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ABSTRACT

Mieczystaw Paul Sudnik

Perspectives on the Management of Customer/Supplier Relationships in a Business-to-
Business, Capital Goods Environment

Set in the Greek subsidiary of a multinational company whose products are capital
goods and consumables sold through business-to-business channels, this work

addresses a noticeable fall in sales over recent years from the perspective of a
practitioner-researcher.,

A participative approach to the research work was chosen by reference to the Action
Inquiry paradigm and the thesis outlines the reasons for this choice. It goes on to trace
how the problem of falling sales was first explored through the literatures of customer
satisfaction and customer relationship management before finding expression in the

Service-Profit Chain model. The application of this model to a business-to-business
environment is carefully considered throughout.

From a wide client base, not all customers could be accommodated in the research and
so a method of customer selection is outlined. To enable an evaluation of the progress
of the work, a non-positivist process for benchmarking customer sentiment towards the
subsidiary has been developed by extensive use of the Repertory Grid Technique. The
thesis reports on two applications of this method, each a year apart, and on the
ameliorating interventions made in the intervening period. These interventions were
facilitated by the application of a key account management system in the company
where the work took place. Both practical and theoretical issues concerning the KAM
approach are discussed at length.

The work may be seen as pursuing a gap in the literature recognized by several writers
and as such it contributes to knowledge by virtue of being a rare piece of pragmatic
research into customer relationships and their management. It demonstrates a practical
integration of the fields of theory covered by the Service-Profit Chain, Customer
Relationship Management and Key Account Management, whilst reinforcing the Service-
Profit Chain model as an integrating theory within the business-to-business field.
Finally, the research outlines a transferable process for the assessment of a company's

standing with its customers in such an environment and for planning appropriate

interventions with a view to influencing that standing on a cyclical basis.
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Chapter 1 - INTRODUCTION

1.1 PREFACE

The research described here arose from a work-related issue that | faced after
undertaking a ‘new job' situation. As a mid-career manager | have, over a number of
years, often had to adapt to new professional challenges. However, this ‘new job’ was
different in that it was, and is, essentially a turn around situation such as | had not
previously experienced. Upon taking over my new role as managing director of a group
subsidiary company in a business-to-business, capital goods environment | found that
the sales of the unit had fallen off noticeably in recent years, particularly so among the
established customer base. At the same time informal feed back from sales staff, and
indeed from the senior managers of customer organisations, seemed to indicate that
many customers were less inclined to view my company in as good a light as previously
nor to endow it with the same level of confidence as once they did.

After much thought it became clear to me that | needed to be active with my customers
in order to bring about some stability in my daily commercial dealings with them. At the
same time, the difficult situation that | found in the company provided me with an
excellent opportunity to combine my professional work with my academic ambitions, at
least for a period, and to approach the management issues involved from the

perspective of a practitioner-researcher. This approach to my dual goals seemed valid
since as Zeisel (1984) puts it

Research seen as problem- and situation-specific becomes a too!l to achieve
someone’s purposes rather than an end in itself. (p. 226)

Consequently, | decided to undertake a research project that would be set in the broad
area of ‘customer satisfaction’. This subject definition was chosen since, instinctively, it
appeared to be a close working proxy for the broad ‘customer confidence’ issue that
beset my work situation.

My employer is a family owned company of Swedish origin that is the leader in the field
of paperboard packaging for liquid food. It enjoys a worldwide turnover of some 10
billion Swiss Francs whilst employing 18,000 people in over 150 markets. The company
was founded almost 50 years ago with the intention of exploiting a then revolutionary
packaging system. The ‘aseptic package’ permits the storage, without the addition of
preservatives and after rapid high temperature heat treatment, of liquid food in ambient
conditions for periods significantly longer than those achieved through traditional
pasteurisation. Since the company’s establishment, the product has become an almost



ubiquitous presence in kitchens, lunchboxes and catering establishments the world over
with more than ninety billion packages being consumed annually.

