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The aim of this study is to understand the importance of b2b brands in different phases 

of the industrial buying process in the digital era. The research problem is approached 

by examining a b2b supplier brand in the context of gas supplier selection. The data 

was collected by interviewing individuals from ten different companies.  

The findings contribute to previous theory by showing that as industrial buying 

behaviour is eventually individual behaviour, brands can influence decision making. 

The relevance of a brand depends on individual’s personality and preferences. Digital 

media cannot be ignored in managing brand image as buyers are present in the online 

environment. The results reveal that traditional personal selling is, nevertheless, in a 

key role in brand image building and is a source of added value. The salesperson 

influences buyers’ perceived associations of a brand and gives the brand a face. 
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Tutkielman tavoitteena on ymmärtää b2b brändin merkitys ostoprosessin eri vaiheissa 

digitaalisella aikakaudella. Tätä tutkimusongelmaa lähestytään tutkimalla toimittajan 

b2b brändiä ja sen merkitystä kaasutoimittajaa valitessa. Aineisto kerättiin 

haastattelemalla henkilöitä kymmenestä eri yrityksestä.  

Tutkimuksen tulokset tukevat aikaisempia löydöksiä yritysten ostokäyttäytymisestä.  

Ostokäyttäytyminen on lopulta yksilöstä riippuvaa käyttäytymistä, joten brändillä voi 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Digitalization is changing the ways companies operate. Competition has become more 

intense which forces firms to create novel means to differentiate themselves from 

competitors. The traditionally underestimated concept of b2b brand is gaining more and 

more attention among both practitioners and academics. Researchers argue that 

branding in b2b markets is getting even more important due to the changed nature of 

business (Simmons, 2007; Zahay, et al., 2014). Some even claim that companies who 

boldly dive into the digital world in terms of branding are more likely to succeed (Miller, 

2012, pp. 34-35; Lipiäinen & Karjaluoto, 2014).  

The initial purpose of marketing is to communicate, influence and remind consumers 

or buyers about products and services that a particular company sells and about the 

company itself (Kotler & Keller, 2009). Based on this definition of marketing, it is 

assumed that with different activities, such as branding, a company can affect the final 

purchase decision of a buyer. Thus, it becomes vital to understand buyers’ behaviour 

throughout their buying process when planning branding strategies, particularly in a 

digitalized business environment where buyers have an easy access to almost 

unlimited amount of information (Baumgarth, 2010; Zahay, et al., 2014). Marketing 

activities are taking a digital form as online tools bring novel opportunities to branding 

in terms of both communication and market monitoring. Information on buyers can help 

suppliers to create more value for customers and act in a more customer oriented way 

in brand building and as a whole. (Lipiäinen & Karjaluoto, 2014) However, privacy 

concerns have been on headlines recently.  

Although benefits of b2b brands to both buyers and sellers have been identified (e.g. 

Mudambi, 2002), understanding of the relationship between b2b branding and industrial 

buying behaviour is rather limited (Leek & Christodoulides, 2011a). More importantly, 

dynamic business environment in terms of new digital technology further increases the 

desire to know more about b2b branding and digital media. Therefore, understanding 

of how a b2b buyer perceives internet as a source of information and what kind of 
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services would provide value in different digital channels is highly required for both 

theory and practice. This thesis provides knowledge to both marketers and sellers in 

industrial markets and contributes to limited b2b literature. The research consists of a 

review of previous literature and theory as well as empirical evidence from the industrial 

gas sector in Finland.  In addition, suggestions for further research will be provided. 

1.1 Literature review 

This literature review offers a comprehensive overview of existing b2b branding 

literature, which will be explored in a systematic manner. Brand as a research topic is 

one of the most studied areas in marketing literature (Ballantyne & Aitken, 2007) and 

the concept has gained an increasing amount of popularity for decades. However, 

existing branding literature focuses strongly on consumer markets. In fact b2c branding 

has been widely investigated from various perspectives (e.g. Aaker, 1992; Keller, 2003) 

whereas business-to-business branding as a research field has gained less attention. 

 

Why branding in b2b context has been seen as an unimportant strategic phenomenon, 

especially before recent years, while it has gained a considerable amount of attention 

in the consumer sector? First of all, managers typically assume customers already have 

plenty of knowledge about the products and services offered in the b2b markets. This 

applies especially to markets where products are similar by nature e.g. raw materials. 

(Kitchen & Schultz, 2003) Secondly, emotional purchasing criteria has been thought to 

be unlinked to decision making between buyers and other decision makers (Lynch & 

De Chernatony, 2004; Brown, et al., 2011; Leek & Christodoulides, 2011). However, 

attitudes towards b2b branding are changing to more amenable direction as the 

benefits of a strong brand in industrial markets are recognized (e.g. Kotler & Pfoertsch, 

2006; Keller & Lehmann, 2006; Leek & Christodoulides, 2011).  

Although b2b branding as a research subject is not new (e.g. Michell, et al., 1997) 

majority of b2b branding studies are very recent and have been developed in the 

previous and current decade (e.g. Bendixen, et al., 2004; Kuhn, et al., 2008; Veloutsou 
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& Taylor, 2012).  According to Blomback and Axelsson (2007), despite the rising 

awareness of b2b brands, earlier studies have ignored the role of brands in different 

b2b contexts. In addition, most of the existing b2b branding studies focus on causal 

relationships between tangible and intangible variables of brands and their outcomes 

(e.g. Aspara & Tikkanen, 2008; Baumgarth, 2010). Furthermore, literature review by 

Keränen, Piirainen and Salminen (2012) approached the existing b2b literature through 

a systematic literature review and identified main ongoing issues. These include, first 

of all, lack of both solid research and systematic theory development. Secondly, the 

existing b2b branding research is widely based on b2c branding concepts. Thirdly, 

majority of b2b branding studies use quantitative methods and are focused on single 

industries. (Keränen , et al., 2012) 

In addition, brand equity has gained plenty of attention in consumer branding literature 

and the concept has also interested b2b brand researchers (e.g. Kim, et al., 1999; 

Bendixen, et al., 2004; Jensen & Klastrup, 2008). Most of the existing b2b brand equity 

models are modifications of previous b2c models (e.g. Kim et al., 1999; van Riel, et al., 

2005; Kuhn, et al., 2008; Jensen & Klastrup, 2008). For example, Michell et al. (1997) 

created their theoretical framework around Aaker’s brand equity model which has been 

developed by investigating consumer brands. Later, Zaichkowsky et al. (2010) tested 

the applicability of Y&R’s Brand Asset Valuator (BAV) to b2b brands.  

 

Leek and Christodoulides (2011) suggest that with some adjustments to b2c branding 

literature it can be used to form b2b branding models. However, Kotler and Pfoertsch 

(2006, p. 21) and Mudambi, (2002) argue that without understanding how b2c and b2b 

markets differ, these kind of modifications are likely to fail. Thus, there is a gap which 

needs to be filled with relevant empirical research of b2b brands (Mudambi, 2002). 

Kotler and Pfoertsch (2006) make a distinction between b2c and b2b branding by 

stating that the aim of consumer branding is primarily to create awareness and 

emotional experience whereas the goal of b2b branding is to deliver practical content 

and to satisfy buyers’ information needs.  
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Although b2b branding literature is limited, many researchers have manifested its 

importance. For example, in the late 1990s, Michell et al., (1997) put forward Shipley’s 

and Howard’s (1993) research on b2b brands, which included data from 1988. Michell, 

et al.’s (1997) findings support the earlier study as the benefits of b2b branding and its 

links to competitive advantage are identified through a survey of industrial 

manufacturers in the UK. Since then, despite the underestimation of b2b branding, 

several researchers have shown that a strong brand is beneficial to a company whether 

it operates in the b2c or b2b market (e.g. Bendixen, et al., 2004; Lynch & De 

Chernatony, 2004; Leek & Christodoulides, 2011; Lipiäinen & Karjaluoto, 2014).  

Industrial buying behaviour emerged as a field of study in the 1950s and 1960s (Wilson, 

2000) and has been widely studied for decades (de Chernatony, et al., 2010, p. 172). 

The buying process has gained interest among several academics and multiple models 

with different stages have been developed (e.g. Robinson et al., 1967; Webster & Wind, 

1972; Webster & Keller, 2004). Robinson et al. (1967) were among the firsts to create 

an eight-step process model which has been discussed widely in academia and 

modified by various researchers. However, due to the fragmented research of b2b 

branding, it is not surprising that little attention has been given to links between buyers’ 

purchase behaviour and branding in the b2b context. However, some evidence can be 

found. Blomback and Axelsson (2007) studied the influence of branding in 

subcontractor selection. The research findings revealed that a brand has significant 

impact when a buyer identifies potential subcontractors and branding reduces risk. In 

addition, also other researchers have made similar notes regarding brands and risk 

reduction (e.g. Mudambi, 2002; van Riel et al., 2005: Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2006; Brown 

et al., 2011).  

Moreover, the understanding of branding in a digital environment is in its early stage. 

Lipiäinen and Karjaluoto (2014) argue to be among the firsts to present empirical 

evidence on the combination of b2b branding and branding in the digital era. However, 

an earlier paper of Michaelidou, et al. (2011) focuses on usage of social networking 

sites (SNS’s) for branding small and medium sized b2b firms. Nevertheless, these 
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studies lack of empirical evidence from the buyer side.  De Chernatony and 

Christodoulides (2004) present different issues that need to be considered when taking 

a brand online.  In a more recent paper, Zahay et al. (2014) concentrate on the changed 

nature of buyer-seller relationship in a digitalized marketplace. The authors approach 

b2b branding in the changed digital environment both from an academic’s and a 

practitioner’s point of view. Hence the researchers do not offer any empirical findings 

to supplement their study.  

Furthermore, Wiersema (2013) explores the current state of b2b marketing and points 

out that possibilities of the internet have lead professional buyers to change their buying 

behaviour. Thus, more attention has been given to branding activities that aim to fulfil 

buyers’ information needs, such as content marketing (e.g. Holliman & Rowley, 2014; 

Lipiäinen & Karjaluoto, 2014; Järvinen & Taiminen, 2015). Leek & Christodoulides 

(2011a) present a literature review of b2b branding research and argue that there is a 

lack of studies on buyers’ decision making process and the influence of branding at 

different stages of the process. This gap in research still exists and more importantly 

as digitalization is a relatively new phenomenon the amount of research concentrating 

on b2b branding and digital media is limited.  

1.2 Objectives and research problems  

This study aims to respond to the research gap by contributing understanding industrial 

buyers’ buying process and the importance of branding at different phases of the 

process in the digital era. To achieve this, the logic behind brand value creation is 

analysed. Attention is given to how value is created through digital media, tools and 

channels. In addition, buyers’ sources of perceived value and experiences of a brand 

throughout the buying process stages are explored. The research is conducted for Oy 

Woikoski Ab, the Finnish gas manufacturer. Insights on customer behaviour firstly help 

to determine whether branding is worthwhile to invest in and secondly to position brand 

and develop case company’s brand and branding efforts. The investigation of buyer 

behaviour in the digital era helps to identify information needs and communication 
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channels buyers use. The phenomenon is researched through the following research 

questions: 

The main research question is: 

 What is the importance of gas supplier brand in industrial buyers’ buying process 

and decision making in the digital era? 

The sub questions are: 

 How b2b brand is communicated and added value created in the digital era?  

 How buyers utilize digital media, tools and channels at different stages of the 

buying process?  

 What are the brand related factors a buyer experiences throughout the buying 

process? 

 What are buyers’ sources of perceived brand value? 

1.2 Theoretical framework 

The theoretical framework of the thesis describes the theoretical key concepts of the 

study (see Figure 1). The framework is simplified and therefore only presents the very 

central concepts of the research. The supplier b2b brand communicates different 

values for industrial buyers who then form their own assumptions and perceptions of 

the brand. The focus of this study is the importance of brands in an industrial buying 

process and its different stages. The presented stages of the buying process in Figure 

1 are adapted, simplified and generalized from previous theory. The phases include 

information search, evaluation of alternatives, selection and post-purchase evaluation. 

This study focuses on new waves of digital era which gives the research a novel 

approach to the above described phenomenon. 
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Figure 1 Theoretical framework of the study 

1.3 Definition of key concepts 

Brand related concepts are defined differently depending on author. It seems also the 

theoretical basis in which the author operates influences the way concepts are 

explained. Therefore, the key concepts and the ways how they are used in this thesis 

are outlined below.  

 

Digitalization 

Digitalization refers to new kinds of internet enabled networking and communication 

infrastructures. This global platform allows people to interact, communicate, collaborate 

and search for information. Digital media means any kind of media that are encoded in 

a machine-readable format. These cover software and websites including social media. 

Electronic devices such as smartphones and tablet computers enable billions of people 

to access digital media effortlessly. Many researchers argue that digitalization changes 

the ways businesses operate, including branding activities. (Lipiäinen & Karjaluoto, 
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2014) (Zahay, et al., 2014) (Wiersema, 2013) A rising topic is also the Internet-of-

Things (IoT) which in its simplest form means digitalising physical objects. For example, 

software, sensors and networks enable these objects to collect and transfer data. Many 

argue that the IoT will change the nature of the gas industry. Some researchers even 

argue that the IoT will also be the next major phenomenon in marketing (e.g. Mulhern, 

2009). 

 

Brand  

In short, a brand differentiates a set of values associated with an actor, offer, or a 

company and addresses the source of the promise (Ward, et al., 1999). The concept is 

discussed in a more detailed manner in the beginning of chapter 2. 

Brand identity 

A brand identity is created and delivered by a company, which attempts to practise 

branding. The purpose of a brand identity is to differentiate the company from 

competitors’ brands. Brand identity includes a brand promise, which describes the 

values a customer perceives when buying a product or service from the company. 

Brand identity is created by the supplier itself, and therefore, customers’ perceptions of 

an identity (brand image) and suppliers’ thoughts can differ significantly. What 

differentiates brand image and brand identity is that the former is a strategic asset 

conveying firm’s brand values to achieve a certain image. The latter is a more tactical 

asset that can vary from time to time. (Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2006) 

 

Brand image 

Brand image is a perception, formed in customers’ minds, and is customers’ view of a 

company, and its products and services (Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2006). It is highly important 

that firms understand how customers perceive and experience their brand in order to 

give the brand a right direction (Mudambi, 2002). Brand image is influenced by 

surrounding operational environment and therefore managing brand image is partly out 

of supplier’s control, especially in the digital marketplace. (Lipiäinen & Karjaluoto, 2014) 

It is worth noting that also prospect customers, who have not been in personal contact 
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with a particular supplier, often have some kind of image of that firm’s brand (Kotler & 

Pfoertsch, 2006). 

 

Marketing communications 

Marketing communications can be defined as a part of brand communications (Kotler 

& Pfoertsch, 2006). There are different definitions towards traditional approach of 

marketing communication but probably the most common way is to explain it through 

the widely known concept of 4P’s of marketing mix (product, price, promotion, and 

place) where marketing communication is seen as a promotional aspect in corporate 

communications, meaning that it is explained as one element of the 4P’s.  (Mihart, 

2012) This approach to marketing communication considers different marketing 

communication forms (personal selling, direct marketing, public relations, trade shows, 

advertising, sales promotion, word of mouth) as separate functions that can be 

managed independently. In a b2b context personal selling is usually highlighted and 

given most attention (Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2006). Since the development of the internet 

in the 1990s, a concept of integrated marketing communications (IMC) started to gain 

an increasing amount of attention among marketers and researchers (Kitchen & 

Schultz, 2003). According to Mihart (2012). The concept of integrated marketing 

communication is further defined and discussed in the theory part. 

Brand equity 

Approaches to and the definition of brand added value varies in literature. While some 

researchers associate brand value to brand equity, others separate these concepts 

from each other. In addition, majority of studies related to brand equity aim to calculate 

the profitability of branding activities (e.g. Keller & Lehmann). The term brand equity 

surfaced in the early 1980s to describe an intangible asset that mirrors the ties between 

a brand and a customer C (de Chernatony & Christodoulides, 2004). Aaker (1991, p. 

15) defines brand equity as: “A set of assets and liabilities linked to a brand, its name 

and symbol that add to or subtract from the value provided by a product or service to a 

firm and/or that firm's customers” (Aaker, 1991, p. 15). Thereby, both customers and 

suppliers have brand equity. This means that added value a customer perceives 
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(customer based brand equity, CBBE) will eventually create value for the branding 

company (Kim, et al., 1999). A brand with a high level of equity is seen to have certain 

benefits such as price premiums, higher demand, effective communication, and 

protection from competitive marketing actions. (Bendixen, et al., 2004) Here, the focus 

is more on if and how brands create value for industrial buyers and what is the 

importance of the perceived value when they are making buying decisions.  

Industrial Buying process 

Industrial buying behaviour theory presents various models with different levels to 

describe b2b buying. These process models vary among scholars but they usually 

involve several stages from problem recognition to supplier evaluation and selection 

(e.g. Webster & Wind, 1972). 

1.4 Delimitations 

Due to the unique characteristics of b2b markets, this study is limited to business-to-

business branding literature and excludes consumer brands and branding theories. 

However, the presence of b2c branding theories cannot be completely avoided as b2b 

branding theory is widely based on past consumer branding theories. In addition, the 

aspect of internal branding is limited as studies mainly focus on corporate identity 

including elements such as culture, organization design, and company.  

Product branding is a common branding strategy in consumer markets whereas in a 

b2b context, corporate branding is more often supported. Corporate branding means 

that a company (a name) represents the brand. This thesis uses the term b2b branding 

which is widely used across academia and can be seen to cover both aspects, 

corporate and product branding. However, corporate branding perspective is regularly 

presented in b2b brand research. Therefore, this study includes both b2b and corporate 

branding literature without separating these two similar terms.  

 



20 
    

1.5 Structure of the thesis 

Figure 2 gives an overview of the structure of this thesis. The first chapter provides an 

outline of the study and introduces reader to the subject. The second chapter begins 

with theory discussion and introduces existing b2b branding theory. After defining the 

concept of branding and how the brand promise is communicated in terms of marketing 

communication, the logic of value creation is discussed through brand equity models. 

The discussion of branding continues by examining the topic through digitalization. 

 The third chapter provides a brief overview of the industrial buying behaviour theory 

(IBB). Different buying situations and buying processes are introduced. The two main 

parts of the theory, b2b branding and industrial buying behaviour, are drawn together 

by presenting a conceptual map which illustrates the approach of the study on branding 

and the relations between the key concepts discussed in the theory chapter. 

The theory part of the study is followed by an introduction of methodology. The case 

company and the specifics of Finnish gas industry are described in the empirical part 

in the fifth chapter.  Results are presented in line with the interview structure which 

follows the stages of the buying process. The theoretical and empirical parts are 

compared by reflecting branding and industrial buying theory to insights obtained from 

buyer interviews. The factors affecting buyers’ decision making throughout the stages 

are revealed in order to identify and interpret factors related to supplier brand image. 

