined and agreed upon collectively by society – not 
by individuals. This means that ritualised behaviour patterns guide the encounter – each 
party has learned a set of behaviours that are appropriate for the specific situation. The 
behaviours are thus historically, culturally, and socially defined.   
 
From a role theory perspective, it can be asserted that each participant in the encounter 
has a role to play. Role theory emphasises that individuals learn behaviours that are 
appropriate in relation to their position in society. A service setting requires that 
frontline contact persons adopt a relatively standardised set of behaviours that match 
their roles. However, not only the frontline contact person has a role to play – also the 
customer takes on a role in different service settings. Thus, customers adopt different 
roles in a car service and a car sales setting.   
 
Roles are always learned and if the occupational role of a frontline contact person is 
salient, commitment to the role should be strong. Thus, giving good service – or being a 
‘good’ frontline contact person – will matter. However, what is regarded as ‘good’ is 
socio-culturally defined. Hence, the desire to perform a role well is dependent on the 
sense of responsibility that stems from being a member of a group – group membership 
obligates the frontline contact person to act in line with the role defined by his position 
in the group. Moreover, the role is also formed by cultural and historical expectations. 
One could assert that each role is accompanied by role expectations, i.e. expected 
behaviours, privileges, and obligations. Role expectations hence form service scripts 
(cf. Grove & Fisk, 1983). Similarly as role theory, script-theory is not new to marketing 
and has been used extensively, e.g. in sales research. A script is a learned sequence of 
events that guide behaviour in specific situations. Roles and scripts thus walk hand in 
hand. However, the concept of role is derived from sociology as the concept of script is 
used in cognitive psychology. 
  
The role theory perspective opens up new ways of thinking about the service encounter. 
Instead of viewing service encounters as phenomena separated from a social and 
cultural context – as separated from society as a whole, the role theory perspective puts 
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forward the notion of frontline contact persons adopting roles and learning to meet 
expectations that are socio-culturally embedded. Learning according to the role theory 
perspective should be related to society as a whole. However, what is missing from the 
role theory perspective is an explicit elaboration on the concept of learning about 
customers. In a sense, the role theory perspective on service encounters focuses merely 
on how frontline contact persons learn roles, not on how they learn about customers. 
There is, thus, room for extending the socio-cultural lines of reasoning.      

2.1.4 How does marketing literature on interpersonal learning enhance our 
understanding of the nature of learning about customers? 

Literature on learning as an interpersonal phenomenon focuses on the interactions 
between customers and frontline contact persons, customers and service providers. It is 
maintained that learning takes place in the interactions between the customer and the 
frontline contact person/service provider. Learning and knowledge are recognised as 
utterly important; however, the nature of learning is not explicitly dealt with. Learning 
remains an abstract phenomenon described in general terms; there are no empirical 
studies directly investigating learning about customers, and learning is seldom or never 
studied as an independent phenomenon.  
 
The stream of research depicted in Figure 3 referred to learning as a dialogue, 
incorporates a dyadic, relational dimension; however, it does not consider learning 
about customers as being a phenomenon situated in a larger socio-cultural context. 
Learning is confined to the interactions and the dialogue between the customer and the 
frontline contact person. The concepts of dialogue, relationship communication and 
empathy are indeed important for understanding learning about customers. However, I 
see a possibility of further deepening the study of communication by examining 
language and language use. Communication, the use of language and learning are 
intrinsically intertwined, but service and relationship marketing have so far not 
explicitly dealt with these issues. 

Figure 3. Learning about customers as a dialogue 

 

The role theory perspective (Figure 4) incorporates the larger socio-cultural context into 
the discussion on customer interactions. The role theory perspective holds that frontline 
contact persons adopt roles that have been defined by society and they learn to behave 
according to the positions they occupy in society. However, the role theory perspective 
fails to capture the nature of learning about customers. It contains a notion of frontline 
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contact persons learning service scripts associated with a specific role, but how frontline 
contact persons learn as a part of their everyday work is not discussed. It can be 
assumed that roles guide the way frontline contact persons learn about customers. 
However, this interesting issue is not put forward and how learning about customers 
takes place is not elaborated on. 

Figure 4. Learning about customers as a role performance 

 

2.2 Learning as an intrapersonal phenomenon 

There is a vast amount of literature that focuses explicitly on the individual, 
intrapersonal learning of frontline contact persons: sales literature. Sales literature takes 
a strong interest in how salespersons learn about customers and how salespersons learn 
to sell. In the following parts, literature on adaptive selling behaviour and the related 
concepts of learning and performance orientation are elaborated on. These streams of 
sales research focus explicitly on learning issues. Literature on the training of 
salespersons and the like is omitted, as it goes beyond the scope of the thesis.  

2.2.1 Adaptive selling  

The theoretical origins of the concept of adaptive selling behaviour can be traced to 
cognitive psychology, to research on how individuals adapt to new environments (Park 
& Holloway, 2003). However, the concept adaptive selling behaviour was coined by 
Weitz et al. (1986) and they define it as ‘the altering of sales behaviours during a 
customer interaction or across customer interactions based on the perceived information 
about the nature of the selling situation’ (pg. 175). Thus, the salesperson’s ability to 
interpret the sales situation and the customer, and his ability to change his behaviour in 
a manner that suits the situation and appeals to the customer, determines the extent to 
which a salesperson succeeds in his task.  
 
Adaptive selling behaviour has been an issue in personal selling literature since the 
1960s (Park & Holloway, 2003). An array of contributions (e.g. Chonko, Jones, Roberts 
& Dubinsky, 2002; Kohli, Shervani & Challagalla, 1998; Knowles, Grove & Keck, 
1994; Lambert, MacIntosh, Anglin, Szymanski & Gentry, 1992; Leigh & McGraw, 
1989; Park & Holloway, 2003; Porter & Inks, 2000; Shepherd & Rentz, 1990) based on 
the adaptive selling-approach has emerged in the aftermath of the seminal work of 
Weitz et al. (1986) and Sujan et al. (1994). The interest in adaptive selling leads back to 
the notion that a salesperson’s ability to modify behaviour leads to better performance 
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(Spiro & Weitz, 1990; Sujan, Weitz & Sujan, 1988). This link has been extensively 
studied and the results have been conflicting to a certain extent, as the construct of 
performance has been defined and measured in different ways. However, a recent study 
by Park and Holloway (2003) shows convincing results that there exists a positive 
relation between adaptive selling behaviour and performance. Next, I will summarise 
the main points of this stream of literature. 
 
The article by Weitz et al. (1986) is a seminal contribution within the field of personal 
selling. However, in Weitz (1978) and Weitz (1981) the foundation for the concept of 
adaptive selling is laid. In Weitz (1978) the ISTEA-model – the impression, strategy, 
transmission, evaluation, and adjustment-model – is put forward. The model suggests 
that a salesperson’s success is related to the following activities: 1) developing 
impressions, 2) formulating strategies, 3) transmitting messages, 4) evaluating reactions, 
and 5) making appropriate adjustments. The sequence of activities starts when the 
customer recognises a need – thus, the model considers salesperson performance after 
contact with a specific customer has been made. In the first phase, impression 
formation, the salesperson forms an impression by combining existing knowledge with 
information derived from interaction with the customer. Information about the customer 
can be derived, e.g. from examining possible past interactions with the customer or by 
observing the customer. Thereafter, the salesperson analyses his impression and 
develops a communication strategy. The third activity, transmission of message, occurs 
as the salesperson delivers the message and evaluates its effect by observing the 
customer. On the basis of these evaluations, the salesperson finally makes adjustments, 
if needed, by reformulating his impression of the customer, selecting a new strategy or 
formulating a new message. Weitz (1978) argues that the ISTEA-model diverges from 
the transfer theory of communication; however, I question this statement as I see it as a 
typical example of how the transfer theory of communication and information 
processing theory are used within marketing research. The model is based on an 
ontological base that does not coincide with the one adopted in this study.  
 
In Weitz (1981), a contingency framework of the effectiveness of sales interactions is 
proposed. The behaviour of the salesperson and the salesperson’s resources are the basic 
elements. The salesperson’s resources refer to the salesperson’s knowledge about 
customers and products, and the abilities of the salesperson. Also here, Weitz (1981:94) 
emphasises information acquisition about and from customers: ‘the salesperson must 
spend time during interaction to collect information from the customer’.  
 
In Weitz et al. (1986) the relationship between the practice of adaptive selling and 
selling effectiveness is studied. The nature of the selling environment and the 
capabilities (cf. ‘abilities’ in Weitz, 1981) of salespersons are proposed to be 
moderators. The nature of the selling environment refers to the resources provided by 
the organisation, while capabilities refer to the knowledge and information collection 
skills the salesperson possesses. This means that in order to practice adaptive selling 
successfully, salespersons need elaborate knowledge structures of sales situations, 
behaviours and contingencies that link behaviour to situations. In order to obtain these, 
the salespersons need to be skilful in collecting information about customers and to 
relate existing knowledge acquired in previous sales situations to the present one.  
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It is evident that Weitz. et al. (1986) are inspired by cognitive psychology and they 
elaborate in detail on salespersons’ knowledge about customers. The authors use a 
categorical model of memory, which means that they view a salesperson’s knowledge 
as consisting of categories – or cognitive structures – that represent organised and 
interrelated knowledge about a domain. Categories consist of two types of knowledge: 
declarative and procedural knowledge. Declarative knowledge refers to a set of facts or 
knowledge about ‘things’, e.g. Mr X prefers red cars and hates yellow cars. Procedural 
knowledge consists of heuristics or patterns of action that help the salesperson cope 
with a certain situation, e.g. when Mr X visits the store one should start by asking how 
his dog is doing. Thus, declarative knowledge provides the basis for understanding and 
interpreting situations, whereas procedural knowledge guides behaviour.  
 
The importance of categorisation is heavily emphasised. Weitz et al. (1986) assert that 
people generally divide their world into categories in which people, objects or events 
belonging to the category can be treated similarly and differentiated from people, 
objects or events belonging to another category. Categorisation enables salespersons to 
cope with a complex environment; when confronting different customers and situations, 
a salesperson can categorise them on the basis of similarity to other customers and 
situations and then retrieve declarative and procedural knowledge from their memory 
about how to deal with that specific category. The core idea is that instead of reacting to 
each situation as if it was totally new, salespersons store experiences, categorise them 
and apply them when confronting new customers and new situations. Weitz et al. (1986) 
propose that categorised knowledge of selling situations is critical for adaptive selling. 
Categorisation can be seen as a result of a contextualised understanding of customers; 
however, it is a cognitively driven theory with an underlying rationalistic epistemology 
of knowledge. Nonetheless, it could be combined with the socio-cultural approach to 
provide a broader picture of how frontline contact persons learn.    
 
Another assumption made by Weitz et al. (1986) is that the knowledge structures of 
effective and ineffective salespersons differ. They propose that the effectiveness of 
adaptive selling increases with the number of sales situation categories that are available 
in the salesperson’s long-term memory. However, it is not only the number of 
categories that affect the effectiveness of adaptive selling behaviour, but also how the 
categories are organised in memory. It is claimed that effective salespersons have 
hierarchically organised knowledge structures, where abstract or general knowledge are 
placed at the top followed by more detailed knowledge. Thus, when confronting a sales 
situation, the salesperson labels the situation/customer as, e.g. ‘not at all interested in 
cars’ and when the salesperson learns more about the customer he places the customer 
into the category ‘willing to spend at a maximum 15 000 euros’ – and the chain of 
categories continues. According to Weitz et al. (1986), effective salespersons tend hence 
to have a well-established repertoire of selling strategies linked to their sales situation 
categories. This is a typical cognitive explanation of what drives the actions of frontline 
contact persons, which gives a picture of the frontline contact person as a computer − 
rational, systematic and indifferent to the context, in which he is embedded. The schema 
and script models have been put under scrutiny by various authors. Porter and Inks 
(2000) do not see a direct relationship between schematic knowledge, adaptive selling 
and sales performance − they propose that the relationship may be mediated by 
learning. Macintosh et al. (1992) call for a greater emphasis on the interactive nature of 
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sales encounters. In the same vein, Morgan and Stoltman (1990) argue that the 
characteristics of sales situations and customers must be examined in order to 
understand adaptive selling. In other words, the context of learning needs to be studied.        
 
In order for a salesperson to be able to categorise customers/situations, they interpret 
cues. Adaptive salespersons categorise sales situations according to attributes – or cues 
– that suggest appropriate selling strategies. Weitz et al. (1986) strongly stress that 
salespersons who are ineffective at adaptive selling are likely to categorise customers on 
the basis of surface attributes such as title, style of dress, gender, etc. Effective adaptive 
selling should, however, rely on cues that are related to underlying characteristics. 
Weitz et al. (1986) do not specify what is meant by ‘underlying characteristics’, but 
state that ‘the effectiveness of adaptive selling increases with the degree to which 
salespersons classify sales situations in terms of underlying characteristics, such as the 
effect of sales approaches, rather than surface characteristics’.  
 
In conclusion, adaptive selling behaviour is basically about a salesperson’s capability to 
learn about customers. Learning is conceptualised in terms of information acquisition, 
categorisation, detection of cues and altering of cognitive structures, i.e. mental models. 
In other words, learning is considered a purely cognitive process, where little effort is 
devoted to understanding learning as situated in a context. The social aspect of learning 
is neglected. Interestingly, in Turley and Geiger (2006) the cognitive selling paradigm is 
discussed and they argue that personal selling literature needs to be complemented by a 
‘fresh research trajectory’. The authors illustrate the findings of their study in a 
framework of ‘salesperson relational learning’, which is structured into the antecedents 
of relational learning, the learning process and the outcomes of relational learning. The 
antecedents of learning are the personal disposition of the salesperson and the kind of 
teaching mechanisms the organisation provides, such as on-the-job training and 
mentoring. The learning process is described as personal, anchored in action, 
contextual, natural and open-ended. The relational learning process results in knowledge 
about customers and it transforms both the learner and the customer relationship.  
 
The findings of Turley and Geiger (2006) show another side of learning than the one 
typically found within sales and marketing literature. The findings of the study by 
Turley and Geiger (2006) are in line with the findings of this study. In Chapter 6, the 
study of Turley and Geiger (2006) is contrasted to the findings of the present study.       

2.2.2 Learning orientation and performance orientation    

In the article of 199413, Sujan et al. argue that the extent to which a salesperson learns is 
connected to the psychological orientation of the salesperson, i.e. if the salesperson has 
learning or performance goals. The concepts of learning and performance orientation 
are adopted from the work of Senge (1990), who proposes that learning organisations 
will outperform performance-oriented organisations. Sujan et al. (1994) base their 
propositions to a large extent on Senge’s ideas and they come to the conclusion that ‘a 
learning salesperson’ converges with Senge’s prescriptions for ‘a learning organisation’. 
                                                 
13 The article of Sujan et al. (1994) is an extended version of their initial thoughts presented in Sujan 
(1986) and Sujan, Weitz and Sujan (1988). 
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A learning goal directs salespersons to learn – to improve their abilities and master their 
tasks. Salespersons that have learning goals are thus characterised by a learning 
orientation, which refers to the fact that the salesperson enjoys the process of 
discovering how to sell effectively and enjoys the feeling of mastering his work. Also, 
as shown by Kairisto-Mertanen (2003), salespersons with a learning orientation are 
more adaptive. Salespersons with a learning orientation are attracted to challenging 
sales situations and try to learn from their mistakes – they feel that the job allows 
personal growth and they have an intrinsic interest in their work (cf. Weitz et al., 1986; 
Spiro & Weitz, 1990). Salespersons with performance goals strive to achieve positive 
evaluations of their current knowledge, abilities and performance from others, i.e. 
colleagues and managers – they have thus an extrinsic interest in their work. 
Salespersons with a performance orientation are reluctant to experiment with new 
approaches, as they fear that these will lead to poor outcomes and negative evaluations. 
Therefore, performance-oriented salespersons avoid challenging sales situations.   
 
Sujan et al. (1994) continue by elaborating on the concepts of ‘working smart’ and 
‘working hard’. Working smart refers to ‘behaviours that are directed toward 
developing knowledge about sales situations and utilising this knowledge in sales 
situations’ (Sujan et al., 1994:40). Moreover, working smart implies that the salesperson 
plans and has the confidence (cf. Spiro & Weitz, 1990) to engage in a variety of sales 
behaviours and activities. Working hard, on the other hand, refers to the overall amount 
of effort salespersons devote to their work and their persistence in doing so. The authors 
tie the framework together by proposing that a learning orientation motivates 
salespersons to work both smart and hard, as a performance orientation motivates 
people to work hard. The propositions were tested by a questionnaire directed to 
salespersons and the findings suggest that there is a significant positive relation between 
salesperson productivity and a learning orientation.             
 
The core lines of reasoning of Sujan et al. (1994) are that the individual orientation of a 
salesperson towards learning or performance directs the way the salesperson performs 
his job. Interesting is the notion of intrinsic and extrinsic interests and how the 
salesperson’s attitude towards selling affects performance. The link between learning 
about customers and the orientation of the salesperson has not, however, been studied. 
One could assume that the personal orientation of frontline contact persons would have 
an influence on the nature of learning about customers.  

2.2.3 How does marketing literature on intrapersonal learning enhance our 
understanding of the nature of learning about customers? 

The aim of marketing research related to intrapersonal learning is to uncover the ‘pure’ 
learning process, which occurs in the brain. In short, this stream of research strives to 
explain how cognitive structures and scripts are organised and how selling can be more 
effective when altering the mental models of salespersons. The nature of the selling 
environment, the capabilities or resources of the salesperson and the orientation of the 
salesperson is seen as influencing the interpretation of cues, the categorisation process, 
and the acquisition and evaluation of information (see Figure 5). The transfer theory of 
communication, i.e. the idea of signals being transmitted from a sender to a receiver, has 
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a prominent role. The typical assumption is that the customer sends signals to a 
salesperson, who is the receiver interpreting and acting upon them.  
 
Research on adaptive selling behaviour is guided by cognitivism and especially by 
cognitive constructivism; a stream of research on learning that will be presented in the 
next chapter. Salespersons are seen as being driven by and being dependent on their 
mental models. This view on learning about customers focuses on the mental processes 
of the salesperson; the interactive and contextual aspects of learning are largely 
abandoned. However, emerging sales research suggests that viewing learning about 
customers as an action-based and contextual phenomenon would be beneficial (Geiger 
& Turley, 2006; Turley & Geiger, 2005).   
 

Figure 5. Learning about customers from an intrapersonal learning perspective 

 

2.3 Learning as an intraorganisational phenomenon 

There is a major body of marketing literature that investigates how an organisation 
processes market information and what makes some organisations more successful than 
others in doing this (Day, 1994; 2000; 2002; Baker & Sinkula, 1999; Kohli & Jaworski, 
1990; Jaworski & Kohli, 1993; Sinkula, 1994; Slater & Narver, 1995). Some of the 
research has adopted models and concepts from organisational learning theory (e.g. 
Wikström, Lundkvist & Beckérus, 1998) and have placed them into a marketing 
context; some of the contributions aim directly at merging marketing with 
organisational learning theory (e.g. Sinkula, 1994).  
 
Organisational learning literature has traditionally taken an intraorganisational 
perspective on learning. One of the earliest contributions to literature on organisational 
learning is provided by Cyert and March (1963), who define organisational learning as a 
process by which organisations as collectives learn through interaction with the 
environment. This means that organisations should align with their environment and see 
it as a source of input. This discussion implies that learning is often conceived of as a 
process taking place within the boundaries of the organisation, where the input comes 
from outside and is processed within the boundaries. The organisation as a whole is 
seen as an active, information-processing entity (cf. Morgan, 1997) that acts on a 
relatively static environment − the environment influences learning to some extent. 
However, the environment, as seen within this stream of research, is not a synonym to 
context as put forward within the socio-cultural approach. Learning about customers 
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seen from a socio-cultural perspective is not influenced by the context; it is part of the 
context. Learning and context are intertwined and there are no sharp boundaries. This 
notion clearly separates the socio-cultural approach from the streams of research 
outlined in the following sections.  
 
When examining marketing literature on learning, one runs into the concept of market 
orientation. Learning is typically connected to the concept of market orientation. Kohli 
and Jaworski (1990) view market orientation as composed of three sets of activities: 1) 
organisation-wide generation of market intelligence, 2) dissemination of market 
intelligence, and 3) organisation-wide responsiveness to market intelligence. These 
activities can be seen as part of learning on an intraorganisational level. The generation 
of market intelligence, i.e. the generation of information about customers, competitors 
and other environmental factors, is the starting point. It goes beyond surveys and other 
formal sources; intelligence is also generated through informal means, e.g. through 
discussions with customers. Thereafter, intelligence needs to be disseminated, i.e. 
communicated to all parts of the organisation and finally, action needs to be taken in 
response to intelligence that has been generated and disseminated. Kohli and Jaworski 
(1990) and Jaworski and Kohli (1993) treat the organisation as an information-
processing entity, similarly to Cyert and March (1963). The individuals that are actually 
learning about customers are largely ignored and the organisation and its environment 
are treated as separated entities. The work of Kohli and Jaworski (1990) reflect an ideal 
picture of an organisational learning process directed at generating market information.   
 
Slater and Narver (1995), on the other hand, explore the norms and values that 
encourage market orientation, i.e. they view market orientation from an organisational 
culture perspective (Kirca, Jayachandran & Bearden, 2005). Slater and Narver (1995) 
state that ‘for a business to maximize its ability to learn about markets, creating a 
market orientation is only a start’. In order for an organisation to be a learning 
organisation it has to be complemented by organisational structures and processes for 
learning; ‘a market orientation is inherently a learning orientation’ (Slater & Narver, 
1995:67). The lines of reasoning of Slater and Narver (1995) capture one of the aspects 
that are emphasised in this thesis: the organisation and the immediate environment 
where learning about customers takes place are interlinked. However, I see a need to 
further elaborate on the meaning of culture for learning about customers and to expand 
the concept of culture. Culture as viewed in this thesis is not confined to organisational 
culture, but it refers to culture in general at different levels of aggregation. Important is 
the notion that culture and context in general are not seen as a type of independent 
variable influencing learning − when we learn we always learn as a part of a cultural 
context.  
 
Slater and Narver (1995) draw strongly on the work of Sinkula (1994). Sinkula (1994) 
explores the relationship between market information processing and organisational 
learning. He adopts the definition on organisational learning originally put forward by 
Huber (1991:90): 
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Knowledge acquisition is the process by which knowledge is obtained. Information 
distribution is the process by which information from different sources is shared and 
thereby leads to new information or understanding. Information interpretation is the 
process by which distributed information is given one or more commonly understood 
interpretation. Organisational memory is the means by which knowledge is stored for 
future use.       

 
The definition on learning adopted by Sinkula (1994) reflects the core of this stream of 
research. Learning is typically seen as an organisational process that can be divided into 
stages. Important in the learning process is the sharing, distribution or dissemination of 
information − thus, learning takes place on different levels. Interpretation of information 
occurs as a separate process after information has been distributed. In order to preserve 
information, organisational memory is needed. Hence, this stream of research holds that 
an organisation as a whole is able to learn. The individuals involved in the learning 
process are, however, not recognised and the context, in which learning is situated, is 
seen as passive. Hence, the learning process is conceptualised as a rather mechanistic 
and linear phenomenon. The notion that in order to understand learning in organisations 
it is necessary to understand how individuals learn, has been partly neglected.   
 
Wikström et al. (1998) state that the organisation’s knowledge base can be strengthened 
through breaking both the internal and the external boundaries of the organisation 
(Wikström, Normann, Anell, Ekvall, Forslin & Skärvad, 1994). However, in contrast to 
previous contributions, the authors propose explicitly that the knowledge base can be 
further developed by incorporating the customer into the activities of the organisation. 
Thus, the boundary between the customer and the organisation becomes fuzzy and the 
customer relationship becomes interactive rather than passive. The foundation of ‘the 
interactive logic’ (Wikström et al., 1994; Wikström, 1996; Wikström et al., 1998) is 
learning. This stream of research does not explicitly elaborate on how learning about 
customers takes place. It focuses rather on why learning is important and what benefits 
it entails, in line with Day (1994; 2000; 2002). Wikström and her colleagues are 
apparently influenced by Nonaka’s (Nonaka, 1994; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995) and 
Senge’s work (1990), as they do not only refer to their work, but they also adopt a 
systems approach to learning (Wikström & Normann, 1994; Wikström et al., 1998).  
      
In contrast to Sinkula (1994) and Wikström and Normann (1994), Day (2002) 
recognises the role of the frontline contact persons in learning about customers. In Day 
(2002) market sensing and sense making are put forward as the keys to market learning. 
The market learning process starts with sensing activities, e.g. an inquiry or some piece 
of information that triggers the collection and distribution of information about 
customers’ needs, expectations and requirements. Thereafter, the sense-making 
activities begin and information is interpreted, thereafter the cumulative insights are 
stored into the memory of the organisation in order to be retrieved when needed. Market 
sensing is dependent on different factors, of which listening to the frontlines is of major 
importance. The idea of listening to the frontlines is about motivating the frontline 
contact persons to inform management on a systematic basis.  
 
Market sensing is about generating market information, as sense making is about 
interpreting it. Day (2002) argues that the key to effective sense making is the 
development of ‘mutually informed mental models’ throughout the organisation. Mental 
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models serve as filters, through which market information passes. Day (2002) maintains 
that unexamined, implicit mental models should be made explicit if possible, in order 
for the organisation to avoid pitfalls.              
 
The ideas of Day (1994; 2000; 2002) have a lot in common with the work of Kohli and 
Jaworski (1990), Jaworski and Kohli (1993), Sinkula (1994) and Slater and Narver 
(1995). Day (1994; 2000; 2002) views the learning process from an aggregated, 
cognitivist perspective and divides the learning process into traditional stages of 
acquisition, interpretation and dissemination of information. However, in contrast to 
Sinkula (1994) for example, Day recognises the role of the frontline contact persons in 
the learning process. The work of Day (1994; 2000; 2002) is useful, in the way that it 
provides the big picture of how things should be done in organisations. However, my 
core question still is ‘what happens in the practices of frontline contact persons and how 
is learning about customers present in their everyday work?’       

2.3.1 How does marketing literature on intraorganisational learning 
enhance our understanding of the nature of learning about customers? 
Marketing research focusing on learning as an intraorganisational phenomenon 
conceptualises learning as a construct that resides on a high level of aggregation; 
learning is seen as a phenomenon that resides on an organisational level – it is the 
organisation as an entity that learns and it is the organisation that processes 
information. Thus, this stream of research adopts a systems approach to learning. 
Contributions within this stream of marketing research treat learning as a linear process 
that starts with the acquisition of information, thereafter information is processed and 
ultimately stored into organisational memory (Day, 2002; Sinkula, 1994; Kohli & 
Jaworski, 1990), see Figure 6. Knowledge is treated as a commodity – as something 
mechanical, which can be captured, shared, stored and retained.  
 
Learning as conceptualised within this stream of marketing literature (cf. Day, 2002; 
Kohli & Jaworski, 1990; Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004) is detached from what are 
typically described as the main sources of information about customers (e.g. Chonko et 
al., 2003, Turley & Geiger, 2006): the individual frontline contact persons and the 
interactions between customers and frontline contact persons. Thus, a very integral 
component of learning tends to be missing − the human, interactive component. Thus, 
the question remains: what is learning about customers and how does it take place in 
everyday practices? Stating that learning about customers takes place through the 
acquisition, interpretation, dissemination and storage of information is not enough as it 
firstly, does not take the individual learner into account and secondly, it is focused on a 
purely cognitive view on learning. The socio-cultural aspect of learning about customers 
is neglected. Knowledge is seen as something that resides in the organisation; it regards 
the organisation as an entity separated from the larger socio-cultural context and as 
separated from the individuals. Hence, it offers a dehumanised view on how learning 
takes place. The type of learning that is dealt with within literature on intra-
organisational learning is different from the type of learning that this thesis seeks to 
understand. It examines the organisation from ‘above’ – not from the inside.  
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Figure 6. Learning about customers from an intraorganisational learning perspective 

 

2.4 Learning as an interorganisational phenomenon  
Learning can be viewed as an interorganisational phenomenon, which takes place 
between organisations, e.g. in buyer-supplier relationships. The core idea is that 
knowledge can be shared between organisations. In this part of the thesis, 
interorganisational learning is discussed from two theoretical perspectives: the view on 
learning put forward by the Interaction and Network approach (INA) and the view on 
learning adopted in interorganisational relationship marketing14.  
 
There are two general factors that influence learning within a dyad: firstly, the 
characteristics of the two parties and secondly, the type of relationship (Håkansson, 
Havila & Pedersen, 1999). The more the parties show interest and are prepared to learn 
as well as teach, the more benefits there are to be derived from the relationship. Also, 
the more complementary the resources, activities and actors, the more advantages there 
are to be found within a relationship. Concerning the type of relationship, some might 
state that the more standardised the product, the less need there is for learning (e.g. 
Håkansson et al., 1999). However, one could also state that the more standardised the 
product, the more need there is for learning about customers. As the core offering is 
standardised, the seller needs to learn about the customer’s practices in order to 
differentiate the offering. Through learning about the customer’s everyday life, the 
seller can create an offering that supports the customer’s practices.      
 
Another important variable for explaining the extent of learning, according to 
Håkansson et al. (1999), is the age of the relationship. There are two opposite views on 
the effect of age on learning. The first view maintains that a new relationship always 
entails the possibility to acquire and share new or different knowledge that could not be 
acquired otherwise. The second view argues that trust is developed over time and there 
must be a certain level of closeness before any deeper learning can occur. Thus, in order 
for a relationship to become close, both parties have to demonstrate trust and 
commitment.  
 
A central concept, both within the INA and interorganisational relationship marketing, 
is trust. There seems to be a link between trust and learning. However, very few studies 
focus on that specific correlation. The study of Selnes and Sallis (2003) was the only 

                                                 
14 Interorganisational relationship marketing is a concept that is put forward by Möller & Halinen (2000). 
Besides Möller & Halinen (2000), a classification of different streams of relationship marketing research 
has been conducted, e.g. Brodie, Coviello, Brookes and Little (1997) and Grönroos and Strandvik (1997).   
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one that was found to explicitly explore this connection. The study showed some 
interesting results concerning the relationship between trust and learning: high levels of 
trust were found to reduce firstly, the level of learning and secondly, performance. 
According to this study, companies should avoid high levels of trust and strive for 
moderate-trust relationships. High trust may, according to Selnes and Sallis (2003), lead 
to the avoidance of negative information about the other party, as it might signal dislike 
and risk the relationship. Another source of hidden costs is that the seller becomes 
‘lazy’, due to the non-existent uncertainties and risks – the control mechanisms against 
opportunistic behaviour become weak. The third source of cost is lost creativity because 
of too much congruence between the parties. 
 
Similarly as the INA, contributions within interorganisational relationship marketing 
focus on buyer-supplier interactions and relationships. When organisations form 
relationships with a few suppliers, the role of knowledge related to the other party 
becomes integral (Johnson, Sohi & Grewal, 2004). One could state that learning about 
customers is a characteristic of the relationship itself (Geiger & Turley, 2003; Selnes & 
Sallis, 2003). In order to be able to establish and maintain a relationship, the buyer and 
seller has to learn about each other.  
 
There exist different types of relationships and it can be assumed that the type of 
relationship influences the learning process (cf. Håkansson et al., 1999 within the INA). 
Schurr and Ozanne (1985) classify buyer-seller interactions along two dimensions. 
Integrative interactions are directed at cooperation and at meeting the objectives of both 
parties, as distributive interactions are competitive and opportunistic. In Dwyer, Schurr 
and Oh (1987), the authors extend the concept of integrative and distributive 
interactions into taking a whole buyer-seller relationship into account. They distinguish 
between discrete transactions and relational exchange, stating that discrete transactions 
are characterised by limited communication and trust. Commitment is viewed as the 
ultimate goal or as ‘the most advanced phase of partners’ interdependence’ (Scanzoni, 
1979 in Wetzels, de Ruyter & von Birgelen, 1998:408). Presumably, the incentives for 
co-operation and knowledge-sharing (Dyer & Singh, 1998) are the strongest in a 
relationship permeated by commitment. This is supported by Selnes and Sallis 
(2003:91), who state that ‘relationship learning can be promoted and is accelerated 
through collaborative commitment’.   
 
Cooperation is the opposite to conflict and it is defined as ‘similar or complementary 
coordinated actions taken by firms in interdependent relationships to achieve mutual 
outcomes or singular outcomes with expected reciprocation over time’ (Anderson & 
Narus, 1990:45). Above all, co-operation can be seen as an aspect of learning, as co-
operation implies that the parties are prepared to find out how to make the relationship 
work (Morgan & Hunt, 1994). As Selnes and Sallis (2003) assert, ‘the desire to 
collaborate creates a climate for relationship-learning activities.’ Selnes and Sallis 
(2003:80) define relationship learning as: 
 

a joint activity between a supplier and a customer in which the two parties share 
information, which is then jointly interpreted and integrated into a shared relationship-
domain-specific memory that changes the range or likelihood of potential relationship-
domain-specific behaviour.  
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Hence, according to Selnes and Sallis (2003), relationship learning is about the sharing 
and interpretation of information, which are stored into a type of relationship memory. 
This definition does not significantly differ from the conceptualisations put forward by 
the intraorganisational view on learning. Hence, Selnes and Sallis (2003) integrate the 
INA and relationship marketing with a cognitivistic view on learning.        
 
Another component that is intertwined with learning, and one that is only incidentally 
mentioned in the interorganisational marketing literature, is communication. Anderson 
and Narus (1990) put forward communication as an antecedent of trust. They define 
communication as the ‘the formal as well as informal sharing of information or 
meaning’ (Anderson & Narus, 1984:66). In Anderson and Weitz (1989), it is stated that 
‘intensive two-way communication […] is critical for resolving disputes and co-
ordinating actions’. Morgan and Hunt (1994) draw on the work of Anderson and Narus 
(1984; 1990) and state that communication is a major precursor of trust. Schurr and 
Ozanne (1985) state that trust leads to constructive dialogue and co-operative problem-
solving. The study of Selnes and Sallis (2003) on relationship learning is the only one 
that explicitly links communication and learning, even though communication is not 
included in the main study and in the measurement model. However, based on the 
qualitative pilot study, in which in-depth interviews with suppliers and customers were 
conducted, Selnes and Sallis (2003) maintain that communication is perceived as the 
main means through which relationship learning occurs.  
 
Learning is an important concept within the INA and interorganisational relationship 
marketing, as without learning, close relationships would not emerge. However, 
interestingly these streams of research emphasise the positive outcomes of learning, but 
neglect the issue of how learning takes place and the role of those that learn, the actors. 
The context, i.e. the network in which the firm is embedded, and its role for 
understanding learning are also left in the dark. The analysis of the concept of learning 
still remains on a superficial level. Learning leads to positive outcomes, but what it is 
and how it takes place remains vague. 

2.4.1 How does marketing literature on interorganisational learning enhance 
our understanding of the nature of learning about customers? 
The core idea within the literature on interorganisational learning is that organisations 
can learn from each other. Interactions and ultimately relationships between actors are 
considered platforms for learning (see Figure 7). A recurrent concept in this stream of 
literature is ‘co-operative behaviour’ (Morgan & Hunt, 1994), ‘collaborative 
relationships’ (Doney & Cannon, 1997) and ‘co-operation’ (Anderson & Narus, 1990). 
Relationships are inherently co-operative and co-operation involves learning. It can be 
maintained that relationships are directed towards learning about customers. Moreover, 
relationships that build on co-operation are based on trust. Thus, there exist complex 
links between the concepts of co-operation, trust and learning about customers. 
Presumably, a study on learning about customers should elaborate on the role of co-
operation and trust.  
  
All in all, this stream of marketing literature treats learning occurring in the customer-
company interface, between the customer and the frontline contact person, as a ‘black 
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box’. It is recognised that several factors influence learning (cf. Håkansson et al., 1999) 
and that learning gives rise to positive effects (e.g. Selnes & Sallis, 2003), however, the 
nature of learning is neglected and if not neglected, it is largely abstract. A framework 
of learning is missing. It is maintained that learning takes place in interactions and 
relationships, but what learning is and how it takes place remain unexplored. Also the 
role of actors as learners is neglected; the human component is missing even though 
there is a strong interactive component present. Interorganisational learning neglects 
those who learn. Moreover, there is no elaboration on the role of communication when 
learning in interactions and relationships.      

Figure 7. Learning about customers from an interorganisational perspective 

  

2.5 Summary: how is the concept of learning about customers 
understood in a marketing context?  

So far, this part of the thesis has discussed previous research on learning in a marketing 
context and the aim has been to give the reader a comprehensive picture of the state of 
the art of the field. The purpose has been to explore marketing literature, so that an 
understanding of the nature of learning about customers could be found. The figures 
accompanying each section illustrate how the specific streams of research can be 
summarised. However, as the reader might have seen by now, a socio-cultural 
understanding of learning about customers calls for going beyond the marketing 
discipline in the search for another theoretical perspective. The figures put forward in 
this chapter are filled with concepts that do not significantly further our understanding 
of learning about customers as a socio-cultural phenomenon.    
 
Learning as an intraorganisational phenomenon is based on the concept of market 
orientation (Kohli & Jaworski, 1990; Sinkula, 1994; Slater & Narver, 1995), the 
concept of capabilities (Day 1994; 2000; 2002; Hamel & Prahalad, 1994) and the 
concept of value (Slater & Narver, 2000; Vargo & Lusch, 2004; Wikström, 1996; 
Wikström & Norman, 1994; Wikström et al., 1998; Woodruff, 1997). Literature on 
market orientation and capabilities has a clear information-processing perspective and 
its unit of analysis is the organisation as a whole. Learning about customers is equated 
with the processing of customer information. These streams of research depict learning 
as a process that occurs in stages from information acquisition, interpretation and 
dissemination to storage into organisational memory. Literature on market orientation 
and capabilities views learning from a distance – as a set of processes that must be 
managed in a top-down manner.  
 

Prerequisites 
- Type of relationship 
- Characteristics of the 
two parties 
- Age of the relationship 
- Trust 

Consequences 
- Enhanced performance and 
efficiency 
- Reducing uncertainties 
- Committment and increased 
trust 
- Co-operation 

Learning about customers 

Interactions 
Communication 
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Literature focusing on the concept of value is strongly inspired by traditional 
organisational learning literature and hence adopts the same view on learning as 
literature on market orientation and capabilities. Similarly, literature focusing on the 
concept of value views the organisation as a whole as its main unit of analysis. 
However, at the core of this stream of research is the idea of interaction. Learning about 
customers is considered important and the organisation should be seen as a knowledge 
system that is geared towards value creation. However, literature on the concept of 
value does not help us in understanding what learning about customers is or how 
learning about customers takes place.         
 
When analysing learning as an interorganisational phenomenon and as an interpersonal 
phenomenon there are elements that suggest a movement beyond the information-
processing perspective. Concepts such as interaction, dialogue and co-operation are 
frequently used. Trust is emphasised and seen as a crucial part of the nature of learning 
about customers. However, a comprehensive model is lacking and it appears as if 
learning is an unspoken mainstay; the importance of learning is recognised, but the 
learning process that takes place in the customer-company interface, between the 
customer and frontline contact persons, is unexplored.  
 
Literature on learning as an intrapersonal phenomenon, i.e. sales literature, is strongly 
cognitively focused. In focus of the adaptive selling approach are the concepts of 
declarative and procedural knowledge, of which procedural knowledge of ‘how to sell’ 
is of vital importance. The scripts of salespersons are elicited by different types of cues 
and the perception of cues helps the salesperson categorise customers. Most 
contributions within this stream of research concentrate on the cognitive processes of 
individual salespersons, and learning about customers is described in terms of 
information acquisition and mental models.  
 
All in all, what can be said to be the most valuable concepts and ideas put forward 
within marketing literature from the perspective of this study? Firstly, learning about 
customers is linked to interactions. Secondly, learning about customers is linked to co-
operative behaviour and trust. Thirdly, learning about customers takes place (to some 
extent) through a dialogue and through listening. Fourthly, learning about customers is 
associated with empathy, with the orientation of the frontline contact person and with 
the way he perceives his role as a frontline contact person.  
 
Stacey (2000:29-30) labels the mixture of cognitive approaches often employed within 
literature on learning in organisations as ‘mainstream thinking’15 and he summarises the 
principal features of mainstream thinking as follows:  
 

                                                 
15 The use of the concept mainstream thinking highlights the existence of a dichotomy – mainstream 
thinking and alternative thinking. However, I distance myself from such dichotomies, but adhere here to 
Stacey’s lines of reasoning. This issue will be discussed further in Chapter 3.   
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 The brain forms mental models that are stored into memory, which can later be 
retrieved, 

 Mental models are translated into language and transmitted to others in line with   
the transfer theory of communication, 

 Thought comes before action; learning and knowledge are separated from 
action, 

 Learning is equated with changes in individuals’ mental models, 
 Duality between the individual and the social, i.e. the individual and the social 

are separate phenomena. Knowledge resides, however, in the minds of 
individuals and it is important for organisations to make that knowledge 
available to all members of the organisation.  

 
Marketing research on learning adheres largely to ‘mainstream thinking’ on learning. 
This statement is motivated by the analysis of the different streams of marketing 
literature conducted in this chapter. As a result of ‘mainstream thinking’, learning as 
portrayed in marketing can be described as adopting several or all of the following 
perspectives: 1) an abstract perspective, 2) an ‘in-the-head’-perspective, 2) a de-
humanised and mechanistic perspective, 3) a de-contextualised perspective, and 4) a 
normative perspective. The role theory perspective of service encounters (Solomon et 
al. 1985) differs significantly from other contributions, as it sees the service encounter 
as a historically, culturally and socially embedded event where the frontline contact 
person and the customer learn roles. This implies that learning about customers can be 
seen as a phenomenon that goes beyond dyadic interactions and information processing. 
 
Hence, a careful scan of the marketing field has given rise to a firm belief that 
marketing as a whole would benefit from stretching the boundaries of cognitivism. A 
complementary, broader approach that goes beyond an information processing/cognitive 
perspective has the potential to contribute to a new understanding of the nature of 
learning about customers. This approach is labelled a socio-cultural approach to 
learning and it constitutes the complementary view put forward in this thesis for 
understanding learning about customers. A socio-cultural approach to learning helps us 
adopt 1) a practice-based perspective, 2) a human perspective, 3) a contextualised 
perspective, and 4) an interactive and a communication-based perspective on learning 
about customers. In the following chapter, the socio-cultural approach to learning is 
elaborated on.  
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3 A COMPLEMENTARY VIEW ON THE NATURE OF 
LEARNING ABOUT CUSTOMERS:  A SOCIO-CULTURAL 
APPROACH 

The constructs of knowledge and learning have always been on the agenda of 
researchers and philosophers. What constitutes knowledge and learning is an eternal 
question that will never find a definite answer. The philosophical and scientific view on 
learning and knowledge is dominated by two traditions, which are deeply rooted in our 
cultural and historical background. These two traditions are behaviourism and 
cognitivism (Dysthe, 2003; Säljö, 2000; Tynjälä, 1999). The socio-cultural approach to 
learning is typically seen as an alternative to these two dominant perspectives on 
learning (Säljö, 2000) and it is gaining more and more ground within disciplines such as 
pedagogy and also management. I choose to treat the socio-cultural approach to learning 
as a complementary view on learning, as it would be rather restrictive to see it as an 
alternative. The behaviouristic, cognitive and socio-cultural approaches focus on 
different dimensions of learning and they strive to explain different aspects of learning. 
The behaviouristic view focuses on the observable results of learning, the cognitive 
view elaborates on cognitive processes in the brain, as the socio-cultural approach 
emphasises learning as situated in a socio-cultural context. However, all three 
approaches are needed – one does not exclude the other. This was also pointed out in 
the definition of learning adopted in this thesis and put forward in the introduction: 
‘Learning is an integrated [emphasis added] interactional process that includes two 
subprocesses that mutually affect each other. The first interactional process takes place 
between the individual and the context, which can be direct or indirect interaction. 
Secondly, learning is about psychological processes that lead to outcomes’ (Illeris, 
2001:15). 
 
Here, I also want to clarify the choice of literature and to motivate why the thesis draws 
strongly on pedagogy. As was explained in Chapter 1, the thesis is a result of an 
abductive research process that started with a research question and an examination of 
marketing literature on learning. Thereafter, a pilot study was conducted and I realised 
that there was a need to broaden the theoretical horizons. Literature on knowledge 
management and organisational learning theory was subsequently examined. When 
acquainting myself with these streams of literature, I reacted on the fact that many of the 
ideas and concepts that made sense to me and helped me grasp what was going on in the 
field, had their origins in another discipline − pedagogy (e.g. Brown & Duguid, 1991; 
Cook & Brown, 1999; Sauquet, 2004; Stacey, 2000, Tsoukas & Vladimirou, 2001). 
Almost in every piece of literature there were references to especially Lave (1988), 
Lave and Wenger (1991), to different pieces of work by Dewey, and to Vygotsky 
(1978). Hence, I reasoned that in order to be able to sort out the multitude of theoretical 
perspectives on learning and to find the approach that would help me in coming to terms 
with the research problem, I should go to the ‘mother’ discipline. Therefore, the 
literature used as a basis for my lines of reasoning on learning is mostly within the 
pedagogical research tradition.  
 
Within pedagogy there are different research directions – some research focuses on 
learning as it occurs in schools and different institutions, some research focuses on how 
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adults learn and on how learning takes place at the workplace. The socio-cultural 
approach can be applied in both settings, e.g. Lave and Wenger (1991) have studied 
learning as a part of work; Säljö (2000) has studied both schools and workplaces; 
Vygotsky (1978) is generally related to children’s learning but his ideas are universal, 
and applicable also in other settings, as contributions within knowledge management 
show (e.g. Sauquet, 2004; Stacey, 2000).            
 
Before discussing the socio-cultural approach to learning and how marketing can 
benefit from examining learning about customers from a socio-cultural perspective, 
different epistemological perspectives on the nature of knowledge and learning are put 
forward. Thus, we start by elucidating the different theoretical perspectives on learning. 
From this, a discussion brings forward the differences between the information 
processing/cognitive perspective and the socio-cultural approach to learning.   

3.1 Perspectives on learning 

One of the most frequently quoted definitions of knowledge is Plato’s statement that 
knowledge is a justified true belief – that knowledge is certain under all circumstances 
and it stems from logical proof (Jensen, 2000). This rationalist statement advocates 
dualism, i.e. the complete separation between body and mind, thoughts and actions, 
physical and abstract phenomena (Säljö, 2000). According to rationalist reasoning, 
abstract, theoretical knowledge is the ideal. At the core is the thought that the individual 
is born with a given ability to think, i.e. with a given ratio or rationality. Learning is a 
phenomenon that occurs within the individual – the environment is seen as a static 
entity, which is to be discovered and understood by the individual. 
 
The completely opposite epistemological stance, however, historically equally 
dominating in the Western world, is the empiricist-objectivist view on knowledge. This 
view on knowledge rests on the idea that it is possible to achieve objective knowledge 
without any subjective influence (Tynjälä, 1999). Objectivism is related to naïve 
realism, i.e. the thought that our perceptions result in knowledge that is certain (ibid.). It 
is argued that what we perceive is the truth and therefore knowledge is true when it 
represents our perceptions. An empiricist-objectivist view on knowledge advocates that 
true knowledge can only be acquired through observations and measurement.  
 
The behaviouristic approach to learning is based on the empiricist-objectivist 
conception of knowledge. Behaviourism builds on the idea that learning is defined in 
terms of changes in external, observable behaviour. Learning is based on the physical 
experiences of people, and phenomena that are linked to thinking or other mental 
processes do not exist, or it is maintained that they cannot be investigated, as they are 
not objectively observable (cf. Tynjälä, 1999).  
 
Behaviourism became heavily criticised, as it did not take higher psychological 
processes such as intelligence, memory and language into account. However, in the 
1950s other types of theories of learning emerged and ‘the cognitive revolution’ came 
about. The cognitive school concentrates on the human mind and processes that occur in 
the brain – it holds hence a typical rationalist epistemology of knowledge. The 
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separation between body and mind is complete and the assumption is that there exists a 
centre where all learning happens – the centre being the brain (cf. Säljö, 2000:55).  
 
The cognitive school consists of a number of theoretical perspectives, of which the most 
influential are the human information processing theory and individualistic  
constructivism (Tynjälä, 1999). The theory of human information processing holds that 
learning starts with the acquisition of information, which constitutes the input. The 
input is processed and thereafter stored into memory. Presumably, the knowledge stored 
into short-term or long-term memory can later be retrieved and readily acted upon. 
These lines of reasoning sound perhaps familiar to the reader by now, as several 
contributions reviewed in the previous chapter are permeated by this perspective on 
learning (e.g. Sinkula, 1994; Weitz et al. 1986).   
 
According to constructivism, the human mind does not passively register perceptions – 
the individual actively constructs knowledge (Tynjälä, 1999; Säljö, 2000). 
Constructivism as a whole is not a theory, but more a paradigm that is composed of 
several schools of thought (Tynjälä, 1999), of which some are close to cognitivistic 
lines of reasoning. The constructivist schools of thought are generally divided into 
individualistic and social constructivism (ibid.). Individualistic and social 
constructivism focus on different aspects of learning and the main difference is their 
focus on either the individual or the social dimension of learning. Individualistic 
constructivism makes a dualistic division between the human mind and the physical 
world. One of the most influential of the individualistic, modernist constructivist 
approaches is cognitive constructivism, above all as represented by Jean Piaget (Crain, 
2000). Social constructivism, on the other hand, abandons the modernist assumption 
that knowledge is foremost possessed by the individual. Social constructivism holds that 
knowledge is collectively formed and learning is a social phenomenon. The socio-
cultural approach to learning belongs to the social constructivist paradigm.  
  
Table 1 summarises the perspectives on learning presented in this part of the thesis.  

Table 1. A summary of perspectives on learning  
School of thought View on learning 
Behaviourism Learning occurs through conditioning, i.e. when a stimulus is 

associated with a response (see e.g. Säljö, 1999).  
Information processing theory Learning takes place when the individual receives input from the 

environment, processes, stores and acts upon it. Input is first 
stored into the sensory memory, then into short-term memory and 
after having codified the input, it is stored into long-term memory, 
from which it can be retrieved (see e.g. Tynjälä, 1999). 

Cognitive constructivism 
 

Learning takes place as an active process of interpreting 
information and adding it into existing knowledge structures. 
Assimilation and accomodation are the basic learning processes, 
where knowledge structures are altered (see e.g. Illeris, 1999).    

Socio-cultural approach Learning takes place through interaction and co-operation in a 
context (Dysthe, 2003). Learning is an inherently social and 
societal phenomenon.  
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At this stage it is important to emphasise that the perspectives on learning, presented 
here and in Table 1, comprise different dimensions of learning. In order to illustrate this, 
Illeris (1999) puts forward a framework consisting of three poles or angles, from which 
learning can be examined (see Figure 8).  
 
Learning always includes a cognitive dimension. In Chapter 2, where marketing 
literature on learning was reviewed, it was shown that most marketing literature resides 
in the upper left corner of the triangle in Figure 8, i.e. it focuses on cognitive aspects of 
learning. Information processing theory and cognitive constructivism belong there. The 
upper right corner of the triangle symbolises the affective aspects of learning, which 
consider the role of feelings, attitudes and motivation for learning. For example, a 
salesperson’s orientation (Sujan et al. 1994) is linked to how a salesperson learns. As 
can be concluded from the literature review, marketing literature seldom considers the 
affective dimension of learning. Theoretically, the affective dimension is present in the 
work of, among others, Piaget and Freud (Illeris, 1999). The third dimension of learning 
is the social and societal dimension of learning. As will be elaborated on later, this 
dimension consists of two layers: direct, social interactions between individuals and the 
underlying societal aspect, which all learning is part of. As the reader can conclude, in 
this thesis learning is foremost seen as a social/societal phenomenon.        

Figure 8. Dimensions of learning. Adapted from Illeris, 1999:15. 

   

In conclusion, learning is a cognitive, affective and social/societal phenomenon (Illeris, 
1999). All three dimensions are part of learning. However, when analysing learning, the 
researcher can choose to focus on one of the dimensions on the condition that he is 
conscious about the other two dimensions (ibid.). The problem in marketing research is 
that, more or less exclusively, only one dimension, the cognitive dimension, has been 
explored. In contrast, the socio-cultural approach to learning adopted in this thesis can 
be positioned in the corner at the bottom of the triangle.         

Cognitive 
dimension 

Affective 
dimension 

Social/societal dimension 
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3.2 A socio-cultural approach to learning    

The socio-cultural approach builds on a social constructivist view on learning, as it 
maintains that knowledge is constructed in social practices16. There are many terms for 
this approach and besides socio-cultural – depending on the main focus of the 
researcher – it is typically referred to as a cultural-historic, socio-historic and a situated 
perspective. Researchers adopting the socio-cultural approach can be oriented towards 
either psychology (e.g. Cole, 1996; Bruner, 1990), pedagogy (e.g. Engeström, 1987; 
Säljö, 2000), sociology (e.g. Lave & Wenger, 1991) or anthropology (e.g. Rogoff, 
1990).  
 
The central idea within the socio-cultural approach to learning is that learning is a 
phenomenon that cannot be understood apart from its social, cultural and historical 
context. We are socio-cultural beings in the sense that what and how we learn is not 
only dependent on psychological processes in the brain; but it is also dependent on the 
circumstances in which we learn. The human being is inflicted with a variety of 
biological limitations, e.g. our senses are inferior compared to other species and our 
memory is highly restricted. Biologically, humans have not developed significantly 
during the last tens of thousands of years. However, it is obvious that there have been 
significant changes in our intellectual and physical capabilities and in our knowledge 
base. This development can be traced to the ways in which we preserve collective 
knowledge and to the way we use tools when observing and interpreting the world. 
Knowledge is preserved in our cultures and cultures entail tools that help us make sense 
of the world. Knowledge and skills are thus historically developed and individuals share 
this knowledge through diverse forms of communication and interaction.  
 
A very central tenet in Vygotsky’s (1978:27, 57) work is that all learning happens in 
two phases – first on a social, inter-psychological level, then on an individual, intra-
psychological level. An example of this is how a person learns a new job. First, the 
person is provided with a set of guidelines of ‘how things are done around here’. As 
such, the guidelines are hard to understand, but when working and discussing with 
colleagues and observing how they perform their tasks, the guidelines start making 
sense and the newcomer internalises them (Vygotsky, 1978), i.e. learns.  Many scholars 
(Igland & Dysthe, 2003; Säljö, 2000; Wertsch, 1998) assert that the concept of 
internalisation is problematic, as it accentuates the dualism between the social and 
individual that Vygotsky wanted to eliminate. The concept of internalisation gives the 
impression of an almost mechanical transmission of socially constituted knowledge to 
the individual. In order to eliminate the false associations that the concept of 
internalisation gives rise to, the concept of appropriation has been introduced, which 
will be elaborated on in the next sections. 
 
 

                                                 
16 The pragmatist tradition as represented by Dewey and Mead and the socio-cultural approach to 
learning share a common ontological and epistemological ground (Dysthe, 2003). Practice, action, the 
context and communication are emphasised in both approaches. However, they partly emphasise different 
aspects. Both schools of thought evolved during the same period; the socio-cultural approach in Russia 
(later on the Soviet Union) and the pragmatist tradition in the USA. I choose to leave out the pragmatist 
school of thought from the remainder of the discussion.  
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Characteristic of the socio-cultural approach is the notion that learning occurs 
continuously; it cannot be restricted to specific settings and it cannot be thought of as a 
separate process. Rather, learning is situated in everyday practices (Säljö, 2000). The 
notion of practices is central within the socio-cultural approach to learning. Individuals 
learn within the frames of practices (Säljö, 2000); learning and sharing of knowledge 
are understood as integral to everyday work practices (Contu & Willmott, 2003). One 
could state that a socio-cultural approach to learning shares some of the basic thoughts 
of practice theory, a specific stream of cultural theory that focuses on the concept of 
practices. Practice theory is a melting pot of the work of several social theorists such as 
Bourdieu (1977), Giddens (1984), Foucault (1988), Garfinkel (1967) and Schatzki 
(1996), and it has its origins in the late Wittgenstein and early Heidegger. Reckwitz 
(2002:250) defines practices as follows:  
 

A routinized type of behaviour which consists of several elements, interconnected to one 
other: forms of bodily activities, forms of mental activities, ‘things’ and their use, a 
background knowledge in the form of understanding, know how, states of emotion and 
motivational knowledge.       

