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Abstract
Third actors have a decisive role in the initiatiohbusiness relationships in various industridsisTis common knowledge among
business marketing researchers, but surprisindig, promoting role of third actors is only brieflyentioned in the literature.
Overall the initiation of relationships is a negted research area. In this paper we analyze thedthttor involvement in the
initiation of business relationships based on awmlwative study conducted in the professional seremetext. Through a data-
driven analysis, we aim to enrich the conceptuacdetion and categorisations related to third asgtaand their role in the
initiation of business relationships. Literatureofn three major research domain is utilized: servivarketing literature
(especially professional business services), refethip marketing and IMP-literature on relationsbiand networks, and
literature concerning references, industrial worfiroouth, and reputation as the channels of busiirdesmation. Empirical data
has, however, a primary role in the analysis whevaceptual categorisations are sought in a dialetween empirical data and
relevant literature. The findings relate to thneajor aspects of third actor involvement: the tgbéhird actors, the activity mode
of third actors, and the role of third actors iretinitiation. The study offers a prosperous basidtirther research in the area.



The promoting role of third actorsin initiating businessrelationships

1 INTRODUCTION

The market-as-network perspective views businesgatmas webs of interactive relationships, whéerad, that
are dependent on each other’s resources, strivet@age their business by initiating, developing somletimes even
ending relationships with important others (see &x@lsson & Easton (eds), 1992; Hakansson e(eals) 2004). The
key argument is that relationships do not existsolation but are connected to each other, whichnaehat one
relationship may have an effect on other relatiggeshThis has been called the indirect or netwankcfion of a
relationship (Hakansson & Snehota, 1995) and séenkey explaining factor for the dynamics of busie
relationships and networks (Smith & Laage-HellnE992; Halinen et al., 1999).

In this view it is logical to assume that indireetationships and the involved third actors havéngwortant role in
the initiation of business relationships. As Gu(@®95) puts it, once network relations are esthbli, this stimulates
further networking relations, and possessing bgsim@d social relations with certain types of acl@ve an effect on
new relationships in the future. Business relatisgisom begin through direct contacts or by coltinca The seller
and buyer parties may lack access to each othdr, iarthis case, instead of direct approaches,ptmties may
approach each other through networks and existitagionships.

This also seems to be common knowledge among tassinarketing researchers, but surprisingly, thitdra with
promoting impact have rarely been the focus ofstiiely. In one of the rare studies Ellis (2000) fibtimat the most of
initiations in foreign market entry based on thiaties instead of seller-initiated exchanges, thid parties had a
middleman role by bringing the potential transagtarties together because of their existing i@hati Similar kind of
findings have been reported by Holmen et al. (200B) studied a case in printing industry and disceg that
various kinds of third actors — companies, forrmapkyees and spin offs firms — can act in a keg olthe initiation.
Personal networks and contacts have been identifiestrve as bridges in emerging joint ventures rgv& Ellis,
2002) and as door openers as well as gatekeep#is initiation of business relationships (Halirersalmi, 2001).
Various labels have been used for the promotingl thctor: relationship promoter (Walter, 1999; Hati & Salmi,
2001), third party in non-economic sense (Eastofrdujo, 1992), and go-between (Uzzi, 1997). In Esdf network
connectedness, activities of mediation (Ritter,®0nd bridging (Smith & Laage-Hellman, 1992) canifiterpreted
as illustrations of third actor influence on iniiga.

Although a little focused research is availablensagesearch areas provide an indirect evidendeeofdle of third
actors. In the initiation, not only access is reggi The parties of an emerging relationship seekdin some
experiential knowledge about the opposite party #ricl actors play a key role in providing this kviedge.
Especially buyers require references (Salminen &8léit2006) and track-records (Edvardsson, 1983c¢héill, 1998;
Ewing et al., 1999) that provide evidence of themdigr's performance and capabilities. This evidelig often
regarded as necessary for a relationship to ieiti@ihere is also abundant evidence of the impoetafcreferrals
(Wheiler, 1987), word-of-mouth (Money, 2000), regidgn (Nunlee, 2005; Larson, 1992; Yoon et al., 3)98nd
communication networks (Johnston and Lewin, 1986)bbth the buyers and sellers on business marRetsearch
suggests that new customers utilise the experieffi@mer customers and other business actors (ideme, Latour &
Williams, 1993). Also the seller benefits from tiér since reputation, word-of-mouth, referrals aetivorking are
found to be the most effective practices to geesenatv business (Waller et al., 2001; Ellingsonl.e2806; Feldman
Barr & McNeilly, 2003).

Research knowledge of the role of third actors usitess relationship initiation is thus scatter®derall the
initiation of relationships has been a neglectesgaech area. Ongoing relationships, their developiawed ending, are
broadly studied phenomena, but the initiation détienships has challenged only a few researchdodrien et al.,
2005). Various stage-models of relationship devaleqt exist (e.g. Ford, 1982; Dwyer et al., 19®1it, they pay no
attention to third actors as promoters of relatigmsnitiation.

The purpose of this article is to analyse the involvementldfd actors in the initiation of business relatioips. It
aims to fullfil the research gap by enriching cqutaal descriptions related to the status and fanabf third actors,
the type of these actors and their activities &iedoles they perform in the initiation of businesistionships.

The focal unit of analysis is relationship iniitat that is studied through three key actors: #kesand the buyer
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between whom a business relationship is emergidglanthird actor (or potentially several thirdas) who through
their actions promote the initiation. Relationshijiiation is seen as a process that leads toiteedeal between the
parties. The study concentrates on analysing thmgting role of thirds in the initiation althougbkamowledging the
potential negative influence as well.

The study follows the logic of abductive reasonignbining systematically ideas arising from empiridata to
ideas from theoretical literature (see Gadde & D#b2002). Literature from two major research damsaiservice
marketing (especially professional business sesyiaed industrial relationships and networks isdumed combined
with literature related to references, referraésommendations, word-of-mouth, and reputation asctiannels of
business information. Yet, empirical data has #eding role in the search for new descriptions aoiceptual
categorisations. To gather the data, an explorathge study of relationship initiations was condddh a number of
professional services industries.

Professional business services were chosen betaisevaluation is difficult and third actors pnesably have an
important role as relationship promoters. The spdeatures of professional services, such asnmdtion asymmetry,
intangibility, customised problem solving and knedde intensity (Silvestro et al., 1992; Edvards4®389; Thakor &
Kumar, 2000; Lapierre, 199 ake it difficult for the customer to evaluate tbdihe outcome of the service and the
service process, and it is equally challengingtfar service provider to present the outcome anditbeess to the
customer beforehand. New customers utilise trustwanformation sources when they evaluate profesgiservice
providers (Lapierre, 1997; Day & Barksdale, 2003itckiell, 1998), and thus the third can support theyer of
professional service by offering risk reducing mfation. Also the seller benefits from thirds, besm active push-
marketing and advertising of professional servisegpically seen negatively, and as reducing gwels of expertise
and professionalism (Feldman Barr & McNeilly, 2003takor & Kumar, 2000; Waller et al., 2001). Thscbmoting
actors represent neutral and “non-pushing” margetommunication for professional agencies.

The structure of the paper is the following. Thetfsection examines the status and functionsiaf #ttors in the
initiation in general and explores — with the hefpexisting literature — the questions of who ise third actor, how it
acts, and which roles it is likely to accomplistec8nd section describes the methodology of theysthe nature of
data collection and analysis. The third sectionsgmés the key results emerging from the data tegettith an
interpretation of the results in the light of ekigt literature. At the end, the results, their lations, and the
implications for research and practice are disalisse

2. THIRDSIN THE INITIATION

2.1 Status and function of third actors

When a third party is involved in initiation, a gle-actor perspective (a triadic view) is neededeast three actors
and their relationships deserve attention: thesdle buyer and the third, external actor.