Finally, the findings are discussed and concluded.  
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Figure 2 Structure of the thesis 

.  
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2. BRANDING IN B2B MARKETS 

This chapter first introduces the concept of brand. Then the key brand related concepts 

such as brand identity, brand image, branding and brand equity are defined in a more 

detailed manner. Next, as marketing communication is closely connected to brand 

equity creation, an integrated approach to marketing communications is introduced. 

Finally, this thesis participates in academic discussion on b2b branding by introducing 

different attempts to model branding in the digital age. 

2.1 The concept and definition of brand 

Brand is often associated with company symbols visible in everyday live. However, 

brand and branding can be seen from a much broader perspective including multiple 

aspects of company or product logos. There are many different ways to define brand. 

Common approach is to define brand as being created in buyers’ minds through 

interactions with tangible and intangible features of products, services, individuals or 

organizations (Aaker, 1992). These interactions in various touchpoints create 

associations of a brand which then can be recognizable, for example, by its name, logo, 

or slogan. Thus, brands reflect the whole experience that a customer has with a product 

or a company. (Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2006)  

Consumer branding theory has managed to provide evidence of various impacts 

brands have on customers and according to Kotler and Pfoertsch (2006, p. 3), brands 

serve both b2c and b2b markets in a similar way. Nevertheless, Lynch and De 

Chernatony (2004) stress the different nature of b2c and b2b markets and present the 

following definition in b2b context: “a brand is a set of functional and emotional benefits 

that pass on a unique and desired promise”. Kotler and Pfoertsch (2006, p.3) agree by 

stating similarly that brands are an effective way of communicating added values and 

benefits of a product or a company. Customer value is created through a brand promise 

that can communicate quality and simplify the decision making. (Kotler & Pfoertsch, 
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2006, pp. 1-3, 8) As different things are valuable to different individuals, the core of 

branding is in the perceived experience and value. 

 A b2b brand is usually represented by a company whereas a consumer brand 

commonly represents a certain product line. Brand phenomenon can be generally 

divided to product and corporate levels. The difference between the two is that a 

product brand is used to promote a certain offering and can be detached from the 

company name. A corporate brand, on the other hand, culminates in the company 

name. (Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2006, pp. 79-80) Majority of the b2b branding literature 

seems to be focused on corporate branding as that is a common strategy for industrial 

firms. Thus, b2b brand is often used to describe a corporate branding strategy. 

Therefore, these terms are not separately studied in this thesis.  

2.2 Approach towards branding: brand identity and brand 

image 

 A brand needs to be managed after its creation to influence what the brand symbolizes 

and means to the target audience. Webster and Keller (2004) point out that in order to 

benefit from a brand it needs to be managed in a way that bonds customers. Therefore, 

a successfully managed brand eventually leads to increased customer loyalty.  The 

activity is described as branding and sometimes terms such as brand management or 

brand building are used. Moreover, branding refers to activities which aim to steer the 

message of a brand. In other words, branding aims to influence customers’ and other 

stakeholders’ experiences and perceptions of a certain brand. (Keller & Lehmann, 

2006) Brand identity was shortly defined in the introduction part of this thesis. Brand 

identity, a set of favourable associations, is created by the owner of the brand, in this 

case a supplier, and then communicated to prospects and customers through diverse 

set of channels. (Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2006) Thus, brand identity is in an important role 

in branding.  

In more detail, a brand identity signifies what the company desires its brand to 

represent. Thereby, brand identity can be seen as an internal branding tool which is 
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used to achieve a certain brand image – customer perception. (Mudambi, 2002; Kotler 

& Pfoertsch, 2006) Furthermore, branding cannot be limited to concern only the 

marketing department of a company as it can involve every stakeholder in a firm, 

whether it is its intended purpose or not (Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2006). In the end, we are 

all marketers of brands as people like to discuss and share thoughts and experiences 

with each other, positive or negative (Ferguson,, 2008). Brand value relies on images 

which exist in individual customers’ minds (Keller, 2003). Hence the objective of 

branding is to guide brand image to meet its intended brand identity (Aaker, 1992). To 

put it differently, in an ideal situation, brand identity created and managed by a company 

matches with the brand image a target audience has of a particular brand. Attempts to 

influence brand image aim at increasing the value a customer perceives and therefore 

building brand equity.  

As the concept of branding is quite broad, different dimensions of the particular activity 

can be identified. These are usually referred to as brand elements. Customers attach 

perceptions and associations to these elements as they come across in various 

touchpoints throughout the customer journey. One aspect of these elements is the 

visual architecture of a brand which aims to make interactions between a brand and a 

customer memorable with the use of visual brand elements such as logos, colours and 

typefaces (Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2006). A product itself or an employee can also be 

considered as a brand element. Brand communications obviously play a huge role in 

branding and it can be seen to cover all aspects of corporate communications (Mihart, 

2012). However, in this thesis brand communications are approached from the 

perspective of marketing communications. 
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2.3 Integrated marketing communication as a part of brand 

communications 

Kotler and Keller (2009) illustrate how integrated communication activities are 

intertwined with brand equity creation. The authors explain that marketing 

communication help to develop brand awareness, establish brand associations, 

generate brand feedback and reinforce relationships. (Kotler & Keller, 2009) 

 

 

Figure 3 How integrated communication and brand equity are connected (Kotler & Keller, 2009) 

Marketing communication is facing dramatic changes in today’s digitalized business 

environment as there are increasingly different communication channels and the 

communication is moving towards a more interactive nature (Mihart, 2012). Also Kotler 

and Pfoertsch (2006) mention the necessity of integration when they refer to a holistic 

branding approach. When contrasted to a traditional approach of marketing 

communication, IMC covers the whole mix of 4P’s and also elements such as pricing, 

packaging, distribution, and location can be seen as forms of communication (Kitchen 

& Schultz, 2003). IMC is described in various ways but all descriptions treat marketing 

activities, such as personal selling, advertising, promotion, or public relationships, as a 

single entity that aims to achieve common marketing objectives by reaching the right 

target audience (e.g. Pickton & Broderick, 2001; Kitchen & Schultz, 2003). In short, IMC 

can be seen as a guideline which companies follow to communicate. According to this 

IMC approach, every message and communication channel needs to be integrated and 

coordinated (Kitchen & Schultz, 2003).  

Digitalization has shifted marketing communications to a new direction when it comes 

to connecting brands and customers (Mulhern, 2009) Helm and Jones (2010) point out 
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the growing number of customer touchpoints in the digital business environment. Digital 

media has brought multidimensionality to communication channels and distribution 

networks. Thus, consistency plays an enormous role in today’s branding strategies as 

buyers can have an experience with a certain brand in various touchpoints across the 

customer lifecycle. (Helm & Jones, 2010)  

According to Pickton and Broderick (2001, p. 7), IMC helps to build a holistic brand 

image by integrating all forms of communication across all customer touchpoints. 

Thereby, all forms of communications and marketing are interacting with each other 

making every touchpoint with a brand function together in order to influence every 

stakeholder group of the company (Schultz, 2005). Thus, all the touchpoints where a 

customer confronts a particular brand need to be identified. Each encounter will deliver 

a message which influences the perceived brand image of a customer. IMC enables a 

company to deliver a consistent message of how it can help its customers to solve their 

problems. (Kotler & Armstrong, 2010, p. 429)  By integrating marketing communications 

companies can maintain consistency in their messages regardless of the 

communication tool (Wickham & Hall, 2006). Therefore, it seems that companies 

utilizing integrated marketing communications are more likely to succeed in their brand 

creation and management.  However, the move towards digital branding creates 

challenges for marketers as they need to manage and analyse a diverse set of data in 

order to effectively reach their target audiences.  Furthermore, the IMC concept has 

faced criticism since there is not much of evidence of its applicability in a b2b setting. 

The existing marketing literature presents different gradual models which illustrate how 

buyers can be guided with marketing communications (e.g. Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2006, 

p.167). One of these models is the customer lifecycle model which helps marketers to 

manage and integrate their communication channels throughout the customer journey. 

In addition, the model helps to better understand which channels are appropriate in 

each phase of the customer lifecycle (Neslin & Shankarb, 2009). The model is 

continuous by nature, which means that besides customer acquisition it also takes into 

account existing customers as they may move to any stage of the cycle with recurring 
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purchases (Järvinen & Taiminen, 2015). The model can be criticized for its simplicity 

as it can be challenging to identify in which stage the customer is. However, IT solutions 

may overcome these difficulties in the digital era as buyers can be recognized for 

example based on their IP addresses (Holliman & Rowley, 2014).    

There are different approaches to modelling customer lifecycle but all of them have the 

same basic idea although the steps may have been named differently. For example, 

Miller (2012) divides the steps into reach, acquisition, conversion, retention, and loyalty 

(Miller, 2012). Whereas Neslin and Shankarb (2009) refer to acquisition, development, 

retention, and decline phases. In this thesis, the customer lifecycle model is presented 

as per below to better understand how to create a consistent brand image (Figure 4). 

 

 

Figure 4 Customer lifecycle (adapted from Neslin & Shankarb, 2009; Miller, 2012, p. 76) 

In the first stage, potential customers are reached with marketing communications by 

delivering messages through various offline and online channels. Webster and Keller 

(2004) state that branding is in its most efficient form at the very early stages of buyers’ 
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buying process, as the search, qualification and evaluation stages require information 

on suppliers. Brand awareness can be created through online sites such as social 

networking sites, blogs, search engines, and publishers as well as through offline media 

such as trade fairs, and other more traditional marketing methods. (Miller, 2012) 

Brennan et al. (2011) argue that customers can be reached more effectively with digital 

media than with traditional print.  

Furthermore, as the web is becoming the prime source of information (Wiersema, 

2013), it feels natural that marketers are putting more and more effort into digital 

marketing tactics. The most effective tactics to increase awareness online have been 

recognized as search engine optimization (SEO) and search engine marketing (SEM). 

The purpose of these two is to lead more traffic to a company’s website. Search engine 

optimization simply means optimizing a company website to show up on top of a search 

engine result page for a solution that a supplier can offer. Keywords play a crucial role 

in SEO as it is important to figure out the exact words potential customers use when 

they are searching for solutions. As discussed previously, integrating marketing 

communications, both offline and online, is highly important when aiming to create a 

holistic brand image. However, the challenge is to find the right set of mediums to reach 

potential customers. (Miller, 2012) 

After a customer has been reached, it is followed by the next phase of customer 

lifecycle: Act. In this stage the marketer attempts to offer relevant information that could 

solve a buyer’s problem or a need. The purpose is to make the prospect identify himself. 

Once again, this information can be offered both in traditional means and via digital 

media channels.  When interest is shown in company’s products or services, the 

prospect becomes a lead. This stage is called Convert as the marketer converts a 

potential customer to make a purchase decision. In the final stage which is Engage, 

includes different activities to create brand loyalty. Customers who show brand loyalty 

are more likely to recommend the supplier to other people which increases brand equity 

as discussed earlier (Miller, 2012) 
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2.4 Brands and added value in the buying process 

 Previous research has shown that brands are beneficial for both suppliers and buyers. 

The following section discusses how brands can create value in the buying process.  

2.4.1 Sources of brand value 

The existing literature has different approaches towards the sources of brand added 

value. Aaker (1992) who is one of the most cited authors in consumer branding 

literature, has also influenced b2b research. The author discusses that a strong brand 

equity is made of four elements: brand loyalty, perceived quality, brand associations, 

and brand awareness. These elements can be created with a strong brand identity, 

internal and external communications, strong customer relationships, and symbols. 

Brand loyalty is the most significant component of brand value in Aaker’s model. 

(Aaker, 1992)  

Kuhn, Alpert and Pope (2008) recognised a lack of a model to identify and measure 

brand equity in a b2b context.  They discuss the feasibility of one of the most accepted 

b2c CBBE models by Keller (2003) through empirical research and form a revised 

model for b2b brands. Their findings highlight the different nature of b2b branding and 

argue that the earlier model by Keller is only partly supported and therefore needs to 

be modified to fit the b2b setting. The researchers present a model where the sources 

of brand equity differ from the original model. They emphasize the relationship between 

sales force and buyers as well as the management of partnership in brand equity 

creation. (Kuhn, et al., 2008) Later, Zahay, Schultz and Kumar (2014) argue that in 

today’s digitalized marketplace, sales force’s share in value creation has decreased 

due to the changed nature of how buyers have the ability to gain information prior to 

meeting the salesperson.  

Furthermore, Jensen and Klastrup (2008) studied if a general customer based brand 

equity model is suitable for b2b branding. According to the model, rational and 

emotional assessments of the brand determine customer brand relationships.  Rational 



30 
    

aspects include evaluations based on associations of product quality, service quality 

and price whereas emotional aspects are affected by differentiation, promise as well as 

trust and credibility. However, the empirical study of two groups of industrial 

manufacturers did not support the model. In the modified model, product quality, 

differentiation, as well as trust and credibility determine customer relationships. The 

model supports Lynch’s and De Chernatony’s (2004) study on the importance of 

emotion in b2b branding as the findings propose that sources of CBBE can be both 

rational and emotional. (Jensen & Klastrup, 2008) 

Bendixen, Bukas and Abratt (2004) studied how subjective attributes of brand image 

influences buyers in b2b markets. In their research brand equity was defined as 

measurements of total value that a brand creates to its owners. Authors’ primary goal 

was to identify the primary element enhancing brand equity According to the research 

findings, perceived quality was the most significant component in brand equity creation. 

Other important elements were performance, reliability, after-sales service, ease of 

operation, price, supplier's reputation, and relationship with supplier's employees. In 

addition, quality is seen to ease product or service extensions as prior positive 

experience helps acceptance of a new offering. The authors found out that suppliers 

can gain price premiums with a desirable brand. A strong brand equity also increases 

the level of recommendations on perceived quality. (Bendixen, et al., 2004) 

Zaichkowsky et al. (2010) also investigated brand equity in b2b context. More 

specifically, the authors aimed at identifying the main tangible and intangible attributes 

forming brand equity and also how it can be measured.. The study presents how buyers 

can observe the value of the firm.  

Also Kim, et al. (1999) base their b2b brand equity study on earlier models (e.g. Aaker, 

1991; Keller 2003). Their model recognizes the values intertwined with a brand such 

as perceived quality, level of loyalty, and relationships. Allocating resources to activities 

which enhance these assets will eventually lead to increased brand equity. The authors 

stress that the marketing efforts on brand equity are linked to situational elements and 

thus each firm should investigate their own operational markets’ responsiveness. 
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These situational elements can include the level of competitive intensity, environmental 

uncertainty, non-commercial sources of information (e.g. word-of-mouth), type of 

buying decision, nature of the product, and general differences among individuals in 

the decision making unit. (Kim, et al., 1999) 

Mudambi, et al. (1997) present a generalized model of value creation - a pinwheel of 

brand value. The model suggests value to be created through four performance layers: 

product, distribution services, support services, and company. Value can be created 

through several different attributes which cannot be determined before investigating 

customers’ needs. (Mudambi, et al., 1997) Similarly, Thompson et al., (1998) 

investigated different brand attributes that suppliers need to reflect at different stages 

of the buying process to successfully deliver their branding activities. In their 

framework, screening of potential suppliers begins from a basic level with a view to 

technical, quality and innovativeness attributes.   Following an overlook to differentiator 

attributes: financial standing, company size, price, image, and reputation for delivering 

promises.  The last layer consists of partnership variables. These attributes are pre-

/post-sales responsiveness, cultural fit, management skills, professionalism, and 

personal compatibility/trust. (Thompson, et al., 1998) 

 

Figure 5 Perceived sources of value 
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In both frameworks, the different components, or layers, include both tangible, 

functional, variables, and intangible, emotional, variables (see Figure 5). Tangible 

assets are physical whereas intangible assets usually contain an emotional dimension. 

However, a clear line between these two aspects cannot be drawn as some tangible 

variables, such as quality, can also include intangible elements. For example, when a 

buyer evaluates a product’s tangible features, also intangible emotional aspects are 

involved. (Thompson, et al., 1998: Mudambi, et al., 1997) The first layer, product 

performance acts as a base for value creation. Availability, ordering, and delivery are 

parts of distribution performance. Tangible measures such as number of late deliveries, 

can be routinely counted with different systems. Reliability, flexibility and ease of 

ordering are examples of intangible values related to distribution performance. 

(Mudambi, et al., 1997) 

Supporting services can contain financial, technical, and training services that as a 

whole can form solutions to customers. Tangible support service attributes can be the 

number of services and personnel, and financial capability of the supplier. The quality 

of service, and the relationship between sales personnel and customer are more 

intangible elements. Company performance refers to aspects of the firm as a whole. It 

can be assumed that industrial buyers cooperate with stable suppliers rather than with 

unreliable ones. (Mudambi, et al., 1997) In addition to tangible aspects, such as 

financial evaluations, intangible aspects involve elements such as company reputation, 

quality, image, and country of origin (Veloutsou & Taylor, 2012). An interesting and 

contemporary approach to b2b branding is brought by Ballantyne and Aitken (2007) 

who studied the concept through Vargo’s and Lusch’s service dominant logic of 

marketing. They argue that brand value is either perceived or not perceived when a 

buyer uses the product or service. Thus, it is the service experience of customers that 

most likely influence on brand value, according to the service dominant logic theory 

(Ballantyne & Aitken, 2007). 
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2.4.2 The importance of relationships 

As the previous discussion reveals, the importance of personal selling and buyer-seller 

relationships is highlighted in b2b brand equity research (e.g. Bendixen, et al., 2004; 

Kuhn, et al., 2008). It is even stated that a salesperson represents the brand of a 

company and to some extent gives a face to the brand (Sheth & Sharma, 2008). Also 

in Lynch’s and De Chernatony’s (2004) model (see Figure 6) personal selling is in a 

central role and a primary channel when communicating brand values to customers. 

That is, sales people are in an important position when it comes to delivering and 

managing corporate brand image Thus, despite the prejudices towards the effectivity 

of b2b branding, the authors agree with Thompson et al., (1998) and Mudambi, (2002) 

as they argue that buyers can be affected by both functional and emotional brand 

values. In addition, the authors claim that these values promise a unique experience 

between a brand and a buyer and can have a positive or negative impact on 

organizational decision making. (Lynch & de Chernatony, 2004) 

 

Figure 6 Branding model for b2b (Lynch & De Chernatony, 2004) 

The branding model seen in Figure 6 illustrates how corporate brand values are first 

formed (brand identity) and communicated internally and then externally to other 



34 
    

stakeholders (brand image). The functional and emotional values influence the final 

brand (supplier) choice. (Lynch & de Chernatony, 2004).  

