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ABSTRACT  

Title: The Impact of Culture on Relationship Dissolution Strategy: A case study of a Finnish 

service operator 

Level: Final assignment for Master Degree in Business Administration 

Authors: Maija Klemola and Nora Stanley 

Supervisor: Aihie Osarenkhoe 

Date: 2014 – January 

Aim: Earlier research has been done about relationship dissolutions; however current literature has 

a limited understanding of the process being a managerial activity. This master thesis aims to 

increase knowledge on business-to-business relationships’ and their characteristics throughout the 

relationship lifecycle, focusing on the process and strategies during the dissolution phase of the 

relationship. 

Method: A qualitative case study was conducted during October-November 2013. Five project 

managers were interviewed via telephone or Skype resulting into nine individual instances.  

Result & Conclusions: Strategic market relationship approach to business relationships is favoured 

within the business-to-business service industry in Finland. The research proves that trust is having 

a significant meaning throughout the relationship lifecycle, and the essence of understanding 

cultural differences in multicultural business relationships. 

Suggestions for future research: This research focused on increasing knowledge on business-to-

business relationship dissolutions from the buyer’s subjective perspective and provides viewpoints 

from one operator, one industry, in one country. Potentially there is a possibility for further research 

aimed at increasing knowledge on business relationship dissolutions.   

Contribution of the thesis: This research authenticates business relationship dissolution being a 

managerial activity. Cultural literacy, trust, quality, time management, networking, and reputation 

management have an essential role throughout the relationship-lifecycle.  

Key words: Business-to-Business, Relationship management, Relationship and project dissolution, 

National culture, Finland, Service industry 
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1. Introduction 

Businesses today face challenges to perform well to meet the expectations of the social, economical, 

environmental, and cultural requirements (Wild and Wild, 2012, p. 119-124). Leading global 

organizations are taking business development as a strategic framework for integrating the business 

enterprise, creating solutions to the complex requirements of the business environment, and 

thinking strategically about the changes that are happening in today’s world (Rainey, 2010, p. 1-3 

and p. 713). 

Donaldson and O’Toole (2007, p. 203-205) discuss the trend towards a growing internationalisation 

of business activities that emphasise the diversity of cultures. The choices and decisions made by 

managers are influenced by the firm’s domestic and foreign relationships and for example existing 

business relationships influences the market selection, entry decision, location selection, and exit 

decision from a market (Donaldson and O’Toole, 2007, p. 203-205). 

1.1. Background 

Firms operating in a cross-border business environment are likely to face challenges unknown 

within the domestic market (Ramaseshan et al., 2006, p. 199-203). Cultural challenges, such as 

differences in values, rules and beliefs (Wild and Wild, 2012, p. 66) impact different partnership 

oriented activities and relationship management. A great amount of the activities occur across 

national boundaries or are influenced by the cross-border environment (Donaldson and O’Toole, 

2007, p. 203). Companies do not act alone in the business environment, as other operators influence 

them. All of the operators are interlinked and they interact with each other in one way or another. 

(Osarenkhoe, 2009, p. 293-294; Gebrekidan et al., 2008, p. 27.)  

Trust and personal interactions are the prerequisites in all business activities and therefore 

understanding cultures is a factor supporting the relationships future potential (Donaldson and 

O’Toole, 2007, p. 206). Cultural differences have an impact on relationship management in an 

international business environment. The impact can be seen in the processes and attitudes of 

information sharing, openness, negotiation patterns, communication patterns, problem solving, and 

attitudes towards risk, adaptability and flexibility, and therefore the cultural differences should be 

acknowledged and incorporated into a firm’s strategy. (Donaldson and O’Toole, 2007, p. 214-215.) 

Especially close relationships require strong social and structural bonds, because those form the 

platform for cultural and individual adaptation (Donaldson and O’Toole, 2007, p. 216).  
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Individual managers influence the success and failure of international ventures as well as 

relationships. Building cooperation and consensus requires skills, which are apparent for successful 

win-win outcomes. Flexibility and openness are vital in building and fostering a long-term 

relationship. (Donaldson and O’Toole, 2007, p. 215.) In international business activities people tend 

to look at problems and issues from their own cultural perspective. Sometimes the counterpart’s 

cultural knowledge is based on stereotypes, which usually represent a simple one-sided 

understanding. Therefore the ambition should focus on educating internationally oriented managers 

and staff members. However, the cultural nuances are multilateral and miscellaneous and therefore 

it is rather impossible to fully learn and get acquainted with those nuances of another culture. 

(Donaldson and O’Toole, 2007, p. 215.)  

The national cultures impact business relationships around the world and therefore the relationship 

management and cultural issues in Finland tend to differ from the way relationships are managed 

and handled in other countries. For example, in Finland people are independent, respect equal 

rights, have hierarchy only for convenience. Employees are empowered, attitudes towards managers 

are informal and people are called on a first name basis. (Hofstede et al., 2010.) The grounds for the 

employer-employee relationship are contract based and promotions and incentives are merit based. 

Typically managers seek consensus and conflicts are resolved by compromise and negotiation. 

Solidarity and quality of working lives and career is highly respected, though status is not 

emphasised. (Hofstede et al., 2010.) Punctuality and precision are self-evident for Finns. Finns tend 

to achieve quick results, respect traditions with strong social pressure to not differentiate from the 

mass. For Finns, truth plays an essential role in business and other relations. For Finns an effective 

manager is a supportive one, and decision-making is achieved through involvement. (Hofstede et 

al., 2010.) Therefore countries, where the culture differs from the Finnish approach should be aware 

of the different nuances related to the Finnish culture, when interacting with Finns.   

Companies should consider the cultural aspect when attracting and retaining valuable partners, 

especially when dealing within services business (Ramaseshan et al., 2006, p. 201-202). Having a 

detailed knowledge of unfamiliar culture is essential for efficient operations. This is called cultural 

literacy. (Wild and Wild, 2012, p. 66-67.) When cultural literacy is developed people’s ability to 

manage other people, market products and conduct negotiations becomes much more beneficial. 

Businesses today are more and more involved in international operations and managers are 

expected to have knowledge about different national cultures affecting the business transactions. 

(Wild and Wild, 2012, p. 26-31 and p. 66-67.) Therefore, in cross-border operations culture may 

cause misunderstandings due to language skills, communication skills and organisation skills, 
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among others (Hofstede et al., 2010, p. 399-401). However, in domestic activities culture should not 

have an emphasised role in the birth of conflicts, as the parties have similar understanding of the 

local values, beliefs and rules (Wild and Wild, 2012, p. 66). 

The cultural and geographical distance between relationship parties is present and influences 

business relationships (Gebrekidan et al., 2008, p. 31-32). The geographical distance between the 

buyer and seller might be too great to overcome. Dissatisfaction for example to service delivery 

time and length of product delivery time due to distance, may result into not achieving the desired 

market share, which can lead into ending the relationship. (Gebrekidan et al., 2008, p. 31-32.) Also 

the cultural distance between two countries with issues related to those, such as different perception 

of relationship management, may influence the strength and future of the business relationships 

(Gebrekidan et al., 2008, p. 32). Gebrekidan et al. (2008, p. 32) state that unsuccessful business 

relationships across national borders may result into a foreign company investing in local work 

force and employing native personnel who are aware of the local culture of that specific country to 

do the job, rather than buying the services from external business partner in the long run.  

Business development involves, amongst other factors, making improvements and positive changes 

to the full scope of relationships and linkages of the firms supply networks, stakeholders, and 

support service providers (Rainey, 2010, p. 1-3 and p. 713). Strategic thinking, leadership, 

knowledge management, and management of business operations are all roles that managers are 

expected to perform in today’s business world (Goldman, 2012, p. 26; Alvesson and Billing, 2009, 

p. 171-172; Gao et al., 2008, p. 3-12). A visionary leader guides the organization by linking the 

business environment and the world, and connects the present with the future. The ability to 

integrate organizational resources and strategic partners are essential requirements for effective 

management performance. (Rainey, 2010, p. 1-3 and p. 713.)  

For companies developing their business with a long-term perspective, it is important to focus on 

nurturing the relationships with the customers and other stakeholders to maintain the growth of 

business and profitability (Wang et al., 2004, p. 170). Osarenkhoe and Bennani (2007, p. 146) state 

that if a company is able to maintain long-lasting customer relationships, the counterpart may turn 

into a loyal enthusiast spreading positive word-of-mouth about the company to its acquaintances. 

However, if a company fails to maintain positive customer relationships, the counterpart might turn 

against the company, which can result into bad word-of-mouth and a negative reputation which may 

drive potential customers away from the company. (Osarenkhoe and Bennani, 2007, p. 146.) 
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Therefore identifying the tools for business development to focus on the right things is a key to 

success (Wang et al., 2004, p. 170).   

Globalization is reshaping the world and as entry barriers to trade and investments are decreasing, 

companies are forced to adjust their operations to become more competitive (Wild and Wild, 2012, 

p. 26). Due to the globalization trends and significant increase in the competitive environment, 

relationship management has become more relevant to business administration and business 

practices. The role of partnership has changed from solely being a partner to multi-faceted role as a 

co-operator, co-producer, co-creator of value, and co-developer of knowledge and competencies, 

that also creates expectations for companies. This has resulted in a higher interest in the creation 

and delivery of value to the partners and the effective management of relationships. (Wang et al., 

2004, p. 170.) Systematic relationship management provides the platform for future business 

development; it enables the development of the relationships and it enables to serve the needs of the 

partners even better.  

The management of relationships has been a central topic in the marketing literature for many years 

and has interested both scholars and researchers to gain insight on how to attract, develop and 

maintain business relationships (Geersbro and Ritter, 2013, p. 41; Reinartz et al., 2004, p. 293). The 

basic assumption for all businesses is that companies strive for profitable relationships in order to 

gain overall profitability. The relationship should be mutually beneficial for both parties and the 

promises made should be fulfilled throughout the entire relationship lifecycle. (Helm et al., 2006, p. 

367.) In other words, strong and long-term relationships are critical factors, among others, in 

business-to-business markets.  

Managing relationships involves both managing functional and dysfunctional ones (Awuah et al., 

2011, p. 1123; Pressey and Qiu, 2007, p. 107; Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2000, p. 1271). Relationship 

management focuses on the company’s partners or other parties it is involved with. Usually the 

focus is on one partner at a time, in order to be able to create a long-term mutually beneficial 

relationship between the partner and the company. Organizations need to emphasise on delivering 

the highest value to partners through better communication, faster delivery and personalized 

products and services. (Chen and Popovich, 2003, p. 685-686.)  

The increased focus on partnerships and on the firm’s relationships with its partners has led to a 

shift in the definition of marketing to include relationships with partners in addition to the four P’s: 

products, price, place and promotion, as the original list has been extended to include seven 
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features: the product/service, price, place, promotion, process, physical evidence and people (Kotler 

et al., 2009, p. 866). Process and people here refer to business relationships.  

Previous research has been conducted with a focus on various relationship types including business-

to-business relationships, consumer relationships, channel relationships, professional services 

relationships, firm-employee, firm-public agency, firm-investor and firm-competitor firm 

relationships (Pressey and Qiu, 2007, p. 107; Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2000, p. 1271).  

Relationship marketing can be regarded as one of the most important developments in marketing 

thought during the 1990s (Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2000, p. 1270). Relationship building is easier when 

everything goes well. When problems occur the relationship comes more laborious and the 

partnership requires more effort from parties. Empirical research addressing the phenomenon of 

relationship dissolution, which is the ending of a relationship and the recovery of it, is being 

increasingly included under relationship marketing since the negative sides are often overlooked 

(Bengtson et al., 2013; Geersbro and Ritter, 2013; Haenlein and Kaplan, 2012; Pressey and Qiu, 

2007; Helm et al., 2006; Johnston and Hausman, 2006; Tidström and Åhman, 2006; Tuominen and 

Kettunen, 2003; Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2000). In other words, relationship dissolution is fairly new 

research topic in the research field, because the existing literature focuses more on the positive 

developments of business relationships. Osarenkhoe and Bennani (2007, p. 148) emphasise the 

questioning of ongoing relationships, as the relationship should be re-evaluated and in some 

occasions dissolved. Many authors who were stated above say that there is a need for research about 

business relationship dissolutions, with which the aim is to increase knowledge about the business 

relationship dissolution process. 

Companies are trying to retain existing partnerships but also attract new ones by targeted value-

creation activities, and therefore an in-depth understanding of the underlying levels of partnership 

value is needed (Wang et al., 2004, p. 170). Many companies have unprofitable and unbeneficial 

relationships that take unnecessarily capacity of the companies’ resources. However, the courage to 

take up these issues in management meetings and eventually making the decision to dissolve a 

relationship is not an easy task for managers to do. (Geersbro and Ritter, 2013, p. 41.)  

There are different relationship dissolution strategies that can be applied to dissolving an existing 

business relationship. It is essential for the management of a disengager company, to understand 

what type of strategy can be applied in the process, so that the negative consequences affecting both 

partners and the network can be minimized. It is also important for the counterparty to have 

knowledge about the different strategies in order to recognise early signals of a potential dissolution 
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and act accordingly to save it. In case of a mutual decision for dissolving the relationship, additional 

break-up costs with emotional disturbance can be avoided by proper dissolution management. 

(Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2000, p. 1271.) 

1.2. Reflections on previous research 

The topic of business relationship dissolutions has been discussed recently in the Finnish business 

media, as the Chief Executive Officer of the Aalto University, Mr. Mattila, wrote about the topic in 

the Kauppalehti letter to the editor column. (See Appendix 8.1.) The article “Can you fire a client?” 

critically discusses the maintaining of unprofitable relationships and suggests that firms should have 

more courage to prioritize the profitable relationships rather than investing resources to the 

unprofitable ones (Mattila, 2013, p. B14). Mattila’s letter to the editor has developed further 

discussion in Finland; for example the founder and Chief Executive Officer of Loyalistic Ltd, Mr. 

Pietilä, discusses in his blog posting (see Appendix 8.2.) how a firm’s success relies on having the 

right buyers and why it is important to value the buyers who value the firm’s products and services 

without making the managers lower the prices for their products and services too often (Pietilä, 

2013, paragraphs 1-16). 

Previous researchers have studied relationship dissolution using the following terms: abandonment 

(Haenlein and Kaplan, 2012), disengagement (Baxter, 1979), dissolution (Haenlein and Kaplan, 

2012; Pressey and Qiu, 2007; Beloucif et al., 2006; Tähtinen and Vaaland, 2006; Freeman and 

Browne, 2004; Haugland et al., 2004; Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2000; Hocutt, 1998), ending (Havila and 

Salmi, 2009; Helm et al., 2006; Tidström and Åhman, 2006; Tähtinen and Vaaland, 2006; Havila 

and Wilkinson, 2003; Halinen and Tähtinen, 2002; Tähtinen, 2002), exit (Alajoutsijärvi et al., 

2000), fading (Tuominen and Kettunen, 2006), and termination (Geersbo and Ritter, 2013; Beloucif 

et al., 2006; Havila and Wilkinson, 2002). Within this research the term to be used is “relationship 

dissolution” to mean the ending and termination of a project or business relationship.  

Existing research about relationship dissolutions has focused mainly on: investigating the 

antecedents and consequences of relationship termination competence from the sales representatives 

perspective in Denmark (Geersbro and Ritter, 2013); developing a theoretical view for 

understanding of smooth incremental and critical changes in the process of relationship 

development among the Swedish firm, Ericsson, and its counterpart Telefónic (Bengtson et al., 

2013); examining the impact of unprofitable customer abandonment on the abandoning firm’s 

current customers in USA (Haenlein and Kaplan, 2012); investigating the characteristics of buyer-

supplier relationship dissolution by investigating Chinese managers (Pressey and Qiu, 2007); 
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examining the supplier’s view on supplier-initiated relationship dissolution due to lack of customer 

profitability within the German mechanical engineering industry (Helm et al., 2006); investigating 

the ending process of an inter-organizational cooperation of a joint company amongst a group of 

competitors within the construction industry in the region of Ostrobothnia in Finland (Tidström and 

Åhman, 2006); analysing the fading process of customer relationships in the service industry 

(Tuominen and Kettunen, 2003); and analysing the ending or dissolution of inter-organisational 

buyer-seller relationships (Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2000).  

It can be interpreted from the existing research subject areas mentioned above, there has not been 

extensive research previously conducted on business-to-business service based partner relationship 

dissolutions in the service industry. Throughout this research the service industry concept is used, 

which applies only for this specific operator established in this specific service industry. The 

dissolution has not been studied from the buyer organization’s viewpoint especially in the business-

to-business field in Finland. In this research seller-buyer relationship is defined as a partnership 

between the two firms. 

Even though earlier research has been done about relationship dissolutions, current literature has a 

limited understanding of the process being a managerial activity (Geersbro and Ritter, 2013, p. 42-

43). To fill in this specific gap, this research aims to provide a one-sided viewpoint to dissolution. 

This research investigates relationship dissolution from a buyer organization’s standing point 

presenting project managers’ experiences on the topic. Therefore the researchers recommend 

managers working with relationship management and business development related issues in 

Finland and with Finns to become acquainted with the research results.  

As mentioned above, the current knowledge surrounding the field of relationship dissolutions is 

rather limited in numbers; however, the required background knowledge was sufficient for carrying 

out this research. To summarize, the gaps in earlier research that this research aims to fill is by 

studying the impact of national culture on the strategy for managing the dissolution of on-going 

business-to-business relationships.  
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1.3. Aim and research questions 

The aim of this research is to increase knowledge on business-to-business relationships’ and their 

characteristics throughout the relationship lifecycle, focusing on the process and strategies during 

the dissolution phase of the relationship.  

The primary research question addressed in this research is: Does specific relationship types and 

approaches tend to influence the use of a specific dissolution strategy? Relating to the primary 

research question, this research has one secondary research question which is: How does culture 

impact the business-to-business relationships and dissolution within business-to-business service 

industry in Finland?  

These specific viewpoints make this research unique and relevant. 

1.4. Research insight 

In this research a case study approach was conducted to gain knowledge on the topic. One Finnish 

service industry operator took part in the research. The reason for choosing this industry was due to 

the fact that previous research about relationship dissolutions has not focused extensively on 

Finland and neither on this specific industry. Therefore this research will give new important 

implications for both domestic and foreign business administration and managers working with 

relationship management issues within the service industry in the Finnish market.  

1.5. Limitations 

The limitations of this research are: 

 this research has focused on increasing knowledge on relationship dissolutions from the 

buyer’s subjective perspective, and therefore the results are not objective. This research 

provides a viewpoint from one operator, one industry, in one country; 

 the interviewees in the international instances are native Finns and provide only the Finnish 

viewpoint to the cultural issues. Also, the international viewpoints bring rather limited 

knowledge about the cultures impact on the dissolutions, as there are only three instances 

from different countries researched; and 

 the complexity and difference in size of the instances makes the generalizations and drawing 

conclusions rather difficult. 
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1.6. Outcome after reading this research 

After reading this research the reader will understand:   

 national cultures role in business relationship management;  

 the meaning and role of relationship management and relationship development in business-

to-business market; 

 the different relationship approaches and types; 

 the meaning of relationship dissolution; 

 the different types of strategies used in the dissolution process; 

 the typical reasons for relationship dissolution; 

 the possibility of restoring a relationship; and 

 the effect of relationship dissolutions process for future business development of a company 

in business-to-business market. 

Also the reader will gain knowledge of the Model 1 Business-to-Business Relationship Lifecycle 

Management Wheel and how it may be applied in studies relating to business-to-business 

relationships as well as used as a standing point for managers to use as a tool for future relationship 

management and business development domestically and internationally. 

After reading this research the reader has an understanding of the research topic from the viewpoint 

of a Finnish service operator and its entire Partner-relationship and Single-project instance 

dissolutions. 