 
Practices can thus be seen as a product of body, mind, ‘things’, knowledge and 
emotions. Practices are simultaneously bodily activities and mental activities. In these 
activities, different ‘things’ and knowledge are used – most practices involve ‘routinized 
relations between body/mind and objects’ (Reckwitz, 2002:253). Säljö (2000:37) 
describes this in terms of communicative and physical practices. Most practices involve 
both communicative and physical elements, e.g. talking on the phone or writing a letter. 
From a socio-cultural learning perspective, it is interesting to reach a sociogenetic 
understanding of how learning takes place, i.e. an understanding of the social and 
historical background of knowledge.        
 
All in all, two contrasting basic conceptions of knowledge and learning can be 
distinguished: the view of ‘knowledge as a collection of real entities, located in heads, 
and learning as a process of internalising them’ and a ‘view of knowing and learning as 
engagement in […] human activities’ (Lave, 1993:12). When knowledge and learning 
are viewed as integrated into everyday human activities, a range of different questions 
of how learning is to be understood arises. This brings us to what I choose to label the 
three main premises of the socio-cultural approach to learning:   

 
 Learning is socially, culturally and historically situated 
 Learning is an aspect of identity 
 Learning is mediated by tools 

 
The three main premises of the socio-cultural approach are largely based on Dysthe 
(2003:41-50), who organises her view on the socio-cultural approach around six central 
dimensions: 1) learning is situated in specific physical and social contexts; 2) learning is 
social; 3) learning is distributed among several individuals; 4) learning is mediated; 5) 
learning is about participating in communities of practices; 6) language is the basis for 
the learning process. The three main premises put forward in this thesis are a condensed 
version of the six central dimensions as suggested by Dysthe.  
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The second premise, however, cannot be explicitly found in Dysthe’s lines of reasoning; 
it is based on Lave and Wenger’s (1991) work on apprenticeship and Wenger’s (1998) 
social learning theory. Lave and Wenger (1991) studied apprenticeship in different 
cultures and one of the conclusions was that learning a profession, i.e. being an 
apprentice, was not only about learning the necessary skills for performing the job, but 
it was about development of identity. In Wenger (1998), four pillars of a social theory 
of learning are formulated. Firstly, learning is about social structures, e.g. norms, 
discourse and history. Secondly, learning is about everyday experiences, interactions 
and relationships between people. Thirdly, learning is about social practices and their 
context. Fourthly, learning is about the construction of an identity. A very central tenet 
of Wenger’s social learning theory is the close link between identity and learning.  
   
Besides Dysthe (2001), Lave and Wenger (1991) and Wenger (1998), also Säljö’s 
(2000:22-23) recommendations support the three main premises put forward in the 
thesis. According to Säljö, in order to be able to study learning from a socio-cultural 
approach, three different, though intertwined, phenomena should be accounted for. 
Firstly, the use of language-based, intellectual tools should be attended to. Secondly, the 
use of physical tools should be explored. Thirdly, communication and the way, in which 
individuals have created ways for interacting and co-operating within communities, 
should be studied. Finally, the three main premises are inspired by the shared premises 
of the Collegium of Socio-Cultural Studies at the Göteborg University17. The shared 
premises strongly emphasise language and communication as a means for 
understanding learning and they summarise the socio-cultural approach in a nutshell.    
 
The three premises put forward here are thus a synthesis of themes that are integral in 
the socio-cultural approach to learning. They are closely intertwined and they 
presuppose each other to a certain extent. Thus, it is somewhat artificial to treat them 
separately; however, I will do so in order to maintain clarity.  

3.2.1 Learning is socially, culturally and historically situated  

From a socio-cultural perspective there is no point in trying to examine learning in a 
neutral way – all learning is situated in a social, cultural and historical context18. The 
concepts ‘situated’ and ‘situatedness’ refer to learning as being part of situations and 
contexts. The concept of context is typically described as something that surrounds 
something else, e.g. the individual is the main unit of analysis surrounded by a specific 
context, and the context influences the learning process of the individual. However, 
within the socio-cultural approach the learning process of the individual is not 

                                                 
17 Can be found at http://www.ped.gu.se/kollegier/SCS/index.htm.   
 
18 Can be compared to the concept of ba as proposed by Nonaka and Konno (1998). Ba is defined as ‘the 
shared space for emerging relationships’, which ‘provides a platform for advancing individual and/or 
collective knowledge’ (pg. 40). Nonaka and Konno (1998) integrates ba with the so-called SECI model 
(Nonaka, 1994). The SECI-model proposes that knowledge creation is a process of interaction between 
explicit and tacit knowledge. However, as I disagree with the authors about the nature of learning/ 
knowledge creation I choose not to go deeper into the concept of ba. Thorough discussions on the SECI-
model and its strenghts and weaknesses, and on the relationship between tacit and explicit knowledge, can 
be found in Gourlay (2006a; 2006b) and Tsoukas (2003).  
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influenced by a set of contextual factors, but it is part of the context in which it takes 
place. For example, Lave and Wenger (1991) move focus from trying to understand 
how cognitive processes occur and how they can be enhanced, to understanding in what 
kind of contexts learning occurs and can be enhanced 
.  
Analytically, it is possible to distinguish between a number of different types of 
contexts (Säljö, 2000:135). The physical context is the environment, in which a practice 
usually takes place, e.g. negotiations about the price of a car are usually conducted in 
the office of the salesperson. There are also cognitive or mental contexts, in which 
individuals are expected to think in a certain way. For example, Verschaffel, De Corte 
and Lasure (1994, in Säljö, 2000:136) gave secondary level school children the 
following task during a maths lesson: ‘John’s best time to run 100 metres is 17 seconds. 
How long will it take him to run 1 kilometre?’ Most children answered by multiplying 
10 with 17, i.e. 170 seconds. But if one should think of what the question really means 
and what is realistic, the problem cannot be solved through simple multiplication – 
nobody can run 1 kilometre with the same pace as 100 metres. However, in the specific 
cognitive context of a maths lesson it makes sense. In the same way, one can conclude 
that salespersons making enquiries about personal matters such as a customer’s 
financial situation, is acceptable only in certain contexts, such as when negotiating 
about a car. If a salesperson would ask such questions in another context, such as when 
a customer is grocery shopping, the customer would most likely react in a negative way.     
 
In everyday life there are a variety of communicative contexts as well – a discussion 
with an old friend differs from a discussion with a stranger. Communicative contexts 
often have a historical background and different communicative patterns are part of a 
historical context, e.g. trials or religious rituals have communicative patterns that have 
evolved over centuries. One can also maintain that frontline contact persons are part of a 
communicative and historical context19, in which they are expected to act in a certain 
manner. The classic sales speech can be viewed as a result of a long tradition, where the 
salesperson is expected to persuade the customer into buying something. A company 
where frontline contact persons engage in a variety of practices can be conceived of as a 
physical, cognitive, communicative and historical context.               
 
The terms ‘social context’, ‘cultural context’ and ‘historical context’ are frequently used 
in this thesis. The concepts can be divided into two supplementing layers of meaning. 
On the one hand, they include a macro perspective, while on the other hand they refer to 
a micro perspective (can be compared to Illeri's (1999) notion of ‘social’ and ‘societal’). 
Seen from a macro perspective, the learning process is already determined by collective 
human practices (Dysthe, 2003). This implies that individuals learn already made and 
accepted interpretations of the world, e.g. the earth is round or customer satisfaction is 
crucial for obtaining loyalty. This understanding has been developed in a specific socio-
cultural context. Learning about customers is embedded in national culture, 

                                                 
19 One could also examine the context of sales and service from the perspective of activity theory and 
maintain that frontline contact persons are part of an activity system with objects, subjects, instruments 
etc. (Engeström, 1987:78). However, activity theory will not be subject to discussion, even though it has a 
prominent place in the socio-cultural school. For the purposes of this study, I have made a conscious 
choice to limit the study and focus on the three main premises. In the future, however, activity theory 
could be used for analysing the data.  
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organisational culture, the general service culture of a specific country, of a specific 
industry, or of a specific organisation, in this case CarDealer. These different units of 
culture are intertwined and they all shape the nature of learning. Similarly, historical 
developments in a specific organisation, in a specific line of business, or in a country, 
form how learning takes place. The macro-level influence of culture and history comes 
into play in the empirical results presented in Chapter 5.   
 
A micro perspective on context implies that the immediate social context, which 
includes relationships and interactions with other individuals, shape the learning 
process. From a micro perspective, learning takes place when interacting and 
communicating with other individuals. In a workplace like CarDealer, the social context 
is represented by the individuals working within a community and the customers they 
serve. Also, members of surrounding communities are part of the social context.    
 
It would be convenient to see the macro and micro contexts as clearly separable entities 
and to be able to distinguish between different levels of culture or history. However, 
this will not be done. I want to preserve the interconnected nature of different levels of 
context and see learning as part of context in general. Including both micro and macro 
perspectives on context is at the very core of applying a socio-cultural, holistic approach 
to learning. Dividing the cultural and historical context into levels and excluding some 
aspects of the context was not considered an alternative, as it would further reinforce the 
illusion of the context being a background variable, a factor among other factors 
influencing learning. In contrast, in this study, context is seen as actively shaping 
learning and thus, delimiting away this part of the thesis would not have been 
purposeful.       
 
Socialisation 
Socialisation is a concept associated with the notion of learning being a social process. 
Berger and Luckman (1966) divide the socialisation process into primary and secondary 
socialisation. Primary socialisation occurs in a small community, often in a family, 
where the most fundamental and important knowledge and skills are acquired, e.g. 
learning a language. Secondary socialisation occurs in interactions with members 
outside the family, e.g. in institutionalised settings such as the workplace. Socialisation 
into a profession is about learning what is relevant – it is about an individual 
constructing a lens, which guides him in viewing reality in a professionally relevant 
way (Gunnarsson, 1997). The core idea is that socialisation is about acquiring a 
complex understanding of norms and codes of behaviour and having insights into what 
is expected and appropriate in different situations.  
 
Socialisation into a profession is related to organisational socialisation. Organisational 
socialisation is a process that enables individuals to acquire organisational values, job 
skills, social knowledge, attitudes and expected behaviours necessary to effectively 
perform their tasks within the organisation (Grant & Bush, 1996). Van Maanen and 
Schein (1979:211) define organisational socialisation as ‘the process by which an 
individual acquires the social knowledge and skills necessary to assume an 
organisational role.’ Schein (1968:2) describes organisational socialisation as ‘the 
process of being indoctrinated and trained, the process of being taught what is important 
in an organisation or some subunit thereof.’ Organisational socialisation is thus a 
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learning process where individuals learn to function in an organisation, i.e. in a specific 
social and cultural setting. From the perspective of a frontline contact person, 
organisational socialisation implies adopting the service culture of an organisation, i.e. 
the norms and values that guide customer service.  
 
In marketing, socialisation is a concept often used within sales research. Socialisation 
into the selling profession and into the culture of a sales organisation is typically linked 
to performance and job satisfaction (e.g. Dubinsky, Howell, Ingram & Bellenger, 1986). 
Furthermore, methods of socialisation such as mentoring, training and apprenticeship 
(e.g. Grant & Bush, 1996) are widely discussed. Sales literature conceptualises 
socialisation as a process that occurs in stages, during which the newcomer becomes an 
accepted member of the organisation. The focus is on how individuals adapt to and 
learn to work in an organisation, i.e. in a specific social and cultural setting.       

3.2.2 Learning is an aspect of identity 

‘Learning involves the construction of identities’, Lave and Wenger argue (1991:53), 
identity being defined as ‘the way a person understands and views himself’20 (1991:81). 
Lave and Wenger claim that ‘learning and a sense of identity are inseparable: they are 
aspects of the same phenomenon’ (1991:115). They maintain that learning cannot be 
confined to specific activities; learning implies becoming a kind of person that is able to 
be involved in activities and to perform certain tasks. Learning shapes who we are and 
thus learning is about constructing and de-constructing one’s identity (Wenger, 1998). 
Brown and Duguid (1991) draw heavily on the work of Lave and Wenger (1991) in 
their re-examination of Orr’s ethnographic study (e.g. 1990; 1987) of copy machine 
service technicians. One of the conclusions is that service technicians learn their jobs 
through constructing a service technician identity. Brown and Duguid (1991:48) state 
that learning is about becoming a practitioner, i.e. in this context becoming a car 
salesperson or a service advisor, not learning about practice, i.e. learning about how to 
sell cars or how to service cars. Learning is thus about ‘the embodied ability to behave 
as community members’ (Brown & Duguid, 1991:48) – learning is about involving the 
whole person, not only learning to perform certain tasks.  
 
Identity as such is too broad a concept for the purposes of this thesis, and in this study I 
therefore choose to confine it into learning being the construction of a professional 
identity, i.e. the way a person understands and views himself as a professional; an 
individual’s conception of who he is and what he represents in his profession. Even 
though Brown and Duguid (1991) use the concept of identity, they also are primarily 
studying the professional identity of service technicians.  
 
Gunnarsson (1997:100-101) distinguishes between three layers or dimensions, which 
can be used for analysing professional identity, see Figure 9. Firstly, there is a cognitive 
layer, which means that every profession has a certain way of viewing reality – ‘a 
certain way of highlighting different aspects of the world around it.’ Language is 
developed as a means for expressing this specific view of the world; it includes 
principles and concepts that guide the view on reality. Secondly, professional groups 
                                                 
20 Lave and Wenger adopt their definition of the concept of identity from Carol Cain (1991). 
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relate in different ways to the society in which they operate. Thus, the social layer 
influences the professional identity. Members of a profession play a role in relation to 
others in society and they use language in order to exert their position (cf. Solomon et 
al., 1985). Thus, the construction of a professional identity involves learning roles and 
learning to communicate in adequate ways. The third dimension – the societal layer – is 
related to macro factors, i.e. economic, political, power and status issues in society. 
Gunnarsson (1997:100-101) maintains that language plays an integral role in the 
development and maintenance of professional and institutional cultures and identities. 
In order to understand professional identity, the language underlying it must be studied 
(ibid.).    

Figure 9. The layers of a professional identity 

 

Viewing learning about customers as a process linked to the professional identities of 
frontline contact persons follows the holistic approach adopted in the study. Literature 
and research on identity construction is immense. Research on the construct of identity 
has a long tradition in sociology, psychology and anthropology. Here I want to 
emphasise that I am aware of the fact that identity as a concept is theoretically loaded. 
The professional identity of frontline contact persons could be the sole theme of a 
doctoral thesis. However, this thesis aims at understanding the nature of learning about 
customers, in which professional identity is one of the dimensions that help us 
understand it. Professional identity has thus a prominent part in this thesis. In order to 
limit the scope of the thesis I have, however, chosen to leave the vast literature on 
identity construction within consumer behaviour, sociology, psychology and 
anthropology aside. I will only focus on identity as a dimension of learning. Even 
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opportunities for research within service marketing.     
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3.2.3 Learning is mediated by tools  

A frontline contact person selling or servicing cars at CarDealer uses a multitude of 
tools when making sense of his everyday work, e.g. the customer database in order to 
find out the history of a customer contact, jokes and humour to cope with difficult 
situations, the internet in order to e-mail customers, telling stories of difficult customers 
in order to share experiences, etc. These tools have been created in interaction with a 
socio-cultural context and they are embedded therein: the customer database, e-mail and 
the internet are the results of historical, technological innovations in society and they 
have become an established part of service culture; jokes, humour and stories have been 
developed within specific social contexts and have become part of the interactions 
between members of a community. Hence, tools stand in between the learner and what 
is to be learned − they mediate learning (Vygotsky, 1978). From a socio-cultural 
perspective, learning takes place through the use of tools (Säljö, 2000). Thus, tools are 
needed for understanding and learning about − in this case − customers. When adopting 
a socio-cultural perspective on learning, how we learn is about how we take in tools or 
resources that help us in performing everyday practices. Understanding and insights of 
how to use tools stem from patterns of behaviour that have been developed during 
history and that we become aware of through interaction with other individuals (Säljö, 
2000). The tools can be intellectual or practical – often individuals use a combination of 
them (Säljö, 2000:20, 22-23). Hence, the dualism between abstract and concrete is 
blurred when viewing learning from a socio-cultural approach.   
 
When an individual has learned to use a tool appropriation emerges. Appropriation 
means that the individual learns to use an intellectual or practical tool for certain 
purposes and in specific situations. For example, the service advisors at CarDealer have 
appropriated concepts from medicine like ‘diagnosis’ (what is wrong with the car?), 
‘symptom’ (how does the car ‘behave’?) and ‘patient’ (the car). The concepts act as 
mediators in the interactions with mechanics and are used daily in conversations. 
Appropriation does not, however, imply that individuals using the tool fully understand 
it. Wertsch (1998) distinguishes between the process of mastery and appropriation. The 
first refers to a process where an individual mechanically takes over something without 
necessarily understanding its true meaning, while the latter means that the individual 
makes that something one’s own. Thus, an individual can master something without 
having appropriated it. The most important mediating tools according to the socio-
cultural approach are language and communication, here referred to as discursive tools. 
Consequently, non-language based tools are referred to as non-discursive tools.  
 
Mediation through non-discursive tools 
Within cognitivism, objects are typically seen as such – as ‘dead’ objects. However, in 
the socio-cultural tradition there are no ‘dead’ objects strictly speaking; there are 
artefacts. Human knowledge and learning have been built into these artefacts and they 
are used as tools in conjunction with human practices. Bateson’s example (1972, e.g. in 
Wertsch, 1991:33) of how a blind person uses a stick is illustrative. A stick is a simple 
object and in the hands of a sighted person it is in a sense a ‘dead object’ with no 
meaningful properties. However, for a blind person it constitutes his contact to the 
surrounding world – a tool that helps the person orientate himself. The combination of 
biological, cognitive processes in the mind of the blind person and the use of a tool that 
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connects to his thinking constitute a complex practice. Thus, artefacts are integrated 
parts of learning. Similarly, one can examine the function of a database or a notebook in 
the context of car sales. A database with information about thousands of customers or a 
notebook filled with reflections on customers have no function for a person not working 
with car sales. However, for a salesperson they are tools for constructing an 
understanding of customers.       
 
Mediation through discursive tools 
Human knowledge is, to a large extent, discursive (Säljö, 2000:35), i.e. embedded in 
language. Hence, language is the basis for learning (Dysthe, 2000). Language mediates 
meaning and with the help of language individuals are able to interact with each other 
and thus learn from each other. Language in different forms constitutes a discursive 
tool. Säljö (2000:83) states that language from a socio-cultural perspective has three 
basic functions: an indicative function, a semiotic function and a rhetoric function. It is 
obvious that individuals with the help of language are able to label – indicate – objects 
and phenomena like car, red, or customer, which in turn is a prerequisite for learning 
through interaction with the immediate social context and the more distant cultural and 
historical context. Through words, we can talk and think about objects and phenomena 
without them necessarily being present. Moreover, words can be used for labelling 
abstract phenomena, e.g. relationship, trust, and respect.  
 
The semiotic function of language implies that concepts do not only refer to an object or 
phenomena, it also bears meaning; language is not a neutral reflection of reality and the 
semiotic meaning of concepts is learned through interaction in a context, e.g. the 
concept of ‘symptom’ has a specific meaning within car service. An existing word has 
been induced with a new meaning collectively by the service advisors. The word has 
been derived from another cultural context (medicine), as there are similarities between 
the two contexts. In both contexts there is a historical tradition of finding out the 
symptoms of a problem so that a diagnosis can be made. Finally, language has a 
rhetorical function. Individuals use language to accomplish something and to persuade. 
Language is dynamic and can be adapted. For example, a negotiation is a situation 
where language often has a rhetorical function. The rhetorical function of language is 
about knowing how to use language in different situations and contexts. There are 
different ways of using language depending on the context and what the individual 
wants to say.       
 
This discussion on language and communication as tools for learning, calls for a deeper 
investigation. In the following parts, language and communication as discursive tools 
will be further elaborated on.   

3.3 An elaboration on language and communication as discursive tools 

Language and communication constitute discursive tools that are used for making sense 
of the world. As can be concluded from the literature review in Chapter 2, the issue of 
language in connection with learning is seldom or never discussed or problematised in 
marketing research. Perhaps it is a self-evident part of learning, or researchers have not 
seen it as an issue worth problematising or elaborating on. However, it is maintained in 
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this thesis that language constitutes a significant resource for learning, and in order to 
understand the nature of learning about customers, language cannot be left out of the 
picture.  

3.3.1 The core idea of dialogicality: communication and language are 
embedded in context  

Language can be conceptualised in basically two ways: as a structure or as a discourse 
(Linell, 1998:3). Viewing language as a structure implies that priority is given to 
concepts and expressions, which are analysed as separate units. Language as a discourse 
calls for looking beyond the separate units – the words – to the context in which they 
are embedded. All discourse is thus contextual (Linell, 1998:117); what is said needs to 
be related to the context in which it is said.  
 
Instead of looking upon language as a structure, i.e. in terms of a transmission process 
and in terms of the code model of language21, dialogicality or dialogism (a concept 
coined by Holquist, 1990) seeks to understand human behaviour through the ways 
humans use language in context. Every individual’s unique voice – i.e. way of using 
language − develops in dialogue with the social, cultural and historical context in which 
it is embedded (Linell, 1998:35). When somebody uses language, that somebody also 
says something about his world (ibid., pg. 101). Individuals appropriate words, 
opinions, concepts, statements from the context they are situated in. The appropriated 
concepts speak through the individual (Bakhtin, 1986). This converges with the notion 
that the individual learns already made and accepted interpretations of the world (Säljö, 
2000). Hence, individuals in a sense ‘rent’ words and their meanings, or as the 
philosopher and literary theorist Mikhail Bakhtin states ‘the word is partly someone 
else’s’ (1981:293-294). The example of service advisors using the concept ‘symptom’ 
when communicating illustrates how words can be ‘rented’ and how a word is used by 
someone else in a different context than the original. Bakhtin’s notion that ‘the word is 
half someone else’s’ means that prior to the moment of appropriation the word does not 
exist in a neutral and impersonal language as is proposed by the code model of 
language, but rather it exists in other people’s mouths, in other people’s concrete 
contexts, serving other people’s intentions (Bakhtin, 1981:293-294). It is from there – 
the context – the word is taken and appropriated by the individual. Language is thus not 
individual.  
 
Linell (1998) argues that several schools of thought have had an influence on dialogism, 
of which phenomenology, pragmatism (Peirce, James, Dewey, Mead) and the socio-
cultural approach (Vygotsky, Bakhtin) are the ones that have shaped this way of 
perceiving and understanding phenomena the strongest. Dialogism is characteristic of 
all social constructivist schools of thought. However, the concept of dialogism or 
dialogicality is often associated with Mikhail Bakhtin. Bakhtin certainly has had 

                                                 
21 The code model of language holds that words are neutral reflections of reality. For example, if a 
salesperson describes his relationship to a customer as a friendship, it does not necessarily mean that the 
salesperson and the customer are literally friends. The indicative function of the word ‘friendship’ is not 
the same as the semiotic function of the word in a sales context. Thus, according to dialogicality, words 
have meanings in specific situations and context, which goes beyond the indicative function.      
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immense influence on this way of thinking and his ideas and concepts are also used in 
this thesis. However, e.g. Wittgenstein (‘language game’) or Berger and Luckmann 
(‘communicative genres’) put forward similar ways of thinking (in Linell, 1998:238-
239). Dialogistic theory has thus a long history that spans over a century of research. As 
Linell (1998:49), I am inclined to give the concept dialogism a broader significance and 
I recognise that dialogistic lines of reasoning exist in various approaches.  

3.3.2 The building blocks of language and communication 

The basic unit of language is the utterance – learning how to speak is about learning 
how to construct utterances (Bakhtin, 1986). Utterances can only exist when being 
produced by a voice. Voice is the speaking personality, the speaking consciousness 
situated in a context, who addresses the utterance to somebody/something (ibid.). For 
example, a salesperson states when encountering a customer in the showroom ‘how can 
I help you?’ The salesperson hence constructs an utterance that makes sense within the 
specific context of car sales and in the situation of encountering a customer in the 
showroom. The utterance, i.e. the question, is addressed to the customer. The 
salesperson constitutes the voice.  
 
Dialogicality regards every communicative act – utterance – as being implicitly or 
explicitly addressed to somebody or something. Bakhtin does not limit the notion of 
addressivity to only those speakers that are present in the immediate, physical speech 
situation. The voice or voices to which an utterance is addressed may be temporally, 
spatially, and socially distant (Bakhtin, 1986). It can also be an indefinite, unconcretised 
other (ibid.). In the example of the salesperson encountering a customer in the 
showroom, the utterance can also be seen as being produced in order to address the 
expectations of the customer and to address the culturally and historically embedded 
expectations of how things should be done when selling cars.     
 
Thus, an utterance reflects not only the voice producing it but also the voices to which it 
is addressed – in the formulation of an utterance a voice responds in some way to 
previous utterances (Wertsch, 1991). The questions ‘who is being addressed?’ and ‘who 
is doing the speaking?’ are crucial when analysing discourse (ibid.). Ultimately, every 
utterance entails at least two voices, which is the foundation of Bakhtin’s ideas.    
 
Bakhtin used parody as a practical example illustrating the multivoicedness or 
polyphony22 of phenomena. In parody, the voices of irony and sarcasm permeate the 
utterances. Wertsch (1991) gives an example of how the perfectly normal English word 
‘inoperative’ became a parody on Nixon’s press secretary Ronald L. Ziegler’s 
statements in association with the Watergate scandal. After the scandal had been 
revealed – of course after denying Nixon’s guilt – Ziegler stated that all previous 
                                                 
22 Multivoicedness/polyphony can be difficult for a researcher to detect, unless the researcher is very 
sensitive to and has a deep understanding of the research setting. Informants may use language that 
includes elements of multivoicedness, but the researcher does not see it as it is embedded in the 
organisation's culture, history or embedded in some other aspects of culture or history. I have reflected on 
this issue and I recognise that this could be a limitation. On the other hand, as will be discussed in 
Chapter 4, I have taken measures to ensure that the culture and history of CarDealer and car retailing are 
known to me.     



 63

statements (that maintained the innocence of Nixon) were ‘inoperative’. The word 
‘inoperative’ was no longer a neutral word and everyone who had experienced the 
Watergate scandal associated ‘inoperative’ with a specific socially, culturally and 
historically situated voice. For example, if parents after this incident said to their 
children that bedtime rules were ‘inoperative’, it was a parody of Ziegler’s statement; a 
sign of resignation and an attempt at humour. Wertsch analyses this as follows: 
 

From a Bakhtinian perspective, parodies on Ziegler’s use of ‘inoperative’ provide a clear 
illustration of the usefulness of the constructs of utterance, voice, and dialogicality. In this 
view, utterances always belong to someone (i.e. a voice). This speaking consciousness may 
be so visible it is impossible for others to use a term like ‘inoperative’ without recognising 
the history of its ownership. In contrast […] linguistic analyses that treat utterances as if 
they ‘belong to nobody’ (Bakhtin, 1986:99) cannot capture this essential dimension of 
meaning. […] In using the term ‘inoperative’, many speakers hear both the voice of Ronald 
Ziegler and their own producing the concrete utterance.     

 
It should be clear that dialogism as an epistemology is valid for all kinds of 
communication, whether it is a question of speech, texts, or one-to-one interactions. 
Dialogism is an epistemology and should not be confused with the concept ‘dialogue’. 
A dialogue is any dyadic or polyadic interaction between individuals who are mutually 
co-present and interact through language (Linell, 1998:10). A ‘dialogue’ is a type of 
communication such as Plato’s Socratic dialogues. ‘Dialogical’ is the adjective form of 
dialogue, e.g. dialogical communication is a type of communication that involves a 
dialogue between two individuals or between an individual and unconcretised other. 
‘Dialogistic’ in turn refers to the epistemology of dialogism, e.g. when communication 
is viewed as dialogistic it means that communication is seen from a certain 
epistemological perspective that pertains to dialogism.   

3.3.3 Implications of dialogicality: social languages and speech genres  

Utterances are the basic units of language and they are produced by individual voices. 
When an individual makes an utterance, he intentionally or unintentionally uses a social 
language in producing this utterance. A social language is a discourse specific to a 
group within a given social system at a given time, e.g. professional jargons (Bakhtin, 
1986). The social language shapes what the speaker’s individual voice can say – the 
individual does not have the kind of freedom in producing utterances that is traditionally 
assumed; what an individual says is linked to the social language(s) he has appropriated. 
Service advisors have their specific social language, salespersons have theirs, and 
aspects of the social languages used by service advisors and salespersons coincide and 
constitute a common social language of car retailing. For example, the service advisors 
talk about ‘patients’ with ‘symptoms’, as salespersons talk about ‘customers with 
needs’. This choice of words reflects how they think. The voices of service advisors 
produce utterances that are similar and the voices of salespersons in turn produce 
utterances that are similar. These utterances are rarely plucked from the air, rather the 
individual appropriates words from interactions with others.    
 
Social languages develop relatively stable forms of utterances that are used in specific 
situations (Igland & Dysthe, 2003), see Figure 10. Bakhtin refers to these phenomena as 
speech genres. Speech genres are never explicitly defined, but Bakhtin provided 
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examples of what kind of phenomena he had in mind: military commands, everyday 
greeting, farewell, congratulations, table conversation, intimate conversations among 
friends. ‘A speech genre is not a form of language, but a typical form of utterance’ 
(Bakhtin, 1986:61). Wertsch (1991:61-62) elaborates on the contributions of scholars 
within anthropology and sociolinguistics that have defined some characteristics of 
speech genres. Speech genres are described as ‘a ready-made way of packaging speech’ 
that allows the voice of a genre and the voice of the individual to be simultaneously 
used in a context. Speech genres can also be considered ‘lexicalised forms of speech 
used by the members of the cultures studied.’ Moreover, speech genres are typically 
routinised, predictable, and bounded by framing devices. This means that it is possible 
to determine when a speech genre begins and ends, ‘so that a naturally occurring unit of 
activity for study may be identified’ (ibid.). Linell’s (1998:239) brilliant description of a 
speech genre maintains that speech genres are ‘originally interactionally developed, 
then historically sedimented, often institutionally congealed, and finally interactionally 
reconstructed in situ.’ Thus, speech genres are first developed in interactions between 
individuals, they live on through history, they become accepted and fixed in different 
institutional settings and they are continuously reconstructed in different situations. 
Genres are clearly linked to specific social situations and practices (Linell, 1998:240).  

Figure 10. Levels of aggregation in language 

 

Every utterance is formed by a speech genre – it is no more possible to produce an 
utterance without using some speech genre, than it is possible to produce an utterance 
without using a national language, e.g. English (Wertsch, 1991). Speech genres are 
fixed to a certain extent, but they allow unique individual applications, which means 
that both the voice of a speech genre and an individual voice can be used 
simultaneously (ibid.). In social languages, there exists thus a repertoire of speech 
genres that the individual uses in different situations. The different speech genres of an 
individual constitute discursive tools.   

3.4 How does a socio-cultural approach to learning contribute to our 
current understanding? 

A socio-cultural approach to learning broadens and complements the traditional 
cognitive view. It has thus significant epistemological implications on how we view 
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learning. Instead of emphasising an ‘in-the-head’ perspective and cognitive processes, 
emphasis is laid on the social and societal dimensions of learning. Learning is studied as 
a socio-cultural phenomenon. The three main premises of the socio-cultural approach to 
learning guide the study: 1) learning is socially, culturally and historically situated, 2) 
learning is an aspect of identity, and 3) learning is mediated. In Table 2, the meaning 
and implications of viewing learning about customers from a socio-cultural perspective 
are summarised.  

Table 2. A summary of the three main premises and their implications on the study 

Learning about customers 
is socially, culturally and 
historically situated 

Learning about customers is bound to situations – it is situated – and it 
occurs in practices. Learning about customers, everyday practices and the 
social, cultural and historical context are integrated entities. 
 

What are the implications 
for the study? 

The context does not influence learning about customers; learning about 
customers is an integrated part of the context and the everyday practices 
that occur in it. Therefore the social, cultural and historical context cannot 
be left aside from a study of learning about customers.  
 

Learning about customers 
is an aspect of 
professional identity 
 

Learning about customers is not only learning to perform certain tasks, but 
it is about learning to be a frontline contact person.  

What are the implications 
for the study? 

A holistic understanding of the nature of learning about customers calls for 
taking the professional identity of frontline contact persons into account.  
 

Learning about customers 
is mediated  

The tools frontline contact persons use in everyday practices are 
intertwined with learning about customers. By using tools, frontline contact 
persons learn about customers.     
 

What are the implications 
for this study? 

Understanding what tools frontline contact persons use and how they use 
the tools have the potential to enhance our understanding of the nature of 
learning about customers.  

The socio-cultural approach to learning contributes with a new frame of reference in 
marketing research – metaphorically speaking it provides a pair of new spectacles for 
understanding the nature of learning about customers. However, why is this new pair of 
spectacles better than the old pair?  
 
Firstly, the new spectacles allow us to see learning from a holistic perspective. A 
holistic perspective on learning views the mind and the body as an entity; learning takes 
place in the everyday practices – ‘doings’ – of frontline contact persons, which 
simultaneously involve practical work, interpretation and reflection. Thus, learning is 
embedded, it is practical and contextualised. Learning is more than the sum of an 
individual’s cognitive processes. Learning is anchored in and formed by the social, 
cultural and historical context, in which it is situated. If a holistic perspective on 
learning is neglected, an important part of the ‘truth’ is simultaneously neglected. The 
notion of social, cultural and historical context encompasses both micro and macro level 
aspects.    
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Secondly, a socio-cultural approach recognises the role of the professional identity of 
frontline contact persons in the learning process and it further strengthens the notion of 
learning being embedded. Professional identity is a concept that has not been 
accentuated in previous marketing research. For example, services marketing and 
relationship marketing do not explicitly deal with the concept of professional identity, 
nor does sales literature or any other strands of literature within marketing. However, 
this study suggests that the professional identity of frontline contact persons is of utmost 
importance for understanding the nature of learning about customers in a customer 
service setting. Who frontline contact persons are in their profession and how they 
conceive of themselves with regard to customer service, is an integrated part of the 
nature of learning about customers.        
 
Thirdly, the new socio-cultural spectacles help us understand learning in terms of 
mediating tools. How learning about customers takes place can be studied through 
exploring how frontline contact persons appropriate and use tools in everyday 
practices. Moreover, the new spectacles allow us to see different types of tools, i.e. both 
discursive and non-discursive tools. The different tools are often used simultaneously – 
language-based, discursive tools are used together with non-language based, non-
discursive tools. The tools are resources that can be utilised for learning about 
customers. This way of viewing learning differs radically from the information 
processing perspective and it brings out new perspectives on how the learning process 
can be supported or repressed. This is not only a theoretically interesting point, but also 
a managerially relevant topic; individuals in organisations can develop tools that 
support learning and they can minimise the use of tools that repress learning. 
Ultimately, learning is not only about ambiguous processes in the brain – it is also about 
everyday phenomena such as language use, use of technical resources and even about 
how frontline contact persons use space. When studying what tools frontline contact 
persons use and how they use them for making sense of customers and customer 
service, learning about customers becomes more tangible and the ‘black box’ of how 
learning takes place is opened.       
 
The fourth benefit of using the new spectacles is that they make us realise the role of 
language and communication when learning about customers. The tools we employ 
enable and limit learning, of which language is one of the most important tools 
(Tsoukas & Vladimirou, 2001). There can be no learning without communication and 
interaction – a fact that is often overlooked in marketing literature on learning. 
However, when speaking of communication as a tool for learning, it is not about the 
kind of communication where a sender transmits a message to the receiver; nor is it 
about the kind of communication where language serves as a neutral code. 
Communication is socially, culturally and historically constituted and this comes to 
show through social languages and speech genres. Marketing literature on learning 
conveys the illusion that communication is without a history and without cultural and 
social influence. It puts forward a de-contextualised view on communication; 
communication happens here and now and the individual is an actor that communicates 
independently from others. However, in this study focus is on the social aspects of 
language and communication. How frontline contact persons learn about customers 
through the use of discursive tools is not only determined by the individual, but the 
tools exist in a context, from which the individual appropriates them and uses them. 
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How a frontline contact person uses tools is not a mere chance, but the result of 
embeddedness. This way of looking at communication and learning truly challenges the 
way we not only conceptualise the nature of learning about customers, but how we think 
of customer service as a whole. The individual is not a ‘free’ actor, he ‘rents’ his 
language and communication from the context. Thus, customer service is not merely 
people encountering each other here and now, but it is the encounter between social 
communities, cultures and different histories.      
 
As a conclusion to this chapter, the three main premises of the socio-cultural approach 
as put forward in this thesis can be re-formulated and elucidated in the following way:  
 

 Learning about customers is socially, culturally and historically situated 
 Learning about customers is an aspect of professional identity 
 Learning about customers is mediated 

 
In this chapter the socio-cultural approach to learning has been elaborated on and the 
reader should have a comprehensive picture of this specific theoretical perspective on 
learning. In the next chapter, focus is moved to the empirical study and specifically to 
issues of research design and methodology.  
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4 RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY  

Learning about customers is viewed as an everyday phenomenon that cannot be 
separated from the practices of frontline contact persons. Thus, the study strives to 
capture the special in the ordinary and to understand and interpret a phenomenon that is 
more or less taken for granted. The means for doing this are found in an ethnographic 
research approach. Hence, this chapter focuses on issues of research design, 
methodology, data collection and analysis. First, the nature of ethnographic research is 
discussed and related to the study. Thereafter, the research process including issues of 
preunderstanding and reflexivity is elaborated on. The third part of this chapter is about 
data collection and in the fourth part different phases of data collection are discussed. 
The final part of this chapter elaborates on data analysis.    

4.1 The nature of ethnographic research  

Ethnography is neither subjective nor objective – it is interpretive, mediating two 
worlds through a third (Agar, 1986:19). The ethnographer is the link between the 
community under study and the audience that will take part of the final ethnography, i.e. 
the written report (ibid.). Ethnography is at its core a process of ‘mediating frames of 
meaning’ (Giddens (1976) in Agar, 1986:19). This line of reasoning is also evident in 
Agar’s (1986:12) definition of ethnography: ‘ethnographers set out to show how social 
action in one world makes sense from the point of view of another.’ Speaking with the 
words of Agar, I thus set out to show how learning about customers in a customer 
service setting can be understood and interpreted from a socio-cultural point of view, 
and this understanding I disseminate within the academic community that I am part of.       

4.1.1 Ethnography in marketing research 

Ethnography is quite a new acquaintance of the marketing discipline. However, 
especially consumer researchers have adopted ethnography as a useful method for 
understanding consumers. Arnould and Wallendorf (1994) distinguish between market-
oriented ethnography and ethnographies of marketing. Market-oriented ethnography 
refers to a method that focuses on the behaviour of consumers constituting the market 
for a product or service, as ethnographies of marketing study people in the organisations 
carrying out marketing activities. Market-oriented ethnography has been used especially 
within culturally-oriented consumer research (e.g. Bardhi & Arnould, 2005; Belk, 1988; 
Hill, 1992; Hill & Stamey, 1990; Schouten & McAlexander, 1995; Wallendorf & 
Arnould, 1991) and branding research (e.g. Coupland, 2005; McAlexander, Schouten & 
König, 2005). Moreover, service-marketing research has employed market-oriented 
ethnographies and ethnographic research tools (e.g. Arnould & Price, 1994; Arnould, 
Price & Tierney, 1995; Gustafsson, Ekdahl & Edvardsson, 1999; Harris & Baron, 2004; 
Hill, 2002; Korkman, 2006; Price, Arnould & Tierney, 1998; Swan & Bowers, 1998). 
Ethnographies of marketing have been conducted mainly within new product 
development (e.g. Dougherty, 1990; Workman, 1993) and to a limited extent within 
sales research (e.g. Sutton & Rafaeli, 1988).  
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After having gone through an extensive amount of literature within the marketing field I 
would like to maintain that ethnographies of marketing are rare. Qualitative methods are 
used in a variety of ways, but ethnography remains an unused potential. However, if one 
crosses the disciplinary borders, there are contributions, especially within sociology, 
that are significant also for marketing research. The sociologist Robert Prus’ two-
volume book on sales ‘Pursuing Customers – An Ethnography of Marketing Activities’ 
(1989a) and ‘Making Sales: Influence as Interpersonal Accomplishment’ (1989b) is a 
study of how salespersons work. Prus’ books have served as a source of inspiration for 
me – as Patricia and Peter Adler say in the foreword (1989a:15):  
 

We are all consumers, customers, clients, patients, and buyers, and for that reason the 
scenes Prus describes here are ones that we find familiar. While describing the exotic 
may sometimes be inherently more interesting, to provide a sociological understanding 
of a mundane arena of everyday life requires a different and more sensitive type of 
‘sociological optic’.        

 
Swan, McInnis-Bowers and Trawick (1996) particularly encourage sales research to use 
ethnography, as it is a methodology that has the potential to broaden the understanding 
of sales. The authors argue that ethnography can be employed in order to reach beyond 
‘the psychological and individualistic view of human behaviour that currently guides 
sales research’ (pg.57). Moreover, they state that ethnography allows the unstudied to 
be studied, it allows for the exploration of concepts, it allows for taking the perspective 
of sales people and it allows for the study of selling processes.  
     
As a whole, ethnography is a research tradition with a long and rich history, but within 
business studies and marketing it is still in its infancy. However, ethnography offers a 
systematic and creative methodology for conducting research in marketing.      

4.1.2 Key characteristics and concepts of ethnographic research 

Ethnographic research is typically based on a phenomenologically or hermeneutically 
oriented paradigm (Fetterman, 1989), e.g. Agar’s (1986) work is informed by both 
phenomenology and hermeneutics. This supports Alvesson’s and Sköldberg’s (2000) 
statement that ethnography bears the stamp of existential hermeneutics. There is thus a 
need to learn about the phenomenon under study by encountering it firsthand (Agar, 
1986:12). This is very much true of this study: learning about customers cannot be 
understood by studying it from the outside, e.g. through a survey – the everyday work 
and interactions with customers need to be observed directly, conversations and 
interviews need to be conducted directly with the frontline contact persons involved in 
everyday customer service. This study thus aims at understanding the insider’s or the 
‘native’s’ perspective, i.e. the emic perspective. The emic perspective is at the core of 
most ethnographic research and it refers to the insiders’ – in this case the frontline 
contact persons’ – perceptions of reality. An emic perspective recognises and accepts 
the existence of multiple realities (Fetterman, 1989:31) and holds that in order to 
understand how individuals think and act the researcher needs to understand their reality 
or life-world. However, also an etic perspective is necessary in order for the researcher 
to be able to place the data into a larger context. An etic perspective is the external, 
scientific perspective on reality – often the researcher’s view. Typically, ethnographers 
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start by collecting data from the emic perspective, and then try to make sense of it both 
from an emic as well as from their own etic perspective (Fetterman, 1989:32). The way 
the researcher combines the emic and etic perspectives is an indicator of the quality of 
the study, as good ethnography requires both emic and etic perspectives (ibid.).     
 
By taking on both an emic and etic perspective, ethnographers assume a holistic outlook 
(Fetterman, 1989:29), i.e. ethnographic research aims at capturing a comprehensive and 
as complete a picture as possible of the phenomenon under study. A holistic orientation 
implies also that data need to be contextualised (ibid.), which refers to the process of 
digging below the surface level and exploring, e.g. what causes a specific problem or 
what is the core reason for somebody acting in a certain manner. As Altheide and 
Johnson (1994:492) argue: ‘good ethnographies reflect tacit knowledge, the largely 
unarticulated, contextual understanding.’  
 
A holistic orientation is challenging. Firstly, it demands time. Agar (1986) states that 
the longer and better one gets to know the context, the richer and more complex will the 
understanding of the phenomenon be. Thus, conducting a holistic ethnographic study 
that assumes both an emic and an etic perspective requires months or often years of 
fieldwork. The dimension of time is described as one of the most distinguishing features 
of ethnographic research (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983; Fetterman, 1989). Secondly, 
a holistic orientation demands a variety of methods to be applied and many kinds of 
data to be analysed. This is both time-consuming as well as challenging for the 
researcher. Thirdly, a holistic orientation requires skills in conducting fieldwork and 
data collection. In an ethnographic study the researcher is the main instrument and the 
researcher affects the study by his or her actions and words.  
                  
The purpose of this thesis is to develop theory23 on what I choose to call learning about 
customers. Hammersley and Atkinson (1983:23) state that the strengths of ethnography 
are most obvious in relation to the development of theory. Ethnography has a capacity to 
illustrate activities and perspectives of actors in ways that challenge existing models or 
theories, as it has the potential to provide in-depth evidence. Moreover, the flexibility of 
ethnographic research allows for theory development in an effective manner: the 
research strategy can be changed during the course of fieldwork and ideas can be 
directly tested. 
  
Flexibility is linked to the researcher’s ability to be sensitive to the research setting. 
Ethnographers are noted for their ability to keep an open mind. However, as Fetterman 
(1989) puts it, this quality does not imply a lack of rigour. ‘The ethnographer enters the 
field with an open mind, not an empty head’, he argues. Before asking the first question 
in the field, the ethnographer begins with a problem, a theory or model, a research 
design, specific data collection techniques and tools for analysis. But, when one is 
conducting research in a setting that is unfamiliar and one has little previous knowledge 
of, the research cannot be fully designed in the pre-fieldwork phase, as in more 
traditional studies (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983:28). As a matter of fact, the 
development of a research problem has rarely ended before fieldwork begins; often data 
play a key role in developing the problem and often also the choice of research setting 
                                                 
23 I would like to remind the reader that I am not striving to develop a theory, but to develop existing 
theory.  
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guides the development of the research problem, i.e. the research design unfolds as 
fieldwork unfolds (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton, 
2002). One can state that ethnographic research follows an abductive research process, 
as discussed in the first chapter: the research process moves between the theoretical 
preunderstanding of the researcher, the problem to be solved and fieldwork.     
 
Ethnographic research is naturalistic, i.e. it strives to study the field of interest in its 
‘natural’ state as undisturbed as possible by the researcher (Hammersley & Atkinson, 
1983). As Blumer (1969:27) states, it is the phenomenon and field of study that dictates 
the methods – not the phenomenon and field of study that need to conform to the 
methods: ‘methods are mere instruments designed to identify and analyse the obdurate 
character of the empirical world, and as such their value exists only in their suitability in 
enabling this task to be done.’ Whether or not qualitative interviews are artificial acts of 
manipulation has been debated. Some researchers see the interview as an artificial 
simulation separated from the context, while others accept it as a research tool among 
others in order to gain understanding of the phenomenon under study.  
 
Blumer (1969:28) further states that ‘the procedures in each part of the act of scientific 
inquiry should and must be assessed in terms of whether they respect the nature of the 
empirical world under study.’ An implication of Blumer’s statement is that the 
researcher should not only use methods that suite the field of study, but he should also 
adopt an attitude that shows respect and appreciation (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983.). 
Fetterman (1989:32) labels this attitude as a ‘non-judgemental orientation’, which 
means that the ethnographer is required to suspend any personal prejudices and 
disbeliefs when entering the field. Thus, an ethnographic research approach is about 
adapting to the field of study, not forcing data to emerge – but being flexible and 
sensitive to what is said and done.        
 
Throughout this thesis the concepts ‘ethnography’, ‘ethnographic approach’, 
‘ethnographer’, ‘ethnographic study’ and ‘ethnographic research’ are used. The question 
is how to treat the concept of ethnography. The study is not an ethnography per se as 
understood within disciplines such as anthropology or sociology; on the other hand it is 
strongly influenced by ethnographic lines of reasoning and it follows the principles of 
ethnographic research. Thus, in order not to lead the reader astray I choose to label this 
study as being guided by an ethnographic research approach. The study is not an 
ethnography in the strict sense of the word, but rather a study that draws upon 
ethnographic principles of research.  

4.1.3 Why choose an ethnographic approach for studying learning about 
customers?  

The core argument of this thesis is that a complementary view on learning is needed 
within marketing and the theoretical tools for reaching this understanding can be found 
in the socio-cultural approach. The socio-cultural approach to learning argues that 
learning is the result of all human activities and it cannot be confined to a specific time 
or place. Learning occurs in everyday practices and it is always contextual. Therefore 
learning cannot be separated from the everyday practices of frontline contact persons at 
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CarDealer. Hence, in order to understand how frontline contact persons learn about 
customers, one has to observe what happens in their everyday work and adopt the role 
of an ethnographer that tries to make sense of the everyday life of a group of people 
(citing Agar, 1986).  
 
Who has ever seen, heard, touched or tasted learning? If I would ask a frontline contact 
person how he learns about customers his answer, if he could answer it at all, would 
reflect just a small fraction of what actually happens. Learning is, as argued by the 
socio-cultural school, such an intimate part of our everyday practices that we probably 
could not describe it accurately and detailed enough when asked about it. As a 
researcher studying learning, I need to go beyond words and combine words with an 
understanding of the context where learning about customers takes place. Gaining such 
an understanding of the context, calls for an ethnographic research approach. By 
conducting interviews or a survey, the context would be ignored and I would not only 
violate the theoretical underpinnings of this study, but I would have a superficial 
understanding of learning about customers.  
 
My personal outlook on what constitutes trustworthy science speaks for employing an 
ethnographic research approach. When starting this research project, I had imagined a 
traditional case study with both qualitative and quantitative elements. I thought of 
conducting qualitative, semi-structured interviews with carefully chosen frontline 
contact persons at CarDealer and as a complement to this a quantitative survey directed 
at all frontline contact persons. However, little by little I came to realise that I do not 
know what frontline contact persons at CarDealer actually do – it is hard to ask relevant 
questions of something one does not have a clue about. I figured out that the only way 
to know what the informants were doing in their daily work in customer service was by 
participating in it. This is one of the very first reasons why I took on an ethnographic 
research approach (without actually first knowing it): I did not know what to ask the 
informants, so I had to observe them first. Hence, in order to be able to draw 
conclusions about and develop theory on a phenomenon one needs to have a deep 
knowledge of it. It is my conviction that theory cannot be generated or developed in a 
trustworthy way without encountering the phenomenon of study first-hand. As in this 
study, I realised that my questions were irrelevant and even ridiculous and had I gone 
on posing those questions or distributing a questionnaire, it would have resulted in an 
invalid and unreliable study. By employing an ethnographic research approach, I thus 
minimised these risks and gained a deep understanding of the phenomenon, which in 
turn allowed me to develop theory in a more trustworthy way.  
 
Finally, it is clear that the research approach of this study is based on ontological 
considerations – the methodology reflects the ontology. The ontology is the road map 
guiding the researcher in his choices. My choice of conducting ethnographic research is 
based on ontological beliefs that are hermeneutic. My belief is that there is no objective, 
outer reality and that individuals construct their own realities. Studying individuals in 
the ordinary world and understanding the meanings individuals attribute to everyday 
phenomena constitute the main task for me as a researcher. The natural outcome of this 
ontological perspective is that research cannot be undertaken from the ‘outside’ – that 
research is about getting ‘inside’ the life-worlds of the individuals under study.  
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Thus, there are four main reasons for why an ethnographic research approach is the 
most suitable methodology for studying learning about customers. Firstly, the 
theoretical perspective on learning calls for an ethnographic research approach. 
Secondly, the nature of the phenomenon under study requires a deep understanding of 
the context and hence, ethnography provides the adequate means for gaining it. Thirdly, 
my own beliefs of what constitutes a good study and trustworthy theory development, 
involves having dense knowledge of the phenomenon under study. By dense knowledge 
I mean having direct, first-hand experience of the subject of research. Fourthly, the 
basic ontological assumptions permeating this study stipulate that in order to understand 
the life-worlds, or in this case the everyday practices of frontline contact persons at 
CarDealer, the researcher needs to adopt an insider – or in ethnographic terms an ‘emic’ 
– perspective.  

4.2 The pre-fieldwork phase: preparing for entering the field 

The main methodological implication of employing an ethnographic research approach 
is that the researcher always needs to be involved in the research setting. There is no 
other way of understanding the everyday lives and practices of people, than through 
engaging in direct fieldwork where the researcher can observe and talk to informants in 
their natural setting. Fieldwork is the most distinctive – the core – feature of 
ethnographic research. 
 
Fieldwork is typically divided into different steps, where the three main phases are the 
pre-fieldwork phase, the fieldwork phase and the post-fieldwork phase (see e.g. Bogdan 
& Taylor, 1975). The pre-fieldwork phase comprises the activities, in which the 
researcher should engage before entering the field. Strictly speaking, the pre-fieldwork 
phase starts already when the researcher decides on what to study and formulates 
research questions. Thus, in this chapter I will give the reader a description of the 
research process beginning from the issue of preunderstanding, continuing with an 
account of the fieldwork phase and ending with a description of the post-fieldwork 
phase. 
 
Looking back on the research process and trying to describe how it all happened is like 
picking apart the different pieces of a completed puzzle and reflecting on how I ended 
up putting them in their places. The field notes serve as a support in this process, as they 
contain reflections and descriptions of the course of work. The description of the 
research process given in this chapter is a reconstruction – however – it is a 
reconstruction made with the aim of being honest and giving the reader a 
comprehensive and detailed picture of how I went about my research project. By 
discussing the research process as such I argue that the trustworthiness of the study is 
enhanced (Altheide & Johnson, 1994). 
 
By contemplating on the research process that led to this thesis, I give room for an 
utterly important aspect in conducting social science research: reflexivity (Altheide & 
Johnson, 1994; Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2000; Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983; Patton, 
2002). I am a part of the social world I study and I cannot escape the fact that I have an 
effect on it – Eneroth (1984) explains this by stating that research is not an interaction 
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between ‘subject’ and ‘object’, but between two subjects. The researcher’s role in 
conducting qualitative studies is crucial – especially so in ethnographic research; the 
researcher is the research instrument. By asserting otherwise, I would be dishonest or 
foolish. Reflexivity means that the researcher gives thought to the issue of how he 
conducted a study, what happened during the study and what effect the actions of the 
researcher had on the outcome of the study. Reflexivity hence suggests that researchers 
should not set out to eliminate and deny the effects of the researcher; rather the 
researcher should understand them. This also ensures transparency of research, which 
means that the reader can easily follow the research process and the decisions that the 
researcher has made.  

4.2.1 Preunderstanding of the empirical setting  

It can be maintained that researchers are always members of a particular historically and 
culturally conditioned life-world and research is always laden with theory (Heelan, 
1997, in Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2000). This implies that a researcher always has some 
kind of preunderstanding of the field of study. Gummesson (2000) states that academic 
researchers give insufficient thought to the significance of preunderstanding. 
Preunderstanding refers to the researcher’s knowledge, insights, attitudes and 
experience before engagement in a research project. Understanding, on the other hand 
refers to the new, improved knowledge, insights, and experience that stem from 
conducting the study. Preunderstanding can be first-hand or second-hand, where first-
hand preunderstanding stems from personal experience and second-hand 
preunderstanding from other sources.  
 
Patton (2002) states that one of the strengths of a qualitative research approach is that 
the researcher can enter the field without predetermined hypotheses. He continues by 
asserting that the problem may, however, be how to keep an open mind and he 
maintains that the researcher’s own perspective must be made explicit, as well as any 
other tradition or perspective that affect interpretations. In the introductory chapter, the 
Nordic school of service and relationship management and existential hermeneutics 
were discussed. In the third chapter, the socio-cultural approach to learning was 
elaborated on. These three perspectives constitute the backbone of this study and the 
synthesis of these perspectives can be characterised as the theoretical and scientific 
preunderstanding of the field of research. In this section, my preunderstanding of the 
empirical setting of the study will be elaborated on.  
 
