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Customer experience is noticed to function as a means of success in today’s 

business markets.  It has been suggested that trust can play a vital role in customer 

experience but there is a notable absence of academic research concerning this 

interesting relationship. The target of this study was to find out how trust influences 

customer experience in business-to-business customer relationships. 

 

This research was implemented by studying chosen business-to-business customer 

relationships of a Finnish service company functioning on the field of service design. 

The theoretical foundation for this research was built on the previous research 

literature regarding the fields of business-to-business relationships, 

interorganizational trust and customer experience. The empirical study was carried 

out as a qualitative case-study in which the data collection was executed by 

interviewing key boundary spanning individuals from the chosen four customer 

organizations. 

 

The results of this study showed that trust has a meaningful importance in customer 

experience mostly through mediating factors such as communication, commitment 

and forgiving. Trust enhances the occurance of positive customer experiences and 

works as a kind of a bridge over the negative customer experiences that are 

disadvantageous for the business relationships. According to this research, trust can 

thus be considered as an important factor balancing the customer experiences 

through which it supports the continuance of the whole business relationship. 
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Asiakaskokemuksen on todettu olevan menestyskeino tämän päivän liike-

elämässä. Luottamuksen on ehdotettu olevan tärkeässä roolissa 

asiakaskokemuksen kannalta, mutta tieteellisessä tutkimuksessa aiheeseen liittyen 

on merkittäviä puutteita. Tämän tutkimuksen tavoitteena oli selvittää miten 

luottamus vaikuttaa asiakaskokemukseen business-to-business -asiakassuhteissa.  

 

Tämä tutkimus toteutettiin tutkimalla erään palvelumuotoilun parissa toimivan 

suomalaisen palveluyrityksen valittuja business-to-business -asiakassuhteita. 

Teoreettinen pohja tälle tutkimukselle rakennettiin perehtymällä aiempaan 

tutkimukseen koskien business-to-business suhteita, yritysten välistä luottamusta 

sekä asiakaskokemusta. Tutkimuksen empiirinen osa toteutettiin laadullisena 

tapaustutkimuksena, jossa tutkimusaineisto kerättiin haastattelemalla 

asiakassuhteen avainhenkilöitä valitusta neljästä asiakasyrityksestä. 

 

Tutkimuksen tulokset osoittavat, että luottamuksella on tärkeä merkitys 

asiakaskokemuksessa pääasiallisesti välillisten tekijöiden, kuten kommunikaation, 

sitoutumisen sekä anteeksi antamisen kautta. Luottamus edistää positiivisten 

asiakaskokemusten syntymistä ja toimii eräänlaisena siltana negatiivisten, 

asiakassuhteelle epäedullisten asiakaskokemusten yli. Tämän tutkimuksen mukaan 

luottamuksen voidaan todeta olevan asiakaskokemusta tasapainottava tekijä ja 

tukevan näin myös koko asiakassuhteen jatkumista. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  

 

Organizations form cooperative relationships with each other for reasons varying 

from learning of new skills or cost reductions to seeking external resources. The so 

called interorganizational relationships have been confirmed to play an essential 

and practically crucial role in organizations’ success within the constantly changing 

environment in which continuous competition is driving companies to look outside 

their own walls.  (Nguyen & Liem, 2013).   Trust has been noted to be related to 

situations in which two or more individuals form a social, interactive relationship 

(Blois, 1999).  It is noticed to be necessary in each situation in which risk and 

uncertainty are present. The factors of risk and uncertainty are centrally related to 

all relationships between organizations as possible barriers for successful 

cooperation. There for, trust and its meaningfulness in interorganizational 

relationships is emphasized. (Gulati & Sytch, 2008) 

 

Trust has versatile effects on interorganizational relationships such as 

interorganizational (B2B) customer relationships. For instance, trust decreases 

opportunistic behavior, facilitates negotiations, minimizes conflicts, improves 

information sharing in the relationship and increases the potential of relationship 

continuance (Gulati & Sytch, 2008; Saunders et al, 2004; Zaheer et al, 1998). Trust 

is also recognized to influence customer experience (Hollyoake, 2009). 

 

As the competition throughout the markets is accelerating, customer experience has 

been noticed to be one of the major factors with which companies can distinguish 

themselves from the competitors and thus, a factor enabling competitive advantage 

(Hollyoake, 2009). Customer experience is individual’s personal, subjective 

perception which a customer forms based on the direct and indirect contacts with 

the organization (Meyer & Schwager, 2007). It is a factor incorporating all the 

elements related to a company’s offering (Meyer & Schwager, 2007) and strongly 

related to customer satisfaction and long-term relationships between customers and 

companies (Zolkiewski et al, 2017).  
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Customer experience is not only related to customer relationships between 

consumers and organizations but also a key factor in interorganizational (B2B) 

customer relationships that are, in their essence, based on interpersonal interaction 

and relationships. Customer experience has been noticed to be a subjective, 

complex and dynamic concept (Hwang & Seo, 2016; Zolkiewski, 2017), which is 

affected by multiple internal and external factors such as socio-demographics, 

previous experience, commitment, quality of service/product and social environment 

(Hwang & Seo, 2016). Also trust influences customer experience (Hollyoake 2009).  

 

Customer experience has clear effects on customer’s trust but how significant a role 

is trust playing in customer experience? There are multiple situations faced in B2B 

customer relationships where the supplier company does not succeed in executing 

its services in the expected manner or the product does not fulfill the expectations 

of the customer organization. Some of the relationships facing these unpleasant 

circumstances end up being terminated but some customer relationships tolerate 

the disappointments and continue, maybe with some cautions but still holding the 

belief that the relationship is worth keeping.  It has been suggested that trust (in 

addition to other factors) can play a vital role in situations in which customer 

experience is suffering (Gillespie & Mann, 2004). The digitalization for instance has 

raised the question concerning trust and customer experience to the surface and 

thus trust’s importance in relation to customer experience has been discussed in 

multiple expert blogs and magazines. However, there is a notable absence of 

academic research concerning this interesting relationship. To improve this situation 

the focus of this master’s thesis is to clarify the actual importance of trust in customer 

experience and to investigate how trust influences customer experience.  

1.1 The objectives of the research and research problem 

 

The research in this master’s thesis is aiming at finding out how trust influences the 

perceived customer experience in business-to-business customer relationships. 

The objective is to examine if trust has influence on customer experience and if so 

what is the influence and where can it be seen in terms of customer experience. To 
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reach the research target it is important to understand the factors influencing trust 

formation as well as how trust appears in business-to-business customer 

relationships. In terms of the research target it is also essential to understand the 

concept of customer experience and the factors affecting its formation as well as to 

find out how the concepts of trust and customer experience relate to eachother.  

 

To reach the research target the literature and previous scientific studies concerning 

the research topic were used to form a theoretical framework for the study. The 

empirical part of the research was executed as a qualitative embedded single-case 

study concentrating on business-to-business customer relationships of a Finnish 

company offering expert services in the field of service design. The research 

material was collected in face-to-face interviews with the representatives of chosen 

customer organizations.  

 

The research questions of this research consist of one main research question 

which is supported by four sub research questions. The first two sub research 

questions are concerning the factors affecting trust construction in B2B customer 

relationships and the ways in which trust is manifested in these relationships. By 

these sub-questions the antecedents of trust can be clarified in not so well studied 

B2B-customer relationships in service sector on which the research is focusing. In 

addition, the nature of trust and its importance in B2B customer relationships’ 

context can be better understood. The third sub research question is focusing on 

customer experience and the factors affecting it. This sub question is aiming at 

clarifying the concept of customer experience in B2B relationships and will be solved 

by means of previous research literature. The fourth and the final sub research 

question is concentrating on the relationship between trust and customer 

experience. With the fourth question the connections between trust and customer 

experience are clarified and the ways in which the concepts of trust and customer 

experience affect each other are examined. The research questions of this study 

are the following: 

 

The main research question: 

- How does trust influence customer experience in B2B customer relationship? 
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Sub research questions: 

- What are the factors influencing trust formation? 

- How is trust manifested in B2B customer relationship? 

- What is customer experience and what are the factors affecting it? 

- How do trust and customer experience relate to each other? 

 

1.2 Delimitations and structure of the research  

 

This research is concentrating in trust and its influence on customer experience in 

the context of interorganizational (B2B) customer relationships. The research 

focuses on B2B customer relationships and B2C customer relationships will be 

excluded except in the area of the customer experience in which the research is 

almost non-exsisting in the B2B context. The focus is on customer experience, not 

in the concept of customer satisfaction. The research concentrates on trust between 

a seller organization and chosen customer organizations in which the trading object 

is a service (expert service within the field of service design). The focus is on already 

running long term B2B customer relationships and relationships that have been 

running for a long time but in which the cooperation has already terminated after the 

projects have been completed. Thus, the customer relationships that are in the very 

beginning were excluded. The concept of trust is studied within these customer 

relationships from the perspective of the customer without focusing on the seller 

organization’s trust towards the customer. The research unit in this research is an 

individual actor from the customer organization, working closely with the seller 

organization and the people in it. Thus, the trust and the customer experience are 

both examined through an individual organizational actor representing the customer 

organization.  

 

This study begins with representing the background of the study, its objectives and 

the research problem as well as briefly explaining the key concepts of the research 

and informing the reader of its structure and delimitations. The theoretical 

background consists of the main chapters 2-4 of which the first (chapter 2) clarifies 
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the concept of business-to-business customer relationship to the reader. Then the 

theoretical section proceeds by discussing trust in interorganizational relationships 

followed by the final chapter of the theoretical background concentrating in the 

concept of customer experience. The theoretical framework of the research is 

followed by representing the implementation methods of the empirical research and 

discussing the reliability and validity issues of the study. Finally, the results of the 

research are opened for the reader followed by discussion and comparing of the 

results with the results of previous research. After this section the conclusions of the 

research are represented, and the research questions will be answered. The paper 

is copleted by discussing the possibilities of practical exploitation of the research 

results and proposing suggestions for future research. 

 

1.3 Key concepts of the research 

 

This master’s thesis is focusing on the concepts of B2B customer relationship 

(context), trust and customer experience. The main target of this thesis is to study 

trust and its influence on customer experience within interorganizational (B2B) 

customer relationships in the field of B2B expert services. In this paper B2B 

customer relationship stands for an inter-organizational customer relationship in 

which an organization buys a service or a product from another company (Tikkanen, 

2005). The concept of trust represents ”the willingness of a party to be vulnerable 

to the actions of another party based on the expectation that the other will perform 

a particular action important to the trustor, irrespective of the ability to monitor or 

control that other party” (Mayer et al (1995, 712). The concept of customer 

experience represented in this study stands for an internal and subjective response 

that customers have to any direct or indirect contact with the company providing a 

service or a product (Meyer & Schwager, 2007).   

 

The following figure (figure 1) illustrates the key concepts of the study which allows 

better understanding of the outline of the work. The key concepts and their 

relationships with each other are discussed more profoundly in the following 

chapters 2,3 and 4 which constitute the theoretical basis for this research. 
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Figure 1. Theoretical framework 
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2 BUSINESS-TO-BUSINESS CUSTOMER RELATIONSHIPS 

 

Customer relationships, according to Tikkanen (2005), are social constructs that 

develop and change over time. These social constructs give the direction for the 

content and the results of the exchange performed between the parties in the 

relationship. Customer relationships are based on exchange between two (dyad) or 

more parties involved in the exchange relationship and they are also called as buyer-

seller/supplier relationships. Customer relationships have been categorized into 

three archetypes based on the parties participated in the relationship. These 

archetypes are called business-to-business (B2B), business-to-consumer (B2C) 

and consumer-to-consumer (C2C) relationships. B2C-relationship is built between 

an organization and a consumer (e.g. an individual buying services from a company) 

whereas C2C-relationship occurs between consumers (e.g. selling and buying used 

goods through web application). B2B-relationship in its part stands for an inter-

organizational customer relationship in which an organization buys a service or a 

product from another company. (Tikkanen, 2005) The focus in this paper is on 

customer relationships in an interorganizational context. In this chapter the concept 

of B2B customer relationship is presented more profoundly by discussing the 

characteristics of the B2B customer relationships, the development of these 

relationships and the factors needed for a successful, long-term B2B customer 

relationship.  

 

2.1 Characteristics of business-to-business customer 

relationship 

 

The nature of business relationships, such as business-to-business customer 

relationships (especially in industrial markets) have changed from previously central 

transaction and individual goal focus towards more collaborative, long-term oriented 

qualities. Thus, in many of today’s business relationships the parties involved in the 

relationship are working collaboratively to pursue mutual benefits in high 

interdependence between the organizations. Behind this change is a recognition 

that collaborative behavior in business relationships enables both parties involved 
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to reach goals that cannot be reached on one’s own. (Claycomb & Frankwic, 2010) 

Like all customer relationships, business-to-business customer relationships are 

based on expectations of benefits achieved by participation in the relationship 

(Grönroos, 2000). B2B customer relationships are essentially based on exchange 

between two or more parties involved in the relationship and the main reason for 

these relationships to exist is value generation for each of the parties (Friman et al, 

2002; Gil-Saura et al, 2009).  Value generated in customer relationships can be 

defined as a trade-off between the gained benefits and the made sacrifices of the 

relationship parties. If the benefits gained from the relationship exceed the sacrifices 

made for it, the relationship can be said to generate value for the actor involved in 

it. (Gil-Saura et al, 2009)  

 

Business relationships, such as business-to-business customer relationships, are 

characterized by long-term orientation and are based on continuous interaction and 

exchange episodes between its parties (Gil-Saura et al, 2009). Like for any 

relationships, it is also characteristic to B2B customer relationships that they need 

investments (e.g. money, time and resources from the parties) to work in a 

successful manner (Ritter & Gemünden, 2003). As interorganizational relationships 

in general, also B2B customer relationships are all unique and evolving over time 

through multiple developmental stages depending on versatile factors affecting the 

relationship. Interorganizational relationships have all an atmosphere which is 

characterized by factors such as power-dependence relationship between the 

organizations, state of conflict or cooperation, closeness or distance between the 

organizations, the mutual expectations of the organizations involved in the 

relationship and the environment of the relationship (Ritter & Gemünden, 2003; 

Wilson, 1995). Among other factors the atmosphere of a relationship affects its 

development. Also factors such as adaptation, commitment, communication, 

cooperation, dependency and trust are characteristic for interorganizational 

relationships, such as B2B customer relationships. (Ritter & Gemünden, 2003; 

Zaefarian et al, 2017)  

 

B2B customer relationships are often extremely complex and multi-faceted 

constructs including multiple distinct levels, individuals and systems in interplay with 
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each other forming a complex network of various kinds of ties (Tikkanen, 2005). As 

previously stated, B2B customer relationships are based on continuous interaction 

between the relationship parties. Buyer-seller relationships in B2B-sector are 

involving interaction at both, the firm and the individual levels (Tikkanen, 2005; 

Wilson, 1995) The relationships between interacting individuals on each side of the 

relationship are the basis, the building blocks, of the more abstract 

interorganizational customer relationship and thus individual actors are playing an 

important part in forming and maintaining these relationships. Tikkanen (2005) notes 

that in B2B customer relationships there are often multiple sub-relationships 

between individuals working on several levels of the organizations which well 

describes the complex nature of these business relationships. 

 

2.2 Development of business-to-business customer relationship 

 

To be able to understand and develop B2B customer relationships it is important to 

understand the state, nature, results and the phases of the relationships. The state 

of the customer relationship stands for the basic qualities of the relationship’s 

construction. Basically, the different types of bonds and their tightness between the 

parties involved in the relationship are defining the strongness and steadiness of the 

customer relationship. The bonds tying relationship parties together are concrete 

and cognitive structures that are related to concrete bonding elements such as 

information systems and abstract elements such as partner’s reputation, brand, 

capabilities and culture. The bonds can be based on for example time, information, 

law, economy, geography and social factors. Social bonds are based on interaction 

between the parties in the exchange relationship. As interaction is essential for any 

relationship to exist, social bonds have been noticed to play a crucial role from the 

perspective of interactive relationship formation and development. (Tikkanen, 2005; 

Wilson, 1995)  

 

The state of the customer relationship is connected to the nature of the relationship. 

The nature of the relationship refers to the interaction atmosphere and the functional 

elements (behavior) of the exchange relationship and it can be monitored through 
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the capability, mutuality, particularity and the consistency factors of the relationship. 

Together the state and the nature of the B2B customer relationship are centrally 

influencing the structural and functional solutions on which the basic processes of 

the relationship are organized and the interaction atmosphere existing in the 

relationship. Both the state and the nature of the customer relationship are in turn 

affected by the internal and external contexts as well as the history of the 

relationship.  (Tikkanen, 2005; Wilson, 1995) 

 

Also results of the relationship are important determinants of the status of the 

business-to-business relationships. According to Tikkanen (2005) to be able to 

evaluate the benefits of the B2B exchange relationship (customer relationship) the 

parties involved in it assess the results gained through the relationship according to 

the set targets. The results can be objective, ”hard” and related to technical and 

economic factors such as effectiveness, efficiency, cash flow and profitability of the 

customer relationship. The results can also be subjective, ”soft” and related to 

psycho-social issues such as trust, commitment, success and good memories. 

Together the factors related to the B2B customer relationship’s state, nature and 

results influence the development of the relationship, which is usually dynamic, thus 

changing over time. (Tikkanen, 2005; Wilson, 1995) The factors influencing 

customer relationship’s development are illustrated in the figure 2. 

 

Figure 2. Factors influencing relationship development 
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There are many models shown in literature that represent the developmental stages 

of business relationships concentrating mainly on buyer-supplier relationships in 

industrial context. A model presented by David Ford (1980) suggests that business 

relationships are developed through five stages of pre-relationship stage, 

exploratory stage, developing stage, institutionalized stage and relationship 

dissolution stage. Wilson (1995) suggests another model also including five 

developmental stages. In Wilson’s model the development begins with partner 

search and selection after which it goes through the stages of defining relationship 

purpose, defining relationship boundaries, creating relationship value and finally 

leading to hybrid stability. Dwyer et al (1987) developed a framework of relationship 

development in which the relationship is developing through four interrelated phases 

called awareness (recognition of potential suppliers), exploration (testing suppliers 

by negotiating contract terms and making test orders to reduce uncertainty), 

expansion (negotiating long-term contract) and commitment (establishing a stable 

relationship in which the parties are willing to make sacrifices for the relationship).  

 

The model by Dwyer et al represents well the development of the relationships within 

the research context. Each of the studied relationship has started by having a 

competitive tendering for some service design project through which the Company 

X has been chosen as a partner. During the first project in the cooperation 

relationship the customer has been able to test the partner’s abilities to deliver the 

desired services. After this “exploration” phase the cooperation has continued with 

new projects and the collaboration might have even expanded into other functions 

of the customer organization. As the business relationships have continued the 

collaboration has intensified and the partners have become tightly committed in the 

relationship sharing common targets, ways of acting as well as a style of 

communication. Thus, even if the model of Dwyer et al is not basically considered 

to represent customer relationship development within a service relationship, it 

seems to be appropriate also in the service context. 

 

As suggested earlier, in each customer relationship there are several internal and 

external factors influencing the relationship’s state, nature and results which all play 

important roles in the development of a relationship (Wilson, 1995).  The 
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development of a relationship is a dynamic, back and forth going process. Thus, the 

models represented above (nor the other ones) do not illustrate the absolute order 

of the developmental stages, but they describe well the developmental nature of the 

business relationships.   

 

2.3 Ingredients of a long-term business-to-business customer 

relationship  

 

It has been noticed that in contrast to maintaining multiple shorter relationships, 

establishing fewer but enduring B2B relationships can create more value to the 

organizations in the relationship (e.g. Gil-Saura et al, 2009; Rauyruen & Miller, 

2007). Based on this idea the previously held focus of transactions in business 

relationships has turned towards more relationship-focused premises and more 

attention is given for variables related to long-term relationships. (Gil-Saura et al, 

2009) The theme of long-term buyer-seller relationships (customer relationships) 

has been in interest of much researchers and there is a strong belief among the 

scholars that durable buyer-seller relationships provide significant resources for 

development of sustainable competitive advantage (Claycomb & Frankwick, 2010). 

It has also been stated that customer loyalty has a strong effect on firm performance 

(Rauyruen & Miller, 2007).  Based on these ideas there is a diversity of papers 

published that are studying the variables enabling the longevity of business 

relationships such as B2B customer relationships.   

 

According to Claycomb and Frankwick (2010) in addition to formal contracts (that 

are rarely or never exhaustive) successful and consequently long-lasting business 

relationships carry out activities that are characterized by collective planning and 

participation, effective communication, productive conflict resolution and 

cooperation. Cooperative strategies of the organizations involved in the business 

relationships are noticed to tighten the relationships and to increase both sides’ 

willingness to constitute long-term relationships with their business partners 

(Claycomb & Frankwick, 2010). They are also noticed to have positive effects on 

the efficiency and performance of the companies in the business relationship by 
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enabling completion of the companies’ weaknesses and reinforcing their strengths. 

Cooperation, defined as ”the coordinated and complementary actions between the 

partners in an exchange to achieve mutual goals” (Lussier & Hall, 2017, 1), is thus 

noticed to play a central part in establishing enduring business relationships. 

(Lussier & Hall, 2017)  

 

Wilson (1995) has listed a diversity of variables that are related to a successful B2B 

customer relationship. These variables are according to Wilson (1995) commitment, 

cooperation, mutual goals, interdependence and power imbalance, performance 

satisfaction, adaptation, non-retrievable investments, shared technology, 

summative constructs and structural and social bonds. Also, trust is noticed to play 

an important role in relationships’ success and found to be a fundamental building 

block of any relationship (Wilson, 1995). As noted also in Wilson’s research, it has 

been noticed that commitment and trust are essential variables in successful long-

term business relationships. Commitment stands for ”percieved importance” 

(Friman et al, 2002, 405) and belief of value of a relationship which invoke 

willingness to continue and maintain the relationship and make sacrifices for it 

(Friman et al, 2002; Gil-Saura et al, 2009). Commitment is seen as a key to attain 

mutually valuable results in the relationship and commitment of the parties indicates 

long-term orientation towards the relationship (Gil-Saura et al, 2009).  