However, researchers argue that the role of personal selling is changing because of 

internet and digital communication (e.g. Baumgarth, 2010; Zahay, et al., 2014) and thus 

the matter earns a further examination. Leek and Christodoulides (2011a) stress that 

the relevance of branding can vary based on the nature of the buyer-seller relationship. 

The nature of the purchase is usually continuous in the b2b context in contrast to 

consumer markets where single transactions are more common. Thus, long-term 

relationships are usually desired in b2b context. Thus, there is a need to study the 

relevance of branding between different types of relationships. The role of a brand may 

differ as different factors are valued before the relationship begins and during an 

established buyer-seller relationship.  

Zahay et al. argue that the view where the salesperson is the one developing and 

maintaining supplier firm’s brand image is old-fashioned because the sales person is 

unlikely to be in a continuous contact with buyer’s personnel in today’s business scene. 

Furthermore, because of digitalization, buyers have more contact points with seller’s 

brand and therefore authors suggest that other factors besides personal selling have 

become increasingly important when managing brand image. (Zahay, et al., 2014) In 

this kind of novel situation, it becomes clear that companies cannot rely purely on 

personal selling in their branding activities. In fact, branding in general becomes even 

more important and from a brand awareness point of view in particular.  

Furthermore, Zahay et al.’s (2014) study suggests that as digital tools allow information 

to flow directly to buyers, the role of individual salespersons are changing from leading 

to responding (Zahay, et al., 2014) and from selling to helping (Holliman & Rowley, 

2014).Companies are able to interact with customers and more importantly customers 

are able to interact with other customers and stakeholders which shifts control from 

sellers to buyers (Simmons, 2007). Zahay et al. (2014) argue that nowadays 

information is offered through several channels and thus the role of a salesperson is 

not to inform and lead but rather to respond to relevant conversations. Thereby, 
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industrial buying is moving more towards a situation where buyers have the control. 

(Zahay, et al., 2014; Lipiäinen & Karjaluoto, 2014)  

The model (Zahay, et al., 2014) below in Figure 7 presents the resources an industrial 

buyer may use to find data before being in contact with a salesperson. Search engines 

such as Google and Bing may be used in the initial search phase. The result list may 

contain links to additional sources of information such as company websites, vertical 

sites, or social media sites (Zahay, et al., 2014). Research of how b2b buyers use social 

media in their buying is rather limited. However, Michaelidou et al. (2011) studied the 

usage of social networking sites in b2b firms’ marketing and found that b2b marketers 

use social media mainly to attract new customers. Thus, an interpretation could be 

made that also the buy-side utilizes such channels.  

 

Figure 7 Information process in the digital age (Zahay, et al., 2014) 

In addition to search engine, information may be collected from several other sources, 

such as webinars, videos, case studies, and white papers. Other sources of information 

in Zahay et al.’s model refers to word-of-mouth as knowledge can be gained, for 

example, from experts, colleagues and trade associations. However, the authors’ 

model is based on scarce literature and needs to be viewed critically.   
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2.4.3 Risk reduction and brand relevance 

The buying behaviour theory strongly focuses on objective criteria in the buying process 

(Wilson, 2000) partly because of the high level of risks related to the purchase decision 

in a b2b context (Brown, et al., 2011). Thereby, less attention is given to subjective 

criteria, such as branding.  However, some researchers have investigated the 

perceived importance of brands in the buying process and in different buying situations. 

They managed to show links between the level of risk and brands (e.g. Malaval & 

Bénaroya, 2001; Mudambi, 2002; Brown, et al., 2011). De Chernatony (2010, p. 42) 

divides risks in a buying situation into different categories: performance risk, financial 

risk, time risk, social risk (the opinions of colleagues, career opportunities), and 

psychological risk (conscience).   

 

 Different researchers use diverse terms to explain the perceived importance of a brand 

such as brand sensitivity (Brown, et al., 2011) or brand relevance (Malaval & Bénaroya, 

2001). Here, the term brand relevance is chosen and used below. Brown et al (2011) 

define brand relevance as “the degree to which brand information and/or corporate 

associations get actively considered in organizational buying deliberations”. In its 

simplest form, brand relevance describes the level of influence a brand has on decision 

making i.e. if an offer is accepted because it was made by a certain brand (company), 

the level of brand relevance is in its highest and the customer perceives brand added 

value. 

 

Mudambi (2002) researched industrial buyers and identified three buyer clusters based 

on the perceived importance of branding.  These types of buyers are “branding 

receptive”, “highly tangible”, and “low interest”. The cluster type depended on the 

buying situation. In a risky situation, buyers of branding receptive segment were found. 

They were found to use more suppliers than other types of buyers. (Mudambi, 2002) 

Malaval and Bénaroya (2001) agree and highlight that in a new situation more buyers 

involved and thus the influence of brands can be more significant i.e. the level of brand 

relevance can be higher.  
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In addition, the first cluster was seen as sophisticated and buying larger volumes. The 

second cluster, highly tangible, was connected to product oriented rebuys with a 

rational and structured process. The last cluster, low interest, has characteristics such 

as transaction oriented, straight rebuy procurements based on convenience and low 

involvement. (Mudambi, 2002) Figure 8 illustrates the influence of branding in these 

different buying situations and stages of the buying process. In the early stages of 

buying process, such as the screening phase, brand sensitivity is high and drops 

towards the final steps. (Malaval & Bénaroya, 2001) 

 

 

Figure 8 Degree of brand influence depending on the buying situation and stages of the buying 

process (Adapted from Malaval & Bénaroya, 2001) 

Brown et al.’s study suggests that brands can decrease the level of risk in the buying 

process. The authors challenge the previously presented logic by bringing together two 

complementary perspectives of the influence of objective (Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2006) 

and subjective (Mudambi, 2002) factors on industrial buying decision making (see 

Figure 9).  Their findings show that both of these complementary point of views have 

an impact on decisions. (Brown, et al., 2011) According to the objective perspective, 

when the level of risk is low, motivational drivers in the buying centre decrease causing 

the buyers choose a brand (supplier) that they already know because it makes the 

information processing more effective and thus can make deciding less complex. 

(Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2006) Whereas, according to the above discussed subjective 
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approach of Mudambi (2002), a higher risk level increases the importance of brand 

attributes because brands can create trust and reliability.  

 

Figure 9 Perspectives to the relations between brands and risk. (Brown, et al., 2011) 

Figure 10 summarizes the previous discussion of b2b brand equity creation. The left-

hand side presents how supplier’s marketing efforts (branding), moderated by both 

environmental and buyer firm factors, influence b2b brand equity creation. In other 

words, the brand identity is delivered through marketing communications to buyers and 

other stakeholders who then form a brand image based on their perceptions. On the 

right-hand side of the brand equity chart, the drivers of b2b brand equity are illustrated 

as well as how these drivers create value to both suppliers and buyers. These brand 

equity outcomes demonstrate the results of supplier’s successfully executed marketing 

efforts.  
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Figure 10 6 Brand equity in the b2b context. (Aaker, 1991; Kim, et al., 1999; Mudambi, 2002; 

Bendixen, et al., 2004; Aspara & Tikkanen, 2008; Kuhn, et al., 2008) 

The main benefits of successful brand added value creation for both buyers and 

suppliers are illustrated in Figure 10 at the very right. These benefits sum the findings 

from past b2b branding literature combined by Leek and Christodoulides (2011a) and 

further shows how the supplier gains brand value through buyers’ perceived values of 

a brand. Thus the figure shows that nowadays, b2b branding can be seen as an 

important source of competitive advantage and a significant part of the marketing 

strategy. A strong b2b brand differentiates the firm from its competitors in an inimitable 

way and thus becomes a vital resource for any business. (Zahay, et al., 2014) 

2.4.4 Digital media and brand value 

Wiersema (2013) argues that in the digital age, internet is the primary source of 

information for b2b buyers and thus traditional sources such as tradeshows (Wiersema, 

2013) and even interactions with the sales person (Zahay, et al., 2014) have changed 
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their meanings. Also Järvinen and Taiminen (2015) claim in their very recent article that 

internet is in a growing importance in b2b customers’ decision making. According to a 

Corporate Executive Board research of b2b customers, almost 60% of the buying 

process from search to evaluation is completed before contacting the supplier. The 

study explored over 1400 b2b buyers. (Adamson, et al., 2012) Zahay et al. (2014) make 

a similar notice as they claim that because of the digital media and channels, buyers 

can access and process a greater amount of information before contacting a 

salesperson (Figure 7). The growth of information technology has enabled development 

of customer-driven search systems where information flows are interactive. The 

marketplace has even become automated. (Ballantyne & Aitken, 2007) Thus, buyers 

have access to almost an unlimited amount of information on solutions to their needs 

(Leek & Christodoulides, 2011a). 

A recent study conducted at the University of Eastern Finland investigated how b2b 

buyers perceive different digital tools during their buying process. According to their 

findings, search engines, websites, online payment systems, and e-mail are the most 

important tools in the search phase of the buying process. The first part of the research 

was a survey of 2358 respondents from various b2b firms across Finland. The research 

findings reveal that the usage of digital services (social media, blogs, conversation 

forums, and delivery tracking) prior to the buying decision varies significantly between 

different age groups as the younger respondents seemed to utilize these services more 

often than older respondents.  On the other hand, e-mail and newsletters were more 

important to the older respondents than to the younger ones. (Haaga Helia, 2016) 

Researchers have suggested that branding is even more important due to this changed 

nature of markets (e.g. Kotler and Pfoertsch, 2006; Helm & Jones, 2010; Zahay, et al., 

2014). Mulhern (2009) even argues that the whole definition of media is changing as 

people can be reached through a diverse set of digital channels from mobile phones 

and smart watches to fridge doors, as the internet-of-things develops. (Mulhern, 2009) 

A brand can be seen as a guiding line for integration as can be interpreted from 

Lipiäinen’s and Karjaluoto’s (2014) definition of b2b brand in the digital marketplace: 
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“The brand in the digital age can be considered as a central power, the 

philosophy underpinning the whole organization that keeps everything 

together and ensures the company is relevant and on course.” 

(Lipiäinen & Karjaluoto, 2014) 

Literature on digital branding is scarce but attempts to create frameworks and models 

for branding in the new era do exist. To begin with, Simmons (2007) present an “i-

branding” framework which includes four pillars of branding in the online environment: 

marketing communications, understanding customers, interactivity, and content. 

Furthermore, online environment gives marketers an opportunity to create added value 

for their customers around their products and services. The authors state that it is highly 

important to integrate these dimensions as, for example, without understanding the 

customer, relevant content cannot be designed. Internet takes interactivity to whole 

new levels as it offers an opportunity for customers to interact with both other customers 

and suppliers. Thus, supplier can gather priceless information of customer needs 

(Simmons, 2007) which helps firms to act in a more customer focused way and develop 

their brand. Brand image and identity need to meet in buyers’ minds as the online 

environment is more open. Thus it becomes more important for the company to 

investigate if its message has been heard accordingly. (Lipiäinen & Karjaluoto, 2014) 

Lipiäinen and Karjaluoto (2014) present a digital branding model for b2b markets. The 

model aims to build a theoretical foundation for branding and value creation in the digital 

environment. The framework suggests that value is created through several network 

actors. As companies have less control of their branding efforts, a branding strategy 

that makes it possible to create a strong brand image is needed. In other words, a 

coherent corporate image need to be built inside out. The authors state that brand value 

is created two dimensionally. Firstly, it is created directly between stakeholders and 

brand and secondly indirectly between external stakeholders and brand. . (Lipiäinen & 

Karjaluoto, 2014) The model supports earlier branding literature by suggesting that a 

brand need to be managed both internally and externally (e.g. Aaker, 1992; Lynch & 

De Chernatony, 2004 
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Both branding models suggest that content creation has an important role in b2b 

branding in the digital era. Also Holliman and Rowley (2014) list company websites, 

social media and relevant content to be widely used tools in building reliable brands. 

Therefore, the approach is particularly interesting for this thesis. Holliman and Rowley 

(2014) argue that the efficiency of traditional marketing activities is decreasing and thus 

a new paradigm, content marketing, offer innovative approaches to solve this problem. 

The authors, who interviewed 15 b2b content marketers, are among the firsts to present 

a definition for digital b2b content marketing:  

“B2b digital content marketing involves creating, distributing and sharing 

relevant, compelling and timely content to engage customers at the appropriate 

point in their buying consideration processes, such that it encourages them to 

convert to a business building outcome.” (Holliman & Rowley, 2014) 

As stated above, similar to Zahay et al. (2014) also Holliman and Rowley (2014) reflect 

content creation having a significant role at least in the early stages of the buying 

process. The assumption is that buyers are searching online for relevant information 

on multiple alternatives. Thereby, content marketing can be seen as an inbound 

marketing tactic where customers are “pulled” from the market (Holliman & Rowley, 

2014). Holliman and Rowley (2014) list main goals of content marketing: generating 

leads, creating brand awareness, building brands, and enhancing brand trust.  

Lipiäinen and Karjaluoto (2014) suggest that positioning a company as a thought leader 

is a strategic branding move which is a suitable option for industrial firms. This position 

needs to be supported with relevant content delivered frequently through numerous 

digital media channels (Lipiäinen & Karjaluoto, 2014). A company who honestly shares 

bold content is more likely to get likes and shares among readers. What must be 

understood is that the purpose of content marketing is not to promote company’s 

offering but rather to offer solutions for customers. (Järvinen & Taiminen, 2015) 

Therefore, it is not enough to create and deliver any type of content. The nature and 

quality of content matter as it is essential to share information which is valuable and 

helpful for buyers. Thus, the information needs of buyers have to be identified before 
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making content marketing plans. (Holliman & Rowley, 2014; Simmons, 2007) An option 

for gathering information from buyers is to identify their online behaviour with IT tools. 

This means that online visitors can be followed based on their actions, for example, on 

a website and marketers can identify in which buying process stage the customer is. 

The utilization of this information enables targeting and right content reaches the right 

buyer. (Järvinen & Taiminen, 2015) As producing relevant content is timely, Järvinen 

and Taiminen (2015) suggest that marketers can support their content creation by 

collaboration with subject specialists. 

The created content can be anything from white papers, videos, or blog texts to social 

media updates. This content is then shared through various channels such as search 

engines, social networking sites or e-mail. (Järvinen & Taiminen, 2015) Michaelidou, et 

al. (2011) argue that business-to business firms can use social media sites to increase 

their brand awareness by using their networks to create positive word of mouth in online 

environment (eWOM).  Wiersema (2013) also points out that customers can be affected 

by other customer’s experiences which are shared online. Without a certain level of 

brand awareness, an opportunity may be lost when buyers are searching for 

information on potential alternatives (Zahay, et al., 2014).  (Michaelidou, et al., 2011) 

However, Michaelidou et al. (2011) show that SME’s have not fully utilized social 

networking sites due to uncertainty of how to benefit from them and how to use them 

to support their brand. The research also reveals that b2b companies utilize SNS’s for 

relationship management and customer acquisition in particular.
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3. INDUSTRIAL BUYING  

To understand the meaning and role of brands in a market where purchasing managers 

act on behalf of a company, it is essential to explore industrial buying behaviour theory 

(IBB) to identify the specific characteristics of the types of purchase situations and 

factors influencing decision making process.  

Industrial buying (also known as b2b buying, industrial purchasing, organizational 

buying) includes many aspects which are different from individual consumer’s purchase 

behaviour. For example, the buying decision making process often contains many 

stages, takes time and involves several players (Webster & Keller, 2004). In addition, 

b2b markets are more complex and involve more risks in the buying process than in 

consumer markets as the decision process includes both personal and organizational 

dimensions (Kim, et al., 1999). Brands can be seen to impact both of these dimensions 

although a professional purchaser is not usually the end user. Other differences are 

larger volumes, fewer customers, and longer term supplier-buyer relationships (Kotler 

& Pfoertsch, 2006, p. 21). In the point of view of this thesis, buyers’ behaviour 

determinates the actions taken in sellers’ branding. 

Knowing customers, their needs and expectations, is essential before the possible 

benefits of branding can be understood. Therefore, business-to-business firms need to 

gather customer knowledge to understand the various factors influencing buyers’ 

behaviour, particularly the different stages throughout the buying process from search 

to decision making. (Webster & Keller, 2004; Lynch & de Chernatony, 2004; Homburg, 

et al., 2010) In fact, it is vital for brand building to identify buyers’ actual associations 

and desires towards the brand (van Riel, et al., 2005). Hence, this chapter gives an 

overview of the industrial buying behaviour theory.  
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3.1 Characteristics of industrial buying behaviour 

Webster and Wind (1972) created a general model to describe industrial buying 

behaviour. The authors argue that the framework is adaptable to all industrial markets. 

The model consists of four classes that determine buying behaviour as seen in Figure 

11. These classes are environmental, organizational, social, and individual. Thus, 

industrial buying includes a high level of complexity as multiple factors affect the final 

goal, buying decision. (Webster & Wind, 1972) Other researchers take environmental 

and organization aspects into account when explaining the nature of industrial buying 

(e.g. (Kim, et al., 1999; Webster & Keller, 2004; Lipiäinen & Karjaluoto, 2014). 

 

Figure 11 General model of industrial buying behaviour (Webster & Wind, 1972) 

Companies are influenced by several environmental factors (Thompson, et al., 1998). 

These forces include economic, technological, physical, political, legal, and cultural 

variables. In addition, the buying company, who the buyers work for, sets determinants 

such as organizational goals, buying tasks, and decide the participants of the buying 

centre. All these elements influence actions taken in the buying centre. Furthermore, 

individual member characteristics, such as motivation, and personality, learning 
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process, and perceived roles can affect the buying process which eventually leads to 

the purchase decision (see Figure 11 (Webster & Wind, 1972). Wilson (2000) criticises 

the general model by arguing that the framework is based on implicit assumptions.  

3.2 Decision making unit and different buyer roles 

A buying centre (or a decision making unit, DMU) refers to all the people who contribute 

to the decision making process. However, it is not a formal or structured unit since its 

size can vary depending on the complexity of the purchase. The members are 

motivated by individual and organizational goals. Moreover, the participants of a buying 

centre can be categorized based on their roles. (Webster & Wind, 1972) Webster and 

Wind (1972) define the different roles as follows: users, influencers, deciders, buyers, 

and gatekeepers. These roles may have a changing impact on diverse stages of the 

buying process (Wilson, 2000).  

Users are those members who will use the product in the end and usually the users 

start the buying process. The second group, influencers, is usually hard to identify. 