There are various opinions on the value of preunderstanding when conducting research 
– on the one hand it can restrict the emergence of new insights if the researcher is too 
familiar with and bound to the setting, on the other hand it can prove to be valuable in 
understanding the setting to its full extent with all its nuances (see e.g. Gummesson, 
2000). In this case, my preunderstanding of the field of research was very limited in a 
number of ways.  
 
Car retailing was an alien industry for me in 2004 when I began co-operating with 
CarDealer. I had never even bought a car, or worked in a car-retailing company. 
Furthermore, I have no personal interest in cars or anything related to cars – I only drive 
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them. This means that I had almost no knowledge of the industry, the products or the 
services offered at the company that I was to study.  
 
CarDealer as a company was also a totally new acquaintance – I had never heard of the 
company before the opportunity of conducting research for and with them emerged. 
This depends partly on the fact that CarDealer operates in other geographical parts of 
Finland than where I live; partly it is due to the fact that I was not interested in this 
specific industry. Hence, not only was the industry as a whole alien – so was the 
company. Somebody might ask at this stage – ‘how did you end up conducting your 
empirical study there?’ Let me explain and lead the reader back to the winter and spring 
of 2004. In the winter of 2004, I decided that learning seen from a marketing 
perspective was going to be the theme for my doctoral dissertation – the topic of 
learning was underexplored (perhaps still is) within a marketing context and it 
fascinated me. At the same time I was contacted by the coordinator of the Centre for 
Relationship Marketing and Service Management (CERS) and I was asked if I would be 
interested in co-operating with a company, which had made an enquiry about the 
possibilities of working with a doctoral student at CERS. My name had come up and I 
was asked to contact the company, which I did. The initial phone call was followed by a 
meeting at Hanken with my contact person – the development manager – at CarDealer 
and thereafter a meeting at the company with the CEO was arranged. The theme of my 
thesis was of interest to the company and I was granted full access to conduct research 
at CarDealer. This was a good solution, as access, as I already then suspected, would be 
a key issue for the success of the study.  
 
My lack of preunderstanding is an issue worth discussing. The fact that I did not know 
the people that work in the organisation, the organisational culture and procedures can 
be seen as a weakness. However, e.g. Bogdan and Taylor (1975:28) recommend that 
researchers should choose settings ‘in which the subjects are strangers to them and in 
which they have no particular professional knowledge or expertise.’ Also, Spradley 
(1979:27-28) and Ely (1993:23) argue that in order to keep the role of the researcher 
clear and free of conflict, it is likely that conducting research in an unknown setting and 
having strangers as informants, make a better ethnographic study.  
 
As a total stranger lacking first-hand preunderstanding, I argue that I have the capability 
to see beyond the traditional boundaries and what is immediately given, to ask 
seemingly stupid but important questions, and to reflect on things that may seem 
mundane and unimportant. By being a stranger to the research setting most aspects of 
the everyday work of frontline contact persons are exceptional and new. Lacking 
knowledge and experience of the research setting means that I do not take anything for 
granted. However, it has not been easy in the sense that I have had to devote time and 
effort to learning the ‘language’ and the routines at the company. It has also been 
psychologically hard when encountering people that are unknown and trying to 
persuade them to let me in to their working community. Both the process of gaining 
trust and rapport, as well as the psychological process of adapting to different settings 
and informants, would surely have been easier in a setting that was previously known. 
However, even though it would have been easier, it would not necessarily have been 
better with reference to the quality of the study. Not knowing the setting kept me alert 
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and made me see the peculiarities of everyday practices in a way that I doubt a person 
working in the company or in the industry would have had.      
 
It can be argued that my access to the thoughts and experiences of frontline contact 
persons was limited, as I was an outsider with no ‘street credibility’. The informants 
may have seen me as the little helper of management checking on them and reporting on 
what they are doing wrong. My fear of becoming a spy appointed by management was 
very strong at the beginning of the field study and I thought of a strategy to cope with 
this issue.  
 
Firstly, during the observations I never told the informants that they would be 
anonymous, as I knew that my contact person and the management team would be 
interested in my findings: the company granted me full access and that meant that I had 
to share my thoughts and findings (field notes) with them. This could be called the 
‘bargain’ (Bogdan & Taylor, 1975:35) of this study. However, if any of the informants 
explicitly requested something to be kept secret or anonymous I respected that request 
and did not write it in my field notes.  
 
Secondly, when conducting observations I was very careful to point out that the purpose 
of my observations was not to find out what the frontline contact persons were doing 
wrong or how they were treating customers. The issue of service quality is not within 
the scope of this research and I explained that I would not take a stand as to what 
concerns the quality of service or the level of customer satisfaction. I explicitly 
expressed my wish to take part in the everyday work of frontline contact persons and 
their thoughts – how well they were serving customers was of secondary interest.  
 
By playing with open cards and by taking on a truly humble attitude I minimised the 
risk of being considered a ‘spy’ and tried in this way to compensate my lack of 
credibility. This proved to be a good strategy and even though I was a novice I was 
welcomed into the various communities within CarDealer.  
 
In connection with this discussion on my preunderstanding, there is reason to share with 
the reader the fact that I myself have been working as a frontline contact person – not in 
a car retailing company – but in a bank. This means that I have an understanding of 
what the work of frontline contact persons is like. This has above all helped me in 
understanding behaviour and statements that for a person that has never worked with 
customer service may seem odd and perhaps even incomprehensible. For example, talk 
about difficult customers may appear disrespectful towards the customer; however, 
from experience I know that it is common among frontline contact persons to discuss 
difficult cases as the discussion functions as a way of sharing sometimes distressful 
experiences. On the other hand, having a practical understanding of the work of a 
frontline contact person and knowing how hard it can be at times, may lead to the 
researcher being overly empathetic towards the informants. This may in turn influence 
the interpretations and the presentation of data. However, I have attended to this issue 
during fieldwork and especially when analysing data. I have purposefully made myself 
aware of this potential bias. Moreover, discussions with fellow researchers have helped 
me in detecting possible weak points.   
 



 77

Readers that are interested in finding out more about the experience of conducting a 
study with an ethnographic approach are encouraged to take part of Appendix 1, where 
a personal account of the process of fieldwork is given.    

4.2.2 Reaching an initial understanding of the research setting 

As was pointed out, in ethnography and qualitative research in general the research 
design remains flexible up to and during the actual empirical study, which means that 
the research design emerges during the research process simultaneously as the research 
questions and the problem statement. After finding the starting point, the researcher 
starts unfolding the problem and uses methods and techniques that help him proceed. 
Thus, the different phases of a study are always overlapping. Just as data collection and 
analysis are intertwined, the pre-fieldwork and fieldwork phases are blurred.  
 
In May and June 2004, a few months after first having had contact with CarDealer, the 
interviews were conducted with the management team and a person involved in the 
training of frontline contact persons. A total of six in-depth interviews were conducted. 
The round of interviews can be seen as a preparation for actual fieldwork – a first step 
towards fieldwork. Through the interviews I got to know both the company and 
different aspects of its operations as well as the industry as a whole. I obtained six 
expert accounts on the past, present and future of CarDealer and the whole car retailing 
industry. This understanding was necessary in order to be able to continue fieldwork. 
 
The interviews were recorded and some of them were transcribed. The duration of the 
shortest interview was thirty minutes and the longest was almost two hours, however, 
most of them took approximately one hour. The interviews were conducted with the 
help of an interview guide. See Appendix 2 for a more detailed description of the 
informants and the interview guide. 
 
The aim of the interviews was to form a comprehensive picture of the company from a 
management-perspective as well as to get an overall idea of the company and the whole 
industry. The interviews conducted with the management team are thus not directly 
linked to the subject of research. Therefore, I did not transcribe all interviews – three 
interviews were transcribed and the other three interviews I listened through, taking 
notes but not transcribing them. I have not formally analysed the interview data – the 
interviews as such were more important in shaping my understanding of the 
organisation, rather than helping me understand the research problem. However, 
without this basic understanding it would have been hard or even impossible to make 
sense of several phenomena and situations during actual fieldwork among the frontline 
contact persons.  
 
After having conducted the initial interviews it was clear that I needed to get close to the 
phenomenon of study. The decision to engage in direct fieldwork among the frontline 
contact persons was made. Figure 11 depicts the different phases of the entire research 
process.  
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Figure 11. The research process: the pre-fieldwork, the fieldwork and post-fieldwork 
phase 

 

4.3 The fieldwork phase: observing, conversing and interviewing  

Fieldwork can be defined as ‘working with people for long periods of time in their 
natural setting’ (Fetterman, 1989:41). During fieldwork the ethnographer uses a variety 
of methods to collect data. Typically, data in ethnographic research are collected 
through observations, conversations and interviews. The methods applied in this study 
are discussed in detail in the following sections.  
 
During fieldwork the ethnographer should behave in a way that he eventually becomes 
an unobtrusive part of the setting, a person that the informants take for granted and 
whom they consider non-threatening (Bogdan & Taylor, 1975). The researcher should 
ideally be a neutral figure with no special alliances, no relationships or interests that 
could harm the study (ibid.). Hence, fieldwork cannot be confined to data collection 
issues only. Fieldwork consists of two dimensions: fieldwork as data collection and 
fieldwork as social interaction (Bogdan & Taylor, 1975:41). Fieldwork as social 
interaction refers to the way the researcher should behave in the field, and fieldwork as 
data collection to the means by which the researcher can elicit and record data. Social 
interaction in the field has consequences on data collection and vice versa; social 
interaction and data collection are inseparable in ethnographic research. Becoming a 
part of the setting and ‘melting in’ was my fieldwork strategy from the beginning. 
Moreover, I noticed during fieldwork that in order to create rapport and trust, it was 
important to emphasise that I was not there to judge the informants’ performances.  
 
The actual fieldwork phase begins when the researcher enters the field. Being 
introduced by a member of the community, who has credibility among the other 
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members, is the ethnographer’s best entry ticket (Fetterman, 1989:43). My contact 
person, i.e. the development manager of CarDealer, was the one that introduced me at 
every department where I did fieldwork. Before starting fieldwork I was introduced to 
each informant and a brief description of my background and the study was given.   
 
Ethnographers typically gather most of the data though participant observation and 
many casual, friendly conversations (Spradley, 1979). This was also the case of this 
study. During observations, questions would emerge, which I wrote down and posed 
when there was time. Sometimes I also had some specific questions that I had planned 
to ask, which I asked when the time was right. Spradley (1979) states that ethnographers 
may interview people without their awareness, merely carrying on a friendly 
conversation while introducing a few ethnographic questions. According to Spradley 
(1979), the ‘friendly conversation’ is important when conducting observations, as it is a 
possibility for the researcher to explore what is going on in a setting. Conversations 
with informants, i.e. ‘hanging out’ with informants, was not only useful but also 
necessary for making sense of the observations of this study.  

4.3.1 Observing action and interaction  

Often it is stated that ethnography is a synonym to participant observation or that 
participant observation is a cover term for all ethnographic activities (Atkinson & 
Hammersley, 1994; Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983; Kullberg, 2004; Prus, 1996). 
Hammersley and Atkinson (1983:16) go as far as to argue that all social research takes 
the form of participant observation/ethnography, as research always involves 
participation in the social world. The authors further maintain that participant 
observation resembles the way people ordinarily make sense of their world – even 
though we are participants in the social world we are still able to observe and evaluate 
our actions from the ‘outside’. In a way, people have a natural tendency to conduct 
participant observation.  
 
If adopting the stance of Hammersley and Atkinson (1983), participant observation 
becomes more than merely a methodology – it becomes an epistemological issue. Here, 
the concept of participant observation is used when referring to a specific observational 
methodology that ‘combines participation in the lives of the people under study with 
maintenance of a professional distance that allows adequate observation and recording 
of data’ (Fetterman, 1989:44). Bogdan and Taylor (1975:5) put forward slightly 
different perspectives on the methodology of participant observation and define it as 
‘research characterised by a period of intense social interaction between the researcher 
and the subjects, in the milieu of the latter’ and add that ‘during this period, data are 
unobtrusively and systematically collected’. Burgess (1997:79) quotes Becker (1958) 
when defining participant observation:  
 

The participant observer gathers data by participating in the daily life of the group or 
organisation he studies. He watches the people he is studying to see what situations 
they ordinarily meet and how they behave in them. He enters into conversation with 
some or all of the participants in these situations and discovers their interpretations of 
the events he has observed. 
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In summary, participant observation in this thesis is used as a method that helps me as a 
researcher understand the everyday work of frontline contact persons at CarDealer and 
that allows me to study interactions and situations that lead me towards gaining an 
understanding of what learning about customers is and how it takes place. The 
methodology requires the researcher to interact with the informants in the field, to 
engage in conversations, to ask questions and to be curious. However, it is important to 
be unobtrusive and neutral as well. Moreover, it is crucial that data are systematically 
collected and recorded.     

4.3.2 The field role of the researcher 

Observations can be classified according to the classic typology developed by Gold 
(1958): the complete participant, the participant-as-observer, the observer-as-
participant and the complete observer. These four ideal types of field roles are 
discussed in most literature on qualitative methodology, ethnographic research or 
participant observation, e.g. in Burgess (1997), Adler and Adler (1994), Atkinson and 
Hammersley (1994), Hammersley and Atkinson (1983). Next, the field roles will be 
elaborated on.  
 
Patton (2002:269-279) elaborates on the typology of Gold (1958) and puts forward the 
idea of observations as consisting of five dimensions. The role of the researcher can, 
according to Patton (2002:277), range from being a full participant observer to being a 
partial observer to being an onlooker, i.e. from being completely involved to being 
completely separated from the context. The researcher can be portrayed in different 
ways to others, which means that the researcher can conduct observations that range 
from overt to covert observations. The third dimension is the portrayal of the purpose of 
the study to others. By giving a full explanation the real purpose of the study is 
conveyed to everyone; a partial explanation reveals some, but not all about the study. 
Covert explanations mean that no explanation is given to actors and false explanations 
mean that actors are actually deceived about the purpose of the study. The fourth 
dimension concerns the duration of the observation, ranging from a single observation 
during a limited period of time to long-term, and multiple observations. The fifth and 
last dimension is the focus of observations. A narrow focus concentrates on a single 
element of the phenomenon and a broad focus adopts a holistic view of the entire 
phenomenon.    
 
My role in the field could be classified as a participant-as-observer. I engaged in 
interactions with informants, asking questions and discussing. Physically, I sat beside 
the desk of the informants and followed them around. Moreover, I participated as an 
observer in a vast number of customer interactions, afterwards asking the frontline 
contact person to elaborate on what happened and to share his thoughts with me about 
the encounter. The observations were thus overt and I gave a full or at least a partial 
explanation of the purpose of the study to all informants – all of the informants knew 
that I was conducting research and that my main points of interest were learning issues 
within customer service. The observations were long-term and multiple in the sense that 
I have observed each informant several days at a time, during a time period of one and a 
half years and thus I got to know the informants well. In line with the nature of the 
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study and the ethnographic approach, the focus of observations was broad. This means 
that I strived for observing and recording as many aspects and occurrences as possible 
during observations, i.e. I did not only record what was said and done during 
interactions with customers, but also at other times, e.g. during coffee breaks or during 
smoking breaks.      

4.3.3 The pilot study 

In November 2004 it was time for a test: would an ethnographic, largely observational 
research approach be appropriate for coming to terms with the research problem? The 
first two days of observations and discussions were undertaken at a service department 
and were concentrated to two service advisors. The third day of observations was 
conducted at a sales department, selling premium brand cars. Observations and 
discussions were mainly conducted with one of the three salespersons, partly because 
this person was one of the top sellers of the company and partly because he had several 
customer meetings during that day. On the fourth day, two salespersons at one of the 
sales departments selling mid-priced cars were observed. The fifth and last day was 
divided between the service department and the department selling high-end cars. The 
informants were selected on the recommendation of my contact person at CarDealer and 
on the basis of reaching a wide variety of different informants and departments.  
 
During observations, notes were taken (as voice recording was not a possibility) and the 
observations took the form of sitting with the informants and following them in their 
work, also during customer interactions. The informants were encouraged to elaborate 
on what they were doing and why. The discussions were informal and relaxed. Totally, 
about 40 hours of observations were undertaken during the first week and detailed field 
notes were recorded.  
 
All in all, observations proved to be a method that appealed to me, and above all it was 
a method that made me realise that learning about customers goes beyond information 
processing. Already before the pilot study I had begun questioning cognitivistic lines of 
reasoning, but there, in the field and afterwards, when reading through the field notes, it 
was clear that I needed an alternative theoretical frame of reference. Moreover, there 
was no doubt that applying an ethnographic research approach was the key to 
understanding what learning about customers is and how it takes place.    

4.3.4 Continuing the observations 

Encouraged by the successful pilot study, fieldwork continued during the year of 2005. 
Fieldwork was carried out in six sets of observations, see Table 3, which means that it 
was concentrated to specific periods of time. Organising the empirical study into sets 
was motivated by the fact that the research setting, i.e. CarDealer, is located in another 
part of Finland than where I live. It should be recognised that the fact that there was 
quite a long geographical distance between the research setting and my place of 
residence limited the possibilities of undertaking fieldwork continuously. On the other 
hand, once time for fieldwork was scheduled I was maximally concentrated and could 
spend up to 12 hours a day in the field.    
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Table 3. Overview of observations 
 

Time 
Duration/
Sales 

Duration/
Serv 

Total 
duration 

Dept Inf/ 
Sales 

Inf/ 
Serv 

Total 
number 
of inf. 

SET 1 
(Pilot)  

1.-5.11.04 17,5 h 21,5 h 39 h 1 serv 
2 sales 

3 2 5 

SET 2 
 

14.-18.2.05 26 h 33 h 42 h* 2 serv 
2 sales 

7 5 12 

SET 3 
 

13.-14.4.05 20 h 20 h 20 h * 1 serv 
1 sales 

7 3 10 

SET 4 18.-20.5.05 
 

22 h - 22 h 1 sales 5 - 5 

SET 5 
 

12.- 
14.9.05 

18 h 4 h 22 h 1 serv 
2 sales 

4 2 5 

SET 6 
 

7.- 9.11.05 22 h 22 h 22 h* 1 serv 
1 sales 

2 1 3 

TOT    167 h     
*overlapping observations between sales and service 

A total of 167 hours of fieldwork were conducted at totally four sales departments and 
four service departments. A total of 30 informants (inf) were included in the participant 
observations. Table 3 provides the following information: 1) the dates of observations, 
2) the duration of observations at a) sales and b) service departments, 3) the total 
duration of observations within a set, 4) the number of departments, 5) the number of 
informants in a) sales and b) service, 6) the total number of informants per set. For 
example, set 1 was conducted during 1.-5.11.2005, of which 17.5 hours of observations 
were conducted at sales departments and 21.5 hours were conducted at a service 
department. A total of 39 hours of observations were conducted in one service and two 
sales departments. In the sales department three informants were observed and in the 
service department two informants were observed – thus, totally five informants were 
observed during set 1. The total duration of sets 2, 3 and 6 have been marked with a star 
(*), which means that observations of sales and service are overlapping and cannot be 
separated with reference to time, as in set 1. The reason for this is that some sales and 
service departments are situated in the same physical place and when observing, I have 
mixed between observing the sales and service department.        
 
As CarDealer is a large company, choices regarding which departments and which 
informants to observe were crucial. The guiding principle when choosing departments 
and informants, i.e. when sampling, was to observe each department for at least two 
days. After deciding on whether specific departments and informants were useful – i.e. 
if full access was gained and rapport with informants was established – I returned to the 
departments for more fieldwork.  
 
One could maintain that the sampling procedure was strategic; informants that I felt I 
had a good research relationship to were chosen as informants for further fieldwork and 
interviews. Bogdan and Taylor (1975, 45-48) emphasise the importance of rapport and 
argue that as it is important to minimise the effects of the researcher’s presence, and to 
gain maximal access, it is essential to win the trust and confidence of the informants. It 
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is crucial that events that happen during observations do not significantly differ from 
events that happen in the researcher’s absence. This cannot be done without the 
informants trusting and liking the researcher. My ‘rapport strategy’ was to be myself in 
all situations, to be humble and interested in whatever the informants wanted to tell me. 
I always pointed out that the informants were the experts and when asked about my 
research I strived for honesty, e.g. I often got questions of what I think of CarDealer or 
what I think of a certain department.        
 
In Appendix 3, a detailed description of the participant observations and the 
characteristics of the informants can be found. 

4.3.5 Recording data: taking field notes  

The compilation of field notes constitutes a central research activity in ethnographic 
research and the role of field notes cannot be stressed enough – ‘systematic and 
analytical participant observation depends on the recording of complete, accurate, and 
detailed field notes’ (Bogdan & Taylor, 1975:60). A considerable part of the collected 
data is recorded in the form of field notes. Taking field notes may seem like a 
straightforward and quite simple matter. However, as Hammersley and Atkinson 
(1983:146) point out, it is a skill – craftsmanship – to be able to write down what one 
sees and hears.  
 
It was clear from the start of the fieldwork that I could not voice or video record during 
observations. Asking each customer for permission to record a conversation would have 
been obtrusive. I could of course have recorded the conversations between the 
informants and me, but on the other hand these conversations were not in any way 
planned and most of them happened extempore, which means that it would have been 
awkward to ask the informant of permission to record the conversation in the middle of 
it. Moreover, it would have been even more awkward to record conversations between 
the informants during a coffee break, etc. Thus, in order for the observations to be as 
naturalistic and unobtrusive as possible, I chose to leave the recorder at home and 
replace it with some paper and a pen. All field notes were thus written by hand and 
later, after the day was over, I transcribed them on a PC.  
 
Honestly speaking, I dreaded the fact that I could not record during observations. It felt 
unreliable to count on written field notes – to count on my memory and speed of 
writing. However, there are three important questions to consider that help the 
researcher cope with taking field notes: when to write down, what to write down and 
how to write down (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983:146-161). The answer to the 
question of when to write field notes is simple: as soon as possible – if not during the 
observed action, it should be recorded immediately afterwards. Bogdan and Taylor 
(1975:64) even advise against taking notes during observation, as it could be disruptive 
and the goal of the researcher is to minimise the effect of his presence. My strategy of 
note taking was twofold: during customer interactions and interactions among the 
members of the community I took field notes after observation, but during 
conversations with informants I often (though not always) wrote down our conversation 
as it unfolded, i.e. during observation. After each day ‘in the field’ I elaborated on what 
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I had written, e.g. if I had written just a short sentence or word in the field notes I wrote 
a longer explanation/description when transcribing the field notes. This could be viewed 
as an expanded account that emerged from a condensed account (Spradley, 1979:75). I 
also used what Bogdan and Taylor (1975:61) refer to as ‘specific hints in recalling 
data’, which are special devices that help the researcher remember. For example, I 
strived for recording key words that informants used and when transcribing, the 
keywords helped me recall the specific situation. Also, I often made a sketch of the 
physical layout of the setting, which helped me recall how the setting was organised.  
 
The rule of thumb concerning the content and style of field notes is that one can never 
record everything. Therefore, I aimed at always focusing on one or at a maximum two 
informants at a time, e.g. when observing at a service department I sat beside one or two 
persons during the day not even attempting to observe other service advisors. Often the 
scope of field notes changes over time as research progresses. Also the character of field 
notes has a tendency to change over time – they often become more detailed and 
concrete. This was evident – the field notes taken during the pilot study are different 
from the field notes taken half a year or a year later. As with other things, taking field 
notes is a skill that requires training. Moreover, as the theoretical framework develops 
the researcher attends to different aspects in the setting than in the beginning. It is 
important to note that speech should be recorded in a way that resembles a verbatim 
report – the words people use can be of great importance in the final analysis. Spradley 
(1979:73) labels this the verbatim principle. Also non-verbal behaviour should be 
described as concretely as possible.  
 
Attending to the words informants use and trying to capture as exactly as possible what 
is said is tiring and downright exhausting at times – therefore it is important for the sake 
of the quality of content that not too much is observed each time. For example, Kullberg 
(2004) describes that in her study of classroom learning, she started out by focusing on 
recording observations that took about two minutes each. This I also discovered was a 
good strategy; often I focused on one customer interaction at a time and ignored another 
in order to make good field notes. Sometimes when my energy was running out I took 
pauses and decided not to take any notes for thirty minutes, etc.    
 
Besides recording the actions and interactions of informants, it is integral that the 
researcher records his own behaviour and comments. Field notes should ‘include a 
record of her or his feelings, interpretations, preconceptions, and future plans’ (Bogdan 
& Taylor, 1975:66-68). The field notes as a whole should be non-evaluative and 
specific. However, the researcher’s voice should be given space and separated from the 
actual field notes. During fieldwork, a range of different feelings arise and I went 
through different ‘psychological’ stages. During observations a lot of thoughts passed 
through my head and many of those thoughts were of an analytical character. A 
majority of the thoughts that occurred when I sat on a chair waiting for action were, in 
fact, very valuable. I remember clearly the aha-experience I got when sitting in a sales 
booth alone during a very quiet day. I was watching the time, contemplating on leaving 
early that day. I wrote in my field notes that I was bored and slowly my thoughts started 
wandering – here is an excerpt from the field notes: 
 



 85

The time is 10.15 a.m. and it’s still empty here. Boring. I’m thinking of my problem and 
research questions. ‘How does learning about customers occur’ – that’s my main 
question, but it’s ambiguous. A) How does the process occur? B) How is it manifested?  
Is it more relevant in my case to examine how the learning process is manifested??? 
Use the concept of mediation – customer mediated learning? – how is learning about 
customers mediated? How does learning about customers show? Language could be 
classified as a factor that mediates learning. (Field notes, 19.05.2005)       

 
Mediation! In this moment I realised that one of the keys to this study was that learning 
is mediated – I therefore need to study tools that mediate! The concept of mediation had 
been there all the time and I had ‘seen’ it during my observations, but I had not figured 
it out until that day. By writing my thoughts on a paper this insight hit me with force.   
 
The first field notes I made were useful, but not as detailed and ‘thick’ as I would have 
wished for. I was disappointed. As Kullberg (2004:102) points out, I discovered that 
finding concrete advice from literature on how fieldwork has been done in past studies 
was limited – whereas what should be done is discussed in practically every book on 
methodology. There was no other means to the end than to continue observing – as 
Spradley (1979:42) states: ‘the best way to learn to do ethnography is by doing it.’ As 
the theoretical basis developed, the observations became more focused and thus easier 
to manage. I found strategies to cope with the vast amounts of data that literally 
surrounded me in the form of conversations and interactions.  

4.3.6 Initial analysis of field notes 

Fieldwork is the continuous analysis of what happens in a research setting. Field notes 
contain analytical remarks and the researcher always reflects on how the observations 
can be related to theory. Continuous analysis is a key feature of ethnographic research 
and analysis cannot be restricted to occur only after data already have been collected. 
The initial, formal analysis of field notes was done after four sets of observations. Up to 
then I had made analytical remarks, but I had not systematically analysed data. Thus, I 
merged all field notes into one document and started going through them systematically.  
 
Firstly, I imported the field notes into the software programme NVivo2. NVivo2 is 
designed to organise qualitative data – the researcher can with the help of the 
programme code passages of text and organise them into categories and sub-categories. 
The programme assists thus in organising data, it does not, however, perform the 
analysis. The analysis is the researcher’s responsibility. NVivo2 is a tool that makes the 
practical side of handling qualitative data easier. Thereafter, I started reading through 
the material and experimenting with different kinds of codes. When coding, parts of a 
text are marked and given a heading, i.e. a code – or a node, as it is called in the 
programme. Thus, NVivo2 is designed for conducting traditional thematic analysis. 
Passages that have the same meaning are assigned the same codes and constitute 
themes. Eventually when having coded the whole text, one can check the contents of 
each code.  
 
The initial analysis of field notes was helpful in the way that it made me see what was 
missing from the data, what needed more depth and elaboration. Having analysed the 
field notes, it was evident that I needed to deepen the analysis – I needed another type of 
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data that would give more elaborate information on the mediators, practices and other 
constructs that were integral for the study. I had an understanding of the different pieces 
that would constitute the final results – but I did not know how to put them together and 
how they related to each other. Therefore, the next step was to conduct interviews on 
the basis of the knowledge I had gained through fieldwork. 
 
In Appendix 4 the reader finds a description of the initial formal analysis of the field 
notes.  

4.3.7 Interviewing with the silent cards technique  

Ethnography includes the use of interviews, described by Denzin and Lincoln 
(1994:353) as ‘the favourite methodological tool of the qualitative researcher’. Earlier in 
this chapter the ‘friendly conversation’ was elaborated on. The conversation is, 
however, very different from interviewing. Conversations are often spontaneous without 
a specific agenda (cf. Kullberg, 2004; Spradley, 1979). The interview on the other hand, 
is conducted with the specific aim of collecting data in order to understand a research 
problem. I see a clear difference between these two ways of interacting with informants 
and I think both are necessary in ethnographic research.  
 
After four sets and 122 hours of observations, theoretical pondering and analysis of 
field notes, the time was mature for formal interviews. I had a set of different concepts 
that related to the practices of the frontline contact persons I had observed and a set of 
mediators that I had identified when analysing the field notes. Moreover, I had a 
number of concepts that I had difficulties categorising and understanding where they 
would ‘fit’. In short, I needed to know more about a number of specific concepts, which 
I believed were crucial for understanding learning about customers. 
 
However, the problem was still what questions to ask. The solution was to employ a 
technique called the silent cards technique (Österåker, 2001). This is a way of 
interviewing with the help of cards with pictures or words. The first step is to use one’s 
preunderstanding – or, as in this case, data material that have already been collected – 
and to make a list of concepts based on this. The concepts should be related to the 
research problem and it is important that the meanings of the concepts make sense both 
to the researcher as well as to the informant. Thereafter, the concepts are ‘transferred’ to 
cards. Some concepts have their equivalents in pictures and others are written on the 
cards. The cards are then used as substitutes for questions in the interview.  
 
The cards that have been used in this study are depicted in Appendix 6. The pictures, 
words and expressions on the cards have been generated from the field notes through 
the initial data-analysis. Some of them, however, have their origins not only in the field 
notes, but they have also been put forward by previous research.  

4.3.7.1 Strengths and weaknesses of the silent cards technique 

The silent cards technique was first introduced as a way of minimising the researcher’s 
influence on the informant in an interview situation – as a way of listening rather than 
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asking questions that lead the informant and distort results (Österåker, 2003). Drawing 
on Dubois and Gadde (2002), Österåker (2003) argues that listening is a way of 
collecting active data. Dubois and Gadde (2002) put forward the notion that data can be 
of a passive or active character. Passive data is the kind that the researcher has intended 
to find and that the researcher seeks and finds. Active data is the kind of data that cannot 
be deliberately sought after, but which is discovered. Dubois and Gadde (2002) point 
out that a very active interviewer is more likely to obtain data of a passive character, as 
active data is obtained by a passive interviewer. The silent cards technique is a way of 
being a relatively passive interviewer that actively listens, rather than an interviewer 
that forces data to emerge.  
 
Österåker (2003) maintains that in comparison with traditional open-ended interviews, 
the silent cards technique provides richer, more multifaceted data that have the potential 
to give life to written texts. Furthermore, the technique has proven useful in examining 
phenomena that could be characterised as self-evident and everyday – phenomena that 
are difficult to ask questions about as they are intimately intertwined with everyday life. 
Österåker (2003) has used the silent cards technique for studying the meaning of the 
workplace and concludes that informants have a hard time talking about their 
workplace, as it is a concept that they have not reflected on and that is very self-evident 
to them. Instead of talking about the workplace informants talk about the activity of 
working. The silent cards technique, however, kept the interviews on their course.  
 
Haldin-Herrgård (2005) uses the silent cards technique, not so much in generating 
concepts as Österåker (2003), but in exploring the meaning of concepts. Haldin-
Herrgård (2005) develops a method for studying tacit knowledge and argues that doing 
research on abstract phenomena such as tacit knowledge requires alternative methods. 
Her experience shows that traditional interviewing results in little information on tacit 
knowledge and long accounts on other topics such as training issues. Haldin-Herrgård 
(2005) ends up with an interview method that builds on ‘Epitomes of tacit knowledge’. 
The epitomes are concepts that are used for describing tacit knowledge such as ‘having 
a gut feeling’, ‘intuition’, ‘instinct’ or ‘common sense’, etc. The Epitomes of tacit 
knowledge are then transferred to cards and the informants are given the opportunity to 
pick the cards that he thinks are relevant in his work. The first question posed to the 
informants is thus ‘what is the meaning of the card in relation to your work?’ Haldin-
Herrgård (2005) concludes in line with Österåker (2003), that the silent cards technique 
gives the researcher more information – both regarding quantity and quality – than 
traditional interviews. The epitomes on the cards help the informants to process a larger 
spectrum of different forms of tacit knowledge and they serve as triggers for stories and 
examples. Moreover, the informants are more focused and they stick to the subject.          
 
It needs to be pointed out that the silent cards, in the same way as questions, influence 
the informant. There can be no interview without influence (Janesick, 1994). In this 
study I have chosen the concepts that the informants should elaborate on and therefore I 
influence the interview. However, I have no influence on what the informants are going 
to tell me. The informants are free to tell me whatever they want to; the informants’ 
point of reference is most likely different from mine and they have the freedom to 
interpret the cards in their own way.  
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Even though cards are used in the place of questions, it does not mean that questions 
should not be posed. As in any interview, follow-up questions are necessary. Spradley 
(1979:60) identifies more than thirty kinds of ethnographic questions and divides them 
into three main categories. The descriptive questions enable the researcher to capture 
the language of the informant. They are the easiest to ask and often they encourage the 
informant to describe something, e.g. ‘could you describe what it is like to work as a car 
salesman?’ Structural questions aim at uncovering ‘the basic units in an informant’s 
cultural knowledge’ (ibid.), e.g. ‘What do you do when a customer enters the 
showroom?’ or ‘What do you think is most important in customer service?’ By posing 
contrast questions, the researcher wants to find out what an informant means by various 
terms used in his language, which in turn enable the researcher to discover what 
meanings the informants address to different events and objects. A typical contrast 
question could be ‘What is the difference between a warm and cold customer?’ In an 
interview situation it is crucial that the informants are encouraged to speak in their own 
‘language’. For example, asking questions such as ‘if you were talking with a customer, 
what would you say’ is a typical way of directing the informant into speaking in his 
own language. When using the silent cards technique, descriptive, structural and 
contrast questions can be posed as follow-up questions in order to clarify the 
informant’s story.   
 
In interviews – irrespective of whether they are traditional open-ended interviews or 
silent card interviews – there is always the possibility that the questions, or in this case 
the cards, do not cover aspects that are of importance for the phenomenon under study. 
There is thus the obvious difficulty of asking questions of things that one does not know 
exist in the first place. This I have tried to reduce by using the field notes as the basis 
for the creation of cards – in fact, the field notes and fieldwork led me to conducting 
interviews, and the concepts have emerged from observing frontline contact persons at 
work (of course under the influence of theoretical concepts and models).       
 
The silent cards technique may lead to something Österåker (2003:55) labels 
discrimination against informants. This means that informants that are unsure of 
themselves, and/or perhaps have a personality that makes them less verbal and 
uncomfortable, find it difficult when asked to speak about a card. Often these 
informants need more activity from the researcher and more follow-up questions need to 
be asked. This issue will be discussed in the following section in relation to the nature 
of the interview situations.   

4.3.7.2. Selection of informants and the interview situations  

Having decided on the interview technique, the informants were selected (see Table 4). 
Selecting the informants was a simple, straightforward process: those informants that I 
had established rapport and trust with (see table in Appendix 3) I also selected to be 
interviewed. However, some minor complications occurred when preparing for the 
interviews. One of the informants that I had planned to interview had quit his job 
(informant 8) and another (informant 15) was finishing his undertakings in order to be 
able to retire. Informant 15 could in theory have been interviewed, as he was still active 
at CarDealer in November 2005 when I did the last round of interviews. However, I 
decided to settle for the observations, as I already had had a long, informal talk with 
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him about car sales that covered many of the issues that would most likely have come 
up in an interview. The discussion is partly reproduced in print in Chapter 5.  

Table 4. An overview of the interviews 
Informant Date Duration  Place  Evaluation Active/Passive 
1 (serv) = 
“Jarmo” 

12.9.05 1 h 30 min Meeting 
room 

+++ Active informant, passive 
researcher 

  4 (sales) =  
“Matti” 

13.9.05 1 h Desk ++ Semi-active informant, semi-
active researcher 

  5 (sales) =  
“Teppo” 

14.9.05 1 h Desk + Passive informant, active 
researcher 

26 (sales) =  
“Pekka” 

14.9.05 1 h 15 min Office +++ Active informant, passive 
researcher 

  9  (serv) =  
“Saku” 

7.11.05 1 h Meeting 
room 

++ Active informant, semi-
passive researcher  

10 (serv) =  
“Lari” 

7.11.05 1 h 20 min Meeting 
room 

++ Active informant, semi-
passive researcher  

22 (sales) =  
“Heikki” 

8.11.05 1 h 40 min Office +++ Active informant, passive 
researcher 

25 (serv) =  
“Erkki” 

9.11.05 1 h 30 min Meeting 
room 

+++ Active informant, passive 
researcher 

19 (sales) =  
“Asko” 

9.11.05 1 h Meeting 
room 

++ Active informant, semi-
passive researcher 

      
 
In the beginning of each interview I asked the informant for permission to record the 
interview and I explained that the interview would be transcribed and analysed. 
However, before using it, there was an agreement that the transcript would be sent to 
each of the informants. The informants were hence given the possibility to read through 
the transcript and comment on it. I told the informants about how the interview would 
be conducted – that there were no questions; instead the informants were supposed to 
tell me about the cards that were shown to them. Moreover, I explained that the cards 
contained words, expressions and pictures that had been picked up during fieldwork. 
The initial question was hence: Tell me how these cards relate to your everyday work – 
if they relate at all. It was emphasised that if the card did not evoke any kind of 
thoughts or associations, we would move on to the next card.  
 
The first card in most interviews was a picture of a car, which I called a warm-up card. 
The purpose of the warm-up card was to introduce the technique to the informants. 
Thereafter, the interview proceeded to the next card. Service advisors and salespersons 
were shown somewhat different cards, as can be seen in Appendix 6. There were in total 
50 general cards that were shown to all informants, added to this sales persons were 
shown five specific cards and service advisors were also shown five specific cards. The 
cards were presented in the same order to all informants and all cards were shown to the 
informants. However, I realised after the second interview that the order of the cards did 
not necessarily need to be fixed and that there were cards that were overlapping. When 
informants spoke about the cards and related them to their jobs, often more than one 
card at a time was spontaneously mentioned. For example, when informant 1 was 
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explaining how he felt about handling difficult situations (card: ‘handling difficult 
situations’), he also spontaneously began talking about fear and courage – concepts that 
are written on other cards. These kinds of things occurred in every interview and in the 
third interview with informant 5, I decided to test what would happen when I picked out 
the cards that were spontaneously mentioned and gave them to the informant 
immediately after he had mentioned them or when he was talking about them. For 
example, informant 24 was telling me about how important it is to be systematic (card: 
‘being systematic’). He continued by stating that it would be much easier if the 
information system – the customer database – would be truly adapted to the needs of its 
users, i.e. salespersons. Then I gave him the card ‘customer database’ and asked him – 
‘so how do you feel about this?’ Hence, instead of having the card ‘customer database’ 
as a separate card that would come later on in the interview, I asked him to tell me about 
it immediately while his mind was tuned on to it. This was also a way of avoiding 
repetitions, which I soon realised annoyed the informants. When a card was shown that 
already in practice had been reflected upon in connection to another card, the informants 
quickly dismissed it by stating ‘we have talked about this’. Therefore, it was better to 
strike when the iron was hot. Appendix 5 presents a detailed account of the interviews. 
 
The silent cards technique could be used in a number of ways. I chose to have a fixed 
number of cards that were presented in the same order to every informant, sometimes 
altering the order depending on what the informant was telling me. However, the cards 
could also have been given to the informant or they could have been placed on a table 
for the informant to freely choose the order of cards and even the number of cards. For 
example, an informant could have chosen to speak about 15 cards only of the total 55 
cards in a totally reversed order than the one suggested in Appendix 6. It could be 
argued that this way of using the silent cards technique would have enhanced the quality 
of the data as the interviews would have been controlled and structured by the 
informants themselves; the informants would have picked out concepts they felt were 
important in their jobs. However, in hindsight I do not see any significant differences 
between the different strategies for using the silent cards technique. Eventually, the 
interviews aim at the same thing: collecting rich data. Perhaps by letting the informants 
themselves choose the order of cards could have given rise to interesting statements on 
why they chose the specific order of cards. On the other hand, I do not believe that it 
would have had any significant effects on the end result.       

4.3.7.3 Overall evaluation of the interview technique  

The initial reason for using the silent cards technique was the fact that learning about 
customers is a phenomenon that is hard to access with traditional interview questions. 
The question ‘how do you learn about customers?’ would have given me accounts on 
the importance of training, etc. In fact, I tested the question several times during 
observations, but it did not evoke any discussion. The question ‘how do you learn about 
customers?’ typically gave me the answer ‘by asking questions, talking and listening’. 
When following up the answer and posing the question ‘how do you ask questions, how 
do you talk and listen?’ most informants would raise their shoulders and state ‘I just do’ 
and when asked to give an example they rarely could. The reason for this is the fact that 
learning is a process that occurs in practices and is part of action – part of ‘doing’. 
Separating learning from its context and from practices is pointless both from the 
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practitioners’ perspective and from a socio-cultural perspective. Hence, a ‘pure’ 
learning process separated from practices and context does not exist – it is situated in a 
context and in practices. There was thus a need to explore concepts that made sense to 
the informants, which were part of their everyday practices and part of their language. 
The participant observations provided the concepts; however, they needed to be 
elaborated on.  
 
The silent cards technique proved to be the ideal interview technique in this study. 
Firstly, I could probe concepts in a natural way, which based on fieldwork, were crucial 
for understanding learning about customers. Secondly, it was evident that the 
informants could immediately relate to the pictures, words and expressions on the cards 
– some even raised laughter and smiles of recognition. Thirdly, the data collected 
through the interviews is rich and nuanced; it is interesting and thought-evoking. The 
interviews are an excellent supplement to the participant observations. Fourthly, 
through the technique I managed to minimise leading and misleading questions – the 
cards put the interview on the right course. Fifthly, the initial dilemma I encountered – 
not knowing what questions to ask in order to understand the learning process – was 
dismissed. The questions were on the cards in the guise of pictures, words and 
expressions.     
 
The fifth column in Table 4 is named ‘evaluation’ and the last is named ‘active/passive’. 
‘Evaluation’ refers to my personal evaluation of the interview, where ‘+++’ means that 
the interview was very successful as it provided new insights; ‘++’ means that the 
interview was good as it strengthened existing ideas, but did not necessarily contribute 
with new ones; and ‘+’ means that the interview was satisfactory. Four of the interviews 
were evaluated as very successful; four were evaluated as good and one as satisfactory. 
Thus, one can draw the conclusion that the silent cards technique was a useful method 
for studying the process of learning about customers. This notion is further supported by 
the dimensions of ‘active/passive’. Researchers should, as earlier stated, be passive in 
order to collect active data (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). Here the concepts active and 
passive are put on a continuum reaching from passive and semi-passive to semi-active 
and active, where passive and active are the ending points. The informant and the 
researcher are evaluated along this continuum, where the ideal situation is an active 
informant and a passive researcher. The classification of active/passive is based on the 
transcripts of the interviews; the more the researcher needs to interfere in the lines of 
reasoning and the stories of the informants the more active the researcher is. In 
interviews where the informant speaks and the researcher just makes a few comments 
and clarifying questions, the informant is viewed as active and the researcher as passive. 
This is the case in four interviews, of which all have been evaluated as very successful. 
In one interview the case is the opposite, i.e. a passive informant and an active 
researcher. In three interviews the informants are viewed as active and the researcher as 
semi-passive, i.e. the researcher asks more follow-up questions than when being 
passive. One of the interviews is characterised by both a semi-active researcher and 
informant.  
 
Finally, the feedback from the informants further strengthens the positive evaluation of 
the silent cards technique. The informants themselves stated that the technique felt like a 
‘psychological test’ – that I had ‘squeezed everything out’ of them – and that it had been 
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a positive experience. This implies that the technique allows the researcher to go beyond 
the immediately given.      

4.4 The post fieldwork phase: final data-analysis  

Data-analysis has been a continuous part of this study. However, besides the initial 
formal analysis, a second formal analysis of both field notes and interview data was 
conducted after fieldwork had finished in November 2005. Data analysis continued 
during the whole writing-up of the empirical findings until July 2006. Of all the phases 
in the research process, analysing data and making sense of it was the most difficult. In 
the following parts of this chapter, it is described how data-analysis was conducted. 

4.4.1 The raw material for analysis: field notes and transcripts of interviews 

All handwritten field notes were re-written on a PC and organised into sets. The field 
notes are made up of six sets of observations and amount to 60 single-spaced pages of 
text. The language of the field notes varies – some parts are written in Swedish, others 
are written in Finnish or even in English.  
 
The interviews were transcribed as soon as possible after the interviews had been 
conducted. I transcribed every interview myself and the whole interview was 
transcribed – no parts of the interviews were left out. The interview transcripts include 
pauses, my own comments, laughter, etc. The aim was to transcribe the interview as 
exactly as possible. The transcription was thus a rather lengthy and time consuming 
process. The interview transcripts are all in Finnish and only those parts that are quoted 
in the thesis have been translated into English.  

4.4.2 Working with data 

It is very difficult to explain and describe how I eventually analysed data, as it was a 
process that occurred simultaneously as the writing-up. Writing became a means for 
analysing and thinking. As Fetterman (1989:88) states ‘analysis is a test of the 
ethnographer's ability to think’. Even though a certain degree of rigour in the data-
analysis was strived for, reflection played a key role when making sense of the 
empirical material.       
 
As was shown previously, field notes were initially analysed according to the principles 
of inductively driven thematic analysis, where similar types of data are coded and 
merged into categories and sub-categories. When all data had been collected and all 
field notes had been re-written and the interviews had been transcribed, I started 
analysing the data according to thematic analysis, experimenting with both inductively- 
and deductively codes. Inductive coding is about discovering concepts, themes and 
patterns in the data without predetermined codes, as deductive analysis is about coding 
data on the basis of a pre-determined framework (Patton, 2002:453). I analysed field 
notes and interviews with the aim of exploring concepts and themes in the data, just as I 
had done previously. However, this did not lead me very far − I was not satisfied with 
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the results. Another choice – that I, in fact, dismissed from the beginning – was 
analysing the data according to the structure of the silent cards. However, this way of 
analysing data was not found helpful. Firstly, the analysis would have contained 
immense overlapping and secondly, I doubt that it would have helped me in answering 
the research questions. What I ended up doing is a type of analysis that adheres to the 
principles of thematic analysis, but instead of splitting the field notes and interview 
transcripts into narrow codes, I decided to maintain larger chunks of data. Hence, 
instead of splitting data into sentences or short paragraphs I coded whole sections of 
text. The excerpts are put forward as ‘wholes’. I have treated them as stories about the 
life-worlds of frontline contact persons – not told by the frontline contact persons, but 
told by an outsider observing them. The field notes and the interview transcripts were 
treated with the purpose of seeing the larger context, trying to see beyond the specific 
data. In that way the context, in which something happened or was said, is included. 
Thus, the next chapter on the findings of the study includes many and quite lengthy 
excerpts from the field notes and from the interviews. Excerpts from interviews and 
field notes – including both emic and etic perspectives – are mixed in the next chapter.  
 
Here, a brief note on the status of and balance between interviews and participant 
observations is in order. Participant observations and the many friendly conversations 
have been absolutely crucial in reaching a naturalistic and holistic understanding of the 
nature of learning about customers. Through the participant observations and the 
conversations, data could be contextualised (see section 4.1.3). Moreover, the 
participant observations were the driving force of the interviews, as the interviews were 
based on the field notes. I would like to maintain that participant observations are the 
base of the empirical study, the interviews are the topping. The interviews were a way 
of confirming what I had already observed − a possibility to record in the informants’ 
authentic language what I had been observing for an extended period of time.  

4.4.3 Coding of data 

This study is of an abductive character, which also has implications on data analysis. 
Data analysis as conducted in this study is both inductive and deductive. It was 
structured in the following way:   
 

 Reading through the field notes and the transcripts, importing them to NVivo2 
 All interesting passages were marked (inductive) − freely exploring the data, 

reflection. 
 Going through all data again with the purpose of relating it to the ideas of the 

socio-cultural approach (deductive), the three main premises had not yet been 
explicitly stated at this stage. Data was related to the concepts of mediation and 
context. Comparing the first and second round of coding, emergence of 
categories.  

 Starting to write up. Reflection during the process. The three main premises of 
the socio-cultural approach were identified.  

 A third round of coding (deductive) explicitly bearing the three main premises in 
mind. Also, open exploration of data (inductive). Problems dealing with the 
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inductively derived codes and the deductively derived codes. Struggling to 
categorise them and to create a whole.   

 The codings were printed from NVivo2, reading through them, interpreting and 
writing. Guiding questions: What is happening? What kind of language is used? 
How is the statement/account/description spoken? What kind of cultural and 
contextual factors emerge? What are the elements that go beyond the spoken 
word?   

 Several text revisions of the results, several attempts at creating a model 
reflecting the results.  

4.4.4 The final step: bringing the pieces into a whole 

The closest to a description of the final step of merging together interview data and field 
notes into a meaningful whole is that it was a process that emerged during the course of 
writing and re-writing. It was guided by the research questions and the main premises of 
the socio-cultural approach to learning. Firstly, it was about relating different concepts 
to each other and finding the main constituent parts. Professional identity, context, 
tools, practices – what is the link between them and where do they fit. Figuring out the 
general framework, in which the main concepts should be placed, proved to be the most 
challenging part of the analysis. Secondly, the combining of interview data and field 
notes was primarily done thematically. This means that themes that were common in the 
field notes and in the interviews were combined. Thirdly, compiling the data into a 
whole was about moving from a micro level analysis of field notes and transcripts to 
higher levels of abstraction. It was important to go beyond the immediate context of the 
the field notes and transcripts to a general context and to relate individual units of data 
to the purpose and research questions of the thesis.      
 
The result of the data analysis is found in Chapter 5. The aim is to give the reader both 
emic and etic insights into the process of learning about customers and into the world of 
car sales and service. This means, in Bakhtinian terms, that there are multiple voices 
speaking: my voice as a researcher, the informants’ voices, the voices of culture and 
history. By including multiple voices, both emic and etic perspectives, a holistic picture 
of the nature of learning about customers is strived for. Finally, Chapter 5 aims at giving 
a naturalistic account of the life-worlds of frontline contact persons at CarDealer.       
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5 TOWARDS A SOCIO-CULTURAL UNDERSTANDING OF 
THE NATURE OF LEARNING ABOUT CUSTOMERS  

This chapter is a synthesis of a theoretical and an empirical understanding. When 
reading this chapter, the reader is encouraged to set aside cognitive approaches to 
learning for a while and to view learning from a broader perspective, i.e. as part of all 
human activities and everyday practices. Learning about customers is not only about 
frontline contact persons acquiring information about customers, interpreting it, storing 
it and then acting on it and ultimately transmitting it or disseminating it to others. 
Communication is not only information transfer, and language is not only a neutral 
code. Conceptualising learning in terms of information processing is seductive, as it is 
simple and logical. However, it brings no new, neither theoretically nor practically 
relevant aspects to understanding the nature of learning about customers. Thus, in this 
chapter the nature of learning about customers is seen primarily from a socio-cultural 
perspective.   

5.1 An introduction to the chapter  

At the end of one of the interviews, one of the service advisors stated: ‘you know – this 
is a very simple job where you go to work and then you go home. It’s routine. In that 
way you don’t need to think of what you are doing each day’ (inf1). However, when 
this ‘simple job’ is split into pieces, a spectrum of different nuances is uncovered and 
the concept of learning takes on new dimensions. One of the core ideas of this study is 
to dissect the everyday and routine aspects of two types of jobs that may seem 
uninteresting and mundane, and to show how learning about customers takes place in 
the everyday practices of frontline contact persons.   
  
The main idea underlying this chapter is that learning about customers consists of 
different layers (see Figure 12). Thus, in Figure 12 learning about customers is not 
illustrated in a traditional, linear flowchart with a beginning and an end, but as a socio-
cultural phenomenon situated in a context. Figure 12 represents the structure of this 
chapter, and simultaneously it illustrates a part of the results of the data analysis – it is 
hence an a posteriori model (in contrast to an a priori model) that represents a part of the 
outcome rather than the point of departure of the study.  
   
When embarking on the chapter, the reader should keep in mind that the phenomenon of 
learning about customers is not constituted of one sole process, but in fact of intertwined 
layers, in which several processes emerge. Firstly, it is a question of frontline contact 
persons constructing a customer service identity (layer 1). Secondly, it is about 
everyday practices, in which mediating tools are used (layer 2a) and within which 
frontline contact person-customer interactions (layer 2b) take place. The numbering of 
layers 2a and 2b (instead of e.g. numbering them 2 and 3) represents the strong 
interconnectedness of the two layers. Finally, it is crucial to recognise that learning 
about customers is situated (embedded) in a customer service context (layer 3a), of 
which the immediate community of fellow frontline contact persons (layer 3b) is 
especially important. Layer 3a symbolises thus the macro context, while layer 3b 
symbolises the micro context. The layers are strongly interconnected, which is the logic 
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for labelling them 3a and 3b. Figure 12 should consequently be read beginning from the 
centre towards the outer layers. The logic behind using a dashed line when separating 
the layers goes back to the idea of the layers being intertwined and inseparable. For 
example, mediating tools are appropriated from the community of frontline contact 
persons and from the customer service context. Moreover, the use of tools is linked to 
the customer service identity of the frontline contact person. Similarly, the customer 
service identity is constructed in symbiosis with the community of frontline contact 
persons and the customer service context.      

Figure 12. The basic layers of learning about customers         

 

In conclusion, the layers of learning are intertwined and the links between the different 
layers are complex and ambiguous. In line with Gummesson’s (2006) lines of 
reasoning, I do not seek to deny or reduce the complexity of the nature of learning about 
customers, but to condense it into a more manageable form. This is done in Figure 12. 
Due to the interconnected nature of the different layers of learning it was challenging to 
develop a model and a structure for the chapter. However, layer 1, 3a and 3b are 
discussed in the first part and layer 2a and 2b in the second part of this chapter. At the 
end of the chapter, a summary is given and a socio-cultural model of learning about 
customers is put forward, which is a further development of the framework presented in 
Figure 12. The different layers are a way for me to structure the following chapter into a 
meaningful whole, as they constitute the core of the final model.   
 
Learning about customers can be seen as giving rise to an understanding of customers, 
see the discussion in Chapter 1. This understanding consists of two interrelated 
dimensions: 1) understanding that is related to a specific customer, and 2) understanding 
that is related to customers in general (see Figure 13). Thus, learning about customers is 
about learning about a specific customer Mr. X or Mrs. Y, simultaneously as it is about 
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learning about customers in general, i.e. what was learnt about Mr. X, Mrs. Y, Mr. A, 
Mrs. B and Ms. C increase the frontline contact person’s general understanding of 
customers, which in turn help the frontline contact person in coping with new, similar 
situations or customers. The reader should keep in mind that learning about customers is 
about continuously combining these two dimensions of learning. In Figure 13 this is 
illustrated as two circles that intersect each other, where the area that emerges in the 
intersection symbolises the merger of two kinds of understanding into one 
understanding.    

Figure 13. The dimensions of customer understanding 

  

5.2 Learning about customers – anchored in the customer service 
identity and situated in a customer service context  

Key concepts: customer service context; customer service identity; identity of technical expertise; 
concepts and principles; social language of customer service; social language of professionals; 
social language of laypersons; co-operation and interaction within and between communities   
 
In the introductory chapter, two stories were put forward – a story about a day at the 
service counter and another about a day at a sales department. The aim was to introduce 
the empirical setting of the study, but simultaneously it also illustrates the everyday 
work of two different, but yet inter-connected professions.  
 
