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Abstract

The landscape of the Information Communication febtbgy (ICT) industry, as a national priority sedhor
Ireland, is mostly populated by small to mediunmeentises (SMESs). Since most companies fail to predu
major innovations (Enterprise Strategy Report, 20f@ationships and networks are often renderedesns
of bringing the product or service to the markehil/literature abounds in the field of relationshi
marketing, very little has been documented in thaext of the Irish high-technology sector. In diddi,
there is profound lack of insight into how exadtigse relationships and networks help smaller telcioy
firms with less market power to carve out a comjwetiadvantage. The paper roots the research iretim
of relationship marketing and indicates its releeato SMEs. Ethnography as a research methodolagy w
used for studying contemporary marketing practicéhé high-tech enterprise. Empirical findings shbat
deep relationships and networks are a source opetiive advantage, because they reduce uncertanaty
enable effective market research. Good relatiosshlipw easier access to the market network, falithe
formation of a value proposition and act as a comioation vehicle. Preliminary findings show marketito
be formulated uniquely and individually througheiractive relationships. Individual organizationambers
have a strong input to the formulation and praaicearketing. In addition, marketing is found ® $ubject
to trial and error as well as constant changesraipg on the amalgamation of deliberate strategies
(Mintzberg, 1985) with reality. It is concluded thihis research provides an empirical contributmthe
study of relationships and networks as means aifiggicompetitive leverage for small technology camips
operating a business to business environment.
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1. Introduction

The ICT sector generates 53 billion Euro revenukeaanploys 83.000 people in Ireland (ictirelandae)l is a
national priority sector. It is suggested thathis industry, it is entrepreneurship and managemebtisiness
and not the technology that determines succeslard (Cusumano, 2004). It is apparent that retestips
are assets or values that can be leveraged fougtivitly and returns for growth, profitability arsthare value
(Philipps, 2006). They also facilitate trust, letegm commitment and lower risk (Morgan and Hu®94) if
built on context-specific and extensive communaattrust, interaction and commitment (Harwood and
Garry, 2006). While relationships and relationghigrketing has generated much interest and hasriotéyn
documented over the last two decades, there hadibiezin-depth research in the context of thshr
technology sector. In addition, there has been eoatively little research that explores competitive
advantage in small firms compared to studies onpatitive advantage in larger companies. This resear
aims to explore dimensions of competitive advantagend the notion of innovation, product/marketme
or pricing (Chandler and Hanks, 1994; Day and Ngddi 1994; Hooley et al, 1995, Katsikeas, 1994hRo
and Morrison, 1992). Empirical evidence is providedupport networking and relationships as pasiio
competitive advantages allowing small high-teclergarises to market their offerings and grow.

The proposed paper gives empirical support to ldadtArnett’'s (2006) theory that relationships are
imperative to provide the organization with a cotitpye advantage. While it is recognized that rielaships
constitute resources, there is a lack of understgritbw exactly those relationships are contrilitmthe
firm’s ability to produce market offerings that leavalue for their market. The paper will put foradar
empirical evidence to the question how high-tecrESMtilize deep and interactive relationships tweaut
a competitive advantage. The next section proviggght into the paradigm, on which the foundatiohthe
research are built on.

2. Rooting Resear ch in Relationship Marketing Paradigm

It has long been recognized that the foundatioribefraditional marketing approach including therketing
mix (Borden, 1984), customer-orientation (Levi®6D), marketing analysis, planning, implementatiod
control (Kotler and Keller, 2006) and market segtagan (Dibb et al, 2006) are not comprehensive and
conclusive enough to understand and explain cordgesmp marketing practices. Ever increasing
heterogeneity of the customers as well as theatédarand maturity of markets are just some reasdrys
relationship marketing is the dominant paradignatodRelationship marketing means to “establish ntadi
and enhance relationships with customers and ptréners, at a profit, so that the objectives ofipa
involved are met...by a mutual exchange and fulfilingf promises” (Groenroos, 1997, p.327). Hunt and
Arnett (2006) propose that relationship marketsthe source of competitive advantage, financial
performance, satisfaction, learning, propensityt&y, acquiescence and decreased uncertainty.

Philipps (2006) states that stakeholder relatigpshre assets, because relationships create wibaltbfore
there must be a value attached to the relationsHipsuggests that the relationship value canverdged by
identifying the nature of the relationship and tidemtifying the tangible as well as intangibleeisghat are
being deployed. This way, the organization can thagelationships with the stakeholders and anahyeie
productivity and returns for growth, profitabilignd share value.