1.7. Disposition 

To address the above-mentioned research questions, the research is structured as follows. In the 

following chapter the literature review is presented. The selected theories discussed in the literature 

review concentrate on cultural understanding, relationship management, and relationship 

dissolutions. As the research covers domestic and international instances the researchers find it 

important to discuss the national cultures and investigate the national cultural dimension of Finland. 

However, the cultural differences are not the core focus within this research, and therefore the 

cultural dimensions are investigated briefly.  

In the final section of the literature review, a conceptual model developed by the researchers is 

presented to summarize the key theories discussed in the literature review, which will be used as a 

platform for the empirical chapter. The conceptual model provides a standing point for managers to 
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use as a tool for future relationship management and business development domestically and 

internationally.  

The chapter followed by the literature review discusses the methodology and background for the 

research. Thereafter, the following chapters consist of the empirical study, findings, analysis and 

discussion. The final chapter of this research presents the conclusions, discusses the contributions 

and implications of the research, as well as provides suggestions for future research topics. Diagram 

1. illustrates the different entities of this research. 

Diagram 1. Process diagram 

 

  

1. Introduction 
2. Literature 

review 
3. Research 

methodology 
4. Empirical 

study 
5. Analysis 

and discussion 
6. Conclusion 
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2. Literature review  

In this literature review chapter the relevant theories about the topic of this research including 

national culture, relationship management, and relationship dissolutions are discussed. This 

chapter will be concluded with a conceptual model, which is a reflection/summary on the literature 

review chapter’s main themes. 

Donaldson and O’Toole (2007, p. 203-205) discuss the trend towards a growing internationalisation 

of business activities that emphasise the diversity of cultures. Overcoming the variety of these 

unfamiliar cultural related issues is a challenge for managers to consider. As this research focuses 

on relationship dissolutions in Finland, the national cultural issues and aspects will be discussed 

next in more detail. 

2.1. Importance of understanding national cultures 

In this section the national cultures’ impact on business relations and relationship management in 

Finland are discussed. First the definition of national culture is discussed, followed by Hofstede’s 

national culture dimensions of Finland. 

2.1.1. Creating a cultural understanding 

People are the centre of all business activities. When people come together to conduct business they 

bring with them culture which influences their expectations, assumptions, communication patterns, 

and values. In this internationalized and globalized business environment companies need 

employees who can function without ethnocentricity, meaning the belief that one’s own culture is 

superior to that of others. Cultural literacy is the detailed knowledge about an unfamiliar culture so 

that people can function effectively within it. (Wild and Wild, 2012, p. 26-31 and p. 66-67.)  

Hofstede et al. (2010) present the four components of culture. These are: Symbols, Heroes, Rituals, 

and Values. Symbols represent words, gestures, and pictures typical for the specific culture. Heroes 

represent persons who are admired and act as role models in the specific culture. Rituals represent 

the local customs and social events typical in the specific culture. Values represent the attitudes and 

feelings towards what is evil, forbidden, decent, moral, abnormal and beautiful. (Hofstede et al., 

2010, p. 8-9.) When this cultural literacy is developed people’s ability to manage other people, 

market products and conduct negotiations becomes much more beneficial. Businesses today are 

more and more involved in international operations and managers are expected to have knowledge 

about different national cultures affecting the business transactions. (Wild and Wild, 2012, p. 26-31 

and p. 66-67.)  
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For effective intercultural collaboration the negotiating party should acknowledge three main 

aspects: to know cultural values of the collaboration partner, adequate language skills and 

communication skills as well as organization skills (Hofstede et al., 2010, p. 399-401). Managers 

need the ability to adapt their behaviour while working with people from other cultures. The first 

step in doing this is to deepen knowledge about the unfamiliar cultures. The key questions to be 

addressed are: What is the language/are the languages that people use in the country? What is the 

climate like? Do the locals value new ideas and new ways of doing business? Do the target 

countries government administrators and inhabitants want our business? Is the political situation 

stable enough so that the staff and other resources of the firm are not placed in unacceptable levels 

of risk? The second step is to act according to the built knowledge in order to suit cultural 

expectations. Manager having a global mindset can evaluate others with a culturally unbiased 

manner and lead multicultural business operations. In the global environment flexibility is the key 

to success. (Wild and Wild, 2012, p. 66-67.) With a global mindset individuals can conduct 

business with a more productive manner.  

Firms operating in a cross-border business environment are likely to face challenges unknown on 

the domestic market. Relationship management related challenges can be identified into four 

categories representing (1) technological, (2) economic and market, (3) social and cultural as well 

as (4) legal and regulatory related challenges. (Ramaseshan et al., 2006, p. 199-203.) Within each 

of these categories, some issues are firm specific whereas others apply more broadly to all 

companies present on the market area. These challenges will be discussed in more detail in the 

following paragraphs. 

Although a partnership oriented business does not necessarily require big investments in 

information technology, the implementation of proper relationship management initiatives does. 

Therefore the technological challenges may cause challenges to a company. Information technology 

capabilities affect data collection, consolidation, consistency and sharing. With the help of 

information technology, companies can communicate with its partners through different channels, 

for instance face-to-face via videoconferences, telephone, the Internet, and e-mail. (Ramaseshan et 

al., 2006, p. 199-201.) 
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Secondly are the economic and market challenges affecting the relationship management. In some 

markets relationship management may be of higher or lower priority, as relationship management 

has mostly been utilized in the industrial economies such as the USA and Western European 

markets. In the more mature markets the interest in relationship management is higher. 

(Ramaseshan et al., 2006, p. 201-202.)  

Thirdly are the social and cultural challenges, such as differences in values that impact different 

partnership oriented activities. Companies should consider the cultural aspect when attracting and 

retaining valuable partners, especially when dealing with services. Cultural factors tend to impact 

more on the preferences for services compared to goods and it can raise challenges in the most basic 

elements of relationship management such as identifying partners by name and communicating in 

the preferred language. (Ramaseshan et al., 2006, p. 201-202.) 

Fourthly are the legal and regulatory challenges for relationship management. These challenges 

include concerns regarding privacy. In the European Union the European Union Data Protection 

Directive specifies ground rules for collecting and using data, especially when using data for direct 

marketing or the sale or exchange of data between firms. Violations of the rules can result in heavy 

fines and therefore companies operating cross-border need to be aware of the policies regarding 

data collection and usage. (Ramaseshan et al., 2006, p. 202-203.)  

In cross-border business activities cultural clashes may occur and cause misunderstandings due to 

among others, language skills, communication skills and organisation skills (Hofstede et al., 2010, 

p. 399-401). However, in domestic business operations activities the culture should not cause the 

conflicts as the parties have the same set of values, beliefs and rules (Wild and Wild, 2012, p. 66). 

As culture has a significant meaning in the business life, it is essential to reflect the characteristics 

of culture to the operational environment habits. In the following section Hofstede’s national culture 

dimensions discuss the Finnish characteristics of the five categories. As this research focuses on the 

Finnish perspective, only the Finnish national culture is discussed next. 
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2.1.2. National cultural dimensions of Finland  

“Culture is the set of values, beliefs, rules and institutions held by a specific group of people” (Wild 

and Wild, 2012, p. 66). In this section, the Finnish culture is discussed through the national culture 

dimensions created and defined by Hofstede. Hofstede et al. (2010, p. 53-298) classified value 

patterns of national cultures to five dimensions: power distance (PDI), individualism (IDV), 

uncertainty avoidance (UAI), masculinity (MAS), and long-term orientation (LTO).  

Hofstede et al.’s (2010) national cultural dimension theories are based into more than seventy 

countries cultural research studies from over forty-year time span. The book which is used as one of 

the national culture related references in this research, Cultures and Organizations: Software of the 

Mind, Intercultural Cooperation and Its Importance for Survival, was written by three culture 

research experts. All of the three authors have an in-depth understanding of cultural differences and 

awareness based on years of numerous researches. One of the authors, Geert Hofstede, who has 

been studying culture since 1960’s, has written books which have appeared in twenty languages, 

and the articles he has written have been published in management and social science journals 

around the world. He was listed in the Wall Street Journal in May 2008 as one of the top twenty 

most influential management thinkers. The other two authors of the book referred to, Gert Jan 

Hofstede and Michael Minkov, share their passion in national cultures in-depth understanding and 

analysis. Both of them are also well-known authors in academic circles around the world. (Hofstede 

et al., 2010, p. xi-xiv and p. 559-561.)  

The profound cultural understanding and years of experience of human behaviour that Hofstede, 

Hofstede and Minkov have, motivated this researches researchers to apply the Hofstede et al.’s 

national cultural dimensions theories to describe what the Finnish cultures qualities are and to 

reason Finnish people’s actions. The researchers of this research acknowledge that there are also 

other national culture related theories available, such as Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (2012) 

who have researched cross-cultural awareness and cultural differences in the business environment 

resulting into seven dimensions: universalism versus particularism, individualism versus 

communitarianism, neutral versus affective, specific versus diffuse, achievement versus ascription, 

attitudes with regard to time, and attitudes with regard to the environment. These seven dimensions 

have some similarities with the Hofstede et al.’s (2010) national cultural dimensions. However, as 

the researchers of this research are more familiar with the Hofstede et al.’s theories it was more 

convenient to use those in this research. 
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The criticism on Hofstede’s work that Wiengarten et al. (2011, p. 558) raise is that Hofstede’s work 

lack generalisability due to the research design and for the homogenised approach he has towards 

people within nations. However, Magnusson et al. (2008, p. 196) found that contemporary cultural 

frameworks developed by other researchers than Hofstede et al. have brought only limited 

advancements compared to Hofstede’s original work.  

The limitations of using Hofstede et al.’s theories can be grounded to two sets. Firstly, it is not 

acceptable to develop stereotypes and generalizations of one nationality based on a study of a small 

focus group; and secondly, the dimension theories are based on research of nations in a national 

level and are not as such applicable to be used in individual level if the focus is on measuring 

numerical correlations between the dimensions or calculate the scores of dimensions (Venaik and 

Brewer, 2013, p. 471-477). However, these limitations do not apply for this research since this 

research utilizes qualitative research approach and limited generalizations can be made based on 

that (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 408), and because this research does not contain numerical 

correlation approach or any calculations based on the Hofstede et al.’s national cultural dimensions. 

Since this research focuses on bringing new knowledge from a Finnish perspective, the researchers 

decided to focus only on investigating the Finnish national cultural dimensions and rule out any 

other nation’s rankings on the national cultural dimensions index.  

Table 1, below, illustrates the national cultural dimensions’ distinction of Finland according to 

Hofstede’s research. Being independent and respecting equal rights, having hierarchy only for 

convenience are the characteristics of typical Finnish behaviour. This is typical for a nation scoring 

low in the power distance index, as Finland scores 33 points in this dimension. (Hofstede et al., 

2010, p. 57-59.) In societies with low power distance, people strive to equalise the distribution of 

power and demand justification for inequalities of power (Hofstede et al., 2010, p. 61). Typical for 

the Finnish business customs and behaviour is that employees are empowered and attitudes towards 

managers are informal. People are called with first name basis. (Hofstede et al., 2010.) In Finland 

the distance between hierarchy exists and the power distance is respected but without excessive 

formality. Subordinates take orders from their managers. However, Finnish people are reserved and 

limited communicators and therefore it can be very difficult for others to get to know Finnish 

colleagues well as silence is part of the communication process (Tixier, 1996, p. 39-40).  

Finland is an individualistic society with the score of 63 (Hofstede et al., 2010, p. 95-97). Hofstede 

et al. (2010, p. 92-93) defines individualism as societies in which the ties between individuals are 

loose: everyone is expected to look after himself and his immediate family. Finns acknowledge they 
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are rather individualistic; they respect the individuality of others and expect everyone to solve their 

own problems (Tixier, 1996, p. 37). In Finland the grounds for the employer-employee relationship 

are contract based. Promotions and incentives are merit based. (Hofstede et al., 2010.) People value 

status; accomplishments are awarded and career development is a motivation actor (Tixier, 1996, p. 

38). 

The Finnish society is relatively feminine with the score of 26 (Hofstede et al., 2010, p. 141-143). 

Femininity stands for a preference for cooperation, modesty, caring for the weak and quality of life 

(Hofstede et al., 2010). In Finland the focus of life is on “working in order to live”, people value 

equality, solidarity and quality in their working lives. Incentives such as free time and flexibility are 

favoured. Focus is on well-being, status is not shown. An effective manager is a supportive one, and 

decision making is achieved through involvement. (Hofstede et al., 2010.) Private life and 

flexibility play a central role in the Finnish national culture (Hofstede et al., 2010). Finnish people 

tend to keep their professional and working life separated. It is rare that professional acquaintances 

are invited home. (Tixier, 1996, p. 35.) Working hours in Finland are often regulated but people 

tend to be flexible with them if necessary (Tixier, 1996, p. 36). Typically managers seek consensus. 

Finns value honesty and the harmony between people which shows in that Finns are considerate 

towards others (Tixier, 1996, p. 36 and p. 38). In case a Finn is angry or hurt, he expresses it with 

silence. However, the confrontation is done directly by negotiation and the goal is often to reach a 

compromise. (Tixier, 1996, p. 38.) 

Ranked as a medium high, with the score of 59 in the uncertainty avoidance dimension (Hofstede et 

al., 2010, p. 192-194) it is typical for Finns to exhibit emotional need for rules (Hofstede et al., 

2010). The social life of Finns is organized which shows in that punctual people are liked and 

interruptions in dialogs are not accepted. For example, it is not common to address a new problem 

simultaneously when another is being discussed and trying to be solved. (Tixier, 1996, p. 36.) Some 

foreigners might view Finns as lacking politeness because Finns rarely express their emotions and 

are stubborn to reach their goals they have determined to reach (Tixier, 1996, p. 36). However, 

Finns always have eye contact with the person they are discussing with and use foreign languages if 

they feel comfortable with it (Tixier, 1996, p. 37). In addition, Finns tend to have a strong social 

pressure to not differentiate from the mass (Hofstede et al., 2010). 
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In the long-term dimension Finland score 38, making it a short-term orientation culture (Hofstede et 

al., 2010, p. 255-258). The short-term orientation, stands for the fostering of virtues related to the 

past and present - in particular, respect for tradition, preservation of face, and fulfilling social 

obligations (Hofstede et al. 2010, p. 239).  

Table 1. National cultural dimensions of Finland (Hofstede et al., 2010.) 

Cultural dimensions Score out of 100 

Power distance (PDI) 33 

Individualism (IDV) 63 

Masculinity (MAS) 26 

Uncertainty avoidance (UAI) 59 

Long-term orientation (LTO) 38 

 

In the global business environment managers and their subordinates should create a global mindset 

in order to navigate in the multicultural surroundings to avoid misunderstandings. However, culture 

is one of the several factors affecting the people driven business relationships. 

2.2. Building and maintaining business relationships 

Relationship management related issues are discussed thoroughly in this section. To start, the 

definitions of business relationships and relationship management are presented in detail. 

2.2.1. Definition of business relationships 

Most market exchanges can be considered as a transaction between interested parties. The 

interaction between one or more parties is called a relationship. (Donaldson and O’Toole, 2007, p. 

7.) According to Tähtinen and Vaaland (2006, p. 15) a business relationship can be described as a 

continuous, interactive, emerging, evolving and dissolving process between two companies or a 

network of companies cooperating. The basic assumption for all business relationships is that the 

relationship should be mutually beneficial for both parties and the promises made should be 

fulfilled throughout the entire relationship (Helm et al., 2006, p. 367). When discussing business 

relationships the concept of return-on-relationships, ROR, comes up. ROR is the long-term outcome 

of individual relationships and can be linked to relationship management (Gummesson, 2004, p. 

141). Relationship management will be discussed in the next section. 
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2.2.2. Definition of relationship management 

In published literature relationship management has been studied widely, therefore several 

definitions can be found. Gummesson (2002, p. 3) describes relationship management as values and 

strategies of relationship marketing that are turned into practical implications with emphasise on the 

business relationships. Kotler and Armstrong (2010, p. 144) emphasise the importance of managing 

detailed information about individual partners and carefully managing partner “touch points” in 

order to maximize their loyalty. Through relationship management firms strive to improve partner 

acquisition, retention, loyalty and profitability. Those can be achieved through understanding and 

influencing the partner’s behaviour through meaningful communication. (Swift, 2001, p. 12.) 

Through the overall relationship management process of building and maintaining profitable 

relationships and delivering superior value and satisfaction to the partners a firm deals with all 

important aspects of acquiring, keeping and growing partnership accounts (Kotler and Armstrong, 

2010, p. 37).  

Relationship management became a topic of interest in the early 2000s, as during the time many 

companies started paying attention and focusing on relationship management issues (Kotler and 

Armstrong, 2010, p. 144; Donaldson and O’Toole, 2007, p. 127-128). Managers started 

implementing ambitious relationship management strategies and programs, however many failed to 

meet the set requirements. Nowadays companies are more cautious about selecting an appropriate 

relationship management program, which meets the company’s strategic needs. (Kotler and 

Armstrong, 2010, p. 144.)  

There are varieties of reasons to answer the question on why do companies pay attention to 

relationship management, but the main ideas behind it are that in enables identifying partners and 

their individual profitability, identifying each partners specific needs, cross-selling of products and 

services to partners that they have not yet bought from the organization, extending sales of products 

and services that relate to those already bought, and it improves partnership retention and 

satisfaction. Therefore companies strive to find out more about its partners and the way they interact 

with the company. (Donaldson and O’Toole, 2007, p. 140; Bolton 2004, p. 44.) Usually it tends to 

be the company that gains more from the relationship management implementation rather than the 

partner. At its best relationship management implementations benefit and serve both of the 

organizations. (Bolton, 2004, p. 44.) 
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Today as companies do business and cooperatives across national boundaries (Wild and Wild, 

2012, p. 28) the concept of relationship management turns to international relationship 

management. Hence, when a company operates in multiple countries or global regions the 

international relationship management strategies are to be used. The international relationship 

management concept differs from the domestic relationship management strategy by having taking 

into consideration the cultural factors different from the countries.  

2.2.3. Relationship lifecycle 

To start this section of relationship lifecycle a citation by Kotler and Armstrong (2010) is required: 

“Building and maintaining profitable relationships by delivering superior value and 

satisfaction for the partner it is necessary to understand all aspects of acquiring, keeping and 

growing partnerships” (p. 37) 

According to Dwyer et al. (1987, p. 15-19) relationship lifecycle consist of five different stages. 

These stages are awareness, exploration, expansion, commitment and dissolution. Additionally 

Zineldin (2012, p. 277-284) has identified five different phases. These phases are discovery phase, 

development phase, commitment phase, loyalty phase and dissolution phase. 

In the early time of the relationship Dwyer et al. (1987) has identified the awareness stage. This 

refers to the recognition of the other party’s existence. One party sees the other as a possible 

exchange partner. No interactions take place in this stage, but there may be positioning and 

posturing from the two parties to enhance their awareness towards each other and these actions are 

unilateral. (Dwyer et al., 1987, p. 15-19.) Zineldin (2012) discusses the same moments in the 

discovery phase. In this phase two or more companies identify their need and willingness to enter a 

strategic relationship arrangement. This decision can be based on the perception of the advantages 

and the risk level of the strategic business relationship versus other types of relationships. At this 

phase the parties are unaware of each other’s abilities and requirements, which need to be clearly 

communicated to the other party. (Zineldin, 2012, p. 277-284.)  

Typical of the early times of the relationship development is also the exploration stage by Dwyer et 

al. (1987). This stage refers to the search and trial where potential exchange partners consider 

obligations, benefits and burdens but also the possibility of an exchange. In this stage the 

relationship will be tested and the process can both be brief or then it can include more testing and 

evaluating. The evaluation refers to the seller giving the buyer due consideration in promotions and 

store placement, which results in a trial purchase where the relationship is fragile because of the 
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minimal investment or interdependence that can lead to dissolution. The exploration stage is further 

divided into five parts, which are: attraction, communication and bargaining, development and 

exercise of power, norm development and the expectation development. These are important factors, 

because they enable each party to test the goal compatibility, integrity and performance of the other 

party. (Dwyer et al., 1987, p. 15-19.) 