It was clear from the very first day in the field that car sales and service constitute 
different contexts, in which the nature of learning about customers takes on different 
characteristics. Learning about customers is integrated with the social milieu, the 
culture and history of a specific customer service context. The customer service context 
refers to the socially, culturally and historically developed arena where customer service 
is performed, e.g. when going to a hairdressers’, a bank or a car retailing outlet. All of 
these settings constitute their own kinds of customer service contexts in which learning 
about customers takes on different guises. The customer service context can be 
compared to a force that shapes the nature of learning about customers, as there are 
tools embedded in the customer service context that guide the work of frontline contact 
persons. Embedded in the customer service context, are also a range of typical practices, 
situations and types of interactions, e.g. in car sales there are often test drives and 
negotiations taking place. The customer service context can be considered the basis on 
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which the other dimensions of learning are enacted on. In the next part of the thesis, the 
reader is introduced to the worlds of car sales and service, so that these different 
contexts and their implications on the nature of learning can be understood.   
 
The customer service context, in which learning about customers takes place, is an 
integrated part of the phenomenon of learning about customers. However, intertwined 
with contextual factors there is also something that in the beginning of the research 
process was referred to as ‘another sphere’. This ‘other sphere’ was difficult to put a 
finger on initially. I realised that ‘the other sphere’ disturbed the simple and logical 
frameworks and flowcharts I had created so far. Learning about customers could not be 
confined to the exchange of information in dyadic interactions where the customer 
transmits information to the frontline contact person; there exists something before that, 
which directs the learning process. That ‘something’ is insights that are socially, 
culturally and historically embedded and developed. These insights function as a type 
of lens, which forms the customer service identity of frontline contact persons. The 
customer service identity is a dimension of a frontline contact person’s professional 
identity and it refers to the frontline contact person’s view of himself as a person 
serving customers. A person that has a strong, positive customer service identity 
consequently has a different type of attitude towards customer service and adopts a 
different role when interacting with customers, than a person with a weak or nonexistent 
customer service identity.  
 
Thus, a socio-cultural understanding of learning about customers calls not only for 
regarding the context as a part of learning, but it also considers the customer service 
identities of frontline contact persons as part of learning. The notions of customer 
service context and customer service identity are intimately intertwined constructs. 
There is a dialectic relationship between the context, in which the frontline contact 
person is situated, and the customer service identity of the frontline contact person. 
Hence, in the following sections the two constructs are analysed in parallel.  
 
Language plays an integral role when striving to understand the customer service 
context and the customer service identities of frontline contact persons; as was stated in 
Chapter 1, language is constructive and constitutive of the ways we act and think, how 
we perceive and conceive of the world (Linell, 1998:4). Language is the building block 
of the lens through which frontline contact persons view their worlds. Using the words 
of Bakhtin, it can be said that salespersons and service advisors belong to different 
‘social strata’, where different social languages are used. Thus, in this study the social 
languages used by service advisors and salespersons are used as a means for analysing 
the customer service context, in which learning about customers is situated, and as a 
means for analysing the customer service identities of frontline contact persons.  

5.2.1 The customer service context of car sales 

During set 5, I had a discussion with a salesperson, Keijo, who had been working for 
about nine months. However, before that Keijo had been working as a mechanic at 
CarDealer for many years. As usual he asked me about my research and I explained to 
him that I am studying how car salespersons and service advisors learn about customers. 
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Keijo said: ‘I’ve certainly learnt a lot during the last nine months.’ I ask him what he 
had learnt. He told me that it has been a rough time, as he has never sold anything in his 
life before. However, he got an aha-experience when encountering the concept of need 
and that salespersons have to map the needs of customers24, e.g. before letting them take 
a car for a test drive. ‘This increases the chances of actually finding a car the customer 
wants’, he said. This insight occurred in the beginning of Keijo’s selling career, as a 
result of interacting with other salespersons. This was truly a remarkable insight for 
Keijo. He appropriated the concept of need – a discursive tool – through interactions 
with the social context. It was like learning the ABC of car sales.  
 
The customer service context of car sales can be structured into shared concepts and 
principles, which are expressed through a social language. The term ‘need’ is such a 
concept. Every profession has a specific way of viewing reality, which is manifested in 
the social language; Jussi’s lines of reasoning in the following excerpt catches several 
dimensions of the culturally embedded concepts and principles of car sales.  
 

Friday, 18.02.2005, 7.20 a.m.  
I’m sitting next to one of the service advisors. While sitting there observing a couple of 
customers, Jussi comes to me and suggests that we should have a talk. We go to the 
coffee room and Jussi starts his monologue. He has been working with car retailing 
since 1959. During the next hour he gives me an account on what car sales is all about.  
 
Firstly, you have to as soon as possible find out what the customer needs. You have to 
sell the right car – not necessarily the car the customer thinks he wants, but the kind of 
car the customer actually needs. Start by asking ‘what car are you currently driving?’ – 
is it a small car, a station wagon or what? Then you have to find out how much money 
the customer is willing to spend. Selling a car is about finding the right car for the 
customer as quickly as possible. In order to do that the seller has to ask the following 
questions: What are you driving currently? Do you have a family? How many children? 
How often and how long distances do you drive? Do you have another car? Will this 
new car be used as the first or second car? (Jussi gives me an example) Suppose you 
Karolina were to buy a car from me. I would ask you ‘what car are you currently 
driving?’ You would tell me that you drive some small car. Then I would suggest that 
we’d take a look at some small cars. However, at some point of the conversation it 
would become evident that you have two small children, that you often go and visit your 
parents that live 400 kilometres away and that you like skiing. Then a small car is 
totally wrong for you – then a station wagon would be suitable. My mistake! I did not 
ask the right questions – I did not have the complete picture. (Jussi continues by telling 
me a story) About 20 years ago there was a campaign that for every pick-up that was 
sold, the salesman would get a leather jacket. One of the salesmen stated that he 
wanted all his children to have a leather jacket. An older couple came in one day and 
they had decided that they wanted a small car. However, they ended up with a pick-up. 
The next day the couple went to the car retailer on the other side of the street and sold 
the pick up and bought a small car. They never returned to CarDealer. What is the 
rationale of this story? You have to listen to the customer. If not, they will ‘run away’ 
and never come back. The couple in question could not run away and they felt trapped 
– that they had to buy the pick-up even though they needed and wanted a small car.   
 
When you have sold the car you have to take care of the customer. You have to keep the 
customer informed. […] Most salesmen don’t do this. The salesperson has to call – 
waiting for a new car is hard for the customer and by calling and keeping contact you 

                                                 
24 In Finnish there is a specific concept for what in English is formulated as ‘finding out the needs of the 
customers.’ The salespersons use the Finnish word “tarvekartoitus” (in Swedish: “behovskartläggning”) 
for labelling this activity.  
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shorten the perceived time of waiting. The need of getting the car may become 
overwhelming and dissatisfaction grows even though everything has gone according to 
plans. The customer becomes unsure.  
 
Handing over the car is not a big deal for the salesman, but for the customer it can be a 
point of culmination. After the flat/house and summerhouse, it is the car. When handing 
over the car, the seller has to make the situation ‘big’ and ‘ceremonial’. You have to 
have time; you have to demonstrate every button and gadget in the car. It has to be a 
grand occasion. After three days you should call the customer. You should ask if 
everything is all right and if the customer has any questions. You have to show that you 
care. It’s the gesture that counts. You have to keep the contact alive. Send cards, 
brochures of new cars… Keep a record of when the car is supposed to be serviced. If 
you know how much the customer drives you can estimate when to call. When handing 
over the car it is important to show the customer where he can service his car.  
 
When the customer feels at home in an environment, he will come back. He doesn’t run 
away anymore. Openness is very important – that you are interested in the customer, 
that you discuss, that you make the customer think, and that you explain different 
options. (set 2) 

 
Jussi (inf15) – like other salespersons – emphasises that selling starts with the principle 
of finding out the needs of the customers. However, they do not ask what the customer 
needs – they ask what the customer does. In fact, mapping the ‘needs’ is actually about 
mapping the customer’s practices, i.e. how the customer uses a car. A suitable solution 
fits into the life of the customer – as Jussi states: ‘you have to sell the right car – not 
necessarily the car the customer thinks he wants, but the kind of car the customer 
actually needs.’ Learning about customers is on the most basic level about learning how 
the customer uses a product – in this case a car – in his everyday life.  
  
Jussi emphasises the role of questions – posing questions to the customer is a necessary 
element in all sales activities; the salesperson has to know how to ask questions and 
what questions to ask. Secondly, knowing the meaning of the concept of listening is 
crucial. Asking questions and listening is a type of dichotomy and a principle that exists 
in the world of car sales. They are perceived as opposites and the salesperson has to 
learn how to balance them. The concept of listening is salient when analysing factors 
the salespersons consider especially important in the sales process.   
 
In the world of car sales there is the principle of taking care of the customer. Using a 
metaphor this means that the salespersons play ‘customer service curling’ – the 
salesperson is the one clearing the way for the customer. ‘Taking care of the customer’ 
is not literally about caring for the customer, but it implies that the salesperson should 
show consideration, interest and empathy. This relates to another principle: the car 
salespersons embrace and feel proud about the fact that buying a car is important in the 
life of the customer and therefore it should be made a ‘grand occasion’. Finally, Jussi’s 
lesson on how to sell cars puts forward the principle of being systematic, i.e. working 
with customer service in a structured way.  
 
The concepts and principles put forward by Jussi capture the essence of the work of 
salespersons and it captures how salespersons perceive their work. Moreover, the 
concepts and principles of car sales can be related to the social language of customer 
service. During fieldwork, I observed on several occasions that the salespersons used 
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some popular ‘marketing truths’ when talking about their work, e.g. that one lost 
customer requires 20 new customers in order to make up for losses, negative word-of-
mouth spreads faster than positive word-of mouth, satisfied customers are more loyal 
and that customer satisfaction, loyalty and profitability are linearly linked to each other. 
Another popular ‘truth’ referred to within the world of car sales is the ‘80/20 rule’ – 20 
per cent of the customers contribute with 80 per cent of the gains. Especially during the 
interview with Asko it struck me that he was frequently using a specific type of 
language and specific kinds of expressions, which is illustrated in the following quote: 
 

The customer commits to us if we treat him well. There can be some small mistakes, but 
if we just serve the customer well then… We take care of the customer, then the 
customer commits to us. It’s obvious that losing one customer requires 20 new 
customers. It’s pretty decisive getting the customer to commit to us. (inf19, 
interview, sales) 

 
The core of Asko’s line of reasoning is that if the customer is treated well, then the 
customer commits, and committed customers are more profitable. Asko has 
appropriated (learned) the popular ‘truths’ of marketing and he structures his world 
around a set of principles and concepts that connect to his way of reasoning – he uses 
the voice of customer service. This phenomenon of using the voice of customer service I 
label the social language of customer service and it is characteristic of car sales. 
According to the socio-cultural approach, learning the discourses – language systems – 
that surround an individual in his everyday life is one of the most powerful ways of 
learning (Säljö, 2000:35). When working with car sales, the frontline contact persons 
learn the social language of customer service. Car retailing is a specific mental, 
communicative and historical context, in which the social language of customer service 
is deeply rooted. Salespersons appropriate discursive tools from the context in which 
they are situated and thus, one can observe that salespersons use the same types of tools.  
 
Salespersons structure their world around so-called ‘popular truths’ − principles and 
concepts − of the language of customer service, such as ‘trust’, ‘commitment’, 
‘customer relationship’, ‘respect’, ‘continuity’, ‘honesty’, ‘bonds’, ‘bonding’, 
‘mutuality’ and ‘customer satisfaction’25, which become mediating tools in their 
everyday work. Using the language of customer service is also a way for the salesperson 
to mark his belonging to a specific context – the language of customer service is part of 
and expresses the customer service identities of salespersons. Salespersons at CarDealer 
included as informants in this study have a strong customer service identity, which will 
become clear to the reader during this chapter.   
 
The relation between language and learning is complicated in the sense that the way 
individuals use language reflects how they conceive of the world, simultaneously as 
language constitutes the world. The language of customer service entails a message of 
how to view customers and how to treat them – it manifests the logic underlying 
customer service. Learning the social language of customer service is thus an integral 
part of learning about customers, as the social language of customer service tunes the 

                                                 
25 All these concepts were frequently used especially by salespersons. The Finnish equivalents are: 
“luottamus”, “sitoumus”, “asiakassuhde”, “kunnioitus”, “jatkuvuus”, “rehellisyys”, “side”, 
“sitoutuminen”, “molemminpuolisuus”, and “asiakastyytyväisyys”. 
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frontline contact persons’ mindsets into a mode of customer service and shapes their 
customer service identities. Ultimately, appropriation of the social language of customer 
service drives the frontline contact person towards learning about customers. 
 
Table 5 presents the typical utterances of the language of customer service at CarDealer. 
The main concepts and principles underlying the language of customer service and thus, 
the salespersons’ view of their worlds are manifested. The statements in Table 5 are 
verbatims, some from interviews and some from the field notes.  

Table 5. The social language of customer service exemplified 
'Personal service creates a bond to the customer' 
 

Inf14, set 1, sales 

'The relationship between the customer and salesperson' 
 

Inf22, set1, sales  

'Without trust you’re done' [as a car salesperson] 
 

Inf13, set2, sales 

'[…] This is based on the idea of continuity. To get the trust of the customer – honesty – 
continuity – these we should get together. Then the customer comes by after two years 
again. And he/she tells his/her neighbour as well. And it may stay there. However, if the 
customer tells the neighbour 'he was dishonest', then the neighbour tells another neighbour. ' 
 

Inf19, interview, 
sales  

'We serve our customers well and… (pausing) We get them to come here again. This is a 
business that is directed towards eternity. We don’t seek easy victories.' 
 
'You have to respect the customer' 
 

Inf5, interview,  
sales 

'It’s absolutely crucial that you have trust' 
'You have to keep your promises' 
 

Inf4, interview, 
sales 

'Commitment is (pausing) nowadays very important. Competition is hard. How to 
differentiate. 'Oh what a nice commercial' – we don’t get customers that way. Commitment is 
deeper – that’s when we find common ground.' 

Inf22, interview, 
sales 

 
The utterances in Table 5 share a common notion: an orientation towards creating long-
term business. The salespersons speak with the voice of customer service, recognising 
that a relationship-orientation is crucial in the job of a salesperson. Here, the role of 
language as the ‘vehicle of thought’ (Wittgenstein’s notion) can be observed. The 
salespersons think in terms of the social language of customer service. The salespersons 
make sense of their world with the help of concepts such as trust, continuity, 
commitment, etc. Especially trust is a concept that is frequently used by salespersons. A 
salesperson needs to be perceived as a trustworthy person (inf5, interview); customers 
are willing to tell more about themselves and their lives to a salesperson they trust 
(inf22, interview), i.e. customer self-disclosure becomes natural when interacting with a 
trustworthy salesperson. Customer self-disclosure is of vital importance for learning 
about customers, as it provides access to the life of the customer.  
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Trust26 is about keeping promises (inf4, inf5, inf19, inf22, inf26; interview) and it is 
perceived to be about reliability and benevolence. Benevolence is above all about taking 
care of the customer – previously referred to as ‘customer service curling’. Trust is also 
strongly associated with honesty; in the customer service context of car sales honesty is 
perceived to give rise to trust, and trust in turn is viewed as a means for creating long-
term business. Time after time during fieldwork, the concept of honesty emerged. 
However, out among the customers – ordinary people – especially car salespersons but 
also sometimes service advisors are popularly – half jokingly, half seriously – referred 
to as conmen, swindlers and liars, i.e. non-trustworthy persons. Why do salespersons at 
CarDealer emphasise honesty, while customers seem to be suspicious? Why do 
customers think that being a car salesperson involves being dishonest and 
untrustworthy? I think the answer to this paradox can be found through an analysis of 
the context, in which car retailing is situated.      

 
[…] Then he wonders about what I think of the customer service at CarDealer – ‘you 
can be honest with me.’ I tell him that I think customer service is very individual and 
difficult for me to evaluate; I don’t like to take a stand on that. However, I add, ‘there is 
nothing to be ashamed about – everybody is a professional and they are professional 
about their jobs. There is a lot of talk about honesty… ‘This last thing I said in order to 
provoke some kind of reaction from Mika and he jumps at it immediately. Mika says: 
‘But that’s how we are – trustworthy Finns. It’s a part of our culture’.  
(inf30, set 4, sales) 

 
During this discussion with Ilkka I realised that as the concept of honesty is deeply 
rooted in the Finnish culture, it is natural that honesty becomes a key concept in the 
language of customer service. Being a good salesperson is equated with being an honest 
salesperson. Honest salespersons are trusted and customer intimacy can be obtained.   
 
From a Bakhtinian perspective the concept of honesty is interesting. Honesty has 
become a concept loaded with a humoristic meaning over time – it has become a type of 
parody with ‘ironic overtones’, using Bakhtin’s words. In the following excerpt from 
the interview with Pekka, Pekka reflects on the meaning of the concept of honesty and 
in his account he appropriates the voice of the popular opinion and combines it with his 
own:   

K: (silent card -‘honesty’)  
P: Car salespersons and honesty… (laughing)  
K: Yes, that’s the classic… 
P: In fact I would say that if we think of car retailers nowadays – the people there are 
honest – really. It’s not about that. Car retailing and honesty; car salespersons and 
honesty… These two things are… Honesty has become a word, a type of humouristic 
concept in relation to car retailing. But it’s not about car salespersons being dishonest. 
It’s a question of car salespersons not doing what they promise. […] I guess these are 
the type of things that ‘he didn’t call me even though he promised.’ This has then 

                                                 
26 When analysing the definitions on trust provided by literature, trust is often conceptualised as a belief 
and a perception. Anderson and Weitz (1989) put forward the notion that mutual trust is a supplement and 
sometimes even a substitute for formal legal contracts. They argue in line with Dwyer et al. (1987:23) that 
trust in a relationship develops confidence that short-term or minor problems will be worked out to the 
benefit of both parties. Confidence and reliability stem from the fact that the other party fulfils obligations 
and acts in a way that leads to positive outcomes, i.e. each party considers the interest of both parties. 
This can be linked to the concept of benevolence. Benevolence is the belief that one party is interested in 
the other party’s welfare and will not harm the other in any way (Ganesan 1994; Doney & Cannon, 1997; 
Wetzels, de Ruyter & von Birgelen, 1998). 



 104

become a type of honesty-trend or a type of value. I don’t know. But you can joke about 
it. (inf26, interview, sales) 

 
Pekka starts by stating that frontline contact persons at car retailers are honest and 
dismisses in a way the status of the concept of honesty. Honesty in this context is, in 
fact, not about the truth, but about fair play and about keeping promises. Dishonesty is 
not the problem. The concept of honesty has become an element in a discourse among 
customers and among frontline contact persons. Honesty has become, similarly as the 
word ‘inoperative’ in the example in Chapter 3, a word that is owned by somebody else 
than the voice that is currently speaking. It is often used in an ironic manner, e.g. the 
utterance ‘you are as honest as a car salesperson’ means, in fact, that the person to 
whom the utterance is addressed is perceived as dishonest. Honesty is a culturally 
loaded word that holds another function than the indicative function: it has a semiotic 
and perhaps even a rhetorical function. For example, the statement ‘I am an honest 
salesperson’ would most likely be perceived as rhetoric by a customer and it would 
probably be interpreted in the opposite way.    
 
Asko is one of the salespersons to have truly embraced the language of customer service 
and for him the concept of honesty is a serious subject; in the following excerpt from 
the interview I try to provoke him and he was obviously disturbed: 
 

K: (silent card - ‘honesty’) 
A: Honesty. […] Honesty is one of the most important factors. Anybody can do two 
deals – the first and the last. And then it ends there. Because… Let’s say if you go on 
the dishonest road – you exploit the customer to a maximum – then it’s the last time you 
can benefit from him. This is based on the idea of continuity – that we get the new 
customer to come here and in that way honesty and continuity are clearly… in that way 
we get a larger customer base. Our own customers. I wouldn’t like to say anything else 
than: ‘salesman – always be honest. To yourself and to the customer.’  
K: How about the favourite subject of columns, chat rooms and letters-to-the-editor-
columns – ‘I was cheated by a car salesman – again.’ 
A: Yes, there are those of us that do that. It’s obvious. But that’s easy. That’s what I 
meant that it’s easy to make the first and last deal! Because you get it. But then the 
person is left with a feeling ‘I was totally cheated again.’ He will not come to the outlet 
again. That’s what continuity is built on: to get that customer’s trust – honesty, 
continuity – when you can get these two together then the customer comes to us, he 
comes again in two years – ‘he was an honest guy.’ […] 
K: I was just thinking that there is a long history behind this conception… 
A: Yes! There certainly is! It depends largely on… there is still a saying that a horse 
dealer and a car dealer are the biggest bluffers. And probably have been. In my opinion 
it goes way back in time… […] (inf19, interview, sales) 

 
Asko is ‘preaching’ with the words of the language of customer service – he was on a 
mission to tell me that car salespersons are honest. It was clear in the interview situation 
that he was disturbed by my comment on dishonesty in car retailing being ‘the favourite 
subject of columns, chat rooms and letters-to-the-editor-columns’. Asko views honesty 
as the building block of a continuous customer relationship – it is a principle underlying 
Asko’s way of working and that is expressed in his language.  
 
All in all, the social language of customer service is a discursive tool that mediates 
simultaneously as it constitutes the reality of the salespersons. For example, prior to the 
existence of the concept of need, Keijo had difficulties getting a grip of how to initiate 
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contact and how to handle customers. After appropriating the concept of need, the sales 
process started making sense – Keijo had learned. He appropriated a discursive tool – a 
simple word that helps him interact with customers. Similarly, the appropriation of 
principles such as ‘taking care of the customer’ and ‘listening’ is about bringing 
important concepts or principles into the consciousness of frontline contact persons. 
Appropriation of the social language of customer service develops the professional 
identities of frontline contact persons and makes their customer service identities 
stronger. Their general understanding of customers is enhanced. As will be shown, 
lacking a customer service identity has implications on learning about customers.   

5.2.2 The customer service context of car service 

It’s hectic, a lot of people, a lot of running about. Jarmo exclaims: ‘no – I can’t take 
this anymore. I’m going out for a smoke!’ I get a feeling that Jarmo and Mika hide from 
customers. Sometimes they refuse to answer the phone, they tend to throw the phone on 
the desk. (inf1 and inf2, set 1, service) 

 
This excerpt is one of the first notes I made. I was observing the informants Jarmo and 
Mika at the service desk and it was a very busy day. That day and also during most of 
the other days I spent observing service advisors it was clear that they, metaphorically 
speaking, hide from customers. They go out, take a break, or do not answer the phone – 
they switch off from work in the middle of work. This made me realise that the way 
learning about customers takes place in this specific customer service context is 
different from the kind of learning that takes place among the salespersons.  
 
Here is Jarmo’s reaction to the silent card that depicts a cup of coffee:    
 

J:Ooh, coffee! This gives your nerves a moment to relax – coffee and cigarettes. 
Seriously speaking, I wouldn’t make it without it. [...] That’s… When you have some 
coffee and a cigarette and you walk away from the counter, then I generally don’t 
answer the phone. Then I’m on a break, then I take a deep breath and then I go back 
there almost as good as new and roar. [...] 
K: So it’s sort of your spare time during work?   
J: Yes, exactly. Then I’m gone. I can work during coffee in the way that I talk with 
mechanics – that’s not a problem – but I don’t like to talk to customers because every 
time you talk to a customer it’s in a way consuming you, the customer asks you 
something and you are responsible for what you say. You can’t say anything. You have 
to think every time. [...] That’s not part of the coffee break!  
(inf1, interview, service) 

 
The coffee break gives the nerves time to recover from what Arto describes as 
consuming and exhausting customer interactions at the service counter. A private space 
away from customers – a backstage – is necessary. ‘Backstage’ customer contacts are 
not desirable and they are avoided. After having taken a deep breath the service advisor 
returns back on stage and starts ‘roaring’ again. The underlying principle is that with 
customers one has to be careful what one says. The service advisor should never be 
caught off guard and disbelief in customers is a common principle – it reflects the 
service advisors’ general understanding of customers. The service advisors have 
typically learned that customers should be kept at arm’s length – objectivity should be 
retained. This reflects the culture of car service, which has been formed during 
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generations of service advisors. Thus, the everyday work of service advisors represents 
a different reality from that of the salespersons. The language of customer service takes 
on a new guise and different principles and concepts are adopted.  
 
There are two versions of the social language of customer service, which was detected 
in the phase of data analysis. The first version is when the language of customer service 
is appropriated, i.e. the voice of customer service is taken in or ‘rented’ from the 
context and made one’s own – it becomes a part of the customer service identity. The 
second version is when the voice of customer service is mastered, i.e. the individual is 
able to use the voice for certain purposes, knows the meaning of the utterances but they 
are not his own and they are not part of his professional identity. The following quote 
has been chosen as it demonstrates how service advisors reason around customer 
service, simultaneously showing that the social language of customer service is familiar 
even though it has not been appropriated.  
 

K: And you’re not salesmen? 
J: Well, we should be. But in a certain way there is a different type of selection… We all 
have a technical education. I’m an engineer… There were no marketing or business 
classes when I was in school – we studied engineering for 3.5-4 years. Then you got 
your degree and bye bye and to work. (pausing) And it… And at the counter… I’ve 
thought many times… At the counter I don’t… I remember the cars, I seldom remember 
the customers. The same is with… You evaluate the situation on the behalf of the well-
being of the car, but we don’t do that psychological stuff, and that’s why we have very 
poor customer satisfaction rates. Customer satisfaction is poor, even though the 
servicing of cars is good – it leaves a bad taste in people’s mouths that they weren’t 
expecting. They’ve received everything they ordered and the car works just fine until 
the next service, but we’re not saying nice things to them at the counter.  
K: Yes. When I’ve been sitting there with you, it has struck me that you talk about the 
cars as patients and that you do a diagnosis. You use medical terms – that’s 
interesting… 
J: Well, you get a… All people in whatever business – you naturally get your own 
vocabulary. But then – you see with these computer… these IT-guys – they… none of 
them thinks of the user, but they come and take care of the computer and do their thing 
for half an hour. And it’s the same with this – there’s no customer service – customer 
service isn’t what it should be. (pausing) It’s a difficult combination; there’s so little of 
those nice men or women that could work there at the counter – those that master both 
the technical side and can give good advice and help customers. It’s difficult.  
(inf1, interview, service) 

 
Jarmo’s account is part of our discussion on the silent card ‘car salesperson’ and after 
him having reflected on the conflicts and differences between car salespersons and 
service advisors I ask him the key question: are not all service advisors also salesmen? 
 
Jarmo knows that service advisors ought to be more service- and sales-minded, but their 
educational background is often in engineering and therefore selling and customer 
service feel alien. Obviously Jarmo knows what is meant by being service- and sales-
minded. However, Jarmo similarly as the other service advisors of this study, is 
interested in cars, not so much in people – ‘the psychological stuff’ is secondary, ‘the 
well-being of the car’ is primary. ‘The psychological stuff’ is what service advisors 
typically associate with car sales – that salespersons are good at the soft side of car 
retailing. Customer satisfaction rates are suffering and the service advisors know why – 
they should ‘attend to the customers’ or as Jussi, in the previous section expressed it: 
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they should ‘take care of the customer’. However, there are few ‘saying nice things to 
them [the customers] at the counter’ – ‘there’s no customer service’. The resolution that 
ends the line of reasoning is that there are few people that manage to be both 
knowledgeable of technical issues and knowledgeable of customer service. The account 
is concluded with a resigned statement – ‘it’s difficult’.  
 
During fieldwork I encountered many similar lines of reasoning. Being a ‘service- and 
sales-minded’ service advisor seemed like a utopia especially for the service advisors 
themselves. Jarmo draws on the example of ‘the IT-guys’ that fix the computer without 
extra fussing about; service advisors follow the same principle. Jarmo tries to legitimise 
his behaviour by comparing car service with IT services – most likely he feels a need to 
boost the status of car service. 
 
The reader might at this point wonder why the service counter is such a difficult place to 
be service- and sales-minded, and how it is connected to learning about customers. It is 
clear that the service advisors have been educated in a tradition – a type of cultural 
context – that does not recognise issues like customer service and indirectly this also 
connects to learning about customers. Individuals that work within car service are 
experts on cars, however, they work within a service profession where customer service 
is a major part of their work. There is a role conflict. Service advisors are socialised into 
a cultural context, where the members learn to perceive customers as troublesome and 
customer service as difficult. As Grönroos (2000) points out: a strong culture may not 
always be a good one. Also other studies suggest that individuals in professions that 
require specific types of expertise are easily absorbed by the technical aspects of their 
jobs. For example, Zilliacus (in Grönroos, 1996) describes how Kone Corporation 
specialised in lifts had technicians that possessed excellent technical knowledge of lifts, 
but did not know how to handle customer contacts, which obviously led to problems. 
The service advisors at CarDealer are in the same situation. Customer service is not part 
of their professional identities – they have weak or nonexistent customer service 
identities. They have difficulties appropriating the concepts and principles manifested in 
the social language of customer service, although they obviously master it. Jarmo and 
his colleagues know that customer satisfaction is important, but there are few doing 
anything about it. The service advisors learn about customers, but it is different from the 
kind of learning that takes place within sales; service advisors learn about customers in 
another way. It is permeated by the principle of keeping distance and neutrality. 
Generally learning about customers does not reside on a personal level, rather it is more 
about categorising customers. This will be further discussed in section 5.3.      
 
The nature of learning about customers being different in service and sales is not only 
linked to the customer service identity and the appropriation of the language of 
customer service. Heikki, a former service advisor – nowadays a salesperson – explains:       
    

Service is like a millstone round the neck – it doesn’t work anywhere. […] The same 
service-mindedness [as in sales] doesn’t continue. When a customer comes to the 
service he is negative – the car has broken down, etc. When the customer comes to 
sales he/she is happy, it’s a nice thing, exciting. They smile to the car salesperson and 
to the service advisor… it’s negative feedback all the time. Here is the point of 
culmination – personal service – the attitude – the attitude of the service advisor. If it’s 
a strong person they are attentive, they greet the customers – basic things that almost 
never happen. If that happens the service advisor works for two years and then he’s 
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burnt out. Because the service advisor is unfortunately in such a position that when the 
customer brings the car for service, the assumption is that he won’t get any service, 
they are even a bit intimidated. They don’t expect good service. They perhaps even wish 
that the service would be bad so that they would be allowed to get angry – once having 
the chance of letting out all those things that bother you at home – GRRR! That’s the 
way it goes – unfortunately. People are like this. I’ve noticed during these past 17 years 
that if a service advisor is committed – he is service-minded – then – let’s say there are 
four service advisors – that the flow of customers is directed at this one person. 
Customers queue and wait so that they can talk with the nice service advisor. And the 
work load increases. The service advisor burns out. 

 (inf22, interview, sales) 
 
The language of customer service is very much about becoming and being a car 
salesperson – the concepts and principles can be traced to social and cultural 
expectations and a historical tradition of how to do things in car sales. The context, in 
which service advisors are working, is very different from that of the salespersons, 
which Heikki's statement reflects. Car service constitutes another mental, 
communicative and historical context. The attitudes of the customers are often negative: 
bringing the car to service seldom involves anything positive. Moreover, customers do 
not have any expectations of good service and it is even legitimate to misbehave. Thus, 
both service advisors and customers become increasingly more cynical and a 
historically embedded pattern of behaviour is repeated every day. If a service advisor 
has appropriated the language of customer service and made it part of his professional 
identity, this person stands out and eventually there is a risk that being service- and 
sales-minded results in too heavy a workload. It is easier to focus on cars and the 
technical aspects, i.e. to concentrate on car service and to ignore customer service.  
 
Service advisors master the language of customer service, but they do not want to step 
out of their comfort zone. The comfort zone is where the service advisor is allowed to 
be a technical expert, a professional, somebody who knows cars and primarily services 
cars – not car owners. Their professional identities are centred around the dimension 
technical expertise. The comfort zone is where the identity of technical expertise is left 
unchallenged. The identity of technical expertise is another dimension of the 
professional identity of frontline contact persons. Thus, the customer service identity 
and the identity of technical expertise represent different aspects of professional 
identity. A strong identity of technical expertise implies that the service advisors are 
comfortable when using the social language of professionals, which they translate into 
the social language of laypersons when encountering the customer. The social language 
of professionals is a neutral, impersonal voice, which is focused on technical 
dimensions – often it is used in interactions within the community of service advisors, 
i.e. between professionals. The social language of laypersons is about translating the 
social language of professionals into a form that a layperson – usually a customer – is 
able to understand. The social language of professionals tunes the service advisors’ 
mind-sets into a mode of car service, leaving customer service aside.  
 
Figure 14 summarises the main findings presented in this section. The frontline contact 
person’s view on work stems from concepts and principles. The concepts and principles 
are embedded in the customer service context and the identity, and expressed through a 
social language. However, the social language also constitutes the concepts and 
principles. Therefore the arrows symbolising social language are double. Moreover, 
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social languages shape the context, the identity and the view on work, which is the 
reason why the double arrows are depicted on all levels.     

Figure 14. Comparison of the customer service context of sales and service 

 

5.2.3 Co-operation within and between the two customer service contexts: a 
means for learning about customers  

In this section co-operation within and between the customer service contexts of car 
sales and service is explored. It is maintained that co-operation within the immediate 
social context – the community of which the frontline contact person is a member of 
(micro context) – supports learning about customers. Moreover, co-operation between 
members of different communities has the potential to support learning about 
customers. Thus, the findings of the study show that learning about customers does not 
only take place in direct customer interactions, but also indirectly in interactions 
between frontline contact persons. In order for the reader to be able to evaluate the 
trustworthiness of these findings, first some theoretical lines of reasoning are discussed, 
whereafter pieces of the empirical material will be elaborated on.      
 
The findings presented in this section are supported by literature. In Chapter 2 the 
concept of co-operation was discussed in connection with the interorganisational view 
on learning and it was maintained that co-operation influences learning in a positive 
way in interorganisational relationships. This notion could logically also incorporate 
intraorganisational relationships. Moreover, in Lave and Wenger’s (1991) work it is 
maintained that co-operation is a key feature of a community of practice. In fact, 
frontline contact persons could be considered members of a social micro community, 
where understanding about customers is shared in everyday interactions between 
members of the community. Communities of practice are characterised by groups of 
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people who share a problem, an interest or something alike, and interact with each other 
on an ongoing basis (Wenger, McDermott & Snyder, 2002:4). While spending time 
together they discuss, explore ideas, ponder on problems and thus learn. All 
communities of frontline contact persons are not necessarily communities of practice, 
but many of them fit the description. In the next sections, an ideal case of a community 
of practice in Lave and Wenger's sense of the word is described.  

5.2.3.1 Learning about customers through everyday talk 

A form of co-operation that I frequently encountered was co-operation within 
communities of frontline contact persons, between the members of the communities. 
Co-operation occurs above all through everyday talk and discussions during the course 
of work. It can be co-operation in the form of helping a colleague that is having a 
problem or it can be a more indirect form of co-operation that occurs through the 
sharing of experiences and insights. Matti explains like this: 
 

M: It’s good to tell stories to each other.   
K: What do you mean ‘good’? How? 
M: Well, let’s say that it lightens up the atmosphere. Jokes and… And then you may get 
some tips on how something can be done. […] Nobody does things the same way. 
Somebody does it this way and somebody does it another way. But you can get some 
good ideas. (inf4, interview, sales) 

 
Chatting, talking, telling jokes and stories are common ways of interacting and sharing 
insights. Matti emphasises stories as a means for gaining ideas on how to improve one's 
professional skills. Moreover, ‘stories’ brightens up the day; often so-called ‘war 
stories’ (cf. Orr, 1987; 1990) of customers are told as entertainment during social 
gatherings at the outlets. Stories are listened to, retold, remembered and spread 
throughout the community. Boyce (1996) states that storytelling has several functions, 
as it expresses the organisational experience of the members of the organisation; it 
confirms shared meanings; it is a tool for socialisation and a tool for creating a common 
direction. As Crossan et al. (1999:529) state: ‘stories reflect the complexity of actual 
practice rather than the abstractions taught in classrooms. As stories evolve, a richer 
understanding of the phenomenon is developed, and new integrated approaches to 
solving problems are created. Stories themselves become the repository of wisdom – 
part of the collective mind/memory’. 
 
The stories that are told are characterised by a rich description of situations and 
problems, through which other members of the community can learn and often the story 
becomes subject to discussion and collective reflection. An important platform for 
doing this is what is referred to as the ‘coffee corner’ in the field notes:  
 

I arrive at CarDealer at about 8 a.m. I have a cup of coffee with Pekka and Ilkka. No 
customers yet. As I sit there one person after another drops by. The discussion is lively 
and for the moment it is about how the media promotes certain brands of cars. Ilkka is 
annoyed about car tests in magazines. […] Then Margaret comes to fetch a cup of 
coffee and she shares her frustration with the gang at the table. She’s come across a 
customer ‘who isn’t satisfied with anything’. She tells us about the incident. […] The 
fact was that the customer has a special car and there had been some special 
arrangements. This she explains to the guys at the table – so that they know if they 
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encounter a similar situation. Analytic remark: the coffee corner is a type of mediator 
of learning! Here they tell each other about customers and customer encounters, 
critical incidents… This is a type of social space that mediates learning about 
customers! (set 4) 

 
The ‘coffee corner’ is a social space where stories about customers, stories about 
problematic situations, stories about frustrating or funny experiences flow. The stories 
are truly situated as understanding about customers and customer service are associated 
with talk that emerges in these specific situations. Here parallels can be drawn to the 
work of Nonaka and Konno (1998), who put forward the concept of ‘ba’, and Bennett 
(2001), who states that a shared space makes salespersons more willing to share 
knowledge and to accept change. Furthermore, Geiger and Turley (2005) maintain that 
sales teams often create an informal forum for exchanging views on clients. This study 
further supports these notions. All in all, without a social space and informal, social 
gatherings, the work of frontline contact persons would be much poorer and important 
insights about customers and customer service would be lost. From a socio-cultural 
learning perspective, the coffee corner is where the basic nature of the human being 
comes to show: we are social beings that learn through social interaction and 
communication. The coffee corner is a space that encourages talk.       
 
Service advisors co-operate continuously. Within service, co-operation is more direct 
and hands-on than within sales. Service advisors frequently consult each other during 
service encounters and discuss specific customers or specific cases during the course of 
work. The following remarks were made during set 1:   
 

There is continuous interaction between the service advisors, and between the service 
advisors and the mechanics. They ask each other questions all the time – ‘do you 
remember this?’, ‘have you done this?’ or ‘what do you know about this’ A lot of 
insider jokes, raw humour, swearing, teasing. (set1) 

 
The service advisors share a direct, course jargon and as an observer one gets the 
impression that service advisors bombard each other with questions. In fact, it is their 
way of communicating and co-operating with each other. Together the service advisors 
constitute a human customer knowledge repository that can be accessed by the members 
of the community. However, this is not necessarily always a positive thing; the service 
advisors’ understanding of customers is often coloured by negative perceptions and 
gives rise to negatively-loaded talk about customers. These ‘backstage’ occurrences 
have implications on ‘on stage’ performances, i.e. on customers’ service experiences.   

5.2.3.2 Difficult situations and demanding customers strengthen co-operation and 
learning about customers 

Stories about ‘difficult customers’ are told and they are laughed at. There are certain 
customers that are legendary among the service advisors. (set1)   

 
On the first day of fieldwork I learned the concept of ‘the difficult customer’ and during 
fieldwork at different outlets among different informants the concept kept popping up. 
Stories about difficult customers were told as entertainment and thus, experiences were 
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shared and tips of how to manage ‘difficult customers’ were passed on. Erkki explains 
the phenomenon of knowing difficult customers:   
 

E: I would like to say that there are no difficult customers – they are just challenging. 
But… They really do exist. […] But I know them – we all know them. So you know that 
you need to be prepared. Everything you say to these people has to be thought over.  
K: Interesting that everybody knows. How come? 
E: Well, you know… Over the years we have learned. […] We tell our colleagues about 
difficult customers. For sure.  
K: Why? 
E: Why? Because if you have encountered a difficult customer you know he is difficult. 
Mmm… You know how to prepare. It’s bad when somebody gets to surprise you. 
K: Know how to prepare? 
E: Yes, so you can mentally prepare that… We do a thing on difficult customers – I’ve 
personally written a remark in the database about one customer – ‘check the car before 
you service it’ – before you touch the car you have to check it. Because this person has 
the habit of making up that we at the service have dented the car and then we pay for 
something the customer himself has done. These [customers] aren’t difficult anymore – 
they are conmen. (inf25, interview, service) 

 
Within the community of service advisors there is a sense of solidarity – a united front 
against difficult customers. If one encounters a difficult customer one should tell the 
others about him and in some cases it might be a solution to use the database as a tool 
for spreading information. Preparations are the key for handling difficult customers and 
knowing which customers need special preparations is crucial.   
 
A difficult customer is a customer that is experienced as rude, provocative and lacking 
respect. The concept exists both among salespersons and service advisors and it is a 
common way of signalling that a customer has been ‘misbehaving’, i.e. has broken a 
common, culturally held code of behaviour. Difficult customers are the most 
‘memorable’ ones – there are customers that frontline contact persons immediately 
know are ‘equal with trouble’ (inf1 and inf2, set1). This comment could be interpreted 
as difficult customers give rise to learning. The frontline contact persons remember the 
customers they experience as difficult and the situations, in which they were involved. 
There were numerous survival stories of how a difficult customer was handled in a 
specific situation. For example, during set 3 Erkki (inf25, service) encountered an upset 
and provocative customer at the service desk. Afterwards, Erkki asked me if I noticed 
anything about his way of handling the situation. I answered ‘you didn’t react in any 
way [to the customer’s insults].’ Erkki elucidates that it is a strategy he has learned – 
‘that fellow tried to provoke me, but I did not let him’. Erkki has learned how to ‘switch 
off’. Hence, with each difficult situation and customer the frontline contact persons 
increase their understanding of a specific customer as well as of customers in general, 
i.e. they learn about customers. Moreover, even though they have not experienced it 
themselves, the flow of communication within the community effectively ensures that 
everybody becomes aware of any difficult incidents.  
 
However, learning about customers and difficult customers in particular may come in 
other guises as well. When presented with the silent card ‘instinct’ first Lari, and then 
Saku gave the following descriptions: 
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L: Instinct. Well. This is about sniffing situations, knowing what to do. Like for example 
when I feel an itch in my spine when I see certain customers at the door – ‘I’ve been 
wrestling around with that customer – I think I’ll go for a coffee now.’ 
K: So instinct and coffee relate to each other? (laughing)  
L: Yes, they relate to each other in the way that you sniff in which situations you’d 
better leave the scene. (inf9, interview, service) 

 
S: Yes, that’s a joke around here. We sit here until the sixth sense tells us to leave as we 
see a certain car or a certain customer. (laughing) It’s often like that. You develop an 
instinct so that you can avoid specific situations because you know it makes your job 
easier when you know how to avoid certain customers.  
K: So the counter is empty when the customer comes?  
S: In practice – yes. Generally the youngest one of us doesn’t know that he should leave 
– he doesn’t know that he should walk away and take care of something else.  
(inf10, interview, service) 

 
The comments of Lari and Saku were delivered like jokes and there is an underlying 
voice of humour – the utterances should not be interpreted literally, however, they do 
contain elements of truth. Besides being busy supervising the mechanics and talking on 
the phone, service advisors actually take a break when they do not have the energy of 
confronting what they expect to be a difficult customer. Being a frontline contact person 
hence involves identifying situations and customers that complicate your work. 
Learning about customers becomes thus learning which customers to avoid. In order to 
be able to do this the frontline contact persons co-operate in a number of ways, which 
the following example illustrates.  
 
During set 1 of observations, an interesting incident occurred. During the second day, 
which I spent observing the service advisors Jarmo (inf1) and Hannu (inf2), there was 
an intense debate going on, on the web page of one of the largest, Finnish newspapers. 
A customer had accidentally got hold of some internal documents at a car retailing 
outlet that concerned him. In the papers – that had been printed from the customer 
database – there was a vulgar and insulting comment made by somebody working at the 
outlet, probably a service advisor. The customer in question was very upset and the 
incident gained a lot of publicity in the press. The issue of difficult customers and tools 
for spreading information about customers was highlighted. The staff at CarDealer 
immediately got a mail from one of the top managers that such insolent and insulting 
comments about customers should by no means be made at CarDealer in any situations. 
The service advisors, whom I happened to be observing during this time, reacted in 
another way. The informants I talked to and observed were very amused by the whole 
incident and it gave rise to a lot of jokes. They stated that the staff had been very stupid 
to write out such a thing in the customer database – they should have been cleverer than 
that. Hannu told me that their community of service advisors had had a similar system 
earlier; the difficult customers had been marked with a star in the customer database. In 
that way nobody else but the service advisors knew what it meant and there would be no 
misunderstandings. Thus, the incident that got such publicity is not in any way unique – 
frontline contact persons use different discursive and non-discursive tools for learning 
about customers and they co-operate in doing so. Thus, the service advisors learned 
about customers through co-operation with the help of a shared sign system and with 
the help of an artefact, i.e. the customer database. 
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5.2.3.3 Antagonism between communities of frontline contact persons repress 
learning about customers  

When describing and discussing co-operation as a means for learning about customers 
at CarDealer, the issue of lack of co-operation needs to be addressed. What was found 
to be revealing is the antagonism between sales and service. It is clear that co-operation 
is a powerful way for learning about customers; however, there are barriers that make it 
difficult. These barriers can be traced to the differences in professional identities and in 
the customer service context.  
 
Typically, the service advisors say that salespersons promise too much and make them 
do the dirty work, as salespersons say that service advisors are not able to be service-
minded. Stereotypical perceptions prevail. However, it is interesting that the 
salespersons and service advisors themselves reinforce these perceptions. For example, 
salespersons often use concepts that they have appropriated from sports when talking 
about their work; most salespersons compare with and describe their work in terms of 
sports and games. In contrast to this, service advisors have appropriated concepts from 
medicine (diagnosis, symptoms). The salespersons’ appropriation of sports terminology 
and the service advisors’ appropriation of medical terminology are descriptive of how 
they view their worlds. Salespersons ‘play’ and ‘act’, as service advisors ‘make 
diagnoses’ and take care of ‘patients’ (i.e. cars) with certain ‘symptoms’. The 
stereotypical picture of the salesperson as a clown/gambler and the service advisor as an 
expert is reinforced. Jarmo explains his view on the relationship between salespersons 
and service advisors: 
 

Well, that’s a person that… It depends on the person, but they easily promise too much. 
Quite good at making coffee and they are nice to talk to when you’re out on a smoke… 
But… I don’t know. A good salesperson supports service. […] But then there are those 
that fight service. […] Those who don’t want to co-operate – they live in a hell of a 
fight. They just stare at the results of their own department and don’t evaluate the final 
situation; after all these games it’s the customer, who suffers. It’s a pity, but it’s the 
same at every car retailer. (pausing) When each department has its own budgets, 
results – everything – customer satisfaction surveys are specific for each department… 
[…] Co-operation disappears. Every boss wants his department to make good results 
without caring that it’s… (pausing) (inf1, interview, service) 
 

Jarmo starts off by appropriating an ironic voice – that salespersons are good at making 
coffee. This utterance holds a distinct meaning. There is a saying among service 
advisors that goes like this: ‘what is characteristic of a service advisor? Well, the service 
advisor has a cold cup of coffee on his desk.’ Service advisors are busy doing their jobs, 
as salespersons always have time to have a cup of coffee, i.e. have time to do nonsense. 
Jarmo’s utterance could be implicitly referring to these circumstances.    
 
Jarmo starts unfolding his thoughts by telling me that he occasionally socialises with 
salespersons. Thereafter, Jarmo highlights that there are conflicts and there are 
salespersons that do not want to co-operate. The reason for this is the way results are 
measured; salespersons have a way of ‘staring at the results of their own department’ 
without considering the implications of their actions. Jarmo refers to this as ‘games’, 
which occur at every car retailer. Jarmo emphasises thus the larger context, in which the 
sales and service departments are situated. His reasoning goes beyond the conflicts of 
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individual salespersons and service advisors, and he reflects on the allocation of 
resources. Jarmo never finishes his sentence, but one could suppose that the final words 
would imply that every manager wants his department to make good results without 
caring that it is against the interests of the customers. There are thus communities that 
are more or less encouraged to compete against each other – not to co-operate.  
 
The relations between sales and service were also discussed with salespersons and 
Pekka reacts like this when encountered by the silent card ‘service’: 
 

It’s from the arse! It’s always… (pausing) Well, that depends on the fact that there is 
this way of thinking in terms of departments within car retailing. […] And these 
[departments] always seem to be in conflict with each other. […] The customer is 
caught in the middle. The motive of the car salesperson for keeping the customer 
satisfied is that he gets the next deal. But the way service thinks… They don’t have as 
much at stake personally as salespersons. Then it goes like the customers call the 
service and nothing happens – they don’t manage to get a time booked – they call the 
salesperson – ‘I didn’t get a time’. Then the salesperson says: ‘wait a minute, I’ll call 
you back’ – and he calls service and says ‘damn it – fix it somewhere in between 
[bookings]’ – then they say ‘ok, let him come’. The salesperson calls the customer back 
and says ‘come on here’. Then the customer thinks that the salesperson has done his 
job properly, but that service hasn’t. I’ve been watching this for 20 years and it hasn’t 
changed a bit. And probably it never will. Because it’s namely about a collision 
between two different payment systems – those that are on a commission basis and 
those that have a salary. (inf26, set 4, sales) 

  
Pekka’s comment includes multiple voices – the voice of the customer, the service 
advisor and the salesperson. Pekka describes in a vivid way how the customer, the 
salesperson and the service advisor communicate. The customer is left without a time 
for servicing his car, the customer calls the salesperson, the salesperson calls the service 
advisor and the service advisor gives up and books a time for the customer. The 
salesperson calls the customer back and adopts the role of the Good Samaritan, as the 
service advisor becomes a villain. Co-operation has a tendency to go astray. Pekka 
maintains that service advisors and salespersons think differently about customers, 
which he asserts traces back to the payment system; service advisors have a salary, 
while salespersons are on a commission basis. Thus, if interpreting Pekka’s lines of 
reasoning, the customer service identity is dependent on the payment system, i.e. an 
extrinsic factor (cf. Sujan et al., 1994). However, lack of pressure to perform does not 
give us the whole picture; in 5.2.2 it was shown that service advisors lack, above all, an 
intrinsic interest in customer service.       

5.2.3.4 Co-operation and interaction across boundaries support learning about 
customers − an illustrative example 

During fieldwork it became evident that there are two informants at CarDealer, who 
stand out concerning their way of co-operating across boundaries. Inf22, Heikki, and 
inf25, Erkki, embody the idea of a community of practice where learning about 
customers takes place through co-operation and mutual problem-solving.  
 
On the second day of set 2 Heikki (inf22, sales) said to me as I was sitting next to Erkki 
at the service counter, that Erkki (inf25, service) is a rock and that ‘nothing would 
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function without him’. Just before that Heikki and Erkki had gone through an order of 
how to equip a new car that Heikki had sold earlier that week. I observed that Heikki 
and Erkki talked a lot about customers to each other and each morning Erkki and Heikki 
met they had a chat. In the field notes I write:  
 

Erkki has arrived. He goes for a coffee and on his way he says ‘good morning’ to 
Heikki. Erkki goes inside Heikki’s booth and they shake hands. These two seem to be 
very good friends – they talk a lot with each other. (set 6) 

 
Erkki sits down in Heikki’s office and they talk approximately for twenty minutes. This 
interested me a lot, because I had not experienced a similar co-operative atmosphere 
elsewhere. Co-operation and talk about customers within a community of salespersons 
and within a community of service advisors is an everyday occurrence, but at this 
specific outlet the boundaries were crossed in a new way. Erkki explains this by stating 
that ‘we’re a poor little car outlet in the middle of nowhere – we have to work together’ 
(inf25, interview). Next, Erkki explains how he co-operates with sales:     
 

K: (silent card – ‘car sales’) 
E: Car sales – that’s an interesting game. I think it’s damn fun. I have in fact supported 
– very much – car sales with my own work. During the last five years I’ve probably 
initiated most of the deals that Heikki has done. Of course I’m not there when the deal 
is closed, like concretely to the level when the papers are signed. When a fellow comes 
to my counter I direct him here to sales and on many occasions I’ve demonstrated the 
car, as I’m familiar with the technical issues. So that’s why I say it’s an interesting 
game. But I don’t know if I would do it for a living.  
K: But you do it for fun? 
E: Yes, yes. When the customer comes here to the counter and I see the customer’s car, 
then in that stage it’s easy to motivate why the customer should buy a new car – ‘your 
car will soon have to be serviced because you’ve driven so and so many kilometres’ – 
‘it will become more and more expensive to drive this car’ – ‘now would be a good time 
to change it.’ 
K: How do customers react to this? 
E: They become interested.  
K: So you go away from the service counter? 
E: Yes. When I’ve finished the service procedure and then as we go through the bill and 
when the customer pays with his card, I start doing some small talk and then when the 
customer gets interested, then I almost take him by the arm and we go to the sales 
department. (inf25, interview, service) 

 
Erkki sees car sales as a fun game, through which he can support sales. He has realised 
that he has the authority – as he is an expert on cars – to inform the customer when it is 
suitable to consider buying a new car. Customers listen to him and he enjoys the process 
of starting off with small talk, making suggestions, discussing and even demonstrating 
cars to customers. Erkki mentions Heikki by name several times during the interview 
(and vice versa) and he mentions Heikki as one of the salespersons he usually directs 
customers to. This is of course dependent on the fact that Erkki services the brands 
Heikki sells – but above all it is a result of personal bonds, i.e. friendship. Erkki 
explains how the concept friendship relates to his everyday work: 

 
E: Some say that they haven’t come here to make friends – they just work here. If you 
feel that way you could change jobs I think. You don’t need to be best friends, […] but I 
think it’s extremely important that we’re all friends. 
K: So being friends helps you in your job? 
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E: Yes, a lot. You understand the other person better. A good example of this is Heikki. 
We have stated that we have really become friends and we’ve talked about things to 
each other that nobody else here knows about. Okay, sometimes we spend too much 
time talking so that work is partly neglected (laughing). But it makes working a hell of a 
lot more fun.  
K: Do you share knowledge? 
E: Yes!  
K: About customers? 
E: Yes! We talk and gossip about customers. I know exactly when Heikki sells a car; he 
immediately tells me that the customer is like this and that – ‘he’s got so and so much 
money.’ Heikki takes what he gets in sales and I take the rest in service (laughing)  
K: Well, how nice of you to help your customers. (laughing)  
E: Yes we’re helping our customers – if there’s some extra [money] we help. We do talk 
quite a lot about certain things – not all customers, these mass-customers – but we’re 
both working with a premium-product and it’s a special kind of customer base. They 
are quite a special gang. […] In fact, one of our customers… if I or Heikki wouldn’t be 
here he wouldn’t be a customer here. (inf25, interview, service) 

 
Erkki values friendship; friendship seems to be the basis, upon which co-operation is 
built. He also implies that trust is an important ingredient, as he and Heikki can discuss 
things that cannot be discussed with others. From the verbatim, one can interpret that 
shared experiences are valuable and it can be argued that without shared experiences 
one cannot understand the other individual, which is a prerequisite for co-operation. The 
key point is that Erkki and Heikki talk to each other about customers – they learn about 
customers together. The customer base of Heikki and Erkki is special; however, the 
principles of co-operation are general and could be applied in other contexts as well. It 
is evident that they help each other to acquire customers and to maintain relationships to 
customers through the sharing of experiences. By sharing insights about customers and 
about how to handle customers they facilitate each other’s work.  
 
The larger context of resource allocation in the organisation and the way results are 
measured put spokes in the wheel of establishing communities of practice that cross the 
traditional boundaries between departments. However, the example of Heikki and Erkki 
could serve as a model case of how learning about customers can be supported through 
the existence of co-operation and the development of communities of practice. Heikki’s 
and Erkki’s way of co-operating is unique in the way they use each other’s 
understanding of customers even though they belong to different communities.   
 