The power of thirds in the initiation process irséd on the experience and relations they possesd-{gure 1).
The third actor has experience of one or both gantif the emerging dyadic relationship and it pgudites in the
initiation by sharing this experience with the atiparty. Thus three stages are included in therEigexperience,
sharing the experience and the actual initiatiomedd experience of a third is likely to be the mwaluable for
potential buyers and sellers, but also indireceeigmce has value on the market (e.g. referralggmatation). In case
A (see Figure 1) the third mediates its experiesfdbe seller to the potential buyer supporting¢bepany in buying
and in evaluating the potential service providercdse B the third mediates its experience of thebfor the seller
supporting the seller for instance in prospectifie third helps both parties of the dyad in netwagkand
communicating with important others.
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Figure 1 Thekey actorsin theinitiation of a businessrelationship

The existence and attainment of previous experienseusually crucial in creating new relationshigeme
experiential knowledge needs to be establishedreTai® two ways to attain experience; direct expee is achieved
by trying oneself, but this is often costly andkyisand indirect experience is achieved by listgrtm and comparing
others’ experiences (Silverman, 1997). The buyerpadfessional services requires the evidence ofique
experiences and usually turns to a professionahroragency that is previously known or has “a treekord”
(Edvardsson, 1989; Mitchell, 1998; Ewing et al.99pP The experience of third actors can be espgciakded, when
the actor is not known about the markets, for examphen the seller company is entering new marketsase of
foreign market entry (Ellis, 2000), or when a stgstcompany is building its customer base (Warstal.e 2001;
Ruokolainen, 2005).

The third may share experimental information thtopgblic media or through personal channels suahosd-of-
mouth. Main channels, where actors achieve otheKperiences are references (Salminen & Moller, 2006
Ruokolainen 2005; Warsta et al., 2001), referiBlsds et al., 1997; Herriott, 1992; Wheiler, 198€;ommendations
(Boles et al., 1997; Johnson et al., 1998; Wallex.e 2001), word-of-mouth (Waller et al., 200dgputation (Yoon et
al., 1993; Gotsi and Wilson, 2001; Waller et ab02), and testimonials (Salminen & Mdller, 200GgFét al., 1992).
For instance, a referral informs the customer obmpetent service provider (Wheiler 1987) indiogtinpractice of a
third of sending a customer to a certain supplBairhinen, 1997). References (related to a thiaf)stmit information
about a gained customer or the capability of a ket potential customers and other actors (Szdmi& Moller
2006).

The status of the third is based on its abilitpti@r an objective view about the potential businpartner, at least
more objective that the buyer or seller itself doptovide. The third is considered as an extera@rdo the emerging
dyad, and therefore a credible source of infornmatAn externahctor sharing experiences without gaining monetary
rewards makes the information about experience roedible. For example, referrals and reputatian external
information received from independent organisatiamd sources, and because of their non-commeiatenthey are
considered more credible and trustworthy than fiased promotional efforts (Herriot, 1992; WheilE987; Yoon et
al., 1993; Salminen, 19%6 Gronroos (2000) sees references and word-of-moaiimunication as unplanned
messages that are based on what “others say antbdtrary to planned messages representing “wiedfirttn says”,
like advertising and websites.

The third may also share its experiences thougiveaoetworking and mediating of contacts with etheThe
position of the third is based on connectednesgesif the third has connections to the buyer dral geller and
positive perceptions of their performance it maigdpe the not-connected parties together. It maydhtce potential
parties to each other which eventually lead todteation of a new relationship (Feldman Barr & MdNge2003;
Moncrief and Marshall, 2005). Indirect relationshigreated through connectedness turn into direes @rhen third
parties connect actors not yet directly connediitldr, 2000; Smith and Laage-Hellmann, 1992).

It is essential to note that the experience tiel tmediates is based on the past but still hasaetz for the future.
In the initiation, the dyadic parties do not yetda common past, and therefore the “pasts” ofrethee utilised in
evaluation. The buyer uses the surrogate indicatbpast experience such as references and comppotation to
“predict” future performance (Day et al., 1994) tihe absence of concrete evidence of service pegioce, references
from previous clients and their evaluation of seevguality can act as tangible cues (EdvardssaB9)18r market
signals (Yavas et al., 2004). In other words, thgeb utilises the post-purchase satisfaction ofipres clients in the



pre-purchase evaluation of a service provider.
In sum, the core features of the third actor’'sustaind function in the initiation are the following
« third actor has previous experience about one jpantiyes and the service, and a direct relationslitip one
party/parties
» experience is based on previous transactions,dsutdievance for future business
» the experience is shared with others through concation and mediating of contacts
» the third is credible because of its external pmsivis-a-vis the dyad

2.2 Typeof third actors

The third actor can be a person or an organisgtiea Ellis, 2002; Holmen et al., 2005) and thetietahip to it
can be based on economic or non-economic exch&agoh & Araujo, 1992). Most often the examinednpoting
third parties are satisfied existing customers, tmahy other actors, like former customers, custameustomer,
colleagues, former or existing employees, othated firms (ancillary firm), competitors, non-ptadigencies can also
act as promoting third parties (Feldmann Barr & MdN, 2003; Peck et al., 1999).

Business relationships are socially embedded (Getter, 1985; Uzzi, 1997; Gulati, 1995), which exps the
important role of people as thirds. When the prangpthird is considered as a person, personal ctsjtauch as
friendship, are important (Money 2000), but alsospeal relationships of other kind may be influahtiin the
empirical study of Wong and Ellis (2002), the bridgsocial ties that connected potential joint veatparties were
based on relative-relationship, friendship, businasquaintance, class mate relationship, and fonwvakmate
relationship.

Any stakeholder organisation — customer, suppti@mpetitor, media — can act as a third. In casereference it is
the customer, who shares its experiences throwgketter: it allows the seller to utilise and conmicate the positive
experience by offering reference cases, providifigrence lists or by using the customer’'s namar{dain & Moller,
2006; Helfert & Vith, 1999). Various stakeholdergghatheir opinions may even form “a collective diirtls”. For
instance reputation is formed on the basis of tiaed indirect experiences and information receiaedl it includes
collective information about past and current esiins (Gotsi & Wilson, 2001; Yoon et al., 1993).

When people make judgements, they use both puhblic paivate information (Uzzi & Dunlap, 2005). Publi
information is easily available from a variety ofusces such as the Internet, but because it is@ssible, it does not
offer value in competition. Private informationgathered from personal contacts, is unique ancestibg, and often
very useful in doing business. The value of priviafermation depends, however, on how much theivecef this
information trusts on the information source (U&Dunlap, 2005). In professional services, becafs@formation
asymmetry and credence qualitities, informatiorkisggis personalised, and individual people asrmfation sources
highly appreciated (Thakor & Kumar, 2000; Lapieri®97). Through social contacts business actors ofegin
informal and also confidential and sensitive infatibn about each other (Halinen & Salmi, 2001; U&zZDunlap,
2005).

It can be asked why third actors share their erpeds with othersThe motivation to this is potentially founded
on collectiveness of business actors. People teltess and failure stories and the ultimate goashafring this
information are to warn about failure or to chescess (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996). By sharing infation about past
activities, people give guidelines to others, dmastreputation can even be seen as a social conécthanism, that
guides individuals and firms to choose successftdra, and to avoid unsuccessful and untrustwootigs (Nunlee,
2005; Larson, 1992). Another explanation may bexdofrom the social exchange theory. Referralsristance can be
viewed as reciprocated favours from one colleaguarother, where the referrer, according to thetggiew of
exchange, expects to receive similar favour irftiere from the referred (see e.g. Ruy & Feick 20P)

2.3 M ode of third actor activities

The third actor extends an influence on relatiomshitiation by sharing experiential informationaalb business
actors and by mediating its contacts with othelgesE key activities can be prompted by either thebor the seller,
who are supposedly the active parties in relatignstitiation, but as the study of Ellis (2000) iodtes also the third
actor can be the initiator. Helfert and Vith (198%4) suggest that a customer can contrilagtévely to the market
access of the supplier company by providing leansité network partners and by bringing memberghaf two
companies together. Alternatively, a customer mifluénce passively through its good reputation mage that
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contributes to the market access of the supplidryaallowing the seller to use its name for instircadvertising. It
may be assumed, that these two modes of activity ebncern other third actors than customers. Hewaot all
relationships are results of intentional actiongjdtion can also occur by coincidence (Warstal.e2001).