In the time of the relationship development comes the development phase identified by Zineldin 

(2012). Here new partners have already agreed on the contract. Positive interaction between the 

parties is critical at this stage, because this phase establishes the basis and ground rules for the 

future loyalty phase. (Zineldin, 2012, p. 277-284.) Also relevant here is the Dwyer et al.’s (1987) 

expansion stage which includes the continuous increase in benefits but also the increasing 

interdependence that is obtained by the exchange partners. The motivation to maintain the 

relationship increases as a result of the high-level outcomes that reduce the number of alternatives 

that an exchange partner might use as a replacement. (Dwyer et al., 1987, p. 15-19.)  

In the maturity time of the relationship Dwyer et al. (1987) presents the commitment stage. This is 

where the exchange partners have achieved a certain level of satisfaction from the process and 

therefore the parties do not have a need to look for other alternatives, but they still, to some extent, 

maintain their awareness of other options (Dwyer et al., 1987, p. 15-19). Zineldin’s (2012) 

viewpoint to the maturity time is the commitment phase. Here parties will bond themselves in such 

a way as to encourage the future relationship. If the relationship moves to this phase a strong, close 

and interactive relationship will develop – one that is characterized by mutual trust, respect and 

satisfaction. In this phase the relationship is usually long-term and parties want to solve potential 

problems. (Zineldin, 2012, p. 277-284.) 

Zineldin (2012) also presents the loyalty phase, where the relationship is already a strong loyal 

relationship. Commitment, experiences, flexibility and the ability to create added value together are 

high. The main aim of this phase is to maintain and stabilize the strategic business relationship and 

at the same time ensure that parties enjoy the benefits derived from the close cooperation. Less 

contact will be necessary between the partners. (Zineldin, 2012, p. 277-284.) 

Finally the Dwyer et al.’s (1987) dissolution stage and Zineldin (2012) dissolution phase take place. 

In the Dwyer et al.’s (1987) dissolution stage the possibility of withdrawal is present. The 

dissolution may occur in any of the previously mentioned stages (Dwyer et al., 1987, p. 15-19). 

Zineldin (2012, p. 277-284) agrees the dissolution phase to be the final phase of the relationship 

lifecycle.  
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As can be interpreted, relationship building has many steps and takes time. Therefore managers are 

advised to truly focus on understanding all aspects of acquiring, keeping and growing partner 

relationships. In relationship management it is necessary to focus on managing both growing and 

declining relationships, identifying the relationship stages and taking necessary actions based on the 

desire to either maintain the relationship or let it go (Zineldin, 2012, p. 277-284; Alajoutsijärvi et 

al., 2000, p. 1271; Dwyer et al., 1987, p. 15-19).  

For companies developing their business with a long-term perspective, it is important to focus on 

nurturing the relationships with the customers and other stakeholders to maintain the growth of 

business and profitability (Wang et al., 2004, p. 170). 

As there are different relationship approaches and types in business environment the next section 

discusses those types in more detail.  

2.2.4. Relationship approach and types in the business environment  

According to Payan et al. (2010, p. 1199) trust is an important factor and has a positive effect in 

relationships and especially in the continuation of the business relationships. Trust can be viewed as 

the willingness to rely on and have faith in the other party in a relationship. It is one of the most 

important factors when evaluating the quality of relationships. (Yang et al., 2012, p. 1108.) 

Companies invest significant resources, such as time and money, in building trustful relationships 

with their business partners (Ranaweera and Prabhu, 2003, p. 378-379). Trust in relationships is a 

significant factor due to the fact that when parties rely on each other they can share valuable 

information (Andersson, 2013).  

It is vital for a company to identify the role of the relationship for the organization itself and 

identify the relationship’s role to the company’s primary and support activities. Primary activities 

are the ones that increase the value of the company provided to its partners. Primary activities 

directly support the strategic goals as the support activities role is to enable activities that can be 

categorized as primary activities. (Wild et al., 2010, p. 302 and p. 304-305.) 

Previous researchers have presented two relationship approaches; one is the traditional (transaction) 

approach, which is more transaction based and the other one is called strategic market relationship. 

In the traditional (transaction) based approach little or no joint involvement is necessary or 

desirable, the focus is on transactions, competition exists between the parties, value of the 

relationship is to the benefit of the firm, buyer acts in a passive way, firm holds the control of the 

relationship. However, there is a short-term focus approach since the relationship is viewed as 
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independent from the network. In the strategic market relationship approach the repeated 

transaction is characteristic. Also the partnership is in the focus in the relationship with the drive for 

collaboration and partnership is valued. Buyer acts as an active participant and the firm is seen as a 

part of the process towards a greater goal. The approach for the relationship is long-term and 

network plays a significant role. (Donaldson and O’Toole, 2007, p. 7-11.) The key differences 

between these two approaches are summarized in Table 2. 

Table 2. A comparison between the traditional (transaction) and the strategic market relationship 

approach (Donaldson and O’Toole, 2007, p. 9.) 

Traditional (transaction) approach Strategic market relationship approach 

Transaction focus Partnership focus 

Competition Collaboration 

Value to the firm Value in partnership 

Buyer passive Buyer as active participant 

Firm as focus for control Firm as part of the process 

Short-term focus Long-term focus 

Independent Dependence and network led 

 

It is vital that managers avoid using a generic relationship label to all business relationships as all of 

them are unique, diverse and complex like the individuals participating in them (Veludo et al., 

2006, p. 199). Donaldson and O’Toole (2007) classify relationships to four relationship types: 

close, recurrent, dominant and discrete. Each relationship type has its own characteristic of norms, 

type of cooperation, assets contributed, communication, information sharing, trust, flexibility and 

time horizon (Donaldson and O’Toole, 2007, p. 60). 

Next the characteristics of each Donaldson and O’Toole’s (2007) relationship type are discussed in 

more detail. In close relationships norms are unique, type of cooperation is strategic, assets 

contributed are high and unique, communication is intense and two way, information sharing is 

intense and open, trust is complete, flexibility is high and time horizon is long. In recurrent 

relationships norms are friendly, type of cooperation is operational, assets contributed are high, 

communication is two way, information sharing has no barriers, trust and flexibility is high and 

time horizon is long. In dominant partner relationships norms are adversarial, type of cooperation 

is forced by a use of power, assets contributed is high, communication is one way, information 

sharing is required by the powerful partner and resisted by the weaker partner, trust is limited, 
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flexibility is forced and time horizon is determined by the stronger party. In discrete relationships 

norms are contract based, there is no cooperation, assets contributed and communication level are 

the lowest possible, information sharing is limited and trust is low, there is no flexibility and time 

horizon limits to transaction only. (Donaldson and O’Toole, 2007, p. 60-66.) This means that each 

party has its own role in the relationship and that usually the roles are developed over time. The key 

characteristics of these four relationship types are summarized in Table 3.  

Table 3. The characteristics of the four relationship types (Donaldson and O’Toole, 2007, p. 60.) 

 Close relationship 
Recurrent 

relationship 

Dominant partner 

relationship 

Discrete 

relationship 

Norms Unique Friendly Adversarial Contract based 

Type of 

cooperation 
Strategic Operational Forced via power use None 

Assets 

contributed 

(human capital 

and physical) 

High and unique High High Lowest 

Communication Intense and two-way Two-way One-way Lowest 

Information 

sharing 
Intense and open No barriers 

As required by 

powerful partner, 

resisted by weaker 

partner 

Limited 

Trust Complete High Limited Low 

Flexibility High High Forced None 

Time horizon Long Long 
Determined by 

stronger party 
Transaction only 

 

Companies are encouraged by literature to develop close relationships with their partners to offer a 

market solution that meets the needs of them in a better way than their competitors. Companies 

should focus on investing in relationships in which they are prepared to put effort in, invest in and 

continuously try to improve; otherwise there will be a risk to lose the business for good. (Donaldson 

and O’Toole, 2007, p. 3 and 9.) This means that no relationship should be taken as granted. Next 

section will discuss the relationship dissolutions and restorations. 
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2.3. Relationship dissolution  

This section discusses the issues around relationship dissolutions. As a starting point the definition 

of the concept is presented. 

2.3.1. Definition of relationship dissolution 

The process of ending a relationship is called relationship dissolution. Relationship is dissolved 

when all activity links are broken, no resources ties and actor bonds exist between the companies. 

Although the business relationship has ended, personal relationships between involved individuals 

may still remain and the nature of their private relationship might not change. (Alajoutsijärvi et al., 

2000, p. 1272; Helm et al., 2006, p. 368.)  

Relationship management is about managing both growing and declining relationships. The 

dissolution of relationships is not always negative; it can even be beneficial and desirable for the 

parties. The resources freed from unsatisfactory relationships can then be used in creating new more 

profitable relationships. (Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2000, p. 1271.)  

According to Bergquist et al. (1995, p. 115) it is difficult to dissolve a partnership once it is formed. 

Sometimes the situation is that partners may remain together because they find it difficult to end the 

relationship. In some cases the lack of an alternative partner may keep the relationship alive, 

although one partner might want to dissolve it. (Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2000, p. 1271 and 1281.) The 

relationship might also end because of a change or an event in the broader business network in 

which the business is embedded (Halinen and Tähtinen, 2002, p. 168). The dissolution decision is 

not always a company level decision, but also external factors can have a significant effect on on-

going business relationships. The reasons for relationship dissolutions are discussed next. 

2.3.2. Reasons for relationship dissolution 

Business relationship dissolution is not necessarily an unfavourably outcome and hence should be 

approached as a natural matter in the relationship lifecycle. Hocutt (1998, p. 196) presents three 

different types of decisions for relationship dissolution. These types are buyer’s decision, seller’s 

decision and mutual decision. The buyer’s decision is when the buyer becomes dissatisfied with the 

relationship with the service provider and wants to/has the possibility to switch to another service 

provider. The seller’s decision implies to the situation where the relationship dissolution by the 

seller happens for instance when a buyer is no longer profitable to the seller or when the seller is 

forced to terminate the business operations due to an undefined reason. The mutual decision of 

relationship dissolution exists when both the buyer and seller agree on the dissolution. In some 
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cases the relationship is no longer necessary and then the dissolution is a natural process. (Hocutt, 

1998, p. 196.)  

Haugland et al. (2004, p. 5) identified factors influencing the dissolution of relationships and they 

can be divided into single factor explanations and holistic explanations. Single factor explanations 

consist of service and delivery failures, lack of commitment, lack of perceived relationship value 

and dissatisfaction. The holistic explanations include factors that already existed when entering the 

relationship and factors that related to unfavourable things, such as bankruptcy or performance 

failures. It also includes factors related to the lack of moderators, for instance exit barriers, 

relationship experience, strength of actor bonds or alternative partners. (Haugland et al., 2004, p. 5.)  

Some of the reasons for business relationship termination are due to change in management or staff, 

completion of the project and because the nature of business has changed (Freeman and Browne, 

2004, p. 171). Halinen and Tähtinen (2002) describe the reasons for relationship dissolution in 

another model, which is divided into three: predisposing factors, precipitating events, and 

attenuating factors and events. These are divided based on their role in the relationship dissolution 

process, particularly on the direction of their influence. (Halinen and Tähtinen, 2002, p. 169-171.) 

Predisposing factors already exist when companies enter a relationship. Those can be related to the 

tasks the relationship is set up to accomplish or to the actors, for instance poor company 

performance, or to the dyadic relationship that can be conflicting goals or the network. (Halinen and 

Tähtinen, 2002, p. 169-171.) 

Precipitating events function as impulses for the partners to take actions to end their relationship, as 

those occur during the relationship but also during the termination process. The events can be 

sudden and dramatic or part of series of events that create pressure for the relationship change. 

(Halinen and Tähtinen, 2002, p. 169-171.) 

Attenuating factors have a significant influence on the dissolution process, because they moderate 

the effect of the other two categories. Strong trust, commitment and personal relationships may 

function as attenuating factors. Strong actor bonds, resource ties and activity links increase 

switching costs, and those have an attenuating effect, but also high relationship quality or value can 

moderate the effects of events that otherwise would lead to dissolution. (Halinen and Tähtinen, 

2002, p. 171.) 
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Both predisposing factors and precipitating events promote ending, while attenuating factors and 

events hinder dissolution and its advancement (Halinen and Tähtinen, 2002, p. 169). This means 

that there are many factors affecting the dissolution process. 

In case one of the parties involved in the relationship decides to end the relationship, the strategies 

to execute the dissolution process are discussed. The discussion can be held internally within the 

company and in some cases also with the other companies key members involved in the 

relationship. Next the different dissolution strategies are presented. 

2.3.3. Dissolution strategies  

In the starting point of the dissolution process a company needs to define how the wish to modify or 

end the relationship will be communicated to the partner. In this stage the future of the relationship 

is at stake, so the wish of the change has to be communicated delicately but straight to the partner. 

The choice of the dissolution strategy is influenced by the reasons for the dissolution and depending 

on the factors that characterize the relationship between the two parties. The dissolution strategies 

are: direct and indirect exit strategy, and voice strategy. (Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2000, p. 1271-1274 

and p. 1281.) 

When the firm adopts an exit strategy it means that the firm wants to end the current relationship 

and possibly wants to replace the existing partner with a new one. The voice strategy means that the 

firm discusses the reasons for the potential dissolution with the other partner in order that 

restoration or modification steps can be made by both parties to save the relationship. The depth of 

communications is defined after the choice of dissolution strategy is defined. As in all human and 

organizational communication, the interpretations of the verbal and non-verbal expressions are the 

core issues and they should be tested, as to how the counterpart interprets them. The management of 

a disengager company must understand what type of strategy can be applied in the dissolution 

process, so that negative consequences affecting both partners and the network can be minimized 

and in the ideal situation even avoided. (Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2000, p. 1271-1274 and p. 1281.) 

Communication, be it verbal or nonverbal, is a core issue in the process of dissolution. 

Alajoutsijärvi et al. (2000, p. 1274) present four exit strategies, two of them are indirect (disguised 

and silent exit) and two direct (communicated and revocable exit). As mentioned earlier there is 

also the voice strategy. Further, the dissolution strategies are categorized into other- and self-

orientation. If the disengager wants to avoid hurting the partner it chooses the other-orientated 

strategy. If the disengager wants to put its own goals ahead by the cost of hurting the partner it 

chooses a self-orientated strategy. (Alajoutsijärvi, et al., 2000, p. 1274-1276.) 
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Indirect exit strategy is used when the disengager does not state the desire to exit clearly, but tries to 

achieve the same result by different actions, for example through hints, to be able to respect the 

partner’s “face”(Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2000, p. 1274). For instance in China the fading away exit 

strategy is often favoured. The motive behind this behaviour is to save the face and not damage a 

company’s reputation within a network of firms. In China it is important to maintain guanxi even 

when the formal business relationship has ended, as it is a form of social capital, an important 

resource that a person can tap into when there is a need to find help or support. (Pressey and Qiu, 

2007, p. 114.)  

The desire to exit may be communicated to the partner indirectly through disguised exit or silent 

exit strategies. By disguised exit strategy the disengager communicates its desire to exit in words, 

hints or acts, but without addressing the real message to the partner. Disguised exit strategy can be 

divided still to pseudo-de-escalation strategy representing other-orientation and cost 

escalation/signalling strategies to represent self-orientation. Pseudo-de-escalation strategy means 

that the disengager expresses wishes to change the current relationship. However, it does not 

communicate that it wishes to exit from the relationship. This can be visualised in a situation where 

the disengager states that it wishes to reduce some investments made in the relationship, but still 

keeps the relationship alive, although secretly plans to dissolve it. Cost escalation strategy means 

that the disengager increases the other parties relational costs up to a point that the partner itself 

starts to dissolve the relationship. This can be seen for example in a situation where delivery 

schedule demands are tightened. In signalling strategy the disengager turns towards using public 

media or other actors in the business network where it communicates its exit decision. 

(Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2000, p. 1274-1275.) 

As stated above, the other indirect path is to use the silent exit strategies, which include fading 

away strategy representing other-orientation and withdrawal strategy representing self-orientation. 

The exit strategy can be labelled as silent if there is no intention or need for communicating exit 

wishes, meaning that both parties understand that the relationship has ended. This strategy can be 

identified as fading away method. This may happen when a project has come to an end and either 

party does not make an effort to discuss the continuation of their relationship. The withdrawal 

strategy means that the disengager expresses its intentions of relationship dissolution through 

changed behaviour. Changes in the openness and frequency of communication are signals of 

decreasing interest. (Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2000, p. 1274-1275.) 
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Direct exit strategy is used when the communication about the relationship dissolution is done 

clearly so that the partner has no doubt of the partner’s intentions. The desire to exit may be 

communicated to the partner directly through communicated or revocable exit strategies. 

Communicated exit strategy can be divided into negotiated farewell strategy representing other-

orientation and fait accompli/attributional conflict strategies to represent self-orientation. 

Negotiated farewell strategy means that the discussion between partners is done without hostility or 

vigorous arguments. Here both of the partners see that the dissolution is the inevitable and even 

beneficial. Fait accompli strategy means that the disengager states clearly to the partner that the 

relationship is over without letting the partner get a chance to discuss the matter. Attributional 

conflict strategy refers to that the dissolution desire reasons are discussed together but 

disagreements arise about whose fault the dissolution is. (Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2000, p. 1274-1275.) 

As stated above, the other direct path is to use the revocable exit strategy, which consist of mutual 

state-of-the-relationship talk strategy representing other-orientation and diverging state-of-the-

relationship talk strategy representing self-orientation. Mutual state-of-the-relationship talk 

strategy describes the situation when the disengager clearly states its desire to dissolve the 

relationship, but still is willing to discuss the reasons relating to the decision and make restoration 

steps to save the relationship. Diverging state-of-the-relationship talk strategy describes the 

situation where the partner’s views are so distant that continuation of the relationship is possible 

only if one or both partners change their views and reduce self-orientation. (Alajoutsijärvi et al., 

2000, p. 1274-1275.) 

The voice strategy represents a situation when the disengager expresses its dissatisfaction directly to 

any authority having managerial power and who is willing to listen. Factors that encourage using 

the voice strategy include high levels of trust, commitment and satisfaction with the relationship. 

Also available channels of communication are needed so that the effort of using voice is perceived 

worth choosing. The voice strategy contains changing the relationship strategy representing other-

orientation and changing the partner representing self-orientation. (Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2000, p. 

1274-1276.) The different dissolution strategies described above are presented in Figure 1.  
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Figure 1. Exit and voice strategies in interorganisational buyer-seller relationship dissolution 

(Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2000, p. 1274.) 

 

There are different outcomes of each exit and voice strategy. The strategies discussed previously 

state that there is a self-oriented and other-oriented approach as well as direct or indirect ways to 

communicate the desire to exit a business relationship. The level of hurting the partner, length of the 

dissolution, interest level of the partners to secure the other parties business, damage level of 

dissolution to the network and disengager, and future possibilities to the rebirth of the relationship 

all describe the different outcomes of the dissolution process and the participants’ actions. The 

characteristics of the dissolution strategies are presented in Figure 2.  
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Figure 2. Characteristics of dissolution strategies (Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2000, p. 1284.) 

 

Factors that affect the choice of exit strategy can be categorized into internal and external reasons. 

Internal reasons are for instance legal, administrative, technical and financial bonds. While external 

reasons, such as legislation and government, are outside the partners’ influence. (Alajoutsijärvi et 

al., 2000, p. 1281.)  

For managers it is essential to keep in mind that relationship dissolution is always possible and it 

may be even a natural alternative within the relationship lifecycle management. If the dissolution of 

a relationship happens then no party should be aggrieved on exit from the relationship. As it might 

be often the case, parties may leave and not voice their complaints to the company but voice them 

to others and thus it might disturb the pattern of other and future relationships. (Donaldson and 

O’Toole, 2007, p. 48.)  