So far this chapter has focused on the characteristics of the two customer service 
contexts of sales and service. It has shown how frontline contact persons reason around 
customer service and how their worlds can be seen as a function of cognitive, social and 
societal dimensions (cf. Gunnarsson, 1997). Now the next step is to relate customer 
service context and customer service identity to the different practices of car sales and 
service and to describe how learning about customers takes place in everyday practices.    
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5.3 Learning about customers – using mediating tools in everyday 
practices 

Key concepts: practices; interactions; discursive tools – genre of becoming acquainted, genre of 
empathy, genre of pressure, booth-talk, genre of inquiry; non-discursive tools – technical and 
spatial; adaptive, aggressive and neutral role; disequlibrium; level of acquaintance or intimacy; 
customer self-disclosure  
 
After having formed a general picture of the customer service contexts of car sales and 
service, the reader is now introduced to the actual doings of frontline contact persons 
and how they, in their everyday practices, learn about customers. The second part of this 
chapter focuses thus explicitly on the practices of car sales and service, and the tools 
used in the practices for learning about customers.  
 
On several occasions I asked the informants how they learn about customers. Here is a 
selection of their answers:  

One certainly learns about customers; I claim that I know customers. Especially 
difficult customers or incidents stay in mind. Some customers are equal with bad news – 
you know them and you know they will be difficult. (inf1, set 1, service) 
  
My question: how do you learn about a customer? One should discuss, then the 
information comes creeping out. One should listen and ask questions – the customer 
leaves a lot of information behind as long as you are attentive. When you make a deal 
more information is revealed. ‘Everything comes out little by little’… Every contact to 
the customer influences the relationship and from every contact you get something. The 
best situation where you learn about the customer is when something has gone wrong – 
then you also have your chance of proving your worth. The bond becomes stronger. 
[…] One should be genuinely interested in people – no mechanical responses, but 
empathy. One should not be friends with everybody. Friendships emerge if the 
chemistry is right. (inf22, set 1, sales)  
 
Me: How do you learn about customers? 
Erkki: By talking nonsense, chatting… I’m quite a tolerant person. I’ve known some 
customers for a long time. (inf25, set 3, service)   
 
A customer that is known to you – it’s of course… A customer you know and especially 
if you have sold him something… It’s easier to deal with him. Because you know the 
background of the customer and you know… what he likes and his family and you know 
a lot of things about the customer. A stranger or a new customer you have to basically 
follow the same pattern and get ‘inside’ the customer and through that you can see 
what he needs. If you know a customer you have a relationship to the customer – he 
trusts you and comes to you. […] Knowing a customer makes things easier – you have a 
basis. (inf19, interview, sales) 

 
Matti: It would be good if you knew all customers. But you don’t.  
K: It would be good? 
Matti: It would be considerably easier and relaxed… when you know their background 
and everything… It’s nicer. […] Over time you learn more and more about them. The 
better you know them the easier it is. You can beforehand conclude what he wants, 
when you know him. With a new customer you have to fish for information – which 
means: ask questions and listen, ask questions and listen… Hmmm.  
(inf4, interview, sales) 
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You sort of learn to sniff the situation – ‘hey, this is a customer that would perhaps 
want this.’ But that is a kind of thing that the longer you sit there, the better you get at 
it. You start sniffing between the lines… (inf9, interview, service) 

 
The informants agree that learning about customers is about communicating with the 
customer – it is a process where one ‘sniffs’, ‘interprets’ or ‘gets inside’ the customer. It 
is about asking questions and listening, fishing for information and being interested in 
the customer. From the statements one can conclude that learning about customers takes 
place over time – often along with a customer relationship the result being strong bonds 
and even a type of friendship.  
     
As was pointed out in Chapter 4, learning is hard to study as the individuals that are 
learning are not aware of when, what and how they learn. Therefore, the question ‘how 
do you learn about customers?’ cannot be exhaustively answered per se. The 
descriptions and statements touch upon the benefits of learning about customers, they 
emphasise the role of information and communication. However, what especially caught 
my attention was that all informants describe what they do. The informants do not speak 
of learning about customers as a distinct process of acquiring information. The 
informants speak of learning about customers as something one does continuously in 
customer service – something that is part of everyday practices, something that is 
intertwined with customer relationships. Thus, learning about customers is, to a high 
degree, about practical doing in a specific customer service context. 
 
Hence, the underlying assumption of this thesis is that learning about customers takes 
place in everyday practices, i.e. within everyday routines and situations where the 
frontline contact person is doing something, e.g. talking on the phone. Practices are 
‘routinized bodily activities’ (Reckwitz, 2002:251) simultaneously as they are sets of 
mental activities. They are shared practical understandings, in which actions and 
language are embedded (Schatzki, 2001:3). The boundary between body and mind, 
practical and intellectual is erased; individuals learn within frames of practices, where 
they perform certain activities with their bodies as well as with their minds. Practices 
constitute specific, bounded contexts where learning about customers takes place. 
Above all, practices are embedded in the customer service context and within the 
community of frontline contact persons. Furthermore, the enactment of practices is 
connected to the individual frontline contact person’s customer service identity.  
 
Recalling Figure 12, practices constitute one of the layers of the model. Practices are 
seen as specific contexts in a larger context; if the customer service context is described 
as a macro context, the community of frontline contact persons as a micro context, then 
practices are nano contexts for learning. In Table 6, the practices of car sales and 
service are briefly described, and thus, Table 6 is an elaboration of layer 2a as presented 
in Figure 12. Every practice described in Table 6 constitutes a separate nano context 
with its own characteristics. In each practice a set of tools are used for learning about 
customers and each practice involves customer-frontline contact person interactions.   
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Table 6. The practices of car sales and service 

Selling or servicing cars could be considered practices in their own right. However, I 
choose to see selling and servicing as two types of macro contexts, in which learning 
about customers is situated. The reader might here contemplate on and question the 
categorisation of practices – on how I arrived at these specific practices. The argument 

Basic practice Key features Tools for learning  
Initiating contact Encountering a new customer, finding out 

as much as possible about the customer. 
Typically performed in the showroom or per 
e-mail. 

Discursive tool: the genre of 
becoming acquainted.  
Technical tools: e-mail, telephone. 
Spatial tools: shared space.  

Organising a 
test drive 

Making arrangements so that the customer 
can test drive the car. Typically performed 
in the showroom and at the desk/in the 
sales booth of the salesperson.  

Discursive tools: the genre of 
becoming acquainted, talk related to 
cars, the genre of empathy. 
Spatial tools: shared and private 
space. 

Negotiating The salesperson is one-on-one with the 
customer, negotiates and discusses 
different alternatives, makes an offer. 
Typically performed at the desk/sales booth 
of the salesperson.  

Discursive tools: the genre of 
empathy and the genre of pressure 
= ‘booth talk’. 
Spatial tools: private space, typically 
sales booth. 
Socio-spatial tool: coffee. 

Closing a deal The salesperson strives to lead the 
customer towards a buying decision. 
Typically performed at the desk/sales booth 
of the salesperson. 

Discursive tool: booth-talk. 
Spatial tools: private space, typically 
sales booth. 

Handing over a 
car 

The deal has been closed and the car is 
passed on to the customer in a ‘ceremonial’ 
way. Typically performed in the showroom 
and at the desk/in the sales booth of the 
salesperson. 

Spatial tools: private space, shared 
space.  
Socio-spatial tool: coffee. 

SA
LE

S 

Being 
systematic and 
being an artist 

Two practices, a dichotomy, which are 
geared towards 1) keeping track of the 
customer base and keeping contact with 
customers, 2) being creative, using 
empathy and ‘curing souls’. The space not 
specified. 

No specified discursive tools. 
Technical tools: database, personal 
files and documents on customers. 
No specified spatial tools. 

Receiving jobs The initial step in servicing a car, where the 
service advisor is contacted by the 
customer for a routine ‘check-up’ or when a 
problem has emerged. Typically performed 
at the service counter, on the phone or per 
e-mail. 

Discursive tool: the genre of inquiry. 
Technical tool: front office pro-
grammes, time booking programme. 
No spatial tools. 

Making a 
diagnosis 

Evaluating the problem by communicating 
with the customer, registering the 
information. Typically performed at the 
service counter, on the phone or per e-mail. 

Discursive tool: the genre of inquiry. 
Technical tool: front office 
programme. 
No spatial tools. 

Interpreting and 
translating 

Interpreting the customer’s account of the 
problem, sharing it with mechanics, 
thereafter ‘translating’ it back to the 
customer. Typically performed at the 
service counter.  

Discursive tool: social language of 
professionals. 
No specified technical tools. 
No spatial tools. 

SE
RV

IC
E 

Charging The bill is presented to the customer and 
the customer is expected to pay. Typically 
performed at the service counter. 

Discursive tool: social language of 
professionals. 
No technical nor spatial tools. 
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against this categorisation could be that salespersons as well as service advisors perform 
a multitude of different practices and they cannot possibly be restricted to the ten 
practices presented here. However, after having conducted fieldwork and after having 
reflected on different possibilities of organising and categorising the practices of car 
sales and service, the most logical way was to divide the practices into ten basic 
practices. The practices follow the different steps undertaken in a sales or service 
process and they could be seen as interdependent phases that build upon each other. The 
practices are directed towards customers and they involve customer interactions. Thus, 
practices performed ‘backstage’, e.g. solving problems with the mechanics, will not be 
subject to an analysis. The ten practices are the building blocks of the work of 
salespersons and service advisors – not only as perceived by me as an observer, but also 
by themselves; the salespersons and service advisors speak of their work as divided into 
the ten practices put forward here.  
 
Initially I considered listening a discursive tool. However, I realised that listening 
constitutes a separate practice that permeates all other practices, both those of sales 
and service. Some might feel that listening is such a self-evident concept that it seems 
ridiculous to even bring it up for discussion when studying the nature of learning about 
customers. However, I would like to maintain that listening is of key importance in 
understanding the nature of learning about customers (which was also put forward in 
Chapter 2). This notion is supported by the informants, as could be concluded from 
Jussi’s lesson on selling cars and from the quotations presented previously. However, 
listening is not seen as a cognitive phenomenon in this study, but as a practice − 
something frontline contact persons do in certain situations or contexts. Later on in this 
chapter the practice of listening will be touched upon several times, however, I will not 
discuss it separately.  
 
As was described in Chapter 3, the notion of tools is integral in the socio-cultural 
approach to learning. In performing practices, frontline contact persons use a variety of 
non-discursive and discursive tools. Non-discursive tools are of a technical or spatial 
character (see Figure 15). Technical tools can be described as artefacts, i.e. as ‘living’ 
objects that are the result of human learning and knowledge. These are used in practices 
for learning about customers. Technical tools are not necessarily technological, but they 
may be. For example, the computer with its programmes for managing information is a 
technical and a technological tool – an artefact – similarly as the technical tools of a 
notebook or a file on the shelf. All these types of technical tools are integrated parts of 
the phenomenon of learning about customers as they mediate learning about customers. 
Spatial tools can also be artefacts, but what distinguishes them from technical tools is 
that they are constituted of a space or movement in a space. For example, as will be 
elaborated on in the following parts, the sales booth and the service desk are spatial 
tools that are part of the process of learning about customers and that have implications 
on the learning process. Similarly, ‘the coffee corner’ mentioned in 5.2.3 is a specific 
space that mediates learning about customers and where an artefact, i.e. coffee, is part of 
the routine.       
 
The social language of customer service and the social language of professionals were 
described as types of discourses that guide the frontline contact persons in their work 
and that are intertwined with their customer service identities. Within social languages 
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there exist different speech genres – a phenomenon described in Chapter 3. Frontline 
contact persons employ repertoires of speech genres when learning about customers 
within practices. Speech genres are socially, culturally and historically constituted; 
speech genres are institutionalised ways of communicating with customers and part of 
the customer service identity of a frontline contact person. Hence, being a frontline 
contact person involves learning different speech genres. Appropriating and using 
speech genres is about being in dialogue with a culturally and historically situated 
voice, in this case car sales/service. Speech genres consist thus of two dimensions. First, 
they are culturally embedded modes of using language, which the frontline contact 
person has learned – appropriated – as a member of a specific socio-cultural context. In 
speech genres the frontline contact person’s general, culturally situated understanding 
of customers, which has sometimes been accumulated over several years or decades of 
work, is collected. Speech genres have a history. Second, speech genres are used for 
learning about a specific customer in the present moment. Hence, speech genres that 
have been appropriated from the context mediate learning about specific customers in 
specific situations.         

Figure 15. The mediating tools of everyday practices 

 

Discursive and non-discursive tools are used simultaneously and often in certain 
combinations. For example, use of a certain spatial tool implies that a certain speech 
genre is employed. Moreover, there are tools that are both spatial and technical. Because 
of the existence of various combinations of tools, the circles depicting the tools intersect 
in Figure 15. 
 
In the following sections on the practices of sales and service, each practice is first 
described in terms of how it is enacted on. Thereafter, the practices are analysed in 
terms of tools, i.e. which tools have been appropriated and which tools are used.    

5.3.1 The practices of and tools for learning about customers in car sales 

The analysis of practices starts with the charting of the basic practices of salespersons: 
1) initiating contact, 2) organising a test drive, 3) making an offer, 4) closing a deal, 5) 
handing over the car, and 6) being systematic and being an artist.      
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Social language 
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5.3.1.1 Initiating contact  

The practice of initiating contact refers to encountering a customer for the first time, 
e.g. in a showroom as the customer is looking at cars. Contacts are initiated on a 
continuous basis and the utterances ‘can I be of any assistance’ and ‘how can I help 
you’ are the opening phrases that invite the customer to participate in a discussion. The 
salesperson and the customer often walk around in the showroom, looking at different 
options and discussing around the five core questions that were emphasised by Jussi 
previously: what kind of car is the customer driving currently, does the customer have a 
family (how many children), how often and how long distances does the customer drive, 
does the customer/the family have another car, and how much money is the customer 
willing to spend.  
 
Knowing the answers to these questions is the first step in learning about customers; 
they are the basis for understanding the customer’s situation in life and the customer’s 
practices, which in turn is the prerequisite for being able to offer something of value to 
the customer. Thus, the practice of initiating contact involves not only the physical, 
bodily practice of shaking hands and presenting cars – it is also to a high degree a 
communicative practice. Initiating contact is clearly bounded – starting with greetings 
and concluded by a goodbye or the movement to the practice of organising test drives. It 
includes typical utterances that are predictable and of a routine character. Moreover, it 
has a clear purpose: getting to know the customer. The practice of initiating contact 
employs thus a specific speech genre – the genre of becoming acquainted. The genre of 
becoming acquainted refers to a salesperson’s style of communicating with a customer 
in their initial contact. It is a tool for learning about customers that is used in the 
specific practice – context – of initiating contact.  
 
Typically, the practice of initiating contact is thought of as a service encounter where 
the salesperson and the customer meet each other for the first time. However, the 
practice of initiating contact is often performed in a situation where the salesperson and 
the customer already know each other and have some kind of a relationship, e.g. the 
customer has bought a car or several cars already, the customer may have been for a test 
drive, the salesperson may have made an offer to the customer. In such a situation, the 
salesperson contacts the customer with the aim of finding out how to proceed towards a 
deal. Initiating contact in such situations varies from the situation where the customer is 
unknown to the salesperson. Communication changes and the use of tools for learning 
about the customer changes. One could state that the enactment of practices, i.e. the 
nano context for learning about customers, and the use of tools for learning about 
customers are dependent on the level of acquaintance or intimacy. The nature of 
learning about customers differs in a situation with a new customer and in a situation 
where the customer and the salesperson know each other. Interacting with an unknown 
customer constitutes a different context than interacting with a previously known 
customer. For example, the way the salesperson and the customer greet each other is a 
simple example of how communication changes character in a situation where the two 
parties know each other. The following examples are greetings of ‘old friends’ on the 
phone:   
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The phone rings several times during the day. Heikki has a very personal way of 
greeting his customers: he uses their first name and then he asks ‘how are you?’, 
‘how’s it going?‘  or ‘how is life?’ (set 1, inf22) 
 
‘Hi! Did you visit our car show last week-end? I thought I saw you! (laughing)’ (set 1, 
inf5) 

 
Communication resides on another level and instead of ‘getting acquainted’, the 
salesperson aims at ‘getting inside the customer’ (inf22, inf19). However, not only the 
style of communication changes – so does the use of space as well. Just by observing 
service encounters from a distance it is possible to assess how well the customer and the 
salesperson know each other. Typically, a customer that is well-known by the 
salesperson is first of all offered a cup of coffee; often the salesperson shakes hands 
with the customer a bit longer and may, e.g. slap the customer on the back. The 
salesperson has an understanding of on which level the relationship resides, i.e. is it on a 
formal level where things are serious and the purpose is to make a good impression on 
the customer or is it on an informal level with jokes, going out for a smoke, drinking 
coffee and slapping each other on the back. The salesperson learns to handle and 
distinguish between the different situations, which can be seen as a dimension of the 
salesperson’s general understanding of customers.  
 
The ultimate purpose of the salesperson is to know the customer as if the customer was 
his friend. However, it is a type of friendship that rests on different grounds than an 
ordinary friendship and it could be characterised as a commercial friendship (Price & 
Arnould, 1999). A commercial friendship is a type of marketing relationship that 
involves affection, intimacy, support, loyalty and reciprocity (ibid.). However, it is clear 
that commercial friendships are formed and developed in the specific context of 
customer service and they are never or seldom extended into the private sphere of the 
frontline contact person. As put forward by Price and Arnould (1999), this 
‘compartmentalisation’ is perceived as a benefit and as something self-evident among 
frontline contact persons. Thus, even though the informants – especially the 
salespersons in this study – talk about ‘relationships’ and ‘friends’, the concepts do not 
have the same meaning as outside the customer service context.  
 
It is important to note that the practice of initiating contact is often also performed per e-
mail. The practice of initiating contact has thus to some extent changed from traditional 
personal interaction into interaction per e-mail. One could even state that e-mails are 
technical tools for learning about customers and nowadays a large part of the initial 
contact between the customer and salesperson happen through e-mails. Also, 
salespersons use e-mails when contacting current customers. Thus, the practice of 
initiating contact often involves technical tools for learning about the customer. 
However, even though communication happens over the internet, it involves the use of a 
speech genre, i.e. a discursive tool for learning about customers. The genre of becoming 
acquainted changes character into an e-mail version and instead of speaking to each 
other, the customer and the salesperson write to each other. Communication tends to 
become more focused and concise and often the technical aspects are emphasised to a 
higher degree. Here it needs to be recognised that e-mails and other types of written 
communication have not been analysed. The previous statements are based on the 
discussions I have had with salespersons.          
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When ‘becoming acquainted’ salespersons may be experienced as intimidating by the 
customer. Some customers do not want to be ‘helped’ or ‘assisted’ – they want to ‘just 
look around’. In other words, the customer does not want to be learned about. Matti 
explains like this: 
 

M: Sometimes it’s good to be a bit aggressive. But, not in all situations though. You 
should not always throw yourself out there [into the showroom]. (pausing) It’s how you 
look at it. You should evaluate one case at a time. 
K: In which cases shouldn’t you? 
M: For example, somebody comes in here now and you attack him right away. Then he 
says that he’s just looking. Don’t pressure him anymore at that stage. Let him look 
around. If you continue to haunt him then he will certainly walk out the door. Then 
you’ve been too aggressive. 
K: When should you then be aggressive? 
M: Well, in the stage when he’s about to make up his mind – then you can be 
aggressive. You can try to achieve the final blessing. Or at least suggest it. […] Once in 
my life I’ve encountered this aggressive thing. I was buying furniture. We – my wife and 
I – went to a shop and by coincidence the owner came straight to us when we came 
inside the door. I told him – ‘is it ok if we take a look first and then if I have something 
to ask I’ll come to you?’ Then he said, ‘yes, that’s all right with me.’ When we 
continued looking the man was all over us again. Then I lost my nerves and went out 
and I haven’t been there since then. (pausing) However, I bought a couch on that day, 
but I bought it from the shop next door. There I was left in peace. Then when I asked, 
they came. They didn’t pressure me. (inf5, interview, sales) 

 
The core message of Matti's story is that true learning about customers is contingent on 
the customer's wishes. Matti views the practice of initiating contact as a situation where 
the salesperson needs to evaluate the purposes of the customer without being intrusive 
or aggressive. Being aggressive is not about being violent in any way; it is about using 
an aggressive style of communication in the sense that the customer feels pressure to 
make a decision. Being aggressive and aggressive sales tactics are concepts that hold a 
distinct meaning; they are part of the professional jargon or the social language of 
salespersons at CarDealer. Being aggressive is about employing a certain speech genre 
– the genre of pressure – where the salesperson purposefully directs the customer 
towards making a deal. This will be elaborated on later.   
 
Matti’s example does not include explicit notions of the language of the salesperson in 
the shop. Matti was mostly annoyed by another fact: he and his wife were not allowed 
to move freely in the shop. Matti wanted to be left ‘in peace’. The salesperson’s 
aggressive behaviour was probably not demonstrated in the way he spoke, however, it 
came to show in the way he followed the couple around the shop and in the way he used 
the space, i.e. the showroom. Thus, the way the salesperson was using spatial tools 
showed the salesperson’s ignorance of customer service according to Matti.   
 
The experience in the furniture shop has obviously stayed in Matti’s memory because it 
goes against Matti’s principles of customer service. Matti states that if a customer says 
he is ‘just looking’, then the salesperson should leave the customer alone. The customer 
has then used a verbal signal – he has appropriated a common voice – that shows that he 
does not want service at that specific moment. Stating that one is ‘just looking’ is an 
accepted way of politely saying ‘leave me alone’ and the salesperson is expected to 
understand the message and to say something like ‘please do’ or ‘go ahead’. It is part of 
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a general, culturally embedded understanding of customers. When the salesperson 
thereafter follows the customer around in the showroom, it goes against an unspoken 
code and the established principles of initiating contact. This example shows that 
learning about customers is a complex mixture of being able to interpret situations and 
being able to employ the right tools when interacting with the customer. Moreover, it 
becomes clear that frontline contact persons and customers act on the basis of socially 
embedded rules, where the customer has the power to determine the outcome of the 
encounter. It happens thus on the conditions of the customer.           

5.3.1.2 Organising test drives 

Organising a test drive is a practice typically associated with car sales and it means that 
the customer has the opportunity to drive a car in order to evaluate it. A test drive is a 
specific phase in the sales process and it often leads to the next stage, i.e. negotiations. 
Organising a test drive implies that the salesperson gives permission to the customer to 
drive the car and the customer’s driver’s licence is checked and personal information 
are registered in the database. Thereafter, the customer is allowed to drive the car 
usually for half an hour or an hour; sometimes for a day. Test drives are usually booked 
in advance with a salesperson directly or by e-mail, sometimes test drives are 
spontaneously arranged. It is commonly stated at CarDealer that salespersons should 
always offer the customer an opportunity to test drive a car, as it is supposed to enhance 
the customer’s ‘commitment’ to the car.  
 
The practice of organising a test drive builds on the practice of initiating contact and it 
provides a similar type of nano context for learning about customers. However, here the 
salesperson, often for the first time, gets the customer’s name and personal information, 
e.g. year of birth and address. This in turn helps the salesperson in constructing a more 
comprehensive picture of the customer. Moreover, if the customer has previously been 
registered in the database historical data can be obtained.  
 
The salesperson has the opportunity to use the test drive situation in a way that enhances 
his understanding of the customer. Pekka describes it the following way:  

 
K: (silent card – ‘test drive’) 
P: Test drive. It’s a test drive. The customer goes for a test drive, he asks for a test 
drive… This is what you could call sort of a tricky thing in car sales. We let people 
drive the cars too easily. 
K: What do you mean too easily? 
P: Well, they come here to my office and they say that ‘I want to drive that car.’ Do I 
even know that it’s the right car for that customer? No, not if I don’t ask. We usually 
just say ‘yes, wait, I’ll be there in a minute’, we finish all the papers and then ready 
steady, go. This is in fact very important, but everybody doesn’t know how to do it and I 
myself do not necessarily do it. But that’s what it means.  
K: So, it should work like that you first in a way scan the needs (Yes) and then you let 
them go on a test drive? 
P: Yes, yes. But that’s it – when a person [customer] comes and asks you then the basic 
nature of a car salesperson – salespersons – or humans – comes to show, i.e. laziness. 
We think ‘well, he’s been thinking it through what he wants, let him drive the car.’ 
Sometimes it works, but it‘s much better when you first talk to the person. Of course 
there are also those, who have already decided and… But you should know that as well. 
K: How do you know that? 
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P: You see it. Otherwise you can’t know.  
K: Do you ask something? 
P: Generally you ask about the model the customer is interested in… I talk with him and 
try to calm down the situation – that going for a test drive wouldn’t be a stressful, 
messy happening – I take a time out. Then you lead the customer, we go to take a look 
at the car… In that way… […] But – it happens frequently that people come for a test 
drive and then afterwards they state ‘it’s too small’. I should have known that in the 
first place when I let the person go for a test drive – if it’s too small or big.      

 (inf26, interview, sales) 
 
Pekka dramatises his account by using the voice of the typical salesperson and the voice 
of the typical customer, which he combines with a narrator-voice. By stating that 
customers are allowed to drive the cars too easily, Pekka implies that salespersons are 
often too comfortable to really make the effort to learn about the customer – to discuss 
with the customer, to ask questions. Often salespersons have not even talked to the 
customer before arranging a test drive. It is easier to let the customer drive the car 
without becoming acquainted with the customer. Pekka points out that ‘it’s much better 
when you first talk to the person. Of course there are also those, who have already 
decided and…But you should know that as well.’ Then I ask how he knows if 
somebody already has decided which car to buy – Pekka answers ‘you see it’. The 
concept ‘seeing’ refers to the salesperson’s understanding of the customer, the process 
where the salesperson through communicating with the customer learns about what the 
customer values. Communication in this situation refers to ordinary talk – chatting with 
the customer about cars.  
 
The discussion with Pekka also highlights another issue intertwined with the practice of 
organising test drives, which was put forward already in the previous section: the 
supporting or repressive role of spatial tools for learning about customers. ‘Going for a 
test drive should not be a stressful, messy event – I take a time-out’, Pekka asserts. 
‘Taking a time-out’ symbolises the idea of putting other things aside and ‘making room’ 
for the customer in a literal sense, but also in a more abstract sense. The customer is 
invited to the sales booth and the car is demonstrated; the salesperson devotes himself to 
the customer. Pekka continues by explaining: ‘then you lead the customer, we go to take 
a look at the car.’ This part of Pekka’s description involves action – he leads the 
customer, he and the customer take a look at the car and move around the showroom. 
This element of action is important as it creates additional time for finding out what the 
customer values and it is part of what Pekka refers to as ‘calming down the situation’.  
 
Thus, the practice of organising a test drive is often a learning context where the 
salesperson chooses an easy way of dealing with the customer; instead of using the 
discursive tool of becoming acquainted and spatial tools, the salesperson hands over the 
car keys to the customer and lets the customer test drive the car and misses thus an 
opportunity to learn about the customer. In the following excerpt from the field notes 
the reader can follow a situation where a test drive is organised. The encounter between 
Jussi and Anne was one of the most memorable customer interactions I observed during 
the study. It seemed amazing that Jussi and Anne after not having met each other for 25-
30 years behaved in the way they did, almost hugging each other, laughing and talking. 
Nonetheless, the encounter between Jussi and Anne involves several interesting features 
that are important for understanding the nature of learning about customers.     
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Jussi is waiting for a customer – Anne. I ask him if I can participate. That’s fine. Jussi 
gives me some background information. Anne had called him a week ago. Anne’s 
mother is an old customer of Jussi’s and she had encouraged Anne to call him. Jussi 
has not seen Anne since she was a small girl. Now she is in her mid-thirties, a mother of 
two and recently separated from her husband. She had explained that she needs a car 
with a lot of room – her small car is not suitable for driving the children off to their 
hobbies. The Opel Corsa was the family’s second car, but as she is single now she 
needs an all-round car. 
 
It’s a happy reunion – even though it has been 25-30 years since Jussi and Anne have 
met! There’s laughter and happy faces, jokes and stories about “how it used to be”. 
Anne tells us that she loves entering a showroom full of new cars because of the special 
smell. After the warm welcoming Jussi gets down to business. He has already picked 
out three cars that they should look at first. Anne is an attentive customer and asks 
many questions. She becomes interested in a used station wagon and asks Jussi what he 
thinks about it. Jussi answers that she should probably take a look at other cars first, as 
that specific model of that brand has proven to be problematic. In a similar way he tells 
her about the pros and cons of other cars. Finally, Anne becomes really fond of a car 
and she goes for a test drive. During the time she is gone, Jussi negotiates with one of 
the sellers of used cars about the price of Anne’s current car. When Anne comes back 
she is enchanted – she likes the car. However, Jussi recommends her to go to other car 
retailing outlets to find out what they have to offer. Anne agrees. Jussi takes a copy of 
the price ‘tag’ of the car Anne likes and gives it to her together with an offer. 
Thereafter, he draws her a map of where to find other outlets. Before Anne leaves he 
also gives her a short lesson on how to buy a car – what questions to ask and how to 
evaluate a car. (inf15, set 2, sales)  

 
What does this example tell us about the nature of learning about customers? Firstly, 
from this example it becomes clear that Jussi has a general understanding of how to deal 
with a customer in the initial phases of the sales process. He has learned over the years 
how to organise a test drive; one can detect a clear sequence where Jussi first has 
employed the genre of inquiry – he has made all the relevant questions in order to find 
out what the customer values. Thereafter, on the basis of his understanding of the 
customer he seeks out solutions to the customer’s problem. In a systematic way, he goes 
about uncovering who the customer is and how the customer will use the car. In this 
case, Jussi knows Anne’s background; he knows Anne’s situation in life and he knows 
the purposes for which Anne needs a car. Jussi knows how to use the different situations 
to his advantage. This is connected to the second issue that I want to highlight. Jussi has 
a strong customer service identity. This is obviously linked to him having worked for 30 
years in the car retailing industry, which means that he has accumulated a sixth sense of 
how to handle customers – a tacit, contextualised understanding of how customer 
service works. Jussi guides the customer by the hand figuratively speaking and has total 
control of the situation. He uses the genre of empathy, which is about appropriating an 
empathetic, open style of communication where the customer is cared for and hence, he 
strives to build trust. Jussi’s actions are an example of what earlier was labelled 
customer service curling. Through customer service curling he learns about the 
customer, as the customer becomes more inclined to disclose information about himself 
and starts trusting the salesperson. Together with the genre of empathy Jussi uses the 
space to his advantage. He guides Anne, opens car doors and demonstrates the cars. His 
bodily actions support the genre of empathy.  
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The third feature of the encounter between Jussi and Anne brings forward the notion of 
shared personal history. Jussi knows Anne’s mother and Anne has memories of Jussi 
from when she was a little girl. Even though it has been a long time since Anne met 
Jussi, they still share a common ground due to their ‘shared past’. Learning about 
customers is not restricted to the present situation and the present time; a frontline 
contact person’s understanding of a customer may be shaped during years or decades. 
Moreover, it may be linked not only to one specific customer, but to a whole group of 
customers, e.g. a family. Through knowing one customer the frontline contact person 
has access to a whole network of customers, which he indirectly learns about through 
the contact he currently has.  

5.3.1.3 Negotiating 

In order to illustrate the nature of learning about customers as it takes place in the 
practice of negotiating, three stories of negotiation are put forward. The stories represent 
different aspects of negotiating. In the next excerpt from set 4, Pekka is negotiating with 
a customer and afterwards a discussion on negotiations takes form: 
 

It’s 3.30 p.m. and Pekka is discussing with a customer. Pekka has evaluated the car and 
made an offer. Now the customer and Pekka are sitting by Pekka’s desk. A normal 
negotiation. The customer is an older gentleman. The discussion focuses on the offer 
and the customer is slightly dissatisfied regarding the amount that Pekka has credited 
him for his current car. The customer takes the paper and states that he will ‘think 
about it’. Then he leaves.  
 
I ask Pekka ‘will he buy the car?’ Pekka: ‘Yes. But he was a bit unsure of the amount 
that was credited for his old car.’ Pekka continues by saying that the customer was 
disappointed – that ‘he had his tail between his legs’. I ask Pekka how he can ‘read’ the 
customer – because that’s what this is about, isn’t it? Pekka answers: ‘sometimes you 
can’t. Some have good poker faces. Some you read immediately. For example this 
customer – I saw when he looked at the offer – most customers react on the credited 
price.’ Pekka asserts that he could have used aggressive sales tactics here. Then he 
would have put the customer in a corner; he could have put on a ‘play’ and taken a role 
where he could have forced the customer to make a decision. But – Pekka has neglected 
that way of doing business – that’s the way to make a deal, but not the way to create 
customer satisfaction. ‘Customer satisfaction is more profitable on a long run.’ ‘You 
scare off customers with aggressive tactics’. Pekka says: ‘don’t be offended when I say 
this, but car sales is a bit like prostitution’ – ‘sometimes you have to be a passionate 
social democrat, sometimes…’ Here I don’t remember what words he used to describe 
his work... All in all, Pekka concludes that language is important – language needs to 
be adapted – it’s important when interacting that you create a feeling with language.  
(inf26, set 4, sales) 

 
The excerpt starts with a description of a customer encounter where the customer leaves 
the negotiation seemingly unsatisfied with the offer. Pekka asserts that the customer will 
buy the car, which leads to a discussion on how to ‘read’ customers and how to handle 
negotiations. Pekka describes the practice of negotiating as a play or a game where the 
salesperson has the possibility of choosing roles: being the aggressive one that forces 
the customer into a corner, or being the adaptive one that interacts with the customer on 
the customer’s conditions. If adopting an aggressive role, closing a deal becomes the 
primary concern. If adopting an adaptive role, reading the customer and constructing an 
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understanding of the customer becomes important. Thus, learning about customers is 
linked to the frontline contact person adopting an adaptive role.  
 
The aggressive or the adaptive role is created through the use of language. Through the 
genre of pressure or through the genre of empathy the nano context is altered. The genre 
of pressure contributes to the creation of an aggressive role, as the genre of empathy 
contributes to the creation of an adaptive role and functions as a discursive tool in 
learning about customers. Through the genre of empathy, the practice of negotiating is 
geared towards learning about the customer and thus the context is shaped so that 
learning about customers can take place. The genre of pressure on the other hand may 
prove to be useful in bringing about a transaction; however, it is not necessarily a tool 
that mediates learning about customers.   
 
In the next excerpt another negotiation is depicted.  
 

Pekka has organised a test drive and the customer in question comes back. Pekka has 
evaluated the customer’s current car and now they are in the negotiation-phase. The 
customer, a man in his thirties, sits down at Pekka’s desk in Pekka’s sales booth on the 
other side of the table. I’m sitting in the corner of the small sales booth so that I can see 
both Pekka and the customer. Pekka makes an official offer, prints it out and then he 
goes through it together with the customer line by line. The customer asks how much 
will be credited for his current car and they discuss the issue; the customer is thinking 
of selling his car over the internet. Thereafter, Pekka asks if the customer needs 
financing. The customer thinks for a few seconds and then he answers ‘no’. After 
having gone through the offer the customer thanks Pekka, takes his card and says that 
he will be in touch.  
 
After the customer has left, I ask Pekka if he thinks the customer will buy the car. Pekka 
makes a counter question – do I think the customer will buy the car? I answer – 
‘probably yes’, Pekka says ‘no, he won’t.’ ‘How do you know that?’ Pekka explains. 
The customer’s current car is a black, sporty thing with a turbo-engine and cool 
aluminium rims. Now the customer was looking at a station wagon, i.e. a totally 
different car than he is currently driving. Obviously there have been some major 
changes in his life; most probably there’s a baby on its way. The customer doesn’t want 
a grandpa-car with a small engine – he wants an expensive station wagon that he really 
can’t afford and now he’s having trouble accepting it. That’s why there was a few silent 
seconds when the customer took a look at the offer. Perhaps he will be back after a 
while when he’s accepted the fact that he can’t buy the kind of car he really wants.  
(inf26, set 4, sales) 

   
The encounter between Pekka and the customer was a mundane occurrence, where 
things proceeded in the way they ordinarily do. The customer has driven the car, the 
salesperson has made an evaluation of the customer’s current car, the customer is 
invited into the sales booth, the salesperson makes an initial offer, asks a set of routine 
questions, the customer asks some questions, the customer thanks the salesperson and 
concludes with a well-chosen phrase such as ‘I’ll be in touch’ and leaves. It follows a 
bounded, predictable pattern of communication and bodily actions.  
 
The description given in the first paragraph, i.e. my description that I wrote down as I 
was sitting there in the sales booth, does not tell the reader much about the customer or 
the encounter between the customer and the salesperson. However, after asking Pekka 
the question ‘do you think he will buy the car?’ a new understanding of the situation 
evolves. This shows the importance of the ‘friendly conversation’ in ensuring a thick 
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description of situations; the emic (insider) perspective would have remained unknown 
without a trigger, i.e. the question.  
 
It is interesting how Pekka was able to put things together and see the encounter from a 
different angle than I did. Pekka managed to uncover the hidden dimensions of the 
service encounter that were not visible to me as an outsider lacking knowledge of the 
practice of negotiating. I did not and could not see and interpret the things Pekka did. 
Pekka saw the hesitation, the body language of disappointment, the tone of voice, and 
the kind of questions the customer posed. He put these together with what kind of car 
the customer was currently driving and what car the customer wanted to buy. The 
situated nature of learning about customers comes to show: based on several contextual 
factors – details that were embedded in the situation – Pekka makes an evaluation of the 
situation and the customer. Pekka’s ability of deduction shows the essence of learning 
about customers: talking, listening, and putting together different pieces into a coherent 
whole. This could not, however, be possible without a general understanding of 
customers that has been accumulated during his 20 years as a car salesperson. When 
asking Pekka ‘how do you learn about customers?’ in connection with this service 
encounter Pekka stated: ‘you learn through working’27. I continued by asking ‘are there 
any incidents that you have learned extra much from?’ Pekka answered that he learns 
something from every case and service encounter. Moreover, he strives to analyse his 
actions in retrospective, especially in cases where negotiations have gone wrong. What I 
perceive as especially important in Pekka’s statement is that he connects learning about 
customers with working – his understanding of customers is connected to everyday 
work, everyday interactions and reflection.       
 
When negotiating, the space where the negotiation is conducted plays an integral role. 
The sales booth is a spatial tool in the practice of negotiating. The different spaces of 
car sales are accentuated by Heikki:   
 

H: This is a picture with a computer and… This is of course a negotiation. […] This is 
from my point of view the worst scenario here with this desk in the middle… worst 
scenario? The customer and the car salesperson are present and doing a written offer, 
which is quite correct. There has to be a written offer – not some scrawling on the side 
of a cigarette packet or something like ‘this is approximately the sum between your 
current car and the new car here.’ […] The worst scenario is… Well, you sell the car 
when you walk around it and discuss it. The desk here is like a wall in between; that’s 
what I meant [by worst scenario] – the desk is a bit too big. But this is how I see it – 
they are making a written offer and that’s necessary. 
K: Is the offer done here [in the office, i.e. the ‘booth’]? 
H: Yes. The customer sits there. Before that… Well, this is how it should be. But usually 
when interacting tables are like walls. But if you don’t want there to be walls, then you 
do it like when you organise the test drive – there’s where the contact is established – 
and there’re no walls, that’s when you sit next to the customer. Then the best thing to 
do is to sit down beside the driver’s seat and demonstrate the gadgets – much better 
than when you try instructing the customer by hanging in through the door of the 
driver’s seat shouting ‘there is the button for the lights’ and then ‘see you soon – bye, 
bye.’ You sit down with the customer and then you go by the book and tell the customer 
everything. Discuss the car. The customer is committing himself. Then – when you go 
and sit down by the desk, it’s good that the desk is there. Then you do an official, 
written offer. (pausing) 

                                                 
27 In Finnish “työ opettaa”, translated to Swedish “arbetet lär” 
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K: This is sort of a different situation than the one out there [in the showroom]? 
H: This is intimate. (pausing) It’s such a strange thing. Here you can talk about 
everything. Out there… There you talk about general things. When you sit down in the 
car you talk about the car and when you come in here and the door closes – then you 
start talking about your problems, your needs. It’s such a strange thing. This is an 
intimate situation. Here you talk about money – there’s not a much more intimate thing 
than money, is there? And if another car salesperson comes in here and interrupts us – 
‘sorry, I need to talk to Heikki’ – then you see that the customer is disturbed. He is 
always disturbed. That’s just… when you sit here by the desk and there’s this wall 
called a table in the middle it becomes intimate.  (inf22, interview, sales)  

 
The sales booth is a special place where the character of talk takes on a new direction. 
From being general and impersonal in the shared space of a showroom, it becomes more 
specific and personal in the private space of a sales booth.  
 
Heikki starts by stating that the silent card depicts a negotiation, however, interestingly 
enough he immediately is hung-up on the fact that the picture includes a desk in 
between the presumptive customer and the salesperson. Then he starts reflecting on ‘the 
wall’ between the customer and the salesperson calling it ‘a worst scenario’. However, 
he comes to the conclusion that when negotiating ‘the wall’ is actually a good thing, but 
when organising test drives there should not be ‘a wall’; it should be a space that allows 
contact to be established. The space matters in customer interactions.  
 
Heikki implicitly distinguishes between three different modes of communication: 1) 
general talk in the showroom, i.e. largely the genre of becoming acquainted, 2) 
discussions specifically related to the car, and 3) ‘booth talk’. The first mode is 
characterised by the sharing of general information about different cars and prices, 
focusing on what kind of a car the customer is looking for, which is information that is 
neutral and in a way impersonal. The salesperson is striving to change an anonymous or 
a neutral contact into becoming acquainted with the customer. The second mode of 
communication is specifically related to cars and the test drive. However, from general 
discussions, talk is becoming more and more specific and revealing. The genre of 
empathy is used and spatial tools such as eliminating ‘the wall’ and sitting next to the 
customer when demonstrating the car are used. Customer self-disclosure occurs.  
 
The third mode of communication is the type of talk that is used in the practice of 
negotiating and it combines the genre of empathy and the genre of pressure. This I label 
‘booth-talk’ and it entails a high degree of customer self-disclosure. Booth-talk is – as 
Heikki argues – intimate, which I also realised several times during the observations. 
Closing the door to the booth and sitting down by the desk is a signal to the customer 
that serious discussions can begin. I write in the field notes: ‘the booth constitutes a 
space that is inherently part of the phenomenon of learning about customers.’ The booth 
becomes a spatial tool for learning about customers as it reduces the distance between 
the customer and the salesperson.  
 
The practice of negotiating entails an important tool for learning about customers: 
coffee. Coffee and car sales are as thick as thieves and coffee is used to ‘loosen up the 
tongue’ as Matti (inf4) expresses it. This may seem odd for somebody, who is not 
familiar with Finnish culture. However, coffee is the most popular hot beverage in 
Finland and statistics (the Finnish Food and Drink Industries’ Federation) show that 
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each person living in Finland consumed approximately 9.8 kilograms of coffee per 
person in 2006. Thus, Finland is the world’s leading coffee-consuming nation. Coffee is 
above all a social phenomenon – it is served on almost every occasion and often coffee 
breaks are an important part of social gatherings, e.g. at the workplace. Coffee could be 
described as an artefact and I view it as a socio-spatial tool with a symbolic meaning – 
‘let’s have a cup of coffee’ is not only about drinking coffee and it is not the beverage 
itself that installs a friendly atmosphere, rather it is about the kind of relaxed, social 
situation that coffee drinking is associated with. The utterance ‘would you like a cup of 
coffee?’ is a standard line in every Finnish car salespersons repertoire. As Matti stated:  
 

That is a good thing [coffee] with the customers! We have a cup of coffee and talk. It’s 
a good tool. The customer is much more relaxed when he has a cup of coffee in front of 
him and when you yourself have one. Then it’s not that bureaucratic anymore. (K: 
Mmm) Then we’re getting a bit deeper at that stage.  (inf4, interview, sales) 

 
Having a cup of coffee together signals informality – the customer and the salesperson 
become two friends chatting with each other. The formal roles of the customer and the 
salesperson are put aside for a moment and a ‘warm feeling’ (inf5, interview) is created. 
Heikki (inf22, interview) describes the coffee moment as an occasion where ‘the 
customer and the salesperson are part of the same family.’ Thus, coffee can be used as a 
tool for becoming more acquainted with each other; as a way of proceeding from neutral 
contact into acquaintance. Typically, the coffee moment takes place as a part of the 
practice of negotiating – and it can even be viewed as a practice in its own right. 
However, here it is foremost seen as a tool for what Heikki labels ‘seeing the true 
colours of the customer’ as it alters the context of the practice of negotiating from 
formal to informal.    
 
A notion regarding the concept of the sales booth is motivated here. It is not self-evident 
that each salesperson has his own ‘booth’, i.e. an office with walls and a door that can 
be shut. In some outlets the salespersons only have a desk placed somewhere in the 
showroom and in some outlets the desks of salespersons are placed beside each other 
without any walls separating them. However, I am unsure of whether what I refer to as 
‘booth-talk’ can take place beside a desk somewhere in the showroom. I have gone 
through data with the purpose of settling this issue, but I cannot find a definite answer 
as a majority of salespersons have a booth. Even though it is not the ‘booth’, literally 
speaking, that changes the mode of communication, the booth has a symbolic meaning 
as it is a private space. The space symbolises a movement from one phase to another; 
from general talk in the shared space to booth-talk in a private space.           

5.3.1.4 Closing a deal 

Closing a deal refers to the situation where the salesperson is striving for closure and 
where the customer is expected to make up his mind whether to buy a car or not. There 
is no more room for negotiations. Closing a deal is often described as the hardest part of 
selling (cf. Futrell, 1999) and, e.g. Asko (inf19) states frankly that if a salesperson is not 
able to close deals that salesperson will not be able to do his job. The salespersons have 
to sell – a notion that sounds like a truism, but that can be difficult. Salespersons I have 
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followed during fieldwork share a drive to win and to sell – otherwise they would not 
survive in the competition. Therefore, also co-operation sometimes becomes difficult.  
 
Closing a deal is a point of culmination for the salesperson, which Pekka makes very 
clear:  
 

K: (silent card – ‘closing a deal’) 
P: Yes – now we got to the point! This is the superior… it’s the superior main purpose  
and climax of this job. It’s always equally fun. You never tire of it! It’s a bit like an old  
hunter that gets a new scalp to put in his belt. […] But it’s always equally fun!  
K: How can it be so fun? 
P: It’s a victory! You win! […] It’s in a way like theatre; both sides  
are acting. […](inf26, interview, sales) 

 
The first thing Pekka associates with the practice of closing a deal is the feeling of 
success and victory. He uses a metaphor of hunting, thus, highlighting the competitive 
element of the practice of closing a deal. The practice of closing a deal is a nano 
context, in which the transaction plays a leading role. Pekka also uses the metaphor of 
closing a deal being a play (cf. Grove & Fisk, 1983; Grove, Fisk & Bitner, 1992), 
similarly as he did when describing the practice of negotiating. Both sides – the 
customer and the salesperson – are acting and the sales booth (where the practice 
typically is performed) functions as a stage. The salesperson is seen as adopting 
different kinds of roles depending on the customer. Knowing which role to resort to can 
be seen as a dimension of the salesperson’s general understanding of customers and the 
salesperson’s specific understanding of the customer he is currently encountering. Here 
an aggressive role can be adopted and the genre of pressure can be used.     
    
The quote from the interview with Pekka focuses on the bright, easy side of the practice 
of closing a deal. However, closing a deal is a complicated process. It is a moment that 
is loaded with fears and emotions. Heikki elaborates on the core of the practice of 
closing a deal and that is also why I have chosen to share it with the reader.  
 

H: When closing a deal you need… Closing a deal is aggressive, it’s smiling, it’s 
tenderness and all this – but – it’s purposeful. You need to… You need courage. You 
need to have courage to encounter it and to ask and to hear the word ‘no’. You mustn’t 
be afraid of the word ‘no’. That’s closing a deal. 
K: But if the word ‘no’ is said – is it done then? 
H: No, it’s not done. Generally it’s like… or of course it’s a ‘no’-situation, but when the 
‘no’ is spoken out then a good salesperson… Well, closing a deal means only ‘yes’ – 
not ‘no’. And a deal is closed when you’re not afraid of the word ‘no’, if you’re not 
afraid it won’t come. That’s such a strange thing. If you’re afraid of something then all 
monsters come in through the doors and the windows and what you’re most afraid of 
happens. That’s how it is. It’s the same with car sales. If you’re afraid of the word ‘no’ 
you can’t succeed either. Unconsciously, it shows that you’re insecure and that you’re 
afraid. […] When you avoid getting to the point, even though there are buying-signals 
coming all the time… 
K: Buying-signals? What are they? 
H: Buying-signals are those when you can read the customer between the lines and they 
are saying that ‘hey, I’m ready to buy – in fact I want to buy this car.’ But when the car 
salesperson isn’t ready to close the deal and is afraid, thinking that ‘he will probably 
say ‘no’’ – then you’re not getting to the point and you’re avoiding the final question. 
And then you have a cup of coffee and ‘well, I’ll have to think about it’, the customer 
says. Then the salesperson says: ‘Well, yes, let’s do that. I’ll call you – let’s agree on a 
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day.’ Why does anybody do this? The customer has already given a signal that he needs 
this car. […] When the salesperson understands that the customer needs it and when 
the salesperson is clear about everything and understands in his own head that this is 
what the customer is looking for and the customer’s needs are in this package now. 
Then you don’t avoid it, but you’re aggressive and close the deal by asking ‘shall we do 
business?’ and perhaps by repeating that ‘now this is dealt with, you wished for this 
and this and that’s all right too – shall we make it a deal? I’ll order the car and you’ll 
get it.’ There are a variety of different ways of closing a deal. And it’s exciting. You 
could talk on and on about it – it’s such a broad topic. It’s not just ‘are you buying it?; 
but it’s about the customer coming into the showroom – the closing of a deal starts 
there. It’s the whole that determines a lot, but closing a deal is an exciting thing. It’s a 
few seconds in practice when you ask ‘should we order it?’ But a majority of 
salespersons are so horribly afraid of it.  
K: Why? 
H: The word ‘no’ is just awful. You serve the customer like crazy, you do everything 
well – but you don’t ask. Everything is done by the book: test drives have been 
organised, an offer has been made and then you’re too afraid to ask.         

 
Closing a deal is like balancing on a thread. It is about having the courage to ask the key 
question ‘do you want to buy the car?’ without showing any insecurities or fears. The 
core point of Heikki’s account is that the practice of closing a deal is dependent on the 
salesperson having the courage to get to the point and not being afraid of the word ‘no’. 
Sometimes even though the salesperson may perceive ‘the buying signals’, the fear of 
disappointment may be overwhelming and the salesperson delays the final question. 
The salesperson resorts to having a cup of coffee and tries to delay the decisive moment. 
Heikki steps back from the account and asks a rhetorical question – ‘why does anybody 
do this?’ Then he explains his own view: when the salesperson is convinced that the car 
he is selling to the customer corresponds with the customer’s needs and wants, then 
there is no reason why the salesperson should not be direct and ask the question ‘shall 
we do business?’ As Teppo (inf5, interview) states ‘things proceed with a certain 
rhythm’ and there comes a time when the salesperson needs to ‘pop the question’ 
because the customer very seldom spontaneously says ‘I want to buy the car’. As Heikki 
describes in his extensive account, closing a deal should not be a problem if the 
salesperson has learned about the customer and constructed an understanding of what 
the customer values. Thus, closing a deal is dependent on the salesperson’s confidence 
not only in himself as is typically asserted, but on the salesperson’s level of 
understanding of the customer.  
 
Learning how to handle the fear of failure and getting the courage to close a deal is part 
of the professional identity of a salesperson. Closing a deal is an aspect of what it means 
to be a salesperson. Here one can see the link between learning and identity 
construction.  
 
Temporally, closing a deal may be the result of months of work: discussions, 
negotiations, phone calls, e-mails and test drives. The salesperson knows by now how 
the customer uses a car, how much he drives, what his family is like – typically the 
whole family has been for a test drive. Having closed a deal is the first step towards a 
long-term customer relationship. However, it can also be the result of a few hours of 
work and a simple transaction. This finding connecting to the practice of closing a deal 
brings forward a contradictory aspect of the nature of learning about customers: there 
are situations where learning about customers deviates from the common pattern, where 
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becoming acquainted and the use of tools for learning about the customer takes on a 
different guise – where the practices of sales melt into a single transaction. For example, 
as I was observing Tommi (inf14) a couple came into the showroom and asked Tommi 
if CarDealer sells Fiat. Tommi stated calmly ‘no, we don’t. But, I can show you similar 
cars from our selection.’ After approximately an hour the couple had decided to buy a 
car from Tommi. Pekka describes an incident that connects to this issue: 
 

Like last Friday. It was a quarter past eight in the morning and an old pop was walking 
around here. I was alone, in a terrible hurry, I had e-mails and everything – I did not 
sell even though I closed a deal. I only asked him one question: ‘Do you want to take it 
for a test drive?’ – ‘yes.’ I took the car out and he asked me how much I’ll credit for his 
current car, I said I’d make him an offer – pam pam pam [Pekka shows how he writes 
an offer] – I gave him an offer – he said ‘yes’ – I said ‘shall we make it a deal?’ – ‘yes, 
when will I get the car?’ – I said next week – ‘yes’ – pam pam – out came the papers – 
and that was it. (pausing) (inf26, interview, sales)  

 
The whole incident is in conflict with the principles established through the social 
language of customer service and Pekka’s own thoughts on ‘taking a time-out’ (cf. the 
practice of organising a test drive) in order to become acquainted with the customer. 
Pekka sold a car on the side of doing everything else and he can hardly say that he 
knows the customer. However, on the other hand the customer might have been 
satisfied and happy with the end result in spite of this – or he might not have been. 
Either way, Pekka closed a deal in an unconventional way and he stated that he did not 
even feel like he was selling. One could assume that this type of selling is also learned; 
Pekka has learned to interpret when a ‘fast deal’ is possible. This also shows that if the 
customer is anxious enough and keen on – in this case – buying a car, the salesperson 
merely acts as an intermediary. If the salesperson goes with the flow and chooses not to 
stop the customer – chooses not to ‘take a time out’ as Pekka expresses it – then the deal 
is closed and the salesperson’s understanding of the customer remains on a surface 
level. Simultaneously, this also shows that the customer has the power to decide the 
level of intimacy in the relationship.            

5.3.1.5 Handing over the car 

When a deal is closed and the salesperson and the customer have reached an 
understanding the car is ordered. In between closing a deal and handing over the car the 
salesperson takes care of a multitude of different practical arrangements. There are 
different styles of handing over cars, but irrespective of which salesperson is performing 
the practice, it follows certain basic steps. Thus, handing over the car is a largely 
institutionalised practice, which, e.g. is stipulated in the quality handbook of CarDealer. 
First of all the customer signs the contract, then the salesperson goes through the 
manual of the car, the car is paid for, and finally the car is demonstrated. Part of the 
practice is also making the after sales call.  
 
Every car salesperson learns that when handing over the car the foundation of a long-
term customer relationship should be formed. It is a shared understanding among the 
salespersons and it is commonly recognised that the purpose of the practice of handing 
over a car is to strengthen the customer relationship. Often the salesperson has 
appropriated (learned) a ‘handing over the car’-voice, which involves a set of standard 
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utterances: offering a cup of coffee, going through and asking to sign the contract, going 
through the manual, payment, demonstrating the car, saying goodbye, thanking the 
customer and wishing the customer good luck when he drives off. This reflects the 
salesperson’s general understanding of customers and customer service; the situation 
where the car is handed over should be special. As Matti (inf4) states ‘it’s routine for 
me, but for the customer it’s a big moment, when he gets a brand new yet not driven 
and seated car.’ Thus, the salesperson strives to create a festive, solemn occasion and to 
reassure the customer, e.g.  by congratulating the customer on making a good decision. 
Moreover, the solemnity of the moment and the whole experience can be enhanced in 
different ways. For example, Heikki (inf22) often places a bottle of sparkling wine in 
the car. Thus, he uses an artefact that symbolises festivity for enhancing the atmosphere 
of the moment. 
 