Throughout the early phases of the research | was, as a practitioner, of the view that if |
was to have the chance of restoring the company’s fortunes in the market place, | must
bring about change in the quality of the bilateral interaction between each of the
customers and my company. Simultaneously, as a researcher, | realised that | must
immerse myself in the literature and practice of my chosen area. This thesis will deal
with my efforts to define the research problem and to trace the expansion of knowledge
on the subject of customer satisfaction in the literature. It will also recount my thoughts
on selecting an appropriate research methodology for this work and report on efforts

aimed at defining the strategic environment within which my company finds itself.

In order to address the inevitable practical aspects of the project, my research sought to
identify features of the relationship building process and to make appropriate
interventions with the company's customers aimed at rekindling a positive rapport. It is
expected, based on experience reported in the customer satisfaction literature, that an

improvement in these supplier / customer relationships will result in improved financial
results for my company in the long term.

This document reports on the early to middle stages of this longer-term process. |t
encompasses the definition of the research problem, a discussion of methodology and
then goes on to describe two successive applications of procedure aimed at evaluating
customer attitudes to a supplier in a business-to-business environment. In this thesis |
will also describe a process of designing and applying interventions aimed at improving

the suppliers standing with the customer and will discuss the implications of the whole
for research and practice.

1.2 THE OBJECTIVES OF THE INVESTIGATION

In considering the objectives of my research from my perspective as a practitioner-

researcher the tangible objectives of the project were and are dictated by the
background presented above. Firstly, in order to provide a basis for the rest of the work,
| needed to conclude a review of literature that would illuminate the central topics of the
research with specific emphasis on ‘customer satisfaction’. | also needed to give
thought to the methodology that would be applied to the research. An important
objective of the research would also be to describe the strategic environment within
which my work is located. Later, | would need to address the practical aspects of my
work in terms of selecting customers to participate in the research and then to work with
them over a considerable period of time with the objective of improving my company’s
standing with them. Whilst an unusual line of attack for a practitioner, this delineation of
tasks turned out to be a very stimulating move out of my usual way of approaching work.



However, in order to fulfil satisfactorily the role of practitioner-researcher, | came to
recognise that | not only needed to demonstrate effectiveness in resolving the business
issue at hand but that | also needed to show an understanding of why any such eventual
change had come about. Winter (1989) makes this requirement clear when he observes

that

Experienced practitioners approach their work with a vast and complex array of
concepts, theoretical models, provisional explanations, typical scenarios,
anticipation of likely outcomes, etc. ...A ‘research’ process must demonstrably

offer something over and above this pre-existing level of understanding. (p. 34)
This succinct wording well summarises the objectives of this investigation, which are
indeed to ‘offer something over and above’ my ‘pre-existing level of understanding’.



Chapter 2 - REVIEW OF LITERATURE RELATING TO ‘CUSTOMER
SATISFACTION’

2.1 INTRODUCTION

In this review | hope to identify the key points or landmarks in the literature relevant to
the customer confidence issue that | discussed in the introduction to this thesis and to
track its historical development. By the end of the review it is expected that a more clear
understanding of the context of the research problem that | face will have been attained.

2.2 WHY BOTHER SATISFYING THE CUSTOMER?

“Well, there goes another satisfied customer”, | used to hear from the manager of a radio
rentals shop | used to work in during student vacations some twenty five years ago, and
we would all snigger. Clearly there was not much commitment to customer satisfaction

in that organisation; but what exactly is the purpose of satisfying the customer when
such a commitment does exist?

This question seems to have exercised the minds of many researchers in the last two
decades. Attempts to answer it appear to have followed two different paths. The first
path took an approach based on cognitive psychology and examples of the methodology
adopted are to be found in the work of Weiner (1980) and Folkes (1988). The second
line of attack concentrated on the issue of product or service ‘quality’ as the key to

achieving the goal of satisfying customers, and indeed often inferred that such
satisfaction would flow from ‘quality’ (Parasuraman, et al. 1988). This second train of

research has spawned a comprehensive literature, today referred to as the ‘service
marketing’ approach to customer satisfaction. It is this second strand that would appear

to provide a more fruitful route for the practising manager and consequently it will be
explored in more detail here.