It is important to use a dissolution strategy that minimizes damage occurring to the disengager, the 

other party and connected network, this is the only way to reach the beautiful exit (Alajoutsijärvi et 

al., 2000, p. 1272). As Donaldson and O’Toole (2007, p. 48) state the dissolution needs to be 

managed with exclusive carefulness because many companies fail to treat company exit as seriously 

as they should and this may harm their future and current relationships. When the partnership is 

dissolved, the debts still need to be paid, and in cases where the partnership’s liabilities are greater 

than the assets, the partners bear the losses in the same proportion in which they once shared profits 
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and therefore partners may still have contact and some kind of relationship after the dissolution 

process (Cross and Miller, 2007 p. 411). So as usually in business-to-business relationships the 

contract, which is made in the beginning of the relationship, should be respected and followed so 

that each party does what is expected to minimize the harm to the other party. It is not good 

business behaviour to set your partner in crisis. Respecting the business partner and having open 

communication is core in having a successful business.  

Based on the theories above it might seem to the reader that if the relationship does not function for 

an undefined reason the relationship should be dissolved. However, that is not always the case. If 

the parties feel it would be mutually beneficial for both participants to continue the relationship, 

effort should be made towards restoring actions. The restoration of a business relationship is 

discussed in the next section. 

2.3.4. Restoration of a business relationship 

If the parties have a mutual understanding on maintaining the relationship, restoring the relationship 

is an option to relationship dissolution. In case of restoration, both parties should be committed to 

the required actions to succeed in the process. Tähtinen and Vaaland (2006, p. 15-17) presents the 

attenuating factors for relationship dissolution, which can be divided into five categories: (1) lost 

relational investments, (2) dissolution process costs, (3) possible sanctions for future business, (4) 

network limitations, and (5) set-up costs.  

The first category is lost relational investments, which means that although the former partners, 

when dissolving a relationship, did not lose money, they lost the result of the investments, such as 

time, expenses and effort that arouse when the relationship was developed. Additionally the lost of 

value from social, knowledge, technological and personal bonds needs to be taken into account. 

(Tähtinen and Vaaland, 2006, p. 15-17.) 

The second category is the dissolution process costs that include the cost of lawyers, legal battles, 

negotiating contract abortions and the discontinuity of production (Tähtinen and Vaaland, 2006, p. 

15-17). 

The third category of possible sanctions for future business category includes the network’s social 

pressure and one example is that the disappointed ex-partner may spread bad word-of-mouth in the 

network (Tähtinen and Vaaland, 2006, p. 15-17). 
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The fourth category is the network limitations, which is applicable in situations where the network 

is relatively small and there is a lack of alternative partners to work with (Tähtinen and Vaaland, 

2006, p. 15-17). 

The fifth category is the set-up costs involving the costs and risks in developing a new relationship. 

There will certainly be costs from searching a new partner, establishing and developing actor bonds 

and new relational investments. The fifth category includes all new investments that have to be 

made if the relationship is replaced by a new one. (Tähtinen and Vaaland, 2006, p. 15-17.)  

The identification and analysis of the attenuating factors shows the value of relationships to 

managers and also helps them to understand why the relationship should be saved instead of 

dissolved. By analyzing the importance of the factors both parties will become aware of the reasons 

for continuing the relationship and the awareness will increase the willingness of both parties to 

take restoring actions. (Tähtinen and Vaaland, 2006, p. 15-16 and p. 19.) This means that by 

restoring a relationship the parties might get more value out of the relationship and save costs.  

A company making efforts to restore a relationship instead of ending it may avoid economical 

losses. Tähtinen and Vaaland (2006, p. 14) state that the dissolution of a relationship can arise a 

heavily economic loss in terms of direct costs, such as legal costs but it can also cause switching 

costs, lost market opportunities and affect the reputation. Whereas, according to Hocutt (1998, p. 

196-197), the loss of partners impact the profitability of the firm. The switching behaviour of 

partners can also cause higher costs for attracting new partners and loss of word-of-mouth for the 

company (Hocutt, 1998, p. 196-197). In addition to the above mentioned items, researchers, such as 

Bengtson et al. (2013) discuss the value of restoring a business relationship by focusing on 

rebuilding trust as well as increasing commitment and knowledge sharing within the partnership. 

At this point, the reader has gained an understanding of the roles of national culture, relationship 

management, and business relationship dissolutions. Next a conceptual model is presented to 

conclude the literature review chapter. 
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2.4. Reflections on the literature review chapter including a conceptual model  

Based on the theories discussed above, Model 1 summarizes the content of the core themes of this 

research meaning national culture, relationship management and relationship dissolution by Model 

1 Business-to-Business Relationship Lifecycle Management Wheel. Relationship lifecycle consists 

of five stages identified by Dwyer et al. (1987, p. 15-19). These stages are: awareness, exploration, 

expansion, commitment and dissolution. Further the exploration stage can be divided into five 

subcategories which are attraction, communication and bargaining, development and exercise of 

power, norm development, and expectation development. Also another theory of relationship 

lifecycle was identified by Zineldin (1987, p. 277-284). These phases are: discovery, development, 

commitment, loyalty and dissolution. These two theories have common features of the relationship 

lifecycle stage/phase; they discuss the same concepts using different terminology.  

During the awareness, discovery and explorations stages/phase the relationship approach is 

identified and decided by the parties. The relationship approach usually is either traditional 

(transaction) approach or strategic market relationship approach (Donaldson and O’Toole, 2007, p. 

9). 

During the development, expansion, commitment and loyalty stages/phases the relationship type is 

defined. The relationship types are close, recurrent, dominant and discrete. Each relationship type 

has its own characteristics of norms, type of cooperation, assets contributed, communication and 

information sharing habits, trust, flexibility, and time horizon. (Donaldson and O’Toole, 2007, p. 

60.) The above mentioned are interconnected. 

In the next stage of the Model 1 Business-to-Business Relationship Lifecycle Management Wheel 

there is the dissolution. There the key substances are the three dissolution strategies: indirect, direct, 

and voice strategies. Indirect exit strategy can be divided into disguised exit and silent exit and the 

direct exit strategy can be divided into communicated exit and revocable exit. (Alajoutsijärvi, et al., 

2000, p. 1274-1276). 

The dissolution process is further characterized by self-oriented and other-oriented approach. Self-

oriented approach consists of cost escalating, signalling, withdrawal, fait accompli, attributional 

conflict, diverging state of relationship talk, and changing the partner. Other-oriented approach 

consist of pseudo-de-escalation, fading away, negotiated farewell, mutual state-of-the relationship 

talk, and changing the relationship. (Alajoutsijärvi, et al., 2000, p. 1274-1276). The step out from 

the relationship lifecycle wheel is in the dissolution process stage by using either self-oriented or 

other-oriented approach.  
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In the final part of the Model 1 Business-to-Business Relationship Lifecycle Management Wheel is 

the restoration of relationship. Here managers need to discuss and analyze their preference to 

dissolve the relationship. By analyzing the importance of the attenuating factors which can be 

divided into five categories: (1) lost relational investments, (2) dissolution process costs, (3) 

possible sanctions for future business, (4) network limitations, and (5) set-up costs; both parties 

involved in the relationship will become aware of the reasons for continuing the relationship and the 

awareness will increase the willingness of both parties to take restoring actions. (Tähtinen and 

Vaaland, 2006, p. 15-16 and p. 19.)  

In case of relationship restoration, the awareness of the parties comes relevant again, meaning that 

the Model 1 Business-to-Business Relationship Lifecycle Management Wheel has an opportunity to 

start another round.  

In addition to the issues described above, there is still the need for cultural understanding and 

national cultural dimension that need to be considered in all stages of the Model 1 Business-to-

Business Relationship Lifecycle Management Wheel in international instances. Relationship 

management challenges in international instances can be identified into four main categories 

representing (1) technological, (2) economic and market, (3) social and cultural as well as (4) legal 

and regulatory related challenges (Ramaseshan et al., 2006, p. 199-203). The national dimension of 

a country represents how the country views issues relating to power distance (PDI), individualism 

(IDV), uncertainty avoidance (UAI), masculinity (MAS), and long-term orientation (LTO) 

(Hofstede et al., 2010, p. 53-298).  

The Model 1 illustrates the Business-to-Business Relationship Lifecycle Management Wheel. As 

the stages and phases glide from one to another, the researchers have chosen to colour code the 

different stages and phases with the colour shades gliding from purple to blue and turquoise. The 

steps from one section to another are not obvious because there is always a need for managers to 

analyse the instance specific situations. That is why Model 1 has spaces between each section. 

Model 1 provides a standing point for managers to use as a tool for future relationship management 

and business development domestically and internationally.  
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Model 1. Business-to-Business Relationship Lifecycle Management Wheel (Klemola and Stanley, 

2014.) 

 

Model 1 has been used as a platform in constructing and structuring the research interview 

questions. Also it is used later in the empirical findings and analysis chapters to guide the 

discussion. Next chapter contains the methodology used in the research. 
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3. Research methodology  

This chapter presents the methodology used for the research and discusses the reasons behind the 

methodology selection; which methods were used to gather the data and more importantly, why 

were they used? This chapter also presents in detail the research process. 

3.1. Epistemological and ontological considerations 

To understand the world around us and problems raised up through research, it is essential to 

identify the importance and role of interpretations (Gummesson, 2005, p. 311).  

The focus of epistemological considerations refer to the questions “what is (or should be) regarded 

as acceptable knowledge in a discipline” and “whether or not the social world can and should be 

studied according to the same principles, procedures, and ethos as the natural sciences” (Bryman 

and Bell, 2007, p. 15). Epistemological considerations are positioned and referred to as positivism 

and interpretivism. “Positivism... advocates the application of the methods of the natural sciences to 

the study of social reality and beyond” (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 15). Interpretivism “is predicated 

upon the view that a strategy is required that respects the differences between people and the objects 

of the natural sciences and therefore requires the social scientist to grasp the subjective meaning of 

social action” (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 17). For qualitative research the epistemological 

orientation is interpretivism (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 27). 

The focus of ontological considerations refer to the question of “whether social entities can and 

should be considered objective entities that have a reality external to social actors, or whether they 

can and should be considered social constructions built up from perceptions and actions of social 

actors” (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 20). Ontological considerations are positioned and referred to as 

objectivism and constructionism. “Objectivism... asserts that social phenomena and their meaning 

have an existence that is independent of social actors. It implies that social phenomena and the 

categories that we use in everyday discourse have an existence that is independent or separate from 

actors” (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 21). “Constructionism...asserts that social phenomena and their 

meaning are continually being accomplished by social actors. It implies that social phenomena and 

the categories are not only produced through social interaction but they are in a constant state of 

revision” (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 22). For qualitative research the ontological orientation is 

constructionism (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 27).  
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3.2. Research strategy 

A case study research enables the researcher to investigate real business life by applying and testing 

existing theories to develop new theories. This type of study is systematic and holistic in nature 

with an aim to identify relationships between variables. (Gummesson, 2005, p. 322.) The use of 

case study research enables to identify influencing patterns and discover theory through empirical 

evidence (Gummesson, 2005, p. 309-325).  

Critics typically state single cases offer a poor basis for generalization. This is because survey 

research relies on statistical generalization, whereas case studies rely on analytical generalization. 

(Yin, 2009, p. 14-16.) However, to conduct this research with a case study approach seems to be the 

best option to gain knowledge about the topic. Other researchers, such as Geersbro and Ritter 

(2013), Bengtson et al. (2013), Pressey and Qiu (2007), Helm et al. (2006) and Alajoutsijärvi et al. 

(2000), who have lately focused on relationship dissolution research, have also used the case study 

approach and did not criticize the method being faulty approach on conducting research about this 

specific topic. 

In order to collect data considered useful for the research, the researchers are advised to develop 

their knowledge about the topic, so that they can ask detailed questions in the data collection 

process (Qu and Dumay, 2011, p. 238). During spring 2013 the researchers conducted a qualitative 

research for a customer relationship management course in University of Gävle Master of Business 

Administration programme about a Swedish company’s relationship dissolution with one of its 

service providers. Using qualitative research with semi-structured interview method proved to be 

the correct approach to bring new knowledge about the topic, which brought confidence to the 

researchers to select the similar approach this time for the thesis research. Since the researchers 

already had gained some experience and information about a real life business case in business-to-

business relationship dissolution, motivation to research this topic further in a broader context 

existed.  

The researchers started the research process during summer 2013 by discussing the topic, reading 

scientific articles relating to the topic, and gathering information about potential companies to 

research. 
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3.3. Research design 

The research design is built in reflection to Model 1 Business-to-Business Relationship Lifecycle 

Management Wheel, which is an outcome of the literature review, developed by the researchers.  

There are many different approaches to collecting data. Qualitative techniques are primarily used 

when researchers aim to understand complex and indefinable factors of a topic. Researchers use 

quantitative techniques when they try to identify causality, usually between two or a more variables 

where the independent and dependent variables are identifiable. (Gummesson, 2005, p. 312.) 

Qualitative research emphasises words rather than quantification in the data collection and analysis 

process (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 27). Also emphasise is on the contextual understanding of the 

social behaviour which means that the behaviour and values should be understood in the specific 

context (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 404). 

In this research a qualitative approach to data collection was selected because the researchers’ aim 

was to identify the causality between the approach to the relationship, type of relationship and 

dissolution strategy. The researchers identified the need to collect new primary data through 

interviews because interviews are a direct way of obtaining information from the target group 

(Rowley, 2012, p. 260-262; Malhotra, 2007, p. 158-162; Carson et al., 2001, p. 73-74). As noted 

earlier, the researchers had conducted a smaller but similar kind of case study research earlier which 

resulted that the experiences the researchers had gained supported the selection of interviews as 

means of collecting data also this time. 

The cons of qualitative research technique is that there is a danger for idealization and 

simplification of the interview situation based on the assumption that the interviewees are 

competent and moral truth tellers who state what is needed to be stated in the name of research (Qu 

and Dumay, 2011, p. 238). This means that the interviews are not objective, reliable, and the results 

have a potential to be manipulated (Qu and Dumay, 2011, p. 239). Bryman and Bell (2007, p. 408) 

criticize also qualitative research for being too subjective, difficult to replicate, and problems 

regarding generalization. To eradicate these limitations of qualitative research the researchers 

focused on being as objective as possible during the entire data collection process. In order to be 

objective and facilitate the reliability and validity of the data the researchers should carefully plan 

and prepare the research analysis phase and process (Qu and Dumay, 2011, p. 239) while keeping 

the knowledge they have about the research topic in the core of the focus.  
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Concerning the research design process and its objectivity, the researchers should make several 

decisions based on their careful considerations of identifying who to interview, the interview goals, 

and how the length of the interviews were planned (Rowley, 2012, p. 260; Qu and Dumay, 2011, p. 

239).  

Firstly, the researchers focused on planning the possible interviewee profiles, persons who would be 

the correct persons within the case company to have the needed knowledge and experience on the 

relationship dissolution. To profile possible candidates is important since then the persons with the 

right knowledge can offer the research relevant insights (Rowley, 2012, p. 264). The researchers 

came into a conclusion that the right persons to interview are those who are intensively involved in 

project management, work closely with external business partners and have been involved in 

relationship dissolution processes in order to be able to give thorough and first-hand information. 

Secondly, the researchers started planning the interviews by identifying the interview goals of how 

to gather information from the interviewees about the topic and gain understanding of the 

interviewees’ behaviour, beliefs, attitudes or experiences (Rowley, 2012, p. 260). By taking the 

subject’s initial response and turning it into a question, the interviewers are able to encourage the 

subject to further explain the first response and it creates natural opportunities for a more detailed 

discussion of the topic. The general rule of thumb is that the more a subject talks about a topic, the 

more likely he or she is to reveal underlying attitudes, motives, emotions and behaviours. (Hair et 

al., 2006, p. 176-177.) Also it is important that the researcher carefully listens to what the 

interviewee has to say (Qu and Dumay, 2011, p. 239).  

Finally, the researchers focused on planning the length of the interview. According to Rowley 

(2012, p. 263) one should consider the length of the interview being appropriate for the 

interviewees to share their knowledge. A guideline for new researchers is to aim for around 12 

interviews each lasting for approximately 30 minutes or then six to eight interviews each lasting 

around one hour (Rowley, 2012, p. 263). The total number of interviews to be conducted should be 

based on the research term “saturation” meaning the full understanding of the respondent’s 

perspectives (Ritchie and Lewis, 2003, p. 152). In more detail, saturation means a point to which 

the researchers have reached where the gathered research data does not bring anymore new 

analytical insights, knowledge, and variance resulting to that there is no need to expand the sample 

size further (Ritchie and Lewis, 2003, p. 80-81).  
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As a result of a careful consideration regarding the research design, the researchers considered also 

how many interviews are required (Qu and Dumay, 2011, p. 239), and how the data will be 

analyzed (Qu and Dumay, 2011, p. 239). These two issues are discussed in more detail in the 

following sections accordingly. Next the researchers created the interview questions. 

3.3.1. Creating the research interview questions 

Two preliminary question lists were prepared based on the knowledge the researchers had gained in 

the process of compiling the literature review and Model 1 Business-to-Business Relationship 

Lifecycle Management Wheel as well as through the knowledge received from the case company 

about the research instances. At the time of the research questions were built, the researchers found 

out, that three of the instances would have an international approach and therefore both the 

literature review and methodology were slightly amended accordingly.  

A question list was used in both domestic and international market related dissolutions, however an 

additional list of questions were discussed in the interview sessions in the international dissolutions. 

This additional question list discussed in relation to the international dissolutions aimed at 

identifying the possible viewpoints relating to cultural differences. In domestic instances these 

cultural related questions were not included since culture should not have an emphasised role in the 

birth of conflicts as the parties have a similar understanding of the local values, beliefs and rules 

(Wild and Wild, 2012, p. 66).  

The questions to be asked in all interviews consisted of two main areas: (1) the background of the 

relationship, and (2) the Single-projects or entire Partner-relationships dissolution process, 

consisting of questions relating to the learning outcomes of the process.  

Questions 1-12 focused on the background of the relationship, how the relationship started, how the 

relationship developed and what type of characteristics did the relationship have. First it was 

relevant to gain an understanding of the relationship background before the interview proceeded 

into the actual dissolution process. The dissolution process was discussed in questions 13-23, where 

the questions were formed in order to understand the reasons behind the dissolution, what exit 

strategy was used, did the dissolution affect the network, what is the current situation, what did the 

interviewee learn from the process and has these learning outcomes been put into practice in the 

company. In addition, five questions were asked in the international dissolutions and these 

questions related to identifying national cultural differences between the parties. (See Appendix 8.3. 

for the question list for domestic instances and Appendix 8.4. for the question list for international 

instances. Please note, that these question lists are translated into English and the original question 
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lists used in the research were in Finnish.) After the interview questions were created, it was time to 

test them. 

3.3.2. Testing the data collection method  

The researchers tested the interview questions with a one project manager representing the target 

group that would eventually be interviewed in the research. Rowley (2002, p. 265) motivates that by 

testing the interview questions, necessary changes can be done prior to the actual interviews. The 

interview questions were first made in English and then translated into Finnish. Both language 

versions were sent to the test interviewee, who is a native Finnish speaker and has full professional 

language proficiency of business English and hence could verify the translations being in-line. 

Therefore the researchers were confident that the correct knowledge could be collected through the 

Finnish questions from the research participants.  

Rowley (2012, p. 263) states that the question list should encourage the interviewee to talk about 

the topic from her experiences. During the test interview it came evident that the context of some 

questions needed to be adjusted so that sufficient data for this research could be gathered from the 

interviewees. By testing the question list the researchers gained an understanding of how much time 

the interviews would take and it could be indicated to the interviewees when inviting them to the 

research. 

3.4. Research process 

During October 2013 altogether four potential case companies from various industries within the 

business-to-business market in the Nordic region were contacted via e-mail and telephone. Two 

potential operators declined pleading to the minimum capacity to take part on this research; for one 

potential case company the scope of this research was not current and topical; one service industry 

operator from Finland replied and expressed their interest to participate in this research.  