2.4 Roleof thirdsin theinitiation

Initiation is potentially a blurred phase that itwas various actors, different episodes and comaatioin between
various individuals and firms. The relationship nsgrt from the first contact but also a long owestbefore the first
deal is possible. Years may elapse after the pioghfgst contacts; the latent and dormant relagiops of a firm and
the opportunities that these enable may be activateen needed (Holmlund and Térnroos, 1997; Watstd., 2001;
Halinen, 1997).

In models of relationship evolution the initiatiggrocess is typically described in terms of stag#ates or
processes. In these descriptions a number of faetod activities are emphasised as key aspectstiation. If the
third is to have an impact on initiation, its rideexpected to be linked to these key aspects.

In the most cited stage-models the initiation psscadvances through one or two phases from ignetante first
negotiated deal. Ford (1980) separates a preonitip stage and early stage and Dwyer, SchuriCim¢{L987) the
phases of awareness and exploration. In the patiewmship stage (Ford 1980) customer starts touatal new
potential suppliers. Evaluation is conditioned byperience with previous supplier, uncertainty abgpotential
relationship and distance between customer andhateupplier. During the early stage the partiegotiate about
the first delivery, they are likely to have onlitle experience of each other and uncertainty g.hin the Dwyer,
Schurr and Oh (1987) model, parties recognise etledr in the awareness phase, but they do notoyatrunicate,
whereas in the exploration phase, where attradgidormulated, parties communicate and bargain, rovdns and
expectations are developed. Furthermore, in modglprofessional service relationships, Yorke (19@@picts
initation as a transition from ignorance to intéremd Halinen (1997) emphasises uncertainty aacethergence of
attraction and initial trust.

Wilkinson and Young totally reject the idea of stagand introduce the concepts of business dantBfy] and
business mating (2005) to relationship formatidme Tating metaphor emphasises the search for ciloleppartners,
whose characteristics make a good match. Durindptimeation process, the parties evaluate theirngiziematch; they
get involved in a joint choice, i.e. choosing amdnly chosen (Wilkinson et al., 2005). Elsewheréhin literature the
matching process is described as mutual partheesitry (Warsta et al.,, 2001) and mutual evaluatibere both
parties assess the goals, attractiveness and parice of each other (cf. Ford, 1980; Dwyer etl@87).

On the basis of the literature review at least kisgprocesses can be distinguished as essenti@ initiation of a
business relationship (See Figure 2). At the same, this literature remains silent about the wfl¢éhird actors in the
initiation process. It could be assumed that the obthe third party is linked to some of theseqasses.

Gaining Negotiation Reducinc

experience uncertainty

Creating Evaluation Reducing distance
ttraction

Building Matching Creating trust

awareness

Relationship initiatior

Figure 2 Key processesin theiniation of a business relationship according to relationship development literature

In the formation of a business relationship, &lso question of buying and selling. Traditionahinking the buyer
makes a choice between a supplier and a sellertsienake oneself an attractive alternative onntiagket. From a
seller's viewpoint the processes of initiation telto marketing communication, selling and prospggtsince during
the selling process a seller identifies potentigdtomers, preapproach and approach them, and dbkerfirm and
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the product (Moncrief & Marshall., 2005). From aybtis viewpoint, initiation relates to the buyingopess where the
buyer identifies alternatives and evaluates thend, lauilds a “short list” of most potential providefor further
negotiations, proposals and presentations. Thengugnd selling literatures give further supporthe processes in
Figure 2.

3 METHODOLOGY

An abductive study was conducted to explore theolilement of third actors in the initiation of busss
relationships. The starting point was to studyneziees and customer acquisition in professionahbas services but
decisive empirical findings in the first interviewaunched a “re-direction” of the study as desatibg Dubois and
Gadde (2002). Respondents repeatedly emphasedeparak of several information channels as souroks
information about previous service transactions tationships. Therefore the focus of the studyg diaected to the
sharing of experience more generally and to the abkexternal third actors “behind” this process.

A multiple case strategy was used to study relatigminitiations in several professional servicdustries and in
connection with several types of thirds. In thisdst the case refers to relationship initiationt thas emerged from
referral and reference activities and thereby thhotlne involvement of a third. Even if the focaleplomenon is seen
as interaction between at least three actors sehdce provider, the new potential customer ardtliird party — the
number of informants used in each initiation ranffedn one to four. Because of the sensitivenestheftopic and
different initiation situations, in some cases,yomhe actor’s view of the initiation was obtainetil in some other
cases even four actors were interviewed.

Empirical data consists of interviews with the eplis narratives and written material of case orgations that was
used as secondary data (reference material, beghpress releases, web-pages). Twenty intervies gonducted
during summer 20G5winter 2006. Service providers, customers and #fierees as third parties were interviewed.
The studied professional service organisationskangr organisations varied in size from small miemrepreneur
enterprises to large international firms. Infornsamt the buyer’'s side were mostly entrepreneurdram top
management. Informants at the sellers represeh&ébtiowing professional service industries: dasig, industrial
designing, advertising, interpreting and localmati engineering consulting, landscape consultingftware
engineering and consulting, accounting and corpdsahking.

Interviews were focused episodic interviews withaustrict structure. In episodic interviews (Fli2R02), the
guestions in the usual sense of the word are kaeidabut instead the interviewer periodically iegithe informant to
the present narratives or chains of situations. dhphasis is on the informant’s spontaneous namakiut narrative
elements are complemented by questions concernimig @mbstract relations. Flick (2002) emphasises$ tipen
interview and episodic interviews are clearly safmmethods, because of the “not-asking” role efitlerviewer and
the structure of narratives. Narratives are stanigs beginning, middle and ending, where the infant places the
phases and elements of stories in their contextpapduces also causality. The narratives thus @tioe structure of
the interviewer and points out the structure of therviewee. Instead of long biographies, episaucratives
concentrate on shorter sequences of events (R@®Q, Goffey & Atkinson, 1996). According to Fli¢k002, 109)
“episodic interviews seek to exploit the advantagfelsoth the narrative interview and the semi-gtriced interview”,
sincenarrative partsact as an approach to the experiences relevdhé teubject under the study and keyestionsof
the interviewer direct the interview.

In the interviews, the primary intention was togime informants to produce episodic narratives aliaitiations
with important third external actors, but also diges about each company’s history, service, mar&at initiation in
general were posed. The questions concerned themobsas: focal professional service itself, custoauguisition
practices (service providers), buying practicegémeral in focal service industry (buyers), impotteelations and
networks in initiation, forms of delivering refeimn and word-of-mouth information, used referencactiices and
perceived recommendations (buyers). Because ofatiskictive “learning” process, more focused questioere
defined during the research process.

To stimulate informants to narrate and to guiderthe the research topic, the interviewer can comoat@ the
specificity of the interview by using material suah a text or a picture and listen actively by alog interest (Flick,
2002). In this research, the triad-picture was used stimulator and informants spontaneuously ntlaeie own
triadic-drawings during the interviews. Humour arebponsive commentaere used to create a responsive and
friendly atmosphere. Interviews were tape-recoréed transcribed. Some follow-up questions were made
telephone or email. Each interview lasted aboutasmea half hours.

Both the narrative approach (Flick, 2002) and ysesnatic combining (Dubois and Gadde, 2002) emphdke
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role of gradual sampling strategy, where the samspigcture becomes defined during the researchepsodn this
study, the cases and informants were chosen aogotdi theoretical sampling, where informants “aetected
according to theirs expected level of new insigtuis the developing theory” (Flick 2002, 64). Alsacsv-ball

technique was used: usually first contact was mwitie the seller and after that the buyers or refemmentioned by
the seller were contacted.