 

Trust is also noticed to have positive effects on relationship longevity through 

commitment for which trust is noticed to play an antecedent role (Friman et al, 2002; 

Gil-Saura et al, 2009). According to Friman et al (2002) commitment and trust, in 

turn, are affected by the factors of relationship benefits, relationship termination 

costs, shared values in the relationship, communication and opportunistic behavior 

(illustrated in the Figure 3). Given more specifically, the more beneficial the 

relationship is for the parties and if the parties share the same values, the more 

committed they are in the relationship. Commitment is also increased if the 

termination of the relationship is costly to the parties involved. The more costs the 

termination of the relationship causes the more commitment is present in the 

relationship. Shared values also have positive effects on trust development as well 

as the high quality (relevant, timely and reliable) of communication in the 
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relationship. In contrast, opportunistic behavior of the partner (maximizing own 

benefits at the expense of others) affects trust in a negative manner. As noted, trust 

plays a significant role in lasting business relationships. Next the concept of trust is 

explored more profoundly. 

 

 

Figure 3, Determinants of long-term business relationships, adapted from Friman et al, 

2002, 404. 
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3 TRUST IN B2B CUSTOMER RELATIONSHIPS 

 

The importance of interorganizational collaboration and long-lasting 

interorganizational relationships have been noticed to play important roles in the 

success of today’s companies. (Nguyen & Liem, 2007) In each interorganizational 

business relationship risk and uncertainty are present and functioning as factors 

threatening the successful long-term cooperation. Trust is necessary in each 

situation in which risk and uncertainty are present. This applies also to 

interorganizational relationships enabling them to function despite the presense of 

risk and uncertainty. This is why trust and its importance in interorganizational 

relationships has been emphasized. (Gulati & Sytch, 2008) This chapter 

concentrates on the concept of trust and clarifies its meaning in business to business 

relationships.  

 

3.1 Conceptualizing trust 

 

The roots of academic trust research reach back to decades. Depending on the field 

of science, trust research has concentrated on different contexts and multiple views 

concerning the concept of trust have been formed by scholars. Trust has been 

studied in the field of economics, management, organization science, social-

psychology and in the field of marketing.  (Nguyen & Liem, 2013) Trust research got 

its beginning in the domain of psychology and sociology.  The basis of it has been 

built on research concentrating in individual level of trust. On this level so called 

basic trust has been studied from perspectives of human behavior and relationships 

between individuals. (Nguyen & Liem, 2013; Seppänen, 2008)  

 

In the field of psychology trust research is concentrating on individual’s cognition, 

his/her personal factors influencing it and on individual as the object of trust (trustee) 

and as the subject of trust (trustor). In the branch of sociology, trust research is 

focusing on communities and groups of individuals and trust is seen in social 

relationships. From economical perspective trust is mostly viewed as institutional or 

calculative, a factor explaining individuals’ behavior. (Rousseau et al, 1998) In the 
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field of organization research and management trust research is, in its part, centered 

on trust situated in group context and in different levels of organization and the 

relationships between organizations. (Nguyen & Liem, 2013; Rousseau et al, 1998; 

Seppänen, 2008).  

 

It has been noticed that trust is an extremely multidimensional concept. This 

diagnosis is supported by multiple definitions, dimensions and forms that trust is 

conceptualized with in the literature. Trust has been defined in the literature in 

multiple ways and there is no agreement on one superior definition for the concept. 

English Dictionary defines trust as ”confidence in or reliance on some quality or 

attribute of a person or thing” (Zaheer et al, 1998, 143). Trust has also been defined 

as ”a bet about the future contingent actions of other” (Nguyen & Liem, 2013, 47) 

and as ”a psychological state comprising the intention to accept vulnerability based 

upon positive expectations of the intentions or behavior of another” (Rousseau et al, 

1998, s.395). Mayer et al (1995, 712) define trust as ”the willingness of a party to be 

vulnerable to the actions of another party based on the expectation that the other 

will perform a particular action important to the trustor, irrespective of the ability to 

monitor or control that other party”.  

 

McEvily et al (2006) describe trust as something that helps us to go on with our day-

to-day life without monitoring and inspecting all the uncertainties that are not under 

our control. Trust is accordingly a factor that helps us endure the uncertainties in 

our lives. Trust is always related to individuals. It emerges in relationships between 

two or more members in which it is constructed through interactive activities (Six, 

2007). Trust is reciprocal which means that the both sides of the relationship (trustee 

and trustor) affect the trust building (Mayer et al, 1995; Van de Ven & Ring, 2006).  

 

In the made research in fields of sociology, psychology and economics it has been 

noticed that interdependence and uncertainty (risk) between the parties interacting 

are essentially influencing trust building in the relationship. McEvily et al (2006) state 

that interdependence and uncertainty are necessary conditions for trust to emerge. 

The interdependence stands for a condition in which a party in the relationship is 

not able to achieve his targeted goals without the other party (or parties) in the 
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relationship. The importance of risk in trust building is based on a view in which trust 

is unnecessary if the operations are completely risk-free. Scholars, such as Mayer 

et al (1995) have noticed that if there is a risk related to the operations between the 

parties, it is possible for the trust to emerge in the relationship. The trust for its part 

plays a contributing role in taking action, which is, taking a risk and accepting 

vulnerability in the relationship. (Mayer et al, 1995; Rousseau et al, 1998).  

 

Trust is discovered to be dynamic, evolutionary and evidentiary in its nature. The 

degree of trust changes depending on the evidence of trustworthiness and 

untrustworthiness of the opposing party in the relationship. Trustworthiness is 

according to Seppänen (2008, 48) ”result of the determination of the characteristics 

and actions of the trustee by the trustor”. The continual evidentiary behavior of the 

trustee is constantly observed by the trustor and it directs the assessment of the 

trustworthiness of the trustee and thus, the degree of trust may change over time 

depending on the observed evidence in favor or against further trust. (Currall & 

Inkpen, 2006) Shown also in many of the trust definitions Nguyen and Liem (2013) 

state that in addition to risk trust is related to vulnerability, expectation and 

confidence. According to the authors, vulnerability stands for the vulnerable position 

in which the trustor is ended up resulting from depending on the trustee. Expectation 

in its part stands for the credibility of the trustee party’s competency to perform its 

liabilities. Expectation is related to benevolence from the trustee party which drives 

him/her to care about the welfare of others and to act in a beneficial way for the 

relationship. Confidence denotes that the trustor can count on the trustee party’s 

behavior not to be opportunistic, thus exploiting the trustor’s vulnerability. (Nguyen 

& Liem, 2013)  

 

As presented, trust has been studied from different scientific perspectives and in 

different types of relationships. Even if trust is essentially an individual level 

phenomenon, it has been noticed that trust does not exist only in special 

interpersonal relationships, but also in group and organization levels. The different 

levels of trust are presented in the following figure (figure 4) adapted from Currall 

and Inkpen (2006). In the figure the different levels of trust-relationships are shown 

in a matrix containing person, group and organization levels of relationship types. 
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The figure illustrates the multilevelness of trust from interpersonal trust, emerging in 

one-on-one relationships between individuals, to interorganizational level on which 

the trusting party as well as the target of trust are both organizations. (Currall & 

Inkpen, 2006). In this master’s thesis the study focuses on interorganizational level 

of trust which is next discussed more precisely.  

 

Figure 4. Levels of trust, adapted from Currall and Inkpen (2006) 

 

3.2 Interorganizational trust 

 

Trust has been studied in the field of organization research for decades. It has been 

noted to be widely related to different levels of organizations from individuals to 

networks and relationships between organizations (interorganizational relationships 

such as b2b customer relationships) (Rousseau et al, 1998). Research concerning 

trust in interorganizational relationships is mainly based on science of economics 

and social-psychology and the theories of transaction costs economies and rational 

choice, the perspective of social capital and the theory of social exchange 

(Seppänen, 2008). The research has focused on themes such as the benefits of 

trust in interorganizational cooperative relationships in perspectives of 

management, controlling and coordinating (organization research), trust as a source 

of economic performance and competitive edge (research of strategic management) 
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and on trust as a source of commitment and as a factor promoting tolerance of 

uncertainty in interorganizational buyer-seller relationships (research of marketing 

and relationship marketing). (Seppänen, 2008) 

 

According to Janowicz and Noorderhaven (2006) the definition of interorganizational 

trust is versatile depending on the trustor and the trustee and their 

conceptualizations as individuals or as organizations. Thus, also interorganizational 

trust is a concept lacking one universally supported definition and accordingly 

multiple definitions can be found from the literature. Gulati and Sytch (2008, 165) 

define interorganizational trust as ”representing an organization’s expectation that 

another firm will not act opportunistically when dealing with that organization”. 

According to Zaheer at al (1998, 143) ”interorganizational trust describes the extent 

to which organizational members have a collectively-held trust orientation towards 

the partner firm” as for Currall and Inkpen (2006, 236) describe trust as a ”decision 

to rely on another party (i.e. person, group or organization) under a condition of risk”. 

Seppänen (2008, 48) defines interorganizational trust as ”an Individual actor’s 

expectation of the capability, goodwill and self-reference of both the counterpart 

person and the counterpart firm”.  

 

In the field of interorganizational trust research a question discussed among many 

researchers (e.g. Zaheer et al, 1998; Seppänen, 2008) is concerning organizations 

as trustors. Is it correct to say that organizations trust? Organizations are formed by 

individuals and as organizations implement exchanges with each other it is always 

individuals or small groups of individuals putting these exchanges into effect in their 

interaction (Blomqvist, 2002). Accordingly, many scholars such as Janowicz & 

Noorderhaven (2006), Gulati & Sytch (2008), Ashnai et al (2016) and Akrout et al 

(2016) note that individuals are playing essential roles in interorganizational 

relationships implementing the relationships in their cooperation and interaction. As 

already mentioned the basic essence of trust is related to an individual and 

relationships between individuals in which interpersonal trust emerge. Thus, 

individuals are the basic elements in building interorganizational trust and 

interpersonal trust a cornerstone of trust between organizations. (Akrout et al, 2016; 

Ashnai et al, 2016; Seppänen, 2008; Weck & Ivanova, 2013).   
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According to Seppänen (2008) trusting party in interorganizational relationships is 

always an individual and a sum or mean of trust of individual organization members 

towards another organization reflects organization’s trust. Seppänen (2008) thus 

states that organizations cannot form a collective trust towards another firm, but the 

trust is based on individuals and the trust they personally experience. The individual 

members of an organization having the most effect on the interorganizational trust 

are the persons working in the interface of the relationship – so called boundary-

spanners (Janowicz & Noorderhaven, 2006). Also, Janowicz and Noorderhaven 

(2006) suggest that organization’s trust towards a partner organization is a sum of 

boundary spanning individuals’ trust in the individual members of the counterpart 

organization and the counterpart organization as a whole.  

 

Zaheer et al (1998) suggest in contrary that interpersonal trust can transfer within 

organization and over time take a form of a collectively held trust in the counter 

party. Zaheer et al (1998) also state that this collective, institutionalized trust can 

hold even if the people in the organization change (e.g. IBM might represent this 

kind of institutionalized trust). Currall and Inkpen (2006) suggest that interpersonal 

trust can affect the trust formation among groups and finally the whole organization. 

They see trust diffusing between the different levels of organization and trust at one 

level impacting the degree of trust on another one.  Ashnai et al (2016) also note 

that even if trust is originally based on individuals (interpersonal level) it may diffuse 

within the organization through individuals (e.g. manager → manager) and finally 

influence the interorganizational level of trust to emerge.  

 

According to Seppänen (2008) the trustee in interorganizational relationships can 

be an organization in its whole or an individual representing the organization. Also, 

other authors such as Janowicz and Noorderhaven (2006) support this idea and 

state also that it has been shown that if the trusting party holds trust towards an 

individual person (manager) in another organization it is probable to form trust 

towards the whole organization. Nooteboom (2006) also note that the object of trust 

can be an organization. The trust towards an organization can have its origin in trust 

towards individual organization members and it can also be actuated by the 
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communication of a positive image, reputation of the whole organization (Blomqvist, 

2002). Also, the other way around, trust experienced for a company can affect trust 

formation towards an individual working in the trusted organization (Blomqvist, 

2002).  

 

As represented, development of trust between organizations is based on both 

interpersonal and interorganizational levels which are strongly interrelated and must 

be considered when interorganizational trust is studied. The different views of trustor 

and the trustee in interorganizational relationships are illustrated in the following 

figure describing the levels of trust in interorganizational relationships (Figure 5). 

 

Figure 5. The levels of trust in interorganizational relationships. 

 

3.3 Types of interorganizational trust 

 

According to previous research, scholars have noticed that interorganizational trust 

consists of different types or components that all are based on divergent factors. 

The types of trust are mainly described as calculative trust, cognitive trust, affective 

trust and behavioral trust.  Calculative trust is, according to its name, based on 

calculations assessing the gains and losses resulting from the actor settling him/her 

self into a vulnerable position in the relationship with another party. If the expected 
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gains exceed the expected losses calculative trust can emerge. Also, reputation of 

the partner is noticed to influence calculative trust in interorganizational 

relationships. The calculative type of trust is seen as emerging and having a strong 

influence in the business relationship in its initial phases such as in the exploration 

phase of the business relationship development suggested by Dwyer et al (1987). ( 

Akrout & Diallo, 2017) 

 

Trust as its cognitive type is related to a belief concerning the other party’s 

trustworthiness (Gillespie & Mann, 2004) and is based on rationality (Blomqvist, 

2002). Cognitive trust is seen as arising after the very initial stages of the business 

relationship along the expansion of the cooperation (Akrout & Diallo, 2017). 

Cognitive trust rests upon information and is supported by accumulated knowledge 

of the counter party gained through observation of the other party’s behavior as well 

as reputation. Cognitive trust is related to predictability and reliability as it allows an 

actor to make predictions of its partner’s actions such as whether or not he/she/it 

will fulfil his/her/its obligations. (Johnson & Grayson, 2005)  

 

Scholars such as Ahmed et al (1999) and Dowell et al (2015) find integrity trust (also 

called as contractual trust, commitment trust and promise trust), competency trust 

(also called as ability/expertise trust) and goodwill/benevolence trust as elements of 

cognitive trust. Integrity trust is playing one of the most important parts in cognitive 

trust relating to whether the partner keeps its promises and acts according to the 

made contract. Competency trust, in its part, is related to the expectations of 

partners expertise, skills, qualifications and experience as also its abilities to carry 

out its tasks in the relationship. Goodwill/benevolence trust relates to moral 

responsibility, interest, care and concern, understanding and respect as well as to 

positive intentions (Blomqvist, 2002) of the partner in the relationship. (Dowell et al, 

2015) 

 

Affective trust is underlining the importance of feelings and emotions in trust 

formation. Affective type of trust is essentially interpersonal and based on 

reciprocity, care and concern between individuals and about a trusting attitude 

towards another person (Akrout et al, 2016; Dowell et al, 2015). Affective trust is 
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rooted from positive emotions derived from experiences gained through interaction, 

and reflecting bonds and attachment (Johnson & Grayson, 2005) as also feelings of 

security (Akrout et al, 2016) between the parties in the relationship. Johnson and 

Gryson (2005) note that affective trust reaches beyond the calculative and cognitive 

grounds and affects the higher levels of trust in the relationship. Affective trust is 

noticed to be time-dependent as development of interpersonal relationships and 

emotional connections are processes that take time to progress. Thus, affective trust 

is seen to emerge in the latter developmental stages of the business relationship 

(Akrout et al, 2016; Johnson & Grayson, 2005). 

 

According to Mayer et al (1995, 724) ”trust is the willingness to assume risk, 

behavioral trust is the assuming risk”. Thus, behavioral trust reflects the actor’s 

decision (cognitive trust) and willingness (affective trust) to trust someone by taking 

action in which risk is included (Akrout & Diallo, 2017; Johnson & Grayson, 2005). 

Behavioral trust can be manifested in interorganizational relationships in trusting 

behaviors such as communicating confidential information, not taking opportunistic 

actions and investing into relationship (Akrout & Diallo, 2017). As Gillespie and 

Mann (2004) state, when the behavioral element of trust is supported by the affective 

and cognitive elements, it is possible for the parties in the relationship to act in a 

trusting way (i.e. sharing sensitive information). 

 

Scholars have noticed that different trust types are related to each other. For 

instance, Akrout and Diallo (2017) noticed that different components of trust 

(calculative, cognitive, affective and behavioral) are strongly inter-dependent when 

studied in the context of interorganizational relationships. In their study, Akrout and 

Diallo found that calculative trust has a noteworthy influence on cognitive trust 

component. Cognitive component of trust was, in turn, shown to influence strongly 

on affective trust which influences directly the behavioral trust component and 

through that trusting actions taken in the relationship.  These results show that no 

type of trust is sufficient alone in interorganizational relationships, but they are all 

needed, at least to some point, to drive behavior resulting to longevity and success 

of the relationship.  The inter-dependency of trust types in interorganizational 

relationships is illustrated in the figure 6.  
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Figure 6. Inter-dependency of trust types in interorganizational relationships 

 

3.4 Antecedents, development and outcomes of trust 

 

Trust is always related to situation in which two or more individuals form a social, 

interactive relationship. In addition to the basic elements, risk and interdependence, 

various views of the factors influencing the trust formation are presented in the 

literature. According to Dowell et al (2015) cognitive trust elements are fostered by 

keeping written and verbal promises, by tight communication links between the 

parties in the relationship as also fulfilling and exceeding the liabilities agreed in the 

contracts and doing this with expertise. Also, good intentions of the partner, personal 

contacts, positive behavior (Dowell et al, 2015), conflict resolution as well as 

calculative trust (Akrout & Diallo, 2017) are noticed to encourage cognitive trust.  

Concerning the affective trust Dowell et al (2015) suggest that it is promoted by 

diversity of factors that are based on emotional grounds. These factors are, for 

instance, values, attitudes and moods together with other emotions related to the 

interaction between the actors. Also, frequency of interaction and unselfish 

motivations drive affective trust.  Also, Akrout and Diallo (2017) note the shared 

values as well as cognitive trust enhance affective trust formation. 

 

More generally, diversity of authors has listed multiple factors having effects on trust 

formation.  For example, organization culture, personal attributes of the trustor and 

the trustee and reputation are noted to affect trust building (Blois, 1999). 

Communication and competence of the trustee party (Nguyen & Liem, 2013), 

shared history and similarity of the organizations (Gulati & Sytch, 2008) have been 

noticed to play a role in trust formation between organizations. Zaheer and Harris 
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(2006) suggest that trustee organization’s actions and behavior (i.e. flexibility, 

information sharing, feedback, customer service) have an impact on trust. According 

to Johnson and Grayson (2005) expertise of the partner, product or service 

performance, firm reputation and satisfaction of the previous interactions with the 

partner are affecting trust formation between the partner firms.  Akrout and Diallo 

(2017) note that in interorganizational relationships trust is also influenced by firm’s 

sector of activity (goods vs. services), the size of the firm, the individual actor’s 

position in the company and relationship duration.  

 

Gounaris (2005) suggests that structural and social bonding of the customer 

supports trust formation towards the supplier and includes the quality of the 

service/product as a factor promoting this trust. Also, Doney et al (2007) note that 

the quality of a service/product including functional, technical and economic 

dimensions is influencing trust in interorganizational (buyer-supplier) relationships. 

Doney et al note as well that social interaction, open communication and customer 

orientation of the supplier has an impact on trust formation.  Also factors outside the 

relationship are having effects on interorganizational trust to emerge. These factors 

are such as legislators and actors in social networks around the interorganizational 

relationship (Nguyen & Liem, 2013). Seppänen (2008) propose a model in which 

interorganizational trust is affected by the trustee party through the reputation, 

experience and behavior of the individual person representing the organization as 

well as the organization itself.  

 

The development of trust is generally noticed to be a key element influencing the 

continuation of business relationships. Thus, as long as the trust increases within 

the relationship the relationship can proceed from a stage to another (Weck & 

Ivanova, 2013). As shown in the previous chapter, trust development is affected by 

multiple factors related to the trustor, the trustee, the overall relationship between 

the trustor and the trustee as well as factors external to the relationship. It is noticed 

that trust is a deeply dynamic concept that develops within relationships and is 

dependent on interaction between the partners in the relationship (Akrout & Diallo, 

2017; Weck & Ivanova, 2013).  
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Mayer, Davis & Schoorman (1995) propose that trust development is influenced by 

the trustor party and the trustee party in the relationship, as well as the made 

decisions and behavior resulted from the built trust between the relationship parties.  

The trustee party (a person, a team, an organization) affects the trust development 

through factors that reflect the actor’s trustworthiness which is assessed by the 

trustor party. Trustworthiness describes the level on which a person sees another 

person as worth of trust. Trust is subjective in nature and something that needs to 

be personally perceived to be initiated and further developed. The party evaluating 

its partner’s trustworthiness is thus playing a key role in formation of trust in the 

relationship. As individuals are diverse from multiple attributes they also differ in 

their abilities and basic willingness to trust - to experience others as trustworthy. 

This individual’s personal propensity to trust is influenced by individual’s previous 

experience, values, cultural background, personal attributes as well as the 

individual’s basic conception of people as honest or dishonest, and it strongly affects 

the way the person assesses and experiences the counterpart’s behavior and other 

attributes. (Blomqvist, 2002, Mayer et al, 1995) In addition to the trustor and the 

trustee, the task-specificity (what is the task, its importance and the risks related to 

it), situation-specificity (the situational context e.g. timing, criticality) and the context-

specificity (industry, country, organization’s function and the actor’s role in the 

organization) related to the assessed object are influencing its perceived 

trustworthiness (Blomqvist, 2002). 