The company in focus is referred as "case company" throughout this research due to mutually 

agreed nondisclosure agreement between the researchers and the case company representatives. 

(For the reader to learn more about the case company, please turn to section 4.1.) 

After finding a case company, the researchers started to identify more concretely potential 

interviewee candidates working for the case company. It is important for researchers to identify 

potential interviewee candidates who could offer insight to the research, since then the persons with 

the right knowledge can be contacted (Rowley, 2012, p. 264). From the start of the research 

process, it came clear that the right people to interview for this research are project managers 
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responsible of partner relationships or projects due to their adequate knowledge and insight of the 

research topic. The key requirements set by the researchers for the interviewees were that the right 

persons to interview are those who are heavily involved in project management, work closely with 

external business partners and have been involved in relationship dissolution processes in order to 

be able to give thorough and first-hand information. It is crucial for the success of the research to 

appropriately select the interviewees, because the results have a potential to generate a range of 

insights and understandings (Rowley, 2012, p. 264).  

Based on a discussion with the case company’s representatives, the researchers were able to identify 

altogether five employees having sufficient background, knowledge and experience needed for the 

research. Management of the case company was excluded from the potential interviewee candidate 

list due to their busy work schedule. 

After the case company’s Chief Executive Officer had approved the potential interviewee candidate 

list, the researchers approached the potential interviewees. An e-mail that was sent to the potential 

interviewees followed the structure suggestion by Rowley (2012, p. 264): 

 thank the person for participating in the research; 

 tell briefly who you are and why you are conducting this research; 

 give a brief explanation of the research; 

 describe what you want from the researchers – The researchers wished to hear about Single-

projects or entire Partner-relationships dissolution were the instances could be resent or 

that had happen in the past. The potential interviewees were requested to provide brief 

information about the instances; 

 assure interviewees the confidentiality; 

 indicate how long time the interview will take;  

 tell the method to be used in the interview process; 

 ask the interviewees availability over the next two weeks; 

 ask permission to record the interview; 

 provide the interview questions so that the interviewees can get familiar with them prior to 

the interview; and 

 give your contact details.  

 

 



43 

At this point all the dissolution instances were selected by the case company and it was confirmed 

that four of the instances would be entire Partner-relationship dissolutions and five would be Single-

project dissolutions. The researchers decided to include Single-project dissolutions in this research 

due to the fact that projects have a preliminarily set either natural ending, which is mutually agreed 

by the parties involved at the time the project contract was signed, or dissolution during the project 

execution. Also it came evident that all of the instances would be discussed from the buyer’s 

viewpoint meaning that the case company had been the buyer of the services. 

From the start of the process researchers decided that the most convenient way for both parties is to 

conduct the interviews in Finnish since it is the mother language of all participants in the research. 

The researchers decided to conduct the interviews via telephone or Skype, a video conferencing tool 

via computer, because the interviewees were physically located in Finland and at the time the 

researchers were in Sweden. Telephone interview method was also used by previous relationship 

dissolution case study researchers such as Tidström and Åhman (2006).  

Telephone and Skype interviews save a lot of travelling time in comparison to a face-to-face 

interviews, however some of the richness of the interaction maybe lost (Rowley, 2012, p. 265). The 

limitations of telephone interviews are that the interviewer needs to encourage the interviewee to 

open up their responses so that they do not come too factual in tone and because the interpretations 

are solely based on voice and not on visual information (King and Horrocks, 2010, p. 83). The 

limitations of Skype interviews are linked to: (1) the privacy issues, especially when the discussed 

topic contains sensitive information because there is always the possibility of someone having 

hacked to your computer and getting access to the information without you knowing this is 

happening (Anderson and Shane, 2002, p. 11); (2) to the ambiguity in spatial frame of reference, 

meaning the limits of interaction based on different physical locations were the participants are 

during the Skype discussion (Fayard, 2006, p. 153); as well as to (3) participants usage of body 

language, facial expressions, eye movements, voice use, tone of discussion and possibility to hear 

properly what the other person is saying due to technological errors or possible interruptions in the 

background (Fayard, 2006, p. 154). Also the impersonal nature of Skype interviews can cause 

hindrance in communication and result into different perceptions of the setting and interview 

process (Sears et al., 2013, p. 1735), especially when the interviewee and interviewer have not 

previously met. 
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In order to eradicate such research method limitations relating to telephone and Skype interviews, 

the researchers and the interviewees set-up the stage accordingly and discussed a few key points in 

the beginning of the interviews. Firstly, it was relevant in Skype interviews to set up the web 

camera in a way that the interviewee would be able to see that there was no one else in the room 

except the researchers, set the lighting properly that visual obstacles are minimized and check the 

voice transfer for both participants. Secondly, in both interviews, it was relevant to discuss the kind 

of information which was needed from the interviewees and what kind of information was needed 

concerning their personal experiences (King and Horrocks, 2010, p. 83). Thirdly, to respect research 

ethics it was double checked from the interviewees if it is acceptable that the discussion will be 

voice recorded by the interviewers. Throughout the Skype interviews, it was relevant to ask for and 

give feedback if the audio and video systems function properly, wave and use body language in 

order to build an emotional context for interaction which enables people to come closer despite the 

physical distance of the participants (Fayard, 2006, p. 161-162). Also in Skype interviews it is vital 

to look straight into the camera to signal interest and understanding. In both interviews it was 

important to listen carefully what the interviewee had to say and take notes (Qu and Dumay, 2011, 

p. 239), as well as adapt the communication styles to meet the interviewees’ style and generation 

(King and Horrocks, 2010, p. 83). All these relevant considerations were carefully considered 

before and during the interview sessions in order to create trust and facilitate reliability and validity 

of the data collected. 

The researchers felt they were able to gain sufficient amount of information with the quality they 

had in mind through both Skype and telephone interviews. Both Skype and telephone interviews 

provided equally adequate information in this research. 

If the research has around 12 interviews Rowley’s (2012, p. 263) guideline is to make each last for 

approximately 30 minutes, so the researchers decided to keep the time used for all the nine 

researched instance interviews between 30-45 minutes. 

In order to increase the reliability of the research, the interviews were recorded by the interviewee’s 

permission. The pros with recording an interview are that there is less risk for misunderstandings, 

because the recording allows to listen to the interviews many times in order to avoid 

misunderstandings and it also enables all details to be included. This is how Carson et al. (2001, p. 

74-75) advises and backs up the pros of recording the interview. The cons of recording the 

interviews are that it may affect the interviewees not to reveal their real experiences and concerns 

about a sensitive topic (Gebrekidan et al., 2008, p. 30). To increase the level of trust the researchers 
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presented the reasons for recording the interviews and stated the group of people having access to 

the voice files. The reason for recording the interviews was that the researchers would be able to 

listen the interview tapes several times in order to avoid misunderstandings. The researchers stated 

that only the researchers and the supervising professors would have an access to the recordings. All 

interviewees accepted this process. Gebrekidan et al. (2008) did not criticize that recording the case 

study interviews would have had a negative effect to the outcome of the research. 

All interviews were done during October and November 2013. All in all five project managers were 

interviewed resulting into nine individual instances, three of the instances having a cross-border 

approach: Finland-Sweden, Finland-Germany, Finland-Russia. Two out of five project managers 

shared three instances each and three out of five project managers shared one instance each. The 

amount of instances to be shared was decided by the interviewees themselves. In the situation were 

more than one instance was shared by the project manager, a short brake was held between the 

instance interviews, meaning that the interviews were done within one Skype discussion or 

telephone call.  

Four out of nine instances were entire Partner-relationship dissolutions and five out of nine were 

Single-project dissolutions. All of the dissolutions had occurred between autumn 2012 and autumn 

2013, meaning that they were relatively recent. Two of the instances had not yet been dissolved 

entirely at the time of the interviews, because the buyer organization had not yet communicated its 

desire to exit. In these two instances the approach to dissolution was executed through examining 

the dissolution from the viewpoint of what is going to happen in the process, meaning how the exit 

desire is going to be communicated, and what is the anticipated influence to the network and 

seller’s business. This approach was taken because the dissolution decisions were made and the 

desire to exit would be communicated to the counterpart the following business day or week. Later 

before this research was published it was confirmed that both of these dissolutions were dissolved 

accordingly. This verification was made to increase the validity of the research findings. All the 

instances are marketing related either primary or support activities dissolution processes.  

The role of the interview question list was to enable the researchers to maintain the focus on the 

essential topics and make sure that all relevant information would be gathered. As the interview 

process got further and the interviewer got new information from the interviewee, new and in-depth 

questions arose from the researcher’s side and even more detailed information could be gathered 

about the Single-projects and entire Partner-relationships dissolution process. The interview process 

was semi-structured and conducted by the researchers, which resulted in that the interview sessions 
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had characteristics of a dynamic, open and flexible conversation regarding the instance and topic. 

The time was managed by the researchers. The researchers also took the role of guiding the 

interviewee to stick to the topic and to elaborate when needed. The outcome per instance discussion 

was between 19-36 minutes of efficient data collection (see Appendix 8.5.). The Appendix 8.5. 

describes the data collection processes of each instance and interview in a detailed manner. The 

appendix table’s outlook was influenced by Alajoutsijärvi et al.’s (2000) methodology summary 

because the researchers found it simple and easy to understand. 

After all the interviews had been conducted, the researchers felt that the amount of instances, 

interview substance, and approach of the buyer organization seemed sufficient in quantity and 

quality to gain new knowledge about the research topic. In other words, the data met saturation 

(Ritchie and Lewis, 2003, p. 80-81 and p. 152). 

During the interview process it came clear that half of the instances are going to be about strategic 

primary activities dissolution and the other half would provide information about the companies 

support activities related dissolutions. Therefore this research provides a good overview of the case 

company’s dissolution processes overall. However, it would have been interesting to hear also the 

sellers’ viewpoints on the dissolutions but due to time constraints and the sensitivity of the research 

topic, the seller companies to the dissolution instances could not be interviewed or approached. 

Neither did the case company support the idea of interviewing the counterparts due to the sensitive 

nature of the information and topic. 

Gummesson (2005, p. 315) criticizes that interviews with managers are often misleading as they are 

speaking from their own perspective. The researchers feel however, that the information received 

from the interviewees is reliable, because the interviewees were cooperative, communication was 

open throughout the process, and the interviewees seemed truthful in their sayings. Also the 

instances were recent and fresh in the interviewees’ minds. The interviewees provided criticism 

about the instances and expressed their viewpoints professionally with arguments, so the 

researchers felt the data was accurate and reliable.  
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3.5. Data analysis process 

Qualitative techniques are used primarily when researchers want to understand the complex and 

indefinable factors of a topic (Gummesson, 2005, p. 312). In this type of method the key is the 

comparisons between the data, existing theory, and with results from previous research. Therefore 

the data collection procedure, analysis, and interpretation of the results usually take part 

simultaneously. (Gummesson, 2005, p. 312.) During the interview process the researchers gained a 

lot of valuable information and were able to start a preliminary analysis simultaneously with the 

data collection process. All interviews were conducted within three weeks, and thereafter the 

analysis of the collected data began.  

A lot of data was gained, which is positive. For researchers the data collection and analysis are both 

equally important. The analysis should provide new aspects for the researcher as well as to the 

reader. Interpretations are more likely to be linked to qualitative approaches where replication is 

more difficult. However, the term “analysis” with different types of precise techniques and research 

designs, which may be replicated later, are more related to quantitative research. Therefore 

interpretations are a necessity in all human efforts to understand the world and specific problems 

encountered through research. (Gummesson, 2005, p. 311.)  

When analysing the data collected through a qualitative research method the issues that require 

consideration according to Rowley (2012, p. 267-269) are: the large amount of information and how 

it should be coded so that no valuable data is lost, what is the best way to analyse the data i.e. 

should one use text or/and images, and how the information is interpreted without letting your own 

subjective views influence the results. In addition the analysers’ competency and skills influence the 

research process (Rowley, 2012, p. 269).  

Researchers should consider as limitations within the data analysis process: the background 

(Gummesson, 2005, p. 315) and amount of respondents, qualitative data’s lack of replication and 

generalization (Bryman and Bell, 2007, p. 408) as well as the difficulty of making systematic 

comparisons if the respondent’s answers vary remarkably. In order to facilitate reliability and 

validity of the data collected and to eradicate these limitations associated with analysing qualitative 

data, the researchers acknowledge the limitations based on the sample size and focused on finding 

key themes present in the instances.  

In addition to the recorded voice tapes, the researchers wrote an interview memorandum document 

of each interview and instance. Those memorandum documents were sent via e-mail to the 

interviewees for cross-checking to be sure everything was understood correctly by the researchers. 
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Thereafter all collected data was gathered and manually sorted by key variables in chronological 

order into Excel-files. Such method was used also by Bengtson et al. (2013) to make it easier to 

analyse the data later on. The process of transferring the data to Excel-files made the information 

from the memorandums more compact and manageable without losing anything important. In 

qualitative research the key is to make sense of the gathered data. In order to reduce potentially 

biased interpretations of the data, a good practice is to invite someone who was not involved in the 

process to check the coding (Rowley, 2012, p. 269). Researchers had support from fellow 

University colleagues to reduce biased interpretations.  

3.6. Reliability and validity issues 

Researchers have aimed for a high level of transparency throughout the research process so that 

future research on the same grounds would be possible. Also transparency in the relation to the case 

company is acknowledged and taken into account in the context of the nondisclosure agreement.  

The purpose of reliability is to rule out the opportunity for interpretations, minimize the errors and 

biases (Yin, 2009 p. 45). By using common sense, experience, knowledge of the field, as well as 

taking into consideration research ethics, the researchers managed to gather highly confidential and 

sensitive data. The researchers have approached the research topic from various viewpoints and 

question set-ups to minimize the risk of biased information.  

Internal validity measures the accuracy of an experiment; did the independent variables or 

treatments actually cause the affect on the dependent variable. External validity on the other hand 

measures if the cause-and-effect relationships found in the research can be generalised. (Malhotra, 

2007, p. 225-226.) The internal validity is reliable, however many external factors influence the 

results. The external validity hence cannot hold, as the results cannot be generalized. The results can 

be interpreted as more of a guideline. The results are valid only in the business-to-business service 

industry in Finland.  

Model 1 Business-to-Business Relationship Lifecycle Management Wheel presented in the 

literature review chapter will be used to guide the discussion in the empirical findings and analysis 

chapters. The results will be presented in the next chapter. The discussion and analysis will follow 

thereafter. 
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4. Empirical study 

This chapter includes a presentation of the case company, and empirical findings of the research. 

4.1. Finnish service industry operator  

Due to the sensitive nature of the research topic, this research does not reveal the case company by 

its name, specify the case company’s operational environment, industry or service offerings, nor 

present the interviewee details. Neither are instance specific details disclosed. These nondisclosure 

details were agreed by the case company, interviewees and the researchers in the beginning of the 

research process. However, to provide the reader some perspective of the industry and country, in 

which the case company is mainly operating, it can be said that the case company is a Finnish 

service industry operator. 

Due to the respect of the nondisclosure agreement made between the researchers and the case 

company, the researchers decided not to provide more detailed information about the industry, 

because doing so might result into identifying the case company, and therefore the researchers have 

decided to limit the information about industry into a minimum. The details of the interviewees are 

neither disclosed. By not disclosing the information, the quality of this research is not harmed and 

would not add significant value to this research. The researchers consider that the cons of the 

nondisclosure agreement are that it provides more potential on establishing a free and trustful 

atmosphere for open and honest discussion about the sensitive topics and instances. 

The case company is referred as the buyer in all of the instances presented in this research.  

4.2. Empirical findings 

The primary research question addressed in this research is: Does specific relationship types and 

approaches tend to influence the use of a specific dissolution strategy? Relating to the primary 

research question, this research has one secondary research question: How does culture impact the 

business-to-business relationships and dissolution within business-to-business service industry in 

Finland?   

Altogether nine individual instances are the subject of this research. Instances represent the various 

kinds of relationships typical for the kind of a company as the researched case company is in size, 

location, business area, industry and background in its primary and support operations. Next the 

findings of the interviews are presented in reflection to the Model 1 Business-to-Business 

Relationship Lifecycle Management Wheel presented in section 2.4. 



50 

The following sections discuss the instances’ backgrounds, relationship approaches and types, 

dissolution processes, learning points from dissolutions, and issues relating to cultural differences 

from international instances. Issues relating to the cultural differences are discussed after the 

relationship and dissolution issues are discussed since cultural differences were not present in all of 

the instances, but only in three out of nine and since the interview question list was also structured 

in this order. This findings chapter is closed with the summary of the key themes of the instance 

findings leading to the discussion on the Analysis and Discussion chapter. 

4.2.1. Instances’ background 

The background of the relationships was discussed in the interviews through interview questions 1-

4. The following findings came across from those questions and also as an outcome from the entire 

interviews. 

The relationships were built to enable the primary and support activities for the case company. Two 

out of nine of the instances are support activities related relationships and seven out of nine are 

primary activities related relationships. The primary and support characteristics can be identified 

from the interview outcomes, as this was not specifically asked in the interviews.  

Four out of nine instances were entire Partner-relationship dissolutions and five out of nine 

instances were Single-project dissolutions. In all instances the initiative to start the relationship 

came from the buyer. The relationships were built to increase the value of the company provided to 

its stakeholders. The goals that could be achieved through these relationships in focus were mainly 

strategic related and the primary goal of all partnerships is/was to support the strategic goals of the 

organization. 

The lifespan of the relationships represent both short-term and long-term perspective. Majority of 

the instances had or have a long-term relationship expectation. All instances are fairly recent and 

with some of the instances the dissolution process was still on-going at the time the interviews were 

made. 

A team of one-to-three persons was involved in each of the instances from the buyer’s side. In all 

instances the project team was lead by a project manager, who was the subject of the interviews. 

The project manager had a team of colleagues to resource the work; bring insight to the planning 

processes and to the execution of the practical activities. The teams involved from the sellers’ side 

varied from two-to-five persons. It was often the case that the contract was signed on the seller’s 

behalf with a Chief Executive Officer, account manager or project manager, and then the 
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operational work was executed by the team. Usually there were one-to-two individuals in contact 

with the buyer. There was no significant difference in team structure compared to the domestic and 

international instances. 

In one out of nine instances the initiative to start the dissolution process came from the seller. In 

that instance the seller organization faced major crisis and went bankrupt which resulted to the 

dissolution process to start.  

In four out of nine instances the buyer made the initiative to dissolve the relationship. One out of 

those four was Single-project dissolution instance and three out of those four was entire Partner-

relationship dissolution instances. When the buyer made the decision to dissolve the relationship, 

the entire Partner-relationship was dissolved in two out of these four instances and in one of these 

four instances the entire Partner-relationship was restored resulting into a positive outcome for both 

parties. 

In four out of nine instances the decision to dissolve the relationship was mutual. Due to the fact 

that Single-project based dissolution instances have a preliminarily set ending, they are defined in 

this research as mutual decision based dissolutions if not stated otherwise (like above). Mutual 

decision existed only in dissolutions concerning the Single-project instances. All Single-project 

relationship instances have been fairly successful and therefore there were no need to end the 

contract with the seller during the project execution time - therefore, the dissolutions can be called 

natural. 

In two out of nine instances the change in personnel from the seller’s side had a negative effect on 

the relationship influencing the future of the business relationship. 

In most of the instances the project managers raised up the fact that the concept of trust in the 

industry is a key factor. 

Table 4 describes findings from each instance regarding the primary/support activity features, entire 

Partner-relationship/Single-project dissolution category, the decision maker into the dissolution 

process to begin, and also whether the dissolution resulted into crisis to either of the parties. Crisis 

issues will be discussed in more detail later. 
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Table 4. Instances’ background  

Instance 
Primary vs. 