The analysis of the study follows the abductiveeagsh strategy; the dialogue between empirical daththeory
guides the analysis, even if the empiria has astlecrole. Abduction and systematic combining (Dak® Gadde,
2002) differ from the grounded theory approach ¢6ia& Strauss, 1967) in its focus on developingtaxy theories,
not on generating new ones. In theory generatindies the categories of analysis are developed frmrdata. In
theory confirming studies the literature enableprtmpose theoretical frameworks for trial in thelgsis. In theory
developing studies, which this study represents,tiieory aids the researcher to discover new thifilgsrefore the
researcher is expected to take advantage of thensigscharacter of theoretical models also during tesearch
process (Dubois and Gadde, 2002). In this studyuttimate goal is to locate existing theories aadcepts, where
third actors are considered, to elaborate thessehyching new connections between the conceptthandes, and to
find new categories to describe the involvemerthioéls.

In abductive studies, the data collection, analysigl the search for complementary theories can dvall@l
processes, since the main characteristic of thpsoa@gh is “a continuous movement between an enapiorld and a
model world” (Dubois & Gadde, 2002, 553-559). “Tresearcher would not be able even to identifyttal literature’
since the empirical fieldwork parallels the themadt conceptualisation” (Dubois & Gadde, 2002, 55Bhis was
characteristic also to this research process. Becalithe strong empirical foundation and large @amaof interviews,
computer-aided analysis with QSR N'Vivo was utilis&he analysis begun with open coding, whereitbedlements
and actors of initiation were identified and fipgitential themes and approaches were chosen. fiftier reading,
these themes turned into categories where the@geband data-driven categories were merged. Thukgisecond
phase of coding, i.e. in selective coding, a mtmgtured analysis was conducted, but still withafial reading of the
literature and analysing of the data. As Dubois &adide (2002, 554), puts it this was “about goiagkband forth
between framework, data sources, and analysisfderdo find a match between theory and empirieality.

4 PROMOTING THIRDSIN RELATIONSHIPSINITIATION: ACTORS, THEIR ACTIVITY MODE AND
ROLES

So far we have maintained that third actors prorbotness relationship initiation by sharing theiperience and
by mediating contacts with potential buyers antesl They offer their past experience of a buyesadler to be used
in evaluating the potential of the opposite numidieia partner in the future business. Being extémtie emerging
relationship third actors are perceived as credibleces of information.

The empirical study conducted in the professionalifess service context provides further understgnof the
involvement of third actors in relationship init@t by answering the following questions: Whatdiof thirds can
have an impact on initiation, how active they aneérdy the initiation and what kind of roles thewyilin it.

41  Typeof third actors
Person-organisation dimension and representational classification of third

As a starting point, we propose that the third mcan be an organisation on the basis of econorubhamge, or
person, on the basis of social embeddeness. Howeatr indicated that there were more categorieshfods. The
third could be a person or an organisation, but alperson on behalf of an organisation or a pessanrepresentative
of a certain industry or profession. Even a worlaasrtifact could be considered as a third. Wherptomoting third
was aperson, it could be a business acquaintance, entreprghiguiriend or an expert.

There is Federation of [national] Entrepreneurs,dathere is Federation of West-Coast Entrepreneurd avery town has

‘Entrepreneurs’. It can be someone of his entreptenfriends from there [who recommends]. The otten be a digger

contractor and other can have software business.

Some people may have especially wide relationsekample, the CEO of an advertising agency mentidhat it
is worthwhile to know persons, who know widely pksopn related industries, such as media, mediacaéggrprinting
houses etc. This gets also support from the liteeatAccording to Uzzi and Dunlap (2005) socialwarks deliver
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three unique advantages: access to private infavmadiverse skill sets and power. Sometimes tlaeeepowerful
“superconnectors” or brokers who share their dvexsntacts. They are not in positions of formahatity but may
extend an important influence on business relatigssthrough their wide relations.

On the personal levekocial personal contacts, such as friendships,impartant (Money, 2000), but in the
literature social relations are usually defined‘sscial” in general, but the essence of socialti@tships can vary
widely: e.g. in Wong and Ellis (2002) empirical dyy the social ties that connected intermediamebdth dyadic
parties and created the grounding for a new businglationship, were based for instance on relaiiationship,
friendship, business acquaintance, class mateomshtp, and former workmate relationship.

Contrary to earlier results by Wong and Ellis (2002 Money (2000) friends or relatives were seldionthe
promoting role in the studied cases. Relationsiiml tactors always had some kind of professionabrganisational
dimension. The “meso-level” between personal arghmisational levels seemed important. Thupesson as a
representative of an industry or a profession was often identified as a promoting third. In thesses, the promoting
people were representatives of specific knowledgkralations of a certain industry or professianpeediators of this
knowledge had an important role in initiation. Feetample, people related to design industries prechatdustrial
designers, because utilising design widely in waisectors and design itself were important fomtha&lso financial
managers in large companies asked each other'sienpes about banks.

Especially these designer colleagues have plentyoofi customers and they are appreciated in thesergises. | have

clearly gained 2 — 3 new customers through thessgder acquaintances. Essentially there are evemembut all the

assignments have not realized yet.

Finance managers in large companies talk aboutrtegperiences with each other. They do not seeknrdtion only from

banks but they also ask people, who have had thitasiposition, about how does this work and do fiaue experiences.

In earlier research, business “insiders” (MoneyQ0®O0and professional acquaintances, such as tedhnic
representatives, other organisational buyers, teahexperts and experts of related industries (htmme et al., 1993)
have been acknowledged to be sources of refemdlgnformation.

Also aperson on behalf of an organisation could be the promoter. In these cases, the pewssnappreciated
because of his experience and status in a centganization. Names of the organisations where thessons worked
were mentioned.

| counted on that company A [grain co] knows beestids N.N. was involved there. N. [first name]dstiiat they [engineering

company] are able to handle it. They gave evem#mee of the consultant, who has designed theiriqus\projects.

The organisation (the name of the reference customer or organisaticaferee) could also act as a third. For
example, the translation agency got an assignmrernt the advertising agency because the name ofeflieeence
customer was strong enoudftiey had made translations for Company B [globatteonics co] and everythingVhen the
third actor has a role purely on organisationaklethe name of customer organisation can be afferg. as a
reference (Salminen & Moller, 2006; Helfert & Vith999). However, the data indicated a more var@d for
organisational thirds: they were not only refereagstomers but also other organisations, suchrasepa. If the third
actor was a known organisation, the image and telated to this third was transferred to one paftthe potential
dyad. The translation agency was a new actor ofotia markets, but entered the markets with astst of a known
actor:1 knew that [local] Area Development Centre hadsoned them when they were entering the town, hecefore | knew
that the agency was quite decent.

Sometimes, the person or the organisation itsetiotskey issue; instead, the point is tealised work for the
customer. In that case, the works as artifacts are comsitlas thirds. For example, a designer gained netomers
in Japan because of globally famous glass lampsvatches he had designddhe CEO of an advertising agency also
described the power of reference works in ordggrésent the capability of employe&ghen a new advertising agency
begins the business, it does not have any previmrks. However, some people from top agenciesmmolNe in there. So, the
agency will start the following way: they will peg themselves to the certain advertisers withrtpegvious works in their
previous agencies. After that, they have clientsnef the agency itself does not have any refagnc

The data indicates that in some industries, sucknagneering, the actual work can be more crudiahtthe
reference customer, since the performance of auedireference factory in function and with all @enal figures
can prove the functionality of the factory. Alsoddvertising and designing industries the award® weentioned as
promoters. The role of previous works is emphasisaéference literature, where references areiderexd as proofs
of supplier's capability (Salminen & Méoller, 2006\lso an award can be considered as tangible ev@def the
agency being industry recognized and also ableddyze “winning campaigns” for its clients (Walkdral., 2001).
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The types of the thirds

In existing literaturesatisfied existing and previous customers are often examined as promoting third parties
(Salminen & Méller, 2006; Feldman Barr & McNeill2003) However, it is not only customers, who act as @& s®
of positive information:

Our referees are mostly previous customers andparation partners. We have perceived calls indiggtihat the architect

from the previous project has recommended us iin tiesv projects. Therefore construction firms aaod for our business.
According to Payne et al. (2005) “referral marketshsists of customer and non-customer referralcesu In this
study several non-customer promoters were idedtifiesides customers. The main type of non-cust@menoters
were the providers of complementary services and providers of related professional services or other related
services or products. The providers of complementaries had industry-$jgednformation and shared their
information further.