These members have the control to monitor the buying decision by offering information 

for the determination of need, search and evaluation of alternatives. Ultimately, 

deciders are the ones making the final decision. Sometimes the decider only 

participated in the supplier selection stage of the buying process. Buyers are given the 

power to implement the purchase and arrange order routines. Lastly, the role of a 

gatekeeper is to control the information flow. (Webster & Wind, 1972; Kotler & 

Pfoertsch, 2006, pp. 26-28) 

As the buying centre is a part of a larger company, the participants function in the limits 

of the buying task and reflect the influence of others, the company structure, and 

technology. Because of these factors and individual member characteristics, the buying 

behaviour is always unique in each buying company. This increases the challenge to 

influence the buying process with marketing efforts. Thus, it is essential to understand 

the buying process and all the dimensions affecting it. (Webster & Wind, 1972)  
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From a supplier’s point of view, it is sometimes difficult to identify who is behind the 

purchase decision due to several buyers participating (Wilson, 2000). Thus, it is 

essential to create a positive image among all stakeholders and communicate the 

image beyond marketing communications (Bendixen, et al., 2004). The challenge is to 

recognize the unique characteristics of the buyers and their desires to brand 

associations (van Riel, et al., 2005). According to Bendixen et al. (2004), buyers with 

specific product knowledge are more capable to differentiate a good brand from an 

unreliable brand. Therefore, as the motivation and involvement varies between different 

types of buyers, it is necessary to identify their expectations on value (Kotler & 

Pfoertsch, 2006, p. 107). 

Although a buying centre can consist of several people, they are all individuals. 

Therefore, industrial buying behaviour is shaped by individual behaviour. An individual 

member holds personal and organizational objectives and thus the risk is two-

dimensional. (Webster & Wind, 1972) The importance of purchase criteria varies based 

on the role of the individual in the decision team (Leek & Christodoulides, 2011a). 

Different members in the buying centre may have varying opinions of product attributes 

such as price and technology. Van Riel, et al. (2005) suggest that more research of 

different types of buyers, the participants of the purchase situation and their positions 

is needed. In addition to buyers’ characteristics, it is important to understand the 

structure of a decision making unit, the main criteria used to make a purchase decision 

and the features of the purchase situation (Lynch & de Chernatony, 2004) 

3.3 Industrial buying process 

Many researchers have created different process models to describe buying in b2b 

markets. Industrial buying includes complexity as the buying process has many 

elements that need to be considered, such as, which criteria are used, who participate 

in the buying process, and how supplier is selected. (Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2006, p. 24) 

Robinson’s (1967) model is one of the earliest being created in the 1960s and has been 

widely used and modified by several researchers ever since (e.g. Webster & Wind, 
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1972). The model is also chosen for this thesis and has eight stages as described 

below: 

1. Anticipation and recognition of a problem (need) and a general solution 

2. Determination of characteristics and quality of needed items 

3. Description of characteristics and quantity of needed items 

4. Search for qualification of sources 

5. Acquisition and analysis of proposals 

6. Evaluation of proposals and selection of suppliers 

7. Selection of order routines 

8. Performance feedback and evaluation 

 

In the model above, the process begins when the buyer becomes aware of a problem, 

which can be solved with a purchase. This is followed by a consideration of how the 

problem could be fixed or a need satisfied. At the third stage, a detailed description on 

all the required objects is drawn. Then potential suppliers are searched and qualified. 

During this stage, some of the suppliers may be eliminated. At the next stage, the 

screened suppliers are invited to submit proposals which are analysed. After this the 

suppliers are selected and terms are negotiated. Finally, after product or service is 

used, the supplier is reviewed internally against evaluation criteria. (de Chernatony, et 

al., 2010, pp. 172-3) 

 

Webster and Wind (1972) modified the earlier model and present simplified five staged 

buying decision process: (1) identification of a need (2) establishment of specifications 

(3) identification of alternatives (4) evaluation of alternatives and (5) selection of 

suppliers. The researchers discuss the steps as buying tasks that need to be performed 

to solve the buying problem. Several factors can affect buyers during the different steps 

of a situation-driven process (Webster & Wind, 1972). Whereas, according to Webster 

and Keller (2004), the stages of a decision making process are (1) problem recognition, 

(2) development of specifications, (3) identification and evaluation of vendors and 

product offerings, (4) the choice of one or more vendor, (5) negotiation of buying terms, 
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(6) evaluation of performance, and (7) management of the ongoing relationship. In fact, 

De Chernatony et al. (2010) argue that Robinson’s (1967) model is defective as it 

ignores the relationship aspect between a supplier and a buyer.  

 

What is common with all of these models describing industrial buying is that despite the 

number of steps vary, each of the proposals include separate stages. Some 

researchers suggest that the more there are steps and effort, the more complex the 

process becomes (Blombäck & Ramírez-Pasillas, 2012).   In addition, some of the 

stages are similar since all of the processes begin with a problem or need recognition 

stage followed by a search for a solution to the problem, and evaluation of alternatives 

as well as selection of supplier(s). Webster and Wind (1972) argue that the process is 

influenced by four dimensions: organizational purpose served, nature of demand, 

extent of programming (i.e. the degree of routines in the buying process), and the 

degree of decentralization. In a buying process, different members of the buying centre 

may be involved, different criteria highlighted, and different information sources used 

(Webster & Wind, 1972). 

  

There is limited amount of research on industrial buying and b2b branding. However, 

as the research of buying behaviour suggests, several factors can influence buying 

process in different stages from search of available suppliers and evaluation to 

selection. This is possible because, as discussed earlier, brands can present both 

tangible and intangible values and because industrial buyers are not driven only by 

financial factors. (Lynch & de Chernatony, 2004) Furthermore, Mudambi (2002) argues 

that unlike traditionally has been thought, branding is adaptable in industrial buying due 

to the individual side of the buying process. Although the pressure on a purchase 

situation comes from an organization, there is a person or a team of individuals behind 

the decision. In these situations, besides rational variables, emotional factors have an 

impact too. (Mudambi, 2002)  

Malaval and Bénaroya (2001) recognized brand relevance in the buying process as 

they argue that company reputation and brand image play an important role already in 
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problem recognition stage. Later Blomback and Axelsson (2007) supported the earlier 

study by stating that at least the early stages of industrial buying process can be 

influenced by perceptions and other factors.  

Kotler and Pfoertsch (2006) agree by illustrating the influential dimensions of a brand 

affecting buying centre members and add that a strong b2b brand is presented in every 

dimension (Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2006, p. 33) thus influencing also the buying process 

and decision making. Homburg, et al. (2010) studied in which situations brand 

awareness is linked to business performance. Their study investigated over 300 brands 

in multiple b2b industries. Interestingly, the study shows that the connection between 

brand awareness and performance is strongest in industries with similar decision 

making units’, homogeneous products, high level of time pressure and technological 

turbulence. (Homburg, et al., 2010) 

3.4 Different buying situations 

Previous buying behaviour theory makes a distinction between different buying 

situations. The nature of buying varies in each situation depending on complexity. 

Traditionally these situations have been divided into three types: a routine rebuy, a 

modified rebuy and a new task. (Robinson,, et al., 1967) Management of buying 

process stages vary depending on the situation (Malaval & Bénaroya, 2001). The 

number of participants in a buying centre may also vary in dissimilar buying situations 

(Wilson, 2000). 

Risk is lowest in the less complex and more common rebuy situation. A modified rebuy 

satisfies an existing need in a modified way. These modifications can be related to, for 

instance, new regulations or cost reduction in the buying firm. A new task situation, on 

the other hand, includes new requirements for a product or a service. As the situation 

is new, there are more uncertainty and thus more risks involved. (Webster & Wind, 

1972) There is some evidence that the more complex the buying process, the more 

likely a group is making the decision instead of an individual. Routine decisions are 

typically made by individuals instead of teams. (Wilson, 2000) 
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Van Riel, et al. (2005) highlight that as digital possibilities change the nature of many 

businesses, brands became key elements to decrease risks in the buying process. 

3.5 Combining the theory part 

Figure 12 illustrates how the previously discussed theories of b2b branding and 

industrial buying behaviour are intertwined.  

 

Figure 12 Combining theory 

The key concepts and relationships linking them are presented in the figure. The 

supplier side of the conceptual map shows how brand strategy is part of overall 
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corporate strategy. Brand identity is first communicated internally to employees and 

other stakeholders in the supplier firm. It is then communicated to buyers by utilizing 

various communication channels. The buyers form a brand image from associations 

and perceived experiences. Besides supplier’s communication efforts, buyers also 

receive messages from other touchpoints, for example, through word of mouth. 

Depending on buyers’ brand relevance, the formed brand image may influence buying 

behaviour throughout the different buying process stages. Lastly, perceived brand 

value created brand equity to both the buyer and the seller. 
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4. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

This chapter presents the research methodology for the empirical study and provides 

detailed information on data collection and analysis methods.   

4.1 Research design  

This study follows the research design illustrated in Table 1. The justifications of the 

choices are further discussed in the following paragraphs. The empirical study draws 

from two separate sets of data. The first part of the data is collected through structured 

interviews. This pre-collected data acted as a basis to the second part of data collection. 

The aim of the latter empirical study was to develop a comprehensive description of the 

phenomenon. To achieve this, data was gathered through semi-structured in-depth 

interviews. Since the purpose is to investigate buyers purchasing in a specific area of 

products, the research strategy has characteristics of a case study.  The phenomenon 

was not followed for a lengthy period and the time horizon is therefore cross-sectional. 

The chosen data analysis method is content analysis. Data is analysed with a deductive 

approach which means that the analysis follows the theoretical framework of this study.  

However, the analysis has also characteristics from an inductive approach where the 

analysis is based on collected data. (Eskola & Suoranta, 1998, p. 83) This allows 

forming of alternative themes. Some researchers use the term abductive reasoning to 

describe this type of approach.  

Table 1 Research design 

Method Qualitative 

Research strategy Case study 

Time horizon Cross-sectional 

Data collection 
method 

1.Structured phone interviews (pre-collected 
data)  
2. Semi-structured in-depth interviews 

Data analysis method Content analysis  
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4.2 Qualitative research  

Qualitative research focuses on understanding and interpreting an ongoing 

phenomenon. Furthermore, the aim is to create novel knowledge with an emphasis on 

real-life context. A qualitative research method is seen as a more suitable option for 

this study than quantitative methods since the aim is not merely to explain but rather to 

comprehensively understand respondents’ personal views of the phenomenon of 

interest. (Hirsjärvi & Hurme, 2000, p. 205) After all, the purpose is to understand out 

the significance of a brand in different stages of the buying and decision making 

process. Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008, p. 5) highlight that qualitative methods are 

particularly suitable to be utilized when insights of a studied phenomenon are limited, 

which is the case in this research.  From the various qualitative research methods, this 

thesis uses a case study method. Case study is a suitable method for researching an 

ongoing phenomenon.  A successful case study enables generalizations beyond the 

particular study. (Yin, 1984, pp. 37-39) 

4.3 Data collection 

There are multiple ways to collect data besides interviews, which is probably the most 

used and known data gathering method in qualitative research. Other methods can be, 

for example, observations, content analysis, and experimentation. The validity of a 

research may increase when different methods are mixed. The structure of an interview 

can vary from structured questions to open questions that allow free conversation. 

(Eskola & Suoranta, 1998, pp. 85-86) The research data used in this study is collected 

through two different interview methods. The data collection methods for both empirical 

studies are explained below. 

The pre-collected data was collected in November and December 2015 by using 

structured questions. The data consists of transcribed text which was collected through 

phone interviews from 33 participants. The interviews lasted approximately 20 to 30 

minutes. The sample consists of 18 current and 15 prospect customers from various 

fields of industries. The aim of the phone interviews was to develop understanding of 
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current and prospect customers from a supplier point of view. The data set was used 

to assist with the development of in-depth interview questions for the second interview 

round. 

The second part of data collection uses semi-structured theme interviews which 

involves more flexibility. This enables interviewees to express themselves more openly 

without strict restrictions and gives an opportunity for open discussion 

(Metsämuuronen, 2005, p. 115). Thereby, it is possible for the interviewer to take the 

conversation into a deeper level when interesting insights occur as additional questions 

can be presented and the structure of the interview changed. (Hirsjärvi & Hurme, 2000, 

p. 205). The sample for the study was carefully determined. Criteria used were the 

length of the seller-buyer relationship, buying volume, and geographical location. The 

public sector was left out of the investigation because of regulations related to 

procurement.  

The aim was to interview participants of buying centres or individuals who actively 

participate in the buying decision process as the purpose is to understand how brand 

image is linked to these processes. A list of possible respondents for the interviews 

was provided by Woikoski. The main research question of this study is what a brand 

represents to b2b buyers during their buying process in the digital era? This thesis 

approaches the research problem by examining industrial buyers who purchase 

industrial or medical gases as well as services and supplies related to gases.  See a 

list and descriptions of the interviewees in Table 2. 
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Table 2 Participants of the second data collection 

  Industry Position of the 
interviewee 

Role in the buying process Interview 
method & 
length 

C1 Metal 
recycling 

CEO Decider In person 49 
min. 

C2 Metal  Project Manager Influencer/Buyer  
Decision regarding gas supplier 
selections is taken jointly with the 
CEO.  

Telephone 30 
min. 

C3 Stone  CEO Decider Skype 1h 
11min. 

C4 Health care  Supply Manager Decider/Influencer 
 Leads the supply process, decisions 
are made democratically in a decision 
making unit. 

In person 51 
min. 

C5  Metal  Production 
Manager 

Influencer/Decider 
Decision is taken jointly with other 
owners of the company. 

 Phone 
interview 30 
min. 

C6 Wood 
processing 

Supply Manager Influencer/Decider 
Decisions are made jointly with the 
CEO. 

In person 49 
min. 

C7 Wood 
processing 

Administrative 
coordinator 

Influencer 
Shares opinions and auditions 
suppliers. 

Telephone 45 
min. 

C8 Metal  Supply Manager Decider 
Also other members of the 
organization may influence decision 
making. 

 Skype 40 min. 

C9 Metal CEO Decider  In person 53 
min. 

C10 Steel CEO Decider In person 51 
min. 

 

Qualitative research has no general rules for determining the size of a sample as the 

purpose is not to discover causalities as in quantitative research. A term saturation is 

used in qualitative data collection to describe sufficiency of the data. Saturation refers 

to accumulation of insights in data. (Hirsjärvi & Hurme, 2000, pp. 181-182) Thus, the 

amount of respondents chosen for the interviews was not determined beforehand. 

Instead, as many interviews were conducted as needed to achieve a certain level of 

saturation. In this case, a satisfactory level of saturation was reached after 10 

interviews.   
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The duration for interviews was estimated to be an hour but strict limits were not set. 

The primary objective was to conduct interviews face-to-face, however, some 

interviews were conducted via Skype or telephone due to interviewees’ location. The 

questions were carefully set in a way that aimed to minimize leading the respondent 

and the respondents were encouraged to express themselves freely. To support this, 

the interviews were carried out anonymously and thus companies or interviewee names 

are not mentioned in this thesis. The set of questions for the interview phase was based 

on the literature review and the pre-collected data. The needs and interests of Woikoski 

were also taken into account.  

Instead of asking directly how respondents see Woikoski as a brand or how they think 

they could benefit from a supplier’s brand, the interviewees were asked to describe 

their buying process and supplier selection situations as a whole. This decision was 

made because the definition of a brand can vary depending on the person and its 

impacts on decision making can be difficult for buyers to identify since it lies within 

individuals’ minds, as discussed in the theory part. Hence, in order to avoid any possible 

prejudices, misconceptions and bias, the term brand was not mentioned during the 

interviews (e.g. Mudambi, et al., 1997) unless the respondents themselves mentioned 

it. Rather, the aim was to identify all the factors affecting buyers’ decision making and 

from there to understand which of these factors are related to the concept of brand.  

Therefore, the structure of the questionnaire followed the main buying process stages 

covering the themes discussed in the theory part: role of communications, perceived 

sources of value, risk in the buying process, the role of relationships, and digital media 

as a source of information. Lastly, questions related to the associations and perceived 

experiences of Woikoski were presented. Nevertheless, as free discussion was 

enabled during the interviews, the collected data did not necessarily follow the 

structure. The interview questions are presented in Appendix 1. 

 

 



58 
    

4.4 Data analysis 

Qualitative content analysis as a research method combines analysis and synthesis, 

as the collected data is first deconstructed into conceptual parts which are then 

reconstructed into scientific conclusions by using synthesis (Hirsjärvi & Hurme, 2000, 

p. 223). The analysis process follows the general phases of qualitative content analysis: 

1. Transcribing the recorded data 

2. Developing category system 

3. Analysing by coding, theming or categorizing the data 

4. Reviewing and adjusting 

5. Organizing analysed data for interpretation (adapted from Chi, 1997) 

The interviews were recorded during and transcribed verbatim after the discussion. 

Notes were also written down immediately after each interview. Transcriptions were 

done shortly after each interview to ensure every detail was captured. The analysis of 

data begun already while collecting the data. The collected data was categorized into 

themes by utilizing both deductive and inductive approaches. Categorization of data 

gives a frame and a base for interpretation. First, a frame was set for the categorization 

based on the theoretical framework of this thesis. The categories were formed by 

comparing existing b2b buying process models and identifying similarities between 

different stages of the process (see paragraph 3.3). Four categories were identified: 

search, evaluation of alternatives, selection, and post-purchase evaluation. As 

interview structure also followed this categorization it eased processing the transcribed 

data.  

Secondly, as branding can be a quite abstract concept by nature, also an inductive 

approach where categorizations result from data was used. The analysis was a 

continuous process as written data was read several times during categorization. In 

addition to transcribed text, recordings were listened carefully several times in order to 

bring forth meanings and themes and to attach them to the subject matter. Author’s 

own interpretations of what the interviewee said and meant were combined. An 
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overview of all the interviews were combined including a scrutiny of similarities and 

irregularities regarding the collected data. The totality of meanings was then connected 

with the theoretical background of this study. A summary of this analysis is presented 

in chapter 5.  

4.5 Reliability and validity 

Every research should be evaluated in terms of reliability. The term reliability refers to 

research results’ repeatability which means the ability to produce non-stochastic results 

while validity refers to research method’s ability to measure or examine the 

phenomenon of interest. (Hirsjärvi & Hurme, 2000, p. 231) In qualitative research, the 

research itself is in an important role when it comes to measuring reliability of research. 

Evaluation of reliability covers the whole research process and depends on how 

truthfully the respondents describe their experiences. (Eskola & Suoranta, 1998, pp. 

211-212) As stated previously, to encourage interviewees to express themselves 

honestly, they were told beforehand that the gathered data will stay anonymous. In 

addition, the term brand was not mentioned during the interviews which increases 

responses’ trustworthiness. However, as the interview situation is somewhat artificial, 

there may occur some errors as the respondents are not in their natural operational 

environment (Hirsjärvi & Hurme, 2000, pp. 206-207). To minimize these biases, when 

conditions allowed, the interviews were conducted face-to-face at respondents’ offices.  