 

If the factors influencing the perceived trustworthiness of the assessed actor(s) are 

together with the trustor’s propensity to trust forming a positive ”score” the trust may 

be formed, and the trustor party can proceed to taking risk including actions in the 

relationship. If the outcome of the taken risk is positive the perceived trustworthiness 

of the partner may be reinforced leading to enhanced level of trust, subsequent risk-

taking actions and following possibilities of trust growth in the relationship. On the 

other hand, if the outcome of the risk-taking action is negative, it is likely to lower 

the level of perceived trustworthiness of the partner and by that propably leading to 

trust reduction within the relationship. (Mayer et al, 1995) Trust is thus said to evolve 

through a spiral in which the past experience and the current behavior in the 

relationship parties’ interaction are both influencing the process of trust development 
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(Akrout & Diallo, 2017; Blomqvist, 2002). The development process of trust is 

illustrated in the following figure (Figure 7) adapted and modified from Mayer et al 

(1995). 

 

 

Figure 7. Trust development adapted and modified from Mayer et al, 1995, p. 715 

 

 

Trust has been discovered to have diverse benefits in interorganizational 

relationships such as enabling success and competitive advantage, decreasing 

opportunistic behavior and through that decreasing transaction costs in the 

relationship. Trust also facilitates negotiations and minimizes conflicts in the 

relationship. (Zaheer et al, 1998) In addition trust has been found to enhance the 

willingness of risk taking (Akrout & Diallo, 2017; Mayer et al 1995) information 

sharing, cooperation and organizational performance (Gulati & Sytch, 2008). Trust 

is also seen as diminishing the need for contracting and other control mechanisms 

(i.e. hierarchy) (Dowell et al, 2015; Saunders et al, 2004) and also playing an 

important role in respect of relationship’s continuance, in other words, commitment 

(Ashnai et al, 2016; Dowell et al, 2015; Gounaris, 2005; Nguyen & Liem, 2013; 

Saunders et al, 2004) which is generally the main goal of all business relationships 

in today’s competitive markets. Trust is seen as a facilitator of business relationship 

development (Weck & Ivanova, 2013) and also learning, open communication, 

increased flexibility (Van de Ven & Ring, 2006) and partnership success (Zaheer & 
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Harris, 2006) are noticed to be resulting from trust in interorganizational 

relationships.  
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4 CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE 

 

In this section the concept of customer experience is presented. The section starts 

by defining customer experience and proceeds to discussing the formation and 

antecedents of customer experience. 

 

4.1 Defining customer experience 

 

The growth of interest towards customer experience is based on the basic idea of 

customer value – customers’ target is to recieve value from the services and 

products they are buying and using.  The value created for the customer by the 

provider company is likely (or in the sense of business, essential) to create value 

also for the company in turn (Pine & Gilmore, 1998). First (starting from the 1960s) 

it was the products and their tangible features that where in focus when companies 

tried to provide desirable value for their customers. Later the products became 

commoditized and surviving on the market asked for new innovations from the 

companies. The importance of services as means to compete started to arise on the 

1980s and the companies providing great service benefits for their customers 

standed out in the competition. Finally, the superior value creation possibilities 

embedded in the services achieved their peak because the service element was 

considered in each succeeding company.  Thus, services started to play more of a 

commodity role than something unique and different creating distinct value for the 

customer. (E.g.; Hollyoake, 2009; Lemon & Verhoef, 2016; Nasution et al, 2014; 

Palmer, 2010)  

 

 

Relationships with the customers were the next novelty (starting in 1990s) in regards 

of value creation for the customers. This is where the CRM (customer relationships 

management) started to take over in companies’ strategies to create more value for 

the customers and, of course, for the companies. Since customer relationship focus 

has been adopted in most of the leading companies throughout the industries, it has 

been noticed that to fight the competitors, to differentiate and to gain competitive 
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advantage, companies must concentrate in providing customers with unique 

experiences. Today’s customers are extremely demandig, informed and in ongoing 

search for more value. They are, like before, looking for products and services but 

also in search for engaging, powerful, irresistible and memorable experiences. 

Today customer value is created through the experiences the customer undergoes 

in the process with the product/service in addition to the pure benefits gained 

through them. This drives businesses to focus on the experiential side of their 

offerings, but also, provides possibilities to differentiate and add value for the 

customers to build lasting customer relationships that lead to company performance. 

(E.g.; Hollyoake, 2009; Lemon & Verhoef, 2016; Nasution et al, 2014; Palmer, 2010)  

 

In Oxford English Dictionary (2018) experience is defined as a ”practical contact 

with and observation of facts or events” and as an ”encounter or undergo (an event 

or occurrence)” also related to feeling (emotions and sensations).  In literature 

customer experience has been defined in multiple ways which demonstrates the 

extensive variety of research made concerning the concept.  According to Meyer & 

Schwager (2007) customer experience is an internal and subjective response that 

customers have to any direct or indirect contact with the company providing a 

service or a product. In turn, Schmitt (1999 in Jain et al 2017, 648) describes 

customer experience as occuring ”as a result of encountering, undergoing or living 

through things which provide sensory, emotional, cognitive, behavioral and 

relational values”. Defined by Carbone and Haeckel (1994) customer experience is 

a cumulative perception that customer creates during learning about the product or 

service as well as during the acquisition, using, maintaining and disposing of the 

product or service. Gentile et al (2007 in Jain et al, 2017, 648) see customer 

experience as a ”set of interactions between a customer, a product, a company, or 

part of its organization, which provoke a reaction. This experience is strictly personal 

and implies the customer’s involvement at different levels (rational, emotional, 

sensorial, physical and spiritual)”. Johnston and Kong (2011, 8) define customer 

experience as ”the customer’s personal interpretation of the service process and his 

involvement and interaction with it during his/her journey through a series of 

touchpoints and how those things make the customer feel”.   
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The definitions given above describe well the nature of customer experience. 

Customer experience is a phenomenal concept which emerge with every service 

and product even if the company does not choose to recognize or influence it 

(Carbone & Haeckel, 1994; Johnston & Kong, 2011; McColl-Kennedy et al, 2015). 

Customer experience is entirely subjective, internal, unique and always personally 

perceived and interpreted. Thus, no two perfectly similar customer experiences 

exist. (Jain et al; 2017; McColl-Kennedy et al, 2015) Customer experience is 

inherently dynamic and contextual, consequently perceived differently depending 

on several factors influencing it (McColl-Kennedy et al, 2015; Nasution et al, 2014; 

Palmer 2010). Customer experience is always a result of co-creation as it forms 

through customer’s interaction with the company during direct and indirect 

encounters (Jain et al, 2017; McColl-Kennedy et al, 2015; Teixeira et al, 2012).  

 

As Mascarenhas et al (2006) propose companies stimulate and customers 

undertake the customer experiences. It is noticed that the experience customer 

perceives is created as a subjective response to all direct and indirect interactions 

with the company, product, service or brand (Lemke et al, 2011). Customer 

experience is, thus, mainly seen as holistic in nature and created during the so-

called customer journey incorporating multiple touch points in which the customer 

interacts directly or indirectly (e.g.  through other customers) with the company (Jain 

et al, 2017; Lemon & Verhoef, 2016; Teixeira et al, 2012). It shall also be mentioned 

that, even though customer experience is mostly seen as holistic, it can also be 

viewed in relation with a specific touch point (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016).  

 

The definitions described earlier also demonstrate the different dimensions or 

elements of customer experience (Figure 8), for the most part named as cognitive, 

emotional/affective, physical, sensorial and social supported by diversity of scholars 

(e.g. Keiningham et al, 2017; Lemke et al, 2011; Verhoef et al, 2009). Also, spiritual 

element of customer experience is proposed in several papers (such as Lemke et 

al, 2011 and Verhoef et al, 2009). These elements of customer experience are 

strongly intertwined and inseparable, thus, all influencing the customer experience.  
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Cognitive element of customer experience describes the experience based on 

”higher mental models such as perceptions, memory, language, problem solving 

and abstract thinking” (Keiningham et al, 2017,150). For example, customer can 

gain a positive experience if the service/product meets the prior expectations formed 

based on the previous experiences of the service/product. Emotional/affective 

element of customer experience, in its part, stands for the fact that personal 

emotions affect the experiences perceived by the customer (Keiningham et al, 

2017). Customer’s positive and negative emotions/affects influence on how the 

customer responses for example to company’s marketing activities and sales 

service personnel’s behavior.  

 

Physical and sensorial elements of customer experience is related to physical 

factors and sensorial factors that customer responses to during the customer 

journey (Keiningham et al, 2017). Physical and sensorial elements represent factors 

such as physical environment and its attributes including for instance ambience, 

spatial layout, functionality, sounds, smell along others. Also, social element is 

noticed to be part of customer experience as interaction with other people (staff of 

the company, other customers, customer’s reference groups etc.) influence the 

perceived experience of the customer (Keiningham et al, 2017).  Schmitt (1999) 

views the dimensions of customer experience as related to thinking (cognitive), 

feelings (affective/emotional), action (physical), sensing (sensorial) and relating 

(social(-identity) (in Lemon & Verhoef, 2016). 
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Figure 8. Elements of customer experience 

 

Customer experience has been noticed to be strongly related to customer 

satisfaction (e.g. Jain et al, 2017; Johnston & Kong, 2011; McColl-Kennedy et al, 

2015), customer’s commitment and loyalty and thus, to long-lasting relationships 

between customers and companies (Jain et al, 2017; Johnston & Kong, 2011; 

Lemon & Verhoef, 2016).  Customer experience is a means for companies to 

differentiate on today’s saturated markets as well as a great possibility to enhance 

corporate image through delivering positive customer experiences (Jain et al, 2017; 

Johnston & Kong, 2011; Hollyoake, 2009).  

 

Positive customer experiences are noticed to build customers’ confidence or trust 

towards the company (or brand/product/service), to influence customer 

expectations (and through them upcoming experiences) as well as to influence 

emotional bonds developed between customers and companies (or 

brands/products/services) (Johnston & Kong, 2011).   It is also noticed to have a 

strategic relevance as customer experience and understanding its concept provides 

companies with an opportunity to support positive customer experience in their 

operations, and through that building lasting customer relationships (Zolkiewski et 

al, 2017). Ultimately, through its diverse outcomes, positive customer experience is 

noticed to provide companies with competitive advantage (Jain et al, 2017; Lemon 
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& Verhoef, 2017; McColl-Kennedy et al, 2015) for which customer experience has 

been adopted in most of today’s companies’ strategies. 

4.2 Customer experience process  

 

According to Schmitt (1999) ”experience occurs as a result of encountering, 

undergoing or living through things that provide sensory, emotional, cognitive, 

behavioral and relational values” (in Jain et al, 2017, 654). The basis of customer 

experience lies in individual’s mental processing through which the customer forms 

a unique, subjective and internal perception of an event (Jain et al, 2017). The 

mental process, taken place in human brain, is actuated by clues (visual, auditory, 

tactile, aromatic and taste signals) emitted by the service, product, brand and 

environment. These clues interact with the customer’s sensory receptors (five 

senses sight, sense of hearing, smell, taste and touch) and go through cognitive and 

emotional processing in the customer’s brain leading to various impressions that 

collectively become an experience. (Carbone & Haeckel, 1994; Jain et al, 2017; 

Nasution et al, 2014)  

 

Customer experience, like already mentioned, is holistic in nature and seen as 

developing during a ”customer journey” including multiple touchpoints and channels 

(e.g. Jain et al, 2017; Lemon & Verhoef, 2016; McColl-Kennedy et al, 2015; Teixeira 

et al, 2012). The touchpoints form the customer journey and include all the direct 

and indirect contacts with the organization comprising those under company’s 

straight control (e.g. marketing communication, sales people, customer service 

representatives) as well as those that the company is not able to control (e.g. 

communication on social media, peer customer’s reviews) (Lemke et al, 2011). 

Direct contact refers to for example a purchase transaction of a service or product 

straight from the company or customer service situation between the company and 

the customer. Indirect contact, in its part, stands for unplanned encounters with the 

company’s products, services or brand (i.e. advertisement, news. logo, discussions 

over social media). (Meyer & Schwager, 2007)  
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The customer journey during which the customer experience develops is noticed to 

incorporate different stages representing the idea that customer experience is 

influenced already before as well as after the direct contact with the company. These 

stages are widely called as prepurchase stage, purchase stage and postpurchase 

stage (e.g. Jain et al, 2017; McColl-Kennedy et al, 2015; Verhoef et al, 2011). Lemon 

and Verhoef (2016) define prepurchase stage as incorporating all interaction that 

the customer has with the company, brand, service (directly and indirectly) before 

any purchase transactions. According to Jain et al (2017, 652) in the pre-purchase 

stage customers “get familiar, acquire knowledge, develop an understanding and if 

possible try the product or sercices before actual purchase”. The prepurchase stage 

typically includes customer behaviors such as need recognition, search for 

alternatives and consideration. In the context of B2B expert servces the 

prepurchase stage may include the process of sending invitations to tender, 

receiving and processing the tenders and their presentations.  

 

According to Lemon and Verhoef (2016) the second, purchase stage, encompasses 

interactions during the purchase event. This stage includes customer behaviors 

such as choice, ordering and payment and has been, not unreasonably, of particular 

interest in the context of retailing and consumer products (buying decisions).  The 

purchase stage in the context of B2B expert services may comprise deeper 

discussions concerning the tendering with the potential partners and contract 

negotiations with the chosen alternative. Customer also defines its expectations for 

the business partner in this stage.  

 

The third, post-purchase stage includes interaction after the purchase incorporating 

customer behaviors such as usage, consumption, postpurchase engagement and 

service requests (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016).  This stage incorporates the actual 

collaboration and it is also the phase in which the business relationship in B2B 

expert services context truly gets started. Thus, for example working on the 

customer’s project, fulfilling the customer’s expectations and value co-creation take 

place in the post-purchase phase. Customer experience creation holistically 

incorporates all the three stages during which the customer interacts within a 
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substantial number of touchpoints (people, messages etc.) communicating negative 

or positive things about the company.   

 

The following figure (figure 9) illustrates the customer experience development 

process incorporating the stages and the touchpoints within each stage on the 

customer journey. The figure also represents the role of the previous experiences 

regarding the customer experience formation. It has been noticed that previous 

experiences have profound influence on the current and future customer 

experiences as they affect customer expectations as well as attitudes which are 

playing important parts in customer experience formation. Accordingly, also 

customer experience in different stages is influenced by the experience developed 

in the previous stage. In the next chapter the factors influencing customer 

experience are discussed more profoundly.  

 

 

Figure 9. Process Model for Customer Journey and Customer Experience, adapted from Lemon & 

Verhoef, 2016, 77) 
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Customer experience has been studied in relationships between a company and a 

consumer (b2c-relationship) as well as between companies (b2b-relationship) but 

the research is having a clear emphasize on b2c-relationships.  In the context of b2c 

relationships customer experience is typically related to one individual customer 

who receives the customer experience through clearly observable ”touch points” 

(direct and indirect) with the company and its products, services and brands. In b2b-

relationships in turn customer experience is a systemic concept in which multiple 

actors are receiving and forming the customer experience through multiple touch 

points. This makes customer experience in b2b-context an especially complex 

construct. (Zolkiewski et al, 2017) As all relationships, also interorganizational 

customer relationships are based on individuals and their interaction. Thus, it can 

be presumed that similar rules and influential factors found in the research 

concerning b2c customer experience are mostly valid also in b2b context. According 

to Hollyoake (2009), b2b customer experiences are constructed by experiences of 

multiple key actors but essentially reflecting the individuals’ personal and subjective 

experiences. (Hollyoake, 2009).  

4.3 Factors influencing customer experience 

 

As already mentioned, customer experience is a subjective, complex and dynamic 

concept (Hwang & Seo, 2016; Zolkiewski, 2017), which is affected by multiple 

factors presented in the literature. In customer experience, it all begins with the 

customer and things such as his/her values, needs, desires and personal 

characteristics (Nasution et al, 2014). Scholars such as Hwang and Seo (2016) and 

Jain et al (2017) classify these factors influencing customer experience as 

customer’s internal factors. According to Hwang and Seo (2016) the internal factors 

comprehend things such as socio-demographic factors (personal attributes such as 

motives, personality, age, knowledge etc.), previous experience, familiarity and 

commitment. Also, individual’s cultural and psychographic characteristics such as 

habits (Jain et al, 2017), personal senses, emotions, cognition, physical experiences 

and behavior (Hwang & Seo, 2016) as well as customer’s own level of involvement 

(Nasution et all, 2014) can be included in the customer’s internal factors influencing 

customer experience. As it has been noticed, customer experience is dynamic in 
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nature and thus as individual characteristics may change over time, these changes 

affect customer experience formation (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016). As an example, a 

customer gaining positive experiences from a service today, might not have the 

same, positive experience from the exactly same experience after a year.  

 

In addition to the internal factors customer experience and its dynamic nature is 

influenced by factors outside the customer, called as external factors. The external 

factors influencing customer experience include things such as the quality of service 

or product, physical features (i.e. atmosphere, service interface), social 

environment, qualities of the employees of the service/product provider company, 

financial factors (price) and technology related factors (Hwang and Seo, 2016). Also, 

macro and micro environment (e.g. economics, politics, weather) (Jain et al, 2017; 

Lemon & Verhoef, 2016), situational factors such as location and timing (Jain et al, 

2017) as well as contextual factors such as using warm socks because it is cold 

compared to using warm socks because all the lighter ones are dirty have influence 

on customer experience. (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016).  

 

The factors influencing customer experience can also be introduced from the 

touchpoint’s perspective which also includes the internal as well as external factors. 

As the customer travels on his/her customer journey having experiences concerning 

the company, brand, service or/and product through different stages (prepurchase, 

purchase, postpurchase) he/she interacts with a great number of touchpoints from 

which some are designed and controlled by the company, while some of which the 

company cannot control. These touchpoints can be classified into different types 

which play different importance in different situations. The types are named as 

brand-owned, partner-owned, customer-owned and social/external touchpoints. 

(Lemon & Verhoef, 2016)  

 

According to Lemon & Verhoef (2016), brand-owned touchpoints are owned, 

designed and controlled by the company and include all the customer interactions 

with the brand-owned media (e.g. websites, marketing communication, advertising) 

as well as any element of the marketing mix that is controlled by the company such 

as product/service attributes, price and sales/service personnel as well as the 
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company’s premises with all their features. Partner-owned touchpoints are defined 

by the authors as such that are designed in co-operation with partner(s) and 

managed or controlled by the firm and the partner(s) such as marketing agencies 

and communication channel providers. Customer-owned touchpoints are, in turn, 

purely outside the company’s control and having individual person in the center. 

Examples of this type of touchpoints can be a customer using the advice from the 

service design partner against the recommendations or a customer reflecting to 

his/her personal needs and emotions before making purchase decisions. The fourth 

type, social and external (apparently meaning outside the company’s control) 

touchpoints, represent interactions with the customer’s surroundings including other 

people as well as environmental factors. These touchpoints are such as other 

customers, friends and family and their influences (opinions, experiences etc.), 

independent sources of information (web forums, reviews etc.) and social 

environment. (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016) 

 

In literature concerning customer experience a concept called total customer 

experience is expressed. Total customer experience refers to previous experience, 

which has been noticed also to have an influence on customer experience 

formation. Total customer experience is constructed based on the experiences 

concerning the company, its products and services and brands throughout the 

timeline starting from the pre-purchase phase and proceeding until the time period 

post-usage of the product or service. (Verhoef et al, 2009) Accordingly, total 

customer experience includes all the direct as well as the indirect contacts with the 

company, service, product and the brand and presents the cumulated experience 

perceived throughout the whole customer journey in which previous experiences 

influence the upcoming customer experiences.  As a result of accumulation of the 

experiences perceived by the customer during the customer journey, the customer 

adjusts his/her future attitudes such as trust, loyalty, and satisfaction as well as 

his/her behavior (e.g. consumption, repurchase, engagement) towards the 

company, brand, product or service. (Nasution et al, 2014) This customer 

experience formation is presented in the following figure (Figure 10) including the 

different aspects related to customer experience development. 
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   Figure 10 Customer experience formation. 

4.4 Trust’s influence on customer experience  

 

Trust develops through experiences (Mayer et al, 1995) but it has also been 

proposed to have influence on customer experience. For example, Hollyoake (2009) 

suggests that the dimensions affecting customer experience are customer 

satisfaction, quality of the product (presumably also the quality of the service) and 

price. In the dimension concerning the quality of the product/service the factors 

influencing customer experience are the level of the product/service (i.e. image, 
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quality), its utility and compliance. In the dimension of customer satisfaction 

Hollyoake (2009) presents responsiveness, empathy, concrete factors (i.e. facilities, 

equipment and appearance of the personnel) and trust.  

 

Even if the research concerning trust’s influence on customer experience is still 

limited, some scholars have made interesting findings on the topic. Also Lemon and 

Verhoef (2016) propose that trust influences customer experience. According to 

them, trust does not influence customer experience directly, but it may have an 

indirect effect on it by decreasing feelings of uncertainty. According to Lemon and 

Verhoef (2016), also so called ”halo effect” of trust to customer experience shall be 

considered. Customer’s commitment has also been theoretically noticed to influence 

customer experience. Keiningham et al (2017) suggest that since commitment is 

empirically proven to affect customer satisfaction, it may also be an antecedent of 

customer experience as satisfaction is undoubtedly dependent on the quality of 

customer experience.  As noted by Friman et al (2002) trust is an important factor 

influencing relationship commitment. With this reference trust may also affect 

customer experience indirectly through commitment.  

 

As shown in the previous chapters of this paper, the importance of trust and 

customer experience in business relationships has been widely noticed. To gain 

competitive advantage, companies must strive to develop valuable, enduring and 

long-lasting relationships with their partners. The continuation of the business 

relationships is based on various aspects including factors such as trust and 

customer experience which are also closely linked with each other. These concepts 

are both crucially influencing the customer’s willingness to continue the relationship 

with the business partner as well as affecting the customer’s willingness to invest its 

resources to maintain the business relationship.  As discussed, the relationship 

between trust and customer experience has been acknowledged but the research 

on the subject is still rare leaving the deeper understanding concerning it almost 

non-exsisting. To clarify this interesting relationship between trust and customer 

experience this study is focusing on finding out how trust influences customer 

experience in the context of B2B customer relationship. Next the empirical process 
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of the study and the findings concerning the relationship between the concepts of 

trust and customer experience are represented. 
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5 EMPIRICAL RESEARCH 

 

In this chapter the empirical study implemented in this research is represented. The 

chapter begins with a brief introduction of the research target after which the 

research method, data collection, its handling and analysis as well as the reliability 

and validity of the research are being discussed.  