Zontanos and Anderson (2004) mention that relatipnsarketing provides a better fit to the envir@emt
behavior and processes found in small entrepresdeanterprises. This view is shared by Harwood@ady
(2006), stating that even though research on oglsltiip marketing is conducted in larger companiese are
considerably more small and medium enterprises (StEvhich relationship marketing is crucial.

The next section articulates the research methggamployed to investigate the dynamics behind the
guestion how ‘high-tech SMEs utilize deep and mt&we relationships to gain competitive leverage’.

3. Empirical Research Design

Ethnography as qualitative interpretive researcthogology was chosen, because it highlights the way
culture simultaneously constructs and is formuldtggeople’s behaviors and experiences (Arnould and
Wallendorf, 1994). This means that the observedgrmt only formulates, but is part of deep andrittive
relationships with their stakeholders. Throughrttemns of participant observation the author was bl
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immerse herself into the research settings ofiah high-tech SME, observing and learning theialoc
vernacular as well as ‘seeing the world througlir byes’ (Elliot and Elliot, 2003).

The researcher attempted to generate deep instghthie marketing practices of an Irish high-te8hES
through a period of forty weeks participant obsgora Working as a marketing executive, data wdkeced
from observations, formal and informal interviewsl ather discussions with informants (Prus, 1987).
Organizational material gathered include e-maikstk®t research reports, sales proposals, boardaodm
sales presentations, sales forecasts, business plemt databases and press releases. Everthiallype of
research allowed the researcher, as an outsidee, &ocepted into the structures, processes anaeof the
organization. It also allowed her to gain deepghts and perspectives into the meaning of relatipsso the
organization through sustained involvement (Schoatel McAlexander, 1995).

Self-reflexivity, developing perspectives and bintgdan identity assisted the researcher in undatstg and
processing organizational values, rules, norms,jigim practices, language and symbols, consensual
authority and understanding as well as other riiegs, 1996). This process of performing within the
organization, influencing others, making commitnseartd becoming involved, dis-involved and re-ineoly
actually leads to an experience of relationshimidron according to Prus (1996).

Ethnography enabled the study of formation, stméciund maintenance of intraorganizational relatigrss
between the researcher and the organization, witlkimembers of the organization themselves and the
organization with its stakeholders. However, tleisearch method it also assisted the researcher to
understanding and make sense of the relationsk@pgrhenon in general. Embedded deep in organizétiona
as well as national culture, social behavior adogrtb Geertz (1973) should be capture in a ‘thick
description’ by the ethnographers to understandrthatiplicity of complex conceptual structures, nyeof
them superimposed upon or knotted into one anotifeéch are at once strange, irregular and inexypdicd
which he [the researcher] must contrive somehast fir grasp and then to render” (p.10). The rebearc
aimed to capture the essence and make senserofehd relationships within this high-tech orgaatinn.
The next section presents preliminary findings fhailitate an understanding into how the high-tSShE
use relationships to gain competitive leverage.

4. Deep Relationships as Sour ce of Competitive Advantage

The data analysis of the fieldnotes, observatietis)ographic interviews, organizational materiald a
collaterals gave way to the preliminary empiriegatiings outlined in the following sections. Thoselude
that networking and relationships are not only peatimg, but are the core of the existence of tigk-tech
SME. Building, maintaining and enhancing interagtielationships with stakeholders like supplieestmers
and customers, enable this high-tech SME to compedr industry that is marked by rapid pace ohgjea
volatile product-life cycles, high competition, ugs of backwards compatibility, need for R&D inveshts
and customer perceptions of the cost/benefit ohtéwe technology (Mohr, 2001).

4.1. Relationships to Reduce Uncertainty

The company networks and builds relationships sit#ikeholders to reduce the market uncertainty,
technological uncertainty and competitive volatilinherent in the high-tech environment (Moriarhda
Kosnik, 1989). Preliminary evidence show that ntoaditional established strategic business unitsiwthe
researched enterprise have higher competitiveilitylats they often operate in established and neatu
markets. On the other hand, innovation-based netraiegic business units have higher technologicdl
market volatility as a result of operating in emiggmarkets. Those divisions have yet to estaluigsicrete a
fit between the technological propositions andrgaimarkets. For example an intense networkingyefiith
the Irish government transportation body ‘Dublimisport Office’ was conducted to establish theilitgb
between the enterprises transport-related innavatnal Ireland as target market. The utilization of
relationship and networks clarified the lack oftahility of Ireland as target market and expos¢itLdies and
opinions that would have adversely impacted on etar§ the technology innovation in the home market.
effect, a reducing of uncertainty was achieved.