The photographer has been asked who would be a,gappropriate and creative agency for this assignmelhe

photographer works with tens of agencies. He s¥gs,’ maybe you should contact this agency becausight be the best

agency for you.” Some customers have come becausiagphouses has recommended us.

Also literature suggests that referrals and wordhofith can flow between related industries andtedla
professional services (Feldman Barr & McNeilly, 308lenthorne et al., 1993; Herriot, 1992; Moneyo@0Payne et
al,. 2005, Wheiler, 1987).

It was also found that providers of complementamesild take advantage of the new emerging business
relationship. For example, for a business banknthst important actors were accounting agenciafitiag agencies,
law agencies, and national and local entreprenguesisociations; because customers usually neededas services
and thus networked service providers could refertheather. The reciprocal referrals of related indes are
mentioned also by Payne et al. (2005).

Thecompetitorsor providers of the same service were also identified as thirds, especially in tixesprofessional
services such as industrial design. Also previdtesature supportshe finding (Feldman Barr & McNeilly, 2003;
Helfert & Vith, 1999; Peck et al., 1999).

Sometimes our competing colleagues recommendnag, iey can not accept the assignment if theyadyrare working with

the customer’'s competitor. In those cases it ismadrto recommend a competitor, because designdrgreat store by

utilisation of the design in general. If you do thatve time or you can not accept the assignmeistgivod to see that someone
is designing the product. Therefore it is importemtachieve the respect from other designers.

Sometimes, referrals flew among the actors of vahan (Herriot, 1992), and thus, e.g. customanst@mer could
promote a service:

The new customer had heard from their subcontradtat they use us as their translation agencyvds very simple after

that, and they sent their files to us to be tratesia

Also somenon-profit agencies and associations were mentioned as thirds invietes. Non-profit agencieare
acknowledged as source of referrals and new bussieéetions also by Helfert and Vith (1999) andsH[R000).

Finally, it is important is to notice that informarreported that several types of “externals” weseally involved
in initiation.

4.2  Activity mode of thethird actor

When third actor is involved in initiation, somendiof action exists; the third actor for example introducespbeo
recommends or acts as a reference. The third ntayelycpromote relationship initiation or it maytleneself used
more passively (Helfert & Vith, 1999). In the enmigél data, three activity modes of a third becarisible: active,
reactive and passive.

* In thepassive activity mode, the third allows use their name iarketing or in access and this is a

typical arrangement in references.
When we made a contract with Company C [globaltedets co], there was a clause that implies thant allowed to use
their name and they are allowed to use my name arketing. Utilizing names is accepted, but evenghelse is very
confidential and classified. So, | asked afterwand®en | updated my web pages, whether | can purt tizene on my web
pages, and they said that of course and they aneted if | do so.

* In theactive mode the third actively promotes the seller or spontaisgoguides the buyer to the seller.
Company D [translation agency] is a hew actor onrkess, and | wanted to help them to get contadtsiow how difficult it is
to gain contacts, because | remember how diffitullas when | started. So, | thought | can recomuinilem to others. Of
course, everyone who is in business has natutadly bwn interests too. If | have good contactsjll use them.
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* In thereactive mode, third reacts on the buyer’s or the sellextpiest for information.
| have given lectures in those organizations. Camyda [sawmill] had contacted them and asked if thaye any experiences
about design agencies. They mentioned a few ndrats.on, we were all asked to visit there and giygesentation.

Addionally, there were several cases, where thergqce or relations of the third could not be usgaither the
seller or the buyer. Thirds in these cases remiiden: In banking, references are extremely classified.af¢enot allowed
to tell who our clients aregr silent: The Employment and Economic Development Centranéiral organization. They are not
allowed to refer anybody to anyone.

In the literature parallel notions of silence arad@. Helfert and Vith (1999) maintain that some@ugrs are very
reluctant to share information on their partnerthwleir supplier and also Salminen (1997) statt shme references
are classified. This was for instance the casefegrences of a landscape consulting agency: thecggeas allowed to
present the outlook and the location of previouskaobut using the names of famous customers wiaallowed. The
data also indicate that some non-profit organisatioould not promote initiation by sharing inforinator by using
relations. For example, the project manager ingelaaw mill tried to find a wood-specialised intiaé design agency
and asked referrals from several non-profit orgtioas specialised in design and wood. Howeverptganisations
were not allowed or willing to refer.

4.3  Roleof thethird actor in theinitiation of a potential relationship

On the basis of the data, twelve roles of thirdsewdentified in the initiation. The roles are sty awareness
builder, need creator, access provider, accelerathrocate seller, match maker, trust builder, .at@n assistant,
expectations builder, risk reducer and providectafcrete evidence. These are shortly described next

Scouter

During the initiation, the first step for the selle to find potential customers as proposed itirggliterature. The
scouter role of thirds suggests that thirds cak foopotential customers for sellers.

| was participating in the professional trainer -ggramme. There were about twenty consultants inptiegramme, and

together we even founded an association. They ahesfer the chairman. That group has been a fouaddbr new business.

Those consultants are running around in severadgmises. They become aware of their needs andninis to others once in

a while.

The scout function in customer-relationships methas suppliers obtain meaningful information fromtgde of
the organisation (Walter et al., 2001), and this t& extended to other than customer relations ek Whis
information can be used e.g. in prospecting, whezterrals, networking and asking current customed a
acquaintances for names of potential prospects/pieal methods (Jaramillo & Marshall, 2004; Momfr& Marshall
2005). Thirds can thus be involved in prospectipgtiering relevant information.

Related to scouting, also screening of potentiainpas was found relevant, for which the result€tis (2000)
from foreign market entry and Warsta et al. (200bn partner screening also provide support. l@ti@hs and
networks firms gather superior information on eatier and identify each other’s capabilities anmspective partners
through referrals networks (Gulati et al., 2000).

Awar eness builder

Thirds can build the awareness, since dyadic [sanged to be aware of each other in order to iaitla the phase-
model of Dwyer et al. (1987) during the awarenesasp “party A recognizes that party B is a feasédehange
partner.” The data suggests that awareness isuitliltreputation, reference works and referralfwgitipport of third
parties.

The general publicity and some articles have enbdrsome new business relations. | do not preserdustpmers on my web

pages so much. For example, Company C [global @lits co] became my customer because my previots wespecially

watches, were widely featured in media in Japan.

In the buying process of professional service, afrtbe first stages is identification of alternasv(cf. Edvardsson,
1989; Day & Barksdale, 1994). The data indicates #wareness can be build more passively througherees or
publicity, or more actively through referrals.

The circle of business people is quite small. Weaatoknow everyone, but we do know a lot of pedjatel they know more

people, and so the message is further carried. e lalso been noticed by the media and businesazimag and it counts,

too.
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Need creator

A reference or a referral of a third can createntbed for a professional service as describedefiafowing extract
from the data:

Reference descriptions are very important to thieepneneur customer who has not previously utilidedign in its business,

because they note that ‘okay, even in our scal@desn be advantageous’. The typical image is trdy large enterprises

can benefit from designing. On the other handhéythave used design previously, reference de&mrgpigive a hint how
design can be integrated in their business evereraffectively.

Relationship-stage-models (Ford, 1980; Dwyer et1887) take the existence of the buyer's needwsgbut in
professional services, the buyer does not necbssadognise its need. The need will be recogni$ead problem
occurs or the client is made aware of this by ssuattant (cf. Edvardsson, 1989; Day & Barksdal®4)90ur findings
thus suggest that also the third party can hawdeaof need creator and for instance referencesptagyan important
role in need arousal as well as in definition.

Access provider

The access provider role imples that the thirdracdo offer access, create the contact or helpeate the contact.
The access can be based on social relations expegience of the third actor.

One contact emerged in the following way: | hadvipasly worked for a local firm. It was quite smedlse, nothing big at all.

They were extremely satisfied. The guy, who wagmoresble for marketing in that firm works also imf located in capital,

and he presented me there as well.