5.1 Case description 

The main target of this research was to examine trust’s influence on customer 

experience in interorganizational customer relationship context. To accomplish this 

target, the research is also aiming to investigate how the trust is manifested in the 

chosen B2B customer relationships, what are the factors influencing trust 

construction, and what is the relationship between trust and customer experience. 

Also, customer experience is defined and the factors influencing it are examined 

based on the previous research literature.  

 

The data used to answer the set research questions was collected from chosen 

customer relationships of a Finnish expert service company functioning on the field 

of service design and digital business. The service design function was originally a 

separate company which was established in 2009.  In 2017 it became part of a 

Finnish expert company functioning in the field of digital business through merger. 

Together the companies employ approximately 650 people forming a competitive 

combination of expertice to fight the growing competition. The revenue of the 

research target company was € 69 million in 2017. More precisely the data was 

collected from customer relationships within the service design function. Thus, the 

following information is concentrating only in that part of the company. 

 

The research target of this research - the service design function of the target 

company - is providing expert services concentrating on service design, service 

production, services as a business and service culture for customers working on 

b2c-, b2b as well as on b2g-sector. The target company’s service design function 

consists of a multidisciplinary team of designers and change makers who help their 
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customers to create new services and service organizations through human 

understanding, holistic design and behavior change.  

 

The focus of this research is on the target company’s service design function’s 

customer relationships (four relationships) with actors from b2c- and b2b-sectors. 

The chosen customer relationships are each already running and representing long-

term collaboration. As trust is a concept which takes time to truly emerge it is 

necessary to study relationships in which the parties have been working together 

and where the customer has been able to build (or not to build) trust towards the 

partner based on experiences. This way the customer is able to reflect his/her 

perspectives concerning the studied concepts of trust and customer experience.  

 

The research was concentrating on the customer experience and the customer’s 

trust towards the target company as well as on the relationships between these two 

concepts. Thus, the data was collected only from the customer side in the B2B 

relationships. As Seppänen (2008) noted, the interorganizational trust is always 

based on individual’s trust towards another company and/or the individual actors 

embedded in it. According to Hollyoake (2009), b2b customer experiences are 

constructed by experiences of multiple key actors but essentially reflecting the 

individuals’ personal and subjective experiences.  In reference to these, individual 

customer(s) in each of the chosen B2B customer relationships can be the unit of 

analysis representing the customer organization in the interorganizational 

relationship.   

 

5.2 Research method and data acquisition strategy 

 

This master’s thesis studying trust and its effects on customer experience in 

interorganizational customer relationship was executed as a qualitative research. 

By using qualitative research method, the researcher is able to form a holistic 

understanding concerning the quality, attributes and meanings of the studied 

subject(s) (Jyväskylän yliopisto, 2015) which was the objective of this research. This 

research was implemented without setting any preliminary hypothesis, which is 
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often how qualitative research is executed. This means that the researcher is not 

testing any particular theory in the study (Saaranen-Kauppinen & Puusniekka, 

2006). Qualitative research method is applicable in a situation where the researcher 

is willing to investigate the meaning structures of the actors involved in the studied 

events or when the researcher wants to examine natural situations that cannot be 

experimentally arranged. Qualitative research method is opportune also in situations 

where a researcher is willing to gain knowledge concerning the cause and effect 

relationships related to the studied occasions that cannot be experimentally clarified 

(Metsämuuronen, 2008). Based on the statements given above the qualitative 

research method was applicable in this study and especially because by using 

qualitative method a comprehensive understanding concerning trust and its 

relationship with customer experience in not so well studied B2B customer 

relationship context could be acquired.  

 

In qualitative research method data acquisition can be implemented using different 

strategies. These strategies are according to Metsämuuronen (2008) case study, 

phenomenological study, ethnographical study, grounded theory, operational 

research, discourse analysis, narratology and phenomenography. In this research 

data acquisition was carried out with case study -method. Case study method was 

chosen because with it the researcher was able to examine the specific, present 

events and people functioning in a particular environment (Metsämuuronen, 2008). 

The studied environment in this study was the chosen customer relationships of the 

company functioning as a research target and the events taking place in these 

relationships. Case study is one of the most frequently used methods in the field of 

business economics research (Alasuutari et al, 2005). It is aiming at collecting 

diverse information concerning the studied case by using diverse ways of data 

collection and by utilizing the gathered information which enables gaining deeper 

understanding of the studied concept. (Metsämuuronen, 2008) 

 

The central functions of case study are collecting the ”cases” and analyzing them. 

(Alasuutari et al. 2005). Eriksson and Koistinen (2014) define a case as a system 

clearly delineated from the other context (e.g. an individual person, group, project). 

Case study is generally classified into two categories from which multi-case study 
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examines many carefully selected cases (e.g. comparing many organizations on a 

specific dimension) and a single-case study, in its part, examines a single case (e.g. 

explaining a phenomenon with internal attributes of an organization) (Aaltio-

Marjosola, 1999). Single case study can be executed as a holistic study (focusing 

on one unit of analysis) or as an embedded case study (focus on multiple units of 

analysis). In a holistic type of a study the target of the research is studied as an 

entity whereas the embedded type of a study examines multiple different items 

within one extensive research target (Alasuutari et al, 2005).  

  

This research was implemented as an embedded single-case study focusing on 

trust and customer experience within B2B customer relationships of the target 

company which represents the case of the study.  By using an embedded case study 

method, the different perspectives of the actors and the nature of the studied 

phenomenon were possible to be profoundly and diversely examined. Through case 

study method the factors that were related to and factors that influenced the 

examined case were possible to be recognized, understood and interpreted so that 

new knowledge concerning trust and its influence on customer experience was 

possible to be developed. Case study was chosen also because it is applicable in 

research which is guided by research questions in forms of ”what”, ”why” and ”how” 

and/or if the target of the research is a phenomenon related to living life and taking 

place in the present time.  Case study was the right choice also because the 

researcher has a minor control over the events and/or there is only a scattering of 

previous empirical research concerning the research subject. (Eriksson and 

Koistinen, 2014) 

 

5.3 Data collection 

 

In qualitative research the methods of data collection include interviews, observation 

and use of secondary data (Metsämuuronen, 2008). In this research the data was 

collected through interviews. Interview is applicable in situations where the research 

is focusing on emotional and intimate factors as well as in situations where the target 

of the research is something that cannot be objectively tested (Metsämuuronen, 
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2008). The interview method was chosen also because of its well suitable nature for 

the research where such subjective and emotional concepts are under examination 

as trust and customer experience. The interview as a data collection method can be 

implemented as group interviews (multiple informants in the same interview event) 

or individual interviews (one informant in the interview event) (Kananen, 2017). The 

data in this research was collected mainly through individual interviews as they are 

increasing the credibility of the research as well as making it possible for the 

researcher to gain authentic information as in the interview situation there was no 

other individuals influencing the interviewees thoughts (Valtonen, 2005). Because 

of scheduling problems one interview was implemented as a group interview with 

two interviewees (P1 and P2) in the same interviewing situation.  

 

The interviews in this research were executed as theme interviews also called as 

semistructured interviews which are focusing on themes defined beforehand without 

using a precisely structured list of questions (Saaranen-Kauppinen & Puusniekka, 

2006). Theme interview is such a method in which the interview’s structure is based 

on the findings from the previous research and literature concerning the key 

concepts regarding the set research problem. Before the interviews the researcher 

had a thorough look into the subject of the research by studying the previous 

research literature and based on the made findings the themes of the interview were 

formed (Kananen, 2017). The chosen themes functioned as the quidelines for the 

discussion with the interviewees added with some guiding questions listed into each 

of the themes to support the researcher in the interview situation. Also, some small 

assignments were used to make it easier to discuss the studied concepts. Each of 

the themes were discussed with all the interviewees but the order of the themes as 

well as the phrasing of the questions was flexible and adapted in each interview 

situations. (Hirsjärvi & Hurme, 2001; Saaranen-Kauppinen & Puusniekka, 2006) The 

method of theme interview made it possible for the researcher to give space for the 

interviewees’ points of view as well as their interpretations of the discussed themes. 

This enabled the researcher to reach deep understanding concerning the concepts 

of trust and customer experience and their relationships which are somewhat 

subconscious. (Metsämuuronen, 2009; Saaranen-Kauppinen & Puusniekka, 2006) 
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The role of the researcher was also taken into account in the interviews. According 

to Hirsjärvi and Hurme (2009) the interviewer must know its role in the interview 

situation as well as how to guide the interview correctly to get reliable and profound 

information concering the subject under study. So that the theme interviews enabled 

the researcher to reach adequate in-depth information the researcher as an 

interviewer needed to pose some additional questions to the interviewees 

(Kananen, 2017). This enabled the researcher to find out the factors influencing the 

interviewees’ opinions as well as helped the researcher to make sure that the 

information was sufficient from the perspective of the research problem including 

the sub research questions as well as the main research question which all were 

kept in mind throughout the interview situations. 

  

The interviews were executed during the March and April of 2018. Before the 

interviews the researcher studied the previous research and other literature to reach 

a sufficient knowledge concerning the subject and the key concepts of the research 

on which the framework of the theme interviews was built on. The framework of the 

interviews is shown in the appendix 1 and it was not shown to the interviewees 

beforehand nor after the interviews. The research was implemented by executing 

interviews in four customer relationships of the target company. The relationships 

that were chosen represented long lasting collaboration. This indicated that the 

concepts of trust and customer experience could be deeply discussed as the 

customers presumably hold some degree of trust towards the business partner and 

have diverse range of experiences from that specific cooperative relationship. Three 

of the customer relationships were represented by two individuals and one of the 

relationships by one individual. The individuals chosen for the interviews 

represented the customer organizations and played key boundary spanning roles 

between the collaborative organizations. It was important that the interviewees were 

representing key contact people in each customer relationship and interacted 

closely with the partner organization. This was essential regarding the quality and 

deptht of the gained information as the chosen interviewees were able to reflect their 

authentic feelings, experiences and opinions and thus, providing the researcher with 

reliable information.  
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To recruit the interviewees, they were contacted by e-mail during the March 2018. 

The e-mail included a concise introduction of the target as well as the background 

of the research which was seen as also providing interesting insights also to the 

customers’ future projects. In the e-mail the researcher implementing the interviews 

was introduced. The e-mail included also information concerning the amount of time 

needed for the interview, a proposal of the location in which the interview could take 

place (the customer’s own office) as well as the assurance of confidentiality 

concerning the received information. The contacted customers were also promised 

to get a summary of the results achieved in the research which increased the 

customers’ interest in taking part in the interviews. The contact was taken by a 

person representing the case organization in each relationship. It was considered 

as more convenient and trust awaking since the person contacting the interviewees 

was familiar with some of the contacted customers and thus, made it easier for the 

customers to confirm their participation. After the confirmation of the interviewees 

willingness to take part in the research the date and exact time of the interviews 

were agreed with the customers. 

 

Each interview begun with a brief small talk session (not recorded) and the 

interviewer tried to make the interviewee comfortable so that she/he could be as 

relaxed and open as possible. Only one of the interviews was executed in the case 

organization’s premises while the other five were carried through in the customers’ 

own offices. The interviews were recorded by using two digital recorders and some 

notes were made by the interviewer during and right after the interviews to make 

sure that nothing was forgotten. 

 

The research data was collected in six interviews from seven individual interviewees 

representing the customer party of four customer relationships with the same 

partner organization. The information concerning the interviewees is collected into 

the following table (table 1). Two of the interviewees (P1 and P2) represented a 

company functioning in the field of shipping operations. The relationship between 

their company and the case organization had lasted for approximately three years 

at the time of the interview and it was still running. The two companies had also 

cooperated before the current relationship, but the interviewees were not part of this 
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cooperation that time. Interviewee P1 was working as a HR specialist responsible 

of the development of services and capabilities in the company. Interviewee P2 was 

an operational director in the company.  

 

Two of the interviewees (P4 and P7) represented a company functioning on 

manufacturing industry which also provides services related to their products. The 

relationship between their company and the case organization had lasted for 

approximately two years at the time of the interview and it was still running. Also, 

some previous cooperation had been running between the two companies before 

the current relationship but neither of the interviewees was part of the relationship 

before. However, the interviewee P7 had previous experiences of the partner 

organization because of some collaboration that had occurred while he/she had 

worked in another company. The interviewee P4’s job title was senior manager of 

customer experience and interviewee P7 was a service design manager in the 

customer company. 

 

The third customer company chosen for this research functioned in the industry of 

environmental and real estate services. The interviewees P3 and P5 respresented 

this customer company in the research. Interviewee P3 was a manager in the area 

of services and business development and the interviewee P5 was the 

communication and brand manager of the company. The relationship between the 

customer company and the case organization lasted for one year (2016-2017) and 

is not currently in progress as the project had been completed. The companies 

collaborated also before the latest project and the collaboration is continuing but 

with some different business departments in the customer company. Though, the 

interviewees were not taking part in the other projects.  

 

The fourth customer company picked for this research functioned in the 

telecommunications industry. The customer company was represented by the 

interviewee P6 who worked as the manager of corporate marketing in the company. 

The relationship between the customer company and the partner company had 

been operating for four years at the time of the interview and it was still continuing.   
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Interviewee Status Industry Relationship duration 

P1 

HR specialist, 

service and 

competence 

development 

Shipping company 3 years 

(relationship 

continuing) 

P2 

Operational director Shipping company 3 years 

(relationship 

continuing) 

P3 

Manager, services 

and business 

development 

Environmental and real 

estate services 

1 year 

(project finished) 

P4 

Customer 

experience senior 

manager 

Manufacturing 

company 

2 years 

(relationship 

continuing) 

P5 
Communication and 

brand manager 

Environmental and real 

estate services 

1 year 

(project finished) 

P6 

Manager, corporate 

marketing 

Telecommunications 4 years 

(relationship 

continuing) 

P7 

Service design 

manager 

Manufactyuring 

company 

2 years 

(relationship 

continuing) 

 

Table 1. The interviewees. 

 

 

5.4 Data handling and analysis 

 

After the data collection the raw data (recorded interviews) was analyzed. First the 

recorded audio material was converted into textual form as literally as possible. This 

is called transcribing. (Kananen, 2017) The stressing of the speech and the gestures 

were left outside the transcription. The researcher transcribed half of the material by 

herself and half of the material was transcribed by a company specializing on 

transcribing services.  
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After the trabscribing the data was ready to be further processed and analyzed. In 

qualitative research the analyzing process stands for structuring and organizing the 

collected material by methods such as coding, categorizing and classifying the text, 

analyzing the collected material and in the end interpreting the findings by giving 

them meanings, building connections and forming conclusions (Eriksson & 

Koistinen, 2014). Through the analyzing process the researcher is enabled to build 

deep understanding concerning the collected data and to find relevant pieces of the 

content in perspective of the research questions (Saaranen-Kauppinen & 

Puusniekka, 2006). Analysis is thus aiming at comprehensively structuring the 

quality, attributes and meanings of the collected material to find answers for the set 

research questions. The analyzing process in qualitative research can be divided 

into the following steps including 1) forming a thorough overview of the collected 

data by reading and observing the material, 2) reducing, categorizing and classifying 

the material 3) creating an understanding and interpreting the findings (what does 

the material tell the researcher and how is it related to the previous literature) and 

5) argumentation. (Saaranen-Kauppinen & Puusniekka, 2006) This process was 

used in this research and it is described in detail in the following.  

 

The analysis was started by first thoroughly reading through the transcribed material 

collected in the interviews. The next phase included activities such as categorizing 

and classifying which meant that the material was divided and grouped according 

to certain themes and codes (Eriksson & Koistinen, 2014). After forming a thorough 

overview of the data, the researcher pointed out the parts of the text which were 

seen as integral regarding the research questions. In this phase the text was again 

read through multiple times to make sure that nothing essential was left behind. The 

pointed parts of the text were coded by using different colours for each research 

question. Next the researcher collected each coded part from the text into sticky 

notes and categorized them under the research questions. The research questions 

functioned as the highest level of the themes in the analyzing process. In this phase 

the researcher also was able to make changes into the coding as some new ideas 

emerged. According to Kananen (2017) with coding the researcher should not 

reduce the qualitative content of the collected information, thus in this phase the 
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extracted parts of the text were kept as straight quotations. It made it also possible 

to use the quotations in the later phases of the analyzing process without going back 

to the original transcriptions.  

 

In the next phase the researcher continued categorizing and grouping the collected 

citations in each theme.  The data in each theme was again studied thoroughly and 

organized into new categories according to the findings emerging from the data. 

These categories were named after the overarching subjects that the data in the 

category described forming the next, more precise level of themes. This categorizing 

was continued until each piece of information (sticky note), was placed under a data 

discribing theme. After the data was categorized into the second level themes data 

in each theme was again processed. In this phase the data revealed diversity of 

subcategories in many of the themes. Through these subcategories the deeper 

essence of the themes was discovered and understanding concerning the studied 

concepts and their connections was gradually strengthened. The researcher 

executed the categorizing phase manually without using any technological tools 

such as spreadsheets. This was because it was noticed to be easier to organize the 

data and see the “big picture” when the data was placed on the wall compared to 

exploring the data on the narrow screen of a laptop.  After the categorizing phase 

the researcher concentrated on the found themes and formed an interpretation of 

the findings to constitute results. The results are represented in the following chapter 

of this paper with quotations of the data to explain the researcher’s interpretation for 

the reader. The results of the research were then compared to the findings of the 

previous research described in the theoretical chapters of this paper after which the 

conclusions were drawn to answer the research questions set for this study. 

 

5.5 Reliability and validity of the research 

 

In this section the reliability and the validity of this research are discussed. In 

qualitative research there is no unambigious rules for how to evaluate the reliability 

of the made study. It has also been criticized by some researchers stating that it is 

impossible to make the evaluation concerning the reliability and validity in qualitative 
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research. (Kananen, 2017) Although there are some academically accepted factors 

through which the relaiability and validity issues of qualitative research can be 

assessed. 

 

In academic research the credibility of the research is generally evaluated through 

the reliability and validity of the research. Reliability stands for the stability of the 

research results meaning that if the research was implemented again it woud end 

up providing the same results as before. The validity of the research, in its part, 

stands for the fact that the research is concentrating on studying the right things 

regarding the research problem. (Kananen, 2017; Mäkelä, 1990) The validity of this 

research was evaluated by assessing the target of the research and the quality of 

knowledge on which the empirical research was based. The reliability, in turn, was 

evaluated through assessment concerning the research process including the 

methods used, the data and its analysis as well as the gained results. (Kananen, 

2017) 

 

In the beginning of this research the research questions were carefully formulated 

to make sure that through them the research problem could be resolved. The 

defining of the research was set precisely to make it possible for the researcher to 

reach the research target as accurately as possible and to make sure that the 

research process as well as the information gained did not drift off the research 

subject.  Before the empirical part of the research the researcher studied the key 

concepts rearding the research problem thoroughly. This was done by going through 

a diversity of academic research articles as well as other literature concerning the 

studied concepts. The studied material was chosen from reliable sources to ensure 

the validity of the research. The comprehensive amount of knowledge acquired by 

the researcher concerning the research problem and the key concepts of it made it 

possible for the researcher to make sure that in the empirical part the study is 

concentrating on essential factors regarding the research problem. Validity of this 

research was assured also by careful selection of the research target (the company) 

and the research informants (the interviewees) so that they can provide the 

researcher with valid information based on true, real life experiences undergone by 

them selves.  
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The reliability of this research was assured by choosing the suitable research 

methods used in the study. The decisions why to use the chosen methods were all 

validated and explained in previous sections of this chapter. The data that was 

collected in the implemented theme interviews which supports the credibility of this 

research as the themes gone through during the interviews were based on previous 

academic research and other reliable information sources. The researcher 

functioning as an interviewer also had a broad understanding concerning the key 

concepts of the research and thus, she was capable of asking the proper questions 

to guide the interviews so that they could result in providing relevant research data. 

The research data started to repeat itself at least in certain parts, which was also a 

valid confirmation of the credibility of the data (Kananen, 2017).  

 

The analysis part of the research (represented in the previous section of this paper) 

followed guidelines presented also in academic method guides, which helped the 

researcher to implement the analysis correctly to support the credibility of the 

research. The analysis process was also explained to the reader in detail, so that 

the process could be repeated. The collected data was transcribed carefully and 

during the analyzing phase the parts of the transcriptions were kept unchanged to 

make sure that the information does not change during the process. The straight 

quotations were also used in the section in which the findings of the empirical 

research were represented.  This made the connection between the data and the 

interpretations transparent for the reader. (Nikander, 2010) The results of the 

empirical research were in the end compared with the findings of the previous 

research, which also supported the credibility of this research (Kananen, 2017). 

 

The credibility of this research is also supported by specific and clear documentation 

throughout the whole paper. The documentation is according to Kananen (2017) 

and Koskinen et al (2005) the foundation of the whole evaluation of validity and 

credibility of the research for which it is possible for the reader to understand how 

and why the results are as they are represented and how the researcher ended up 

in achieving the results. Also, the original research data was kept to make it possible 

to proof the validity as well as the authenticity of the research data (Kananen, 2017). 
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The credibility of this research was also reinforced by organizing the interviews as 

individual interviews to minimize the risk of another person’s influence on the 

interviewees opinions (Valtonen, 2005). The interviews were mainly (except one) 

implemented in the interviewees’ own office premises which, in its part, supported 

the credibility of the data by making the interviewee more comfortable to speak out 

his/her opinions concerning the partner company (Mäkelä, 1990). The credibility 

was supported as well by the behavior of the interviewer who tried to carry out her 

role in such a manner that she minimized her influence on the interviewees’ opinions 

and their speech (Kananen, 2017). However, the inteviews included some points in 

which the interviewer might have had a minor effect on the interviewers such as 

when the interviewee did not understand the aim of the question and the interviewer 

had to give an example.  