Triangulation means that different methods, researchers, information sources, or 

theories are combined in the research. This can add to reliability of the study. (Eskola 

& Suoranta, 1998, pp. 69-71) In this research, two different sets of data were utilized 

and thus data triangulation occurs. In addition, the interview methods varied since the 

so called pre-collected data utilized pre-structured phone interviews while the second 

data collection was conducted through semi-structured in-depth interviews and mainly 

in person or via Skype. In addition, in both of the data collections, same interview 

questions were presented to each interviewee which improves reliability of the results. 
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This thesis also approaches the phenomenon through different theories: industrial 

buying behaviour theory and b2b branding theory.  

Pre-collected data was not gathered by the author herself which may affect reliability 

of the analysis and results. However, the data was collected using structured questions 

in phone interviews and the number of misinterpretations is likely de minimis. Data 

collection and analysis in the in-depth interviews were conducted by the author, which 

to some extent increases the reliability of results as variations between different 

interviewers are avoided. Furthermore, notes were taken shortly after each interview to 

ensure that all relevant information was included in the transcription, which was also 

written soon after the interview was been recorded.  
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5. EMPIRICAL RESULTS AND ANALYSIS OF FINDINGS 

This section presents the empirical research. The results of the study are presented in 

the following parts. Then the empirical findings are reflected to previous theories. The 

aim of analysing the factors behind buyer behaviour throughout the buying process is 

to shed light to the importance of supplier brand at the different stages of the process. 

The theoretical part consists of both b2b branding and IBB theories, while the empirical 

study investigates buyer behaviour throughout the buying process phases, theoretical 

discussion of branding is mirrored to the empirical findings. This logic is based on a 

customer oriented perspective to marketing, which means that customer needs 

determine what kind of actions are taken into consideration in branding. In addition, the 

purpose of this is to recognize the most suitable branding activities in the digital era 

and thus enhance value creation across the buying process phases.  

This thesis approaches the importance of brands in industrial buyers’ buying process 

in the digital era from the perspective of a supplier. Thus, the case company is first 

introduced and followed by the research results. Structure of the analysis follows to 

some extent the stages of the buying process: information search, evaluation of 

alternatives, selection and post-purchase evaluation. However, strict separation of 

different phases is difficult. 

5.1 The supplier and gas industry in Finland 

The supplier, Oy Woikoski Ab, the brand being researched, is a Finnish gas 

manufacturer producing industrial and specialty gases. These include, for example, 

nitrogen, oxygen, hydrogen, argon, and helium. In addition, the company offers several 

solutions and services for gas distribution as well as welding machines and equipment. 

The customer base is wide as it has customers from various industries including 

healthcare, metals, food and chemicals. The continuously growing firm exports to 

various countries covering the Baltic and Nordic countries as well as Russia, Germany, 
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Italy and other European countries. Woikoski’s subsidiary in Latvia, SIA Woikoski, is in 

charge of Baltic operations. The firm has also another subsidiary in Finland, the newly 

founded Woikoski Feeling, a travel concept offering accommodation, activities and 

experiences to its customers including an equestrian centre. Woikoski’s turnover was 

45 M€ in 2014 and it seeks growth. The firm employs over 200 people who work in 

various places.   

The family owned private business has a long history and it was established already in 

1882. It is currently run by the fourth generation of the Palmberg family. The firm is 

based in Voikoski near Mäntyharju, Finland. The firm values include achieving long-

term goals, continuous innovation, and customer satisfaction. Woikoski also represents 

values such as reliability and responsibility. The company has shown its innovativeness 

by being a pioneer in developing hydrogen technology. Woikoski has opened hydrogen 

fuelling stations both in Finland and Sweden with the aim to increase the usage of 

renewable and exhaustless fuels across the globe. Woikoski is a unique in a sense as 

it has remained under Palmberg family ownership while larger multinational corporates 

have entered the Finnish market. At the moment, there are two other suppliers in the 

industrial gas sector who are considered as direct competitors for Woikoski.  

5.2 The nature of the buying process  

The somewhat concentrated market sets certain restrictions for buyers when they are 

choosing a gas supplier. Either all three or at least two of them are compared against 

each other prior to the decision. On the other hand, outside Woikoski’s core functions, 

equipment and welding machine sales, there are more alternative suppliers for buyers 

to choose from.  

Despite these market conditions and consistent with industrial buying behaviour 

literature (e.g. Robinson et al., 1967; Webster & Wind 1972), different phases of the 

buying process can be distinguished based on how buyers describe their buying 

activities. However, interviewees describe the nature of the buying process differently: 
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C4: “…But for this side (hospital), we order gases, for example, cold liquid nitrogen for 

the treatment of skin diseases and for other operations as well. When we need gases 

and consider installing a gas pipeline system… … There are only two suppliers in 

Finland in my opinion, Woikoski and X, so when the partner has been selected and 

gas pipelines installed, you are not likely to tender or change the system unless the 

product or service fails.” 

(Supply Manager, Company 4) 

Respondent from the Company 5 has a similar view: 

C5:”For example, we recently received an offer from a competitor. They competed 

with price but that did not convince us. Maintaining long-term partnerships is usually 

the most rational thing to do. Sure, the competitors visit our premises occasionally.” 

(Production Manager, Company 5) 

It seems that some buyers aim for long-lasting partnerships when they are selecting 

gas suppliers and this affects the evaluation of different suppliers prior to decision 

making. When the process involves other services besides the product itself, such as 

gas pipeline system planning, supplier’s capability to satisfy buyers’ qualifications is 

evaluated carefully. If bespoke solutions such as gas pipeline systems or even on-site 

factories are involved, it is rather difficult for competitors to capture the revenue after 

the supplier has been selected.  

Moreover, it seems that buyers do not consciously divide their buying activity into 

different phases when they are selecting suppliers. Therefore, identifying the different 

steps is rather difficult. Nevertheless, at least the general stages of buying process can 

be identified as presented in the theoretical framework. However, the buying process 

phases overlap with each other as the same information may be used across different 

stages. For instance, when a buyer is searching for available suppliers, they may at the 

same time evaluate the supplier based on available information and perceptions of the 

company. 
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Buying behaviour literature stresses the characteristics of the buying centre (e.g. 

Webster & Wind, 1972) and how those factors influence brand equity creation (e.g. Kim 

et al., 1999). According to the respondents, the role of an individual and the number of 

participants depend on whether it is a routine order or a new supplier selection task. 

When it comes to gas supplier selection, the number of members participating the 

decision making vary from one to five persons. 

According to respondent C4, they have a formal purchasing team where decisions are 

made democratically. Those respondents who are CEOs state that they have the last 

word when choosing gas suppliers. While the role of the respondents in other positions 

vary from influencers to buyers. These respondents point out that they do not make the 

decision of the gas supplier independently, hence, a CEO of a company or another 

deciding actor is involved in the final decision making. None of the interviewees were 

gas users, although, respondents C4 and C9 stated that users may trigger the buying 

process by raising new needs. The role of each respondent is illustrated in previously 

presented Table 2. The lengths of customer relationships vary from two to several 

years. Thus, the sample gives an opportunity to firstly identify the reasons why the 

supplier was chosen or changed as well as which factors make the customer 

relationship to last for multiple years. The contract type varies from fixed-term to 

continuous contracts. 

The nature of the buying process varies among respondents, as some describe it less 

time consuming and effortless while others clearly spend more time with it. For 

example, an answer from the supply manager in the health care Company 4 represents 

a more strategic approach towards gas supplier selection. 

C4;”Operational environment defines if gases are treated as bulk material or these 

types of critical supplies, where the supplier is a strategic partner, or even as 

bottlenecks.” 

(Supply Manager, Company 4) 

While the CEO of Company 3 says that: 
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C3: “From our point of view, this (gas supplier selection) is one of the simplest things 

in our business…There are two to three bottles that we order. The product doesn’t 

change; it has always been the same.” 

(CEO, Company 3) 

Also other respondents outside health care describe the buying process similarly to C3 

when they state that it is a fairly straightforward and simple process due to the 

homogeneity of products and limited amount of suppliers. In addition, the respondents 

stress that when contrasted to overall costs of the buyer, the purchase cost of gas is 

considerably low. Thus, there are differences across the industries and on the other 

hand, medical gases are more specific and strategic products when compared to, for 

example, gases used for welding. In addition, what makes the buying process more 

complex in the health care sector, is the medical gas pipeline system, which is 

commonly planned with the gas supplier, according to the supply manager from 

Company 4. 

In addition, because of the similarity of products, it seems that alike many researchers 

argue (e.g. Kim, et al., 1999; Webster & Keller, 2004) the focus of evaluation in this 

type of b2b buying is on the factors related to the supplying firm rather than on product 

specific features. On the other hand, those respondents who purchase equipment from 

the supplier state that in those situations, the quality of the product plays a more 

important role. 

The following sections will cover the four main general steps of buying process: 

information search, evaluation of alternative, selection and post-purchase evaluation. 

The information search phase covers the need recognition as well as all the actions a 

buyer makes when searching for a gas supplier. Particularly, the initial steps of the 

information search process, channels, and type of content are of interest. Furthermore, 

the discussions cover matters related to the utilization of internet and digital media as 

well as the role of marketing communication during the information search phase. 
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According to the interviewees, factors that trigger a need for a purchase vary between 

different buying situations. The reason why a supplier is searched can be due to a new 

need, for example, when a new facility is built or a business established. In the most 

common situation, the buyer makes continuous orders from a supplier. However, 

sometimes the need for a new supplier can occur in a situation where the buyer is 

unsatisfied with the current supplier.   

The respondents mention things such as activeness of salesperson, recommendation, 

need for a new service or a product, difficulties with the current supplier, and increased 

costs as examples of triggering factors. The CEO in Company 9 describes a common 

way how the need evolves:  

C9:”After we are assigned a project or some kind of work, we count how much gas 

we need for welding and like. And ask for offers.” 

(CEO, Company 9) 

 

In all of the cases the demand for gases is dependent on buyers’ production, or 

consumption in the health care sector. Thus, a change in the demand for the end 

product correlates with the number of gas orders. 

5.1.1 Digital media in information search 

The pre-collected data already strongly suggested that with need for information, 

majority of buyers primarily search on the internet, consistent with, for example, 

Wiersema (2013) and Adamson, Dixon and Toman (2012). However, there are 

differences on how internet is used as a source for information among respondents. 

For example, the CEO of Company 3 is an exception as he mentions that the internet 

is rarely used in supplier selection situation: 

C3:”I don’t really search any information online, I rather call.  If I need something very 

specific, I ask them to visit. Those are, however, usually the types of things you 

cannot find information about on the internet.” 
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(CEO, Company 3) 

 

Thus, according to this respondent, a phone call or a personal visit is viewed as more 

reliable sources of information and even more effortless since the interviewee mentions 

he spends the majority of his time driving. This contrasts to what the CEO of Company 

9 states: 

C9: “Above all, if I am looking for any type of product, I try to find out as much as 

possible of that particular company and their products by Googling.” 

(CEO, Company 9) 

 

The approaches towards the internet as a source of information is probably a matter of 

preferences among individuals and thus it is hard to form interpretations of the reasons 

behind how the internet is used. Also other respondents mention that they use the 

internet if they look for suppliers. However, in the case of gas suppliers, browsing for 

information is less common than in some other supplier selection processes. This can 

be reflected again to the limited number of suppliers as well as buyers’ knowledge of 

these suppliers due to their long history of gas purchases. Thus, based on these 

findings, the conclusion of Järvinen and Taiminen (2015) of how buyers gain an 

increasing amount of information from the internet before contacting the supplier do not 

fit with the findings. Nevertheless, the utilization of internet could be different in a 

situation where a new actor enters the market. 

During the in-depth interviews, respondents were asked to describe in more detail how 

they utilize internet as a source of information. According to the interviewees, instead 

of attempting to find new gas suppliers, the aim is to expand knowledge of existing 

suppliers. The same few actors have provided gas in Finland for a long period of time. 

Thus, buyers may assume that the situation will remain the same and would not search 

for new suppliers on their own initiative. Actually, most of the respondents, excluding 

C1, and C2, mention that in some other cases where the market is more competitive, 

they do scan for available suppliers by browsing the internet. The CEO of Company 1 
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mentions that he has never used a computer nor a smart phone. However, internet 

would be used when necessary as other members of the company would browse the 

internet for him.  

Lipiäinen and Karjaluoto (2014) present a digital branding model where social media 

channels are suggested as efficient ways for sellers’ to share content and create value 

to customers. However, according to the interviewees, social networking sites are not 

recognized as useful sources of information in the context of b2b buying. Most of the 

interviewees use social media channels such as Facebook in their personal life and 

few of the buyers were not familiar with social media platforms at all. In addition, most 

of the buyers state that they do not follow different companies’ social media pages.  

C6: “Well, personally I use (social media) but not at work. We considered Facebook 

once but then we thought if it is a bit like... That if it is suitable for our thing. We 

haven’t thought of it that much. There has been some discussion but then we have 

decided not to go for it.” 

(Supply Manager, Company 6) 

 

Some of the respondents mention LinkedIn when asked about their use of social media 

and say they use LinkedIn actively.  

C8: “Yes, it (social media) could probably be used, but it kind of circles outside the 

core business. Kind of like you create contacts, look what others discuss about this 

topic. LinkedIn is quite good. They have these groups there which can be related to 

the industry. And I am involved in that. I follow what happens in the world and what 

kind of problems people are dealing with.” 

(Supply Manager, Company 8) 

 

Thus, buyers use social media more for networking with other stakeholders and staying 

informed of their operational environment. Therefore, social media is rarely considered 

as a relevant source of information in the buying process. Administrative coordinator 

from the Company 7, however, would consider it odd if a supplier like Woikoski would 
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not have a social media presence. Thereby, social media sites can be more used for 

creating brand awareness and crystalizing supplier brand image, which is in line with 

the brand building suggestion by Lipiäinen and Karjaluoto (2014) of positioning a 

corporate brand in relevant and topical conversations and leading those conversations. 

Michaelidou et al.’s (2011) study reveals that b2b SME’s use social media to attract 

new customers. However, this goal is not completely satisfied when it comes to the 

results of this study. According to the respondents, social media is not seen as a 

beneficial channel during their initial stages of the buying process. The reason why 

earlier findings are not supported may be partly due to industry specific reasons such 

as adoption time. Another reason is that the awareness of Woikoski’s social media sites 

is limited. Social media pages are also reflected on the supplier’s corporate image when 

buyers consider benefits. 

C3: “Well, I would not all of a sudden figure out what kind of added value it (social 

media) could bring to us and our gas supplier. Maybe in this context (gas supplier 

selection) it is more about brightening the supplier’s image than anything else. Of 

course, new product information and general knowledge could be delivered in that 

way.” 

(CEO, Company 3) 

 

In addition, the same respondent mentions that they have built a social media page for 

their own company and that they are active in that area. However, the page mainly 

targets their b2c customers. Hence, it could be interpreted that as buyers are not 

present in social media, the possibility to receive information and interactively 

communicate with the supplier are not recognized among the interviewees. On the 

other hand, although the buying firm may be active in social media, it is usually the 

marketing department which updates social media pages instead of the purchasing 

manager. In addition, few interviewees find YouTube a practical channel for delivering 

relevant content such as educating material.  
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C7: I really can’t say how it (social media) would work in the business sector. But at 

least in the consumer sector it is very important to have something like a Facebook 

page where one can ask questions. I do not believe many contacts are created on the 

business side… Maybe something on LinkedIn but… and then YouTube is good if 

one needs, for example, some instructions, that’s the best place to search for those. 

(Administrative Coordinator, Company 7) 

 

Also the supply manager from Company 4 mentioned that instructional video material 

of how to handle gas bottles safely would be beneficial for their business  

C4: “Videos on safety would be beneficial to us, or about liquid nitrogen that we use 

for skin treatment. Why wouldn’t they make a video about that? I’m sure it would 

attract many viewers and increase the image of the company, as they would offer 

proper instructions,” 

(Supply Manager, Company 4) 

5.1.2 Marketing communication as a source of 

information 

Woikoski’s marketing communication activities include, for example, personal selling, 

trade fairs, advertising, social media, a website, and blogs. When buyers begin their 

search from the internet, they use search engines of which Google was mentioned. 

Depending on search results, supplier’s website may be visited. Thus, Miller’s (2012) 

suggestion for marketers to utilize SEO and SEM to reach buyers can be mirrored to 

this type of buying behaviour. Moreover, search engines and websites are also 

recognized as important digital tools in buyers’ early stages of buying process in a 

recent study by the University of Eastern Finland (Haaga Helia, 2016).  However, in 

this research, the focus was on how buyers utilize these tools and what kind of 

information provokes interest among buyers. Respondents C3 and C9 emphasize that 

they react to the information on websites with caution. These buyers perceive the 

content on supplier’s website as artificial and reflect it to advertising. 
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C3: “Well, sure you would get an idea from the website but of course as the website 

has been made by the supplier itself, only a few would mention occasional difficulties 

in delivery…” 

(CEO, Company 3) 

 

C9:”You cannot visit a company’s website to look for it (information), because no one 

lists their disadvantages on their own website … You are not able get feedback from 

(company) webpages.” 

(CEO, Company 9) 

 

Thus, the information on suppliers’ websites is considered as biased and approached 

with a certain level of criticality, at least when buyers are evaluating features related to 

suppliers’ performance. The CEO of Company 9 was also quoted earlier in the 

beginning of this section. In the earlier quotation, the respondent states that internet is 

browsed to find information prior to contacting the supplier, however, as the latter 

quotation above shows, the decision is rarely based on online information. Thus, the 

internet is used primarily to screen for available suppliers. Based on found information, 

potential supplier(s) is identified and contacted. Therefore, respondents seem to show 

more trust towards information coming from interactions with the salesperson and 

describe this kind of sources of information more reliable than those on the internet. 

Therefore, several respondents mentioned that they visit suppliers’ websites mainly to 

find contact information.  

When asked what type of content buyers wish to have available on supplier’s website, 

they mention, for example, product related information, general information on the gas 

industry and announcements about future investments, safety information and 

information related to quality and environmental systems. Furthermore, one respondent 

describes how frustrating it is, if contact information cannot be easily found, as the CEO 

of Company 3 puts it: 
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C3: “If a decision making situation is on, then the website will remain unlooked if 

contact information cannot be found. And that is a disadvantage for many.” 

(CEO, Company 3) 

 

Thus, it seems crucial to have company’s contact information easily available for buyers 

even before the buyer enters the company website e.g. on search engines’ result 

pages. Another interviewee, the supply manager from Company 4, stresses how the 

lack of contact information can lead to disappointment and loss of customer 

relationship: 

C4: “So in this case, I had almost decided on the product and I was ready to ask for 

additional information but the deal will pass if there is no contact information (on the 

website).” 