This kind of access provider role of third actosigported by market function that implies thatesaejains access
to new markets through the referrals and recomntemdafrom current customers which support a seppb enter
new markets and to establish commercial relatigssifivalter et al., 2001). Customers as access gerwiare
mentioned by Helfert and Vith (1999) and Warstale{2001). The very first customers of start-upa or especially
large and prestigious customers which are knowapfaly stringent criteria to their selection of sliggpcompanies
may have a valuable reference effect.

Access is grounded on connectedness, since thiwidging (Smith & Laage-Hellman, 1995) and indiresdaitions
(Ritter, 2000) the third has connections with amoek actor in whom the focal organisation is ingteel but not
connected to or with whom it has an inadequateioglship, and the bridge or connected actor canigeahe access.
Access can be built omocial relationsof well-known actors in the business field (Warstaal., 2001), and on
recommendations of door-openers (Halinen & Sal@D12. Access can be based alsopoavious experiencesf
thirds, since reference works and names of custmhemselves may offer access to new customerss{gvat al.,
2001; Helfert & Vith, 1999; Walter et al., 2001hdy provide evidence of capability, like in theléaling situations:

Good references are the best way to get somewhanew business relations. If | call A [milk prodwa.] and tell that we

have made fine campaigns to their competitors ad fiodustry, and they recognize these campaigrey, till receive me.

They think that we have capabilities on that indust

References are important, absolutely. The custdameks that because | have worked with those andeltustomers, it is an

advantage, and | am accepted to work for certairdlaf brands.

In an access provider’s role, the third can acfivedactively or passively aid the seller to applothe customer,
i.e. by offering referrals or arranging introductio(Moncrief & Marshall 2005), or by contacting theospect to
arrange sales interviews as an intermediary (JdoagniMarshall 2004). Also the seller can use tlaene of the person
who referred the prospect, which usually faciléatgproach and access (Jaramillo & Marshall 20@4jeferrals,
customers are advised to use services or proddicéather firm (Herriot 1992), and this can oftemaege the
atmosphere of the interaction from “selling” to mdconsultative” (Boles et al., 1997), and als timay support the
access.

Accelerator

The initiation can be long and months and years ehagse after promising first contacts (Holmlund d@idrnroos,
1997; Warsta et al., 2001; Halinen, 1997). Thereftitird actor can accelerate the initiation. Bameple, referrals can
make the start faster:

There are certain communities and events et cetenare marketing managers and product group marggeret. If you have

a couple of good referees there, this word-of-maath provide a good contact that is equivalentewesal months of selling.

Advocate seller
The third actor can act as an advocate sender ofetiray messages. The third actor can deliver niidke
information about the work, the process and refstiand thus support the seller.
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Sometimes we arrange seminars where previous castoamd potential new customers meet, and thereique customers

infect information to potential customers about us.

The thirds are especially valuable agents in margggtrofessionals since they are considered asoomvercial
sources of information (cf. Feldman Barr & McNejlB003; Waller et al. 2001). The credibility of sigle independent
experts who attest to the quality of the purchadggher than those individuals formally representhe organisation,
and this counts even in case they become “an auxiiales force” for the seller (Henthorne et993).

Reference visits are often crucial, because it tw®s the customer that our software is in heaw s@mewhere. In that

situation, our customer acts as a seller and wedrgtay quiet, and let the existing customer talthe potential client.

Sometimes, also lack of marketing skills and manketesources in professional service companiesni@a,
1992) may emphase the role of the thirds. In tiauil SME-sized professional service agencies tienesually
nobody specifically trained in marketing, and irsthituation, promoting thirds can supplement menkeresources:

The electrical wiring designer or architect fromepious projects has sometimes recommended useémat@rojects, and if we

have made quality work, the new projects will catraight to us. So, we don’t need to do anythirsg &ut sustain the high

quality of the work.

The testimonials in business markets (File et1892) can be considered advocate sellers, bechassustomer
clearly promotes suppliers business, like in bagkin

We have had advertorials with entrepreneur orgatizes. In entrepreneur journals we have stories ngteecustomer praises

us and our services. Of course, we try to find sutomer who truly likes us. Advertorial is comaedy yes, but still it differs
from advertisements.

M atch maker

When third actors act as matchmakers, they evatbatéit between potential parties or aid the parthemselves to
evaluate the fit. Matchmaker might identify the masitable party, build awareness and also briegptirties together,
shich means that the matchmaker’s role is linkeithdge of awareness and access builder. On budiakbsi is about
“knowing the people” and “knowing their capabilgfe(Larson, 1992) and matchmaker has this inforomatnd
utilises it, like the following extract illustrates

We print these plans in a printing firm. We printbére already when we studied this profession bétame friends already

years ago, and once he said ‘have you ever heaodtatbnstruction project consulting firm called “Xthey do exclusive and

good works’. We hadn’t heard of them but we immetlichecked them through internet, and they realiyle quality works!

Even the insight of the trading opportunity andniifecation of suitable partners may first be neticby some
mutually related third party, not the potential estpr or importer, and thus the third party bririge potentially
“matching” parties together (Ellis, 2000; Wong &lig| 2002).

Referral actions or introducing (Herriot, 1992; tdel & Vith, 1999) are matchmaker's activities tonmect
matching parties. In professional services, recontagons and referrals have been the most relevays for both
parties to appoint and find a compatible partnetdiman Barr & McNeilly, 2003). The interviews additally suggest
that also reputation created by thirds can “mathk"dyadic parties.

There are rumours floating among people involveaniarketing. And people listen to these rumours whey are seeking

certain type of designer instead of seeking desgim general. Hence, we have reputation that wselues are not aware of.

We just get the call. Hence it is difficult to knomhat kind of reputation we have and what kindypie designing we are

known of.

The match maker uses its relations and experieseléseliantly, but the data indicates that alse tmatched”
party usually trusts on match maker’s evaluation:

| appreciate all our partners with whom we co-ofetalThey are fantastic people. If they recommentbusomeone, | can
count on that it will be a good assignment.

Trust builder

The third actor transfers trust by offering an exé “statement” about trustworthiness:

We base our business on that we are trying to gasolid mutual relationship with the customer. Thhe references are not

so valuable for us, but the referrals are, becaifssomeone - who you know and trust — gives a reoemdation, that

recommendation counts more than anything. Thenmoiother way to present your superiority than thgbuhe previous
client’s statement.

Trust is crucial in the relationship developmemid amplicit reference to trust is related to expand referent
power and reliability of threats and promises (Dwge al., 1987). Since professional services in@dlintimate
exchanges” and client involvement in producing,cpifed trust appears to be an antecedent necessatart a
relationship (Rosenbaum et al. 2006; Halinen, 1997)

Trustworthiness can be proved through i.e. gaammteciated customers (Salminen & Mdller, 2006; Staet al.,
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2001; Boles et al. 1997), and high profile or ldlegm customer (Yavas et al., 2004). Trust to nestamers is

established also through reputation, which is aefdted as trust signal (Edvardsson, 1989) in peibesl services, and
as social control mechanism in business markegeimeral (Nunlee, 2005; Larson, 1992). Empiricatience proved
that references, general reputation as well asrefairals built trust.

Larson (1992) divides trust into two elements: abaspectknowing the peopleemphasises the social relations in
trust and economic aspect “knowing their capabdgitiemphasises skills, performance and capabilitiegrofessional
services, customers cannot easily appraise a mosidrustworthiness in advance and thus they meist on a
professional service provider’s training and repatawhen determining capability (Rosenbaum e28D6). In the
following initiation, knowing the people also camfis the capability of service provider:

Just now | have a new emerging relation, but theywvery careful. They even said to me, that theldaery bad experience

with a newly-graduated designer, and this had apdaot on my assignment. Because | was previoushyrkiamd referred, they

trusted me. If someone refers to you, it is a péwiéning.
It there is no personal trust, capability relatedgstworthiness of the service provider have to megd through e.g.
references:

Some clients are satisfied if | present a couplewfluxury assignments and | can say that | hawaelenthese. It is usually

enough to build the trust.

According to Uzzi (1997, 48), actor with an embetitie to two unconnected actors acts as their ‘govben”,
who ‘“rolls over expectations of behaviour from #indsting embedded relationship to the newly matdirmads and
“calls on” the reciprocically owed him or her byeoaxchange partner and transfers it to the othezs$ence, the go-
between transfers the expectations and opportarofi@n existing embedded social structure to dyhfwmed one,
furnishing a basis for trust and subsequent comeriteto be offered and discharged.