 

Next the paper discusses the results of the empirical study followed by the 

discussion and conclusions of the research.  
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6 RESULTS 

 

In this chapter the found results of this empirical research are introduced. First the 

results related to factors building trust in B2B customer relationship are presented. 

The next section represents the ways in which trust is manifested in the B2B 

customer relationship followed by the results concerning the relationship between 

trust and customer experience. The research question concerning customer 

experience and the factors influencing it will not be discussed in this chapter, as the 

answers concerning it are generated based on the previous studies found from the 

literature.  

6.1 Factors influencing trust formation 

 

In this section the results indicating factors that are influencing trust formation in 

business to business customer relationship are represented. The factors are 

grouped into three categories comprising factors concerning the trustee party, the 

trustor pary and the common history between the organizations. In the end of this 

section the factors are illustrated in the figure 11. 

6.1.1 Trustee party 

 

Individual in the center 

 

The results of this research illustrate that trust between organizations within 

customer relationship in the field of b2b expert services is strongly human centric. 

When discussing the trust building towards the supplier organization, all the 

interviewees emphasized the importance of the supplier’s key contact people 

working in close collaboration with the customer. The trust is above all built within 

and on close interaction between the boundary spanning individuals representing 

the companies in the business relationship and the personnel representing the 

supplier organization is the key force influencing the customer’s trust formation. The 

results indicate that the supplier as an organization is playing explicitly less relevant 
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role as a trust builder from the perspective of the customer. It was also mentioned 

by one of the interviewees that “in the expert service business the company is just 

as good as the contact people with which the customers work”. This also supports 

the essential role of an individual in trust building in the studied business 

relationships.  

 

“Actually, I did not get any idea of the X as an organization. So, it is very 

strongly the people that we work with every day towards whom the trust is 

built.”  

 

“I think that I do not trust the X as an organization as much as I trust the 

people in it.”  

 

According to the results trust is so strongly seen as being based on contact people 

that personnel changes in the co-operation team from the partner organization might 

damage the trust between the organizations. Through the personnel changes and 

possible trust reductions the entire co-operation between the organizations might 

be at risk. Thus, trust towards the contact people is seen as a critical success factor 

of the cooperation and from the customer perspective it is important to have the 

trusted individuals permanently fixed to the cooperation team. The results also 

indicate that the individual players from the customer organization working closely 

within the cooperation relationship are influencing the trust formation. The trustee 

party and the factors concerning it will be discussed more profoundly in the 

forthcoming sections.  

 

“Trust is pretty much based on the individuals in our organization as well as 

in the organization X. If these individuals were changed into new ones, I 

would not be so sure that our cooperation would, at least in the beginning, be 

as close as it is at the moment.”   

 

“If we are going to work on some next projects with the Company X, we want 

to work with designated people.”  
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One of the interviewees clearly stated that even if the trust towards the partner is 

strongly and mainly based on the individuals representing the partner organization 

the built trust for the individual members of the organization also affects the trust 

formation towards the whole organization. Another interviewee supports this point 

of view by proposing that the trust built through the key contact people can survive 

the changing of these contact persons. Nevertheless, it is pointed out that this trust 

that gets transferred towards new contact people is not as strong as the one built 

towards the previous, familiar ones in the relationship. It can also be easily vanished 

through bad experiences.  This indicates that trust towards individuals, at least up 

to some point, may diffuse towards the whole organization. 

 

“That I trust Company X as an organization is based on individuals. The 

strong trust towards the individuals is concerning also the whole 

organization.” 

 

“In the beginning the trust certainly is on good level but it will be quite quickly 

decreased it the person is not up to date with his/her tasks. Thus, my trust 

towards the organization does not carry far…”  

 

All the studied business relationships between the Company X and the customers 

are already running and have long history of cooperation. The results of this 

research also demonstrate that organization may have more importance in trust 

formation in the earlier phases of the business relationship and the individuals and 

their importance increases as the relationship progresses. This might explain the 

emphasized importance of individual actors in trust building in each of the studied 

relationship.  

 

“In this point of our cooperation we know each other so well that we know 

that it is very anthropocentric. And that is when the trust and the decisions 

are build on the people and the company does not have that much 

significance any more.” 

 

 



66 
 

Competence and experience 

 

The results of this research show that competence and experience are clearly some 

of the most important factors having effect on trust formation in the studied business 

relationships. In the heart of the whole cooperation in each studied relationship is 

the customer’s need for external expertise to help the organization to succeed in 

achieving its business targets. Thus, without the needed competencies and 

experience of the partner organization the customer could not trust the partner to 

deliver the needed services and the business relationship would not exist.  

 

“In any case it [experience/capability] is what we buy and the reason for the 

cooperation. That is to say, it [experience/capability] must also be show. It is, 

in a way, very strong indicator of the level of trust…”  

 

To see and feel that the partner is truly an expert in what it does is seen as an 

important factor building trust. According to the research expertise and competence 

are experienced for example through the partner organization’s (the individuals 

representing it) ability to ask the right questions, its way of solving the problems and 

its skills to create ideas that really serve the customer’s needs. To see that the 

partner offers highly experienced and skillful people to work for the customer’s 

projects builds trust through the experience of expertice as well as by signaling that 

the partner really appreciates the customer and its projects. Also, the analytical and 

concrete way of representing ideas as well as identifying and communicating the 

possible risks and their consequences are seen as signaling competence which 

awakes trust towards the partner.  

 

To see that the partner has really put its mind to the case and that it is working in a 

systematic and well organised manner, using its experience and expertice and 

communicating these to the customer in a confident way are also seen to reflect 

competence that awakes trust towards the partner. Challenging the customer’s 

opinions and making courageous proposals, both based on the partner’s 

competence and experience are also seen as trust building factors. Also holding 

tightly on its own opinions and suggestions and not pleasing the customer by giving 
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in to all the customer’s wihes awake trusting emotions in the customer. Seeing that 

the partner is self confident of its own expertise is seen as reflecting competence 

that builds trust as well.  

 

“It is naturally increasing trust when you see that someone knows what 

he/she is doing.” 

 

“He was leading the project and right from the beginning suggested that it 

shoud not be done like you have planned, but it should be done in this way 

because based on our experience it works. And right away I felt that yes – I 

believe you!”  

 

“I think that it is a strong base for trust that they stand behind their own 

opinions and thoughts.”  

 

This research shows that experience and competence are seen as the Company 

X’s strengths for which it can be relied on.  Company X is considered as truly 

competent in its own field of business, concentrating in the right things and having 

a long history and thus strong experience from its business field. Results of the 

research indicate that the experience gained from multiple projects with versatile 

customers from various industries is having a positive influence on trust formation 

from the customer’s perspective. The customers feel that the experience from other 

customer’s projects is providing an advantage for their organization as the partner 

has a comprehensive understanding of businesses and an extensive experience 

which it can exploit in the customer’s projects. One of the interviewees noted that 

this gained experience could be used even more to awake trust among the 

customers. According to the interviewee it would build confidence towards the 

partner if the experiences from different projects were more openly expressed. The 

partner organization’s ability to recognize the projects and companies that they want 

to work with is also seen as a factor building customer’s trust. This can also be seen 

as reflecting the partner’s experience and competence.  
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“They can exploit the comprehensive understanding which they have built by 

working with different companies.” 

 

“Currently service design is offered by almost every second IT company. 

However, they are not real service design companies. So, in a way, you know 

that there are working among the right thing.” 

 

“During the past years we have also had a situation where Company X did 

not even want to cooperate with us… […] which also, in a way, increases our 

trust” 

 

The importance of the partner’s competence and experience in trust building is also 

supported by a point of view shared by almost all the interviewees by which the 

partner’s (individual employee) status in his/her organization does not play an 

important role in trust formation. At least at the current point of the cooperation 

relationship. The trust is seen to be built more on the people’s abilities to perform 

their tasks as expected without that much weight on the satuses. In turn, some of 

the interviewees felt that the couterpart’s status has a role in trust formation, but the 

emphasis of the status was clearly seen in the initial phases of the cooperation when 

the customer has not yet become familiar with the partner. It was also noted by the 

interviewees that status might have a bigger role in trust building in cooperation with 

some other organizations. This indicates that the partner organization, its culture 

and even the industry influence the factors on which the trust is built.  

 

“When we are making contracts, it is good to know who you are talking with 

but in these projects it is irrelevant in which position he/she is in the company 

if he/she takes care of his/her duties in a convincing way.” 

 

Communication 

 

The results indicate a strong emphasis on communication in trust formation. As the 

business relationships are each based on close cooperation it is important that 

communication between the parties is functioning. Feeling that the information is 
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flowing, and that it provides the customer with satisfactory content is seen as 

important regarding trust production. The informative materials provided by the 

partner, such as offers and presentations, support trust building when they are clear, 

visually well implemented and showing that they are carefully thought through. 

Because of the service design’s nature, it is often difficult to identify specifically 

defined end results for the projects in advance. The end results might clarify and 

also change along the design process during which new information and maybe new 

aspects and problems might be revealed.  Consequently, material which is 

informative and expressing things understandably and as concretely as possible are 

likely to build trust towards the partner.  

 

 “The way it (the offer) was visualized… and it was partly easy to 

understand…[…] partly it was such that our organization felt it difficult to start 

a project in which we did not know the end results in advance. […] but 

Company X succeeded in presenting it in such a concrete way that we 

decided to go and carry out the project.” 

 

Openness and reactivity as well as frequency in communication are factors that are 

seen as important regarding the trust formation. The customers feel that it is 

important that the partner communicates openly about the possible risks in advance 

so that the customer can be prepared and support the project to minimize the 

possibility of the seen risks being realized. Also, open commucation of the negative 

things such as failures is seen as important. General openness in communication is 

also appreciated, which means sharing opinions and ideas openly and discussing 

things in-depth within the team. The customers feel that honesty and frankness are 

factors that awake trust towards the partner. It is appreciated if the partner 

communicates its opinions honestly and frankly regardless of the customer’s own 

opinion.   The customers also feel that it builds trust when the communication is 

frequent and concentrates also on things outside the project. These results indicate 

that communication revealing facts about the cooperation as well as about the 

people themselves is important for trust to be formed. In addition to supporting the 

project itself, communication seems to be supporting the familiarity between the 

organizations which makes the cooperation easier. 
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“What I like is that with Company X we call each other and exchange 

thoughts… […] we discuss things even if there is nothing special or 

problematic going on in the project.” 

 

“It is especially positive in Company X that its culture is such that the 

customer is honestly spoken to. They can really be asked, and they tell you… 

they do not think that the customer is totally stupid but because he/she pays 

for our service…” 

 

“They are all of course individuals, but I think that we have open discussion 

with everyone that I work with and we discuss things also in more in-depth…” 

 

Communication concerning the progress of the project as well as informing the 

customer about the upcoming is seen as important regarding trust building. Both of 

them are also seen as subjects that would need some development in the partner 

organization. The customers feel that they could be more confident if the partner 

keeps them informed about the project’s status quo so that they know that the 

project is under control and they can be certain that things are happening as they 

have been planned. The customers also feel that it is important that the partner 

keeps them informed about the upcoming events in the project well beforehand, for 

instance, by presenting the possible materials before they are introduced to the 

other members in the customer organization. This way the customer can be certain 

of the quality of the materials and can make requests of possible changes before it 

is too late. In each of the studied business relationships the customer is strongly 

leaning on the partner’s expertise and capacity in providing the purchased services. 

The customer’s (the individual person/people) own success is heavily depending on 

the partner succeeding in the project. This can be widely seen from these results. 

Thus, the customer can be more confident about the partner if he/she can be certain 

of the quality of the service provided as well as if she/he knows that things are 

advancing as agreed. Results concerning the service quality are discussed more 

precisely further on in this section.   
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“Maybe the transparency of the communication concerning the things that 

are going to be done and who has done what in the project… in my opinion 

that is something I would like to have more. To hear about such things like if 

the asked things have been done and if the deliveries have been done would 

help me to calm down…” 

 

“Sometimes I had the feeling that we would have wanted to be sure in the 

project that for example a workshop on the upcoming week will go well. We 

would have wanted to see some kind of documentation of it beforehand. […] 

Sometimes we had a bit of uncertain feeling because we didn’t know if they 

were well prepared. And I think that slightly decreased our trust.” 

 

According to the results, information flow is also something that is having influence 

on trust formation towards the partner organization. Customers feel that it is 

important for them to know that the informatation is moving fluently in the 

cooperation team as well as in the partner organization between the people who are 

related to the project. The need for information flow is concerning the project itself 

as well as things such as information about people being unavailable. It is noticed 

to awake distrust if the people in the partner team can not be reached without 

knowing that they are, as an example, on a sick leave. The customer’s also feel that 

they always get a response when they propose a question for the partner. This is 

seen as building trust towards the partner and highlights the importance of 

information flow regarding trust formation. 

 

“The fact that the information is flowing. That is also influencing the trust.” 

 

“There have been different reasons that have been restraining the partner to 

work as expected, but because they have not been informed to the other 

team members, it has clearly raised some negative thoughts.” 

 

“If we have a question or something else in mind, we know that we will be 

answered.” 
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Attitude and customer orientation 

 

The results of this research show that the attitude and customer orientation of the 

partner are influencing trust formation from the perspective of the customer. 

Customers respect the partner organizations “hands on” attitude to all doing. All the 

people taking part in the cooperation from the partner organization are truly working 

hard on the customers project. The results indicate that it awakes trust within the 

customer if the partner’s project team is built without unnecessary supervisors or 

project managers that are only having a supervisory role and not taking part in the 

actual operational work. Individuals’ passionate attitude within the partner’s team is 

also seen as trust building. Willigness to learn and develop is seen as appreciated 

which indicates that the partner really wants to be great in what it is doing. That the 

partner shows its strong willingness to succeed is also felt as evoking trust within 

the customer. This can be seen for example in the active way in which the partner 

handles negative situations in the business relationship. 

 

“At least in this project there wasn’t anyone taking part in the project only as 

a “stamp”. They were all really working hands-on.” 

 

“They are renewing… they are always up-to-date and have a passionate 

attitude for their work.” 

 

“I feel that they really care about the outcome… in a way a feeling that they 

really want to solve this.” 

 

According to the interviewees, when the customer feels that she/he is offered 

services that fulfill her/his needs leaving out all the unnecessary, it is likely to have 

a positive influence on trust formation. Also, by recognizing and appreciating the 

customer’s mode of operation and assimilating its own ways of function with respect 

of the customer, the partner can have a positive leverage for the customer’s trust. 

The results indicate that regarding trust formation towards the partner, the partner 

must understand the customer and its needs and deliver services that are truly 

appreciating the customer’s perspective.   
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“Customer orientation… that they understand our needs and want to deliver 

things that benefit us.” 

 

“I feel that from Company X we get the support that we need. It really meets 

our needs and leaves everything unnecessary outside.” 

 

“They adapt to our ways of functioning. […] I mean identifying the customer’s 

way of doing things and respecting that.” 

 

Flexibility 

 

Importance of flexibility as a trust builder can be also recognized from the research 

results. The customer can be more confident of the partner if he/she feels that 

she/he gets help from the partner whenever it is needed. Being certain that things 

are done, and resources provided even if the payment will be given after the delivery 

also enhances customer’s confidence towards the partner.  If the partner is flexible 

in taking care of different tasks also outside his/her own area of responsibility, it 

indicates the partner’s sincere willingness to drive the project forward and awakes 

trust within the customer. Contracts are seen as an important basis for the 

cooperation and trust is attracted also when they are flexibly put together to satisfy 

the customers wishes. It also builds trust when the customer is knowing that even if 

there is a contract behind the cooperation, the project, its scope and details can be 

flexibly adjusted and changed without putting too much emphasize on the contract. 

It can be read from the results that the “fluid” nature of the service design might be 

the reason why flexibility is so highly appreciated from the customers’ perspective. 

 

“They have been very flexible concerning resource planning compared to the 

invoicing. If we have needed more help this month but have been able to pay 

only on the next month, it has not prevented the things from being done.” 

 

“With Company X it has been very easy to just state that the scope of the 

project will be changed or that it will be broadened. In a way, open dialogue 
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in each project phase. It is never strictly tied to the contracts. Things have 

always been easily changed.” 

 

Commitment 

 

This research also shows that when the customer feels that the partner is committed 

to their cooperation relationship, it promotes trust formation. According to the 

customers the partner’s commitment can be seen for instance in the partner’s 

willingness to share the risks in the project together with the customer as well as in 

the way of aiming at gaining shared objectives by doing things truly in cooperation 

without concentrating too much on the task definitions written in the contract. 

Commitment is also seen in the partner’s way of handling the customer’s problems 

like they were its own as well as in the partner’s generally active and solution-

oriented way of handling problems and negative situations within the business 

relationship. Standing up for the customer as well as the resources invested to build 

and deepen the relationship with the customer are also seen as indicating partner’s 

commitment, which increses the customer’s trust towards the partner. 

 

“We really feel that we are doing this together to reach a common goal.” 

  

“We got a feeling that they are genuinely trying to solve our problem like it 

was theirs and they liked to come here. […] And it reinforced our trust.” 

 

“You are not talking negatively about the partner… and in a way standing up 

for him/her is connected to the trust.” 

 

Service quality and handling negative situations 

 

This research showed that service quality also plays a role in trust formation within 

the studied business relationships. If the quality of the service provided by the 

partner company doesn’t fulfill the customer’s expectations the customer’s trust 

towards the partner might get weakened. It was stated by one of the interviewees 

that the partner must have a certain “hunger” to succeed and play its part well in the 



75 
 

relationship so that the customer can trust the service quality. In strong connection 

to service quality, keeping promises in the relationship was also recognized to 

influence trust formation. According to the interviewees it has a positive influence 

on the customer’s trust towards the partner if the partner delivers the services as 

agreed and does it within the given schedule. It was appreciated if the partner works 

hard on keeping the promises even if there has been challenges on the way.  

 

“The work didn’t progress, and we reported about it to them. But they told us 

at least three times that now they have discussed with them and now 

something is really going to happen, but no… nothing happened. It was an 

extremely bad situation.” 

 

“I see that the trust is more strongly based on the fact that there is a skillful 

person available who is committed and keeps his/her promises.” 

 

Handling negative situations such as failures to deliver the promised services is also 

connected to service quality and seems to influence trust formation. Negative 

situations might have negative influence on trust, but the interviews show that if the 

partner handles the situation actively and well, learns from it and keeps the promise 

of possible changed course of action the negative situations might even enhance 

the customer’s trust towards the partner. The negative experiences in the 

cooperation and how they are handled by the partner were seen as even more 

important regarding the trust formation than the positive experiences. According to 

one of the interviewees they were seen as something that gives a better outlook of 

the whole cooperation than the positive experiences. According to one of the 

interviewees, in conflict situations already existing trust is seen as a driver of 

proactivity in resolving the conflict which might evoke trust even more.  

  

“They have quite a good model for going through failures… we agree on 

things and can easily go on from there. And, in a way, if something is agreed 

to be done differently in the future, it will be done so.” 
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Personal qualities and human chemistry 

 

As individual players are recognized to play a crucial role in trust formation also 

some personal qualities were identified as trust initiators by the interviewees. 

Partner’s personal qualities such as his/her skills and expertise, charisma, self-

confidence, strength and credible way of communicating as well as reflecting over 

all credibility were seen as trust intitiating. If the partner is able of critical thinking, 

shows common sense and fact-orientation and is forward-looking and having a 

hands-on spirit the customer’s trust towards him/her can be enhanced. The 

interviewees also found that the partner’s good communication and presentation 

skills, his/her ability to have a real dialogue with the customer and ability to listen 

and to be present influence trust formation. Empathy, calmness and the partner’s 

ability to bring things to an end were also seen as trust initiating as well as the 

person’s age which might refer to the person’s experience and expertice.  

 

“In the Company X you can find strong, charismatic personalities who have 

such a strong expertise and strong way of bringing it into the customer 

organization that they can really go to which ever group and have a credible 

presentation. […] These are central factors.” 

 

In strong relation to partner’s personal qualities the interviews also revealed that 

trust is also depending on the connection that is formed between the individuals 

representing the customer and the service supplier organization. This connection, 

also referred to as human chemistry, is seen as something that does not necessarily 

be formed between individuals, but which is something that is needed for trust to 

emerge in the studied relationships. The human chemistry is according to the 

research something that builds up over time as the relationship parties learn to know 

each other, each other’s ways of function, ways of reacting as well as ways of 

thinking. According to this research, human chemistry is also something through 

which the individuals can “feel” already in the beginning of the relationship whether 

or not they can collaborate with each other. This “feeling” can be based on even 

small things such as a hand shake or the way of looking at the partner, but still have 

a strong impact on trust formation.  



77 
 

 

“I thinkg it is also the… how can it be called… human chemistry. I guess that 

is one of the things that subconsciously determine it (trust). If you get along 

with a person and he/she is nice, I guess it has an influence (on trust).” 

 

Organizational culture 

 

This research also showed that organizational culture is seen as an important driver 

of trust formation within the studied business relationships. The interviews implied 

that the customers see the partner’s organizational culture as signaling strong 

hands-on attitude towards all the doing and general positivity which have positive 

influence on trust from the customer’s perspective. Also, the partner organization’s 

human-oriented way of action which respects the empoyees and their wishes and 

expertise are seen as trust attracting. This human-oriented culture was seen to 

indicate that the partner’s employees are satisfied, motivated and pleasant to work 

with. Thus, organizational culture was seen to awake trust towards the smoothness 

of the whole cooperation. 