(Supply Manager, Company 4) 

 

Thus, lack of information or a complex website design may lead to a situation where 

the supplier is left out of consideration. The above mentioned factors support Holliman’s 

and Rowley’s (2014) thoughts of the importance of b2b firms’ ability to communicate 

correct content through correct channels especially in a new task situation.  

The respondents see internet as an effortless source to find new suppliers in principle 

but they require more information to supplement online data before making a final 

decision. Thus, it seems that the salesperson still plays a major role when it comes to 

satisfying buyers’ information needs in spite the fact that buyers have the ability to 

search information before contacting the seller. This contrasts to Zahay’s (2014) 

suggestion of how salesperson’s role as an informant is fading. Nevertheless, the main 

reason why buyers do not construct their evaluation based on information online is that 

they prefer to receive information of the most suitable solutions for their business and 

value the professional knowledge of a salesperson to create these solutions. This type 

of information is rarely available online as requirements vary. The CEO from Company 

9 shares that he attempted to buy online from a foreign supplier by using email. 
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Eventually, after exchanging several messages, the seller gave the respondent a call 

and asked even more additional information. Thus it seems that in a new task situation, 

making a purchase based on online information seems impractical.  

When asked how interviewees fin information on suppliers, the importance of word of 

mouth is pointed out by the respondents.  

C1: “If a new supplier enters the market, we ask for offers from every supplier. But as 

I said, we receive information from the market all the time because we need to be 

aware. Otherwise we would wake up when Woikoski raises prices...” 

(CEO, Company 1) 

Thus, information on potential entrants is seldom searched or at least not in an active 

manner. However, the CEO from Company 1 describes above that he evaluates the 

current supplier every time he acquires information on new suppliers. However, the 

interviewee highlights that instead of searching for information, he receives it from the 

market and by that he means from colleagues.  Also other respondents mention word 

of mouth as an important and trusted source of information. 

C9: “…As we trade internationally and contract work all over Europe, I have suppliers 

or friends and we call each other and may, as you know, discuss current issues in the 

operational environment. That is a channel where you can gain many insights. That is 

the most important (source of information).” 

(CEO, Company 9) 

It seems that WOM can influence the willingness to cooperate with a certain supplier 

as one respondent states that the decision on a supplier was based on a 

recommendation from a colleague. Another interviewee mentions that he and other 

buyers from the same group of companies have informal meetings occasionally where 

buyers share their thoughts, experiences, and ideas on purchasing and suppliers with 

each other. The importance of word of mouth in the buying process is also widely 

recognized in academia (e.g. Kim, et al., 1999; Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2006). One 

respondent mentions that he has gained information on a foreign actor from a website 
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where buyers can review suppliers. The interviewee adds that he can imagine similar 

websites becoming more popular in the future. Furthermore, it seems that the 

interaction between buyers is also moving online, as likewise noticed by several 

researchers (e.g. Simmons, 2007; Wiersema 2013) which increases the importance for 

supplier to manage eWOM as mentioned by Lipiäinen and Karjaluoto (2014). 

In addition, information search on existing suppliers is not very active as current 

knowledge of the suppliers is seen as comprehensive enough. Furthermore, as gases 

are fairly homogeneous products, offerings across suppliers are seen equivalent, which 

to some extent decreases the need to evaluate suppliers’ products. Another issue 

which affects information need is that the purchase cost of gases is only a minor part 

of the overall cost structure, according to majority of the respondents. 

C3: “If we discuss about gas suppliers, there are not many other alternatives from our 

point of view than X and Y. And the decision of supplier depends a lot on the 

salesperson who visits here.” 

(CEO, Company 3) 

It is also emphasized in other discussions that it is usually salesperson’s initiative that 

launches competitive tendering. Therefore, the information is gained from the company 

representative. In addition, as there are only few vendors in the market, some buyers 

state they ask offers from every supplier and compare them against each other. When 

contrasted to other buying situations where there can be up to 100 possible suppliers 

to choose from, the selection of gas suppliers seems simple and less time consuming. 

Woikoski participates in trade shows in order to reach and communicate with their 

customers. When asking about how respondents utilize trade fairs, most of the 

interviewees excluding respondent C5 state that they have not visited trade fairs for a 

long time. Nevertheless, they also highlight that it can be a good way to gain knowledge 

about equipment in particular. In most cases limited resources are mentioned as 

reasons why trade fairs have been visited less frequently than in the past. Moreover, 

there are differences between different industries as it seems buyers who use welding 
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machines see trade fairs as more useful than, for example, buyers operating in the 

health care sector where, for example, hospital construction seminars are more 

common.  

In addition, the CEO of Company 10 sees trade fairs in a positive light but does not 

think they play a role in the buying process: 

C10: “I go to trade fairs but I have not visited trade fairs of this industry at all…-…If we 

need new welding machines, then we of course try to find them out. But you do not 

need to utilize trade fairs for that, if you know what you are looking for. Occasionally I 

may visit a subcontractor’s trade fairs in Finland. For sure trade fairs are usually good 

things and you can see new products, machines and equipment, I am not stating the 

opposite…” 

(CEO, Company 10) 

Administrative coordinator from the Company 7 remembers seeing Woikoski at a trade 

fair: 

C7; “Well, I remember one time when we were at a trade fair and there was a horse 

shoeing show. They used Woikoski’s gases for that. And then sometimes I have seen 

those trucks. I haven’t really come across them anywhere else.” 

(Administrative Coordinator, Company 7) 

Respondents seldom mention advertising during the interviews. Respondents C1, C2 

C5 and C7 mention that they have seen Woikoski advertisements, mostly in industry 

specific magazines.  

C2: “I can’t think of any at the moment… Well, of course adverts, I mean in some 

professional magazines, but nothing else.” 

(Project Manager, Company 2) 

Moreover, respondents state that they would like to hear more of current developments 

at the supplier. Interviews revealed that there is a lack of communication between the 

supplier and buyers. Although, interviewees stress that they get all the needed 
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information from the salesperson, they state that it would not harm to know of current 

issues especially if the information is relevant from their perspective. Respondents 

mention email as a good communication channel and also suggest that a web portal 

could be used for sending messages. 

Another aspect related to the lack of communication rises up as buyers seem not to be 

aware of the Woikoski’s service range. Especially the web portal service is unknown to 

all participants in the in-depth interviews. This is an important issue since a majority of 

the respondents mention that a web based portal for orders and purchase history 

statistics would be beneficial for them. Figure 13 concludes the information search part 

by showing a synthesis of how industrial buyers search and process information in the 

digital era. In the theory part, an information process framework by Zahay, Schultz and 

Kumar (2014) was presented (see Figure 7) The authors emphasized how information 

is increasingly searched from various sources prior to contacting a salesperson. They 

argue that online branding activities and brand presence in a digital environment is 

taking over salesperson’s role as an information provider. The findings of this study 

support the theory only partially. The first conclusion is that based on the findings of 

this thesis, the role of the salesperson cannot be underestimated. Buyers prefer to gain 

information from the salesperson. However, buyers do also search for information from 

other sources as it is almost impossible to avoid different touchpoints with the supplier 

brand in the digital era. Nevertheless, those other sources of information are not 

replacing the interaction with the sales force.  

The figure below shows how a buyer can gain information, first of all, if the salesperson 

visits the buying firm and provides an offer. Secondly, word of mouth is an important 

and common source of information for buyers. Sometimes the supplier selection can 

even be based on recommendations from colleagues. Other less common sources are, 

for example, magazines and trade fairs, although buyers state they rarely visit trade 

fairs nowadays. Lastly, in search for online information, they use search engines 

(Google) and may contact the salesperson using the contact information on the result 

page. If the buyer continues his online journey, other internet pages may be accessed 
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such as the supplier website. The primary aim is usually to find contact information in 

order to get knowledge on the salesperson. In short, being present online by offering 

information is essential, however, that information does not replace the role of a 

salesperson 

 

Figure 13 Industrial buyer’s information search process 

The following sections focus on the second phase of the buying process, evaluation of 

alternatives which covers the criteria used to evaluate suppliers against qualifications 

prior to decision making in the gas supplier selection. In particular, the factors 

enhancing value in buyers’ minds during this step are of interest. 

5.1.3 Sources of perceived value in evaluation 

 A notable observation across respondents’ answers, in both the pre-collected and in-

depth interview data, is that price is mentioned as one of the main factors of why a 

certain supplier is selected over others, although they also stress the importance of 

long-term partnerships. As expected, other rational factors in addition to price are 

mentioned when buyers discuss about evaluation of suppliers.  
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C8: “Well, tendering situations are usually decided based on three factors. Price is of 

course one, then quality and also reliability of delivery or availability.” 

(Supply Manager, Company 8) 

 

As quoted above, the supply manager in Company 8, as well as the production 

manager in Company 2 and project manager in Company 5, gave a short simplified 

answer as they mention three most important evaluation criteria: price, reliability of 

delivery, and quality. This is in line with what is traditionally assumed about industrial 

buying as it has been described as a rational activity and consistent with, for example, 

Lynch and de Chernatony (2004) and Leek and Christodoulides (2011).  

Nonetheless, respondent C6, a supply manager, discusses the difficulty of measuring 

quality of gas and that he beliefs the product quality is the same no matter who the 

supplier is. Buyers also rely on suppliers following the set standards. Thus, the criteria 

of quality are more often related to the quality of service. In addition, availability, which 

is often seen as a part of reliability of delivery, is also emphasized as a crucial element 

because several buying companies’ production processes depend on gas and thus the 

delivery chain cannot be disturbed.  

The CEO in Company 10 makes an exception when it comes to rational evaluation of 

factors, as the respondent does not mention price when asked about his criteria in a 

supplier selection situation. Actually, the interviewee expresses quite directly that also 

other factors than price matter: 

C10: “I haven’t really asked for offers from X. If they called, I would have said that we 

have everything in order. I’m not the kind of a person who runs after the cheapest 

offer, instead I want that everything works.” 

(CEO, Company 10) 

 

Furthermore, the customer perceives added value from factors such as personal 

relationships with the salesperson, ease of operation and time spent. The interviewee 
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explains that salesperson’s knowledge of both the gas industry and the customer 

organization are highly important and valued.  

Furthermore, as discussions continue during the interviews, also other respondents 

reveal additional less rational issues which are considered when evaluating suppliers. 

Thus, the reasoning of choosing a supplier who offers the lowest price seems 

incoherent. The decision making seems more complex than what the respondents 

initially suggest. For example, supplier’s country of origin is important for respondents: 

C5: “I try to use a domestic supplier if the price is reasonable enough. It perhaps 

brings added value to us but it is not taken that the money stays in Finland. However, 

it is great if it would stay.” 

(Production Manager, Company 5) 

 

C3: “One thing on decision making which was not mentioned is that if we imagine that 

we wouldn’t have a contract yet, that we would be looking for a supplier… …And of 

course also in this situation where a is already selected, one important advantage is 

that Woikoski is a domestic company. We are also domestic, our manufacturing and 

everything is here in Finland. That, sure, it also kind of has its value when suppliers 

are on the same line, then that affects too.” 

(CEO, Company 3) 

 

Respondents’ preference on domestic products is also observed in the pre-collected 

data. However, the ones appreciating a domestic supplier are mostly Woikoski’s own 

customers and opinions overall are diverse. For example, the CEO of Company 9 

states that he does not see the country of origin relevant. Nevertheless, also Veloutsou 

and Taylor (2012) found that intangible factors such as country of origin, reputation, 

and perceived professionalism can affect buyers’ decision making.  

Respondent C3’s quote above reveals how supplier’s country of origin would be 

important if the decision on gas supplier is yet to be made. Thus, it could be interpreted 

that intangible factors are more likely to cause interest towards the supplier rather than 
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affect the decision itself. This is similar to what Malaval and Bénaroya (2001) argue of 

brand relevance. According to the authors, intangible factors are seen more important 

in the early stages of the buying process and the more tangible factors become 

increasingly relevant in the latter parts of the buying activity. Those buyers who value 

the domicile of the supplier seem to appreciate also the fact that Woikoski is a family 

business. In most of these cases, the buying firm is also family owned. 

When buyers make a contract with a gas supplier they expect ease of operation, 

reliability and coherent customer relationship management. Sometimes these 

expectations are not fulfilled. For example, the CEO of Company 3 mentioned a buyer-

supplier relationship he was not satisfied with as the sales representative of the supplier 

had not visited them for two consecutive years. The same interviewee as well as 

respondents from companies 1 and 5 pointed out that errors in billing would damage a 

relationship as they cause headaches and cost time in the buying firms.  

C5: “The ease of ordering is important. I would also add that as ordering is a weekly 

routine, it needs to be easy. The supplier will quickly change if it is difficult to us. No 

one will withstand that for long because it uses resources from something else. There 

has not been that many mistakes in billing, but problem situations stick in mind.” 

(Project Manager, Company 5) 

Thus, a gap between the expectations and experiences can be identified. Furthermore, 

as the respondent mentions, those disappointments will be remembered and thus 

influence the supplier brand image. Also issues relating to the supplier’s corporate 

social responsibility are mentioned: 

C1:”Of course that it is near, that it doesn’t transport gas all the way from Lapland…-

…But the fact that supplier pays taxes to Finland is connected to the ethicality and 

safety.” 

(CEO, Company 1) 
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Also the supply manager in Company 4 mentions that safety is everything as gases are 

used for treating patients. The administrative coordinator in Company 7 points out that 

as they have moved to a quality and environment system in procurement, they evaluate 

financial stability of the supplier as well as their responsibility. The respondent stresses 

that they audit suppliers based on a system which, for example, requires certain quality 

and environmental certifications. In this case, the interviewee tried to find out which 

certifications the gas supplier complies with, without results: 

C7:”It’s not a big deal, but it makes me wonder that why they haven’t been certified 

because usually a company of that size has those (certifications)”. 

(Administrative Coordinator, Company 7) 

 

Thereby, the fact that information was not provided online affected respondent’s 

associations of the supplier. Additional services seem also to create value for some 

buyers. The supply manager in Company 4 highlights several times how the service 

with the current supplier has been excellent. The interviewee is clearly satisfied how 

the supplier managed to create a service for them when a Europe-wide standard of gas 

network measurements changed a few years ago. Also the respondent C2 emphasizes 

that additional services and products argue for concentrating sourcing: 

 

C2: “Of course if we can source everything from the same supplier that would ease 

our supply chains. If the product is priced competitively and is available with additives, 

gases and equipment, then that would be easier.” 

(Project Manager, Company 2) 

 

When asked what differentiates Woikoski from its competitors, most of the 

respondents find it rather difficult to provide an answer. Furthermore, the CEO’s from 

Companies 1 and 3 have a similar view when they state that the level of 

differentiation is quite low: 
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C1:” We looked at different aspects, but it is clear that you can get the same product 

from different suppliers and the level of service is the same. I can select exactly the 

same product from any supplier.” 

(CEO, Company 1) 

 

C3:”The starting point is that the suppliers are the same. Then it comes to how they 

differentiate from each other that needs to be done somehow. If both of them supply 

the same gas, in similar looking bottles, then the differentiation goes all of a sudden to 

price. Then there needs to be some additional services to differentiate with something 

else. Suppliers need to make a profit to produce gas.” 

(CEO, Company 3) 

 

The Table 3 below is based on the previously presented brand value creation model 

(see Figure 5) adapted from the models presented by Mudambi, Doyle, and Wong 

(1997) and Thompson, Knox and Mitchell (1998). The table concludes the previous 

discussion on buyers’ perceived sources of value on three layers, product, distribution 

and support service, and company level. 

  

Table 3 Findings on buyers’ perceived sources of value 

 Product Distribution & support 
service 

Company 

Tangible Price  
Quality  
Equipment sales 
Centralization 

Availability 
Location  
Reliability of delivery   
Gas network testing service 
Error-free billing 
Capability for deviant 
deliveries  
 

Financial stability  
Knowhow.  
Environmental & quality 
certificates 

intangible Safety Ease of ordering 
Automation 
Personal relationships 
Interactive communication 
Relevance of content 
 

Domesticity 
Corporate social 
responsibility  
Reputation 
Family business 
Customer relationship 
management 
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5.1.4 Role of the salesperson in supplier selection 

The respondents were asked to describe the importance of personal relationships with 

the seller in the gas supplier selection process. The supply manager in Company 6 

states that: 

C6: “Well, they (personal relationships) have a huge role including salesperson’s 

knowledge and knowhow of the industry. Actually, it has a very important role.” 

(Supply Manager, Company 6) 

It becomes clear also from other responses that personal selling is a highly valued 

function, as also acknowledged in previous b2b marketing research (e.g. Lynch and de 

Chernatony 2004; Kuhn, et al., 2008). For example, production manager from 

Company 5, shares his experience of a rare occasion where the sales person has been 

so difficult to deal with that they rather decided to choose another supplier than this 

firm. Similarly, the supply manager from Company 6 further explains the importance of 

relations as the interviewee mentions a situation where a supplier was left out of 

consideration because of an unqualified salesperson: 

C6: “We actually also had a third supplier who offered gases to us, wonder what it 

was…It was certainly not an option for us. The salesperson who visited us was 

somehow a bit like…he didn’t convey confidence. He probably was not very suited for 

the job…-…They also had welding wires and we tried them as well. They were 

supposed to be of very good quality but they were miserable… You can probably 

already conclude that praising a poor product does not leave a good impression.” 

(Supply Manager, Company 6) 

 

Hence, although these respondents mention objective and rational factors, such as 

price, quality and reliability of delivery, as the most important factors behind the 

decision making process, in some situations relations between the buyer and the 

salesperson can have a huge impact on supplier selection and can even override the 

tangible evaluation criteria. Thus, a poor impression of a salesperson can impact 
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supplier’s positon in buyers’ minds. Although, it does not necessarily mean the supplier 

would lose in every occasion but it certainly leaves a negative association of the 

supplier. Respondent from Company 7 supports this interpretation: 

C8: “I would say, that (personal relationship) doesn’t necessarily determine (supplier 

selection) but it is always in the back of my mind, for sure.” 

(Supply Manager, Company 8) 

 

Interestingly, the CEO of Company 9 mentioned that he made the current contract in a 

local agency and thus did not meet with an actual salesperson but rather interacted 

with the employees of the agency. However, the respondent states that he has 

evaluated the service level between renewing the contract. Moreover, the interviewees 

highlight the importance of meeting with the salesperson prior to decision making. In 

addition, it seems that the respondents value face to face interaction with the 

salesperson and prefer to meet the supplier company representative in person.  