Then, how can we enhance our understanding of the nature of learning about customers 
through examining the practice of handing over a car. 

 
A customer that is known to you – it’s of course… A customer you know and especially 
if you have sold him something… It’s easier to deal with him. Because you know the 
background of the customer and you know… what he likes and his family and you know 
a lot of things about the customer. (inf19, interview, sales) 

 
When having closed a deal and having handed over the car to the customer, a turning-
point is reached. The salesperson and the customer now share an experience, they have 
a shared personal history. The practice of handing over a car is characterised by a strong 
temporal dimension as each contact on the way towards handing over the car has 
resulted in the salesperson learning increasingly more about the customer – as Heikki 
states: ‘Everything comes out little by little’ (inf22, set 1, sales) or as Pekka argued ‘you 
learn something from each case’ (inf26, set4, sales). After having handed over a car, the 
customer and the salesperson share a common base and as Asko in the following 
excerpt explains: ‘When handing over the car to the customer, the salesperson builds 
continuity − provided that everything goes according to the book.’  

 
When talking about handing over a car, the process is largely… It’s a complicated 
process if you start analysing it. Here at CarDealer the handing over of a car has been 
formalised and it follows sort of a script. The handing over of a car should be… Firstly 
the place should be…[…] Well, it should be a quiet moment. A peaceful, pleasant 
moment. […] When handing over the car you really have to make the customer feel 
satisfied with the purchase and then of course that the car is in the condition that it’s 
supposed to be. It should immediately be in such a condition that there’re no 
deficiencies and that the customer gets the car in that condition at that moment that he 
can continue his/her journey. And… and… As I said, we have a specific pattern that we 
follow when handing over. The handing over of a car should be a memorable moment – 
that the customer remembers it still after a week. – that there’s a pleasant feeling. Then 
we build continuity. When he comes in 2-3 years again.  (inf19, interview, sales)          

 
The key point in Asko’s lines of reasoning is that the customer should be infused with a 
feeling of satisfaction. The most crucial aspect related to the practice of handing over 
the car becomes thus that the car is in such condition that is stipulated in the contract. 
However, surprisingly all of the salespersons brought up the practice of handing over a 
car as a difficult situation when associating around the silent card ‘handling difficult 
situations’. Thus, handing over a car does not always have a happy ending and it is not 
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as simple as one could assume. As was pointed out by the informants, during a 
salesperson’s career handing over cars will most likely result in learning experiences 
that form the salesperson’s way of handling situations in the future.  
 
The salespersons included as informants in this study have learned their own strategies 
for ensuring that the handing over of a car runs smoothly. For example, Matti (inf4) 
arranges his days off and sometimes if possible his holidays so that he will not miss the 
handing over of cars, as he has learned that having somebody else do it most probably 
results in complaints and misunderstandings. He does not want to make any mistakes 
when handing over the car and if mistakes occur he wants to be there to take care of 
them. Heikki (inf22) shares the same experience as Matti and states that there is a 
‘snowball effect’: if something is missing from the car, the customer’s expectations are 
crushed and suddenly the customer – even though the whole sales process has been 
handled well – is so disappointed that he thinks the whole car is ‘a carcass’ and ‘he will 
never do business with me again.’ The customer is confronted with problems from the 
very start of his ownership of the car and the salesperson responsible for the deal is 
perceived as untrustworthy. There has been a service failure and the salesperson is put 
into an awkward situation. Then the decisive moment comes: what does the salesperson 
do about it. The salesperson’s actions in such a situation show the salesperson’s 
orientation (Sujan et al., 1994): is it a salesperson that has a learning orientation or not. 
A salesperson with a learning orientation views the situation as an opportunity, as a 
challenge: ‘through this difficult situation I can learn more about the customer and 
customer service.’ Moreover, it reflects the salesperson’s customer service identity. A 
salesperson with a strong customer service identity strives to resolve the problem in a 
way that further strengthens the relationship – as Heikki (inf22) states: ‘The best 
situation where you learn about the customer is when something has gone wrong – then 
you also have your chance of proving your worth. The bond becomes stronger.’ Thus, in 
a difficult situation, e.g. when handing over a car that has not been equipped according 
to the contract, the salesperson has the opportunity to construct an even deeper 
understanding of the customer and has the opportunity to learn how to handle difficult 
situations (cf. Tax & Brown, 1988).  
 
However, handing over a car may also be perceived as a difficult situation due to 
another reason:      
 

Handing over the car… That’s actually the hardest thing for a car salesperson. It’s 
strange when I say this. But let’s say that the customer comes to the store and there it 
starts the eagerness – the passion – to make the deal. To explore the needs of the 
customer, to answer them and to sell the car. To fulfil the wants. […] But then handing 
over the car. It’s the most sensitive point. When a car salesperson is doing business, he 
is so excited and we think only of the quantity that is sold. We have closed the deal and 
everything is fine and so on – but handing over the car isn’t interesting anymore. It’s a 
done deal. Give the keys and bye, bye. But handing over the car is important because 
that’s where the customer commits himself. If it is dealt with, with the same passion and 
joy as the closing of the deal, then it tells the customer that the car salesperson is 
committed to the customer. […] It’s a cornerstone – handing over the car.  
(inf22, interview, sales) 

 
Heikki contrasts the practice of closing a deal with the practice of handing over a car 
and he views them as each other’s opposites. Closing a deal – or with Pekka’s word 
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hunting and seeking the victory – is challenging and exciting. The salesperson is most 
probably very passionate about it. When the deal is closed the excitement is gone and 
the drive the salesperson has felt is diminished. This makes the practice of handing over 
a car difficult. The salesperson has been alert, has tried his best to understand the 
customer – to learn about the customer and his everyday life. Then the car is handed 
over and the moment passes by as a routine event.  
 
On the basis of this discussion on the difficulties associated with the practice of handing 
over a car, it seems as if it is in the nature of learning about customers that learning 
occurs above all else in situations that are characterised by disequilibrium. Learning 
about customers seems to be strong when the balance or the current state of affairs 
between the salesperson and customer is disturbed. In a situation that is perfectly 
harmonious and balanced – as for example when a car is handed over without any 
problems – the salesperson’s understanding of a customer is in a status quo. However, 
in a situation where there is an imbalance or conflict between the salesperson and 
customer, the salesperson’s understanding of the customer is likely to be altered. The 
imbalance or conflict may occur in the customer-salesperson interactions or in the 
salesperson’s perceptions and experiences, which sometimes do not even show to the 
customer28. Disequilibrium can hence be a critical incident or more subtle occurrences. 
Critical incidents are generally defined as interaction incidents that are perceived as 
unusually negative or positive (Edvardsson & Roos, 2001) or as especially satisfying or 
dissatisfying (Bitner, Booms & Tetreault, 1990). As has been shown, the informants of 
this study maintain that ‘extreme cases’ ‘difficult customers’ and ‘difficult situations’ 
give rise to learning, i.e. negative critical incidents tend to leave a mark. This notion, for 
example, is supported by Roos (2002), who states that critical incidents contain valuable 
information about customer relationships.     
 
Examples of more subtle states of disequilibrium can be seen when examining the 
practices of salespersons. For example, in the practices of initiating contact and 
organising test drives, the customer often has an advantage over the salesperson, as it is 
performed on the customer’s conditions. It is a situation where the customer has the 
power to decide whether or not to engage in interactions with the salesperson. In the 
practices of negotiating and closing a deal there is also a type of imbalance – it is a 
constant meditation of wills. The practice of handing over a car is ideally a situation 
where balance has been found and where power is distributed, and thus where learning 
about the specific customer does not accelerate, but remains steady. This may also be 
the reason why some salespersons perceive the handing over of a car as difficult – there 
is no element of struggle or balancing that gives rise to learning.    

5.3.1.6 Being systematic and being an artist 

One of the informants, Teppo, had changed jobs since I met him the last time during set 
1 and set 2. He was still selling the same brand, however, in another outlet of 
CarDealer. Teppo was thus an old acquaintance and I spent most of the day discussing 
with him and observing him. Most of the morning Teppo was preoccupied with mailing 
                                                 
28 Imbalance and conflict can of course also be perceived and experienced by the customer. However, I 
will not discuss this issue any further.  
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his new contact information to customers. He had written a short letter, where he 
informed the customers about his new whereabouts. The letter included a photo of 
Teppo and a map on how to find the outlet. Teppo signed each letter, folded it, sealed 
the envelope and glued an address tag on it.  
 

Teppo is gluing address tags on envelopes. He checks every tag and reflects simultaneously 
on what the customer bought from him. In most cases Teppo knows exactly what car the 
customer bought only on the basis of a name and an address. In those cases where he 
doesn’t know, he checks it from the database and then he states ‘that’s right’ and starts 
explaining to me what kind of a car the customer bought from him. […] ‘Here is the youth 
leader of the congregation’ and ‘this is the actor that…’ and so on. (inf5, set 5, sales) 

 
We spent approximately three hours doing this and Teppo commented or told a short 
story of each and every customer with or without the help of the database. He had 
perfect control and he knew the customers by detail. Teppo’s way of working is 
systematic. It shows that learning about customers is not only a warm and fuzzy feeling 
salespersons have, but its nature is systematic and controlled. This is labelled the 
practice of being systematic.  
 

K: What does it mean, ‘being systematic’? 
P: Well, it’s about keeping track of you clientele. […] It’s about customers – those that 
you have – that you take care of them systematically and it means that you’re in touch 
with them also during the time… or let’s say when the car is sold, it has been handed 
over, then for some the break can be half a year or a year, but it’s about not letting the 
customer forget you. Because you see it so often – that you’ve sold a car and after three 
years… you see the customer and damned if he’s not getting a new car from another 
salesperson – because you haven’t taken care of him. And then also that you should be 
in contact with new, potential customers – those you’ve made an offer to – you should 
keep contact during the whole buying process. Then even though they don’t buy a car 
from you, then a very systematic salesperson would be in contact with the customer 
after three years again. Three years is sort of an estimate – or two years or whatever 
you like. But I dare to argue that there are quite a small number of guys in this 
republic, who do it like that. Those who do, perform well. It means that systematic work 
needs to be done for a long time. If you’re a year or two at some car dealer you won’t 
have the time to do your job like it should be done. And then guys, who have done it 
previously during their career don’t have to… they don’t have to recruit many new 
customers. The old customers fill their days – they don’t have the time for anything else. 
(inf26, interview, sales)      

 
Pekka summarises that being systematic is about keeping track of the clientele. It is 
about keeping contact also when there are no transactions taking place and it implies 
that learning about customers is continuous. This is important because otherwise there 
is a fair chance that the customer will buy his next car from somebody else. After 
having worked systematically for a relatively long time the salesperson has a customer 
base that keeps him preoccupied Pekka argues. There is, in fact, no need for the 
salesperson to recruit any new customers. At that point the salesperson knows his 
customers so well that he can anticipate the customers’ next move. For example, Heikki 
often sends brochures and a letter to customers he knows soon will be buying a new car. 
Heikki knows approximately how much the customer drives per year (how many 
kilometres), he knows the customer’s history and past buying behaviour, and above all 
he knows how the customer thinks and behaves. On the basis of his understanding 
Heikki makes an assessment and decides on how to contact the customer – should it be 



 141

a phone call, a letter with a brochure or an e-mail. The point is that Heikki knows who 
to contact, when to contact and what to offer the customer.  
 
Being systematic is connected to the use of technical tools. The customer database is 
typically considered the main tool supporting the practice of being systematic and as 
was shown in the case of Teppo, it has become an integrated part of the everyday 
practices of frontline contact persons. Technical tools and the database in particular are 
actively used for learning about customers. The following notes were made during the 
first day of observing Heikki. An interesting picture of how Heikki goes about using 
technical tools and being systematic emerges: 

 
Pretty soon after I have sat down in the chair by his desk in the booth, Heikki’s critical 
attitude towards the new customer database is revealed. He always uses the database 
and he registers all relevant information, but he maintains that the information in the 
database is ‘cold’. The information in the database doesn’t entail the ‘warmth’ that is 
present in his own customer register. He shows a set of shelves with files. In the files 
there is information about his customers – the whole history of every customer 
relationship is kept on paper. Everything has been saved. Heikki asserts that just by 
looking at the flowers and shapes he has drawn on the papers, he remembers the 
customer and the specific situation. This is ‘warm’ information that gives Heikki a 
feeling about the customer as soon as he opens a file. Sometimes he just reads through 
the files in order to refresh his memory. This is an unbeatable way of surprising the 
customer – to remember the customer. The oldest file is about 10 years old. Besides the 
information in the database being ‘cold’, it has no ‘soul’. This is a word Heikki uses 
often – ‘soul’. For him soul and warmth are important concepts. Databases are 
‘mechanical’. He gets no overall picture of the customer from the database.  
(inf22, set 1, sales) 

 
As a supplement to the database, a majority of salespersons have their own personal 
files on customers – often in paper-format. Heikki’s system of files is detailed; he 
describes it as ‘warm’ and filled with ‘soul’. Heikki has carefully collected all the 
papers related to individual customers into physical files, which he stores on a shelf in 
his booth and he actively uses the material when ‘refreshing his memory’. Heikki is thus 
a very systematic salesperson that knows his customers and the history of the customer 
relationship – similarly as Teppo.  
 
What I find very interesting about the following description is that Heikki was one of 
the most systematic salespersons I encountered at CarDealer, albeit he was very critical 
towards the whole concept. 
  

K: (silent card – ‘being systematic’) 
H: Being systematic. That’s a double-edged sword. There are two sides to this. When 
thinking about car sales… You have to be systematic in car sales […] So that things go 
forward. But then being systematic… You could go deeply into that because it relates to 
everything. But car sales… It’s in a way creative madness. It’s necessary to be 
systematic, but not too systematic. (pausing) Being systematic is good – you do things 
according to a certain pattern –, i.e. calling, booking time for trial runs, making an 
offer, closing a deal, handing over the car and making the call afterwards. But being 
systematic… If you tell the customer – ‘hey, I’m going to call you after this – it’s a part 
of my job’ – then the whole point is lost. If the customer knows that we are being this 
systematic, it’s not a good thing. It’s like a ‘compulsion call’. This has to do with the 
fact that we always make a call after the car has been handed over. Then, it has become 
a thing that is measured in customer satisfaction surveys – ‘have you received a call 
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after the car has been handed over to you?’ Then, it has gone so far that the salary is 
partly dependent on it. […] Car salespersons have even started telling the customers 
that ‘hey, you’re going to receive mail, fill out the paper – it will contain a question if I 
called you after you got the car, return it and answer that you’ve received a phone 
call.’ Then the customer goes home and after a couple of days the phone rings and then 
the car salesperson says ‘hey, this is the phone call.’ It’s become this. It hasn’t been 
thought over. (inf22, interview, sales) 

  
The point of Heikki’s description is that being systematic is basically a positive thing. 
However, when systematic becomes a synonym to compulsive there is something 
wrong. Heikki emphasises that his way of being systematic is not rigid, ‘mechanical’ 
and ‘cold’. Heikki views himself as an artist, who serves customers with ‘soul’. It is 
obvious that Heikki does not like the concept ‘being systematic’. Heikki’s reaction 
towards the silent card ‘being systematic’ brings out elements connecting to the dark 
side of the practice of being systematic, which represses learning about customers. For 
example, making the after sales call is an inquiry with the aim of making sure that 
everything is in order after the transaction has taken place. It is an established mode of 
behaviour that traces back to the social language of customer service and the thought of 
long-term customer relationships being desirable – thus the customer should be ‘taken 
care of’. The after sales call is deeply rooted in the way things are done in a car retailing 
company, which Heikki points out by stating ‘we always make a call.’ In order for this 
‘care’ to be possible in practice different salespersons have different systems to help 
them perform it and each salesperson has his own style of ‘caring’. However, the main 
point is that the customer should not know that ‘taking care of the customers’ is highly 
systematic. However odd it may sound, the problem is that the language of customer 
service has gained a strong foothold in the organisation and that customer satisfaction 
surveys have become a priority of management. This seems very paradoxical – this 
should, in fact, be a positive development. However, it has resulted in a skewed focus 
where understanding and caring for the customer is not anymore the reason for making 
an after sales call. Rather, the after sales call has become mechanical, a part of a rigid 
system of how to manage customers.     
 
Later on in the interview with Heikki the question of being systematic is raised again. 
 

K: (silent card – ‘freedom to improvise’) 
H: Exactly! Exactly this! Freedom to improvise. That’s me! Because in life… We’re a 
bit like German people – we go to work on time and we leave work and we do 
everything correctly. But when speaking of the needs of people, listening and everything 
– it’s about curing souls. Then there’s not much room for being systematic. In a car 
retailer the operations need to be systematic, but there has to be freedom to improvise. 
In the Optio-magazine last autumn, there was an article on car sales that artists… that 
car salespersons used to be artists. There were no systems and training – they were 
improvisers. They came to work and improvised – they listened and did the after sales 
calls. Now it’s resulted in such a situation that consultants tell car retailers that ‘you 
have to recruit five young men in their twenties and they should start calling with the 
phone like this.’ They should invite the customers for trials drives and make offers and 
perform after sales calls. It’s [car sales] made into a systematic pattern. Then these 
artists (pausing) – they disappear. (pausing) Car sales becomes something where 
anybody is hired, they are given a pattern – a pattern for being systematic and how to 
do things – ‘here is a list of customers, call them and start selling.’ This is where we 
are going. But I think that we’re going back quite soon. Because, now the young men 
come and call 200 phone calls per year, they sell 100 cars, call 200 phone calls and sell 
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100 cars. In a few years they are completely out of it – they change career because you 
burn… they don’t commit. There’s no continuity. The customer doesn’t commit and the 
salesperson doesn’t commit to the customer. They are just hit and run victories. 
‘Quickly like that and then out you go!’ […] These young men – they burn out with this 
call, call, call, call – they don’t commit, everything is new, customers don’t commit, you 
don’t know the customers – the whole soul is missing. The empathy is missing. They 
can’t manage it, they sell 300 cars and disappear. Then this artist – he works year after 
year. He sells less cars, but still 80-100 per year. Just by being empathic. And by 
improvising. Customers commit – he doesn’t need to call anymore. The customers come 
and the wheel goes round and round. And there go 80 cars, then 70 cars, but this year 
100 cars. This is how it goes and he is there for 10 years, 15 years. That’s a real pot of 
gold for the car retailer. This thing being systematic is a death strike for creativity. Too 
much of it. (inf22, interview, sales)    

 
The core of Heikki’s account is that ‘the soul’ of customer service is disappearing. 
Heikki’s reaction to the silent card ‘freedom to improvise’ is strong. In fact, the concept 
of ‘freedom to improvise’ is a concept Hekki often uses and it was elaborated on in the 
field notes in the following way: 
 

Heikki thinks that the big problem at CarDealer is that the basic selling practices are 
forgotten. There are things like, e.g. salespersons are forced to call 10 customers a day, 
etc. Heikki despises this. Why? Because Heikki thinks that selling is a creative job. He very 
often uses the words‘improvise’ and ‘artist’. He probably views himself as a kind of artist. 
‘Selling needs to a have freedom of improvisation’, there have to be basic rules, but no time 
killers like, e.g. ‘you have to perform 10 activities each day’. (inf22, set 1, sales) 

 
‘Freedom to improvise’ is Heikki’s own concept and it describes his philosophy of how 
to handle the job. When Heikki starts explaining what he means he uses the concept of 
‘curing souls’. Curing souls is a metaphor for being empathetic and having the ability to 
listen – it is a practice geared towards learning about customers. However, now car 
salespersons are transforming from being artists to ‘anybodies’ that are manoeuvred by 
ready-made, rigid systems. The priorities of ‘new’ salespersons are certainly not about 
learning or knowing the customers and building commitment. The identity of 
salespersons is changing according to Heikki, as the customer service context, in which 
the salesperson is situated is changing. Above all, the customer service context is 
becoming subject to more control and less artistry. As inf30 stated in a discussion – ‘the 
feeling of a family firm is disappearing from CarDealer’ (set 4). The values, the 
requirements and the objectives of the company are becoming global in a sense.  
 
During fieldwork it became evident that frontline contact persons at CarDealer are very 
aware of the winds of change within car retailing. Currently car retailing in Finland is 
undergoing consolidations. Small firms are disappearing as large groups of companies 
are taking over the market. CarDealer is one of the large companies, but it has, however, 
grown from a small family firm into a large corporation in a time period of 
approximately ten years. Frontline contact persons being systematic and utilising 
technical tools such as customer databases are necessary for management to have 
control of sales. This also implies that the nature of learning about customers is 
changing. Heikki is concerned about the fact that establishing a customer relationship 
based on commitment and trust where both parties learn about each other is about to 
become secondary. This leads to an interesting paradox; on the one hand the language 
of customer service is gaining widespread acceptance, while on the other hand the 
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actual practices of salespersons are directed at achieving productivity at the cost of 
‘curing souls’ and having the ‘freedom to improvise’. The old ways of salespersons, 
which have been formed during decades, are put under scrutiny.  
 
Thus, Heikki recognises that being a car salesperson involves two different modes of 
working – being an artist and being systematic. The salesperson needs to find a balance 
between the two modes of working. Being systematic is about keeping track of the 
customers and their current and emerging needs, being an artist is about being able to 
use tools that allow improvisation and ‘the curing of souls’ to take place. Learning 
about customers is typically induced with a strong element of ‘curing souls’ in the 
customer service context of car sales. Heikki and many other salespersons often pointed 
out that they function not only as car salespersons, but also as financial advisors, 
pastors, marriage counsellors, and therapists. This was typically stated as a joke and 
often individuals that work within customer service experience their jobs as having 
common features with that of a therapist. However, rigid systems deprive salespersons 
from the opportunity of being an artist and curing souls.      
 
As many of the salespersons also pointed out, there is a fine line between commercial 
friendships and the sort of ‘commercial’ curing of souls that is socially acceptable 
within a customer service context and the kind of curing of souls that is experienced as 
intimidating both by the frontline contact person and the customer. Learning about 
customers and establishing commercial friendships may overturn – the customer and the 
salesperson become too close and the salesperson feels that he knows too much about 
the customer. Thus, even though rhetoric devices used in the social language of 
customer service are appropriated by the salespersons, it is clear that salespersons are 
guided by their agenda and the specific customer service context of car sales – or in 
other words: ‘curing souls’ and being empathetic is not about being purely altruistic, 
rather they are the means to an end. A commercial friendship is instrumental. A long-
term customer relationship, which builds on a commercial friendship, is a type of 
socially established role play where the salesperson describes his part as that of a person 
‘curing souls’, even though everybody knows he is selling cars.       
 
All in all, it can be concluded that the practices of car sales are intrinsically geared 
towards learning about customers. Learning about specific customers, learning about 
customers in general and learning about customer service are intertwined entities. In a 
way learning about customers is built into the sales process and it is a basic condition 
for survival in the profession. The analysis of the practices of car sales also shows that 
customer relationships and learning about customers are phenomena that evolve 
simultaneously; a customer relationship cannot exist without learning. There is clearly a 
temporal dimension permeating the phenomenon of learning about customers, as was 
shown in Håkansson et al. (1999). Thus, initially the customer is a stranger to the 
salesperson. The salesperson uses sets of discursive and non-discursive tools in order to 
become acquainted with the customer. Along the process as the salesperson engages in 
different practices directed towards developing a customer relationship, ideally the use 
of tools changes and the salesperson and customer move towards a kind of commercial 
friendship where they share common experiences, a common history and a common 
understanding. Customer self-disclosure occurs. This can be compared to what 
Lindberg-Repo (2001) labels connectedness. However, often it seems like the learning 
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process accelerates or becomes stronger in situations that are characterised by 
disequilibrium, i.e. imbalance or disharmony.          

5.3.2 The practices of and the tools for learning about customers in car 
service  

The basic practices of service are conceptualised as 1) receiving jobs, 2) making a 
diagnosis, 3) interpreting and translating, and 4) charging. As in the previous part, the 
practices, along with the tools service advisors use, are elaborated on. The practices of 
car service are very much intertwined and not as clearly separable as in car sales. The 
practices of car sales follow a sequence where each practice builds on the other. The 
practices of car service on the other hand are rather interlinked (cf. Korkman, 2006). 
This means that the practices occur simultaneously even though they are distinct, e.g. a 
diagnosis cannot be made if the service advisor does not receive a job – thus a diagnosis 
is made during the reception of a job.  

5.3.2.1 Receiving jobs  

Receiving jobs refers to the initial contact between the customer and the service advisor 
within the episode of servicing a car. It can take place as the customer books a time for 
his car to be serviced or as the customer actually brings the car to service. The booking 
can be made by telephone or by visiting the outlet. Often the practice of receiving jobs 
is a short encounter lasting approximately 3-5 minutes. During a typical day of 
fieldwork I observed about 30 customer encounters, approximately half of them being 
the reception of a job. Receiving a job usually follows the same pattern.     
 

I’m listening to Kai as he talking on the phone. I observe how he is using the computer 
as he is booking times. It strikes me that the discussion follows a type of pattern – that 
the computer programme in a way establishes a pattern for the discussion.  
(inf24, set 3, service) 

 
The computer and the different programmes for handling the customer encounter, so-
called front office systems (Corner & Hinton, 2002) play a major role in the practice of 
receiving jobs. In the example from the field notes of set 3, the telephone discussion and 
the questions Kai was asking the customer follow the structure that can be found in the 
booking system. The service advisors rarely deviate from this basic pattern – receiving 
jobs is a bounded communicative as well as a bounded physical practice. First the 
registration number of the car is given in order for the service advisor to find the 
car/customer from the database. Then the customer explains his concerns, the service 
advisor makes an initial diagnosis and estimates the amount of time that should be 
reserved for servicing the car. Thereafter, a date and time is set, and the customer 
leaves; alternatively the telephone conversation is concluded. All this happens by the 
desk of the service advisor. The following excerpt from the field notes describes a 
typical situation at the service counter:            
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A customer approaches Timo’s desk and starts talking with him. Timo is doing 
something else as the customer is talking and after a while the customer says ‘aha, you 
are listening after all’. The customer thought that Timo wasn’t listening to what he was 
saying. The customer books a time for service. […] Timo barely looks at the customer 
during the discussion. He seems to be totally preoccupied by the computer – he doesn’t 
even bother to look at the customer when the customer leaves and says goodbye.  
(inf8, set 2, service) 

 
The encounter between Timo and the customer lasted for about 3 minutes. The customer 
booked a time for a routine ‘check-up’ and left. During that time Timo did not greet the 
customer, barely looked at the customer, he asked about which date and time would be 
suitable and said goodbye while he was typing information into the booking system. A 
question emerges: how does learning about customers take place in the practice of 
receiving jobs?    
 
Notable is the fact that receiving jobs is a very short encounter lasting for a few 
minutes, where the technical tools often overshadow the actual interaction between 
service advisor and customer. The leading roles of the service encounter are played by 
the computer and ‘the patient’, i.e. the car. Service advisors think in terms of cars and 
the practice of receiving jobs as well as the other practices are focused on ‘curing’ cars 
– using Heikki’s words – not ‘souls’. As several service advisors (inf1, inf9, inf10, 
inf11) pointed out: they remember the cars, not the customers; they recognise the cars, 
not the customers. One could state that service advisors have a shared personal history 
with many cars, but not with that many customers.         
 
Even though technical tools are typically accentuated in the practice of receiving jobs, 
the genre of inquiry helps the service advisor understand a specific customer. The genre 
of inquiry is a set of utterances addressed towards the customer with the purpose of 
finding out how valuable the car is for the customer. Without the basic understanding 
that emanates from using this discursive tool there is risk for conflicts, as the service 
advisor has no understanding of how the customer relates to his car and to car service. 
Basically, the service advisor needs to form a picture of how much the customer is 
willing to spend on the car in terms of money and time. Thus, learning about customers 
within the practice of receiving jobs is about employing the genre of inquiry for 
constructing an understanding of the customer’s relationship to the car that is to be 
serviced.    
 

K: (silent card – ‘interpreting the customer’) 
L: That’s exactly a thing that in the phase when you receive a job… It’s important. 
Interpreting the customer – what he… that you can read if the customer really wants 
the car to be fixed as cheaply as possible or does he want everything possible – even if 
there wouldn’t be any faults – to be fixed – that the car should be nearly as good as 
new. Some think that the car should be as new every time it has been serviced. That 
thing how the service is to be done – that’s exactly about interpreting the customer. For 
some it’s not that big a deal if the exhaust pipe is leaking or if there is some oil leaking, 
for another it’s an issue larger than life – nothing can be wrong. That’s what you 
should be able to interpret in the morning during the five minutes you see the customer, 
that how the car is to be serviced.  
K: How do you do that? 
L: Well… As a rule you need to call the customer, but you can already in the morning 
discreetly ask that ‘if we find some small faults, do you absolutely want us to fix it all?’ 
With some customers you easily notice how they want it… Some are like whatever – 
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they like us to service the car so that they can get out of here. Others want… The car is 
a holy cow and it needs to be in as good shape as possible. […] 
K: So you conclude from the way the person speaks or what? 
L: Or you notice how exactly he/she already himself/herself knows. Some people bring 
their cars and they don’t have the service book and they just throw me the keys and say 
‘service the car – I don’t know how many kilometres it has been driven’. Others know 
very clearly in advance – they have found out what kind of a service that is to be done 
and what should be changed. […] You notice it. […] (inf10, interview, service) 

 
Lari states that ‘you notice’ how valuable the car is to the customer and gives an 
example by contrasting two different types of customers: the customer that is ignorant 
and does not care, and the customer that has prepared. If the customer views the car as 
‘a holy cow’, the amount of money the customer is willing to spend on the car is 
probably higher than if the car is ‘not that big a deal’. How important the car is for the 
customer correlates thus with how extensively the car should be serviced. This way of 
reasoning is common among the service advisors at CarDealer and being able to 
interpret the customer’s relationship to the car is crucial during the initial encounter. 
Lari describes it like this:  
 

From the very first sentence you see the attitude of the customer if you can read people 
even the least. (pausing) That’s one of the most important things there at the counter – 
that you can read the customer’s attitude. (inf10, interview, service)  

 
‘Reading’, ‘noticing’, ‘seeing’ are words that service advisors use as synonyms to what 
here is labelled the genre of inquiry. ‘Reading the customer’s attitude’ has a twofold 
meaning: interpreting how valuable the car is to the customer, as was previously 
discussed, and interpreting the customer’s approach to car service in general. Car 
service is loaded with negative associations. There is a culturally embedded assumption 
that being a service advisor is about learning which customers have attitudes that may 
lead to the emergence of problematic situations. Thus, learning about customers in the 
customer service context of car service is about learning which customers will be 
difficult and thus, the genre of inquiry becomes a tool for forecasting.  
 
Learning about the customer in this initial phase has implications on the whole service 
process. Thus, even though a service advisor is knowledgeable of every technical detail 
of a car, it is not enough in the everyday practices of service advisors; they need to learn 
about – not only cars – but also customers. When the car is taken in for service it is 
crucial that the service advisors make an evaluation not only of the car, but also of the 
customer. That is possible in an ideal situation; however, in the customer service 
context of car service the genre of inquiry is often cut short due to the hectic 
environment. Moreover, in connection with the monotone pace of work there are 
tendencies among the service advisors to skip the questions and the practice of 
listening. Jarmo describes the importance of listening as follows: 
 

K: (silent card – picture of an ear, symbolises ‘listening’) 
J: Here we have it – to listen to what the customer is saying. (Mmm) Exactly this! […] 
this concerns everything we do and that is what we should be paid for – we should have 
a separate line on the salary contract where the 'ear increment' is stated. (Yes 
(laughing)) Because it… Because you can handle anything, as long as you take a 
minute and listen. Even though you don’t say a friendly word to the customer – even 
though you don’t say anything – only ask ‘what is the registration number of your car?’ 
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Then you ask ‘has there been anything special?’ – at that point you should let your pen 
go wild and listen and write down what the customer says. Then you fix the car. And 
basically, if you thereafter would be nice and say to the customer something nice like 
‘have a nice day’ or something, then you would probably get some points for customer 
service as well. (inf1, interview, service) 

 
From Jarmo’s account one can conclude that he views his job as consisting of two 
separate parts. There is the actual servicing of the car, i.e. the interesting part that 
appeals to him – and there is customer service. When receiving a job, Jarmo is 
genuinely interested in the car and the potential problems with the car. Thus, when 
listening to the customer he is listening to the customer’s description of the problem. He 
is not actually listening to the customer and he is not learning about the customer. From 
the perspective of car service, listening to the customer’s description of a problem is 
absolutely crucial. However, listening to the customer is about showing some degree of 
empathy and extending the practice of listening and the genre of inquiry beyond mere 
forecasting of potential difficult customers or bad attitudes towards car service. As 
Jarmo points out during the interview, customer service and satisfaction ratings are low. 
In Jarmo’s eyes, the ratings would be enhanced if the service advisors would be ‘nice’ 
and ‘say nice things’. The discussion continues as follows:  
 

K: You said ‘if I would be nice…’?   
J: Yes, I know… I’ve seen our results, and I know we’re down low – obviously we’re not 
that nice and friendly. We’re not actually rude either, but our behaviour is… or we… 
We give service to the customer, but it’s not that good. That’s what people think.  
K: Do you and the customers have different conceptions of service? 
J: Yes, I guess so. Because there at the counter… Many of us don’t know how to be 
better at it. They don’t reflect on what the customer thinks when he goes out of the 
door; they think ‘hopefully the car works’. That… We don’t do the between-the-ears 
treatment at all.  (inf1, interview, service)         

 
If the service advisors would be nice and friendly and ‘do the between-the-ears 
treatment’ the problems at the service counter would be more or less solved according 
to Jarmo. Jarmo’s utterance appropriating the voice of service advisors – ‘hopefully the 
car works’ – strengthens the notion of service advisors conceiving their world in terms 
of car service, not customer service. The utterance ‘many of us don’t know how to be 
better at it’ reflects a clear and bounded problem: service advisors do not know how to 
handle customer service. They are lacking a general understanding of customer service. 
Finding an explanation to why this kind of a dilemma exists can be linked to the lack of 
a strong customer service identity. Giving good customer service should develop into a 
salient element of the professional identity of service advisors in order for customer 
service to be enhanced and in order for service advisors to feel more confident and 
satisfied with their jobs.   
 
Learning about customers in the customer service context of car service is different 
from the kind of learning that takes place in the customer service context of sales, which 
was stated previously. The salespersons learn about customers with the purpose of 
understanding who the customer is – does the customer have a family, how much does 
the customer want to spend on a car, what is the customer like as a person, what is 
important in the customer’s life. The customer is a subject; the salespersons strive to 
establish a personal contact to the customer and to be a type of friend or consultant. In 
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the meanwhile, the service advisors learn about customers with the purpose of 
constructing an understanding of the customer’s relationship to the car – how important 
is the car. Moreover, they strive to construct an understanding of the customer’s attitude 
towards car service, i.e. they try to forecast how the servicing of the car should be taken 
care of in order to minimise difficult situations. Service advisors are interested in the 
object – the car and the process of servicing the car. For example, if the customer is 
previously known as a person who is critical towards car service or if the service 
advisor interprets the customer as such a person, the service advisor knows that it is 
important to be meticulous about writing down everything in the job order when the car 
is left for service (the job order is a service contract signed by the customer when he 
leaves the car for service) and to call the customer if anything unexpected comes up.     

5.3.2.2 Making a diagnosis 

The practice of receiving jobs is intertwined with the practice of making a diagnosis. 
The practice of receiving jobs can be of two kinds: it may be a phone call or a visit with 
the purpose of booking a time for service, or it may be the encounter between the 
customer and the service advisor when the customer brings the car to service. In both 
cases, the service advisor makes a ‘diagnosis’, i.e. the service advisor makes an 
evaluation of what might be wrong with the car and how long it will take to repair it. 
However, if it is a question of a routine service appointment, e.g. the car has been driven 
a certain amount of kilometres, there is no direct problem to be solved and no diagnosis 
to be made.   
 
The practice of making a diagnosis is focused on servicing the car and the customer is 
seen as a source of information about the car. Ideally, in the practice of making a 
diagnosis, the customer and the service advisor co-operate with the purpose of solving a 
mutual problem. They engage in a discussion where the service advisor uses the genre 
of inquiry in order to evaluate the problem – and the customer. The making of a 
diagnosis is a practice that is inherently geared towards learning about customers. When 
making a diagnosis − similarly as when receiving jobs − the customer’s relationship to 
the car is evaluated. Moreover, the service advisor strives to ‘get a feeling about the 
customer’: is it a ‘good’ customer, a ‘difficult’ customer, or even a customer that will 
try to cheat. A ‘good’ customer is somebody, who respects the service advisor and lets 
him do his job ‘in peace and quiet’ – somebody, who realises that servicing a car takes 
time, costs money and does not try to rush things (set 1, inf1 and inf2). Jarmo states that 
‘if I know the customer and know that it is a good customer I’m happy to help him.’ 
Thus, Jarmo and Hannu (inf2) seem to categorise customers into ‘difficult’, ‘good’ and 
‘cheating’ customers. Thus, when receiving jobs and making a diagnosis of the car, they 
also make an implicit diagnosis of the customer. They have learned that this 
categorisation of customers helps them in performing their jobs. It also reflects their 
general understanding of customers.    
 
Service advisors typically consider the making of a diagnosis as a challenge and a 
situation where their technical know-how is put to a test. Making a correct diagnosis is 
the core of their job. In the following excerpt from the interview with Jarmo, he 
explains the dos and don’ts of making a diagnosis.        
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J: Well, interpreting the customer… That brings to mind a typical situation where a 
time is booked for servicing a car and where the customer tells the service advisor that 
the car ‘howls’ when he is driving downhill. Then the service advisor in his great 
wisdom makes a diagnosis already on the phone – ‘ahaa, it’s like this: the brakes are 
stuck.’ Then he writes ‘the brakes are stuck – fix the brakes.’ Then the customer comes 
to the counter, he tells the same story – ‘the brakes howl downhill’. The service advisor 
has already once made his wrong diagnosis and it goes through again, possibly 
accepted by the same person. Then the car is serviced and the mechanic doesn’t know 
what’s wrong. He wonders about the fact that there’s nothing wrong with the brakes, 
but he fixes them, a 150-euro bill is made, the customer leaves happy and the fault 
hasn’t changed a bit. This is something that goes… Where we at the counter… at least 
half of the people do this all the time. Well, why isn’t the car fixed – the mechanic 
knows exactly what to repair, when the service advisor had made such a super 
diagnosis.  
K: What should have been done? 
J: Well, normally the service advisor… You write, e.g. ‘symptom: howls downhill?’ and 
then I would put there ‘brakes?’ – then the mechanic would know that ‘aha – this isn’t 
a sure thing’. Then he probably would drive the car 500 metres and he would listen 
does the car really howl downhill. After that we would get on the track. […] Then we 
possibly could fix the car at once. But this is… this is a real customer service… When 
people make their own diagnosis on the phone. And then when you ask – I always ask – 
‘what does the car do? Tell me what the car does!’ Then we’re suddenly talking of 
something else. […] (inf1, interview, service)    

 
Jarmo describes two ways of making a diagnosis. He gives two different versions of 
how the symptom ‘howls downhill’ can be interpreted by a service advisor. The turning 
point is when the service advisor ‘in his great wisdom’ already when talking with the 
customer on the phone draws the conclusion that the brakes are stuck and need to be 
fixed. The service advisor registers the diagnosis in the database and thereafter the 
diagnosis is accepted as a truth also in the stage when the customer brings the car for 
service. The service advisor does not question the diagnosis and does not listen to what 
the customer has to say. The other turning point is when the mechanic does not find 
anything wrong with the brakes, however, the customer is charged for the service. 
Jarmo’s point is that a service advisor should not inflict his diagnosis on the mechanic 
and make it seem like a fact. The service advisor should know how to write the 
description of the problem in the database and what questions to ask in order to be able 
to make a correct diagnosis.  
 
In Jarmo’s description a general understanding of customers and the specific situation 
of making a diagnosis is reflected. Over the years he has learned how questions should 
be posed and he has learned how to avoid mistakes when making a diagnosis. In fact, 
mistakes often happen in the practice of making a diagnosis due to the fact that service 
advisors ‘don’t care to do it [the diagnosis] the way it ought to be done, they just do 
what the customer orders them to do and state that ‘this was what you’ve ordered’ when 
the customer complains’ (inf1 (Jarmo), interview, service). Jarmo has learned that when 
making a diagnosis one should not take the customer’s statement literally; generally 
customers do not know what is wrong with the car even though they might seem to 
know – it is the service advisor’s task to make a correct diagnosis. Jarmo’s way of 
reasoning shows that he has a strong identity of technical expertise. 
 
Knowing the customer supports the making of a diagnosis. However, knowing the 
customer is not about being commercial friends, rather it is about the service advisor 
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knowing how the customer behaves. Striving for customer intimacy, self-disclosure and 
adopting an adaptive role by using the genre of empathy is not the case, rather it is 
about checking the customer history from the database and discussing with colleagues. 
Often – especially at a small outlet – the service advisor has some experience from 
interacting with the customer, or a colleague has been in contact with the customer. 
Service advisors often speak about customers among themselves. Especially so if the 
interactions have been characterised by disequilibrium. As Jarmo (inf1, set 1) states: 
‘one certainly learns about customers; I claim that I know customers. Especially 
difficult customers or incidents stay in mind. Some customers are equal with bad news – 
you know them and you know they will be difficult.’ The notion that a state of 
disequilibrium strengthens learning about customer is further supported.          
 
The service advisors mainly resort to the genre of inquiry when learning about 
customers. The computer and its front-office programmes is an important technical tool. 
Spatial tools do not really exist, as every practice is performed by the service counter. 
However, it is interesting to notice that the genre of empathy, the genre of pressure, and 
booth-talk are largely missing from the service advisors’ repertoire of speech genres. 
The question is then, do not service advisors need a wide repertoire of speech genres or 
do they employ other speech genres. In the case of Erkki (inf25) I would like to 
maintain that he has a similar repertoire of speech genres as the salespersons. Moreover, 
he uses spatial tools. He crosses the border of the service counter, as he goes out in the 
showroom with the customer. He regards himself as selling car service; he has 
appropriated the social language of customer service and he has a strong customer 
service identity. Generally, he does not have the same view on the world of car service 
as the other service advisors. He behaves according to different principles, as was 
described in part 5.2.3.  
 
However, the majority of service advisors included in the study have primarily 
appropriated (learned) the neutral social language of professionals and they are guided 
by the identity of technical expertise, which Jarmo’s reasoning on making a diagnosis 
showed. This in turn is reflected in the way the service advisors adopt a neutral role. 
The genre of inquiry is not in conflict with the social language of professionals and the 
neutral role; however, the genre of empathy, the genre of pressure, and booth-talk are 
speech genres that make the customer interactions more personal, which alters the focus 
from the car – the object – to the customer – the subject. The service advisors consider 
their task to be about communicating the technical dimensions of the service encounter 
in a neutral and professional way. Thus, the service advisor appropriates a voice that 
resembles the voice of a clinical doctor in a classical doctor-patient discussion, where 
the service advisor asks a set of questions, writes down the customer’s descriptions, 
states a preliminary diagnosis and concludes that further investigations are needed. 
Extra ‘fussing about’ and ‘psychological stuff’ is viewed as superfluous – it is not 
important when making a diagnosis and it is not part of the professional identity of 
service advisors. Establishing a dialogue with the customer is necessary, but only to the 
extent that neutrality is preserved. This is the culturally embedded way of handling 
customer interactions that has been learned and that is continuously enacted within the 
customer service context of car service.       
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5.3.2.3 Interpreting and translating 

The service advisor acts as an intermediary between the customer and the service 
department. The practice of interpreting and translating are modes of communication 
that permeate the work of service advisors; the practice of interpreting and translating is 
intertwined with the practice of receiving jobs, the making of a diagnosis, charging and 
above all listening. In the following excerpt, an analytical remark regarding the practice 
of interpreting and translating is put forward:      
 

Analytical aha-experience: As I sit and observe Veli and Timo receiving jobs a thought 
takes form in my mind. Service advisors interpret what the customer is telling them. 
This interpretation is written down and it is further explained to a mechanic, i.e. what 
the customer has told the service advisor the service advisor re-constructs while 
discussing with the mechanic. Often the mechanic contacts the service advisor and 
informs that there is a need for additional repairs, which have not been discussed with 
the customer. This ‘message’ is re-constructed by the service advisor as he talks with 
the customer. Communication in several directions: Customer – service advisor – 
computer – mechanic – service advisor – customer.  (Set 2) 

 
The service advisor plays the role of an interpreter first interpreting the customer’s side 
of the story in order to make an initial diagnosis. The story is condensed into a few 
sentences and registered into the database. Then the service advisor communicates with 
the mechanic, where after he interprets the mechanic’s side of the story in order to be 
able to explain – translate – to the customer what should be repaired or what already 
has been repaired. Each interpretation needs thus to be translated when shared with 
another actor. In fact, I would like to see the service advisor not only as a boundary 
spanner but also as an interpreter and a translator. Erkki describes how he translates the 
customer’s story: 
 

E: […] A customer, who necessarily does not know anything else about cars than how 
to put petrol in the tank – to tell somebody like that… Many times it’s difficult for them 
to know what it’s all about. You have to ask them in detail. […] You have to draw out 
the information.  
K: What do you ask? 
E: Mmm… Well, often I ask under which circumstances the problem occurs – e.g. if we 
are talking about some odd noise, which is a frequent problem, very difficult though to 
describe – but what kind of a noise and under which circumstances. Then we possibly… 
If it’s really difficult I take the customer for a trial run, especially if we’ve examined the 
car previously. […] 
K: So you write all this down? 
E: Quite a lot, yes. I always strive to write things down. There are certainly limits to 
that – I mean you can fit it in the computer programme, but if the job order is an A4 
nobody will read it. The half-an-hour story of the customer must be condensed into 
about six words.  
K: How do you do that? 
E: You just have to pick out the essential. 
K: How do you know what’s essential? 
E: Well, often the story starts like ‘when I go to the garage it’s about 7 degrees 
centigrade and then I start backing out the car…’ So there are all sorts of secondary 
things […] If I would write down everything as you do, I would have horrible job 
orders – nobody would read them! (laughing) (K: (laughing) Yes…) You just have to 
pick out the correct, concrete information. You can’t write the story. You learn it – you 
learn to hear what’s concrete. (inf25, interview, service) 
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Erkki describes here the practice of translating the social language of laypersons into 
the social language of professionals29. It is a question of selecting the essential features 
of the customer’s story and condensing it into a few meaningful words – separating the 
primary and secondary elements. Erkki’s description captures the first two stages of the 
practice of interpreting and translating: listening to the customer, interpreting and 
translating what is heard into a format that is suitable to register into the database, 
which then can be passed on to the mechanic. Erkki mentions the so-called job order, 
which is the paper that is printed from the database and given to the mechanic that is 
repairing the car. The job order is where the translation of the customer’s story is 
written. However, often the mechanic finds additional faults in the car and contacts the 
service advisor. At that stage – depending on the fault – the service advisor makes a 
decision to directly repair the fault without consulting the customer; to phone the 
customer first and explain what needs to be done; or to leave it and to inform the 
customer when the customer picks up the car from service. Either way, the service 
advisor always has to translate to the customer to a lesser or higher degree what has 
been done to the car. The service advisor’s ability of translation often decides how the 
customer will react to and perceive service.    
 
When translating, the service advisor’s understanding of a specific customer comes to 
show. This is where the service advisor, on the basis of his understanding of the 
customer, tries to adapt his way of communicating the technical measures that have 
been undertaken/that need to be undertaken. As Lari explains it: ‘you are able to read 
them when they [the customers] bring the car for service – that decides how you handle 
the whole thing’ (inf10, interview, service). ‘If the customer is angry in the morning 
when he brings his car for service, you already know that you will be hearing quite a 
tirade’, Jarmo (inf1, interview, service) states. Based on several contextual factors 
embedded in the specific customer encounter, service advisors make an evaluation of 
the situation and the customer. They have learned which situations will be challenging 
in terms of translation, i.e. they know when to anticipate tricky situations. Thus, the 
situation where the service is translated to the customer is a nano context where the 
service advisor is guided by his understanding of the specific customer as well as by his 
general understanding of customers.   

5.3.2.4 Charging 

Charging for the service often concludes the service episode. The customer pays for the 
service and receives the car back. In a sense, the practice of charging could be compared 
to the practice of handing over the car. However, in some peculiar way salespersons use 
the concept of ‘handing over the car’ for the same practice that service advisors 
typically label ‘charging’. In principle, the practices hold the same core meaning. This 
exemplifies the differences in the use of language in car sales and service: the social 
language of customer service labels the event when the customer pays for the car as a 

                                                 
29 The social language of professionals and the social language of laypersons were previously defined as: 
‘the social language of professonals is a neutral, impersonal voice, which is focused on technical 
dimensions – often it is used in the interactions within the community of service advisors and mechanics, 
i.e. between professionals. The social language of laypersons is about translating the social language of 
professionals into a form that a layperson – usually a customer – is able to understand.’ 
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solemn moment when the car is ‘handed over’, as in the social language appropriated by 
service advisors it is referred to as a plain and simple ‘charging’.  
 
Jarmo describes charging as a ‘nice moment’, when the work has been done and ‘the 
patient is sent home’. However, often the practice of charging becomes complicated.     
 

K: (silent card – ‘reception of jobs’) 
J: What comes to my mind? (Mmm) Ok. (pausing) Well, what comes to my mind first is 
of course the negative things. Busy customers and problematic situations – that the 
customer and I don’t share the same views. Especially so in issues concerning payment 
– that’s where you most probably encounter problems. (inf10, interview, service) 

 
The practice of charging often involves disruptions and conflicts, i.e. disequilibrium. 
Conflicts associated with the practice of charging are often negative incidents that the 
service advisor remembers and links to the customer in question. These customers that 
are associated with conflicts become known to the community as difficult customers. 
This implies that each service advisor when encountering the difficult customer is on his 
guard against potential conflicts. Interestingly, the same phenomenon as within sales 
can be detected: situations that involve disequilibrium give rise to learning about 
customers. Saku explains like this: 
 

S: The extreme cases stay in mind. Really nice customers and those that you have had 
to wrestle with. Often you get a feeling ‘wait a minute – I know this person’ – because 
often when you once have had to wrestle with a customer, you are up to it in the future 
as well.  
K: So do you learn anything from these cases? 
S: Oh yes, you learn. Above all you learn how to handle them, how you ought to do it. 
[…] You should always write things down. Everything. In detail. Then you prevent such 
situations. (inf9, interview, service)    

 
Through ‘extreme cases’, Saku has learned how to handle customers and difficult 
situations. He knows that in order to prevent conflicts he should be careful and write 
everything in the job order and in the customer database.   
 
One of the major causes of disruptions in the practice of charging is illustrated in the 
following analytical remark: 
 

As I observe Kai, he states on the phone to a customer: “the car needs to be serviced 
continuously”. I realise that this is a common, shared view among service advisors: 
there are no perfect cars, service is necessary. But – customers have another view: 
“cars need service only occasionally”, “a new car can’t break down – I bought it only 
two years ago” (this is a quote from Jarmo that now pops up in my mind). There are 
conflicting views among the service advisors and the customers that cause disruptions. 
(inf24, set 3, service)  

 
As I heard Kai talking on the phone it struck me that conflicts that arise in the final 
phase of the service process are due to inherently different conceptions of the nature of 
car service. The service advisor maintains that servicing a car is a rule, not an exception; 
as the majority of customers regard the servicing of cars as an exception, not a rule. 
These circumstances contribute in creating conflicts. The predominant view among the 
professionals is very different from the predominant view among the laypersons. 
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Bringing the car in for service and being charged for a considerable amount of money 
are problems for the customer and it disturbs the customer – it diminishes the value that 
the customer derives from owning the car (Ravald, forthcoming). The service advisor 
certainly understands this and often the service advisor is willing to negotiate about the 
price, but still the practice of charging remains problematic.  
 
The silent card ‘handling difficult situations’ gave rise to a long discussion with Jarmo, 
(inf1). Jarmo starts by stating that handling difficult situations is part of the everyday 
work of a service advisor and that the service advisor acts as an intermediary or even as 
the scapegoat in such conflicts. The service advisor has to balance on a knife edge; what 
makes the customer satisfied and what is profitable. The most effective way of solving 
conflicts with customers is to reduce the price. However, this has implications on the 
profitability of each service encounter. Before the following excerpt from the dialogue 
between me and Jarmo, Jarmo has stated quite resignedly that Christmas is drawing 
near, people spend their money on other things and then conflicts occur even more often 
because the customers do not want to pay for the service that has been done. He 
continues:  

 
J: […] Then you get to quarrel every day… 
K: Is quarrelling a part of your everyday work? 
J: Unfortunately yes. Very hard sometimes. I mean like very… In a way that you can’t 
manage it for several days. 
K: You mean mentally hard? 
J: Yes – you can see from my looks that it’s not physically that hard. No but – seriously 
talking – mentally it’s very hard. Things like Susan walks away crying because of these 
things. It’s… In Finland there’s a culture especially when coming to a car-retailing 
store, that customer service is – obviously in the opinion of the customers – that you 
can insult – personally – and even threaten to kill. These things are sometimes quite 
exhausting.  (inf1, interview, service) 

 
The trigger of the account is Jarmo’s statement – ‘then you have to quarrel each day’. 
The point of the account is that quarrelling is mentally hard and it is exhausting. Jarmo 
gives an example about Susan (inf6), who sometimes cannot handle the pressure. Jarmo 
tries to find an explanation for why work at the service counter is stressful and draws 
the conclusion that it is somehow bound to cultural and social factors. Later on in the 
interview he elaborates on this: 
 

The attitudes of customers have changed. You are allowed to insult the service person, 
you don’t even assume that… You’re like… No… They require different service than 
before. Or I have such a feeling that customer service before was about getting things 
fixed in a flexible way. Nowadays, the main task of the service person is to receive the 
customer’s bad day. It has really changed. (inf1, interview, service) 

 
Jarmo has noticed that the attitudes of customers have changed. Before customers 
respected the service advisor and they were allowed to do what they are good at, i.e. 
servicing cars – now service advisors are solving conflicts. On the other hand, Jarmo 
also maintains that there is a culture in Finland that customers do not respect the ones 
sitting on the other side of the counter. It is accepted in the Finnish culture to be rude 
and insulting when it comes to car service. For example, when discussing strategies for 
coping with demanding situations, Erkki (inf25, interview) stated that ‘nobody is able to 
yell for more than 15 minutes’ referring to the fact that angry and upset customers calm 
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down after they have given vent to their anger – so far no customer has had the energy 
to yell for more than fifteen minutes if the service advisor just keeps his temper and is 
not provoked by the customer’s behaviour. The service advisors have a general 
understanding of how to handle situations that cause conflicts and they have learned 
that they have to adopt a role as a neutral professional in those situations. In Table 7, 
more survival strategies and utterances describing difficult situations are put forward.  

Table 7. Utterances describing the work at the service counter    
'There was this lady that came through the receiver of the telephone and I just stated when 
she started being too personal that ‘this conversation doesn’t lead anywhere – you come 
here or this conversation ends here.' 

inf25, interview 

'If you start taking things personally you could not manage in this work. You hear all sorts 
of things here.' 
 
'With the wrong attitude you will get stressed. That was hard in the beginning, but then you 
change your attitude and state to yourself: ‘this is my work, I do this eight hours a day and 
that’s it.’ Then it stops bothering you. […] So you don’t have to take it personally.' 

Inf9, interview 

'Keeping your temper is the great wisdom of this job. The customer always tries to provoke 
you so that you lose your temper. ' 

Inf10, interview 

'In the evening the fun begins when you have to start demanding money.' 
 