 

“Open-plan office, own booths to each employee and the attitude of doing 

were signaling this kind of a “lets do this” -spirit which again woke my trust…” 

 

The organizational culture of the partner was also seen to emphasize its employees’ 

personal expertice and know-how. According to one interviewee, this individual’s 

expertise and know-how emphasizing culture was seen, for example, in how each 

employee is allowed to bring his/her own know-how visible in the customer’s 

projects not building the activities that much on concepts defined by the 

organization. The organizational culture that is communicated through the partner’s 

experience and know-how signaling way of thinking was seen to have a positive 

influence on trust formation. One of the interviewees described this way of thinking 

by using a term “strong service design DNA” that awakes trust in the customer.  
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“I think that when you work with people you get to know their personalities 

and competencies. And I think they are communicating of a positive culture 

in that company.” 

 

As organizational culture is a factor having an influence on trust formation, changes 

in it can also threaten the customer’s trust towards the partner. Accorging to the 

interviewees, for example changes in the partner organization such as corporate 

acquisitions might have an effect on their trust towards the partner.  These changes 

might have an impact on the partner’s way of thinking, acting as well as on its 

organizational culture which might change the customer’s idea of the partner and 

hinder its trust towards the partner organization. 

 

“It is always that when you do not know... […] and when the other 

organizational culture comes, and you do not know which one will take the 

power… […] You know what has been before, but it is quite difficult to see 

what the new culture will be… maybe it is the trust (that is tested) …” 

 

Brand and image 

 

In this research context, factors such as company brand and image do not have a 

major impact on trust formation. According to the interviewees company brand and 

image are relevant as trust builders mostly in the initiating phases of the 

collaboration when the trust must be built but the partner might not be known for any 

earlier experiences. It was noticed that in the studied business relationships the 

customer sees the partner’s brand and image as important factors behind the 

relationship, but it was clear that at the present stage of the business relationships 

trust was depending mainly on other factors such as the partner’s competencies. It 

was clearly noticed that, as mentioned earlier, in the studied context the partner 

organization’s culture of doing things was emphasizing individual’s expertice and 

know-how. According to some of the interviewees this was seen in things such as 

presentation materials that were not showing any visible signs of the company’s 

brand or other factors that could connect the doing clearly to the partner at the 

organizational level. It was stated by one of the interviewees that it could actually 
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enhance the customer’s trust at least towards the organization as a whole if the 

brand and the company behind the individual employees were more visibly 

articulated.  

 

“In this stage of our relationship the brand and the image and such do not 

really matter.” 

 

“In a way, I do not see any factors from the organization as an element uniting 

the people. This might be the reason why it (trust) feels even more human-

centered.” 

 

“I did not doubt their expertice even once but the credit from the fact that they 

are working in the Company X was not always recognizable.” 

 

One of the interviewees stated that the partner’s brand and image are important 

factors in trust building because a strong brand and positive image also signals that 

individuals working for the organization represent high-end professionals on the 

company’s business area.  According to the same interviewee, strong brand and 

image also indicate that other companies want to collaborate with the organization 

which has a positive influence on customer’s trust towards the partner organization 

and its competencies.  The same interviewee noted also that organizational 

changes might influence the brand and the image of the company and at the same 

time have an effect (positive or negative) on the customer’s trust. One of the 

interviewees felt that it is basically important regarding trust that the partner is 

successful in its business. But if the partner’s image is on “too exclusive level” it 

might even hinder the customer’s trust. The interviewee stated that “if the company 

succeeds too well, you do not trust it that much”. 

 

6.1.2 Trustor party 

 

In addition to the partner organization, the trustee party in the relationship, the 

customer organization, the trustor, and its features have an influence on the 
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customer’s trust formation towards the partner. According to this research 

individuals differ from eachother in how they trust. Some individuals form a positive 

opinion about the partner very rapidly and believe in the other party’s benevolence 

almost instantly without any specific proofs. Some individuals also develop trust 

towards the partner very easily and give responsibilities for it without hesitation. On 

the other hand, the research indicates that some individuals are naturally more 

reserved and skeptical which is shown in their slower pace in building confidence 

towards the partner. According to the interviewees, the trustee must in a way win 

the “slower” trustors confidence by proofing that he/she/it is trustworthy and can be 

relied on.  The strength of trust also seems to depend on the trustor as an individual. 

This means that after a negative situation one person might easily retain trust as it 

was before while another person might lose the trust entirely because of the 

negative incident.  

 

“Mainly, I am kind of a surveillant person and my trust must be “won”. And 

after that it strong. But if my trust gets some kind of a shock, it can also be 

lost very quickly.” 

 

According to this research, personal factors such as individual’s high expectations 

for his/her own performance can also be reflected in the person’s ability to trust the 

partner. If the customer holds high expectations for his/her own success in the 

project executed in collaboration with the partner organization, it might have a 

decelerating influence on the customer’s trust formation towards the partner. 

 

“In a way, I have high expectations to myself and it might appear in this kind 

of a cooperation relationship as a mistrust. Even if it is more about keeping 

the criteria high because my own fear of failure.” 

 

One of the interviewees stated that getting an opinion concerning the partner 

organization from a trusted colleague definately had a trust building influence 

towards the partner organization. Another interviewee noted that in the organization 

which he works for, there is a non-hierarchical and non-control-centered culture and 

they are basically able to trust. According to this research the trustor organization 
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influences the trustor individual and his/her ability or propensity to trust through its 

organizational culture (trusting and open or mistrustful and closed) as well as 

through the opinions and behavior of the other individuals, such as colleagues and 

supervisors. Thus, also the organization in which the trustor individual (the 

customer) is operating has an effect on the trust formation. One of the interviewees 

also felt that players outside the business relationship might have an effect on how 

he trusts the partner organization. This indicates that there are multiple players 

around the trustor individual that influence the way she/he feels about the partner 

company. 

 

The trustor organization’s (the customer) situation was also seen as having an effect 

on trust formation. The customer organization might be in a situation in which there 

is no other options than trusting the partner. Also, the unrgency of the things as well 

as the pressure for getting things done might force the customer to trust the partner 

even if in other circumstances the trust would not exist.  

 

“It was very important to us and more than hundred people took part in the 

workshops… thus, we had no such option that we would not have continued.”  

 

6.1.3 Shared history 

 

According to this research, the shared history between the collaborating 

organizations was also seen as having influence on trust formation. The interviews 

showed that experience of cooperation with the partner has an effect on the 

customer’s trust formation. Through experience the customer gets to know the 

partner and the trustworthiness of the partner can be discovered and fortified. 

Shared history with the partner is seen as strengthening the customer’s trust 

towards the partner as the confidence of the partner’s competence and other trust 

building attributes have been proofed. Trust was seen as building over time and 

according to the interviwewees the trust is stronger the longer the cooperation 

relationship continues.  
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“Trust is formed when you get to know the person and notice that she/he or 

the organization is worth of your trust.” 

 

Shared history between the collaborating organizations and experiences of working 

together make it possible for the customer organization to know the partner that well 

that it is possible to predict how the partner approaches this in different situations. 

Shared history also enables the customer to count on the partner’s ability to really 

know what the customer wants and how to succeed in its projects. This is based on 

the fact that during the collaboration the partner has learned the customer’s 

business and its quality expectations as well as its ways of function and restrictions 

and is able to exploit this knowledge in the cooperation to make it a success. 

 

“They understand our business.” 

 

“The familiarity of the course of action. That you can assume that when we 

get to this point in the project there will be these things getting happened and 

delivered. And also, this kind of an easy understanding of that where we are 

going.” 

 

“And now, as an example, some people have left the organization and the 

trust has, in a way, taken a step backwards. We are again closer to the level 

on which we must start going through everything all over again.” 



83 
 

 

Figure 11. Factors influencing trust formation 
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6.2 Trust manifestation in customer relationship 

This section represents the results discussing the ways in which trust is 

manifested in the studied business relationships. The results are summarized in 

figure 12 in the end of this section.  

 

Continuation and expansion of cooperation 

 

According to this research, continuation and expansion of the cooperation with the 

parther company can be seen as a manifestation of the customer’s trust towards the 

partner organization. If the customer has good experiences of the cooperation with 

the partner and the partner is trusted, the customer is more likely to continue working 

with it also in the future. The services of a trusted partner might also be used in other 

units and functions of the customer organization and thus, collaboration can be 

expanded. The customer’s trust towards the partner can also lead to new business 

relationships if the trusting individual in the customer organization changes the 

employee and continues collaboration with the already familiar and proven to be 

trustworthy partner in the new employer organization. Thus, trust might have 

business promoting effects for the partner organization and it generate advantages 

such as ease of doing business for the customer organization. 

 

“It is not so simple that you can just read a business magazine and learn the 

logic of our business. Thus, there is a great temptation to exploit know-how 

and knowledge when it starts to accumulate.” 

 

“Back then the Company X was selected as a partner which I used the most 

in my previous job. And I have positive experiences from that. Thus, it was in 

a way influencing the decision to start the cooperation also here in my present 

employee organization. But ofcourse through tight tendering process.” 
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Forgiving and tolerating failures  

 

This research indicates that trust can also make it easier for the customer to survive 

from the negative experiences gone through in the business relationship. According 

to this research, if the customer holds trust towards the partner and especially 

towards its competence it is more likely to tolerate the partner’s failures within the 

cooperation and to continue the relationship after having a negative experience. 

Thus, this research illustrates that the trust might be an important factor enabling 

the continuation of the relationship after setbacks in the cooperation. 

 

“Our trust is very strong towards these particular key people and because of 

it we have been able to move forward even if the end result hasn’t been what 

we aimed at.” 

 

“It is the trust in their competencies and trust in their ability to solve the 

problems in the projects… that is one. Then the trust in their way of doing 

things and confidence that it works as well as the comfortability of working 

together…  I think these have an influence (on the continuation of the 

relationship after a negative experience).” 

 

Positive effects on communication and knowledge sharing  

 

This research showed as well that trust is manifested in the studied business 

relationships in the way the customers communicate with the partner and how much 

they share knowledge with the partner. According to the interviewees trust 

influenced the easiness and openness as well as the frankness of the 

communication. Trust was also seen to affect the customer’s courage to bring also 

difficult things into question as well as influencing the level of the customer’s 

knowledge sharing for the partner.  

 

In the studied business relationships trust is seen as something that makes it easy 

to contact the partner without hesitation. The interviewee noted that trust is being 

visible in the relationship with the partner in the easiness of being in contact with the 
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partner. Another interviewee stated that trust becomes apparent in the 

effortlessness that was present regarding the communication while the interviewee 

P6 told that trust is manifested in their relationship with the partner in higly informal 

interaction and in the way of contacting the partner whenever it is needed – even if 

it was late in the evening.  

 

According to this research trust is manifested also in the openness of the 

communication in the studied business relationships. When the customer trusts the 

partner she/he is more willing to share his/her deeper feelings and possible fears 

and threats concerning the collaboration. Trust is also seen as something 

influencing the customer’s willingness to keep the partner informed about the 

ongoing situation within the customer team and as having positive effects on the 

level of activity of the communication within the relationship. This research indicates 

as well that when the customer holds trust towards the partner she/he is more open 

and willing to share his personal, individual thoughts and values and letting the 

partner into the “private sector” which enables the partner to get to know the 

customer on a personal level. 

 

“It is mostly so that the discussions do not only deal with the work, but we 

openly talk about our life situations and things that are happening in our lives.” 

 

“When you trust the atmosphere of the communication is more open.” 

 

Trust was also seen as becoming visible in the frankness and courage of the 

communication between the business partners. A trusting customer has courage to 

express his/her opinions even if they confronted the partners ideas. Trust also helps 

the customer to have the courage to bring out any questions for the partner without 

a fear of losing one’s face. One of the interviewees stated that as they had already 

discussed difficult things before with the partner they were able to trust that the 

difficulties can and should be brought up and talked through to make the cooperation 

work. According to this research, trust is also manifested in the franckness of the 

communication within the relationship. A trusting customer is likely to talk straight to 

the partner and likely to express his/her honest feelings and opinions concerning 
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the cooperation. Thus, if the customer trusts the partner he/she will franckly inform 

the partner if something did not fulfill the expectations and bluntly state his/her 

opinions regardless of the partner’s point of view. The research indicates that the 

franckness as well as the courage shown in the communication are strongly 

depending on the customer’s confidence in the partner’s reaction for the received 

information. If the customer can trust that the partner’s reaction is positive or neutral, 

it is likely to talk straight and be outspoken in front of the partner.  

 

“Things can usually be discussed franckly with you staff and we go on from 

there.” 

 

“If I have an opinion I will say it even though it was negative to the partner. I 

just tell what I think and that this is my opinion. Then I hope that my opinion 

will be challenged, which I for example appreciate in the Company X.” 

 

This research also indicates that trust has an influence on knowledge sharing within 

the business relationship. Trust is seen as promoting the knowledge sharing from 

the customer towards the partner also when the information is sensitive or 

concerning uncertain elements such as possible upcoming projects. On the other 

hand, trust is seen as a factor which might also hinder the knowledge sharing. If the 

customer holds a strong trust towards the partner, he/she might rely on its 

understanding and knowledge even too much and leave details out of the 

discussion. This might result in unexpected results that can be harmful for the whole 

cooperation. Thus, the research indicates that trust may have positive as well as 

negative influence on knowledge sharing. 

 

“When you trust more, you don’t need to go through all the details… it is more 

straightforward.” 

 

“We had been working so much together by that time that the knowledge that 

there is this kind of a situation going on and we’ll see what happens next, in 

a way, belonged everyone.” 
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Facilitating risk taking and reducing the need for controlling 

 

This research also showed that the customer’s trust towards a business partner has 

a facilitating effect on risk taking as we as reducing influence on the customer’s need 

for controlling the partner. The research indicated that the customer’s trust in the 

partner’s commitment, capability and willingness of solving potential problems 

enhanced the customer’s willingness of taking risks in the cooperation. One of the 

interviewee’s stated that she can count on the partner in that it will share the possible 

risks and problems in the project with the customer and truly collaborate with the 

customer to get things back on track. Another interviewee noted that if he knows the 

partner from earlier cooperation he can be confident that the potential problems can 

be solved with it.  

 

It was shown in the research that projects that each customer had with the Company 

X included somewhat big risks and the cooperation in all meant that if the partner 

succeeds the customer can also perform well in his/her tasks. One of the 

interviewees described the situation as the customer being dependent on the 

partner. This meant that trust towards the partner and his/her/its capability of 

delivering the needed services with the expected quality is necessary for the 

cooperation itself, thus, when the customer is putting itself in a vulnerable and risky 

situation. As described by one of the interviewees the service design is certain in its 

nature that it is almost never easy to predict the outcomes. This indicates that the 

service design business which works as a context in this study might even 

necessitate more trust from the customer than some other, more predictable 

services. 

 

In this research it was noticed that the customer’s trust towards the partner reduces 

the customer’s need for controlling the partner. The customers trust that the partner 

will deliver the agreed services and does it with the desired quality. This reduces the 

customer’s need for monitoring the project too tightly and makes it easier for the 

customer to give more responsibility for the partner. In contrary, it was also seen 

from the research that if the trust suffers damages or is generally on a lower level, 

the customer is likely to increase the control over the partner.  However, this 
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research showed that, as already mentioned, the success of the customer is 

strongly depending on the partner’s success. This has a visible influence on the fact 

that the customer is always willing to have a certain level of control over the partner, 

the whole project and its deliverables. 

 

“It is that trust has such an influence that you believe that thigs work out 

without you controlling and asking for them all the time.” 

 

Commitment 

 

This research indicates that the customer’s trust towards the partner in the studied 

business relationships has positive effects on the commitment in the relationship. 

According to the interviewees a trusted partner will be stood up for in difficult 

situations. The customer will also be more willing to show flexibility towards a partner 

in which he/se trusts. Trust in the partners commitment was noticed to enhance the 

customer’s motivation and commitment in the cooperation, thus trust facilitates close 

collaboration. Trust was also seen as such a factor that can in a way fade out the 

organization boundaries within the business relationship. This means that if the trust 

is on a sufficient level the commitment and intensity of collaboration might be so 

strong that it feels like the partner is really working in the customer organization. 

According to this research customer’s strong trust towards the partner might even 

result in customer recommending the partner organization’s services to new 

customers which is of course desirable from the perspective of any growth seeking 

organization. Thus, trust has a positive influence on commitment which enhances 

the whole cooperation but also might have more far-reaching effects for the whole 

business. 

 

“Trust in a way oblige and motivate… I mean that when I know that the others 

are committed to work hard so that we can reach our targets it motivates us 

as well.” 

 

“If someone has came to me and asked, I have always warmly recommended 

the Company X as a partner.” 
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Figure 12. Trust manifesting the relationship. 

  

 

6.3 Relationship between trust and customer experience 

 

It was noticed during this research that trust in all its abstractness is distinctly difficult 

to clearly discuss and it is easily mixed with customer experience. It was observable 

throughout the research material that customer experience and trust are based on 

very similar factors. Thus, same things easily influence the formation of both of the 

concepts. Customer experience and trust were also noticed to be extremely 

intertwined, which means that they are strongly connected and have influence on 

eachother. This may have also been a factor making it so difficult for the 

interviewees to clearly separate the concepts from each other. 

 

“After a successful event when the customer experience is strong, the trust 

is also strong. Maybe it is that the trust holds (in the negative situations)… 

but I cannot really separate these two things and see the difference between 

the customer experience and trust.” 
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This research indicated that compared to trust customer experience is more 

fluctuating in its nature. Customer experience can be swiftly changed whereas trust 

was seen as more stable, not reacting to different events that promptly. According 

to this research, trust is basically seen as forming slowly and reacting to different 

events with a certain delay. Thus, customer experience can go up and down multiple 

times while trust might stay stable.  

 

“I think that trust takes more time to be built. It is formed through many 

projects and through doing things. And I guess there is a little delay until you 

can be highly confident that the things are going to be taken care of.” 

 

“Customer experience might be cyclically more changing. But the trust… in a 

way, it holds. It might be more difficult to damage. More things must happen 

(to damage it) and on the other hand it takes more time to build again or it 

might even be impossible. Customer experience, in turn, can become 

positive even if it has been bad. And even so that if a complaint is well taken 

care of it can change directly to positive.” 

 

 

Customer experience influencing trust 

 

As already mentioned, this research shows that trust is built through experiences 

that help the customer to learn about the partner.  Customer experiences undergone 

by the customer in the business relationship are thus, influencing the customer’s 

trust formation towards the business partner. Negative customer experiences are 

basically seen as having a negative influence on the customer’s trust and as for, the 

positive customer experiences seen as strengthening the customer’s trust towards 

the partner. The interviewee describes this by stating that “when you get your fingers 

burned once, you become more careful”. According to the interviewee the negative 

experiences gone through in previous relationships with other business partners 

influenced the feeling of distrust in a certain situation in the present relationship with 

the Company X. This research thus indicates that also the experiences gained from 
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other business relationships may contribute to the customer experience lived by the 

customer in the present business relationship.  

 

Even though the negative customer experience is seen as having a negative effect 

on trust, it was shown in this research that this effect is not definite. The negative 

customer experience might not decrease the level of customer’s trust depending on 

the cause behind the negative experience as well as the way the negative 

experience is handled by the partner. If the negative customer experience is due to 

factors such as some actors external to the business partner (such as a 

subcontractor), it might not damage the customer’s trust towards the partner. Also, 

if the partner reacts to the negative situation directly and handles it well, it may not 

damage the customer’s trust but even make it stronger.  

 

The level of the customer’s trust also affects how the trust reacts to a negative 

customer experience. In this research each of the studied customer relationships 

had lasted for a relatively long time and held a strong level of trust towards the 

partner organization. The research indicated that if the customer holds strong trust 

towards the partner and for example in its capabilities and is confident of the 

partners commitment and willingness to fix the situation, a negative experience 

might not lower the level of the customer’s trust.  Thus, the high level of trust seems 

to “protect” itself in cases of negative customer experiences. All in all, the results 

indicate that if the customer’s level of trust towards the business partner is high it is 

likely to hold through negative experiences without getting strongly affected.  

 

“In a way, even if everything wouldn’t always go that well, you know that 

behind there is the know-how and commitment. That you can trust that it (the 

way forward) will be found as long as we get our steps into the same 

direction…” 

 

“They know these things better than we do and at any point we didn’t have a 

feeling that it got out of their hands. So ofcourse we trusted that they can do 

this (even after the negative situation).” 
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“To be honest I think that the negative experience didn’t affect the trust. […] 

Because we had such a strong trust in their commitment. In each situation, 

even if the challenge was sometimes taken care of in somewhat clumsy way, 

we saw that they really want to work with us.” 

 

“If there is a problem and it will be taken care of, it can even enhance the 

trust.” 

 

“I think it is so that it (trust) did not go anywhere even if there were some 

small dips in the experience. But ofcourse if we would have started from a 

lower level of trust, I don’t know if it would have…” 

 

Trust influencing customer experience 

 

As noted, trust is based on experiences, but according to this research it has also 

an effect on customer experience. The results indicate that trust in the partner and 

for example in its capabilities and commitment based on the previous experiences 

enhances the customer’s confidence on the partner’s ability to succeed, thus, its 

ability to provide positive customer experiences also in the future. Trust in the 

partner and for example in its capabilities as well as in its commitment and sincere 

willingness to work for and with the customer seems to result in the customer being 

able to think more positively of negative experiences. Because of the trust in the 

partner, the customer in a way is able to forgive the partner and to give it a second 

chance. According to this research, trust is also influencing customer experience 

generally by making it easier to function in the relationship without being in a sort of 

constant “alert mode”. Like one of the interviewees said, “Trust creates such a 

feeling of safety, base, easiness… for example when you step into a shop. When 

you hold trust, it is easier to deal with people. […] You don’t have to think so much”. 

Thus, trust makes the cooperation easier and more comfortable, which has a 

positive influence on customer experience. 
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“There were clearly people who trusted and people who didn’t trust and the 

decision was in the end made by people who trusted that they can do it. 

Certainly, trust had quite a crucial role in this.” 

 

“I think I forgave them… like “lets move on” because of the good previous 

experiences. Thus, I think it is true that definitely the trust influences that even 

if this went poorly, they will succeed in this.” 