Evaluation assistant

The third actor may help the new customer to evalgaality, since intangible and knowledge inteasbervice
outcomes and processes are difficult to evaluatadivance. In following example, previous works stsbuyer to
evaluate the offering of a landscape consultancy:

An architect does see straight, whether this isdgopnot. But to the others, who are not experieinage have to build the

quality image through references by telling what kae done and to whom and where. This makes tst®eroar more

convinced. The customer wants to see, whetherribe porresponds the outcome. The customer warggdéahat if they pay
more, do they also gain more.

In professional services, because of informatiopmasetry and credence qualitities the buyer typycaltes
external information such as the personal expeeerand opinions of former customers and other experd
business actors in evaluation, delivered throughdved-mouth (Lapierre, 1997; Day & Barksdale, 200&tchell,
1998). Especially in new task situation, buyers imgkess frequent purchases rely more on refefrafa satisfied
clients in evaluation (Dawes et al., 1992). Througferrals, word-of-mouth and reputation, the bayeray obtain
sensitive information about the seller. Becauseutin social contacts and personal face-to-faceaictien people get
informal and confidential information (cf. HalinénSalmi, 2001; Uzzi & Dunlap, 2005), it is quitetoeal, that word-
of-mouth is an important source of information patential customers. References presented by tlee party cannot
offer such information. Data indicated that wordroduth was appreciated over the references in atiafy even if
both were used.

Previous experience of the third actor can be censd as a comparison level to evaluate the qualitlye service.
For example, references can serve such a role ssist & evaluating certain quality-price relatioips (Salminen,
1997).Experiences of a third also form the expectatidith® customer.

During evaluation, customers use evaluation catervaluation checklists and selection factors.idalgeriteria of
professional services providers are experience éertain field and industry, results (solutions gmdvious work),
competence and professionalism, schedule, pricegticity, reputation, social ties, and presentaidqDay &
Barksdale, 1992; Edvardsson, 1989; Dawes et #2;1%pierre, 1997).

During presentations, | have to figure out, where potential customer needs more support on thegisibn. | have to figure

out, what the customer is looking for. By choice chieose those references, where we have good sesuifirmed with

figures, such as growth in sales or in number ofnimers.

Previous successful works, experience and knowletltfee client’s industry sector are required araighted (Day
et al., 2003; Edvardsson, 1989; Mitchell, 1998} eaference works and customers as thirds can phaieexistence.
For example, a designer had previously worked fasgyorks and he had also designed other knownupm®af
glass, and because these thirds, he gained neanterst, such as global alcohol brand and natiosahal company,
and designed new liquour bottles for them, bechedaew What is typical for the glass as matefial
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The existence of appreciated reference customersats support the evaluation, since large andtigiess
customers which are known to apply stringent detén their selection of supplier companies mayehawaluable
reference effect (Walter et al., 2001). The datéughes similar notions: If the customer in a kndenge company that
has more resources to execute competitive biddietgvden agencies, and they still use us, it is \ddualhe
customers’ hames themselves are important infoomati evaluation because they tell the prospecttwirad of

customers the service provider hag& have written reference lists, where the name®mwipanies and brands are presented.
Therefore customer can figure out at a glance wittat kind of firms we work with.

Expectations builder

The third actor may help the new customer to bexdectations. In business service industries,diffecult for the
customer to figure out the outcome of a servicethadervice process in advance, and equallychadienging for the
service provider to represent the outcome and peote the customer beforehand. Thus, the thirdsctzar the
expectations of the buyer like the following stagemillustrates:

In our business it is extremely crucial, that thesen agreement about what will be sold and bou§btwe have to be able to

describe in advance, what this case will be, whatawe going to do to you and what you will get withur investment. In this,

the references are important.

Expectations of professional services may sometimeefsizzy instead of clear and explicit, or unsadiinstead of
realistic (Ojasalo 2001), and in these situatiast@mers do not have a clear understanding whgtetkigect or what
is realistic to expect from the service provideende, the third actor may be crucial aid in buidiealistic and
explicit expectations, that are acceptable for hgahies. Warsta et al. (2001) connects referennéscontacts with
relationship-level expectations (the expected iefficy and benefits to be gained from the relatig)stand
comparison (previous transactions indicate thescasd risks related to the relationship). Thusgeetations can be
directed at the whole relationship, not only atsbevice.

Risk reducer

Risk reducer role implies that thirds can redus& by offering actively or passively risk-reduciiigormation.
Data indicate that thirds can participate in rigucing in several ways; opinions of experiencéd$hor the previous
works and established relations that thirds reptesan reduce the risk perceived by the buyer:

Well, the customer wanted to know the referenckat they have done before and whether they werd.dbcs quite normal

practice. People don't hire just anyone.

During buying and evaluation process, the buyeprofessional services uses risk-reduction strasegieh as
choosing the leading firm in the field, asking #essimilar work done by the firm or obtaining caliees’ etc.
opinions of firm (Mitchell 1998). The study indiest that especially similar works as risk reducihgds were
important in initiation. Following example describdow similar works for previous customers reduisk in
engineering:

The customer has made the calculations about ptodiycand return on invest, that in based on asgtiom, that the factory

will operate at given capacity. It is total disastethat do not happen. Therefore, the customexdseto be assured; that they

are buying their plans from an agency whose pradagblants operates also in practice. We have exiees in operation that
proves that we have designed factories in sevenahiries and they are in operation.

Respectively, supplier can use the opinions of rotlugers as a risk reduction strategy through esfee practices
(Salminen & Mdller, 2006). These both aspects odouthe following case describing how referencessefvice
provider reduce risk perceived by the new customer:

If a large customer uses a lot of money in adviedisit tells something about our quality throudtose reference works. If a

new customer throws in its lot with us, it will ri a risk.

Provider of concrete evidence

The provider of concrete evicence implies thatialtactor may tangiblize the intangible servicestRessignments
and customers can act as “examples” of performandegive information about the result and outcoffrd process.
In professional services, the recognised need géibis transformed into a solution (cf. Edvardssb®B9; Day &
Barksdale, 1994), and because the solution wiltustomised, both parties have to come to a consemswhat the
“intangible solution” might be in a given case amdat kind of process, interaction and relations hddae needed to
attain it. Because of the high degree of customoisathe service is usually complex. Data indicathat both the
outcome-related technical “what”-dimension and ghecess-related functional “how”-dimension (cf. Gmdos, 2000)
have to be opened to the less-experienced customereeative professional services providing ceterevidence is
crucial, especially when the customer is buyingsice for the first time:
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Some of our customers have never seen this kipthf Then it is the simplest to show what we haresiously done and

explain that also you will get this kind of solutj@nd it will include this and this, and the presegoes this way.

Even if new customers are experienced, still thieqi@l solution needs to be presented, and dwéligng, the
supplier must demonstrate an ability to resolve thistomer’'s problem. The solution and the process loe
represented with reference works, or previous oostocan give user information about solutions thhoword-of-
mouth. For example, the buyer of engineering sesviwanted to maintain their facilities and buy plamly for the
new automatic production lines in order to repldeeold manual production lines, and the engingeaigrency tried to
convince them that the new technique does non fihé old facilities. The third expert actor andisit to previously
designed factory cleared this to the customer.

The concrete examples and presentations can mik®ible professional services more tangible dndtiate the
solution with its value to the customer, like imject consulting:

With references, we are able to present what wee ltone and what it has cost and how long the ptemm@ind execution

usually last.

Especially value-creation process of professiopalises is challenging, because numerous benefitsasts can
be only be examined after the transaction (Lapiet897) and therefore service provider firm maycdé stress
tangible cues.

If we can tell through reference cases how mucheaipus customer’s business did benefit from desigrertainly interests

the entrepreneur. They think that we can truly exdestheir business.

However, the reference case as a tangibilizer ¢sm ‘dock” the thoughts of the customer, suspectsenior
industrial designer:

Actually, according to my experience, if the cugioim already hooked, you should not present otlustomer’s projects any

more, because the customer is afraid that youneplicate those previous cases. Therefore referashoeld be used only in

order to gain the customer.