'We can’t trust customers. Customers have a tendency to escape bills, they don’t pay. 
We’re not shrinks, we are technicians and engineers – car experts – we have no education 
in customer service.' 

Inf1, set 1 

During the day there is much talk (and joking) about mental and physical health. Mika has 
a theory that if you work more than 10 years as a service advisor, you become insane. 

Inf1&  inf2, set 1 

The stories about angry customers continue. Erkki tells about a customer that was so 
angry (about the bill) that he threw the car keys at Erkki. Erkki was quick enough to duck. 
The customer was ANGRY, he stood there and roared, asked where the boss is and went 
into the boss’s room, even though the boss had a customer meeting. 

Inf25, set 3 

The great words of wisdom of inf10 are about keeping the temper; inf1 and inf2 are 
joking about how long one can remain sane in the job. The utterances contain ironic 
voices. The picture that an outsider constructs of the everyday practices of service 
advisors is dominated by the rough character of the job – it is far from the the social 
language of customer service prevailing among car salespersons. In fact, the 
appropriation of the social language of customer service is not even desirable, and 
knowing the customers as commercial friends complicates the everyday practices. 
Commercial friendships are not worth striving for. For the service advisors it is 
important to keep the distance to customers and not to become involved – as inf9 states: 
‘this is my work, I do this eight hours a day and that’s it.’ There is almost a fear of 
knowing customers, which the following discussion with Lari shows:     

 
K: (silent card – ‘e-mail’)  
L: E-mail really makes our job easier. You don’t need to remember that much if you 
have stored it in your e-mail. A lot of technical information and stuff. But on the other 
hand it’s quite dangerous… If a customer on some occasion has sent you an e-mail… It 
seems to be personal – the e-mail – that if you on some occasion have been in contact 
with a customer through e-mail, then you have to take care of the customer until the 
end. In practice, if you’re in contact with a customer through e-mail, then they also in 
the future contact you through e-mail. […] I’ve aimed at avoiding using e-mail in 
customer contacts. (inf10, interview, service) 
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E-mail in customer contacts is somewhat ‘dangerous’ according to Lari, because it leads 
to personalised interactions with customers. The service advisor becomes responsible 
for the customer and having responsibilities towards customers is a bad thing from the 
perspective of the service advisor. The majority of service advisors strive for 
anonymous and neutral customer service. For example, Lari (inf10) states when being 
asked about his use of language in customer interactions that ‘I strive to keep it as the 
official ‘You’, because if you use the familiar ‘you’… then we’re heading for…then 
people start seeing you as a friend’30. Thus, using the official ‘You’ is not primarily 
about showing respect towards the customer as could be assumed, but it is about 
keeping the distance and not becoming too familiar. Jarmo describes the concept 
‘knowing the customer’ in the following way:  
 

In a way it’s easy when you know the customer, but on the other hand it’s really hard. 
Or they [customers] always become hard to handle. […] Stuff like…They call you on 
your personal phone in the evening and ask about things. It’s bad in the long run, you 
can’t manage it. […] But this is what everything should aim at, that the persons should 
stay the same and that people should get to know each other and that customers should 
be able to be in contact with only one person all the time. But when a service advisor 
knows a customer it’s bad.  (inf1, interview, service) 

 
Jarmo recognises the fact that it would be good for customers to be in contact with the 
same service advisor every time car service is needed and that knowing each other is a 
good thing in theory. However, when a service advisor knows a customer on a personal 
level it is ‘bad’. The natural follow up question is – why is it bad to know a customer? 
The potential answer to the question is that service advisors become vulnerable if they 
establish personal bonds to customers. Moreover, there is a risk that the boundary 
between work and spare time gets blurred. All in all, knowing a customer means that 
one has to take responsibility for the customer relationship. An interesting state of 
opposition emerges: service advisors do their best not to be friends with customers, 
while salespersons do their best to become friends with customers. Service advisors 
avoid doing the ‘psychological stuff’, as salespersons see themselves as doing the 
‘psychological stuff’. There exists an obvious contradiction between the sales persons 
and service advisors. The salespersons strive for ‘curing souls’ – they want to learn 
about the customer as a subject as it increases their chances of making a successful deal 
and initiating a long-term customer relationship. The service advisors regard the curing 
of souls as a difficult task, which is not even desirable; the majority do not see the point 
in learning about customers as subjects. The reason for this can be found in 
organisational and social factors. The organisation and nature of work does not allow 
extensive listening and discussions. There is no time for ‘psychological stuff’ and for 
‘curing souls’ in the hectic environment of the service department.  
 
The way service advisors are assigned to use spatial tools contributes to the feeling of a 
hectic and non-customer oriented environment. The salespersons have the choice to 
serve the customers in different types of spaces, both in the shared space of a showroom 
and in the private space of a sales booth. The service advisors have, in practice, only 
access to a shared space when handling customer interactions. The customer 
interactions take place on a stage, and the interactions between the members of the 
                                                 
30 The official ‘You’ is about addressing somebody as ‘Ni’ in Swedish or in Finnish ‘Te’, instead of the 
more familiar ‘you’, which is ‘du’ in Swedish or ‘sinä’ in Finnish.     
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community take place backstage. The way the space is used – sitting next to a desk in a 
row ‘on stage’ – strengthens the image of an assembly line where repair jobs are 
received and charged for. On the other hand, the space is also part of the comfort zone 
of service advisors. If each service advisor would have a ‘service booth’, it could be 
perceived as too personal and the service advisors that strive for neutral and impersonal 
customer interactions would perhaps feel misplaced. Having a private space would 
imply that emphasis is moved from car service to customer service.    
 
The nature of learning about customers in the customer service context of car service is 
about the service advisor constructing an understanding of the customer’s relationship 
to the car and the customer’s attitude towards car service in general. Learning about 
customers is not geared towards becoming acquainted and commercial friends – it is not 
about learning about the customer’s everyday life in order to maintain a relationship. 
Rather, it focused on the object; it is about maintaining a neutral contact and a 
comfortable distance, while focusing on the service that is to be performed. This is done 
by categorising (Weitz et al., 1986) the customer. The categorisation is roughly about 
assessing whether the customer values his car and the services that are performed by the 
service department.  
 
Learning about customers is supported by the genre of inquiry and technical tools, 
primarily the customer database and front-office systems. The repertoire of tools that 
have been appropriated and are used for learning about customers within car service is 
relatively narrow and, e.g. spatial tools that are actively used by salespersons are used 
by only a small number of service advisors – in this study only by one service advisor of 
a total of fifteen. A large part of the work of the service advisors is about forecasting 
potential conflicts and difficult customers and preventing conflicts from happening. 
When doing this, the service advisors use their general understanding of customers. 
They have learned to pose the right questions, to interpret the answers and to listen 
between the lines. The service advisors show a strong understanding of situations and 
they are sensitive to the behaviour and the language of the customer. However, service 
advisors extending customer interactions to the personal sphere, encouraging customer 
self-disclosure and adapting service to the individual customer on the basis of their 
understanding of the customer is rare. Trust, bonds and connectedness between the 
service advisor and customer do not exist to the same extent within the context of car 
service, as it does within the context of sales.        

5.4 Pulling together the threads: what is learning about customers in a 
customer service setting and how does it take place? 

Now the moment has come to answer the questions of what learning about customers is 
and how learning about customers takes place in a customer service setting.  
 
What is learning about customers? 
On the basis of this study, learning about customers can be said to be about frontline 
contact persons understanding what is valuable for the customers in the customers’ 
everyday lives and using this understanding when enacting on practices. When studying 
the nature of learning about customers with the aim of developing theory, learning 
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about customers becomes a multidimensional phenomenon that can be seen as a 
function of different layers, see Figure 16.   

Figure 16. The basic layers of learning about customers 

 

First, learning about customers is situated in a customer service context. The customer 
service context can be compared to a force that shapes the nature of learning about 
customers. The customer service context is the socio-culturally formed platform or 
arena, in which customer service takes place. It is formed by national culture and 
history; by organisational culture and history; and by the general service culture of a 
specific country, of a specific industry, or of a specific organisation, in this case 
CarDealer. Hence, it was shown in this chapter that on a macro level, sales and service 
constitute different customer service contexts, where the principles and conceptions of 
customer service are different. This is demonstrated in the social languages that are used 
in the different customer service contexts. The different principles and conceptions are 
made explicit through language. All in all, learning about customers takes place under 
different circumstances and takes on different guises. On a micro level, the customer 
service context includes the immediate community of fellow frontline contact persons. It 
was found that co-operation and interaction within the immediate social community 
support learning about customers. Also, co-operation and interaction between members 
of different communities support learning about customers.  
 
Learning about customers is constituted of the customer service identity of frontline 
contact persons. The existence or non-existence of a customer service identity does not 
only support or repress learning about customers; how the frontline contact person 
understands and views himself – an individual’s conception of who he is and what he 
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represents in his profession – constitutes an integrated part of learning. Thus, learning 
about customers cannot be confined, e.g. to interactions only; it is a reflection of who a 
frontline contact person is and the concepts and principles that guide him. Let us 
compare two service advisors that were encountered during the study: one of them is an 
individual that sees himself as a car service consultant giving advice to customers; the 
other regards himself as primarily a technical expert on cars and secondary, as someone 
who has to be nice to customers once in a while for the sake of customer ratings. The 
‘technical expert’ learns about the car, how the customer relates to the car (i.e. does the 
customer regard the car as something important or does the customer care at all?) and to 
car service in general. Learning is focused on the object and process of service. In the 
meanwhile, the ‘service consultant’ learns not only about the car, the customer’s 
relationship to the car and attitude towards car service, but also about the customer’s 
everyday life and how he can use his understanding of the customer for selling more 
service and perhaps even a new car. The two service advisors are driven by two 
different lenses; they perceive their life-worlds in different ways. The construction of a 
customer service identity is largely dependent on and manifested in the social language 
of the frontline contact person. In the case of the two service advisors, the service 
consultant has appropriated the social language of customer service, as the other 
probably masters the social language of customer service, but has not made it part of his 
own voice. Instead, he typically stays within his comfort zone and uses the social 
language of professionals and hence, he is maintaining his distance to the customer. The 
service advisor has a strong identity of technical expertise.  
 
An aspect of the customer service identity is the roles frontline contact persons adopt. It 
was shown that salespersons typically adopt an adaptive or an aggressive role when 
interacting with customers and the adoption of roles has implications on learning about 
customers. If adopting an adaptive role, the purpose of interactions is understanding the 
customer, while if adopting an aggressive role, the closing of a deal becomes the 
primary objective. The same salesperson can adopt different roles in different practices, 
e.g. taking on an adaptive role when initiating contact and taking on an aggressive role 
when closing a deal. The role is created through the use of speech genres: the adaptive 
role is formed by the genre of empathy, the aggressive role is formed by the genre of 
pressure. Interestingly, the service advisors typically adopt one role only: the neutral 
role. This is linked to their customer service identity, which is focused on being a 
technical expert, and the social language of professionals.  
 
Learning about customers is about the enactment of practices. The practices are specific 
contexts within contexts, here referred to as nano contexts. This is depicted in Figure 16 
as a dashed line placed in the customer service context. The line also cuts through the 
community, which the frontline contact person is a member of and it includes frontline 
contact person-customer interactions. The reason for using dashed lines in the figure 
stems from the idea that the layers are embedded in each other. In this study six 
practices of car sales and four practices of car service were identified. In each of these 
practices, a set of discursive and non-discursive tools mediate the understanding of 
customers. Tools are resources frontline contact persons use for learning about 
customers in their everyday practices. By appropriating and using tools, the frontline 
contact person’s own ability is extended, because he typically appropriates the tools 
from the customer service context or from the immediate community of frontline 
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contact persons. The tools that are appropriated and used in practices are intertwined 
with the customer service identity of the frontline contact person. What tools a frontline 
contact person chooses to use is thus linked to how the frontline contact person 
perceives himself and what roles he attributes to himself.   
 
How does learning about customers take place? 
The study of salespersons and service advisors show that learning about customers can 
be object- or subject-driven. Object-driven learning about customers means that the 
frontline contact person is focused on maintaining neutrality and objectivity, where 
learning is geared towards the object31 of exchange. It has been showed that learning 
about customers in the context of car service is object-driven, as it is centred around the 
car and on servicing the car, i.e. the object. Hence, learning about customers resides on 
a level of neutrality, where the service advisors are not particularly interested in the 
customer as a subject. The opposite emerges when learning about customers is 
experienced as a process of building commercial friendships, thus, involving two 
subjects, where the frontline contact person strives to learn about the customer as a 
subject. In this study, it was shown that salespersons typically learn about customers in 
a subject-driven manner. Object- and subject-driven learning are neutral concepts, 
meaning that one type of learning is not considered to be better or more effective than 
the other. It is not in the nature of this study to do such an assessment. Object- and 
subject-driven learning are simply two generic types of learning about customers. 
 
It is commonly asserted that learning about customers takes place in interactions 
between customers and frontline contact persons (e.g. Matthing et al., 2005). This study 
extends this notion. Instead of mere interactions, learning is here seen as a process that 
occurs over time along different phases of a relationship. Subject-driven learning about 
customers could be depicted as evolving from anonymity, to neutral contacts, to 
acquaintance and ultimately ending in commercial friendships (see Figure 17). Initially, 
the customer is an anonymous contact. However, over time the frontline contact person 
learns about the customer and the character of interactions change. A frontline contact 
person that learns in a subject-driven manner moves from anonymity towards neutral 
contact and towards becoming acquainted. When a type of commercial friendship has 
been established, the process of learning about customers has reached a cornerstone for 
the subject-driven learner. Thereafter, the frontline contact person needs to keep the 
interactions alive, so that he knows what is going on in the customer’s life.  
 
Object-driven learning about customers stays at a level of neutral contact. Commercial 
friendships are avoided and extensive customer self-disclosure, intimacy or the like are 
avoided. The interactions are concentrated around the object of exchange, not the 
subject, i.e. the customer. Thus, there is no personal character to the learning process.  

                                                 
31 Even though the word ‘object’ is used here it does not mean that the ‘object’ needs to be a tangible 
product, it can just as well be an intangible service such as in this study car service or, e.g. an insurance, a 
loan or a hair-do. 
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Figure 17. Levels of acquaintance 

 
 
As was stated in the beginning of the chapter, I am not fond of linear flow charts as a 
means for illustrating learning and I have thus chosen to depict how learning about 
customers takes place with the help of circles (see Figure 17). The figure includes a 
frontline contact person and a customer on each side of the circles. Instead of 
illustrating learning as taking place through linear, two way interactions between the 
individuals, learning is depicted as evolving through different levels of acquaintance: 
level of anonymity, neutral contact, acquaintance, and commercial friendship, all of 
which are symbolised as different-sized circles integrated into each other. Within each 
circle there are interactions taking place within the frames of a variety of practices. The 
level of intimacy, trust and perceived honesty increases the closer we come to the core 
level of Figure 17. On a level of anonymity, the distance between the customer and 
frontline contact person is the longest; there is no customer intimacy. However, when 
moving towards the core, the distance between the customer and frontline contact 
person is reduced and customer intimacy is strengthened. An object-driven learner stays 
on the level of anonymity and neutral contact, as the subject-driven learner strives 
towards the core. Typically, a commercial friendship involves self-disclosure on the 
behalf of the customer, which is not the case with acquaintances, neutral contact or 
anonymity. On the level of a commercial friendship, the frontline contact person knows 
the customer as a subject, i.e. has a deep understanding of the customer’s everyday life. 
 
Both subject- and object-driven learning about customers is reinforced when 
disequilibrium in the customer interactions emerges, which is depicted as a 
‘disturbance’ (the crooked line) on the line reaching from anonymity to commercial 
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friendship in Figure 17. Thus, when there are incidents that disturb the balance between 
the frontline contact person and customer or when there is an imbalance in the power 
relations between the parties, learning about customers accelerates. Through 
disequilibrium, the frontline contact person’s general understanding of customers as 
well as his understanding of the specific customer involved in the situation is enhanced. 
In Figure 17, disequilibrium is depicted as occurring only on the frontline contact 
person ‘side’ of the interactions, because the customer side has not been subject to 
analysis, even though it can be assumed that disequilibrium occurs also on the customer 
side. 
 
The nature of learning about customers can be linked to the different stages of a 
customer relationship (cf. Dwyer et al., 1987; Geiger & Turley, 2005) and the 
development of social and knowledge bonds (e.g. Liljander & Strandvik, 1995). This 
implies that learning about customers and the establishment, development and 
maintenance of a customer relationship may emerge in parallel. On the other hand, the 
frontline contact person’s understanding of the customer may never develop and a 
commercial friendship may never emerge: Firstly, because the customer may object to 
it. Genuine learning about customers may sometimes be that the frontline contact person 
realises that the customer does not want to be learned about; learning about customers is 
always contingent on the customer's desires. Secondly, learning about customers and a 
relationship may not be developed because of the force of the customer service context 
and the customer service identity, i.e. the frontline contact person is not interested in 
and sees no point in forming a relationship to the customer.        
 
Relating back to the empirical study, it can be asserted that the salespersons and the 
service advisors strive to operate on different levels of acquaintance. Salespersons strive 
towards commercial friendships, as service advisors like to remain on a level of neutral 
contact. In other words, learning about customers is subject-driven and an integrated 
part of the practices of sales; developing commercial friendships enhance the 
possibilities of performing well. However, subject-driven learning about customers in 
the customer service context of service is seen as having a minor effect on performance 
– in fact, it is seen as consuming and burdensome. The different purposes can be 
explained by considering the nature of the customer service contexts of sales and 
service, and the customer service identities of salespersons and service advisors, which 
have been and are continuously formed by the context. Hence, why a frontline contact 
person learns about customers in a subject- or an object-driven manner can most likely 
be explained by examining that person’s customer service identity and the customer 
service context in which he is situated.  
 
Frontline contact persons use discursive and non-discursive tools in their practices. 
These tools have been appropriated in a variety of ways, often via co-operation within 
and across the communities of frontline contact persons. The use of tools alters over 
time and the frontline contact persons use partly different tools when interacting, e.g. 
with neutral contacts and commercial friends. Thus, the use of tools can be described as 
adaptive. In the previous parts, a variety of speech genres, technical and spatial tools 
have been explored in order to show how frontline contact persons use tools for learning 
about customers and for proceeding towards commercial friendship – or as in the 
context of service, it has been shown that the non-use of certain tools, e.g. speech genres 
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and spatial tools, keeps the frontline contact persons on a level of neutral contact. 
Hence, subject- and object-driven learning about customers make use of different types 
of tools.  
 
In subject-driven learning, tools function as encouragement for customer self-
disclosure. What the customer directly (verbally) or indirectly (through body language, 
pitch, etc.) tells about himself and his life is integral for understanding the customer as a 
subject. The following scenario illustrates the point made here: the salesperson suggests 
that the customer should take a seat in his sales booth while he fetches coffee. 
Thereafter, as the salesperson and the customer sit in the booth sipping coffee they start 
talking about the customer’s current car, which leads the discussion, e.g. on to the 
customer’s family, hobbies or the like. Through the genre of empathy the salesperson 
encourages the customer to tell about himself and simultaneously the salesperson is 
involved in the practice of listening, and through the use of personal space, i.e. the sales 
booth and the socio-spatial tool of coffee he creates a friendly atmosphere.  
 
In object-driven learning about customers, tools mediate an understanding of how the 
customer relates to the object of exchange and the exchange process. On the basis of 
this understanding, the object-driven learner then categorises the customer as belonging 
to a certain group of customers. For example, a customer brings his car for service. 
Through the genre of inquiry, the service advisor learns about how the customer relates 
to his car – is it ‘a necessary evil’ or ‘a holy cow’. The service advisor also checks 
historical data from the database and uses thus a technical tool for learning more about 
the customer. Simultaneously, the service advisor makes an assessment of the 
customer’s attitude towards car service in order to be able to interpret the customer’s 
story and in order to be able to prepare how to translate the service to the customer 
when the customer is charged for the service. When making the assessment on the basis 
of the customer’s spoken language and body language, as well as the customer’s 
history, the service advisor typically classifies the customer as, e.g. a ‘difficult 
customer’, ‘a good customer’ or somebody, who is a ‘swindler’. The assessment is 
strongly linked to the practice of listening.         
 
In Table 9, the characteristics of subject- and object-driven learning are summarised.  

Table 9. Characteristics of subject- and object-driven learning about customers       
Subject-driven learning about customers Object-driven learning about customers 
Learning centred around the customer, a subject Learning centred around the object of exchange, an 

object, and the exchange process 
Strives to create commercial friendships Strives to remain on a level of neutral contact, perhaps 

acquaintance 
Uses a wide repertoire of tools for creating bonds, 
customer self-disclosure important 

Uses a narrower repertoire of tools, customer self-
disclosure not important  

Most likely connected to a strong customer service 
identity, strong ‘feeling’ for customer service. 

Most likely connected to a strong identity of technical 
expertise. However, the customer service identity is 
likely to be weaker.  

 



 165

In conclusion, if the two main frameworks (Figures 16 and 17) put forward in this 
chapter are merged, the result is a socio-cultural model of learning about customers (see 
Figure 18).  

Figure 18. A socio-cultural model of learning about customers 

 

The model depicted in Figure 18 holds that both the customer and the frontline contact 
person are socio-cultural beings, situated in a customer service context (macro context). 
The frontline contact person is viewed as a part of the community of frontline contact 
persons (micro context) and as being guided by his customer service identity. The 
customer service identity is constructed in symbiosis with the community of frontline 
contact persons and the customer service context. The customer service identity is 
reflected in the roles that are adopted in customer interactions. The tools that are used in 
everyday practices for learning about customers are integrated with the customer service 
context, community of frontline contact persons and the customer service identity. In 
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fact, it is from the macro- and micro contexts that the tools are appropriated and then 
used in the nano contexts, i.e. in the everyday practices.  
 
Interactions occur within the frames of practices, which is the reason why the levels of 
acquaintance and the arrow symbolising interactions are within the boundaries of a 
practice. Interactions between the customer and the frontline contact person evolve over 
time and change character, which in turn means that the use of discursive and non-
discursive tools alters and is adapted according to the level of acquaintance. 
Disequilibrium strengthens the learning process. However, learning about customers 
can be of different character. If learning about customers is object-driven it is likely that 
the interactions, the use of tools and hence the level of acquaintance do not alter over 
time. On the other hand, if learning about customers is subject-driven the interactions, 
the use of tools and the level of acquaintance are likely to change.  
 
In Table 8, as a conclusion the key concepts put forward in this study are listed and 
explained.  
 

Table 8. List of the key concepts 
Concept Meaning 
Customer service context The socio-culturally formed arena where learning about customers takes 

place. The macro context.   
Community of frontline  
contact persons 

The immediate social context, of which the frontline contact person is a 
member of. The micro context. 

Customer service identity The frontline contact person’s perception of self as working with customer 
service. A dimension of the professional identity. The driver of learning about 
customers, developed in symbiosis with the customer service context and the 
community, of which the frontline contact person is member of.   

Identity of technical expertise A frontline contact person, who perceives himself primarily as a technical 
expert. Strong identity of technical expertise was shown to repress learning 
about customers.  

Roles  
 
 
 
 
Adaptive 
 
 
Aggressive 
 
 
Neutral 

The concrete outcome of the customer service identity; when interacting with 
customers the frontline contact person adopts different roles, which are 
reflections of the customer service identity. Generally, different roles are 
adopted in different situations. 
 
The adoption of an adaptive role in customer interactions implies that the 
frontline contact person strives for learning about the customer.  
 
The adoption of an aggressive role implies that the transaction is primary.  
 
Taking on a neutral role implies that the frontline contact person strives for 
neutrality.    

Mediation Using tools – resources – for learning about customers. The tools mediate 
understanding of customers. Tools are typically appropriated from the 
customer service context or from the community. 

Practices The concrete, bounded context, in which everyday work is conducted, and in 
which customer interactions and learning about customers takes place. The 
nano context. 

Tools   
 
 
Discursive, 
 

Mediation occurs through the use of tools, which can be discursive or non-
discursive.  
 
Discursive tools are social languages and speech genres.  
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Non-discursive Non-discursive tools can be technical or spatial.  
Social language   
 
 
 
Social language of customer 
service 
Social language of professionals,  
Social language of laypersons 

The common language of a group within a given socio-cultural context. 
Expresses, simultaneously as it shapes, the professional identity. Types of 
discourses that guide the frontline contact person in his work.  
 
The social language of customer service is linked to a strong customer 
service identity. It is a manifestation of the logic of customer service.  
The social language of professionals is linked to maintaining neutrality and 
professionalism, ignoring any deeper contact to customers. In customer 
contacts the social language of laypersons is used, i.e. the social language of 
professionals is adapted so that customers are able to understand it. 
However, an impersonal voice is maintained and there are no attempts to 
reduce the distance between customer and frontline contact person.          

Speech genres  
   
 
 
 
 
 
Genre of becoming acquainted 
 
 
 
Genre of empathy  
 
 
Genre of pressure 
 
 
‘Booth’-talk 
  
 
Genre of inquiry 

Within social languages there are speech genres, which are used as 
discursive tools in interactions with customers. Speech genres are on the one 
hand socially, culturally and historically embedded ways of communicating 
with customers, which reflect a general, culturally situated understanding of 
customers. On the other hand speech genres are used for learning about 
specific customers in the present moment.  
 
The genre of becoming acquainted refers to the frontline contact person’s 
style of communicating in the initial contact in order to construct an 
understanding of the customer.  
 
The genre of empathy refers to an empathetic, open style of communication 
geared towards developing trust and giving rise to customer self disclosure.  
 
The genre of pressure is a way of purposefully directing the customer 
towards a deal.  
 
Booth-talk refers to a combination of the genre of empathy and the genre of 
pressure. Typically used in the practice of negotiating. 
 
The genre of inquiry is geared towards constructing an understanding of the 
customer’s relationship to the object in question and the customer’s attitude 
towards the exchange process.   

Levels of acquaintance The depth of acquaintance with the customer. Conceptualised as reaching 
from anonymity, to neutral contact, to acquaintance and commercial 
friendship. 

Disequilibrium A situation of conflict and imbalance in customer interactions or in the 
frontline contact person's perceptions or experience that strengthens learning 
about customers and may lead to a deeper level of acquaintance.  

Customer self-disclosure What the customer chooses to tell about himself, which is important in order 
to become commercial friends. 

Customer intimacy The social distance between the customer and frontline contact person. 
Strongest on a level of commercial friendship. 

Categorisation  Putting the customer into a certain category of customers. In this study 
service advisors typically categorise customers. First, the genre of inquiry is 
employed whereafter the customer is fitted into a category depending on how 
the customer relates to his car and to car service in general. Categorisation is 
generally used by object-driven learners.   

Object-driven learning Learning focused around the object of exchange and the process of 
exchange. 

Subject-driven learning Learning focused around the subject, i.e. the customer. Learning on a 
personal level.  
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6 CONCLUSIONS AND CONTRIBUTION 

This is the final chapter of the thesis and the stage when the study needs to be evaluated 
in terms of trustworthiness and in terms of its theoretical and practical/managerial 
contribution and implications. Along the road several interesting possibilities for further 
research have come up and hence, suggestions for future research are provided.  

6.1 Summary of the study 

At the outset of this thesis it was argued that learning about customers – what it is and 
how it takes place – is an issue that is largely underexplored. Even though learning 
about customers is recognised as utterly important, e.g. in ensuring market orientation 
or service productivity, few contributions within marketing investigate the fundamental 
nature of learning about customers. The purpose of the thesis is to develop theory on the 
phenomenon of learning about customers and to put forward concepts and a model of 
learning about customers that further our understanding. The reseach questions are 
twofold: firstly, to understand what the nature of learning about customers is and 
secondly, to understand how learning about customers takes place in a customer service 
setting. The empirical study was conducted at a car retailing company called CarDealer.  
 
First, a review of marketing literature related to the concept of learning was conducted. 
Literature was divided into four broad categories: learning as an interpersonal 
phenomenon, learning as an intrapersonal phenomenon, learning as an 
intraorganisational phenomenon, and learning as an interorganisational phenomenon. 
The final conclusion of the literature review was that the concepts, frameworks, models 
and theories used in marketing literature are not enough for understanding the nature of 
learning about customers. The current conception of learning predominant within 
marketing can be described as adopting several or all of the following perspectives: 1) 
an abstract perspective, 2) an ‘in-the-head’-perspective, 2) a de-humanised and 
mechanistic perspective, 3) a de-contextualised perspective, and 4) a normative 
perspective. Learning in marketing literature is typically conceptualised as a purely 
cognitive process – learning is equated with information processing and language is 
seen as a neutral code for transferring information. The learning process is typically 
detached from the social, cultural and historical context, in which it is situated and from 
the life-worlds of those it involves: the frontline contact persons.  
 
Hence, through the literature review a need for broadening the boundaries and for 
introducing a complementary approach was identified. This approach was labelled a 
socio-cultural approach to learning. A socio-cultural approach to learning is 1) a 
practice-based perspective, 2) a human perspective, 3) a contextualised perspective, and 
4) an interactive and a communication-based perspective on learning about customers.   
 
The socio-cultural approach is summarised into three basic premises: 1) learning is 
socially, culturally and historically situated in everyday practices, 2) learning is an 
aspect of identity, and 3) learning is mediated. The socio-cultural approach to learning 
holds that learning is an integrated part of all human practices and it is formed by the 
social, cultural and historical context, in which it occurs. The conception of learning not 
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being a distinct, bounded process also implies that learning forms who we are, i.e. our 
identity. Therefore, learning and the construction of an identity are seen as intertwined. 
Moreover, in order to understand learning from a socio-cultural perspective, the tools 
individuals appropriate and use are of vital importance; discursive and non-discursive 
tools mediate learning. At the centre of attention are the tools of language and 
communication; the notions of social language and speech genre shed light on the socio-
cultural embeddedness of communication and ultimately learning. All in all, the main 
premises of the socio-cultural approach are re-formulated as follows: 1) learning about 
customers is socially, culturally and historically situated, 2) learning about customers is 
an aspect of professional identity, and 3) learning about customers is mediated. The 
main premises of the socio-cultural approach served as landmarks that guided me 
throughout data collection, analysis and the process of writing up.  
 
The reason why marketing research tends to put forward a simplified view on learning, 
can partly be traced to issues of methodology. The few studies that focus on learning 
which are not conceptual (e.g. Day, 1994; 2000; 2002; Sinkula, 1994) are based on 
surveys (e.g. Håkansson et al., 1999; Sinkula et al., 1997; Selnes & Sallis, 2003). The 
only exceptions to this are contributions by Geiger and Turley (2005) and Turley and 
Geiger (2006), in which a qualitative, grounded theory-approach is used. This study 
employs an ethnographic research approach guided by hermeneutics. This study is 
strongly marked by its research approach and hermeneutic lines of reasoning. An 
ethnographic research approach was a natural choice of research methodology 
considering the purpose and research questions. It is important for the reader to be 
aware of the fact that the study evolved through different phases; fieldwork and theory 
were combined in an iterative, continuous process. 
 
An ethnographic research approach can be described as a way of studying people’s 
everyday lives; it is about making sense of another ‘world’. Ethnographic research is 
characterised by a holistic approach, which incorporates both emic (insider) and etic 
(outsider) perspectives as well as contextualisation, i.e. relating data to a larger context. 
Ethnographic research is naturalistic, which means that the phenomenon under study 
should be investigated so that it remains as natural and undisturbed as possible. 
Ethnographic research typically makes use of different forms of observation and 
interviewing. The key notion is that fieldwork should be conducted for an extended 
period of time. This thesis is built on three main methods: participant observations, 
informal conversations and formal interviews. The backbone of the study is the 
approximately 170 hours of participant observations combined with informal 
conversations, which were recorded in the field notes. As an extension of the participant 
observations, formal interviews were conducted with the help of the silent cards 
technique. Data-analysis occurred continuously during the fieldwork phase and the post-
fieldwork phase. The field notes and transcripts were analysed according to traditional 
thematic analysis.  
  
Chapter 5 presents the findings. In Figure 19 the socio-cultural model of learning about 
customers is depicted, which illustrates the conclusions of the study. The aim of Chapter 
5 was to find the answer to what learning about customers is and how it takes place. 
The following conclusion of what learning about customers is, is formulated:   
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Learning about customers is a multi-dimensional phenomenon directed at 
understanding the everyday lives of customers. The learning process is 
socially, culturally and historically situated in the customer service context 
and it is integrated with the customer service identity of a frontline contact 
person. Understanding has been constructed and is continuously re-
reconstructed through the appropriation and use of discursive and non-
discursive tools within everyday practices involving customer interactions.  

 
Learning about customers is about frontline contact persons constructing an 
understanding of the customer’s everyday life. Understanding refers to contextualised, 
often implicit, practical type of knowledge embedded in the context. Understanding of 
customers is part of and continuously developed and enacted on in everyday practices. 
Learning about customers seen from a socio-cultural perspective holds that learning is 
situated in a socially, culturally and historically formed customer service context 
(macro context), of which the immediate community of fellow frontline contact persons 
(micro context) is especially important. Furthermore, learning about customers is 
integrated with the customer service identity of the frontline contact person. The 
frontline contact person’s conception of who he is and what he represents in his 
profession constitutes an integrated part of the phenomenon of learning about 
customers. Thus, learning about customers is a reflection of who a frontline contact 
person is. A strong customer service identity supports learning about customers; an 
identity that is focused on maintaining technical expertise is not geared towards learning 
about customers. Finally, learning about customers is about the appropriation and use 
of tools in everyday practices. Practices can be described as specific contexts within a 
context i.e. nano contexts. Tools are resources used in practices and they have typically 
been appropriated via co-operation within and across the communities of frontline 
contact persons.  
 
The following conclusion of how learning about customers takes place was reached:  
 

Learning about customers takes place as a subject- or object-driven 
process, i.e. centred on the customer as a subject or centred on the 
object of exchange and the exchange process. Thus, learning about 
customers can be depicted as reaching from anonymity, to neutral 
contact, to acquaintance and ultimately to commercial friendship, where 
subject-driven learning about customers strives towards commercial 
friendships while object-driven learning about customers strives to 
maintain neutral contact. Both, however, lead to understanding. The 
frontline contact person uses a repertoire of discursive and non-
discursive tools when moving along the levels of acquaintance, however, 
a subject-driven learner uses a wider repertoire of tools where customer 
self-disclosure is of integral importance. Learning about customers, 
whether subject- or object-driven, is strengthened when disequilibrium 
emerges. 

 
Learning about customers takes place as an object- or subject-driven process. Object-
driven learning about customers means that the frontline contact person is focused on 
maintaining neutrality and objectivity; learning is focused on the object of exchange. 



 171

Subject-driven learning about customers, on the other hand, is a process of building 
commercial friendships. Thus, the frontline contact person strives to learn about the 
customer as a subject. Both subject- and object-driven learning about customers is 
strengthened when disequilibrium in the customer interactions emerges. 
 
When moving towards the core of Figure 19, frontline contact persons use their 
repertoire of discursive and non-discursive tools in an adaptive way. This also implies 
that subject- and object-driven learning about customers make use of different types of 
tools. In subject-driven learning about customers, tools function as encouragement for 
customer self-disclosure. In object-driven learning about customers, tools mediate an 
understanding of how the customer relates to the object of exchange and the exchange 
process. By extending frontline contact person-customer interactions in everyday 
practices into incorporating the levels of aquaintance, a dynamic, temporal aspect is 
added to the basic layers of learning about customers.    

Figure 19. A socio-cultural model of learning about customers 
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6.2 Trustworthiness of the study 

The basic questions that are addressed in this part of the thesis are: what constitutes 
good qualitative research – by what criteria should qualitative research be judged – and 
to what extent does this study correspond to those criteria. First, a general discussion on 
the concept of trustworthiness is conducted. Thereafter, the study is evaluated on the 
basis of a set of criteria.     

6.2.1 Trustworthiness in quantitative and qualitative research 

Within the positivist paradigm, one of the most important steps in research is the 
measurement of theoretical constructs. Research is about linking theoretical constructs 
to empirical indicators of those constructs. When assessing the trustworthiness of the 
link between theory and empirical findings, the validity, reliability and generalisability 
of the study are typically evaluated. However, there are different conceptions on how 
qualitative research should be judged. Some argue that all research, irrespective of 
ontological considerations, should be judged by the same criteria. Some assert that 
qualitative research has its own criteria. For example, Kvale (1997:207) claims that ‘the 
concepts reliability, validity and generalisability have gained a position as the holy 
Trinity of science’ and he points out that when judging qualitative research, traditional 
criteria need to be abandoned. The reason for this is that reliability, validity and 
generalisability are constructs developed for judging quantitative research that is guided 
by a positivistic ontology. Moreover, there are also those who argue that if the 
underlying assumptions of the qualitative paradigm are fully embraced, there can be no 
criteria at all for judging qualitative research (Hammersley, 1992:57-58).  
 
My standpoint in this issue is that qualitative research needs to be judged according to 
criteria that pertain to the hermeneutic ontology and that these criteria can be applied on 
all types of qualitative studies. Next, the concepts validity, reliability and 
generalisability are brought up for discussion in order to clarify on what grounds this 
study will be evaluated.  
 
Validity 
Validity is traditionally defined as the extent to which an instrument measures what it is 
intended to measure; ‘the association of an abstract theoretical concept with its 
empirical manifestation is at the heart of validity’ (Carmines & Woods, 2004). There 
exists a variety of different types of validity. Internal validity refers to the extent to 
which variations in a dependent variable can be attributed to controlled variation in an 
independent variable, where a causal link between the variables is usually assumed 
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985:290). External validity is defined as the extent to which the 
assumed relationship between the independent and the dependent variable can be 
generalised to other contexts, other subjects and other respondents (ibid.). Hence, 
external validity pertains to the generalisability of the study. Yet a third type of validity 
is often mentioned – construct validity. Construct validity refers to the extent to which a 
measure performs according to theoretical expectations, thus placing theoretical 
prediction at the centre (Carmines & Woods, 2004).  
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When the researcher embraces the idea of the existence of multiple realities, i.e. that 
individuals construct their own realities and truths, the researcher must show that he has 
‘represented those multiple constructions adequately’ (Lincoln & Guba, 1985:296). 
Lincoln and Guba (1985) argue that credibility is the qualitative equivalent to internal 
validity in quantitative research; the study should be carried out in such a way that the 
likelihood of the findings being viewed as credible is increased. In Table 9, a variety of 
definitions on validity anchored in a qualitative research tradition are put forward. 

Table 9. A selection of definitions of validity from the perspective of qualitative 
research 

Author Definition 
Hammersley 
(1992:69) 

'An account is true if it represents accurately those features of the phenomena that it is intended to 
describe, explain or theorise.' 
 

Lincoln & 
Guba 
(1985:290) 

'The basic issue of trustworthiness is simple: How can an inquirer persuade his or her audiences 
(including self) that the findings of an inquiry are worth paying attention to, worth taking account 
of?' 
   

Maxwell  
(1996:87) 

'The correctness or credibility of a description, conclusion, explanation, interpretation or other sort 
of account.' 
 

Mishler  
(1990:419) 

'Validation [is] the process(es) through which we make claims for and evaluate the 
“trustworthiness” of reported observations, interpretations, and generalizations. The essential 
criterion for such judgements is the degree to which we can rely in the concepts, methods, and 
inferences of a study, or tradition of inquiry, as the basis for our own theorizing and empirical 
research. If our assessment of a study’s trustworthiness is high enough for us to act on it, we are 
granting the findings a sufficient degree of validity to invest our own time and energy, and to put at 
risk our reputations as competent investigators.' 
 

Polkinghorne 
(1988:175) 

'An argument is valid when it is strong and has the capacity to resist challenge or attack.' 

Most of the definitions share the notion of validity being the credibility of the concepts, 
methods, descriptions, interpretations and conclusions of a study. Polkinghorne (1988) 
maintains that validity is about an argument’s capacity to resist challenging views. A 
highly interesting notion related to Polkinghorne’s statement is that validity is about the 
extent to which the research community accepts or challenges the research findings. 
Mishler (1990) argues that validation is a process through which a community of 
researchers evaluates the trustworthiness of the study in relation to their own work – 
validity is tested through the ongoing discourse among researchers. The ultimate proof 
of validity is thus eventually the extent to which other researchers not only accept the 
findings of a study, but actually also use them. Thus, validity becomes an issue of 
persuasion and plausibility. 
 
As a conclusion of this discussion I put forward the concepts of credibility and 
plausibility (cf. Hammersley, 1992:70) for evaluating the trustworthiness of the current 
study. Thus, I choose to leave the concepts of internal, external and construct validity 
aside.   
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Reliability 
The concept of reliability is part of what Kvale (1997) labels the ‘holy Trinity of 
science’ and it refers to the extent to which findings of a study would be stable if the 
study would be repeated with the same respondents, in the same context with the same 
measurement instrument. Reliability refers thus to the replicability of the study and the 
stability of the measurement instrument. In a qualitative study, the purpose is not to 
measure or to produce findings that can be replicated per se. Rather, the aim is to 
understand and explore, to develop new concepts and theory. Reliability in a traditional 
sense becomes a problematic concept, as the researcher constitutes the research 
instrument – especially so in ethnographic research. The question is then: how should 
reliability be evaluated in a qualitative study? The traditional view on reliability is not 
an adequate indicator of the trustworthiness of a qualitative study (Eneroth, 1984:60-
61). Rather, reliability in qualitative research is – when all is said and done – a question 
of the reliability of the theory. The concepts or the theory that are developed should be 
reliable in the sense that another person taking part of the study, e.g. reading it, would 
be able to grasp the theory and see the applicability of the theory. The stance taken here 
is hence that a more suitable concept should be put forward. I choose to use the concept 
of stringency as the qualitative equivalent of reliability; ‘reliability in hermeneutics 
means above all that the lines of reasoning are […] stringent’ (Helenius, 1990:247).  
 
Stringency refers to the accuracy, logic and systematics of research and basically it is as 
important in qualitative as in quantitative research. It is about the transparency of the 
research process, about guiding the reader throughout the study so that the reader can 
make his own judgements – ‘the researcher should try to carefully describe the data he 
builds his understanding upon, and moreover, the researcher should account for the 
methods and his own experiences, feelings, conceptions that have contributed to how 
data have been understood (interpreted)’ (Eneroth, 1984:68). Hence, an outsider that has 
not been involved in the study should, after having read the study, be able to ‘see’ and 
agree that the data and the theory are trustworthy.  
 
Generalisability 
Generalisability in a qualitative study occurs through the development of theory. This 
implies that generalisability in qualitative research is about the extent to which the 
findings in a study can be used in similar or other contexts, e.g. how a framework, 
model or theory developed in a study can be used in other studies. Even though 
statistical representativeness is abandoned as a criterion in qualitative research, the 
‘sampling’ procedure and the ‘sample’ in qualitative research are equally important as 
in quantitative studies. As was discussed, in Chapter 2, sampling in qualitative research 
is often purposeful (Patton, 2002) or theoretical (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).   
 
In the case of most ethnographic studies there is no interest in the particular case that is 
being studied; most ethnographers – qualitative researchers – claim that their work has 
relevance beyond the specific circumstances in which it was produced (Hammersley, 
1992:86). This claim is based on the notions of empirical generalisation and theoretical 
inference (ibid.). Empirical generalisation is about transcending the findings to a higher 
level of aggregation so that they can be applied in a variety of settings. Hammersley’s 
(1992) notion of theoretical inference refers to what Yin (1994:349) as well as Kvale 
(1997:210) put forward under the concept of analytic generalisability, i.e. the 
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generalisability of theory. Thus, instead of speaking of generalisability in terms of 
statistical generalisability or in terms of external validity, I choose to use the concepts of 
empirical generalisation and theoretical inference when evaluating the generalisability 
of the study. 

6.2.2 Credibility and plausibility   

First and foremost I regard plausibility and credibility as a function of what Maxwell 
(1992, 1996) puts forward as descriptive validity and interpretive validity.    
 
Descriptive validity 
Descriptive validity is the factual accuracy of the qualitative researcher’s account, i.e. 
that the researcher does not make up or distort the things he saw and heard. Maxwell 
(1992:286) argues that the trustworthiness of a study is first and foremost dependent on 
descriptive validity. Descriptive validity coincides largely with Lincoln and Guba’s 
(1985) notion of confirmability. Quantitative research emphasises the objectivity of the 
researcher. However, in qualitative research emphasis is moved to the objectivity of the 
data. The primary concern for the qualitative researcher is if data are confirmable, i.e. 
accurate (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Thus, on the most basic level trustworthy qualitative 
research must be based on confirmable data.   
 
This study is based on data derived from participant observations, conversations and 
interviews. Participant observations and conversations with informants were recorded as 
field notes; interviews were recorded on tape. The field notes have been carefully 
compiled and the process of taking field notes has been described in detail in Chapter 4. 
The field notes have been read by my contact person at CarDealer and the vice president 
of the company. I discussed the field notes with the contact person and the feedback I 
got from both the contact person and the vice president was positive concerning the 
detail and accuracy of the field notes.  
 
The interviews were transcribed as soon as possible after each interview by myself. A 
detailed description of the interviews has been given in Chapter 4 and in Appendix 5. 
The transcripts have only been read by me and the informant in question. I assured the 
informants that nobody would have access to the interviews and that each informant 
would be anonymous. After transcribing the interview I sent the transcript per e-mail to 
each informant and asked them to read it through and to notify me if they accept it as it 
is or if they want to specify/correct something. The interview transcripts have been read 
and accepted by the informants in their original form, with the exception of one 
informant, who changed jobs and did not read the transcript at all. The field notes have 
not been shown to the informants, as they could have had a disturbing effect on 
fieldwork.  
 
Involving the informants and other members of the research setting in evaluating the 
confirmability of data is referred to as member checks (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Member 
checks can be both formal and informal, of which the ones described so far are formal. 
Informal member checks were done continuously during fieldwork in the form of 
friendly conversations. Friendly conversations were a platform for probing and 
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exploring the things I was seeing and hearing. Member checks are also a technique for 
ensuring interpretive validity.      
 
Interpretive validity 
Another aspect of credibility and plausibility is reflected in Maxwell’s (1992, 1996) 
notion of interpretive validity. Central in qualitative research is to understand the 
meanings individuals attribute to phenomena. In order to reach this understanding, emic 
accounts on meaning must be put forward. The main threat to interpretive validity is 
that the researcher imposes his own ideas on the phenomenon of study. Interpretations 
should be grounded in the meanings of the individuals studied and in their own words 
and concepts.  
 
In an abductive study the researcher combines theoretical understanding with empirical 
work and maintaining interpretive validity can be difficult. However, I argue that the 
interpretive validity of the study has been ensured. As was described in Chapter 1, 
fieldwork is of a key importance in this study. Through fieldwork I realised that there is 
a gap in marketing research on learning – that learning about customers cannot be 
understood with the existing concepts and models. Thus, the need of a complementary 
view for making sense of the empirical setting I was facing led me towards the socio-
cultural approach to learning. The main premises of the socio-cultural approach were 
landmarks that guided data-analysis, but they never served as a straight-jacket.       
 
A major concern when ensuring interpretive validity is the maintenance of the authentic 
language of the informants. Authentic language should be used as the basis for 
interpretations. This was, in fact, one of the major reasons for conducting formal 
interviews in addition to participant observations. The taped interviews were not only a 
means for collecting more data, but also a way to increase the interpretive validity of the 
study. When compiling field notes during fieldwork, I paid special attention to the 
words and expressions of the informants. During interviews I had the chance of probing 
if the concepts and the language represented in the field notes were the same as the 
concepts and language that came up during the interviews. This ‘check-up’ showed that 
field notes and interviews were consistent with respect to language.   
 
Techniques for ensuring credibility and plausibility 
Lincoln and Guba (1985:301-316) suggest five techniques for increasing the credibility 
of findings, of which member checks was one such technique. Next, other techniques 
will be elaborated on.  
 
First, certain activities can be performed to increase the likelihood of producing credible 
and plausible findings: prolonged engagement, persistent observation and triangulation. 
Prolonged engagement is about investing sufficient time in conducting the study, so that 
the context is understood. This is a way of minimising distortions and building trust and 
rapport. Prolonged engagement in the field is one of the key characteristics of 
ethnographic research, as was discussed in Chapter 4. What constitutes prolonged 
engagement is dependent on the research problem and the character of the study. In this 
case approximately 170 hours of fieldwork were conducted. When dividing these hours 
into working weeks of 40 hours, totally about one month and one day of fieldwork has 
been conducted. In addition to that, co-operation with CarDealer has been going on 
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since the spring of 2004, and before actual fieldwork began I had visited the company 
several times and conducted six interviews with the management team. For an 
anthropologist this would not constitute a substantive time period and it would perhaps 
not be seen as a prolonged engagement. An orthodox ethnographer would probably 
maintain that the credibility of the study is diminished due to limited time spent in the 
research setting. However, I maintain that it was enough for reaching a thorough, 
holistic understanding of the research problem. One of the contributing factors was that 
there were never any problems concerning access and I was allowed ‘inside’ more or 
less from the start – no time was wasted on trying to gain access.       
 
As ‘prolonged engagement provides scope, persistent observation provides depth’ 
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985:304). Persistent observation is about identifying elements in 
situations that are most relevant to the research problem and focusing on them in detail. 
At the beginning of fieldwork, the observations were naturally quite superficial and to a 
certain extent scattered. However, fieldwork is a learning process and soon I realised the 
importance of focusing on certain informants and situations. Above all, it was crucial to 
focus on informants that I had full access to, where the relationship was characterised 
by rapport and trust. Through these informants high-quality data was obtained – they let 
me into their life-worlds, they were open. Hence, through focusing on developing 
rapport and trust with certain informants, depth was obtained.     
 
Triangulation is a method of testing the findings across different sources, methods, and 
investigators, whereby data derived from a source, method or investigator is compared – 
triangulated – against data derived from another source, method or investigator. 
Triangulation across sources implies that the researcher consults different persons on 
the same topic. Triangulation across methods means that different methods are used for 
investigating a research problem and triangulation across investigators that several 
persons interpret the findings. In this study, source and method triangulation were used. 
First, different sources were continuously consulted about the same issues. For example, 
a variety of different salespersons were asked about their conceptions of, e.g. car service 
and vice versa; both salespersons and service advisors were asked about concepts such 
as empathy, use of language, etc. If one informant made a statement, the statement was 
‘tested’ against other informants. Especially the many friendly conversations allowed 
this type of triangulation. Source triangulation was also one of the ideas underlying the 
silent cards used in the interviews, i.e. different persons encountered the same concepts 
and pictures, which resulted in a variety of different accounts and statements, which in 
turn were analysed for differences and similarities. Method triangulation is a natural 
part of ethnographic research and the methods of this study are three-fold: participant 
observations, conversations and interviews.  
 
Lincoln and Guba (1985:308-309) put forward the idea of peer debriefing for 
establishing credibility and plausibility. Peer debriefing is about the researcher 
presenting his ideas and research to other researchers and to different ‘stakeholders’. In 
this way the credibility and the plausibility of the study is continuously put to the test. In 
a way, peer debriefing is a necessary part of the research process and I presented my 
ideas several times to different audiences.  
 



 178

Negative case analysis is about ‘revising hypotheses with hindsight’32 and to refine 
hypotheses until they ‘account for all known cases’ (Lincoln & Guba, 1985:309). Thus, 
negative case analysis is about adjusting propositions and frameworks until a fit with 
data is achieved. Lincoln and Guba (1985) compare this technique with quantitative 
techniques for handling error variance. From my point of view, negative case analysis is 
closely connected to abductive reasoning, where the starting point of the development 
of propositions, models or theories lies in the empirical data. Implicitly, all abductive 
research follows the negative case analysis to some extent. One of the reasons why I 
experienced the phase of final data-analysis as especially troublesome was exactly 
because of the fact that I did not find a framework that could include all the relevant 
dimensions of the collected data. However, the fact that I did succeed to develop a 
framework that reflects the different dimensions of data enhances the credibility of the 
research. However, here it is important to emphasise comprehensive data treatment 
(Silverman, 2000). The aim is to develop theory or concepts that can be applied to all 
data – also unclear, contradictory and ambiguous data should be included. Thus, all data 
have been analysed and taken into account when developing the final conclusions and 
model of this thesis.           
 
Referential adequacy implies that the researcher stores raw data with the purpose of 
using them as a benchmark for later interpretations. Thereby, interpretations and 
frameworks can be directly tested against the ‘raw’ data. I am inclined to agree with 
Lincoln and Guba (1985:313) that ‘a more compelling demonstration can hardly be 
imagined’, but that the major drawback of the technique is that the researcher has ‘to 
surrender some of his or her hard-won raw data to the archives, agreeing not use those 
materials to further purposes of the inquiry per se but reserving them exclusively for 
this adequacy test.’ The truth to be told, I never even contemplated saving data for a 
later validity test – as Lincoln and Guba (1985) assert, referential adequacy is rarely 
used due to limited resources.  
 
During fieldwork I have taken measures to collect data that are accurate and 
confirmable. Thus, the study builds on accurate and confirmable data, which in turn 
ensures the descriptive validity of the study. Moreover, the point of departure of 
interpretations and conclusions are the empirical setting, which ensures the interpretive 
validity of the study. To sum up the discussion, one can state that the credibility and the 
plausibility of the study have been taken into consideration and several measures have 
been taken in order to enhance the credibility and the plausibility of the study.   

6.2.3 Stringency 

Stringency can be demonstrated by maintaining transparency during the research 
process and when presenting the study. It is above all about guiding the reader 
throughout the study so that the reader can make his own judgements regarding how 
trustworthy the study is. A stringent study is thus also more credible and plausible.  
 

                                                 
32 I strongly object to using the concept of ‘hypotheses’ in qualitative research. However, in this case the 
concept was used by Lincoln and Guba (1985) as they were depicting the lines of reasoning of  another 
author, Kidder (1981).  
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I have been aware of the stringency criterion from the very beginning. I have saved all 
information about the study (e-mails, notes, etc.), and during fieldwork I have carefully 
documented everything that possibly could be of interest later on (times, dates, etc.) and 
I have followed one of the guidelines of ethnographic research: maintaining reflexivity 
throughout the process. Thanks to this I have been able to reconstruct the research 
process in detail in Chapters 1 and 4. I have strived to be open, to describe each step of 
the way and to motivate my choices. It is also my belief that the reader is able to follow 
my lines of reasoning in Chapter 5, where the findings of the study are presented. The 
reader is given access to the original data in the form of long excerpts from the field 
notes and from the interviews. This makes it possible for each reader to not only 
evaluate the interpretations that are made and the conclusions that are drawn by the 
researcher, but it also gives the reader a fair chance to make his own interpretations and 
draw his own conclusions. Thus, the reader can evaluate the trustworthiness of the 
concepts and the final model – ‘the socio-cultural model of learning about customers’ – 
arrived at in Chapter 5.  

6.2.4 Empirical generalisation and theoretical inference 

As was stated earlier, the concepts of empirical generalisation and theoretical inference 
will be referred to when evaluating the generalisability of the study instead of the 
traditional criterion of statistical generalisation/external validity.    
 
Empirical generalisation is about generalising from the specific towards the general – 
the case is treated as a representative of a larger set of cases (Hammersley, 1990:5). 
Thus, what is said about one specific setting should be applicable to other settings. 
Empirical generalisation can be said to consist of what Maxwell (1992) labels internal 
and external generalisability. Internal generalisability is about the extent to which 
findings can be generalised within the studied setting, i.e. to persons, events, etc. that 
were not directly observed or interviewed. External generalisability refers to the extent 
to which findings can be generalised to other communities, groups or institutions. 
Lincoln and Guba’s (1985:297) concept of transferability holds the same meaning as 
Maxwell’s concepts of internal and external generalisability. They summarise 
transferability into the question: ‘how can one determine the extent to which the 
findings of a particular inquiry have applicability in other contexts or with other 
subjects (respondents)?’ 
 