C8: “It is hard to imagine that communication would be digital. Although, I am used to 

using it (internet) ever since internet was developed. Nothing beats face to face 

dialogue. Maybe a video call could work but I have used very little of Skype or Lync, 

but I could imagine it becoming more common.” 

(Supply Manager, Company 8) 

 

Supply Manager from Company 4 has a similar view: 

 

C4:”Sure I could do it via Skype if I would have to but I do not want to. I mean that it is 

nicer face to face and provides value for both sides.” 

(Supply Manager, Company 4) 

 

Also other interviewees shy away from the thought of e-commerce and communication 

via digital tools in the supplier selection situation. However, this can be partially 

explained with the fact that most of the interviewed companies operate in rather 
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traditional industries where changes in the marketplace take time and even resistance 

to change may occur, at least to some extent. Furthermore, buyers feel that they get 

answers to their questions in a more efficient way during the meetings with the 

salesperson.  

The CEO from Company 1 discussed how he experiences trust in the relationship: 

C1: “So, my trust has developed first towards the salesperson and from there to 

Woikoski, not the other way around in any circumstances.” 

(CEO, Company 1) 

 

Thus, the salesperson is also in an important role in creating trust among buyers. In 

addition, some respondents stress that they want to know who they deal with and feel 

more comfortable if the company has a face, so to speak. Thus, Sheth’s and Sharma’s 

(2008) argument that the salesperson often acts in a role of a brand ambassador 

enhancing trust and building the supplier’s brand image, is consistent with these 

findings. 

In addition, in a long-term customer relationship, personal relations add value as the 

CEO of Company 10 explains: 

R: “What kind of a role a salesperson has in decision making? 

C10: “When he comes to visit, we always have a lot of other things to discuss than 

only gases. He is very pleasant and jovial person which I like. And when we agree on 

something, we don’t always have to call and wonder. Everything works.” 

(CEO, Company 10) 

 

R: “Do you think it adds value? 

C10: “Of course it adds, of course! You’re a young person and we have young people 

working here and it goes far too often to just sending emails.” 

(CEO, Company 10) 
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Kuhn et al. (2008) state how the relationship between sales force and buyers as well 

as the management of partnership create brand equity. This is also discovered from 

the findings of this study as buyers perceive value from a well-established buyer-seller 

relationship. What the respondent states in the quotation above about sending emails 

is rather interesting. It seems that in this case, against the claims in recent literature, 

excessive digital communication can be seen as a negative factor.  

5.1.5 Risks in a buying process 

Previous research findings highlight how the buying process in b2b markets involves 

more risks than in consumer markets. Brands are believed to reduce buyers’ perceived 

level of risk, as appears from Leek’s and Christodoulides’ (2011a) review of b2b 

branding literature. In this study, respondents attach possible risks in supplier selection 

predominantly to the reliability of delivery. In every case company, gases are used 

continuously either as raw material in manufacturing or medically for treatment of 

patients (health care). Thus,  interruptions in gas delivery would affect the whole 

operation. Therefore, in a worst case scenario, the low cost purchase, when compared 

to total costs, could turn to be extremely costly. 

For instance, supply manager C4 and CEO C10 elaborate their perceptions of risk as 

follows: 

C4: “Well exactly, if you don’t suddenly get the product, the entire unit will stand still 

and the cost of that is absurdly high. The hourly rate per operational theatre is high. It 

affects everything, and we might have to cancel surgeries. And as this is a private 

business, our customers will have a bad impression and that will flow all the way to 

the end customers, if we can’t do what we promised.” 

(Supply Manager, Company 4) 

 

C10: Well, of course, the reliability of delivery, that will it function the way it is 

supposed to, so that I don’t have to turn tail and return using the old one. I mean, in a 
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fictional situation if there’s nothing wrong with the old supplier but still the change of 

supplier is made, for some reason.” 

(CEO, Company 10) 

 

The interviewee above seems to experience emotional risk, in addition to the 

uncertainty of the delivery, of returning back to the previous supplier. This is similar to 

what de Chernatony (2010) argues as the author mentions different types of risks in a 

buying situation of which social risk, which refers to how the buyer experiences risk 

related to what others think of the choice, is one of them. In addition, as there are only 

few actors in the market, if the selection fails returning back to the first supplier may be 

the only option. Furthermore, some interviewees state that they do not think the 

decision on gas supplier is risky, including the CEO of Company 1: 

C1:”I think of risks as safety risk which goes beyond everything and then there’s this 

product risk and then when neither of these exist, I never have to think that if we have 

risks here.” 

(CEO, Company 1) 

The CEO explains that terms regarding delays and other delivery issues are negotiated 

in a way that reduces risk. The respondent C5 points out similarly that when protection 

against risk of delivery is well covered by covenants, the production manager does not 

see a barrier to change a supplier. In addition, respondent C3 and C6 mention that the 

last time they changed gas suppliers, they paid attention to the differing delivery dates 

and felt uncertainty prior to decision making. However, these interviewees explain that 

they eventually agreed with different delivery dates due to contract penalties and 

salesperson’s well-presented arguments. Furthermore, buyers state that in situations 

where difficulties in delivery occur, either because of the supplier side or because of 

late orders from the buyer side, supplier’s emergency deliveries have always managed 

to fix the problem. None of the respondents mention a situation where their operations 

would have staid still because the gas supply run out. Moreover, the interviews explain 

that they have backup bottles just in case.  
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The respondents think that gas as a product is uniform across suppliers. Thus, the 

interviewees do not perceive risk related to the quality of the gas. However, when it 

comes to equipment sales, the product risk becomes more present.  

C2: “It (risk) has occurred more, for example, in the wire side. When we ordered wire 

from the supplier, it wasn’t quite… …Of course we ordered affordable wire but we 

wouldn’t have wanted it to be that cheap. Then we were in trouble when they didn’t 

work in every machine.” 

(Project Manager, Company 2) 

 

Also the supply manager of Company 5 mentions how he struggled to find welding wire 

which has a good quality-price ratio. The respondent also states that sometimes the 

quality has been so poor that the supplier has been avoided ever since. Nevertheless, 

as the previous discussion shows, the perception of risks depends strongly on the 

individual.  

The next section discusses how respondents evaluate suppliers after the customer 

relationship has been established.  

5.1.6 Post-purchase evaluation 

Managing the customer relationship is clearly an important aspect for respondents. 

Also Webster and Keller (2004) emphasized the meaning of managing existing 

relationships in industrial buying. Excluding the CEO from the company 9, the buyers 

meet with the supplier’s sales representative on an annual basis. Customers feel that 

it is important to hear the latest changes in the gas industry as well as are able to share 

current developments in their business. The supply manager from Company 6 says 

that being updated with the upcoming changes in the price range is relevant and that 

he felt betrayed with a gas supplier as he noticed that the price level was notably high: 

C6: “The salesperson from supplier Y came to visit and left an offer, and we noticed 

that the difference in price was remarkable. I even felt a little bit cheated.” 
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(Supply Manager, Company 6) 

 

The interviewee continues and expresses that doing business again with that supplier 

is not seen as an option: 

 

C6: “Now when I think of X I can’t say anything good about it. That bad experience 

just comes to my mind. The price difference was so big that those certainly stuck into 

mind.” 

(Supply Manager, Company 6) 

 

Clearly acting honestly and being open with buyers and thus managing trust cannot be 

underestimated. The impact of negative customer experiences can be long-lasting. The 

interviews reveal also other occasions where the buyer has reviewed the current 

customer relationship and ended changing suppliers. For example, the CEO from 

Company 3 shares an experience of years ago when the CEO of the time had an 

argument related on billing issues:  

 

C3: “Then of course if there was an argument which could not be settled and a 

competitor provided a good offer.  Then a decision was made to change suppliers 

because of the bad taste…-… that story has remained here internally. It easily takes 

years either the people have been replaced or the situation alleviated otherwise 

before returning back to that supplier. I had a feeling that there was nothing wrong 

with the operation or anything else wrong. That’s how it goes, small things matter. It is 

gas from both suppliers so if there’s nothing tremendously wrong with either of 

them… Then small things accumulate when other things are non-existing. There 

needs to be a reason why the supplier changes, if it changes.” 

(CEO, Company 3) 

 

Reaching the customers is the first step towards a customer relationship. A high level 

of brand awareness benefits the supplier in the early stages of buying process. The 

brand image plays a role during the search and evaluation phases. Nevertheless, when 
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there is a limited amount of suppliers in the market, managing the brand image during 

the customer relationship becomes vital. The employees of the buyer communicate 

with each other and negative experiences are being shared more often than positive 

ones. The same respondent points out that management of the current relationship is 

on an average level as the sales representative has not visited or contacted them in 

any ways after the first contact was made. The CEO states: “Probably the good 

customers are somewhere else”. 

C1: “In general, I believe that if you have a long-term customer relationship like ours, 

it is always personified in the sales representative. I do not want the sales person to 

change frequently. Still, there are all those prices, reliability of delivery which matter in 

the end but if I would not be satisfied with the sales representative, I would ask for to 

speak with someone else. It has a huge role but it is more of an addition to the 

service or purchasing. A long-term friend knows what I do so it is easy for the 

salesperson to approach me and provide solutions to my problems if there are any.” 

Moreover, some of the interviewees stated that they only buy gases from a local agency 

and thus they do not have annual meetings with a sales representative (C9). However, 

the respondent from Company 9 states that he interacts with the employees in the 

agency at least on a monthly basis and has been highly satisfies with the service level.  

C10: “I view Woikoski as a strong brand. An old Finnish firm, that’s enough. That tells 

that the same people have been running it and I respect that. We have operated only 

for 46 years. And not once have we been on any “lists” and we haven’t had to change 

our name. Most of these entrepreneurs in the capital area have had to change their 

names. I respect that kind of traditional family businesses.” 

(CEO, Company 10) 

 

The CEO of Company 3 stresses that a good customer relationship can influence the 

supplier selection process and might result in the supplier not being changed due to a 

high level of satisfaction: 
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C3: “I would also say that we don’t miss the sales representative that much, but I 

would also say that one might lose the grip quickly. In some cases, the price of gas 

doesn’t matter as much because the salesperson is nice and has always taken care 

of the things here. So that it wouldn’t have to go always to price competition, 

someone might change suppliers only because of a small change in price.” 

(CEO, Company 3) 

However, several interviewees state that they would benefit if they could order online 

when making routine purchases from a contracted gas supplier. Some of the 

respondents leave orders by calling the nearest agency. This prevents ordering outside 

the working hours. In addition, email orders are carried out no earlier than on the next 

working day, which may cause a delay. In addition, some buyers suggest that it would 

be helpful to receive statements of balance to their mobile phones and even make 

orders via mobile devices (C3, C4). In addition, interviewees C1, C3, and C5 share 

their frustrations on confusions in the billing system, regardless of the gas supplier. If a 

buyer rents gas bottles from the supplier, sometimes there are mistakes in accounting 

either on the seller or on the buyer side. These situations seem to irritate buyers. The 

respondents suggest that an online portal could ease those issues. 

C3: “Then we call instead of sending an email because these are the things that 

make my blood boil. I want to get clarity on the issue as soon as possible.” 

(CEO, Company 3) 

 

Moreover, the ease of ordering seems to be highly valued among respondents. 

Ordering is also one of the aspects which causes most trouble on the buyer side and 

thus creates costs. In some cases, the orders are put forth by calling or via email and 

thus sometimes buyers are unable to track their order history. All of the interviewees 

seemed to feel positive about digital changes that could make their functions more 

efficient. However, none of the interviewees mentioned that they would evaluate 

suppliers’ order systems when they are making a decision. 
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5.2 The importance of a brand in the buying process 

This section continues the analysis by reflecting the above discussed factors that affect 

industrial buyers’ buying process to the concept of brand. The aim is to identify the 

brand related factors buyers perceive at different stages of gas supplier selection 

process by connecting the findings to theory. 

To begin with, similarly to findings in Mudambi (2002), the relevance of brand depends 

of the individual buyer’s personality. Different buyers perceive value from different 

sources. Although, respondents mention that they pay attention primarily to functional 

factors, discussions reveal that also subjective factors can more or less influence 

supplier selection. This comes forth more clearly from some interviewees’ answers than 

from others. Thompson, Knox and Mitchell (1998) and Mudambi, Doyle and Wong 

(1997) argued that brand value is created through both tangible (functional) and 

intangible (emotional) factors. During the interviews, respondents mention both 

intangible and tangible sources of perceived value, as seen in Table 3. Across the 

interviews, buyers state that they are interested in suppliers’ financial stability, 

environment and quality systems, logistics and manufacturing processes, which can all 

be reflected to above mentioned researchers’ findings on how brand is built by creating 

value for customers through different performance levels.  

Although respondents never said that the decision was based on associations, an 

interpretation can be made that in some situations intangible factors build an image of 

a supplier (brand) in a buyer’s mind. Particularly in those situations where a buyer has 

some kind of previous experience of a supplier, which is usually the case in gas supplier 

selection, the brand image can be strong and have more importance in supplier 

selection, as discussed earlier from what respondent C10 said on how other factors are 

valued over price. The same respondent was the only one who mentioned the word 

brand during the interviews as the CEO described how the name of the manufacturer 

and country of origin influences end customer’s behaviour: 
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C10: “It is so that, although they produce a lot there (in China), when it comes to 

these products, certain brands are represented. Even our customers know what the 

material needs to be…-…if I use this Chinese steel, then I wouldn’t have a brand 

anymore. The information would spread directly that X started using Chinese steel 

after 45 years. That mistake cannot be made. The customer wouldn’t pay more than 

half of the price” 

(CEO, Company 10) 

The quotation above tells in addition to what the CEO said about price in the supplier 

selection, a strong brand creates such added value that suppliers’ have the opportunity 

to harvest price premiums, as also stated by several researchers (e.g. Bendixen, et al., 

2004). According to the findings, this means creating added value with some other 

factors such as personal relationships, digital solution or acting in a responsible 

manner.  

During the evaluation of suppliers, the relation to brand image can be drawn from how 

respondents determine whether they think the supplier is good or not. It seems that the 

brand image is partially built in those situations where buyers meet with the salesperson 

face to face. As stated previously, the salesperson represents the company in most 

occasions and thus communicates the brand image – intentionally or unintentionally. 

When it comes to building a brand image online, it is obvious that a supplier needs to 

have a website in order to reach the initial level of brand awareness. However, as it 

was observed in the interviews, a badly designed website and insufficient information 

can frustrate the buyer and thus even have a negative impact on brand image.  

Preconceptions towards interactive online communications seem to vary. Some buyers 

consider the thought of communicating with the salesperson though digital channels 

(e.g. Skype, online chats) strange. While others see a lot of potential and opportunities 

in digital technology. Furthermore, it seems that experiences of these types of digital 

solutions are limited and thus it is hard for buyers to imagine the sources of value in 

them. Despite the previous arguments by researchers (e.g. Lipiäinen & Karjaluoto, 

2014) of how social media can add brand value, the findings show that the usage of 
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social media sites during the buying process is rare. Furthermore, it can be due to the 

fact that buyers are not sure how they could benefit from social media in this type of 

purchasing.  

It seems that the importance of gas as a purchase depends on the industry where the 

buyers operates in. A respondent from the health care sector mentioned that gases are 

strategic products for them. On the other hand, in the other industries gas is seen as a 

raw material which does not play a huge role in total purchase costs. However, in every 

case, the operation is dependent on gas and thus at least some sort of risk occurs. 

Therefore, the buyers in this research probably cover all three buyer clusters presented 

by Mudambi (2002). What supports this interpretation of the presence of brand 

relevance is that buyers do not base their decisions purely on tangible, product related 

factors. Instead, respondents’ choices are at least to some extent and in some 

occasions influenced by supplier associations which adapts to Brown, et al.’s (2011) 

definition of brand relevance (or sensitivity).  

Furthermore, when reflecting Brown et al.’s (2011) findings on risk reduction and brand 

relevance, it seems that both scenarios can be identified as respondents describe their 

perceived level of risk during their buying process. First of all, it seems that some buyers 

would rather build long relationships than change suppliers if the current relationship 

has been trouble-free even if prices differ from competitors’. Thereby, Kotler’s and 

Pfoertsch’s (2006) objective view on risk reduction and brand relevance can be applied 

as in these cases, the level of risk was perceived to be low. This supports the authors’ 

claim of buyers choosing a brand that they know in order to speed up and ease the 

selection process. Based on this interpretation, as there are only few actors in gas 

markets, the one who creates the greatest brand awareness is likely to succeed in 

customer acquisition when it comes to these types of buyers. Secondly, Mudambi’s 

(2002) idea of how brand relevance is in its highest level in a risky situation can also 

be adapted. For example, in a situation where a new facility is being built and the costs 

of business disturbances are extremely high, it is likely that the buyer selects a supplier 

with a strong brand image. 
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In some occasions, buyers may select a supplier based on recommendations from 

other customers. Miller (2012) states that customers who are willing to recommend a 

firm are more likely to become loyal customers which increases supplier’s brand equity, 

as also pointed out by several other researchers (e.g. Kim et al., 1999). Thus, it can be 

assumed that the customer who recommends the supplier has a positive brand image 

of that particular firm. Thereby, the positive brand image is passed on to the buyer who 

selected the supplier. Then it is up to the supplier’s ability to fulfil customer expectations 

and act according to the brand promise. A similar process can be reflected to the digital 

environment as one respondent mentioned that he has utilized online review sites when 

gaining information of suppliers from the internet. Also Lipiäinen and Karjaluoto (2014) 

stress the importance of eWOM in digital branding. In the online environment the word 

spreads faster and gains more audience. However, respondents state that they 

approach information in the internet with caution and trust more information coming 

from real life conversations. 

An example of unsuccessfully communicated brand image can be drawn from the 

interviewees. In this situation, a salesperson visited the buying company but the 

appearance and knowhow of the salesperson was at a bad level that the buyer’s level 

of trust on the supplier company decreased.  The respondents stated that as their 

production is dependent on gas, there is no room for taking unnecessary risks. Also 

other factors related to personal selling are pointed out during the interviews. For 

example, one respondent tells how their previous supplier selection situation was 

triggered due to disagreements with the salesperson and the buyer. Thus, it seems that 

the sales representative and other employees build the brand image, whether it is 

positive or negative, in terms of trust.  

As stated in the theory part, a strong brand differentiates a supplier from its other 

suppliers. When asking the buyers to describe how their current supplier differentiates 

from its competitors, some of the interviewees struggled in providing an answer. In most 

of the cases where respondents found it especially difficult to mention differentiating 

factors, the buyer did not have face to face meetings with a salesperson but instead 
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products are bought through an agency where the buyer may not even visit himself. 

Thus, in these situations the corporate brand image probably plays a less important 

role as the brand image is absent. On the other hand, it might be beneficial for the 

supplier side to build the brand image with other means. 