The importance of references as “tangiblizers”iséng because of technological complexity, high Wiemige
intensity and tailor made projects that challengatemporary industries. They can utilise refererntceprove their
capability and to demonstrate unique and complgh Iechnology products or knowledge intensive sesvito the
buyers (Salminen & Méller, 2006). The seller cae teferences when he presents and visualizes Ithrgy gmint and
presents the potential solution (cf. Moncrief & Mdaall, 2005; Salminen, 1996). In sum, third actsugh as reference
works, can offer a tangible tool to present theeptial solution, the service process and its vedube customer.

5 THE RESULTSAND DISCUSSION

In this paper, we have provided an analytical deson of the status and function of third actansrélationship
initiation maintaining that third actors share exgatial knowledge about past transactions andtioglships and
mediate contacts between business actors. Thehbhgdexperience about one or both parties of therging dyadic
relationship and shares this experience with onthefparties through one or more channels of congation and
networking. This experience is valuable for potankiuyers and sellers because it is mediated bgxternal and,
therefore, credible party and, although based shtpansactions, it has relevance for the actoitsiré business.

Previous literature distinguishes two types ofdtdctors: an organisation on the basis of econextbange, and a
person, on the basis of social embeddedness. stikg the meso-level between persons and orgamisavas found
significant and further categories for thirds watentified: a person on behalf of an organisatiod a person as a
representative of an industry or a profession. Meee, a realised work as an artefact was seerntada

Previous research suggests that personal netwodksamtacts have an impact on initiations. Oudifigs confirm
this but also reveal that social relations arei@asrly influential when they are embedded in pssional and
organisational relationships between the third dred seller or the buyer. The persons as thirdstrasted as an
information source because of their expert statg social ties. They are external to the dyad astdwithout
monetary rewards, but at the same time they aidersof some industry, profession or organisatiomdwork and
able to provide credible and potentially sensitiiermation.

The results also indicate that existing and previoustomers form an important group of thirds, thatt non-
customer actors, such as the providers of complamneservices, related professional services arattlated services
or products are also important. The providers ohglementaries may offer valuable industry-spedifiormation.
The competitors or providers of the same servicg abgo act as promoting thirds, often with an ititento promote
the industry as a whole. Sometimes crucial inforomatomes from a customer’s customer or a non4poodianisation,
who may give referrals but whose opportunitiesrtmpote are restricted because of its non-profitireat
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Previous literature acknowledges customers as aglkive and active thirds. Our findings show thip other
types of actors may get involved as thirds andanous ways. Four activity modes in relation tooimfiation sharing
and networking get support from the data. In aigassode, for instance, the third allows to usendme, in an active
mode, it participates actively in the initiation ioyroducing potential parties, and in a reactivedm it responds to the
potential buyer’s or seller's request for infornoati Fourthly, thirds may also remain hidden orrgilelenying their
role as thirds like sometimes happen in case ofprofit organizations.

From the data, twelve roles emerge as significanttiiirds in the initiation: scouter, awarenessldar, need
creator, access provider, accelerator, advocater,setatch maker, trust builder, evaluation assistaxpectations
builder, risk reducer and provider of concrete ewick.

As expected, some of the identified roles relateatliy to the key processes of initiation describethe literature
on buyer-seller relationship formation. These aeerbles of awareness builder (cf. Dwyer et al.7)9&atch maker
(cf. Wilkinson & Young 2005), evaluation assistéeft Ford, 1980), trust builder (cf. Halinen, 19%#)d even the risk
reducer, as it is very close to the reducing ofeutainty between potential business parties (afdFt980). The other
roles found in the data-driven analysis also gepett from earlier literature. It seems evident th@ame of the roles
get pronounced because of the special featuresobégsional services. The need creator (cf. Edgargs1989),
expectations builder (cf. Ojasalo, 2001), providérconcrete evidence (cf. Edvardsson 1989) and reskicer (cf.
Mitchell, 1998) get explanations from the profesasilservice and service marketing literatures.

Looking relationship initiation from either the si&e provider’'s or the client’s perspective — allirsgg and buying
— many of the third actor roles become comprehénsibor the seller building awareness (awarenesislidn)
prospecting (scouter), getting into contacts wite potential buyer (access provider) and presentatf the firm’'s
services and problem solving capabilities (the jatewvof concrete evidence) are necessary in oocdevake a sale. For
the buyer, need recognition (need creator), ideatibn of alternatives (scouter) and evaluatiorthaf alternatives
(evaluation assistant) are necessary steps bafassignment can be specified and subsequentlg.give

The twelve roles are not clear-cut, separate dietbyibut function often together supporting atiefeship initiation.
At a higher abstraction level they relate to foewy kprocesses of relationship initiation: awarertmsfling, access,
partner matching and specifying the deal. In Fighithe potential impact of a third actor in thdiation is presented
by connecting the potential roles of a third to idhentified key processes. Some of the identifidds have a function
in advancing more than one process. The four keggases are necessary for both the buyer and isefler initiation,
but some of the third actor roles are more relevargither the buyer or the seller and, therebyemt$al phases in
buying and selling processes respectively (segdheal axis in the figure 3).
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Some roles, such as scouter, match maker and adwsalter require relatively active participationrh the third,
whereas the roles of risk reducer, evaluation tsgisand provider of concrete evidence may be aptshed by a
relatively passive third. Some roles, such as scouhatch maker and advocate seller are usuallipnpeed by
persons, and some roles such as expectation buitderovider of concrete evidence can be perforimggrevious
works. Some roles, such as trust builder can benaglished by several types of thirds; the trusthiogss can be
proved by a person or a work, or in the evaluaBgher an expert's opinion (as a representativéndfistry and
profession) or features of previous works may gdagrucial role. Access can be created through patsmntacts,
relations with organizational customers and othatners or successful works. The both customerspaovders of
complementaries may act in several roles but frarieat’s perspective customers are likely to berifost influential
since they share the customer viewpoint and their @xperience as a customer with the client.

A theoretical but empirically grounded descriptifthird actors — their function, type, activity des and roles —
provide a fertile basis fananagerial implications about how buyers and sellers can take advantatierd$ in their
business. As it is difficult for the client to euate the trustworthiness of professional serviaviger, they should
actively present their capabilities and existinatienships through third parties. For exampleerefice cases and
descriptions illustrate the outcome, process ardptitential value of the outcome to the potentiant Especially
the value-creation process of professional sernieesbe demonstrated with references. Refererestgnbnials and
word-of-mouth can be utilized in giving evidence difectly economic and also other, indirect advgesaof a
professional service.

Asking an existing client to refer the professiofiah to a potential client may be considered totinidating in
professional service businesses. However if thadtls convinced that information sharing and nekivay also
advances the development of existing relationshibvaluable industry- or market-specific inforroatis offered as
a trade, the third actor may be encouraged to acitsoown initiative. At its best, the third actaray help all
participating actors to take advantage of new lassiropportunities and enhancing relationshipsetfdirectly and
immediately then at least indirectly and in duerseu

Our findings on third actor involvement have vafoe professional service research in particular that study
raises mportant questions related to relationship initiation research alsmrengenerally. The descriptions of initiation
provided by existing relationship development medelre far too simplified and narrow. They ignoré al
communication and contacting between the thirdracad potential seller- and buyer-parties durirgfirst phases of
relationship evolution although these activities Bkely to have significant impact on the emergietationship: they
build the necessary awareness, provide accessu@anties, and assist in evaluating and finding jgatible business
parties and in specifying deals with them. The guygests that the initiation — such as the endfnglationships —
is a multi-stage process of its own. The procegsotentially ambiguous and time-consuming and iweslseveral
third actors as mediators of contacts and sourtegperience-based information. Further researcteeded to study
the process of initation and the effect of netwakd indirectly connected actors on it.

As to the thirds, their motivation and some of theles deserve further analysis. Elaboration @hdbnnections
between third actor types, activity modes and roiggt provide interesting hypotheses to be testddture empirical
studies.
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