Data analysis reveals interactive relationshipgset@iding the company’s understanding of buyer \ieha
including the customer’s plans, intentions and slenirmaking process as well as predicting how iations
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are adopted by the market. Evidence shows the&@Mie has dynamic and collaborating relationships wit
potential and existing customers. Those reducertaingy by ensuring a fit between the customer ealu
creation process (Vargo and Lusch, 2004) and thenizational value proposition. Networking and
relationships therefore help targeting their prajpms as well as allowing for more accurate pland a
forecasts. More insight and certainty into the virgk and requirements of the market means therbette
chances of the high-tech company to carve out etitive advantage grow and scale.

Constant contact with stakeholders like custorrsrgpliers and partners helps the technology comfmany
reduce information impactedness (Williamson, 1958) therefore redundancy.

The constant information exchange between memisereh as between members and external stakeholders
closes holes in the network (Burt, 2000) and ersaipigight into what the customers want. This i®ess

carves out a competitive advantage for the high-&dE.

4.2. Relationshipsto Research Market

The technology company uses their network of rafethips to research the market, establish a leaminve
and spot opportunities to deliver value. In a que$ind a market for a transport-related innovatithe high-
tech SME engaged with government agencies likérigste Department of Transport and the Dublin Tramsp
Office, but also with other commercial organizatidike the Automobile Association and VIPRE. Those
relationships facilitate information flow and exoige between organizations, enabling the SME tdtiigen
markets and carry out in-depth primary and secgndaesearch to identify viable opportunities ahefid o
competitors.

The research shows that the constant formatiorgtizgign and re-negotiation of relationships witktie
market network are fluid processes. The SME ag adthin those relationships gains deep insigha thie
market’s structures and workings, helping themrgséy to understand markets and finding pockédts o
opportunity. This finding stands in line with Vargad Lusch (2004) who that claim deep and interacti
relationships enable the SME to get privilegedghsand understanding into how the customer creaiee
from their offerings.

By understanding the customer value creation psottesugh constant contact and nurturing of interac
relationships, the high-tech organization faciitathe customer’s fulfillment of value in use (Gna®s,
2008). This means through adopting a customer atgrapproach to marketing (Treacy and Wiersema,
1993), the organization carves out a competitivgeeda ensuring the best fit between organizatioffatings
and customer needs.

4.3. Relationships as Access Point to M arket Networ k

The empirical evidence suggests that the high-B8dk as a smaller player in the market is at a clear
disadvantage in accessing the market network, Iseaalacks the relationships and structures which
established and large multinationals have in plReeliminary findings give a strong indication ttia¢ SME
struggles with the lack of access to the markevort infrastructure, especially getting accesho‘power
persons’ within the targeted organizations. Toageess the market or achieve higher access paithig whe
stakeholder’s organizational network, the SME ferofig value-adding services such as free consuftaind
technological expertise to get powerful corporaion board for partnering and networking purpose.
Relationships and partnering with larger institnidike government bodies as well as high-profile
commercial institutions provide the small techngidign with a unique selling point to pick up
communication and access the targeted market rletwor

Even though the consultancy and research offertett oo not generate a profit, they are aimed abéshing
relationships and extending the network. With leeign thinking in mind, these initiatives “stimulateget
the product into the market” (excerpt from fielde®from Informant 2, Commercial Director.)

Collaboration, mediation, consultation and experéige strong selling points to access the marketank and
promote the SME’s brand. Realizing that their gjrpnint is not necessarily the technology, but the
relationships with the partners and the experiemceknowledge that results from this cooperatioa,SME
crystallizes their competitive edge around therme SME gains credibility and status through the ypliggk
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marketing of their products and services on thengger brand of the partner. This process genecatesal
referrals and qualifies leads to the market pocketsches, which the SME targets.

4.4. Relationshipsto Create Value Proposition

Crucial relationships have to be formed with sugnglisuch as data providers, which often hold a ipoligiic
position in the industry. Without those interactre¢ationships, the high-tech SME would not be able
formulate their offerings or tailor their propositi to the customer’s demands and needs. Sincendlé s
company lacks influence and market power, partaegssuppliers hold a quite powerful position whicy
can use to negotiate the terms of the relationsgiipement.

There is a constant effort to understand and eskabbnnections in the market network and to discoew
nodes and create new ties in order to formulat@fitable proposition that fits the market’s reauirents. It
can be said that partnering and networking endig#és parties to experience symbiosis, share ressumcd
work towards common goals.