I maintain that the findings of the study are empirically generalisable both within the 
research setting and across companies and industries. The socio-cultural model of 
learning about customers, the conclusions of what learning about customers is and how 
learning about customers takes place can be transferred to any other customer service 
setting in any other industry. The findings of the study result in generalisable 
conclusions that are not bound to the specific setting of car sales and service. This leads 
to the notion of theoretical inference. Theoretical inference is about using a case to 
exemplify and/or to establish theory. CarDealer and the informants at CarDealer are a 
means to an end – the end being the development of theory. As was described in the 
introduction and in the chapter on methodology, CarDealer fulfilled a set of criteria: the 
setting allowed simplicity, accessibility, unobtrusiveness, permissibleness and 
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participation (Spradley, 1980). Moreover, it was possible to observe customer 
interactions and there was a high degree of customer involvement. It was the 
phenomenon under study that fascinated me and my aim was to find a setting that 
allowed me to study learning about customers up close. Thus, the setting could have 
been any other customer service setting that fulfilled the criteria, e.g. a bank, an 
insurance company or a hotel.          

6.2.5 Theoretical validity 

Theoretical validity is connected to the issues of credibility and plausibility. However, I 
choose to elaborate on this qualitative equivalent to the quantitative term construct 
validity separately. This is motivated by the fact that I regard theoretical validity as an 
important issue in this study, as the aim of the study is to develop theory on the theme 
of learning about customers. To evaluate if this contribution to theory is valid is hence a 
core determinant of the trustworthiness of the study. Theoretical validity is directly 
linked to all other types of validity, however, it is also related to stringency, empirical 
generalisation and theoretical inference. In a way, theoretical validity is the ultimate 
goal of a qualitative study.  
 
Theoretical validity refers to ‘an account’s validity as a theory of some phenomenon’ 
(Maxwell, 1992:291). Typically a theory has two components: concepts and 
relationships between the concepts. Zaltman, LeMasters and Heffring (1982:71) 
describe a theory as follows:  
 

Theories are defined as explanations – as opposed to descriptions – of events in terms 
of a set of at least partially interrelated propositions. The propositions consist of a 
stated relationship between two or more concepts. Thus a theory may also be viewed as 
a system for ordering concepts in a way that produces understanding or insights. 

 
The concepts and the relationships between concepts of this study are summarised in the 
conclusions and in Figure 19. The concepts and the links between them form a system 
that increases our understanding of the nature of learning about customers and they 
explain what learning about customers is and how it takes place. Thus, I argue that 
theory on the phenomenon of learning about customers has been developed, as new 
concepts and relationships between concepts have been put forward. Instead of looking 
at learning as information processing and in cognitivistic terms, a socio-cultural view on 
learning about customers is developed. If this contribution to theory is valid is the next 
question. Theoretical validity is a function of the validity of the concepts themselves 
and the validity of the relationship between the concepts. As Maxwell (1992:291) 
describes:  
 

The first refers to the validity of the blocks from which the researcher builds a model, 
as these are applied to the setting or phenomenon being studied; the second refers to 
the validity of the way the blocks are put together, as a theory of this setting or 
phenomenon.    

 
The building blocks of the socio-cultural model of learning about customers have been 
derived from both existing literature and empirical work. Thus, existing concepts have 
been applied in new ways and new concepts have been developed. How valid the model 
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is at this point and if it, together with the conclusions, qualifies as a theory in its own 
right, is very hard to determine. Theories should be allowed to evolve and develop over 
time. Thus, I assert that a complete theory has not been reached, but theory has been 
developed, which can serve as the starting point for further research.     
.  
On a practical level, there are some guidelines on how to develop valid theory. The 
most obvious means for ensuring theoretical validity is through triangulation across 
interpreters, i.e. letting one or several other researchers analyse and interpret data. Thus, 
several researchers take part of the raw data and build their own models of the 
phenomenon under study. Triangulation across interpreters has not been done in the 
traditional way in this study; I have not handed over the data, i.e. field notes and 
interview transcripts, to another researcher encouraging him to analyse the data in-depth 
and to develop a framework or model of his own. Firstly, it is not fair to expect another 
person to do the amount of work it requires to analyse a large amount of qualitative data 
and to come up with a rival model. Secondly, there is an agreement between me and 
CarDealer of not involving any other researchers than myself in handling the data. 
Thirdly, I do not see the point in having another researcher analyse the data, as he is 
most likely driven by another preunderstanding and other frames of reference than I am. 
Thus, the likelihood of another researcher developing the same model is minimal in any 
qualitative study and basically, it says little of the validity of a specific theory. Thus, 
instead I chose to include as much raw data as possible in Chapter 5, where the findings 
of the study are presented. Every reader has the possibility of evaluating for themselves 
the validity of the concepts, conclusions and the socio-cultural model of learning about 
customers. Moreover, I have on several occasions discussed the interpretations and the 
conclusions of the study with supervisors, commentators and fellow doctoral students.  
 
Maxwell (1996) argues that the most serious threat to theoretical validity is not 
collecting or disregarding conflicting data or not considering alternative explanations. 
This can be compared to Silverman’s (2000) notion of comprehensive data treatment, 
mentioned earlier. Firstly, all data have been analysed – no part of the field notes or 
interviews have been omitted. Secondly, unclear or conflicting dimensions in the data 
have been processed until I have found their ‘place’ and until they made sense. For 
example, the issue of ‘the difficult customer’ was hard to classify and initially I saw it 
as a part of the social language of customer service. Eventually, I realised that the 
concept of difficult customer was associated with co-operation. Thirdly, during the 
presentation of findings, my interpretations of the data are reproduced – not only the 
conclusions. My attempt is to shed light on data from different angles.  
 
All in all, the theoretical validity of the conclusions of this thesis and the socio-cultural 
model of learning about customers is ultimately determined by the acceptance of the 
findings by the community of marketing researchers. If the concepts and the 
relationships between the concepts are evaluated as valid within the scientific 
community, the conclusions and the frameworks put forward will ultimately be 
considered theoretically valid – as well as credible, plausible and thus, trustworthy.   
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6.3 The contribution and the implications of the study to the fields of 
service- and relationship marketing  

Research into a phenomenon is motivated by its contribution to theory and practice. 
Here the contribution of the study to the marketing field and specifically service- and 
relationship marketing is examined from two supplementing perspectives: its 
contribution to theory and its contribution to practice. Furthermore, the implications for 
theory and practice are elaborated on. 

6.3.1 Theoretical contribution and implications  

In this thesis the nature of learning about customers in a customer service setting is 
studied. The purpose of the thesis is to develop theory on the phenomenon of learning 
about customers and to put forward concepts and a model of learning about customers 
that further our understanding. The research questions were: what is learning about 
customers and how does it take place. The study was positioned as contributing 
specifically to service- and relationship marketing and it was to result in the 
development of theory on the phenomenon of learning about customers. Hence, the 
purpose of the study has been fulfilled.      
 
The main theoretical contribution of the study lies in the development of a holistic, 
practice-based view on the nature of learning about customers within a customer service 
setting. In the introduction it was stated that the positive outcomes of learning about 
customers is typically emphasised in marketing literature, as well as the prerequisites or 
conditions for learning. However, in spite of the positive outcomes linked to learning 
about customers such as, e.g. enhanced productivity and service quality, the 
fundamentals of the nature of learning about customers, i.e. what learning about 
customers actually is and how it takes place, have been largely neglected. The current 
study, however, focuses on these two basic questions, puts forward conclusions on what 
learning about customers is and how it takes place, and summarises these into a socio-
cultural model of learning about customers (see Figure 19).  
 
The study contributes to the field of service- and relationship marketing through the 
development of a socio-cultural model of learning about customers. The socio-cultural 
model of learning about customers is one of the few models or frameworks that 
illustrate the nature of learning about customers and it differs from other contributions 
within marketing through its approach to learning. The ‘mainstream’, cognitively-based 
view on learning predominant within different streams of marketing is questioned and a 
complementary approach to learning is put forward. The socio-cultural approach to 
learning is introduced as a means for understanding the nature of learning about 
customers as an everyday, practice-based, contextual, interactive and communication-
based phenomenon. It is shown in the thesis that learning about customers is not only 
about thinking, but equally as much about doing and being. Next, the different concepts 
of the socio-cultural model of learning about customers are elaborated on.   
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The notions of customer service context and community of frontline contact persons  
Marketing literature on learning has a tendency to consider learning something rational, 
a distinct process that takes place in isolation and that can be studied in isolation. It was 
shown in the study that learning about customers is anchored in customer service 
contexts. Thus, learning is integrated with the social milieu of a specific customer 
service setting, which in turn is embedded in the cultural and historical context. 
Different organisations have different customer service contexts, and in one 
organisation there can be multiple customer service contexts (cf. CarDealer). The nature 
of learning about customers takes on different guises in different customer service 
contexts. Actually, customer service as a whole can be related to the customer service 
context. Bringing forward the idea of learning about customers and customer service 
being embedded in a social, cultural and historical context is a contribution to the 
conceptual underpinnings of service marketing.  
 
When relating the concept of customer service context to established concepts that seem 
to hold a somewhat similar meaning − such as Bitner's (1992) ‘servicescape’ or 
Mossberg's (2003) ‘experience room’ (upplevelserum in Swedish) − the differences in 
meaning are clear. The concept of customer service context is not a synonym to 
servicescape nor to experience room. Servicescape refers to the physical environment of 
a service setting, as experience room refers to the space where customer experiences 
take place. The experience room includes elements such as the physical environment, 
the interactions between frontline contact persons and customers, and between 
customers. Customer service context refers to the socially, culturally and historically 
formed arena, in which learning about customers is embedded. Customer service 
context is thus a more aggregate concept. The customer service context is the 
amalgamation of socio-cultural and historical factors, which are integrated with learning 
about customers. The physical environment per se is not part of the customer service 
context, rather it is an aspect of the tools that are used for learning about customers. 
Interactions, on the other hand, are part of practices (nano contexts) − not the customer 
service setting per se (macro context).    
 
The community of frontline contact persons is the immediate social micro context, in 
which the frontline contact person is situated. Even though teamwork is examined to 
some extent in service marketing literature (e.g. de Jong, de Ruyter & Lemmink, 2004), 
the idea of a community of frontline contact persons co-operating and learning about 
customers indirectly from each other is a different way of looking at learning. Research 
on learning in marketing focuses largely on ‘knowledge sharing’ as a mechnical process 
that involves technological applications for handling customer information (cf. 
Campbell, 2003). Yet, in their day-to-day interactions, frontline contact persons 
continuously learn about customers and how to serve customers from each other i.e. not 
only ‘on stage’ in customer interactions but also ‘backstage’ (cf. Goffman, 1959) away 
from customers. The notion of learning being embedded in communities of frontline 
contact persons highlights the social and interaction-based view on learning.     
 
The notions of customer service identity and the social language of customer service 
It has been argued in this thesis that the nature of learning about customers cannot be 
confined to the exchange of information in dyadic interactions where the customer 
transmits information to the frontline contact person, who in turn processes the 
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information and acts on it. Typically, frameworks within marketing such as the ISTEA-
model of Weitz (1978), the concept of adaptive selling (Weitz et al., 1986) or the model 
of listening created by Castleberry and Shepherd (1993) build on information 
processing in dyadic interactions. This does not give a complete picture of how learning 
about customers takes place, as it does not take the context and the underlying customer 
service identity of the frontline contact person into account. The customer service 
identity is the frontline contact person’s view of himself as a person serving customers, 
i.e. an understanding that is socially, culturally and historically situated and developed, 
and part of the professional identity of frontline contact persons. These insights function 
as a lens in everyday work and they direct learning about customers. A person with a 
strong, positive customer service identity has consequently a different attitude towards 
customer service and adopts a different role when interacting with customers, than a 
person with a weak or nonexistent customer service identity. This notion can be seen as 
a further elaboration of the concepts of learning and performance orientation as put 
forward by Sujan et al. (1994), as well as the role theory perspective on service 
encounters developed by Solomon et al. (1985).    
 
The socio-cultural model of learning about customers takes the customer service 
identity of frontline contact persons into account and treats it as an integral component 
of learning. The customer service identities are studied with the help of the concept of 
social language. The way language is used is a reflection of how frontline contact 
persons conceive of their world, simultaneously as it constitutes their world. Thus, the 
customer service identity of a frontline contact person comes to show in the way the 
person speaks about customers and customer service, simultaneously as the way 
frontline contact persons speak of customer service also shapes how they actually 
behave. It was shown in the study how the appropriation of the voice of customer 
service, i.e. the appropriation of the social language of customer service relates to the 
customer service identity of frontline contact persons. Frontline contact persons who 
have strong customer service identities also used the social language of customer 
service, as frontline contact persons with a weak customer service identity indeed 
mastered the social language of customer service, but had not made it part of their own 
voice. Frontline contact persons with a weak customer service identity resort to other 
types of social languages – in this study the social language of professionals. The social 
language of professionals contributed to the maintenance of distance towards the 
customers and to the maintenance of the identity of technical expertise.    
 
This thesis emphasises the role of the professional identity and specifically the customer 
service identity of frontline contact persons in the process of learning about customers 
and when practicing customer service. Professional identity is a concept that has not 
been explored in service marketing research, but has the potential to explain successes 
and failures in developing customer service in organisations (a theme that will be 
further discussed in part 6.3.3). Frontline contact persons are the embodiments of the 
service culture of an organisation (cf. Grönroos, 2000) and hence, professional identity 
and the strength of the customer service identity could be related to the concept of 
service culture.    
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The notion of mediating tools 
Learning about customers can be understood through studying how frontline contact 
persons appropriate and use tools in everyday practices. The frontline contact person 
appropriates tools from the social, cultural and historical context, in which he is situated 
– tools are thus socially, culturally and historically embedded. Different tools are often 
used simultaneously – language-based, discursive tools are used together with non-
language based, non-discursive tools. The tools mediate learning about customers, 
which means that through the adaptive use of tools, the frontline contact person is able 
to construct an understanding of the customer.  
 
In this thesis, the role of communication and language in learning are emphasised. 
However, communication as conceptualised in this thesis goes beyond a mere statement 
that learning occurs in dialogues (e.g. Ballantyne, 2004; Lindberg-Repo & Grönroos, 
2004). In fact, the concept of dialogue is viewed only as one aspect of communication 
and the dominance of the concept is reduced. Through the use of the concepts, social 
language, speech genre, voice, utterance and dialogicality, the idea of learning about 
customers being socially, culturally and historically situated is further supported and 
communication and language are induced with a broader meaning. It is shown that 
frontline contact persons use institutionalised ways of communicating with customers 
and that learning about customers also is about appropriating a variety of speech genres. 
Frontline contact persons ‘rent’ words and utterances that they use for their own 
purposes, e.g. through language the frontline contact persons are able to adopt different 
roles. For example, it was shown that the adaptive role was created through the use of 
the genre of empathy, the aggressive role was created through the use of the genre of 
pressure.  
 
This way of viewing communication in customer service challenges the way we not 
only conceptualise learning about customers, but how we think of customer service. 
Hence, communication in customer service is not restricted to the present moment and 
situation; it is continuously formed by the larger social, cultural and historical context. 
Learning about customers is already determined by the context. This implies that 
frontline contact persons learn already made and accepted conceptions of customer 
service and customers (cf. the social language of customer service), which guide the 
learning process directed at specific customers. Seeing learning about customers from 
this perspective makes us realise that learning about customers is more than the snap-
shot picture offered by ‘mainstream’ marketing literature on learning.       
 
The notion of levels of acquaintance, object- and subject- driven learning and 
disequilibrium 
The temporal and crescendo-like nature of learning about customers is illustrated as 
different levels of acquaintance. Thus, the findings of Håkansson et al. (1999), which 
show that the age of a relationship affects learning, is supported. The levels of 
acquaintance depict learning about customers in terms of intimacy and it incorporates 
the adaptive use of tools, which means that different tools are used at different levels. 
The levels of acquaintance do not, however, exist in isolation, but they are part of the 
customer service context and guided by the professional identity of the frontline contact 
person. This leads to the notion of learning about customers being object- or subject-
driven. How learning about customers takes place comes ultimately down to whether 
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the frontline contact person learns about customers in an object- or a subject driven 
manner.  
 
The notion of learning about customers being object- or subject-driven implies that 
learning about customers is a nuanced phenomenon; there is not just one way of 
learning about customers. It is important to recognise that learning about customer may 
sometimes be subject-driven and sometimes object-driven; sometimes object-driven 
learning is more suitable than subject-driven learning and vice versa. Both ways of 
learning can be appropriate depending on the context. Ultimately, the power lies with 
the customer − does the customer want to be learned about.  
  
The concepts of object- and subject-driven learning explain why learning about 
customers takes on different guises and it connects the basic layers of learning about 
customers (customer service context, customer service identity, etc.) with the levels of 
acquaintance. In contrast to a majority of contributions within marketing literature, the 
personal and human character of learning about customers is put to the fore. Learning 
about customers is ultimately a ‘people-activity’, meaning that social phenomena such 
as commercial friendships need to be taken into account and not be shoved under the 
carpet. The levels of acquaintance illustrate how a frontline contact person over time, 
through the use of tools, builds an understanding of the customer that may result in 
strong social bonds, trust and loyalty. Thus, the notion of levels of acquaintance has 
implications on relationship marketing, as learning about customers evidently supports 
the development and maintenance of customer relationships. However, simultaneously 
it is also recognised that learning about customers can stay on a level of neutral contact, 
if the customer chooses to or if the frontline contact person chooses to.  
 
Disequilibrium – an imbalance or a conflict – as experienced by the frontline contact 
person strengthens learning about customers. This notion coincides largely with the idea 
of critical incidents (e.g. Bitner, Booms & Tetreault, 1990; Edvardsson, 1992; 
Edvardsson & Roos, 2001; Roos, 2002) leading to insights that may help in developing 
service quality and customer relationships. However, disequilibrium is not necessarily a 
critical incident taking place in customer interactions, but it can also be a perception or 
experience of the frontline contact person (that the customer may not even be aware of) 
that causes an inner conflict or imbalance. This in turn gives rise to learning, as the 
frontline contact person needs to deal with the conflict or imbalance in order to cope 
with the interactions.           

6.3.2 Practical implications  

Having studied learning about customers for a relatively long period of time has 
resulted in a variety of reflections on how learning about customers can be strengthened 
in organisations. During the study practically and managerially relevant knowledge has 
thus been obtained. In the following sections the practical implications of the study are 
discussed.   
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Tapping an unused resource: the knowledge base of the frontline contact person 
It is common knowledge that frontline contact persons have a deep understanding of 
customers and customer behaviour. This is also shown in the present study. In fact, the 
frontline contact persons know more about the customer base of a company than any 
other employees. In spite of this, it seems like the knowledge frontline contact persons 
have about customers is not used to the extent it could be. The natural follow-up 
question is how the use of knowledge about customers can be enhanced.  
 
Firstly, as has been shown in the study that frontline contact persons need a certain 
amount of freedom and room for creativity, i.e. doing things their own way. Thus, the 
frontline contact persons should be allowed to use their knowledge; the classical device 
of empowering the frontlines is highly relevant. Secondly, interactions and 
communication among the frontline contact persons should be encouraged. The 
emergence of so-called communities of practice, where frontline contact persons 
discuss, solve problems and ponder on different issues are of vital importance. Informal 
gatherings such as coffee breaks or lunches are fora where social bonds between 
frontline contact persons are formed, which ultimately lead to better co-operation both 
within and across communities. Thirdly, frontline contact persons should be consulted 
in issues that concern customers, customer service and development of customer 
service. Even though it may sound as a cliché by now, it is a fact that management does 
not listen to the frontlines. There are in every community frontline contact persons that 
could be referred to as mainstays or rocks. This was a very strong tendency among the 
communities that I observed. These individuals are informal centres, through whom 
information passes, and simultaneously they function as creators of opinion. This 
classical sociological phenomenon could be utilised for the purposes of strengthening 
learning about customers on a general, organisational level. The ‘rocks’ of each 
community should be identified and used, e.g. in service development processes.               
 
Management of frontline contact persons and the notion of customer service context 
The study showed that the customer service context is a key to understanding the nature 
of learning about customers. The customer service context is a product of historical 
developments, and it is rooted in social and cultural patterns of thought and behaviour. 
It is important to be aware of the fact that there exist different customer service contexts 
in different organisations and even within the same organisation. Different customer 
service contexts require different ways of management and, from a management point 
of view, it is important to realise that the social, cultural and historical context is 
difficult to alter on the short term. For example, in the case of service advisors there are 
a variety of restraints that keep the service advisors from learning about customers. The 
restraints are grounded in social, cultural and historical factors. Thus, striving towards 
enhancing customer ratings and customer satisfaction only touches the surface of the 
problem. The customer service context needs to be changed. Car service in this case 
should be developed into a positive experience for the customer, the work of service 
advisors should be re-organised so that the stress and assembly-line-like work 
conditions are changed, etc. However, the most important factor is that the service 
advisors should appropriate the voice of customer service and make it part of their 
professional identity.         
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The integral influence of the customer service identity 
In the hectic, fast moving business world of today the integral role of the professional 
identity of employees are often forgotten. This study shows that the professional 
identity of frontline contact persons guides everyday work. The identity is constructed 
over time and it is a lens that has been created through past experiences. Learning about 
customers and enhancing customer service becomes a utopia if the individuals 
performing customer service do not perceive themselves as persons, whose priority 
should be excellent customer service. Frontline contact persons with a strong customer 
service identity are valuable, not only because they do a good job, but also because they 
serve as role models. Thus, in a business climate that has a tendency to think in terms of 
quarters, productivity, effectiveness and profitability, the craftsmanship of frontline 
contact persons possessing a strong customer service identity is neglected. These are 
often persons that view customer service from a long-term perspective; that work 
single-mindedly towards creating trust and relationships to customers.   
 
Training of frontline contact persons would most likely benefit from using these role 
models in a more productive way. Apprenticeship (cf. Lave & Wenger, 1991; Rogoff, 
1990)  in customer service, i.e. learning the fundamentals of customer service through 
observing and assisting a more experienced co-worker, would be a means for actively 
shaping the customer service identities of frontline contact persons. Apprenticeship is a 
way of socialisation, where the apprentice grows into a culture and into a community 
and hence, learns – in this case – how to be a car salesperson or a service advisor. The 
apprentice most likely appropriates the voice of the ‘master’ and concepts and principles 
that shape his customer service identity.  
 
Supporting and repressive tools  
Central in this study is the idea of learning about customers occurring through the 
appropriation and use of tools. From a management perspective, the role of tools can be 
further developed. Tools can be seen from two perspectives: as having a supporting or 
repressive effect on learning about customers and on customer service in general. Tools 
that support the process of learning about customers can be developed and the use of 
tools that repress the learning process can be minimised. For example, in this study it 
was concluded that the spatial tool ‘the sales booth’ supports learning about customers 
as it allows customer self-disclosure, as the spatial tool ‘the service desk’ represses 
learning about customers as there is no privacy and the atmosphere is hectic. Similarly, 
the socio-spatial tool ‘coffee’ and the discursive tools of ‘the genre of empathy’ support 
learning about customers, as they induce a feeling of familiarity and intimacy. Charting 
which tools frontline contact persons use and how they use them could be an aid for 
developing customer service.     

6.4 Limitations of the study  

The contribution and the strengths of the study have been discussed; however, every 
study also has certain limitations that need to be taken into account.  
 
The different choices and decisions linked to the research methodology have been 
extensively discussed in Chapter 4. Here I choose to shortly discuss two potential 
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limitations of the study: first, the amount of time spent in the field and second, the 
recording of field notes. As was noted in Chapter 4, classic ethnography sometimes 
requires even years of fieldwork. The fieldwork-phase of this study was conducted 
between April 2004 and November 2005 counting into 170 hours of direct fieldwork. 
Depending on what one compares to, the amount of fieldwork can be viewed as limited 
or extensive. From an orthodox ethnographer’s point of view, the amount of fieldwork 
can be seen as limited at its best; compared to a majority of other types of qualitative 
studies in business research it is even extensive, e.g. in comparison to studies based on 
interviews only. What I like to think of as the standard to which the study should be 
compared is the researcher’s familiarity and knowledge of the research setting. In this 
study, the researcher’s familiarity and knowledge of the research setting is good, but I 
do not deny the fact that more fieldwork would most likely have further increased my 
understanding of the research setting. On the other hand, the probability that a month or 
a couple of months of more fieldwork would have changed the conclusions of the study 
I regard as small, as saturation in data collection was obtained.        
 
During fieldwork, data were collected through participant observation and informal 
conversations, which were recorded in the form of field notes. The field notes were 
written during the course of fieldwork, transcribed on a PC and then analysed. The 
quality of field notes is crucial in ethnographic research. It is difficult to assess the 
quality of field notes even though the field notes have been recorded with care. There is 
the risk that the field notes could be considered insufficient or inadequate by another 
researcher or, e.g. an informant. This is a limitation that cannot be avoided and it is 
linked to the characteristics of ethnographic research. However, I have strived to include 
as much raw data as possible in order for the readers to be able to evaluate the quality 
for themselves. Moreover, somebody might find the lack of videotaping or 
photographing a weakness. Unfortunately, this was not allowed and I reasoned that 
videotaping and recording discussions would have been intrusive and given rise to 
unreliable data. It might also have had a restrictive effect on gaining access to 
informants. 
  
When conducting an ethnographic study it is easy to become so absorbed with the 
research setting and the informants, that one starts romanticising what is going on in the 
research setting. In anthropologic circles this is referred to as ‘going native’ – originally 
this expression was used for anthropologists that not only studied foreign cultures but 
eventually became one of the members of the culture giving up all contact to the 
academic community. ‘Going native’ in this case is not that radical a phenomenon, but 
it is worth considering in a discussion on the limitations of an ethnographic study. In 
this case it means that the researcher loses objectivity or the etic perspective on what is 
happening in a research setting. It is probably obvious to the reader that I have enjoyed 
fieldwork and ‘chatting around’ with car salespersons and service advisors – it has been 
a truly interesting experience. Moreover, I think of personal selling and customer 
service as highly fascinating phenomena – I relate to frontline contact persons, partly 
because of my research interests and partly because I myself have been working with 
customer service in various forms. My personal interest in customer service and selling, 
as well as my liking the visits at CarDealer and the people working there, may worry 
some readers. I have made efforts to minimise any romanticising or picturesque 
descriptions, among other things through discussing the empirical part of the thesis with 
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fellow researchers. Moreover, I have made analytic notes and written down etic 
reflections throughout the process of fieldwork. Thus, I have been aware of the risk of 
‘going native’ and taken measures to prevent it.       

6.5 Suggestions for future research 

This study has not only resulted in answers to questions that were posed at the outset of 
the study, but it has also resulted in new, unanswered questions. 
 
An obvious path in future research on learning about customers would be to apply and 
thus validate the socio-cultural model of learning about customers in other contexts. The 
model could be used for studying learning about customers in other industries, in the 
context of small firms or in a business-to-business context. Moreover, a deductive, 
large-scale interview-based study would strengthen the contribution of the model. 
However, besides these two important avenues for further research, there are other 
issues that have the potential to contribute to theory development on learning about 
customers and to service marketing and marketing in general.   
 
One of the issues I have experienced as most interesting is the construction of the 
customer service identity. The concept of professional identity has not been emphasised 
or studied in service marketing and management and it has been shown in this study that 
it is of vital importance for developing and maintaining high-quality customer service. 
The construction of a professional identity among frontline contact persons could be the 
focus of future studies. Through adopting, e.g. a narrative or a life history-approach 
(see, e.g. Shotter & Gergen, 1989 or Mishler, 2000) a dense, qualitative understanding 
of the professional identities of frontline contact persons could be achieved. This kind 
of an understanding would help to explain why some frontline contact persons are more 
successful than others and thus, it would help to explain successes and failures in 
customer service. In connection to this, the notion of subject- and object-driven learning 
could be further explored.               
  
An aspect that has not been emphasised in this study, but which could prove to be an 
interesting theme of research in connection with the concept of professional identity, is 
the comparison between different ‘social classes’ of frontline contact persons. For 
example, within car retailing there is typically a gap between salespersons that sell new 
cars and used cars, as well as there is a gap between salespersons that sell low- and mid-
priced cars and high-end, premium brands. The type of products and services the 
frontline contact person sells and the type of customers the frontline contact person 
serves, could be related to the concept of professional identity and customer service. 
How does a salesperson selling used cars reason around customer service in comparison 
with a salesperson selling new cars? Are there differences in how salespersons selling 
used cars and new cars handle customers and learn about customers? 
 
The community, which the frontline contact person is part of, shapes the learning 
process and it constitutes its own layer in the socio-cultural model of learning about 
customers. This study shows that co-operation within and across communities of 
frontline contact persons strengthens learning about customers and that frontline contact 
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persons appropriate tools from their immediate social context. However, the notion of 
communities of practice could be more extensively studied and developed in line with 
the study by Geiger and Turley (2005) on communities of practice in the sales force. An 
ethnographic research approach focusing on communities rather than frontline contact 
persons would most likely contribute with novel insights into the phenomenon of 
learning about customers.        
 
The levels of acquaintance are a framework that depicts how learning about customers 
evolves from anonymity to commercial friendship. A closer investigation of this process 
would further refine the framework. A study focusing on learning in specific dyads of 
frontline contact persons and customers would be highly interesting. Dyads in different 
phases could be studied and ideally, a part of the study or the whole study could be 
designed as a longitudinal study of how learning in dyads evolves through different 
stages.      
 
Listening is a theme that occurred time after time during fieldwork and its importance 
has also been recognised in this study. As was stated in Chapter 2, marketing research 
on listening is scarce even though it is widely described as a factor that differentiates 
successful from unsuccessful frontline contact persons. This study does not fill this gap 
in marketing research – it views the practice of listening as crucial in the process of 
learning about customers and as the counterpart of asking questions and discussing. 
How frontline contact persons listen and what guides listening are research questions 
that could be explored. Also, investigating if and how customers notice a frontline 
contact person’s listening skills would make an interesting study.  
 
The focus of this study is the frontline contact person and the customer service setting – 
but how do customers relate to frontline contact persons’ attempts of acquiring 
information and learning about them? What do customers think of and feel about 
commercial friendships – of sharing intimate information with an outsider? The answers 
to these questions would likely increase our understanding of the dynamics of learning 
about customers and the dynamics of customer relationships.          

6.6 Final reflections 

The venture into the world of car retailing is now put to an end – at least for now. 
Entering a ‘playground’ that allowed me to freely explore how frontline contact persons 
at CarDealer perform their everyday work, interact with customers and among 
themselves has certainly been a privilege. I have had the chance of indulging in an area 
of research that I feel passionate about. Learning about customers has been my research 
topic from the very beginning; however, the meaning of the concept of learning about 
customers has changed altogether during the study. What I thought was learning about 
customers – i.e. information exchange in dyads – was just the surface level of a multi-
dimensional, complex phenomenon. But – I guess that is the logic of research and the 
motivation of conducting research.  
 
Thus, I feel content to conclude this thesis by another (perhaps more striking) definition 
of learning:  
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That is what learning is. You suddenly understand something you’ve 
understood all your life, but in a new way.  
- Doris Lessing -             
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APPENDIX 1: Reflecting on the research process  
 
The reader knows a great deal about the research process that led up to this thesis. The 
reader knows that it has not been a straight line with fixed research questions. The 
reader is aware of the fact that I was (perhaps still am) a complete greenhorn regarding 
car retailing, car sales and car service. However, in this part of the thesis I would like to 
write a short, highly personal account on how it was to conduct this study. The reason 
for this is that using an ethnographic approach that involves direct, extensive fieldwork 
is a decision that has vast implications not only theoretically and scientifically as all 
decisions on research approach and methodology, but it also involves personal conflicts 
and feelings of frustration, fear, joy and satisfaction. I write these lines of text with the 
purpose of sharing my experiences with other researchers, who are in the middle of an 
ethnographic or qualitative study and those who are contemplating on engaging in this 
kind of study. Moreover, I hope that those who already have experience of 
ethnographic/qualitative studies will give a nod of assent when reading the following 
paragraphs. Finally, I think this kind of a description is important in maintaining 
reflexivity and intersubjectivity.      
 
The first word that comes to my mind when reflecting on the research process and 
especially on fieldwork is ‘exhaustion’. Conducting fieldwork is hard work and at the 
end of the day I was mentally exhausted. Firstly, exhausted from the social side of 
conducting fieldwork: being nervous, not knowing what to expect, meeting new people, 
explaining what I am doing, presenting myself, thinking of making a good impression 
and showing trustworthiness and credibility. It sometimes felt like going to a job 
interview several times a week. Secondly, I was exhausted from the actual activity of 
observing: making sense of situations, taking field notes, asking questions – being alert, 
attentive and concentrated. I am not kidding when I say that I was actually sometimes 
seconds from falling asleep. This may, however, have to do with the fact that 
observations can be exhausting in the sense that nothing happens – boredom can in fact 
be very exhausting, even more so than action. Waiting and being bored is part of the 
game I soon realised and I tried to make the best of it by writing analytic notes and 
reflections at times when nothing was happening.  
 
However, although fieldwork is exhausting and sometimes boring, it was in my case an 
experience that I would not trade for anything else. I honestly felt the joy of research 
and the joy of discovery not at the desk writing on my thesis, but when discussing with 
informants, when making notes about what is happening, when interviewing and 
realising ‘wow, I am on the right track here’, when reflecting on notes and on what had 
been said and how it could be related to my theoretical point of reference. If it is said 
that service comes alive in the service encounter, I would like to maintain that research 
for me comes alive when doing fieldwork. It felt like a victory each time I got an aha-
experience and most of my aha-experiences came during fieldwork. What can I say – 
fieldwork is an emotional roller coaster. 
                      
As with all kinds of empirical studies, also ethnographic studies require a certain type of 
personality. When entering the field I had to ignore any shyness I possibly experienced. 
It was pointless trying to keep my privacy – the researcher-informant relationships 
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became to a certain extent personal and similarly as the informants shared stories and 
information about their lives with me, I shared stories and information about my life 
with them. Fieldwork is inherently social. There is no way fieldwork can be 
depersonalised or neutral.  
 
Moreover, if one cannot handle chaos, uncertainty and changes in plans, fieldwork will 
be an ordeal. Flexibility and the ability to improvise are thus virtues that will be tested 
and that were tested a number of times, e.g. an informant that I would have liked to 
interview quit his job, an informant I was supposed to observe comes two hours late to 
work as he had an customer meeting elsewhere, a customer shows up in the middle of 
an interview – and the list could go on. However, I kept in mind that I am conducting 
fieldwork on the conditions of the informants and the best thing I can do with my time 
is to accept any difficulties, to get over them and to find a solution.  
 
Finally, I would like to cite Ely (1993:146), as her answer to the question ‘is qualitative 
research something for you?’ catches the essence of how it really is to be involved in 
fieldwork: 

 
It [qualitative research] is not suitable for those who want their research to be simple 
and unproblematic or to be missing intense streaks of emotion. It does not either suit 
those who do not want to be intimately involved with other people during the whole 
research process. 
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APPENDIX 2: Description of the informants (management team) and 
the interview guide 
          
In the table below an account of the informants of the management team is given. 
 
 
Informant Task 

in company 
Years in 
company 

Experience 
from industry 

Gender Duration 
of 
interview 

1 Controlling 5 10 + Female 75 min 
2 Marketing 1 1 Male 90 min 
3 Service 8 10 + Male 40 min 
4 IT 10 10 + Male 75 min 
5 Finance 10 10 Female 60 min 
6 Training 10 10 + Female 60 min 

 
 
The interview guide: 
 
Tell me about your background at CarDealer - how long have you been working here, 
what kind of work? What are you working with for the moment? 
 
How would you describe this business? What is characteristic of this business? 
 
How would you describe CarDealer? What is characteristic of CarDealer?  
 
SWOT-analysis: Tell me about the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats of 
CarDealer? 
 
Creation of ‘maps’ on a blank, A4-sheet.  
 
Task 1: ‘CarDealer’ is written in the middle of the paper and the question guiding the 
task is: What all is of importance for CarDealer? The informant then writes down and 
elaborates on the different factors.  
 
Task 2: A new sheet of paper is used and in the middle of the paper the word ‘customer’ 
is written. The guiding question is: what all is of importance for the customers of 
CarDealer? The informant writes down and elaborates on the different dimensions that 
are important for the customers. 
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APPENDIX 3: Description of informants and observations 
 
During the six sets of observations 30 informants were observed, see table below. 12 
informants are working in the service departments, 18 in the sales departments. A 
majority, 25, of the informants are working with only mid-priced cars (prices up to 35-
40 000 euros). 3 of the service advisors are working with both mid- and high-priced cars 
and 2 salespersons are working with premium brand cars only. A total of 8 departments 
were included in the study, of which 4 were service departments and 4 were sales 
departments. The different departments are indicated in the table below by different 
shadings, e.g. informants 1-3 all belong to the same service department and informant 
4-6 all belong to the same sales department, etc.    

 Department Segment Years Age Duration Rapport 
Inf1 Service  Mid ~ 10 35-40 27 h ++ 
Inf2 Service Mid ~ 10 35-40 22 h + 
Inf3 Service Mid 3 20-25   4 h + 
Inf4 Sales Mid 30 55-60 29 h ++ 
Inf5 Sales Mid ~   3 55-60 25 h ++ 
Inf6 Sales Mid ~   4 25-30   8 h + 
Inf7 Service  Mid 1 20-25 16 h 0 
Inf8 Service Mid 25 45-50 16 h 0 
Inf9 Service Mid 2 25-30 6 h ++ 
Inf10 Service Mid 2 25-30 6 h ++ 
Inf11 Service Mid ~ 10 35-40 18 h + 
Inf12 Service Mid ~  3 25-30 18 h + 
Inf13 Sales Mid 6 40-45 18 h + 
Inf14 Sales Mid ~ 25 50-55 18 h + 
Inf15 Sales Mid 46 60-65 10 h ++ 
Inf16 Sales Mid ~ 20 40-45 20 h + 
Inf17 Sales Mid ~   2 25-30 20 h + 
Inf18 Sales Mid ~ 30 60-65 20 h 0 
Inf19 Sales Mid ~ 20 55-60 36 h + 
Inf20 Sales Mid ~   5 30-35 20 h + 
Inf21 Sales Mid 2 20-25 20 h + 
Inf22 Sales High 17 40-45 45 h ++ 
Inf23 Service High/mid ~   3 25-30 21 h 0 
Inf24 Service High/mid ~ 30 60-65 11 h - 
Inf25 Service High/mid 10 40-45 25 h ++ 
Inf26 Sales Mid ~ 20 40-45 22 h ++ 
Inf27 Sales Mid ~  5 25-30 22 h + 
Inf28 Sales Mid 7 35-40 22 h ++ 
Inf29 Sales Mid 1.5 20-25   5 h 0 
Inf30 Sales High 10 40-45 22 h + 
       

 
The column ‘years’ refers to the working experience of the informants, i.e. how long 
they have been working within car retailing. The least experienced informants have 
been working 1-2 years, and the most experienced informants have been working for 30 
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years and one of them even 46 years. The sign ‘~’ means that the number of years 
within the industry is an estimation – the exact number of years have not been stated.  
 
The majority of informants are between 35-45 years old, of which 4 are working at 
service departments and 6 at sales departments. The number of informants between 20-
25 years is 3, of which 2 are working with sales and 1 informant in service. 7 of the 
informants are of the age of 25-30, of which 3 are working with sales and 4 with 
service. The age group 30-35 years is represented by one informant working with sales, 
as is the age group 35-40 years. The second largest group of informants with reference 
to age are between 50 and 65 years, of which 6 are working as salespersons and 1 as a 
service advisor. 
  
‘Duration’ refers to the number of hours that each informant has been indirectly or 
directly observed. ‘Directly observed’ means that I have more or less ‘shadowed’ the 
informant in his work, e.g. participated in meetings with customers or sat beside the 
informant at the service counter. ‘Indirectly observed’ means that I have observed the 
informant from a distance, e.g. I sometimes stood a few metres from the customer and 
the salesperson listening to their conversation. In this situation, the salesperson has not 
introduced me or told the customer that I am conducting research, which often was the 
case in direct observations. However, in indirect observations I often went back to the 
salesperson or service advisor and asked them about the customer encounter or 
whatever event that caught my eye. It is impossible for me to distinguish between these 
two types of observations with reference to time. Moreover, the number of hours is 
overlapping, e.g. informants 16, 17, 18, 20 and 21 all work in the same department and 
they have been observed more or less simultaneously and therefore it is not possible to 
give the exact amount of time devoted to each. Thus, the duration of observations is 
stated is an estimate, not an exact figure. Here I would like to point out to the reader that 
the duration of observations of individual informants varies from 4 hours to over 40 
hours, most informants have, however, been observed for approximately 20 hours. Even 
though an informant has only been observed for 4 or 6 hours I have included him as an 
informant if the observation contributed with some substantive field notes.  
 
As has been discussed previously, establishing rapport with informants is crucial for 
fieldwork. In the table, my assessment of the level of rapport is depicted by using the 
signs of plus (+), zero (0) and minus (-). Two plus-signs (++) means that the level of 
rapport was high, i.e. mutual trust exists and full access is allowed. One plus-sign (+) 
means that there was rapport between me and the informant, however, some constraints 
in access were to be detected – the informant did not necessarily share his views and 
knowledge to a full extent. A zero (0) implies that the relationship between me and the 
informant was characterised by a level of reservation and that the informant did not 
spontaneously share his views and knowledge with me – I had to actively ask questions 
and even then I am unsure I got honest answers. A minus-sign (-) is the opposite of two 
plus-signs (++). The informant was unwilling to share anything and was very doubting 
and negative about my presence. Luckily, this I experienced only once during the whole 
study. As a whole, it is the plus-signs that dominate: with 9 of the informants, a high 
level of rapport was established (++) and with 15 informants the rapport was good (+). 
Rapport with 5 of the informants was classified as belonging to the zero-category (0).        
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APPENDIX 4: Initial analysis of field notes 
 
The reason for elaborating on the initial analysis of field notes is that the reader is able 
to see how the data analysis has evolved. When comparing the codes used here to the 
final version of the empirical results presented in Chapter 5, the reader can see 
development and changes in thought.  
    
The first round of analysis was made with no predetermined codes – the codes were 
general and allowed to emerge from the data, i.e. inductive coding was used. The aim 
was to experiment and ‘play’ with data – to be highly inductive. For example, the 
concepts described in the table below were used as codes. In the first column the name 
of the code is given, in the second column the meaning of the code is explained and in 
the third column an excerpt from the field notes is used to illustrate the meaning of the 
code.   

Code Description Excerpt from field notes 
 
Atmosphere 

Used for coding passages that 
illustrate the atmosphere of the 
community. 

It’s hectic, a lot of stress, a lot of people, a lot 
of running about. Informant 1 exclaims: ‘no, I 
can’t take this any more, I have to go out for 
a smoke.' 
 

Interaction 
within 
community 

Used for coding passages that show 
the nature of the interaction within the 
community of practice. 

There is continuous interaction between the 
service advisors and the mechanics. They 
ask each other all time ‘do you remember 
that car’, ‘did you receive this job’, and ‘what 
do you know about this.’ A lot of insider 
jokes, rough humour, swearwords, macho 
talk – they tease and try to annoy each other. 
There are stories of ‘difficult’ customers told.  
 

Native 
expressions 

Used for coding ‘idiomatic’ 
expressions and words that are used 
by the informants 

‘Patients’ (= cars),  
‘Symptoms’ (of the car) 
‘To check out’ (= when the car is handed 
over to the owner at the service) 
‘Curing of souls’ (= customer service, being 
empathetic) 
‘Floor traffic’ (= amount of customers in the 
showroom) 
 

General 
knowledge 

Used for coding passages that 
describe the informants’ general 
knowledge/knowing of customers and 
customer service 

How do you get to know a customer? You 
should discuss, then the information starts 
creeping out little by little, you should listen 
and ask. The customer leaves behind a lot of 
information – provided that you are attentive. 

 



 218

The second round of analysis was done with the aim of classifying different tools. The 
initial analysis thus resulted in four different types of tools (see table below). The first 
column shows the type of tool and the second column is an excerpt from the field notes 
that illustrates the meaning of the code. The tools were later classified as discursive and 
non-discursive tools, where the discursive tools were considered to be ‘speech genres’ 
and the non-discursive tools were grouped into ‘technical’ and ‘spatial’ tools. 

Tool Excerpt from field notes 
 
Technical 

Informant 2 tells me that they’ve also used a similar system, that 
they made a mark – a star – in the database if the customer was 
difficult, or if there was something special about him/her. This is a 
way of communicating – using symbols that everyone knows what 
they mean. 
 
Informant 4 writes everything down on paper. He has a writing pad 
next to the computer, in which there are names, telephone 
numbers and other kinds of information about customers.  
 

 
Communication-based 
 

An aha-experience for me: One has to be able to explain things in 
this job, even to those people who don’t have a slightest idea of 
how cars work. This is a large part of their knowing. 
 
Openness is important in this job – to be interested in the 
customer, to discuss, to make the customer think, to explain 
opportunities. 
 

 
Spatial 

Before the customer and his friends drive off, the whole gang goes 
out for a smoke. This thing with smoking together is interesting… I 
often see salesmen standing outside with the customers smoking 
together. 
 
There are photos of his family in his office, there are diplomas and 
pictures of cars and other personal things like, e.g. two small 
angels of porcelain. Later on it becomes evident that this is 
conscious tactics… Informant 20 believes that it is important to be 
personal, to show the customers that he is a person with a life of 
his own.   
 

 
Social 

Respect seems like an important thing for informant 1. He detests 
customers that nag at details and do not understand the value of 
the work that has been devoted to the car. 
 
Informant 20 emphasises the importance of knowing each other as 
persons. He asserts that it is easier to buy something from 
somebody one knows. 
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In the third round the analysis was directed at identifying practices. In the first column 
the type of practice is given and in the second column the practice is described through 
an excerpt from the field notes. In total, 36 practices were identified in the initial 
analysis. Eventually they were cut down to ten practices.  

Practices Excerpt from field notes 
Interpreting 
 

I ask informant 1 what he meant the other day by ‘sniffing the 
customer.’ He explains that it means a variety of things. Firstly, if the 
customer is of the kind that one has to phone him about every little 
thing that should be done on the car. Secondly, if the customer can 
afford and is willing to fix the car. Thirdly, the customer’s general 
attitude towards servicing the car. 
 

Handling difficulties A customer is sitting at the desk of informant 23. He is furious! He 
starts complaining that he again has to bring the car for service and 
that CarDealer is to blame for everything that is wrong with his car. 
The customer tries to provoke informant 23 and he even goes to the 
lady at the cashier’s desk and starts yelling and swearing – ‘one just 
has to wait and wait at this damn place.’ Informant 23 keeps his calm 
and states very politely that he will check everything and call the 
customer later the same day about what’s wrong with the car. 
   

Making a diagnosis Discussing customers and what customers want with informant 1. My 
comment is that I could hardly state what is wrong with the car if I 
were to bring my car to service. Informant 1 says: ‘No, no, you don’t 
have to know what’s wrong, you should just be able to describe what 
the car does, what happens when you drive it. Then I can make a 
diagnosis. I don’t use the customer’s words, because they might be 
wrong. I just write the description into the database. I use words that 
are neutral. Even if I would know what’s wrong with the car, I 
wouldn’t write it here, and I wouldn’t tell the mechanic. Everybody 
needs to make their own assessment.  
 

Asking questions Car sales is about finding the right car for the customer as quickly as 
possible. The seller needs to ask questions in order to do that and 
he needs to ask ‘what car are you driving at the moment?’, ‘do you 
have a family and children?’, ‘how often and how much do you 
drive?, ‘is the car you are buying the only car in the family?’ 
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APPENDIX 5: Description of interviews 
 
The first round of interviews was conducted during three days in September 2005. I 
started out by applying the same research strategy as earlier – following the informants 
in their work. On the day of the interview I thus also conducted observations. However, 
the informants knew beforehand that I would interview them in a more formal way.  
 
The first interview was conducted with Jarmo, working as a service advisor, (see table). 
Before interviewing him, I sat at the service desk with him for a few hours and we had 
lunch together. Thereafter, the interview was conducted. The interview lasted for 90 
minutes; it was recorded and conducted in a meeting room, away from the service desk. 
The interview could be described as very relaxed and the silent cards technique proved 
to be working very well. Informant 1 had no problems describing how the cards were 
linked to his everyday work and what he thought about them. There were no inhibitions 
whatsoever.  
 
The second interview was conducted with Matti, working with sales. On the day before 
the interview I observed Matti for three hours and discussed the interview with him, in 
the morning the next day the interview was conducted at his desk. The interview lasted 
for 60 minutes and it too was successful. However, the interview was interrupted two 
times by the telephone and the atmosphere was to some extent pressed for time.  

Informant Date Duration  Place  Evaluation Active/Passive 
1 (serv) = 
‘Jarmo’ 

12.9.05 1 h 30 min Meeting 
room 

+++ Active informant, passive 
researcher 

  4 (sales) =  
‘Matti’ 

13.9.05 1 h Desk ++ Semi-active informant, semi-
active researcher 

  5 (sales) =  
‘Teppo’ 

14.9.05 1 h Desk + Passive informant, active 
researcher 

26 (sales) =  
‘Pekka’ 

14.9.05 1 h 15 min Office +++ Active informant, passive 
researcher 

  9  (serv) =  
‘Saku’ 

7.11.05 1 h Meeting 
room 

++ Active informant, semi-
passive researcher  

10 (serv) =  
‘Lari’ 

7.11.05 1 h 20 min Meeting 
room 

++ Active informant, semi-
passive researcher  

22 (sales) =  
‘Heikki’ 

8.11.05 1 h 40 min Office +++ Active informant, passive 
researcher 

25 (serv) =  
‘Erkki’ 

9.11.05 1 h 30 min Meeting 
room 

+++ Active informant, passive 
researcher 

19 (sales) =  
‘Asko’ 

9.11.05 1 h Meeting 
room 

++ Active informant, semi-
passive researcher 

      
 
The third interview with Teppo is hard to describe. I spent almost five hours with the 
informant before interviewing him; I sat by his desk and observed him, we went for 
lunch and discussed a lot. However, it took some time for him to collect himself and he 
seemed a bit awkward with the whole interview situation. The interview gave me a lot 
of information (it lasted 60 minutes), but I question the reliability of some of the 
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answers. It seemed to me like Teppo was trying to give me answers ‘from the book’. 
There was a need for many follow-up questions. During the interview I figured that the 
best way to get Teppo to share his thoughts was through examples. Therefore, I asked 
him to give me practical examples of how each card relates to his work, which proved 
to be a good strategy.  
 
The fourth interview with Pekka was conducted the same day as the interview with 
Teppo. However, I did not spend any time with Pekka beforehand. The interview was 
conducted rather late in the afternoon in Pekka’s office, which means that there was a 
door that could be shut – in contrast to the interview with Teppo, which was done at the 
desk in the middle of a showroom. The interview lasted for one hour and 15 minutes 
and it was very similar to the first interview – the informant was relaxed, outspoken and 
allowed the interview to take its time, even though we were interrupted a few times by 
the telephone and once by a colleague.                        
 
The second round of interviews was conducted during three days in November 2005 
and they followed the same pattern as the previous ones. The first and the second 
interview were conducted with Saku and Lari. I had observed them for a few hours 
before interviewing them and the interviews were conducted in the department’s 
meeting room. The first two interviews resemble each other and the informants were 
very similar in their attitudes and their stories. Both interview situations were relaxed 
and both informants asked me quite a lot about the research and the research method. 
The first interview lasted 60 minutes, the second one, one hour and 20 minutes – both 
without interruptions.  
 
The third interview was conducted with Heikki, a salesman that had been involved from 
the very start of the study and whom I first observed during the pilot study in November 
2004. The interview took place in his office and it lasted one hour and 40 minutes. 
Needless to say that the silent cards technique was a brilliant way of capturing the 
informant’s lines of reasoning and this ‘association game’ suited Heikki.  
 
The fourth interview was conducted with a service advisor, Erkki. As in the interview 
with Heikki, the silent cards technique suited him very well and he had no difficulty in 
reasoning around specific words, expressions and pictures. The interview was 
conducted in a meeting room and it lasted one hour and 30 minutes.  
 
The fifth and last interview was partly disturbed by the stress Asko was experiencing at 
the time of the interview. The interview was postponed several times because of his 
workload and at that specific day there were distractions that made Asko slightly 
unfocused. Moreover, the interview was interrupted twice by phone calls and once by 
another salesperson. However, the data generated through the interview were useful and 
the silent cards technique functioned well. The interview lasted one hour and it was 
conducted in a meeting room.  
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APPENDIX 6: The silent cards 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1. Introduction   2.     1. Specific/sales 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. Specific/sales   3. Specific/sales   4. Specific/sales 
 
         
 
 
 
 
 
 
5. Specific/sales   1. Specific/service  2. Specific/service 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. Specific/service  4. Specific/service  5. Specific/service  
 
 
 
         
 
 
 
 
 
3.    4.    5. 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Test drive 
(Koeajo) 

 
 

Car show 
(Autonäyttely) 

 
 
Ending a deal 

(Kaupan 
päättäminen) 

 
Handing over a 

car 
(Auton luovutus) 

 
 

Service 
(Huolto) 

 
Reception of 
repair jobs 

(Töiden 
vastaanotto) 

 
 

Car sales 
(Automyynti) 

 
Additional 

repair 
(Lisätyöt) 

 
 

Charging 
(Laskuttaminen) 

 
Car 

salesperson 
(Automyyjä) 

 
Interpreting 

the customer 
(Asiakkaan 

tulkitseminen) 

 
Finding 

common 
ground 

(Yhteisen sävelen 
löytäminen) 
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6.    7.    8. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
9.    10.    11. 
 
         
 
 
 
 
 
12.    13.    14. 
 
 
         
 
 
 
 
15.    16.    17. 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
18.    19.    20.   
 
 
     
 
 
 
 
21.    22.    23. 
 

Handling 
difficult 

situations 
(Vaikeiden 
tilanteiden 

hallitseminen) 

 
 

Empathy 
(Empatia) 

 
Asking 

questions 
(Kyseleminen) 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

Friendship 
(Ystävyys) 

 
 

Being 
systematic 

(Järjestelmälli-
syys) 

 
 

Use of 
language 

(Kielenkäyttö) 

 
Solving 

problems 
(Ongelmien 

ratkaiseminen) 

 
 

E-mail 
(Sähköposti) 

 
 

Commitment 
(Sitoutuminen) 

 
Being good 

company 
(seurustelu-

upseeritoiminta) 

 
Knowing the 

customer 
(Asiakkaan 
tunteminen) 

 
 

Colleagues 
(Työkaverit) 

 
 

Failure 
(Epäonnistu-

minen) 

 
 

Trust 
(Luottamus) 
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24.    25.    26. 
 
         
 
 
 
 
 
27.    28.    29. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
30.    31.    32.    
         
 
 
 
 
 
 
33.    34.    35. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
36.    37.    38. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
39.    40.    41.  

 
 

Co-operation 
(Yhteistyö) 

 
 

Fear 
(Pelko) 

 
Sensitivity in 

different 
situations 

(Tilanneherkkyys) 

 
 

Courage 
(Rohkeus) 

 
 

Discussion 
(Keskustelu) 

 
Customer 
database 

(has a specific 
name at the 
company) 

 
 

Stress 
(Stressi) 

 
 

Flexibility 
(Joustavuus) 

 
 

Timekillers 
(Ajantappajia) 

 
The attitude of 
the customer 

(Asiakkaan 
asenne) 

 
 

Insecurity 
(Epävarmuus) 

 
 

Interaction 
(Vuorovaikutus) 

 
 

Honesty 
(Rehellisyys) 

 
 

Curing of souls 
(Sielunhoito) 

 
 

Health 
(Terveys) 
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42.    43.    44. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
45.    46.    47. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
48.    49.    50. 

 
 

Difficult 
customer 

(Hankala asiakas) 

 
 

Internet 
 

 
 

Knowledge 
(Tieto) 

 
 

Instinct 
(Vaisto) 

 
 

Freedom to 
improvise 

(Improvisaatio-
vapaus) 

 
 

Waiting 
(Odottaminen) 

 
 

Continuity 
(Jatkuvuus) 

 
 

Respect 
(Kunnioitus) 

 
 

Aggressive-
ness 

(Aggressiivisuus) 
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