It should be noted however, that the service/quality line of enquiry was not the only
strand of thought in the initial literature. An early approach to modelling customer
satisfaction was suggested by LaTour and Peat (1979) who proposed that consumers
compare a product’s attributes against a set of reference attributes and the degree of
'satisfaction’ obtained would be a function of the correlation of these two lists. This
became known as the Comparison Level model. In the context of the current work
however, this approach is perhaps too susceptible to manipulation by customers who

may change the contents or weighting of individual items in the reference attributes list
during the study!

During the 1980's, efforts were expended by the Service Marketing School on arriving at
a universally acceptable definition of ‘service quality’. Such a specific posture, which



concentrated on a relatively narrow (although rich in practical examples) area, was
probably justified because quality and satisfaction were often seen as static concepts.
Among the several attempts competing for attention, the one that appears to have
gained most acceptance is the ‘Disconfirmation of Expectations Theory'. This seeks to
explain perceived quality as a function of the difference between customer expectation
and the actual performance of the service (Oliver 1980; Gronroos 1982; Churchill and
Surprenant 1982). The theory also argues that customer loyalty, as manifest by
repurchase decisions or willingness to praise the supplier by word of mouth, is a function
of customer satisfaction.

The early quality models were subsequently criticised (Clemons and Woodruff 1992) for
their simplicity and the introduction of money into the picture broadened the discussion
to include a concept of value. As an alternative, the Value-Precept Disparity Model was
suggested by Westbrook and Reilly (1983). The model is based on the insight that
value is a better predictor of satisfaction than pre-purchase expectation because value Is
a more enduring emotion. This approach to understanding customer satisfaction
generated significant research well into the 1990’s, much of which has adopted a very
practical tone. For example, lacobucci et al. (1994) suggest that by including financial

factors into the quality and value models, they become capable of exploring customer
evaluation of a service as a comparison of what was paid for with what was actually

received. Essentially some quantification of external service value becomes possible.

The exploration of value as a worthy product attribute has today itself a valuable
literature. This variously focuses on product pricing policy (Leszynski and Marn 1997;
Sjoblom 1997) or it may move into the area of strategic management and look at the
relationship between customer satisfaction and shareholder value (Walters and
Lancaster 1999). Indeed, there are interesting case studies that describe the way in
which the posited direct link between ‘quality’ and ‘customer satisfaction’ has generated

much ‘value’ creating activity within firms. For example, in Xerox Canada it is reported
by an involved manager (Robinson 1997) that

It became clear to us that quality meant adding value to the customer
experience - not just meeting internal standards. At the same time, we also
realized that having superior customer satisfaction was the only way we could
differentiate ourselves from the competition. (This writer's italic) (See HTML
Version, Section 1 ‘Defining quality at Xerox Canada’)

This seems to be a laudable goal for the practicing manager but as Ravald and
Gronroos (1996) council, after showing that the counterpoint to the benefit view of value
is the cost or sacrifice aspect of the transaction to the customer, the ultimate aim of
adding more value to the core product (that is to enhance customer loyalty) will hardly
be reached if the value added is not customer oriented.



Similar ideas to those discussed above, and which partially originate from what might be
described as the Nordic School (Gronroos 1982, 1991, 1994) and (Selnes 1993, 1998),
appear also to have been evolving in America during the late 1980's and early 1990's.
Scholars at the Harvard Business School (Reichheld and Sasser 1990) were able to
suggest that, in service industries, the impact of a 5% increase customer loyalty could
achieve profit increases of between 25% and 85%. The relationship between customer
loyalty and profitability that Reichheld and Sasser suggest is important since it makes

possible the final connection in a sequence of ideas.

This sequence integrates a series of concepts that begin with service quality and move
on to customer satisfaction before bringing in customer loyalty, via some relevant notion
of external value, and finally linking all these with the ultimate goal of business — profit.
Indeed, later work at the same institution tidied up much of the early research in the
‘customer satisfaction’ field and created a model that drew on the image of ‘linkages’
and became known as the ‘Service-Profit Chain’ (Heskett, et al. 1994). This model
appears to have taken on the status of a paradigm in the study of customer satisfaction
and makes very clear the links between the quality of the service, employee satisfaction,
the external value of the service to the customer, customer satisfaction, customer loyalty
and finally, profitability

The diagram below is taken from Heskett et al's original HBR paper (p. 166) and
illustrates the particular links in the Service-Profit Chain model (referred to hereafter as
the SPC).