It becomes clear that the high-tech company studjedates within a complex and entangled network of
organizations, marked by deep ties and relatiosdioigreate a proposition that can be marketedtgloby.
Contracts are used to tie down partners, supmieidscustomers, formalizing relationships.

4.5. Relationships asa Communication Vehicle

Findings have shown that the high-tech companyekron intraorganizational communication and
information exchange through close-knit personialti@ships between the organizational membersstoin
interactive information sharing and informal comnwation networks give the organization a knowledge
environment, in which key information organicallgWs. This interactive fluid approach to communicat
represents a competitive edge because the relaijpsn@nd organic culture are difficult for compets to
duplicate or imitate (Porter, 1988)

Existing structures within the organization’s netkof relationships are used to communicate aneidide
their brand and offerings to and within the marKétis is achieved through marketing communication
initiatives like having a dedicated website, relegsvhite papers on research and technology, takiagtage
at market relevant events with sponsorships anibitixims, having professional collateral, advertgsin
industry relevant magazines and interactively comigating information through PR as well as through
direct contact with various stakeholders groups.

The network of partners, clients and supplierdse atilized to diffuse the technology and innowas. “The
way knowledge flows around an innovation projeet@mplex and interactive, woven together in a kihd
social spaghetti where different people talk taheather in different ways, more or less frequerdlyd about
different things” (Bessant and Tidd, 2007, pg. 8Bhis means there is a move way from a linearrteldyy-
push or customer-demand pull marketing processhiiRst, 1992) towards an interactive, complex, egled
and cross-boundary process, which is facilitatetlamtelerated by networking, relationships and
communication.

4.6. Competitive Advantage beyond Rhetoric

The ethnographic journey revealed that marketingptssome static definition concept, model or théor
which the individual is removed from the organiaatiOne cannot remove individual’s constructiomeaflity
(Berger, 1989) from marketing. Nor can the intetisecof culture on organizations (Smircich, 1988) b
denied. It becomes clear that all social life cstssof actions of separate individuals or collétids whose
members act together for a common cause or orgamzaacting on behalf of a constituency (Moeréi05).

Empirical findings support that the marketing nixcarefully composed and executed in harmony Wigh t
network of partners and associates, formulatingumand innovative (O’Dwyer, 2009) marketing preesi
for this small technology company. Marketing isnhoilated by extensive communication coined by comple
and deep interaction between organizational mendseveell as external stakeholders. Individual mesbé
the organizations bring tacit knowledge, strongspeal characteristics as well as individual expeeto the
table. Since the company is small in size withtyitio forty members overall, they influence and are
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influenced (Arnould and Wallendorf, 1994) by theenporganic and entrepreneurial culture of the agp
as a whole (Turner and Spencer, 1997).

To demonstrate the influential nature of the indiiXl’s input into this unique marketing mix, sonergonal
characteristics of key management members andittileience on marketing practices were documented
(Table 1).

Table 1 - Observations of Individual Input to Metikg Practice

Member Position Characteristics Influence on
Marketing
Informant 1 Chief Executive Officerl  Meticulous, tbhoagh, - core business
inspirational, focused, | development
balanced, fair, -running and leading
considerate, critical, marketing practice every
analytical, composed, | day basis
visionary -monitoring plans and
targets
Informant 2 Commercial Director Conservative, -monitoring market and

multitasking, focused, | competition

quiet, open, observing | - understanding
customer value creation
-sales through pull

Informant 3 Chief Operations Challenging, analytical, | -challenges status quo in
Officer economical, observing, | bus dev
decision-oriented, direct, -technical development
entrepreneurial and progress on
innovations
-operational
implementation and
delivery
Informant 4 Managing Director UK |  Direct, confident, -accessing market
convincing, goal- network
driven, sales oriented, | -establishes contacts and
conceited relationships

-sales through
persistence and skills

Informant 5 Chief Technical Officer) Open, communicative, | -New Product
Founder creative, imaginative, Development
entrepreneurial, -Innovation
opportunity spotting, -R&D
abstract, complex, weird -Business Development
Informant 6 Chief Financial Officer| Conservative, - observing financial
communicative, boundaries
sensitive, economical, | - monitoring plans and
observing targets in financial terms