Support activity  

Single-project vs. Partner-

relationship dissolution  

Decision maker 

into dissolution 
Crisis 

Instance 1 

(bankruptcy) 
Primary Partner-relationship Seller To buyer  

Instance 2 

(Germany) 
Primary Partner-relationship Buyer To seller 

Instance 3  

(Russia) 
Primary Single-project Buyer 

No crisis to either 

of the parties 

Instance 4 Primary Single-project Mutual 
No crisis to either 

of the parties 

Instance 5 Primary Single-project Mutual 
No crisis to either 

of the parties 

Instance 6  Support Single-project Mutual 
No crisis to either 

of the parties 

Instance 7 Primary Single-project Mutual 
No crisis to either 

of the parties 

Instance 8 

(Sweden) 
Support Partner-relationship Buyer 

No crisis to either 

of the parties 

Instance 9  Primary Partner-relationship Buyer 
No crisis to either 

of the parties 

 

4.2.2. Relationship approaches and types  

The Relationship approaches and types were discussed in the interviews through interview 

questions 5-12. The following findings came across. 

The researchers identified different mixtures of the Relationship approaches. Two out of nine 

instances had purely a Strategic market relationship approach, as four out of nine instances had 

dominant characteristics of Strategic market relationship approach, with features of the Traditional 

(transaction) relationship approach. Three out of nine instances had strong characteristics of 

Traditional (transaction) relationship approach with features of Strategic market relationship 

approach. None of the instances had purely a Traditional (transaction) relationship approach. 

Table 5 presents instance specific Relationship approaches. 
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Table 5. Instances and their relationship approach 

Instance Relationship approach 

Instance Dominant characteristics Features of Details 

Instance 1 

(bankruptcy) 

Strategic market 

relationship approach 

No features of other 

relationship approach 

Purely Strategic market 

relationship approach 

Instance 2 

(Germany) 

Strategic market 

relationship approach 

Traditional 

(transaction) 

relationship approach 

Strategic market relationship 

approach with features of 

Traditional (transaction) 

relationship approach 

Instance 3  

(Russia) 

Traditional (transaction) 

relationship approach 

Strategic market 

relationship approach 

Traditional (transaction) 

relationship approach with 

features of Strategic market 

relationship approach 

Instance 4 
Traditional (transaction) 

relationship approach 

Strategic market 

relationship approach 

Traditional (transaction) 

relationship approach with 

features of Strategic market 

relationship approach 

Instance 5 
Strategic market 

relationship approach 

Traditional 

(transaction) 

relationship approach 

Strategic market relationship 

approach with features of 

Traditional (transaction) 

relationship approach 

Instance 6  
Strategic market 

relationship approach 

Traditional 

(transaction) 

relationship approach 

Strategic market relationship 

approach with features of 

Traditional (transaction) 

relationship approach 

Instance 7 
Strategic market 

relationship approach 

Traditional 

(transaction) 

relationship approach 

Strategic market relationship 

approach with features of 

Traditional  (transaction) 

relationship approach  

Instance 8 

(Sweden) 

Traditional (transaction) 

relationship approach 

Strategic market 

relationship approach 

Traditional (transaction) 

relationship approach with 

features of Strategic market 

relationship approach 

Instance 9  
Strategic market 

relationship approach 

No features of other 

relationship approach 

Purely Strategic market 

relationship approach  
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The researchers found mainly different mixtures of the Relationship types; only two of the nine 

instances represented purely one Relationship type.  

The research results present that majority, six out of nine instances, had a Recurrent relationship 

type as the dominant. Five out these six having also features of Close relationship type, five out of 

these six having features of Discrete relationship type, and two out of these six having features of 

Dominant partner relationship type. When the Relationship type was identified as Recurrent 

relationship type, there was two instances where the buyer was the dominant partner in the 

relationship.  

Two out of nine instances had a Close relationship type as the dominant, with all of them having 

Recurrent relationship type features, additionally one had also features of Dominant partner 

relationship type, in which case the buyer was the dominant partner in the relationship.  

One out of the nine instances had Dominant partner relationship type as the dominant, with also 

having features of Discrete relationship type and Close relationship type. In this instance the seller 

was the dominant partner in the relationship.  

In three out of nine instances where the buyer was the dominant partner in the relationship, the 

Relationship type was described as either Close or Recurrent having additionally also features of 

Dominant partner and Discrete relationship type. However, in the only instance where the seller 

was described the dominant partner, the Relationship type was defined Dominant partner with 

features of Discrete and Close relationship type characteristics. Table 6 presents the instance 

specific Relationship types before the dissolution.  
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Table 6. Instances and their relationship type before the dissolution 

Instance Relationship type before the dissolution 

Instance 
Dominant 

characteristics 
Features of  Details 

Dominant 

partner in the 

relationship 

Instance 1 

(bankruptcy) 
Recurrent  Close 

Strong characteristics of Recurrent 

relationship type with characteristics 

of Close relationship type 

Neither one 

of the parties 

Instance 2 

(Germany) 
Close 

Recurrent and 

Dominant 

partner 

Strong characteristics of Close 

relationship type with characteristics 

of both Recurrent and Dominant 

partner relationship type 

Buyer 

Instance 3  

(Russia) 
Recurrent  

Dominant 

partner and 

Discrete 

Recurrent relationship type with 

strong features of Dominant partner 

relationship type and minor features 

of Discrete relationship type 

Buyer 

Instance 4 Recurrent  
Close and 

Discrete 

Recurrent relationship type with 

features of Close relationship type 

and minor features of Discrete 

relationship type 

Neither one 

of the parties 

Instance 5 Recurrent  
Close and 

Discrete 

Recurrent relationship type with 

major features of Close relationship 

type and minor feature of Discrete 

relationship  

Neither one 

of the parties 

Instance 6  Recurrent 

Close, 

Dominant 

partner and 

Discrete  

Recurrent relationship type with 

features of Close, Dominant partner 

and Discrete relationship type  

Buyer 

Instance 7 Recurrent  
Close and 

Discrete 

Recurrent relationship type with 

minor features of Close and Discrete 

relationship type  

Neither one 

of the parties 

Instance 8 

(Sweden) 

Dominant 

partner 

Discrete and 

Close 

Dominant partner relationship type 

with features of Discrete relationship 

type and minor features of Close 

relationship type 

Seller 

Instance 9  Close Recurrent 
Close relationship type with features 

of Recurrent relationship type 

Neither one 

of the parties 

 

As presented above there is no pure division between the Relationship approaches or Relationship 

types. In most of the instances the project managers raised up the fact that trust in the industry is a 

key factor. That is supported by the finding of the majority of the instances having Recurrent or 

Close relationship type characteristics strongly present. 
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4.2.3. Dissolution processes 

The dissolution process was discussed in the interviews through interview questions 13-20. The 

following findings came across. 

From the entire Partner-relationship dissolution instances, all four relationships were dissolved for 

the first time. From the Single-project dissolution instances in which the relationship continues 

currently, only one out of five instances was dissolved for the first time as the other four out of five 

instances had been previously dissolved in the past. To note once again, this is due to that in Single-

project based instances the dissolution is defined in this research as a mutual decision based on the 

fact that projects have a preliminarily set ending.  

In two out of the nine instances, the buyer was not completely satisfied in the quality of the work of 

the seller, but still the dissolution decision was postponed. 

The final push for the entire Partner-relationship dissolutions was either: 

 a bankruptcy,  

 strategic decision of a group of companies cooperating together with the seller, 

 disappointment in the relationship and the services did not fully meet the buyer’s present 

needs, or  

 policy of the buyer organization to regularly evaluate the service providers to find new 

solutions.  

The final push for the Single-project dissolution instances was that the buyer got a new resource to 

execute the work in-house or that the dissolution took place according to the plan and contract. This 

means that no crisis or other kind of interruptions resulting into an unexpected end of the 

relationship took place during the Single-project relationships. In other words, none of the Single-

project relationships were dissolved during the contract period.  

Only Direct Exit strategies were used in all of the nine instance dissolutions. Other-oriented 

approach occurred in seven out of the nine instances, as two of the nine instances had a Self-

oriented approach.  

In six out of nine instances the Communicated Exit strategy was used. In these four out of six 

instances the Negotiated farewell Exit strategy was used, as in two out of six instances the Fait 

accompli Exit strategy was used.  
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In three out of nine instances the Revocable Exit strategy was used. In all of those three instances 

the result was Other-oriented Mutual state-of-the relationship talk Exit strategy. In one of those 

three instances the partner relationship was restored.  

All five Single-project instances (instances 3-7) have been fairly successful and therefore there was 

no need to end the contract with the seller during the project execution. Therefore, the Exit strategy 

used in all of these Single-project instances was identified to be Other-oriented Negotiated farewell 

(four out of five instances) and Other-oriented Mutual state-of-the relationship talk (in one out of 

five instances). 

The four entire-Partner relationship dissolution instances (instances 1, 2, 8 and 9) were dissolved 

through Self-oriented Fait accompli (two out of the four instances) and Other-oriented Mutual 

state-of-the relationship talk (two out of the four instances). Table 7 presents the instance specific 

Exit strategies and orientation. 

Table 7. Instances and their exit strategy and orientation 

Instance Exit step 1 Exit step 2  Exit step 3  Exit Orientation  

Instance 1 

(bankruptcy) 
Direct Communicated exit  Fait accompli Self-oriented 

Instance 2 

(Germany) 
Direct Revocable exit 

Mutual state-of -the 

relationship talk 
Other-oriented 

Instance 3  

(Russia) 
Direct  Revocable exit 

Mutual state-of -the 

relationship talk 
Other-oriented 

Instance 4 Direct Communicated exit  Negotiated farewell Other-oriented 

Instance 5 Direct Communicated exit  Negotiated farewell Other-oriented 

Instance 6  Direct Communicated exit  Negotiated farewell Other-oriented 

Instance 7 Direct Communicated exit  Negotiated farewell Other-oriented 

Instance 8 

(Sweden) 
Direct Communicated exit  Fait accompli Self-oriented 

Instance 9  Direct Revocable exit 
Mutual state-of-the 

relationship talk 
Other-oriented 
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Because all of the instances are fairly recent and in some of the instances the dissolution process 

was still on-going at the time the interviews were made, and because the instances were very 

different from each other, the researchers were not able to make significant observations about 

whether there was a pattern of the Relationship type changing radically after the dissolution was 

communicated.  

In one out of four entire Partner-relationship dissolution instances the Relationship type could be 

identified to change its nature after the dissolution was communicated to the partner. In that 

instance (instance 1) the relationship had strong characteristics of Recurrent Relationship type with 

characteristics of Close Relationship type before the dissolution was communicated. After the seller 

communicated its desire to dissolve the entire Partner-relationship, the Relationship type changed to 

Discrete Relationship type with having characteristics of Dominant partner Relationship type. 

However, the standing point for this dissolution differs from others as the seller faced bankruptcy. 

In two entire Partner-relationship dissolution instances (instances 2 and 8), the post dissolution 

situation was unknown during the time of the interviews, as the dissolution decision was not yet 

communicated to the counterpart. However, later before this research was published it was 

confirmed that both of these entire Partner-relationship dissolutions were dissolved according to the 

dissolution decisions discussed during the interviews. In the fourth entire Partner-relationship 

dissolution instance there could not be identified any noteworthy changes in the relationship after 

the dissolution had been communicated to the partner. 

In the Single-project dissolution instances there was no significant change in the nature of the 

Relationship type before and after the projects were ended. In the successful project based instances, 

the seller was motivated to enhance their services and invest in the good relationship keeping up the 

hope of gaining new business opportunities.  

The only instance causing crisis for the buyer took place when the seller faced a severe crisis and 

went bankrupt (instance 1). The only instance where crisis existed to the seller (instance 2) took 

place when a group of companies cooperating together and buying services as one unit decided to 

dissolve the relationship they had with the seller. In these two instances (instance 1-2) escalating 

into crisis, the entire Partner-relationship was dissolved. The dissolution influenced the network in a 

positive way providing new business opportunities to other operators. These two dissolution 

instances were the biggest in size, had features of Strategic market relationship approach and 

belonged to the Primary activity category. 
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In all of the Single-project based dissolution instances, no crisis occurred to either one of the 

parties, as it was commonly understood by the parties that the project will end according to contract. 

Neither did the dissolution influence the network. See Table 4, presented above, for instance 

specific crisis. 

In both instances (two out of nine) were Fait accompli was used as the Exit strategy, having a Self-

oriented approach, the counterparty was replaced with a new partner. In both of these instances no 

intention to continue the relationship with the current partner existed, as the seller’s performance 

was not buyer-oriented. In both of these instances the relationship was entirely dissolved and the 

seller had no interest in remaining in contact with the seller. Due to the poor performance of the 

seller, the buyer did not feel comfortable recommending or considering using the sellers’ services in 

the future. In the other seven out of nine instances the counterpart was not replaced with a new 

partner and the counterparts are still in contact, if the relationship continues. In these instances the 

seller is a potential preferred partner for future business. 

In the seven out of nine instances where the buyer was satisfied with the dissolution outcome, the 

Exit strategies had an Other-oriented approach and represented the Mutual state-of-relationship 

talk or Negotiated farewell Exit strategy. In two out of nine instances where the buyer was 

dissatisfied, the Self-oriented Fait accompli was used as an Exit strategy. 

To conclude, these dissolution related findings, the interviewees stated that in instances, where the 

partner relationship was satisfactory and the dissolution process was handled delicately with a 

buyer-oriented approach, the potential for new business remained alive.  

4.2.4. Learning points from dissolutions  

The learning points from the dissolution process were discussed in the interviews through interview 

questions 21-23. The following findings came across. 

Key learning points (not in priority order) from the dissolution process were: 

 crisis management, crisis communication and reputation management are essential for long-

term business operations; 

 reputation management and trust among the industry are important to maintain and value 

even in a crisis situation. For example, in instance of one seller organization bankruptcy the 

consequences of poor project management still reflects to the newly established firms’ 

operations, were the same key persons are present; 
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 in the service industry in Finland the project managers’ role is essential throughout the 

partnership lifecycle. In most of the instances the buyer had strong project and relationship 

management. Lacking these proved that project management is highly recommended for 

successful project execution; 

 when external partners have a key role on the project execution, it is recommendable for the 

buyer organization to keep their eyes open and network with other similar type of companies 

providing similar services as the seller does. This will enable quick and smooth changes in 

the partnership if the current partnership needs to be dissolved unexpectedly; 

 project managers and management should have up-to-date knowledge about latest industry 

trends, pricing, and innovations; 

 the importance of realistic time management and planning are essential for all projects; 

 internal knowledge sharing among colleagues is important as the organization can learn 

from these commonly shared experiences; 

 a successful project influences the future decision making on maintaining the relationship; 

 providing constructive and open feedback within a partnership results into a better and more 

beneficial relationship; 

 even though several successful instances have been done with a selected partner, it does not 

guarantee success in the future. For example, quality and good customer service cannot be 

taken as granted; 

 successful instances bring confidence; and 

 having sufficient knowledge and being precise as a buyer throughout the relationship 

lifecycle brings an advantage for the execution of the work. 

In most of the instances these learning points have been acknowledged and put into practice. The 

planning of projects and their execution seems structured and professional. Knowledge sharing 

within the case company is open, and all successful activities and failures are openly discussed with 

colleagues to get different development viewpoints and to learn from colleagues. Also the learning 

points are taken into consideration in the future activities planning.  

From the dissolution experiences it came evident that: 

 the importance of crisis management and crisis communication is essential; 

 being able to select and work with a desired partner brings clarity and supports the strategic 

approach on the target market; 
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 buying services is both a personal development process and a learning process for all 

organizations and staff involved in the relationship;  

 in reclamation situations one must allocate extra time and resources to solve the situation for 

ones benefit; and 

 stakeholders react to successful project instances with increased trust. 

4.2.5. Cultural issues from international instances 

The cultural issues from the international instances were discussed in the interviews through 

interview questions 24-28. The following findings came across.  

Three of the instances are international: Finland-Sweden, Finland-Germany and Finland-Russia.  

As the researchers focused on the literature review on the national culture dimensions from Finnish 

perspective, the dimensions are not investigated from the German, Russian or Swedish viewpoint 

because the interviewees were all native Finns and it was not possible to include the observations 

from the other national cultures viewpoint.  

The Finland-Sweden and Finland-Germany instances are entire Partner-relationship dissolutions 

and the Finland-Russia is Single-project relationship dissolution. 

Even small nuances of misunderstandings in verbal communication can cause confusion, which 

might have long-term impact if not clarified immediately. As an example of this is the use of 

foreign language. For example, in one of the cross-border instances it came evident that it is typical 

for Germans to be straightforward and rather frank in their wordings compared to the Finnish way 

of communicating. Awkward situations did come across when the content of a message was 

translated into English words with the German mindset. In this specific instance the Germans’ poor 

translation of their good intention into English language led to misunderstanding of one of the 

Finnish team members. However, the Finnish employee responsible of the German project having a 

long-term perspective and understanding of the German culture and language was able to interpret 

the true meaning behind the abrupt translation and could save the situation and the 

misunderstanding of the interpretation was avoided.  

From the Finnish viewpoint in one of the cross-border instances the Swedish counterpart had an 

exaggerated positive attitude towards a very serious reclamation thread, which was interpreted as 

being indifferent. In this instance the communication language was Swedish, which was the mother 

language of both parties and therefore the different perception behind the meaning of the positive 

attitude can be regarded purely as a cultural difference. However, this also might be a case of 
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Swedes ignorance and their behaviour cannot be completely rationalized through culture, as it 

became evident in the interview that the Swedish counterparts were not too client-oriented. 

In the German instance the foreign counterpart addressed the Finnish counterpart with titles that are 

commonly used in their own culture even though it was stated from early stages of the relationship 

that informal addressing is welcome and preferred by the Finnish buyer. The foreign counterpart 

was very keen on following this custom of their own culture and did not remember to respect the 

Finnish informal addressing custom, which was agreed by the parties in the beginning of the 

partnership.  

Also in one of the instances a culture related issue about Finns tending to communicate softer and 

bringing up the actual message through between the lines, leaving some space for counterparts own 

interpretation, is different to how other individuals from different national cultures communicate. 

Therefore the Germans did not understand to take the recommendations made by the Finns as 

seriously as they should have. Finns should have underlined the true meaning of what they wanted 

by emphasizing the importance of the recommendation. Linking to this same topic, when dealing 

with Russians it is important to clarify the specific details; what is generally approved and what is 

not, as well as it is important to emphasise in very detail manner how you wish things to be 

executed. For example, in one of the instances, the elements of the corporate identity, including 

logos and its colouring were amended without approval. For the Finnish case company it was self-

evident that these kind of corporate visual identity elements should not be amended, however the 

Russians seemed to have a more creative approach to such things and felt they were entitled to do 

so.  

For both countries it was the custom that management was involved in the decision making and 

establishing of the business relationship on contract level. However, in Finland the project 

management was on operational level but in the international instances several senior level 

managers were also involved. 

In the instances it came also evident that the time perception between different cultures differs. As 

an example of this are the differences in the interpretation of time concept and the understanding of 

the concept of deadlines. For Finns the deadlines were absolute as for the Swedish, Germans and 

Russians they were more of a guideline. 
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4.2.6. Summary of key themes 

The relationship and dissolution related key themes in the research instances are: Strategic market 

relationship approach, Recurrent and Close Relationship type characteristics, Direct Exit strategy, 

Communicated and Revocable Exit strategy, and Other-orientation in the Exit strategy.  

Even though the instances had mainly a Strategic market relationship approach (in six out of nine 

instances) most of the instances (four out of six instances) had also some features of Traditional 

(transaction) relationship approach. Majority of the relationships (six out of nine instances) are 

Recurrent as Close Relationship type was the second typical with two out of nine instances. The 

Exit strategy in all of the instances was Direct, leading to either the Communicated or Revocable 

Exit strategies. Most (in seven out of nine) of the instances were Other-oriented.  