 

“It would have definitely leaded to termination of our cooperation if I wouldn’t 

have trusted that they really want to keep us as their customer and that they 

really want to succeed in what they are doing.“ 

 

According to this research customer experience is also depending on the people 

that the customer works with. This is clear, as it is the people, the experts that deliver 

the service design services for the customer. This research indicates that as trusting 

relationship between the customer and the partner (individual) enhances the 

cooperation through factors such as communication and commitment, trust is having 

an indirect influence on customer experience by making the communication more 

open between the business partners and by tightening up the relationship and 

fortifying commitment. As trust eases the communication and makes it easier for the 

customer to freely speak out his/her thoughts, it is also easier for the partner to read 

the customer and consequently exploit the got information to create customer 

experiences that fulfill the customer’s wishes. Tight commitment and cooperation 

driven by trust may, in their part, influence the customer experience positively as the 

cooperation is based on a certain operating mode created together with the 

partners. Tight commitment and cooperation also make the both sides of the 

relationship work hard to reach the shared target. Strong commitment can, thus, 

maximize the effort and hence lead to positive customer experiences.  

 

“When there is trust, it makes it easier to survive the difficult situations. We 

are able to talk about them and figure them out.” 
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“Without trust the customer experience would have dropped significantly 

deeper and it would have been more current to think about the termination of 

our cooperation. It is just that our way of working has been built in 

collaboration and that is quite largerly the reason why we continued.” 

 

All in all, this research indicates that trust and customer experience constitute a 

certain kind of a loop in which customer experience influences trust formation and 

trust in turn influences the customer experience.  In the loop of trust and customer 

experience high level of trust influences positively on customer experience (and 

presumably low level of trust has a negative influence) and in turn the percieved 

customer experience influences trust. If the customer experience is positive it has a 

positive influence on the customer’s trust whereas negative customer experience 

basically influences customer’s trust negatively. However negative customer 

experience can also have neutral or even positive influence on the customer’s trust 

towards the business partner depending on the level of trust held by the customer, 

the cause behind the negative customer experience as well as depending on the 

business partner’s way of handling the negative situation. The level of trust resulted 

from the percieved customer experience again influences the upcoming customer 

experience which in turn has an effect on the customer’s trust towards the partner. 

This loop of trust and customer experience is illustrated in the following figure 13. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 13. The loop of trust and customer experience  
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7 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

In this chapter the results of the research are discussed and compared with the 

previous study represented in the earlier chapters of this paper. After the discussion 

section the research questions are answered after which conclusions are proposed 

followed by recommendations for practicians as well as recommendations for future 

research. 

7.1 Discussing trust formation 

 

According to the previous research in the field of interorganizational trust a diverse 

collection of factors has influence on trust formation in interorganizational 

relationships.  Many of these factors represented in the studied research literature 

were supported by the results of the study implemented in this research but also 

some new interesting findings were made. 

 

 

Trustor, trustee and the surrounding influencing trust formation 

 

First of all, the results of this research showed that the customer’s trust towards a 

partner organization in business relationship is based on the trustor (the customer 

side of the relationship) and the trustee (the partner/supplier organization of the 

relationship) not only on the trustee side and its actions and qualities. These findings 

are supported by previous research such as Mayer et al (1995) and Van de Ven and 

Ring (2006) who noticed that trust is reciprocal meaning that both sides of the 

relationship (trustee and trustor) affect the trust building withing the relationship. 

Also factors outside the particular relationship were shown to influence the 

customer’s trust formation in a business relationship which is supported by Nguyen 

and Liem (2013) noting that factors such as actors in social networks around the 

interorganizational relationship have an effect on trust formation within a business 

relationship. Also, Johnston and Grayson (2005) and Blois (1999) support the 

finding by proposing that the reputation of the partner organization effects trust 

formation in interorganizational relationships. Thus, when trust building in a 
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business relationship is in question the foucus should be not only in the supplier 

organization but also in the customer as well as the actors surrounding the 

relationship. 

 

 

Who trusts who? 

 

According to previous research individuals are the basic elements in building 

interorganizational trust and interpersonal trust a cornerstone of trust between 

organizations. (Akrout et al, 2016; Ashnai et al, 2016; Seppänen, 2008; Weck & 

Ivanova, 2013). However, as Seppänen (2008) has noted the trustee in 

interorganizational relationships can be an organization in its whole or an individual 

representing the organization. The results of this research indicated that both the 

partner organization as well as the individuals representing it in the relationship are 

influencing the customer’s trust formation. However, the emphasis was significantly 

on individual actors which supports the results of the earlier studies. As a matter of 

fact, it was surprising to notice how low the influence of the organization itself was 

on the customer’s trust according to the research. This finding may be explained by 

the developmental phase of the studied relationships, the nature of the expert 

services the studied supplier organization represented as well as the organization’s 

culture which emphasized the individuals and their personal competencies. As an 

example, according to the results, it seemed that instead of using strictly defined 

methods of action adopted by the whole organization in its services the supplier 

organization allowed the individuals representing it to use their own methods based 

on their individual competencies in the customers’ projects.  

 

Consistent with the study by Janowicz and Noorderhaven (2006), even if trust was 

noticed to be highly dependent on the individual actors in the interorganizational 

relationships, the research also showed that trust towards an individual member of 

the supplier organization has an influence on trust formation towards the whole 

supplier organization. This trust towards the partner organization as a whole 

seemed to be able to survive even if the individual trustee/trustees left the partner 

organization. However, it was emphasized that it would be critical in the business 



98 
 

relationships if the individual actors were changed. According to scholars such as 

Blomqvist (2002) trust experienced for an organization can affect trust formation 

towards an individual working in the trusted organization. This view is supported 

also by this research showing that the customer may form trust towards the 

organization as an example based on the positive brand, image and reputation 

signaling high competence and expertice of the company. Simultaneoulsy the 

formed trust in the company may influence positively on the customer’s belief that 

the employees of the company are uniformly competent which might make the 

customer to rely on these in general.  

 

This research indicated also that trust may diffuse within the trustor (customer) 

organization through the communication of the organizational members concerning 

their feelings and experiences regarding the counterpart organization and its 

employees. As an example, a supervisor’s trust in the partner party might influence 

the subordinates’ trust formation towards the partner. This finding is supported by 

Currall and Inkpen (2006) who found that trust is diffusing between the different 

levels of organization and trust at one level impacting the degree of trust on another 

one. 

 

 

Trust depending on the individual and the situation 

 

It has been stated by scholars such as Mayer et al (1995) that individual’s personal 

propensity to trust is one of the key things influencing trust formation within 

interorganizational relationships. This research supported this view showing that the 

individual actors representing the customer organization held different tendencies 

to see people as trustworthy or to see things basically in positive light. This 

tendency, or propensity of individual to trust the counterpart is one of the key factors 

affecting the customer’s trust formation towards the partner. This individual attribute 

of the customer should be considered when the supplier organization is aiming at 

trust strengthening in its relationships. In strong relation to the person’s propensity 

to see the counterpart as trustworthy, also the strength of trust was shown to be 

depending on the individual as a subject.  
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As shown in this research, the customer’s high expextations for his/her own 

performance concerning the project and its outcomes as well as the present 

situation influencing the customer organization and the project has an effect on 

customer’s trust formation towards the partner. These findings are compatible with 

Blomqvist’s (2002) the the task-specificity, situation-specificity and the context-

specificity related to the assessed object are influencing its perceived 

trustworthiness. It was interesting to notice that for example urgency of the tasks 

can have an accelerating effect on trust formation.  

 

 

Trust evoking features and qualities 

 

When discussing the trustee party and its trust evoking features this research 

revealed that if the supplier’s representatives show attributes such as skills and 

experience, self-confidence, credible way of communicating as well as ability to 

critical thinking, common sense and hands-on and forward-looking attitude it may 

evoke feelings of trust in the customer. Also, some “softer” qualities such as 

empathy and calmness of the counterpart were seen as trust evoking. All in all, the 

trust evoking qualities of the trustee party shown in the results indicated that 

competence and communication skills (also reflecting competence of the partner) 

were highly appreciated and seen as trust evoking.  The next sections discuss the 

trust evoking features and qualities more precisely comparing them to the previous 

studies concerning the topic. 

 

Competence and expertise  

Scholars such as Nguyen and Liem (2013), Johnston and Grayson (2005) and 

Dowell et al (2015) have noted that competence and expertice of the trustee 

influences trust formation in interorganizational relationships. The customers in the 

studied customer relatioships are collaborating with the partner organization to 

develop their businesses. The customers’ projects’ and thus the customers’ own 

success is highly depending on the partner organzation’s ability to meet the 

customers’ expectations in delivering the needed services carried out with expertice 
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that is not available in the customer’s own organization. The business relationships 

are thus based on the customer’s need for external competence and experience in 

reaching its business objectives. Consistent with the earlier studies, the results of 

this research indicate that the competence and experience (naturally enhancing 

competence and the customer’s impression of it) of the partner organization are 

playing highly important roles in the customers’ trust formation towards the partner 

company as without the needed competencies the relationships would not even 

exsist. The importance of competence reflects also from many of the other trust 

building factors such as communication, service quality and organizational culture 

of the partner. 

 

Communication  

According to Six (2007) trust emerges in relationships between two or more 

members in which it is constructed through interactive activities. Thus, interaction is 

the key to trust formation but also a vital condition for cooperative business 

relationships. Interaction is based on communication which is also noticed to be one 

of the building blocks of trust (Friman et al, 2002). The results of this research 

indicated a strong emphasis of communication in trust formation in the studied 

business relationships. This was not a surprise as successful cooperation is 

essentially depending on the quality of communication between the business 

partners. The results also showed that clearliness, openness, reactivity as well as 

frequency, honesty and franckness of the partner’s communication support the 

customer’s trust formation. Information sharing in the relationship in general was 

also seen to strongly influence trust building. Regarding the information sharing 

especially information concerning the project’s progress, possible problems as well 

as the upcoming events were seen as enhancing the customer’s trust towards the 

partner. The finding that communication is a significant factor influencing trust in 

interorganizational relationships was supported widely in the previous research by 

scholars such as Doney et al (2007), Nguyen and Liem (2013) and Dowell et al 

(2015). 
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Attitude and customer orientation 

In this research the trustee’s (the partner organization) attitude reflected its strong 

willingness to succeed and to get things done. This attitude influenced the 

customer’s trust positively as the customer was able to believe that the partner is 

likely to work hard to help the customer to succeed. Thus, this research showed that 

the partner’s attitude has an influence on the customer’s trust formation. Customer 

orientation, also noted by Doney et al (2007), was also seen as having an effect on 

the customer’s trust formation in interorganizational relationships. The results 

indicated that to be able to build trust, the partner must understand the customer, 

its business, and its needs and deliver services that are truly appreciating the 

customer’s perspective.  

 

Flexibility and commitment 

Close to the customer orientation, the partner’s flexibility was also seen to influence 

the customer’s trust building coinciding with Zaheer and Harrs (2008). Confidence 

that the partner is able and willing to deliver services flexibly when needed and 

knowing that instead of being strictly tied to the made contracts the partner is flexibly 

able to change the content of its services or the focus of the project were seen as 

trust evoking factors. The importance of flexibility within the studied relationships 

might be explained with the “fluid” nature of the service design services. This 

research also showed that if the customer believes in the partner’s commitment in 

the business relationship and in the collaboration, it has positive effects on the 

customer’s trust. Commitment and its influence on trust was not directly shown in 

the studied literature concerning the previous trust research, but it might be 

explained by the fact that commitment seems to be strongly connected with other 

trust factors (e.g. service quality, communication and attitude) and thus it might not 

be represented as a distinct factor having influence on trust. 

 

Service quality 

Service quality has been noticed to affect trust formation within interorganizational 

relationships (Doney et al, 2007; Dowell et al, 2015; Johnston & Grayson, 2005). 

This finding was supported in this research by the results showing that if the services 

fullfil the customer’s expectations and are timely delivered the customer’s trust may 
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be enhanced. Also, the partner’s way of handling negative situations was seen as 

important regarding the customer’s trust building towards the business partner. This 

finding is supported by Akrout and Diallo (2017) noting that the way in which the 

conflicts are resolved in interorganizational relationships has an influence on trust 

formation. Surprisingly the results indicated that negative situations and how they 

are handled by the partner might have even stronger an influence on trust formation 

than positive situations. 

 

Organizational culture 

The results of this research were consistent with Blois (1999) indicating that the 

organizational culture of the trustee party is influencing the trust formation in 

interorganizational relationships. The results showed that organization culture of the 

trustee company influenced trust development for example by reflecting high 

expertice of the company’s employees as well as by signaling that the organization 

truly respects its employees, their opinions and their competencies. This in turn 

made the customers confident that the employees of the partner organization are 

satisfied, motivated and pleasant to work with which in turn evoked customers’ trust 

in the success of the whole cooperation. This research also indicated that 

organizational culture of the trustor organization (the customer org.) may influence 

on how easily the empoloyees of the customer organization build trust towards the 

partner. The results showed that if the organization shares a trusting culture and is 

basically open for its partners its employees are more likely to trust the partners and 

act in trusting way.  

 

Brand and image 

According to Blomqvist (2002) trust towards an organization can have its origin in 

trust towards individual organization members and it can also be actuated by the 

communication of a positive image, reputation of the whole organization. Suprisingly 

the brand and the image of the business partner organization in the studied business 

relationships were not seen as important factors influencing the customer’s trust 

formation towards the partner. Regarding the research results the reason for this 

finding might be the relationships developmental stage since the brand and image 

were seen as more important in the initial phases of the relationship regarding trust 
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formation. It also seemed that the brand, nor the organization was particularly visible 

for the customers in the studied business relationships. Changes in this might have 

positive effects on customer’s trust at least concerning the trust towards the 

organization as a whole. This might be noteworthy regarding the continuance of the 

business relationships in situations of employer changes within the supplier’s project 

team.  

 

Shared history 

In this research shared history of the relationship was also showen to play a role in 

trust formation between the business partners which also gets support from the 

previous reserch (Gulati & Sytch, 2008). This research showed that through 

experience of working with the partner the customer gets to know the partner and 

the trustworthiness of the partner can be discovered and fortified. Trust is said to 

evolve through a spiral in which the past experience and the current behavior in the 

relationship parties’ interaction are both influencing the process of trust development 

(Akrout & Diallo, 2017). Supporting this view, this research indicated that the 

customer’s previous positive experiences with the partner organization have 

influence on present situations in which the partner’s trustworthiness is assessed. 

As an example, a successful project implemented in cooperation with a particular 

partner can enhance the customer’s confidence in that partner’s success also in the 

future and lead to new cooperation projects with the same, trusted partner. This 

research also showed that trust is building over time and getting stronger the longer 

the cooperation relationship continues. This finding is supported by Akrout and 

Diallo (2017) who also noticed that relationship duration influences trust 

development within interorganizational relationships. All in all, having shared history 

with the partner makes it possible for the customer to really know the partner which 

increases the predictability of the partner’s behavior and has positive influence on 

the customer’s trust within the relationship.  
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Cognitive and affective trust  

 

The research showed that the in the studied customer relationships the cognitive 

trust type with its different elements (integrity trust, competency trust, good 

will/benevolence trust (Ahmed et al, 1999; Dowell et al, 2015)) were highly 

important. Also, affective trust type emerged in the releationships but with 

significantly less emphasize compared to the cognitive trust. As each of the studied 

relationship had already passed the very initial development phases, this result 

supports the findings by Akrout and Diallo (2017) that cognitive trust arises after the 

very initial stages of the business relationship along the expansion of the 

cooperation. Affective trust type is seen to emerge in the latter developmental 

stages of the business relationship (Akrout et al, 2016) which is also supported by 

the results of this research as the relationships might not have reached yet the 

relationship phase in which the personal level attachment could emerge. However, 

as the results show that human chemistry which is clearly based on subconscious 

and emotions is also playing an important role in trust formation between the 

business partners, affective trust might also emerge in the earlier phases of the 

relationship.  

 

 

Interdependence of trust factors 

 

It was noticed in the results that the factors that influence trust formation are strongly 

linked with each other and are intertwined in many points. It was as an example 

seen in the results that attitudes have an effect on commitment which in its part 

influences factors such as service quality. Also, the partner’s compentence as an 

important trust building factor was reflected from almost each of the factors found in 

the research. This supports the finding by Akrout and Diallo (2017) who noticed that 

different components of trust strongly inter-dependent when studied in the context 

of interorganizational relationships. Thus, the factors influencing trust formation 

might not function separately, but they may form a kind of a cause-effect network in 

which the factors are connected through multiple links through which they influence 

each other and the trust formation in the relationship. As this reseach has shown, 
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trust is a complex concept that is dependent on many factors which are not entirely 

under the trustee organization’s control. However, the trustee organization can 

promote the development of trust in its customer relationships by taking the findings 

of this research into account and concentrating on them in its operations.  

 

7.2 Discussing trust manifestation and relationship between trust 

and customer experience 

 

In this section the findings concerning the trust manifestation and the relationship 

between trust and customer experience are discussed comparing to previous 

research on the subjects.  

 

Trust manifestation in interorganizational relationships 

 

Development and continuation of the business relationship 

The development of trust is generally noticed to be a key element influencing the 

development and continuation of business relationships. According to Weck & 

Ivanova (2013), as long as the trust increases within the relationship it can proceed 

from a stage to another. The findings of this research supported this idea indicating 

that positive experiences concerning the partner organization and the customer’s 

trust towards the partner is likely to have positive influence on the continuance of 

the cooperation between the business partners. The results also confirmed Weck 

and Ivanova’s view in suggesting that the customer’s trust towards the business 

partner can also lead to expansion of the collaboration with the customer 

organization as well with new organizations. Thus, trust within business 

relationships might have business promoting effects and hence positive influence 

on organizational performance supported also by Gulati and Sytch (2008). 

 

Commitment 

As many of the scholars (such as Ashnai et al, 2016; Dowell et al, 2015; Gounaris, 

2005; Nguyen & Liem, 2013; Saunders et al, 2004) have found, trust is playing an 

important role in respect of relationship’s continuance and thus, commitment. 
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Consistent with this finding, the results of this research revealed that the customer’s 

trust in the partner’s commitment to the cooperation might also enhance the 

customer’s motivation in and commitment to the relationship. This research also 

showed that trust might fade out the organizational boundaries within the business 

relationship and also lead to the customer recommending the partner organization 

for new customers and thus, influencing positively on the partner organization’s 

business.  

 

Communication 

Accorgind to this research trust within interorganizational relationships has a 

positive influence on the easiness, openness as well as the franckness of the 

communication between the relationship parties. Trust was also shown to 

encouorage the customers in communicating also the negative, difficult and 

sensitive issues to the partner as well as having positive influence on the level of 

the overall knowledge sharing within the relationship, concerning the collaboration 

as well as the individuals’ personal thoughts. The findings concerning the trust’s 

positive influence on communication and knowledge sharing is supported by the 

findings of Gulati and Sytch (2008) noting that trust within interorganizational 

relationships enhances information sharing and by Van de Ven and Ring (2006) 

proposing that open communication results from trust in interorganizational 

relationships.  

 

According to Zaheer et al (1998), trust also minimizes conflicts in the relationship 

which is supported by this research indicating that trust enhances communication 

concerning the difficulties in the relationship and thus eases the conflict resolution. 

Surprisingly this research also indicated that if the customer holds strong trust 

towards the partner, he/she might rely on its understanding and knowledge even too 

much and leave important details out of the discussion. This might result in 

unexpected results that can be harmful for the whole cooperation. Thus, the 

research indicates that trust may also have negative influence on knowledge 

sharing. 
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Risk taking, tolerating uncertainties and forgiving 

McEvily et al (2006) describe trust as something that helps us to go on with our day-

to-day life without monitoring and inspecting all the uncertainties that are not under 

our control. Trust is accordingly a factor that helps us endure the uncertainties in 

our lives also in business relationships. Scholars, such as Mayer et al (1995) have 

noticed that if there is a risk related to the operations between the parties, it is 

possible for trust to emerge in the relationship. The trust for its part plays a 

contributing role in taking action, which is, taking a risk and accepting vulnerability 

in the relationship. (Mayer et al, 1995; Rousseau et al, 1998). Also, Akrout and Diallo 

(2017) found that trust enhances the willingness of taking risks in business 

relationships.  

 

This research showed that risk taking was central in the projects implemented within 

the studied customer relationships. This was seen in the customers’ high 

dependence on the partner’s capabilities regarding the projects’ success. Thus, if 

the partner fails to deliver its services it is also unlikely for the customer to succeed. 

Also, the nature of the service design services which functioned as the business 

context in this research seemed to basically contain some degree of uncertainty 

concerning the outcome of the services and thus risk from the customer’s 

perspective. This indicated, consistently with the previous findings, that risk and 

uncertainty are both elements that are strongly present in business relationships 

and trust is being an important factor supporting the customer in tolerating the 

uncertainty within the business relationship and above all facilitating risk taking 

concerning the whole collaboration with the partner. Thus, trust supports the 

customer’s willingness and courage to put itself into vulnerable position in relation 

to the partner organization.  

 

In close connection to risk taking, this research revealed that trust and especially 

trust in the partner’s compentencies can make it easier for the customer to forgive 

the partner’s failures within a business relationship. Thus, trust enhances the 

relationship’s ability to continue after negative situations. This finding can be seen 

as strongly linked to risk taking as the customer takes a risk of following failures 
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when it forgives the partner in failure situations. In accordance to this research trust 

is thus a factor supporting the business relationship in negative situations.   

 

Decreased need for controlling 

According to this research if the customer holds trust in the business partner the 

customer is likely to control the partner and its actions less than in relationships with 

lower level of trust. This indicates, similarily to findings of Dowell et al (2015) and 

Saunders et al (2004) that when the customer trusts its business partner it 

diminishes the need for control mechanisms in the business relationship. As trust 

hinders the need for controlling it may also be concluded that trust can reduce the 

customer’s need for resource investments within the relationship and thus lead to 

decreasing the customer’s expenses in the relationship.  