Source: Author’s Data, collected April — Decembed?2

In addition, key management team marketing decisémich as the identification of core propositiomd a
target markets is marked by the influence of udety. Elements of uncertainty include unpredidigbof
customer’s and competitor’s intentions and decsiconstant movement and fluidity of markets neknaord
structures, information impactedness (Williams®v9) and information redundancy as well as diveygin
interpretations and ideas of reality. Despite tet that strong relationships as well as delibaraigketing
planning (Mintzberg, 1985) reduce uncertainty, ¢h&trong evidence of that marketing practice sti#n
emerges and evolves through trial and error. add to a complex and unique marketing approadichvig
not documented or represented in marketing texthobie uniqueness and convolutedness of the magketi
practiced may not only a facilitating force to dreg a competitive advantage, but the essence of it
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5. Locating the Resear ch

Beyond any doubt, the paper was inspired by coscaputh as market-as networks, inter-organizational
relationships in industrial settings and firm bebawas influenced by the work of IMP academics like
Johanson, Hakansson, Mattson and Ritter. Sincéa8@'s IMP scholars have argued that social, cailtur
technological and organizational interactions axzchanges influence business markets beyond themoti
economic reason. Since then networks have beegnizea as sets of connected firms and relationships
(Johanson and Mattson, 1990; Hakansson and Joh&ak8@#?). The common notion is the impact of
relationships on efficiency through the creatioteskrage and symbiosis. Another function of relaghips is
creating chains of activities, constellation ofowses and shared network perceptions (Andersdkgrtdgon
and Johanson, 1994).

Within the IMP group, extensive research has beedwected on business relationships. Relationships a
understood to be a marketing capability (Ritte9%0and specific propositions have been develope&shable
companies to manage complex business networkg(Rittal, 2004). In addition, concepts have been
proposed to identify relationship values (Ritteakt2002). In the context of a high-tech environine
customer and supplier relationships have been feaodeate value and profitability (Ritter and Véajt
2004).

Networks and relationships have also been linkéddostrial technological development and are belieto
be crucial parts of corporate technological behafiiakannson, 1987a, 1987b). The paper’s contributon
the IMP debate lies in the empirical support, whels the ability to broaden the discussion on #tere and
impact of relationships in high-tech environmentidently, high-tech relationships reach beyondrtbton
of profitability to reduce uncertainty, facilitatearket research, enable access to the markeheid t
formulation of the value proposition and work asnoaunication vehicle to advertise and market thedra
and proposition through the social network struetur

It becomes clear that very little research has loaerned out on relationships and networks as acsoof
competitive advantage. Trondsen’s (2001) work orESMNnd competitive advantage recognized networks as
source, but omitted to identify exactly how the petitive differentiation is achieved. Duysters dbitirich
(2003) examined innovation networks as means dahbss transformation in a large software compdadyl.|
Competitiveness was also assessed in other inglsistich as the IT industry (Cunningham, 2000) and
automobile industry (Stocchetti et al, 2003), famdustry (Hollingsworth and Hingley, 2003) and wine
industry (Assadi and Brouard, 2002). The resedratirfgs add empirical depth to the area of relatiims

and networks as source of competitive advantagendgrpinning claims with ethnographic evidence on
competitive behavior of a small enterprise compgetimthe Irish technology market.

6. Conclusion

It can be said that a lack of complex innovatiodpict/market scope or cost leadership in mostef t
strategic business units forces the small high-egghnization to spin its competitive advantageulgh
interactive plural relationships. The empiricaldance highlighted that deep and interactive raeiatigps
reduce uncertainty, facilitate insight into the ksimetwork’s structure and enhance the SME’s aciethe
market through improved credibility and brand expes Relationships are also crucial for the comgany
understand the customer’s value creation proceasgf/and Lusch, 2004) and gain access to solution
components that are needed to form a targeted paty®sition. In addition, networks of relationshigan be
considered as a means to navigate the market netfeom new connections, advertise the brand and
proposition, but also to diffuse the technologyidénce also shows that the SME achieves competitive
differentiation by acknowledging, allowing and i#ihg ‘intangible’ influences on marketing. Théeselude
the complex and deep interaction between stakelmltit knowledge, strong personal charactesistic
individual experience of organizational membersvall as a trial and error approach to marketing.

It is clear that deep and interactive relationsipipsneate most other aspects of the SME'’s marketiactice
beyond the conventional notion of relationship neéirlg (Groenroos, 1997; Harwood and Garry, 2006;
Morgan and Hunt, 1994; Zontanos and Anderson, 2@dnstantly defining and dynamically redefinirgy it
core propositions and target markets, relationshifgsnetworks provide the company with a competidtdge
that allows them to get to navigate their way tigtbaomplex market networks, to gain recognition end
grow.
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