It certainly can be seen that buyers receive communication efforts and signals from 

diverse sources. Thus, similarly to the literature of integrated marketing communication 

(e.g. Kitchen & Schultz, 2003) these communication channels need to be integrated in 

order to create a holistic brand image. The brand image plays a role in every aspect 

and thus branding activities cannot be limited to a certain set of communication. 

Furthermore, internet increases the need of integration as also mentioned by Mihart 

(2012) and Lipiäinen and Karjaluoto (2014) since buyers at least use the internet in 

their initial search phase. Respondent C9 describes how important their own brand is 

to their business. Although, he has a seller’s point of view, the equation below clearly 

states that brands are important also in the b2b market: 

C10: “Brand certainly has its importance, if we had no brand, then we would have to 

do something else to make ourselves recognisable. Particularly now in new 

situations, we have to be awake and stay in the game.” 

(CEO, Company 10) 
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6. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

The purpose of this research was to construct an understanding of industrial buyers’ 

buying process and the importance of branding at the different phases of the process 

in the digital era. Thereby, the brand related factors and sources of perceived value 

throughout buyers’ buying process were of interest in order to understand the 

importance of brand in supplier selection. The phenomenon of interest was approached 

through the theoretical framework of this thesis which consists of b2b branding and 

industrial buying behaviour theory (see Figure 1). The focus in b2b branding theory is 

firstly on defining the key concepts of brand and branding. And secondly, the role of 

marketing communication and perceived value in branding in the digital era are in a key 

part.  

The empirical data collection followed the general buying process stages which were 

adapted to the theoretical framework of this research from the industrial buying 

behaviour theory. The nature of both the research question and the examined 

phenomenon determined the use of a qualitative research method. A pre-collected data 

was used as a starting point to perfect the interview questions of the main empirical 

data collection which was gathered mainly in person through semi-structured interview 

questions. The topic was approached from an industrial gas supplier Oy Woikoski Ab 

point of view and the data included 10 industrial and medical gas buyers. The gained 

insights from each individual interview were compared in order to identify similarities 

and differences between results. 

This thesis increases the understanding of how industrial buyers perceive value during 

their buying process in the digital era. The amount of previous b2b branding research 

is limited. Although, some research findings of the relations between brands and 

industrial buying can be found (e.g. Mudambi, 2002)), the importance of brand in the 

digital era during the buying process has received no mention in the field of b2b 

branding research.   
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This thesis contributes to previous research and theory by concluding that branding is 

applicable in the b2b context and it can create benefits to both buyers and sellers (e.g. 

Michell, et al., 1997; Bendixen, et al., 2004; Aspara & Tikkanen, 2008; Kuhn, et al., 

2008). In situations where buyers see suppliers as homogeneous the importance of 

brands increases. A strong brand differentiates a supplier from competitors in buyers’ 

minds, as also stated by Homburg, Klarmann and Schmitt (2010). Nonetheless, 

transactions between a buyer and a seller reach beyond the product features as several 

services and solutions are often included. When buyers enter into a contract with a 

supplier, she will not only purchase a gas bottle or a gasometer, but instead the deal 

most likely includes delivery, support, and inspection services. Thereby, the notice by 

Ballantyne and Aitken (2007) of how the level of brand value is connected to perceived 

service experiences is supported by the findings of this thesis. 

It is clear that digitalization has changed the way buyers search for information about 

suppliers. Buyers use the internet to find information that could solve their buying 

problem prior to contacting a salesperson. The scope of the search process depends 

on the product and the number of available suppliers. In the case of gas suppliers, the 

purpose of information search is namely to gain more knowledge of the current supplier 

e.g. product or contact information. However, buyers value the traditional way of 

meeting a salesperson in person over digital communication. In addition to the face to 

face meetings, buyers keep in touch with the seller by calling and sending emails.  

Digitalization has its impact on buying behaviour and therefore also on how a corporate 

brand can be managed in terms of marketing communications. A brand image is built 

in buyers’ minds based on all contacts a buyer has with a brand across the buying 

journey. The amount of these customer touchpoints is certainly increasing due to 

digitalization. This makes branding more challenging as it might be difficult to stay 

consistent. A clear notice can be made, a supplier who does not have at least some 

kind of online presence leaves itself in an inferior position. Thus, digital media offers 

opportunities especially in terms of creating brand awareness. Nonetheless, as some 

researchers use terms such as digital branding or i-branding to describe branding 

activities and usage of digital media, the author sees that the logic behind branding in 
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the digital era remains the same as in the past. What has and is changing, is the amount 

of touchpoints a buyer has with a particular brand. It is the marketer’s task to identify 

these touchpoints and use those channels that are most efficient for reaching buyers, 

whether they are offline or online. Thus, delivering the brand promise through right 

channels with consistency becomes more important than being present, for example, 

on social media.  

During the interviews, respondents stated that they in general do not look for additional 

information on gas suppliers prior to contacting the supplier because they feel they 

already have all the essential knowledge and they will learn more from the visiting 

salesperson. However, the results suggest that communication between the buyer and 

the seller can be improved as the whole service range of Woikoski was not completely 

known to interviewees. Thus, there is a danger of making assumptions that the buyers 

are informed enough and that there is no need for brand communications which is 

typical for markets where products are homogeneous, according to Kitchen and Schultz 

(2003). 

In the past, branding has been seen beneficial only in the consumer market where the 

buying behaviour is different by nature when compared to b2b markets. However, the 

findings of this study highlight the individual characteristics of buyers when they are 

making a decision. These findings support the idea by Webster and Wind (1972) that 

as individuals are behind organizational decision making, industrial buying behaviour 

is actually more or less individual buying behaviour. This is supported by the findings 

of this study, as individual preferences, opinions and values can even act as 

determinants in a buying situation. However, buyers seem to rationalize their decision 

with functional factors. In addition, there are differences across respondents and also 

across industries. 

Perceived experiences with suppliers, whether they are positive or negative, remain in 

the minds of buyers and as if subconsciously have their influence on buyers’ decisions. 

If a supplier fails to satisfy buyers’ needs or weakens the perceived brand image, it may 

have its impact in the long run. In addition, the findings of this study imply that word of 
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mouth is in a key role in brand image creation in industrial markets. Buyers interact with 

each other, share recommendations and see colleagues’’ opinions as trustful.  

Previous literature and theory on b2b marketing and also the findings of this study 

emphasize the importance of personal relationships during the buying process. Thus, 

Sheth’s and Sharma’s (2008) argument of how the salesperson gives a face to the 

supplier brand is supported. However, it does not necessarily only refer to the traveling 

salesperson, but also other employees of the supplier communicate the brand. This 

was expressed during interviews as some of the interviewees visit a local agency 

instead of meeting with a certain sales representative. In addition, buyers interact with 

people handling the billing systems as well as with drivers and mechanics. Mainly the 

most wanted communication channel is the salesperson’s visit or phone call. Other 

activities that were mentioned are trade fairs, e-mail, newsletters, advertising, and web-

based interactive communication tools. Thus, it is not enough to have a wide presence, 

for example, on the web, the supplier needs to be active in reaching buyers and hence 

communicating the brand image. 

Clearly, the role of the salesforce is significant during the buying process and in 

decision making. However, the importance of the supplier representative goes beyond 

that. When buyers already know the supplier and thus have a certain level of 

confidence, the aspects related to brand image are more related to supplier’s efforts on 

managing the customer relationships.   Kuhn et al. (2008) emphasize, the relationship 

between salespersons and buyers as well as the management of partnership in brand 

equity creation. Thus, the process of building the brand image does not stop when the 

prospect becomes a customer, all experiences perceived in the past will remain in the 

buyer’s mind, as brand images, affecting future supplier choices. 

 

As described earlier, ease of operation and especially ease of ordering are important 

sources of added value.  Bendixen, et al. (2004) findings reveal similarly that ease of 

operations increases the level of brand equity. Thus, by making the overall customer 

experience effortless, the brand image can be affected positively. Miller (2012) points 
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out that when suppliers go online and offer the ability to order online, they make buyers’ 

buying efforts more effortless and efficient. Therefore, digital tools can be used to 

improve brand image and create more value to customers. However, it comes down to 

individuals’ preferences. Sometimes aggressive digital communication can influence 

brand image in a negative way, if the recipient values more in person contact.  

6.1 Theoretical contributions 

The literature review of this thesis shows that current b2b branding literature is 

incomplete and a need exists for empirical evidence of the concept. Also Leek and 

Christodoulides (2011a) point out in their review that there is a need formed to 

understand buyers’ decision making process and the influence of branding at different 

stages of the process. As business environment is radically changing in terms of digital 

marketing technology, the changes in the marketplace cannot be ignored in research. 

In addition, many researchers claim that due to digitalization, the nature of branding is 

changing (e.g. Lipiäinen and Karjaluoto, 2014). However, scientific knowledge of b2b 

branding in the digital era is taking its very first steps. This thesis attempts to fill in these 

gaps by increasing the understanding of the importance of b2b branding at the different 

stages of industrial buyers’ buying process in the digital era.  

Previous research has shown that brands are relevant in b2b markets (e.g. Aspara & 

Tikkanen, 2008; Baum Garth, 2010). However, previous branding research has 

concentrated to a great extent on measuring brand equity or linking causalities by using 

quantitative methods while this thesis utilizes qualitative research methods and focuses 

on understanding the links between b2b branding and buying. While the few existing 

approaches to digital branding are strongly concentrated on investigating the sell-side 

(e.g. (Michaelidou, et al., 2011; Lipiäinen & Karjaluoto, 2014), this thesis adds 

awareness of buying behaviour which can be adapted to b2b branding. Previous 

research of industrial buying and branding in the context of industrial gas supplier 

selection was not found. 
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This thesis supports the earlier studies by showing that brands can affect buyers’ 

supplier selection. The level of brand relevance depends on buyers’ individual 

characteristics and preferences. Furthermore, the study shows that basic logic of 

branding remains the same, although the operational environment is changing. Thus, 

the techniques and tools for both buying and branding are taking a more digital form. 

6.2 Managerial implications 

Understanding what kind of importance brands have in buyers’ buying process in the 

industrial markets what is the role of digital media helps managers to plan their branding 

activities in the new era. First of all, managers and marketers need to understand that 

a brand image cannot be fully managed. Buyers interact with other buyers which may 

affect the perceived brand image. In addition, digital media further decreases the level 

of power as information is shared in real time. Table 4 concludes the finding of this 

thesis by illustrating the main channels that buyers use when they are searching for 

suppliers and the type of information that is of interest. The the table is modified from 

both buying process and customer lifecycle stages which were presented earlier in 

theory part. In addition, the last column presents suggestions for managers and 

marketers on how they can improve their brand communication and thus build their 

brand image. 

The foundation beneath all branding activities should lie in the corporate strategy. The 

aspect of internal branding and corporate identity was excluded from this thesis. 

However, highlighting the aspect at this point feels important as internal branding has 

a significant role in brand image management. After all, as the findings of this research 

reveal, interactions with employees are the main sources of information and contact 

points that buyers have with the supplier brand. Furthermore, it seems, at least in the 

context of gas supplier selection, meeting the salesforce in person is highly valued 

among buyers and thus the role of a salesperson is crucial even if digital communication 

is possible. Hence, the salesperson acts as a brand ambassador, delivering brand 

values to buyers. In a sales situation, it is important to identify what assumptions a 
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buyer has of a supplier in order to learn what kind of preconceptions buyers have prior 

to meeting the salesperson. 

 In addition, digital media provides novel solutions for delivering these values. However, 

brand communication needs to be integrated in order to deliver a consistent brand 

image. In practice this means that salesperson’s communication needs to be in line 

with communications in digital media. Marketing communication cannot be completely 

built on personal selling as buyers have also other contact points with brands, for 

example, on the internet.  As search engines are widely used, the primary means of 

reaching them is to optimize the corporate website and also social media sites among 

others. Search engine marketing could also be an appropriate way of creating brand 

awareness online.  

Table 4 Managerial implications 

Buying process 
stage 

Channel Type of information Supplier’s brand communication 

Information 
search 

Search engines, 
publications, trade fairs, 
magazines, WOM,  
advertisements, sales 
persons' visits, building 
seminars 

Available suppliers, (new) 
product and service 
information, quality and 
environment systems, 
contact information 

Create brand awareness 

SEO/SEM, relevant content (Slide 
shares, articles, news), social media 
presence (e.g. LinkedIn & 
YouTube), consistency & 
interactivity in communication, 
landing page design, give buyers 
the opportunity to decide if they 
want to leave their email address 

Evaluation of 
alternatives and 

selection 

Website, blog, newsletter, 
WOM, sales personnel, 
online review portals, 
employees, SNS's, 
personal contacts 

Reliability of delivery, price, 
quality, location, 
availability, previous 
experience, 
professionalism. 
certificates, personal 
opinions 

Act and Convert 

Relevant, useful and interesting 
content, interactive communication 
tools (chat), financial statistics, 
certificates 

Post-purchase 
evaluation  

Sales person visits, e-mail, 
billing, visits in agencies 

 Industry specific 
information, mark-ups, 
investments, innovations 

Create and manage loyalty 

Newsletters, video, web portal, 
billing, factory visits, trade fair 
invitations, mobile application, add 
awareness of the social media sites 
in use 
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Ease of operations was mentioned as one of the main sources of perceived value for 

buyers. Digital technology will offer opportunities to suppliers to ease buyers’ 

operations. Web portals and mobile applications can create value for customers as 

operations become more effortless. Moreover, in an ideal situation, if there occur 

delays, technical, or billing issues, the supplier has fixed these problems before the 

customer even notices them. In the future, as the devices become more digital, this 

kind of logic in solving customers’ problems will become more accessible.  

The findings of this thesis show that buyers react to online information with 

incredulously. By providing an opportunity to buyers to review the supplier, they 

generate information which buyers may trust more as it is created by other buyers 

instead of the supplier itself. Furthermore, enabling buyers to request offers on 

supplier’s website can lower the threshold to approach the supplier.  

Why not even provide a direct communication with the supplier through an online chat? 

The importance of content cannot be underestimated in the digitalized marketplace. In 

content creation buyers’ needs are in a central role. Suppliers need to create content 

that is beneficial for prospects and customers. In industrial markets, such content can 

be, for example, instructional videos, introduction to the supplier and manufacturing 

process and etc. As marketing automation is becoming more popular, marketers track 

website visitors’ email and IP addresses in order to target messages for them. However, 

as privacy policy issues are a current hot topic, marketers need to be careful how they 

collect and use customer data. In the worst case scenario, an attempt to attract and 

engage buyers may turn the other way around if buyers feel that the supplier cannot be 

trusted. 

6.3 Limitations of the study and future directions 

This study has several limitations which argues for further research. First of all, this 

research provides empirical evidence from a single industrial market as it investigates 

the industrial and specialty gas sector. The market structure sets limitations to 

generalization. The fact that only few suppliers cover the Finnish market may affect the 
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buying process strongly compared to other more competitive markets. Furthermore, 

the data was collected from industrial buyers who purchase gas and gas related 

equipment and thus results may not be transferable to other industries. Hence, a 

research with a larger sample size covering different industries could offer more 

generalizable research results.  

Since brand image is a purely subjective concept as it exists in an individual’s mind, it 

is rather difficult to have a clear understanding of its role in buyers’ purchase process. 

Furthermore, buyers may not be fully aware of all the things affecting their behaviour 

since some actions may happen subconsciously. Thus, the knowledge gained through 

interviews may be to some extent incomplete. In addition, based on the same thought 

of subjectivity, the results of the empirical study are based on selected individuals’ 

experiences and thus cannot be fully generalized. Moreover, as the case company 

Woikoski is yet to offer online buying, a research from a supplier point of view who 

widely uses digital technology would most likely provide different results. 

In addition, a longitudinal research on how changes in brand strategy influence buyers’ 

perceived brand image would be rather interesting. It would also be interesting to 

investigate buyers’ online behaviour. Gathering online data and analysing how different 

branding activities influence buyers’ behaviour offers an interesting topic for further 

research. This would also provide measurements of returns on investments in branding 

activities. In addition, research on internal branding activities contrasting case 

company’s and personnel’s view of a brand would shed light to a possible gap between 

top management’s intended brand identity and personnel’s associations of the brand.    

A research of how b2b marketers communicate their brands in the digital era in contrast 

to how buyers proceed in their buying process would give an opportunity to research 

how these processes are connected. Would branding efforts reach buyers? In addition, 

continuous technical development of digital tools provides an enormous number of 

topics for further research. For example, innovations related to the internet of things 

(IoT) will offer disruptive opportunities to marketers to develop their branding strategies. 
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Appendix 1 Theme Interview questions 

The questions are semi-structured and guiding by nature, thus additional questions 

were presented during the discussions if necessary. 

Theme 1 Background information  

 Could you please tell about yourself and your background in the company? 

 Where do you primarily use gases? 

 What is your position in the company? 

 What is your role in the buying process? 

 How many people participate in the decision making when it comes to gas 

supplier selection? 

 What type of a purchase gases are for your company when compared to other 

purchases? 

 How long is your customer relationship with the current supplier? 

Theme 2 Buying process 

(Information search) 

 How would you describe the latest purchase situation? What triggered the need?  

 Could you describe the purchase situation as a process with different steps? 

 What kind of information do you need to base your decision? 

 Where do you search for the information about gas suppliers?  

 How do you utilize internet? (Website, social media, blogs...) 

 How do you utilize other sources of information such as trade shows, 

advertising, print…? 

 At which point you contact the sales person? 

 What kind of information interests you? 

 What kind of role supplier’s reputation play? 
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(Evaluation of alternatives) 

 What kind of factors you pay attention when you are evaluating suppliers? 

 How do you evaluate suppliers? What are the qualifications? 

 What criteria are the most important ones when evaluating a gas supplier? 

(on the product, service, distribution and company level) 

 What kind of value you seek from a supplier? What factors bring value to 

you? 

(Selection) 

 Could you describe how the trust towards the supplier is formed? When do 

you have the feeling that the supplier can be trusted? 

 What kind of meaning personal relationships have when selecting a gas 

supplier? 

 How important is the role of the salesperson in the selection process? 

 Could you describe the biggest risks related to gas purchases? 

(Post-purchase evaluation) 

 How would you wish to communicate with the supplier? 

 How would you prefer to purchase in the future? 

 Could you describe the current level of communication between you and the 

current supplier?  

 What is your opinion on digital communication? 

Theme 3 Brand image: associations and perceived experiences 

 How would you describe Woikoski as a company? 

 Have these associations changed during the customer relationship? How? 

 How Woikoski differentiates itself from its competitors from your point of 

view? 

 Would you have anything else to add? 

Free discussion 



 
    

 