 

 

Relationship between trust and customer experience 

 

Customer experience as well as trust are noticed to be subjective, complex and 

dynamic concepts (Currall & Inkpen, 2006; Hwang & Seo, 2016; Mayer et al, 1995; 

Zolkiewski, 2017). This research indicated that both of the concepts are influenced 

by remarkably similar factors and that customer experience and trust seem to be so 

strongly intertwined that they are somewhat difficult to be distinguished from 

eachother. According to this research, despite of the trust’s dynamic nature, 

compared to customer experience trust is seen as more stable while customer 

experience is swiftly changing depending on the situations undergone by the 

customer. Thus, the level of trust might not be influenced by each of the experience 

lived through in a business relationship.   

 

According to the results of this research customer experience is affecting trust 

formation within business relationships. The results indicated that basically positive 

customer experiences have positive influence on trust formation while negative 

customer experiences affect trust negatively. This finding is supported by Johnston 

and Kong (2011) who noticed that positive customer experiences build customers’ 

confidence or trust towards the company, brand, product and/or service. Also, 
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Nasution et al (2014) suggested that resulting from percieved experiences during 

the customer journey, the customer adjusts his/her future attitudes such as trust, 

loyalty, and satisfaction towards the company. Interestingly, this research also 

showed that experiences from other business relationships may influence trust 

formation in the relationship with the current business partner.  

 

Even if negative customer experience may be basically seen as having negative 

influence on customer’s trust in the business partner, this research indicated that 

this quality of the influence is not definite. Negative customer experiences can also 

affect the level of the customer’s trust positively depending on the cause behind the 

negative experience as well as on the level of trust held by the customer at the 

moment of the undergone negative experience. Also, the way in which the business 

partner handles the negative situation in the business relationship has an influence 

on how the negative customer experience affects the customer’s trust in the partner. 

This research revealed also an interesting finding that customer’s trust especially 

towards the partner’s capabilities and commitment seemed to have a trust protective 

power in situations of negative customer experience.  

 

As noted, trust is based on experiences, but according to this research it has also 

an effect on customer experience. Even if research concerning trust’s influence on 

customer experience is rare some scholars such as Hollyoake (2009) and Lemon 

and Verhoef (2016) have noticed that trust is having an influence on customer 

experience which gives support to the findings of this research. According to Lemon 

and Verhoef (2016) trust does not influence customer experience directly, but it may 

have an indirect effect on customer experience by decreasing feelings of 

uncertainty. According to Lemon and Verhoef (2016), also so called ”halo effect” of 

trust to customer experience shall be considered.  

 

The results of this research indicate that trust in the partner and for example in its 

capabilities and commitment based on the previous experiences enhances the 

customer’s confidence on the partner’s ability to succeed, thus, its ability to provide 

positive customer experiences also in the future. Accordingly, trust based on 

previous positive experiences in the business relationship seems to support the 
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customer’s ability to think more positively of negative experiences undergone within 

the business relationship. It also seems to enable the customer to forgive the partner 

and to give the partner a second chance after a failure. All in all, trust seems to 

function as kind of positive lenses through which the customer looks and assesses 

the partner, the cooperation and the experiences lived through in the relationship. 

Consistent with Lemon and Verhoef (2016) this research also showed that trust 

influences customer experience generally by making it easier for the customer to 

function in the relationship without being in constant “alert mode”. Thus, trust makes 

the cooperation easier and more comfortable, which naturally has a positive 

influence on customer experience.  

 

According to this research customer experience is also depending on the people 

that the customer works with. This is clear, as it is the people, the experts that deliver 

the service design services for the customer. The research indicates that as trusting 

relationship between the customer and the partner (individual) enhances the 

cooperation through factors such as communication and commitment, trust is having 

an indirect influence on customer experience by making the communication more 

open between the business partners and by tightening up the relationship and 

fortifying commitment. As trust eases the communication and makes it easier for the 

customer to freely speak out his/her thoughts, it is also easier for the partner to read 

the customer and consequently exploit the got information to create customer 

experiences that fulfill the customer’s wishes. Tight commitment and cooperation 

driven by trust may, in their part, influence the customer experience positively as the 

cooperation is based on a certain operating mode created together with the 

partners. Tight commitment and cooperation also make the both sides of the 

relationship work hard to reach the shared target. Strong commitment can, thus, 

maximize the effort and hence lead to positive customer experiences and customer 

satisfaction. This finding gives support to Keiningham et al (2017) suggesting that 

since commitment is empirically proven to affect customer satisfaction, it may also 

be an antecedent of customer experience as satisfaction is undoubtedly dependent 

on the quality of customer experience.   
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All in all, it can be concluded that in addition to having essential roles in long-lasting 

business to business customer relationships, trust and customer experience play 

essential roles also in relation to each other. Both concepts influence each other 

and are thus factors that should both be considered when companies are striving to 

develop their customer relationships and are in seek of lasting customer 

relationships.   

 

7.3 Conclusions 

 

The research represented in this paper was aiming at finding out how trust 

influences perceived customer experience in business-to-business customer 

relationships. The objective was to examine if the trust has influence on the 

customer experience and if so, what is the influence and where can it be seen in 

terms of the customer experience. To reach the research target it was important to 

understand the factors influencing trust formation as well as how trust appears in 

the business-to-business customer relationship. In terms of the research target it 

was also essential to understand the concept of customer experience and the 

factors affecting its formation as well as to find out how the concepts of trust and 

customer experience relate to eachother.  

 

This research was implemented by studying chosen business-to-business customer 

relationships of a Finnish service company functioning on the field of service design. 

The foundation for the research was built on the previous research literature 

regarding the fields of business-to-business relationships, interorganizational trust 

and customer experience. The empirical study was carried out as a qualitative case-

study in which the data collection was executed by interviewing key boundary 

spanning individuals from the customer organizations. In this section the 

conclusions of this reseach are repsesented by first answering the sub-research 

questions identified in the chapter 1 after which the main research question is being 

answered. The conclusions are illustrated in Figure 14 later in this section. 
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The first sub-research question strived to clarify what are the factors that 

influence trust formation within business to business customer relationships. 

This research showed that trust within b2b customer relationships in expert service 

business context is influenced by the trustee (the partner organization supplying the 

services), the trustor (the customer organization) as well as the shared history 

between the two organizations. The research also implicated that the trust within the 

studied customer relationships is in its essence based on individuals representing 

the organizations and not that strongly focusing on the organizations them selves. 

However, the organizations also have an influence on trust formation through their 

organizational cultures as well as through other organizational attributes reflected 

by the individual actors.   

 

The trustee organization influences trust formation within the interorganizational 

customer relationships by expressing and proving its competencies and experience 

as well as through frequent and reactive communication which is franck and open. 

The trustee organization influences trust formation also by supporting high level of 

information flow, by expressing hard-working, success seeking, hands-on attitude 

as well as by acting in customer-oriented spirit. High service quality, trustee’s ability 

to handle negative situations, flexibility of the trustee organization as well as its 

strong commitment in the business relationship are also influencing trust formation 

within b2b customer relationships.  

 

The trustee organization, its brand and image may also have influence on the 

customer’s trust formation, but the influence actuates only if the organization 

focuses on emphasizing these organizational factors within its customer 

relationships. The trustee’s organizational culture also affects trust formation within 

interorganizational customer relationships which is, among the other trust building 

factors reflected through the individual actors representing the trustee organization 

within the business relationship. Individual boundary spanners representing the 

trustee organization are thus instruments through which the nature of the trustee 

organization and its attributes are disseminated towards the customer and through 

which the customer may also develop trust towards the trustee as a company. 
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The trustor party, the customer organization also influences trust formation within 

interorganizational customer relationships. First of all, the trustor organization 

affects trust formation through the individual actors representing it. Trust formation 

is thus influenced by the individual’s personal factors affecting the individual’s basic 

propensity to trust.  The trustor individual in turn is influenced by the present situation 

in which the trust decisions are made as well as by the surrounding actors inside 

the trustor organization and also outside it. The trustor as an organization also has 

an effect on trust formation through its organizational culture which influences the 

individual actor’s behavior.  

 

The shared history of the business partners also influences the trust development 

within b2b customer relationships. This is explained by the accumulation of 

experience and knowledge concerning the business partner as well as the 

collaboration itself. 

 

The second sub-research question aimed to figure out how trust is manifested in 

B2B customer relationships. This research showed that trust within b2b customer 

relationships in expert service business context is having influence on the business 

relationships continuance as well as on the likelihood of cooperation expansion 

within the present customer organization and also by leading to new business 

relationships with the trusting individual customer within new employer organization. 

Thus, trust might have business promoting effects for the partner. 

 

Trust can also make it easier for the trustor party to survive from the negative 

experiences lived through in the b2b customer relationships.  If the trustor (the 

customer) holds trust towards the trustee (the partner) and especially towards its 

competence it is more likely to tolerate the partner’s failures within the cooperation, 

to forgive the partner and to continue in the relationship after having a negative 

experience. Thus, trust can be an important factor enabling the continuation of the 

relationship after setbacks in the cooperation. 

 

Trust is also manifested in b2b customer relationships in the way the customers 

communicate with the partner and how much they share knowledge with the partner. 
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Accordingly, trust influences the easiness and openness as well as the frankness of 

the communication between the business partners. Trust also affects the customer’s 

courage to discuss difficult things with the business partner and influences the level 

of the customer’s knowledge sharing towards the partner. 

 

The research also showed that the customer’s trust towards a business partner in 

interorganizational customer relationships has a facilitating effect on risk taking as 

well as reducing influence on the customer’s need for controlling the partner. Also, 

commitment is facilitated by the trust in b2b customer relationships as trust in the 

partners commitment was noticed to enhance the customer’s motivation and 

commitment in the cooperation and thus facilitating tight collaboration. 

 

The third sub-research question focused on studying what customer experience 

is and what are the factors affecting it. This research question was resolved by 

leaning on the previous research implemented within the research field of customer 

experience. According to Meyer and Schwager (2007) customer experience is an 

internal and subjective response that customers have to any direct or indirect 

contact with the company providing a service or a product. Gentile et al (2007) see 

customer experience as a ”set of interactions between a customer, a product, a 

company, or part of its organization, which provoke a reaction. This experience is 

strictly personal and implies the customer’s involvement at different levels (rational, 

emotional, sensorial, physical and spiritual)” (in Jain et al, 2017, 648).  

 

The literature review concerning the customer experience revealed that customer 

experience is purely subjective and highly dynamic and emerging with every single 

service and product which customers interact with. Customer experience is always 

a result of co-creation as it forms through customer’s interaction with companies, 

products, services and brands during direct and indirect encounters, touchpoints, 

undergone during the so called customer journey. Customer experience results from 

every encounter a customer has with the company, service, product or brand and 

the literature review showed that customer experience is influenced by the 

customer’s internal factors as well as customer’s external factors. Internal factors 

include things such as values, needs, desires and personal characteristics as well 
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as individual’s socio-demographic factors, previous experiences, familiarity, 

commitment, personal senses, emotions, cognition and behavior.  The external 

factors to the customer include things such as the quality of service or product, 

physical features (i.e. atmosphere, service interface), social environment, qualities 

of the employees of the service/product provider company, financial factors (price) 

and technology related factors. Also, macro and micro environment (e.g. economics, 

politics, weather), situational factors such as location and timing, as well as 

contextual factors influence customer experience formation.  

 

The final sub-research question aimed at clarifying how trust and customer 

experience relate to each other. This research indicated that customer experience 

and trust as concepts are influenced by remarkably similar factors and that the 

concepts are strongly intertwined. Compared to trust the nature of customer 

experience is more swiftly changing whereas trust is more stable and slowly 

fluctuating. Compared to the more “fluid” customer experience, trust takes more time 

to form and it is also more difficult to break when it has reached a high level within 

a business relationship.  

 

Customer experience has an undisputed influence on trust formation within b2b 

customer relationships. Negative customer experience is basically having negative 

effects on trust whereas positive customer experience influences trust positively. 

However, this quality of the influence is not definite. Negative customer experiences 

do not always have negative effects on trust. This depends on the cause behind the 

negative experience as well as on the level of trust held by the customer at the 

moment of the undergone negative experience. Accordingly, customer’s trust 

towards its business partner is more likely to be heavily damaged by negative 

customer experiences if it is on a weak level. In comparison, a strong level of 

customer’s trust towards the partner can survive negative experiences with just a 

slight decrease. Thus, the more the customer trusts its business partner the less the 

negative customer experiences influence negatively on it. The negative customer 

experiences can also influence the level of the customer’s trust positively if the 

partner handles the situation well. Interestingly, this research also showed that 
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experiences gained from other business relationships may contribute to trust 

formation in the present business relationship.  

 

According to this research trust in turn influences customer experience. This 

influence is discussed more profoundly by answering the main research question of 

this research. The main research question concentrated on figuring out how trust 

influences customer experience in B2B customer relationships. This research 

supports the limited number of earlier studies concerning the customer experience 

and factors influencing it by proposing that trust truly influences customer 

experience and does it mostly indirectly through other factors relevant regarding 

customer experience formation.  

 

This research showed that trust has a positive influence on customer experience by 

supporting the customer’s ability to think more positively of negative experiences 

undergone within the business relationship. It also enables the customer to forgive 

the partner and to give the partner a second chance after failures or other negative 

incidents. Trust also enables the customer to function in the relationship without 

being in a sort of constant “alert mode” and thus has a general positive effect on 

customer experience by making the cooperation easier and more comfortable.  All 

in all, trust functions as kind of positive lenses through which the customer assesses 

the situations.  

 

Trust was shown to influence customer experience as well by making the 

communication more open between the business partners. As trust makes it easier 

for the customer to freely speak out and to express his/her personal thoughts, it is 

also easier for the business partner to read the customer and consequently exploit 

the got information to create customer experiences that fulfill the customer’s wishes. 

Trust influences customer experience also by tightening up the relationship and 

fortifying commitment which in turn enhances the made efforts in the relationship 

leading to positive customer experiences.  

 

As already mentioned, this research also showed that trust is more stable than 

customer experience. As customer experience is an easily fluctuating factor, it can 
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also be considered as constantly testing the whole business relationship. Trust in its 

part is shown to be more stable, slowly forming and also rather difficult to be 

damaged when it has reached an advanced level within a business relationship. As 

noted, trust works as a kind of a bridge over the negative customer experiences and 

supports positive customer experiences to emerge in the b2b customer 

relationships. Thus, trust can be considered as a factor balancing the customer 

experiences and functioning as a passage through negative situations within a 

business relationship.  

 

Altogether, this research showed that trust has an important role in customer 

experience within B2B customer relationships in expert service business. As both, 

trust and customer experience are noticed to have significant meaning in long-

lasting customer relationships, they shall also be considered in relation to each 

other. Customer experience is something providing organizations a means to stand 

out and to succeed in the competitive markets. It is also central regarding the 

relationship longevity as without positive customer experiences business 

relationships rarely last for long. Trust, in its part, is a basic element needed for 

business relationships to generally exsist and develop. It is also essentially related 

to customer experiences which are one of the driving forces of the trust to emerge 

and to strengthen in business relationships. In turn, trust has a meaningful 

importance in customer experience mostly through mediating factors such as 

communication and commitment. Trust acts as a key to the doors through which 

positive customer experiences can be realized and as a factor supporting the whole 

customer relationship through the fluctuation of customer experiences. Trust can 

thus be considered as one of the important elements encouraging and supporting 

customer experience and as a key factor regarding the continuation of the whole 

business relationship. 
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Figure 14. Conclusions of the research 
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7.4 Results generalizability and managerial implications 

 

The results of this research may be reasonably well generalized into other contexts 

in which experts as individuals play the key role in service production. However the 

generalizability might be limited as the research data was collected only from one 

service company’s customer relationships. The generalizability might also be limited 

as the results gained in the studied organizational context indicated surprisingly low 

level emphasis of the organization itself (brand, image, values, organizational 

operational models etc.) in general. This might be different in other contexts and 

thus the role of an organization might be bigger from the prespective of trust 

formation. Nevertheless, the main finding of this research indicating that trust truely 

is a facror having an influence on customer experience can be generally exploited 

throughout the service industry.  

 

As this research showed, trust has a positive influence on customer experience. 

Thus, the recommendations for the practitioners concentrate on trust strengthening 

actions.  

 

1. Focus on reinforcing the competencies held by the emloyees of your 

organization. Also exploit your employees’ competence and their as well as 

the organization’s experience in the corporate communications. 

 

2. Highlight the customer, its needs as well as the customer’s personal qualities 

and adjust your services and action along them. NOTICE! Even if you are 

customer oriented and appreciate the customer’s opinions, remember to stick 

to your views based on knowledge and experience. 

 

3. Focus on enhancing the communication with your customer. Share 

knowledge, be franck/honest and react swiftly. Ask and share also things 

concering your personal life to make the customer really feel you. Strive also 

to create an open atmosphere to support the communication within the 

relationship. 
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4. Do not forget the role of the company as a trust builder. Make the 

organization, its values, brand as well as its strengths visible for the customer 

to support trust formation towards the company itself. This might really 

support the customer relationships’ continuance if the key employees in your 

company make an exit. 

 
 

7.5 Research limitations and recommendations for future 

research 

 

As all research, also this has its limitations. First of all the data for the research was 

collected only from one single service company’s customer relationships. This limits 

the generaliizablity and might also influence the breadth of the gained results. If the 

data collection was implemented in multiple organizations functioning in service 

industry, the results might have provided deeper understanding about the studied 

concepts. Also the amount of the interviewees was somewhat small, which might 

have limited the information gained.  

 

Concerning the data collection process the frame of the interview was rather long 

and included a great number of questions. The interviews provided plenty of suitable 

data but also lots of redundant data was collected. The amount of time available for 

each interview was limited and it was mostly challenging to go through all the 

sections of the interview within the time limits. The biggest limitation concerning this 

was the fact that some of the sections would have needed deeper discussion but 

because of the time limits it was not possible. Thus, if this research was 

implemented again, the frame of the interviews should be edited.  Concerning the 

data collection deeper insights of the studied concepts could have been acquired by 

having a second round of interviews with the same informants. Unfortunately, this 

was not possible due to the time limit but could have provided clarification fos some 

interesting points that came out in the previous discussions. Also, the interviewers 

limited abilities and experience concerning research interviewing might have limited 

the outcome of the research. 
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To gain deeper understanding concerning the relationship between trust and 

customer experience and especially trust’s influence on customer experience it 

would be essential to implement research similar to this particular one in different 

service business contexts. Execution of this research also in more product centered 

business context would as well provide some new, interesting knowledge 

concerning the research theme. Also some quantitative studies could be 

implemented to statistically clarify the relationship between trust and customer 

experience.  
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APPENDIX 1 

 

FRAMEWORK OF THE INTERVIEWS     

 

Background         

1. business field 

2. the role of the interviewee in the organization 

3. duration of the employment 

4. b2b-relationship – the role of the interviewee in the business relationship 

5. b2b-relationship  – for how long the interviewee has been part of this business 

relationship 

 

Theme l – Collaboration with Company X      

1. when did the collaboration begin and why was Company X chosen as a partner? 

2. what where the expectations for the collaboration in the beginning and what has 

the collaboration been like?  

3. how would you describe the communication? 

4. in which other way would you describe your collaboration? 

 

 

Theme ll – Customer Experience within the relationship      

 

1. TASK →  THE CUSTOMER IS ASKED TO ILLUSTRATE THE EXPERIENCE 

CURVE OF THE BUSINESS RELATIONSHIP IN THE DIFFERENT PHASES OF 

THE CUSTOMER JOURNEY (separate form used, Y-axis=experience and X-

axis=time)  

 

2. The customer is asked to describe a difficult/the most difficult situation within 

the business relationship.  

 

a. what elements influenced this? 

b. how was the negative situation handled? 

c. what factors influenced that the relationship continued despite of the 

negative experience? trust’s influence? 

d. how did the experience affect the collaboration? why? 

e. how did the experience influence your trust? why? 

 

3. The customer is asked to describe a very positive/the most positive situation 

within the business relationship.  

 

a. what elements made the situation especially positive? how? why? 

b. how did the experience influence the collaboration? 

c. how did the experience influence your trust within the relationship? why? 

 

4. How much particularly positive / particularly negative situations has occurred within 

the relationship? 

 

Theme lll – Trust manifesting in the relationship     
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1. what does trust mean for you? 

 

2. how do you act when you trust? 

 

3. how does trust manifest in the relationships between people and in the interaction 

within the relationship?  

 

4. how otherwise does trust manifest in the relationship? 

 

Theme IV – Trust factors within the relationship     

 

1. What are the factors that the interviewee in this B2B relationship sees as factors 

influencing trust? What are the factors evoking customer’s trust towards the 

business partner?  

 

Possible trust factors might be the following → these are here only to help the 

interviewer if the customer has difficulties in discussing them: 

TRUSTEE PARTY 

a. the attributes of the partner organization and its actions etc. brand, 

image, experience/expertise, success, service quality, customer 

orientation, organizational culture. values, ways of operation, 

communication… 

 

a. the employees of the partner organization who? in which role? what in 

them and in their actions? why?  

 

b. how does the trustworthiness of the partner organization influence the 

trustworthiness of its employees? why?  

 

 

RELATIONSHIP IN GENERAL 

a. communication within the relationship and what in it? contracts? the history 

of the relationship? familiarity? successes/failures? emotional bonds? 

commitment? the similarity of the organizations?... 

 

FACTORS OUTSIDE THE RELATIONSHIP AND OTHER FACTORS  

a.    factors outside the relationship? what and why? the task-, context- and the 

situation?  

 

2. TASK → Ask the interviewee to place given trust factors (written down to sticky 

notes) on a +/- line according to how much she/he feels that each factor evokes 

trust within the business relationship with Company X  

 

3. TRUSTOR PARTY 

a. which factors from your own organization affect your trust towards 

Company X? 

i. colleagues etc. and their opinions, attitudes etc….?  

ii. Organizational culture? Something else?...  
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b. how would you assess the business relationships of your own organization 

in relation to trust? 

 

4. TASK →ask the interviewee to draw a trust curve next to the customer experience 

curve (TASK 1)   

 

how you feel that trust has influenced the customer experiences undergone during your 

collaboration? discussion and deeper questions concerning the relationship in different 

points of the curve… 