The general key themes identified and which repeated themselves in this research were: business-

to-business, trust, quality, time management, networking, reputation management, and 

understanding cultural differences. Trust and quality are default values in the service industry in 

Finland because knowledge and experiences are actively shared in the well-connected business-to-

business network. If trust is lost building and maintaining the reputation again is rather arduous. 

Networking and building relations are essential domestically and internationally. Understanding 

cultural differences is essential in cross-border business transactions. For example, in cross-border 

activities time management was an issue often raised up by the interviewees. Time management 

also has a significant role in projects, as it closely links to trust and quality. 

In the next chapter the results presented above are reflected to the theories presented in the literature 

review. The discussion is lead by the key themes mentioned above. 
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5. Analysis and discussion 

This chapter reflects the literature review and research findings resulting into an analysis.  

The following sections are structured in the same manner as the Findings chapter (chapter 4.2.), 

leaving out the Instances’ background section (section 4.2.1.). The section in focus discusses the 

relationship approaches and types, dissolution processes, learning points from dissolutions, and 

cultural issues related to the international instances. Cultural issues are discussed after the 

relationship and dissolution issues, since culture was not present in all of the instances and since the 

interview questions were listed in this order. The key themes identified in the Summary of key 

themes section (section 4.2.6.) lead this chapter’s discussion.  

To be creative in data analysis, researcher should offer alternative viewpoints and argue both for 

and against the results. This is due to the fact that business life is often complex and there is a 

variety of possibilities between independent and dependent variables, complex interrelations and 

ambiguities within a phenomena. (Gummesson, 2005, p. 315 and p. 322.) 

The key themes emerged from the interview findings are discussed in this chapter. Pressey and Qiu 

(2007) utilised this method in their research analysis chapter to identify, emphasise and discuss the 

key themes in more detail.  

5.1. Relationship approaches and types 

The key themes emerged from the interview findings relating to the relationship approaches and 

types were: Strategic market relationship approach, Recurrent relationship type and Close 

relationship type characteristics. A business relationship can be described as a continuous, 

interactive, emerging, evolving and dissolving process between two companies operating (Tähtinen 

and Vaaland, 2006, p. 15).  

Donaldson and O’Toole (2007) identify two Relationship approaches, the Traditional (transaction) 

approach and the Strategic market relationship approach. In the Traditional (transaction) 

approach little or no joint involvement is necessary or desirable, the focus is on transactions, value 

of the relationship is to the benefit of the firm, buyer acts more in a passive way and holds the 

control of the relationship. However, there is a short-term focus approach since the relationship is 

viewed as independent from the network, meaning there is no strategic approach or expectations. In 

the Strategic market relationship approach a repeated transaction in focus, meaning the partners 

prefer making business with each other, partnership is valued and in the focus with a drive for 

collaboration. Buyer acts as an active participant and the firm is seen as a part of the process 
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towards a greater goal. The approach for the relationship is long-term and network plays a 

significant role. (Donaldson and O’Toole, 2007, p. 7-11.) 

The researchers found different mixtures of the Relationship approaches. Only two instance 

relationships were described as purely one Relationship approach; being Strategic market 

relationship approach, meaning that none of the instances had purely a Traditional (transaction) 

relationship approach. Therefore the instance findings prove that it is vital for managers to avoid 

using a generic relationship label to all business relationships as all of them are unique, diverse and 

complex (Veludo et al., 2006, p. 199). This leads to that real life instances are much more 

complicated than the theory generally presents as the business relationship approaches cannot be 

purely classified to either one of the approaches presented by Donaldson and O’Toole (2007). 

According to Payan et al. (2010, p. 1199) trust is an important factor and has a positive effect in 

relationships and especially in the continuation of the business relationships. Trust can be viewed as 

the willingness to rely on and have faith in the other party in a relationship. It is one of the most 

important factors when evaluating the quality of relationships. (Yang et al., 2012, p. 1108.) The 

researched instances proved trust having a significant meaning throughout the relationship lifecycle 

in the business-to-business service industry in Finland.  

Donaldson and O’Toole (2007, p. 60-66) present the Relationship types categorizing them into four: 

Close, Recurrent, Dominant partner and Discrete. The researchers found different mixtures of the 

Relationship types; however none of the relationships represented purely only one Relationship 

type.  

The research made an observation that the all of the instances had Recurrent or Close Relationship 

type features. In Recurrent relationships norms are friendly, type of cooperation is operational, 

assets contributed are high, communication is two way, information sharing has no barriers, trust 

and flexibility is high and time horizon is long. In Close relationships norms are unique, type of 

cooperation is strategic, assets contributed are high and unique, communication is intense and two 

way, information sharing is intense and open, trust is complete, flexibility is high and time horizon 

is long. (Donaldson and O’Toole, 2007, p. 60-66.) This validates Andersson’s (2013) statement that 

trust in relationships is a significant factor.  

One out of the nine instances had strong characteristics of Dominant partner relationship type. In 

that specific instance the seller was identified as the dominant partner. In Dominant partner 

relationships norms are adversarial, type of cooperation is forced by a use of power, assets 
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contributed is high, communication is one way, information sharing is required by the powerful 

partner and resisted by the weaker partner, trust is limited, flexibility is forced and time horizon is 

determined by the stronger party. (Donaldson and O’Toole, 2007, p. 60-66.)  

An interesting observation was made concerning the instances where the relationships had features 

of Dominant partner relationship type: in the three out of nine instances where the buyer was 

identified being the dominant partner, the relationship type was described as either Close or 

Recurrent having additionally features of Dominant partner and Discrete relationship type. 

However, in the only instance, in which the seller was identified as the dominant partner, the 

relationship type was defined Dominant partner with features of Discrete and Close relationship 

type characteristics. The researchers find this interesting as it describes the dominant partner’s 

power over the relationship. It would be interesting to research the counterpart’s attitude towards 

the relationship type. The empirical research findings support the basic assumption for all business 

relationships to be mutually beneficial for both parties (Helm et al., 2006, p. 367). 

The findings suggest that it is common in the Finnish business-to-business service industry to have 

a Strategic market relationship approach with Recurrent and Close relationship type characteristics 

and that business partner’s value trust. The findings show that companies invest significant 

resources, such as time and money, in building trustful relationships with their business partners 

(Ranaweera and Prabhu, 2003, p. 378-379).  

5.2. Dissolution processes 

The primary research question addressed in this research is: Does specific relationship types and 

approaches tend to influence the use of a specific dissolution strategy? The researchers were not 

able to identify any specific behaviour or correlation for further conclusions regarding the 

Relationship types’ and approaches’ influence on the usage of a specific dissolution strategy.  

However, in this research trust was highly emphasised by the interviewees, and therefore, the 

researchers may make an conclusion that the Direct Exit strategy with Other-orientation would be a 

preferred choice in business-to-business dissolutions in the service industry in Finland when a 

Strategic market relationship approach and Recurrent or Close relationship types are used. 

However, the previous statement excludes a dissolution scenario involving a major crisis situation. 

The above indicates that if a company values trust among the partnership, the other parties are also 

respected throughout the relationship lifecycle including the dissolution phase. However, due to the 

complexity of the instances and the difference in their size and nature, comparing the Exit strategies 

and orientations as well as to Relationship types and approaches in both Single-project and entire 
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Partner-relationship dissolutions was fairly difficult, as the outcome did not bring up any reliable 

findings that could be generalized.  

Dwyer et al. (1987) and Zineldin (2012) discuss the different relationship lifecycle stages and 

phases. According to Dwyer et al. (1987, p. 15-19) relationship lifecycle consist of five different 

stages. These stages are awareness, exploration, expansion, commitment and dissolution. 

Additionally Zineldin (2012, p. 277-284) has identified five different phases. These phases are 

discovery phase, development phase, commitment phase, loyalty phase and dissolution phase. As 

this research aims to discuss relationship management keeping dissolution in the focus, the 

following analysis will focus deeply on that. 

As the Single-project dissolution instances focus only on project dissolution and the entire 

relationship may be still ongoing, the relationship with the parties remains on the Dwyer et al.’s 

(1987) commitment stage and Zineldin’s (2012) commitment phase. On the Dwyer et al.’s (1987, p. 

15-19) commitment stage the exchange partners have achieved a certain level of satisfaction from 

the process and therefore the parties do not have a need to look for other alternatives, but they still, 

to some extent, maintain their awareness of other options. For Zineldin (2012, p. 277-284) the 

commitment phase means bonding to encourage for future relationship. If the relationship moves to 

this phase a strong, close and interactive relationship will develop – one that is characterized by 

mutual trust, respect and satisfaction. In this phase the relationship is usually long-term and parties 

want to solve potential problems. (Zineldin, 2012, p. 277-284.) Therefore, even though the Single-

project were dissolved the trust, satisfaction and respect still exist between the parties and there can 

be the situation that there is no reason to end the entire relationship. 

In three out of four entire Partner-relationship dissolution instances the relationship phased its end 

as one out of those four relationships was restored. Dwyer et al.’s (1987) dissolution stage and 

Zineldin (2012) dissolution phase take place as a final leg of the relationship lifecycle. In the Dwyer 

et al. (1987) dissolution stage the possibility of withdrawal is present. The dissolution may occur in 

any of the previously mentioned stages. (Dwyer et al., 1987, p. 15-19.) Zineldin (2012, p. 277-284) 

agrees the dissolution phase to be the final phase of the relationship lifecycle.  

It is important to use a dissolution strategy that minimizes damage occurring to the disengager, the 

other party and connected network, this is the only way to reach the beautiful exit (Alajoutsijärvi et 

al., 2000, p. 1272). As Donaldson and O’Toole (2007, p. 48) state the dissolution needs to be 

managed with exclusive carefulness because many companies fail to treat relationship exits as 

seriously as they should and this may harm their future and current relationships. The disappointed 
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ex-partner may spread bad word-of-mouth in the network (Tähtinen and Vaaland, 2006, p. 15-17). 

The instances and interviewees agree that the dissolution is a managerial activity. In the instances 

where the Exit strategy had a Self-oriented approach, the buyer felt dissatisfied with the outcome of 

ending the relationship and therefore this indicates that an Other-oriented approach to business-to-

business relationship dissolutions would be more business-minded. In the dissolutions where the 

Exit strategy had an Other-oriented approach the buyer was mainly satisfied with the seller’s client 

and project management. 

Hocutt (1998, p. 196) presents three different types of decisions for relationship dissolution: buyer’s 

decision, seller’s decision and mutual decision. The relationship is dissolved from the buyer’s 

decision, when the buyer becomes dissatisfied with the relationship with the service provider and 

wants to/has the possibility to switch to another service provider. The seller’s decision implies to 

the situation where the relationship dissolution by the seller happens for instance when a buyer is no 

longer profitable to the seller, or when the seller is forced to terminate the business operations due 

to an undefined reason. The mutual decision of relationship dissolution exists when both the buyer 

and seller agree on the dissolution. In some instances the relationship is no longer necessary and 

then the dissolution is a natural process. (Hocutt, 1998, p. 196.) The findings present, that in one out 

of nine instances, the initiative to dissolve the relationship came from the seller. In that instance the 

seller organization went bankrupt which resulted to the dissolution process to start. In four out of 

nine instances the buyer was the dissolution decision maker. However, when the buyer made the 

decision to dissolve the relationship only one out of those four instances was Single-project 

relationship dissolution and three out of those four instances an entire Partner-relationship 

dissolution. In four out of nine instances the decision was mutual. Mutual decision existed only 

when the dissolution was focused on the project.  

The key themes emerged from the interview findings relating to the dissolution process were: 

Direct Exit strategy, Communicated and Revocable Exit strategy, and Other-orientation in the Exit 

strategy. 

In the starting point of the dissolution process a company needs to define how their wish to modify 

or end the relationship should be communicated to the partner. In this stage the future of the 

relationship is at stake, so the wish of the change has to be communicated delicately but straight to 

the partner. The choice of the dissolution strategy is influenced by the reasons for the dissolution 

and depending on the factors that characterize the relationship between the two parties. The 

dissolution strategies are: Direct and Indirect Exit strategy, and Voice strategy. (Alajoutsijärvi et al., 
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2000, p. 1271-1274 and p. 1281.) In all of the instances the Direct Exit strategy was used, which 

also indicates proving the commonly shared value level of trust among the industry. 

According to Alajoutsijärvi et al. (2000) Direct Exit strategy is used when the communication about 

the relationship dissolution is done clearly leaving no doubts for the partner about the dissolution. 

The desire to exit may be communicated to the partner directly through Communicated or 

Revocable Exit strategies. (Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2000, p. 1274-1275.)  

In six out of nine instances the Communicated Exit strategy was used. Communicated Exit strategy 

can be divided into Negotiated farewell Exit strategy representing Other-orientation and Fait 

accompli/Attributional conflict Exit strategies to represent Self-orientation. Negotiated farewell Exit 

strategy means that the discussion between partners is done without hostility or vigorous 

arguments. Here both of the partners see that the dissolution is the inevitable and even beneficial. 

Fait accompli Exit strategy means that the disengager states clearly to the partner that the 

relationship is over without letting the partner get a chance to discuss the matter. (Alajoutsijärvi et 

al., 2000, p. 1274-1275.) In four out of those six instances the Other-oriented Negotiated farewell 

Exit strategy was use and in two out of those six instances the Self-Oriented Fait accompli Exit 

strategy was used. 

In both of the Fait accompli Exit strategy instances, the holistic explanations by Haugland et al. 

(2004) were the reasons for relationship dissolution. The holistic explanations include factors that 

related to unfavourable things, such as bankruptcy or performance failures (Haugland et al., 2004, 

p. 5). 

In three out of nine instances the Revocable Exit strategy was used, and in all these three instances 

the Other-Oriented Mutual state-of-the relationship talk Exit strategy was used. Mutual state-of-

the-relationship talk Exit strategy describes the situation when the disengager clearly states its 

desire to dissolve the relationship, but still is willing to discuss the reasons relating to the decision 

and make restoration steps to save the relationship. (Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2000, p. 1274-1275.) 

All in all the findings show that Other-oriented Exit strategy approach occurred in seven out of the 

nine instances, as two out of the nine instances have a Self-oriented Exit Strategy approach.  

The research findings strongly present the Direct Exit strategy and Other-orientation (in Single-

project dissolutions) and Direct Exit strategy and Self-orientation (in entire Partner-relationship 

dissolutions). The following discussion will focus on these.  
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The characteristics of Direct and Other-oriented Exit strategy approach to dissolution are: 

 avoids hurting the partner; 

 rapid disengagement possible; 

 disengager gives up some of its own interests; 

 may avoid damaging disengager’s network identity; and 

 leaves no doubt of relationship continuity (Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2000, p. 1284).  

The characteristics of Direct and Self-oriented Exit strategy approach to dissolution are:  

 hurts the partner; 

 rapid disengagement possible; 

 secures disengager’s interests; 

 may damage disengager’s network identity; and 

 leaves no doubt of relationship continuity (Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2000, p. 1284). 

All entire Partner-relationship dissolution instances in this research are interesting from many 

viewpoints, for example the complexity and size, and therefore it would be interesting to know how 

the relationship nature evolved in all of the instances after the dissolution was communicated to the 

partner. 

Some of the reasons for business relationship termination are due to change in management or staff, 

and because the nature of the business changed (Freeman and Browne, 2004, p. 171). In two out of 

nine instances the change in personnel from the seller’s side had a negative effect on the 

relationship influencing the future of the business relationship. 

In two of the nine instances, the buyer was not satisfied in the quality of the work done by the seller, 

but still the dissolution decision was postponed. According to Bergquist et al. (1995, p. 115) it is 

very difficult to dissolve a partnership once it is formed. Sometimes the situation is that partners 

may remain together because they find it difficult to end the relationship. In some instances the lack 

of an alternative partner may keep the relationship alive, although one partner might want to 

dissolve it. (Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2000, p. 1271 and p. 1281.)  

However, restoring the relationship is an option to the relationship dissolution (Tähtinen and 

Vaaland, 2006, p. 15-17). By analyzing the importance of the attenuating factors for relationship 

dissolution, both parties become aware of the reasons for continuing the relationship and the 

awareness will, in theory, increase the willingness of both parties to take restoring actions (Tähtinen 
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and Vaaland, 2006, p. 15-16 and p. 19). As stated earlier, three out of nine instances are categorized 

to have used Mutual state-of-the-relationship talk Exit strategy where the disengager clearly states 

its desire to dissolve the relationship, but still is willing to discuss the reasons relating to the 

decision and make restoration steps to save the relationship (Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2000, p. 1274-

1275). The restoration of the entire relationship happened in one of those three instances.  

Reflecting to the discussion about all the findings above it can be said that the Model 1 Business-to-

Business Relationship Lifecycle Management Wheel proves its validity also in practice. 

5.3. Learning points from dissolutions 

The learning points raised by the interviewees’ link to business development issues. As majority of 

the instances have a long-term relationship expectation it can be interpreted that the project 

managers are committed to develop their operations strategically. For companies developing their 

business with a long-term perspective, it is important to focus on nurturing the relationships with 

the customers and other stakeholders to maintain the growth of business and profitability. (Wang et 

al., 2004, p. 170.)   

Return-on-relationship is the long-term outcome of individual relationships and can be linked to 

relationship management (Gummesson, 2004, p. 141). Through relationship management firms 

strive to improve partner acquisition, retention, loyalty and profitability. Those can be achieved 

through understanding and influencing the partner’s behaviour through meaningful 

communications. (Swift, 2001, p. 12.) The instance findings prove these theories to be valid.  

Business development involves, among others, making improvements and positive changes to the 

full scope of relationships (Rainey, 2010, p. 1-3 and p. 713). Strategic thinking, leadership, 

knowledge management, and management of business operations are all roles that managers are 

expected to perform in today’s business world (Goldman, 2012, p. 26; Alvesson and Billing, 2009, 

p. 171-172; Gao et al., 2008, p. 3-12).  

In most of the instances the learning points mentioned by the interviewees have been acknowledged 

and put into practice. Planning of projects and their execution processes seem structured and 

professional. Knowledge sharing within the company is open, and all successful activities and 

failures are openly discussed with colleagues to get different development viewpoints and to learn 

from colleagues. Also the learning points are taken into consideration in the future activities 

planning.  
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5.4. Cultural issues from international instances 

The secondary research question addressed in this research is: How does culture impact the 

business-to-business relationships and dissolution within business-to-business service industry in 

Finland? The following discussion will reflect the answer in more detailed manner, as the impact of 

culture to business-to-business relationships and dissolutions takes many forms and ways like 

Hofstede et al. (2010) have found out in their previous researches. 

Businesses today are more and more involved in international operations, and managers are 

expected to have knowledge about different national cultures affecting the business transactions 

(Wild and Wild, 2012, p. 26-31 and p. 66-67). In the European mature markets interests in 

relationship management is high (Ramaseshan et al., 2006, p. 201-202). As this research did not 

focus in identifying the economical and market, nor the legal and regulatory challenges affecting 

the relationship lifecycle and management (Ramaseshan et al., 2006, p. 201-203), the focus in this 

section will be in the social and cultural challenges and technological challenges (Ramaseshan et 

al., 2006, p. 201-203) that firms meet while being involved in international co-operations or 

partnerships.  

Firms operating in cross-border business environment are likely to face challenges unknown on the 

domestic market. For example, the social and cultural factors may differ greatly from nation to 

nation. Companies need to understand the cultural factors when attracting and retaining valuable 

business partners, especially when dealing with services. (Ramaseshan et al., 2006, p. 199-203.)  

Having excellent cultural literacy is about understanding detailed knowledge of an unfamiliar 

culture; how people function within it, manage other people, and negotiate, makes it efficient and 

beneficial to operate and execute business activities cross-border (Wild and Wild, 2012, p. 26-31 

and p. 66-67).  

From one of the international instances it came evident that even small nuances of 

misunderstandings in verbal communication can cause confusion, which might have long-term 

impact on the relationship if not clarified immediately. As an example of this is the use of foreign 

language to both parties. In this instance the role of the project manager having an excellent cultural 

literacy was critical. With having a long-term perspective and understanding of the German culture 

and language was able to interpret the poorly handled communication situation. Without having a 

deeper understanding of the culture, identifying the deeper meanings behind the communicated 

language and words, may lead to a situation where the parties have a very different understanding 

of what was communicated. Someone might interpret the message differently than what was meant. 
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The above mentioned example verifies the importance of effective intercultural collaboration to 

understanding the cultural values of the collaboration partner, having adequate language and 

communication skills, as well as organization skills (Hofstede et al., 2010, p. 399-401) in order to 

successfully avoid unintentional misunderstandings. Also the findings show that it is essential to 

understand the counterpart’s perception of time.  

Information technology enables companies to communicate with its partner through various 

channels i.e. e-mailing (Ramaseshan et al., 2006, p. 199-201). However, cultural clashes may occur 

when people use only information technology in communication, due to the possibility of 

misunderstandings in language and communication (Hofstede et al., 2010, p. 399-401). In one of 

the international instances the foreign counterpart, being from German, addressed the Finnish 

counterpart with titles that are commonly used in their own culture even though it was stated from 

early stages of the relationship that informal addressing is welcome and preferred by the Finnish 

buyer. The foreign counterpart was very keen on following the customs of their own culture. In this 

scenario it was relevant for the Finnish project manager to understand were the addressing habits 

occur from as it is typical for Finnish business customs and behaviour that attitudes towards 

business partners are informal and people are called in first name basis. (Hofstede et al., 2010; 

Ramaseshan et al., 2006, p. 201-202.) 

Power distance in Finland is low meaning that people strive to equalise the distribution of power 

(Hofstede et al., 2010, p. 61). The above mentioned addressing customs relate also to low power 

distance. 

Uncertainty avoidance dimension in Finland is medium high which means the need for 

predictability and need for written and unwritten rules (Hofstede et al., 2010, p. 191). From the 

international instances it came evident that for Finns the mutually agreed deadlines are absolute as 

for the Swedes, Germans and Russians they are more of a guideline, as the example proves that 

punctuality and precision are self-evident for the Finns (Hofstede et al., 2010). This relates in to 

some extent also to the long-term orientation dimension were Finns rank more of a short-term 

nation (Hofstede et al., 2010) showing up that Finns value traditions, preservation of face and 

fulfilling of social obligations (Hofstede et al., 2010, p. 239).  

Truth plays an essential role in business and other relations (Hofstede et al., 2010). In both domestic 

and international instances it came evident that Finns value trust and loyalty and takes it as granted 

verifying Hofstede et al.’s (2010) theories.  
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During the dissolution processes Finns should have underlined the true meaning of what they 

wanted by emphasizing the importance of the recommendation. The Germans did not understand to 

take the recommendations made by the Finns as seriously as they should have. This relates to the 

masculinity/femininity dimension as it is important for the Finns, being more of a feminine culture, 

finding the solution for problems through consensus and not by stating direct orders (Hofstede et 

al., 2010). 

In the international instances it came evident that the operators own success is very much in the 

core of the operations and little emphasise is put on the counterparty’s situation after the dissolution 

process. However, the dissolution strategies used in most of the instances were Other-oriented 

(Alajoutsijärvi et al., 2000) and it came clear that teamwork is appreciated (Hofstede et al., 2010); 

these findings verify Hofstede’s individualism/collectivism dimension, where Finland is ranked as 

an individualistic society respecting consensus, working lives, and compromises (Hofstede et al., 

2010). So even though the interest in the counterparty’s situation after the dissolution process is not 

that strong, the path towards the exit usually has some space for good-will. 

From all of the instances it came evident that the Finnish project managers are empowered to 

negotiate deals and inform business partners of the dissolution decision. In the global environment 

flexibility is the key to success (Wild and Wild, 2012, p. 66-67).  

The instances support the statement of national cultures affecting and influencing cross-border 

business relations and dissolutions. Managers having a global mindset can evaluate others with a 

culturally unbiased manner and lead multicultural business operations. (Wild and Wild, 2012, p. 66-

67.) When people come together to conduct business they bring with them the culture which 

influences their expectations, assumptions, communication patterns and values (Wild and Wild, 

2012, p. 21-31 and p. 66-67). This was an excellent example of the German instance, where the 

project manager has sufficient cultural literacy and therefore an awkward misunderstanding was 

easily passed by.  

As presented in the Model 1 Business-to-Business Relationship Lifecycle Management Wheel 

(Klemola and Stanley, 2014), culture is in the core of international relationships. 

The international instances validate Hofstede et al.’s theories of national culture dimensions 

differences from one culture to another.  
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6. Conclusion 

The aim of this research is to increase knowledge on business-to-business relationships’ and their 

characteristics throughout the relationship lifecycle, focusing on the process and strategies during 

the dissolution phase of the relationship. In this research a case study approach was conducted to 

gain knowledge on the topic. One Finnish service industry operator took part in the research. The 

choice of this industry was affected by the fact that previous research about relationship dissolutions 

has not focused extensively on Finland and neither on this specific industry. Therefore this research 

will give new important implications for both domestic and foreign business administration and 

managers working with relationship management issues in service industry in the Finnish market.  

In-depth semi-structured telephone and Skype interviews were made for gaining data. Five persons 

were interviewed during October and November 2013. The interviewees were project managers and 

key participants in the relationship lifecycle involved. The interviews resulted into nine individual 

instances, three of the instances having a cross-border approach: Finland-Sweden, Finland-Germany 

and Finland-Russia. Four of the nine instances are entire Partner-relationship dissolutions and five 

of the nine instances are Single-project dissolutions. The Single-project based instances were 

approached in this research as dissolutions. The researchers selected this approach due to the fact 

that projects have a preliminarily set ending that is mutually agreed by the parties involved at the 

time the project contract was signed. The instances were selected by the case company. 

As a general conclusion, the research results show that Strategic market relationship approach to 

relationships in business-to-business service industry in Finland is usually favoured and valued. 

Also the relationships have a long-term expectation as trust and partnership enables primary and 

support activities execution. However, the results show that it is often the case that the relationship 

approach and relationship type are a combination of the different categories and characteristics 

identified by previous researchers.  

Power in business-to-business relationships can be identified through the relationship type 

characteristics. However, the viewpoints on the relationship type may differ, depending from the 

viewpoint of which the relationship type is examined. In three out of nine instances where the buyer 

was the dominant partner, the Relationship type was described as either Recurrent or Close having 

features of Dominant partner and Discrete relationship types. However, in the only instance where 

the seller was described the dominant partner, the relationship type was defined Dominant partner 

with features of Discrete and Close relationship types characteristics. The researchers find this 

interesting as it describes the dominant partner’s power over the relationship. However, this is only 
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a subjective viewpoint and hence this should be researched further to get a more comprehensive 

understanding of the theories applicability into real life. 

Because all of the researched instances are fairly recent and in some of the instances the dissolution 

process was still on-going at the time the interviews were made, and because the instances were 

very different from each other, the researchers were not able to make significant observations about 

whether there was a pattern of the Relationship type changing radically after the dissolution was 

communicated.  

What is new with this research is that Alajoutsijärvi et al.’s (2000, p. 1274-1275) Exit strategies can 

be applied also into Single-project dissolutions.  

The primary research question addressed in this research is: Does specific relationship types and 

approaches tend to influence the use of a specific dissolution strategy? The researchers were not 

able to identify any specific behaviour or correlation for further conclusions regarding the 

Relationship types’ and approaches’ influence on the usage of a specific dissolution strategy.  

However, in this research trust was highly emphasised by the interviewees, and therefore, the 

researchers may make an conclusion that the Direct Exit strategy with Other-orientation would be a 

preferred choice in business-to-business dissolutions in the service industry in Finland when a 

Strategic market relationship approach and Recurrent or Close relationship types are used. 

However, the previous statement excludes a dissolution scenario involving a major crisis situation. 

The above indicates that if a company values trust among the partnership, the other parties are also 

respected throughout the relationship lifecycle including the dissolution phase. However, due to the 

complexity of the instances and the difference in their size and nature, comparing the Exit strategies 

and orientations as well as to Relationship types and approaches in both Single-project and entire 

Partner-relationship dissolutions was fairly difficult, as the outcome did not bring up any reliable 

findings that could be generalized.  

The Single-project dissolution instances, where the relationship is satisfactory and the dissolution 

process was handled with a buyer-oriented approach and the outcome of the dissolution was 

mutually agreed, it is proved that the project phased the ending according to the project plan and 

contract. In these instances the seller is a potential preferred partner for future business. This shows 

that trust has a significant meaning in keeping the entire relationship alive.  
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The Single-project relationships are in the exploration, development, expansion, commitment, and 

loyalty stages and phases (Dwyer, 1987, p. 15-19; Zineldin, 2012, p. 277-284). When buyer buys 

services from the sellers as single projects, the successful project dissolution/exit has a significant 

role in retaining trust resulting into potential future business activities. Having the relationship in 

the before mention stages and phases, provides new business opportunities for the seller in the 

future. These entire relationships are on the exploration, development, expansion, commitment, and 

loyalty stages and phases (Dwyer, 1987, p. 15-19; Zineldin, 2012, p. 277-284) and therefore it is 

interesting to see whether and when the relationships will evolve into the further stages and phases 

of the relationship lifecycle.  

As the Single-project dissolution instances focus only on project dissolution and the entire 

relationship may be still ongoing, the relationship with the parties remains on the Dwyer et al.’s 

(1987) commitment stage and Zineldin’s (2012) commitment phase. In the entire Partner-

relationship dissolution instances the relationship phased its end. Dwyer et al.’s (1987) dissolution 

stage and Zineldin (2012) dissolution phase take place as a final leg of the relationship lifecycle. 

However, restoration of one of the nine instances proved that the Model 1 Business-to-Business 

Relationship Lifecycle Management Wheel is valid and can be applied in real life. However, further 

testing is recommendable. 

Based on the research outcome of the crisis scenarios affecting the seller or buyer, the surrounding 

network is influenced in a positive manner in a crisis situation by opening new business 

opportunities for other players. Therefore it can be concluded that a crisis scenario influences 

parties involved in the relationship and network. As it might be evident, crisis scenarios outcome is 

not always unpleasant. However, this is only a subjective viewpoint and hence this should be 

researched further to get a more comprehensive understanding of the theories applicability into real 

life. 

The secondary research question addressed in this research is: How does culture impact the 

business-to-business relationships and dissolution within business-to-business service industry in 

Finland? In the business-to-business service industry in Finland it is common to dissolve a 

relationship through Direct Exit strategies either in a Communicated or Revocable Exit strategy 

way. This may be explained by the tight network where people know each other professionally and 

personally resulting into a desire of minimizing the damage to either parties or to the connected 

network. This would refer to seeking a beautiful exit defined by Alajoutsijärvi et al.’s (2000, p. 



78 

1272). The findings show that it is not exceptional that the seller is given a chance to amend their 

behaviour and service before changing the supplier.  

The impact of culture to business-to-business relationships and dissolutions takes many forms and 

ways like Hofstede et al. (2010) have found out in their previous researches. This research proves 

that knowledge of counterparts’ language, behaviour and culture are essential and should not be 

ignored. The research conclusion of the international instances is that people operating in an 

international environment should have sufficient cultural literacy (Wild and Wild, 2012, p. 26-31 

and p. 66-67). The research shows that even small nuances of misunderstandings in verbal 

communication can cause confusion, which might have long-term impact if not clarified 

immediately. It is essential to get acquainted with the counterparts’ set of values, rituals, heroes and 

symbols (Hofstede et al., 2010, p. 8-9). These reflect to the research findings where addressing 

customs and time perceptions differed significantly between the cultures. 

Because this research was conducted from the Finnish viewpoint, it became evident that 

understanding your own culture-influenced behaviour is important in the context of understanding 

other cultures. Having cultural knowledge is essential in international business activities and partner 

relationship management. As presented in the Model 1 Business-to-Business Relationship Lifecycle 

Management Wheel (Klemola and Stanley, 2014), culture is in the core of international 

relationships and hence should be treated with respect. 

6.1. Reflections to the research - limitations and positive outcomes 

Yin (2009, p. 14-16) states that qualitative research cannot be fully generalised; however the 

research results can be used more of a guideline to the norms within the researched topic.  

The limitations of this research are: 

 This research provides viewpoints from one operator, one industry, in one country.  

 This research has focused on investigating the dissolution from the buyer’s subjective 

perspective, and therefore the results are not objective. In order to gain a more holistic 

viewpoint on the different dissolution instances, both counterparts and several team 

members involved in the relationship lifecycle should be interviewed. 

 The international viewpoints bring rather limited knowledge about the cultures impact on 

the dissolution process, as there are only three instances from different countries researched. 

Also the interviewees in the international instances were native Finns and provided only the 
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Finnish viewpoint to the cultural issues; therefore it was not possible to analyze the 

instances from the counterpart’s cultural standpoint. 

 The complexity and difference in size of the instances makes the generalizations and 

drawing conclusions rather difficult. 

The positive outcomes of this research are: 

 This research provides a viewpoint from one operator, representing one industry, in one 

country. It can be said that the research is focused in a specific area and hence can bring new 

knowledge about the topic in the research field by enlightening the dissolution processes 

within service industry in Finland. 

 This research focused mainly in bringing new knowledge about business-to-business 

dissolution processes; however culture was included in this study to bring more 

comprehensive understanding and knowledge about the Finnish counterparts’ expectations 

and behaviour in conducting business across borders. Having culture in focus on this 

research, the researchers were able to bring new knowledge that might be interesting for 

foreigners and representatives of other national cultures about the expectations of Finns 

conducting business in a multicultural business-to-business environment.  

 The outcome of this research proves that business-to-business relationships’ dissolution is a 

managerial activity.  

 The researched instances are fairly recent, the experiences and knowledge about the 

instances is still fairly fresh in the interviewees’ minds and therefore relevant data could be 

gathered. Also the transcript memorandums of the interview sessions were sent to the 

interviewees for check-up to increase the validation of the collected information. 
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6.2. Future research topic suggestions 

Future research topic suggestions are: 

 Bringing new knowledge about the impact of relationship dissolution evolving from a crisis 

situation and reflecting the scenarios impact to the business network. 

 Examine relationship restorations through the Model 1 Business-to-Business Relationship 

Lifecycle Management Wheel (Klemola and Stanley, 2014). 

 Make a research about business-to-business relationships dissolutions from only one 

specific instance, presenting all parties viewpoints and experiences.  

 Make a research about business relationship dissolutions from cross-border perspective 

interviewing all nationalities involved in the process. 

 Examine how managers approach unprofitable business relationships. 

6.3. Theoretical, managerial and societal implications 

The theoretical implications of this research reveal that in real life it is often so that the theories 

which were discussed in the literature review rarely take place as such. For example, the 

relationship approaches by Donaldson and O’Toole (2007, p. 9) and the four relationship types by 

Donaldson and O’Toole (2007, p. 60) represent a different combination of a few approaches and 

types rather than being purely one. This leads to that real life instances are much more complicated 

than the theory generally presents.  

The managerial implication is that building and maintaining trust is essential for relationship 

management. Also one should keep in mind that all business relationships are unique and therefore 

should be treated individually. Trust, quality, time management, networking, reputation 

management, and understanding cultural differences are in an essential role in the entire relationship 

lifecycle. Relationship dissolution is a managerial activity that involves all individuals from all 

business parties involved. Relationship dissolutions have impact on the future and hence should be 

approach with exit strategies that leaves room for information flow and dialog to necessary extent.  

This research brings new knowledge that might be interesting for foreigners and representatives of 

other national cultures about the expectations of Finns conducting business in a multicultural 

business-to-business environment. The societal implication of this research is that everyone despite 

of their age, gender, profession or position in a company or organization involved in international 

business activities should have cultural literacy. 
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This section contains all appendices to which were referred above. 

8.1. Mattila’s letter to the editor at Kauppalehti 23.9.2013 
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8.3. Interview Questions – Domestic instances 

 

Background information of the interviewee 

I. Work experience in the service industry in years 

II. Work assignments in the organization 

Questions relating to the background of the partner relationship (interviewee’s viewpoint) 

1. Briefly describe in general terms the relationship.   

2. What kind of team was involved in the process from both sides? 

3. Why did the relationship begin? 

4. What where the goals that could be achieved with the cooperation? 

5. How would you describe the relationship using the following features: 

a. competition versus collaboration 

b. value to the firm versus value in partnership 

c. buyer passive versus buyer active participant 

d. short-term focus versus long-term focus? 

6. What level did both parties invest in the relationship: 

a. 1 = a little 

b. 2 = mediocre 

c. 3 = much 

d. 4 = very much? 

7. Was the communication between the parties: 

a. intensive and two-way 

b. two-way 

c. one-way 

d. lowest? 

8. Did you share information: 

a. intense and open 

b. no barriers 

c. as required by the powerful partner, resisted by weaker partner 

d. limited? 
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9. How did you perceive the cooperation: 

a. strategic 

b. operational 

c. forced via power use 

d. none? 

10. What was the general atmosphere in the relationship: 

a. unique 

b. friendly 

c. adversarial 

d. contract based? 

11. Was trust in a significant role between the partners? 

12. Were the partners flexible to changes? 

Questions relating to the Single-projects or entire Partner-relationships dissolution process 

and learning outcomes (interviewee’s viewpoint) 

13. Was this the first dissolution with this specific partner? 

14. What was the final push for the dissolution process to kick-off and whose initiative was it to 

start the process? 

15. How was the dissolution decision communicated to the counterparty? (Who was in contact, 

via telephone, via e-mail, via an official letter, how?) 

16. Was the dissolution decision communicated to the counterparty directly or indirectly? 

(Researchers asked then follow-up questions to find out what exit strategy was used.) 

17. Did the dissolution escalate into crisis for either party and did it complicate the current work 

between the partners? 

18. Did the dissolution affect the industries network? 

19. Was the counterparty replaced with a new partner? 

20. What is the present situation between the parties, are you in contact? 

21. What were the key learning points for you personally during the process?  

22. Has the knowledge of these key learning points been put into practice by you or your 

company? If yes, how? 

23. What kind of role of the dissolution did you experience to have for your companies 

operational activities or to the business development of your company? 
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8.4. Interview Questions – International instances 

 

In international instances the question list consisted of Appendix 8.3. and the following additional 

questions relating to national cultures. 

Additional questions relating to cultural dimensions (interviewee’s viewpoint) 

24.  Tell us about the cultural differences you personally recognized throughout the 

communication and working relationship.  

25. Did you experience misunderstandings or confusion in communications between the two 

cultures?  

26. Tell us about the counterpart’s style and manners of verbal and written communications. 

And how do feel it differs from your own style?  

27. Where do you base your experiences about the culture; understanding of the set of values, 

rituals (greetings, paying respect, social ceremonies), heroes (targets for admiring) and 

symbols (words, gestures and pictures)? 

28. Did both parties have a common understanding on the time pace of the execution of the 

project? 
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8.5. The data collection process 

 

Table 8. Data collection process 

 

Instance 

Researcher 

resource in 

interview 

 

Data collection method 

Duration of 

interview 
Cross-checking of data 

Instance 1 
Both researchers 

present 
Skype interview 36 minutes Done and approved 

Instance 2  
Both researchers 

present 
Skype interview 33 minutes Done and approved 

Instance 3  
Both researchers 

present 
Skype interview 26 minutes Done and approved 

Instance 4 
Both researchers 

present 
Telephone interview 32 minutes Done and approved 

Instance 5 
One researcher 

present 
Skype interview 27 minutes Done and approved 

Instance 6  
One researcher 

present 
Skype interview 19 minutes Done and approved 

Instance 7 
One researcher 

present 
Skype interview 19 minutes Done and approved 

Instance 8  
One researcher 

present 
Skype interview 29 minutes Done and approved 

Instance 9  
One researcher 

present 
Telephone interview 24 minutes Done and approved 

 