! The Links in the Service-Profit Chain

Operating Strategy and
Service Delivery System

I ' _lservice COﬂCEp!’: 0 re[enﬁon_
Oworkplace design - resultsforcustomers | - Cirepeat business
L job design e | Oreferral
Clemployee selection | |
 and development

~ Uemployee rewards | | s 4
| and recognition | - O service designed and

TItools for serving customers | ~ delivered to meet

targeted customers’ needs




What is characteristic in the SPC is its creators’ insistence that activities both inside and
outside the firm are essential parts of the chain. Thus they first posit a number of
internal links and dependencies by suggesting that a well-managed environment within
the firm establishes the conditions to satisfy employees, who as a consequence of that
satisfaction will be loyal to the firm and productive in their work. This positive impact on
employee productivity manifests itself, according to the authors, in improved ‘External
Service Value' to the customer.

It is this expected improvement in the service delivered to the customer that provides the
link between internal and external parts of the chain, for the model assumes that as a
result of receiving better service from his supplier the customer will be better satisfied.
The implication inherent in this assumption for managers is that by designing services to
meet the specific needs of targeted customers; it might be possible to influence
customer satisfaction positively. This argument is of course firmly grounded in the value
creation literature as well as in the service quality work mentioned earlier.

Thus managers would seem to be encouraged to consider the dimensions of service
quality identified in Prasuraman et al's SERVQUAL model and to ensure that factors
such as dependability and timeliness of service delivery become central to their

organisations. Other less tangible factors such as empathy between the supplier and the
customer and a sense of confidence on the part of the customer in the supplier also

suggest themselves as areas worthy of management action based on Prasuraman’s
work.

The overall importance of product and service quality in the creation of customer value is
reinforced by Dale et al (2001) who recount five case histories of companies that appear

not to care about the quality dimension, the authors also demonstrate how customer
satisfaction was adversely affected in all cases.

As one moves along the SPC, improved satisfaction is said to result in stronger loyalty
on the part of the customer to the supplier, the consequence of which is to be found in
the flow of rewards to the supplier in the form of more business and improvements in
sales revenues. It is assumed that the supplier is sufficiently competent to transform this
incremental business growth into incremental profit growth.

Essentially the SPC is presented as a linear model in which progress is made
successively from link to link. Whilst managers have the option of designing
interventions affecting several links at one time, the underlying assumption of the model
is that if all links are addressed appropriately then the model becomes a self fulfilling



prophecy. The diagram below, also taken from the original HBR article (p. 167),
demonstrates the simplicity of the assumptions upon which the model is based and

llustrates the assumed relationship between customer satisfaction and customer loyalty.
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An attractive feature of the SPC model is that, extrapolating from the logic of the above
diagram, it would seem that if appropriate assessment tools can be designed then
researchers and managers might go on to obtain insights into their firm's progress along
the chain. In the case of the Internal and External Service Quality links such tools might
be in the form of efficiency indices or Key Performance Indicators. McMullan and
Gilmore (2003) propose a method of measuring customer loyalty development whilst the
other links in the internal and external portions of the SPC, Employee Retention and
Productivity as well as Revenue Growth and Profitability, are measurable by well-
understood statistical and accounting methods. This leaves the assessment of
employee satisfaction and customer satisfaction as the two final, and perhaps neuralgic,
inks in the chain requiring the reading of human attitudes. In this work | shall
concentrate on the Customer Satisfaction aspects of the SPC whilst recognising that the
Employee Satisfaction route may be a valid approach for an internally focused piece of

research.



Among the most recent in a wide array of empirical work testing the relationship
between customer satisfaction, loyalty and profitability is research amongst a group of
seven winners of a Portuguese Total Quality Management award (André and Saraiva
2000). Hallowell (1996) also reports on a study using customer satisfaction data from
12,000 retail-banking customers of one retail bank. Bates et al (2003) have examined
aspects of organisational size, productivity and profitability with respect to the reputation
of their sample for service excellence. All three pieces of research conclude that the
posited relationship exists, although Hallowell points out that because of the

methodology he chose to use he cannot claim to have demonstrated its nature to be
causal.

Whilst these papers contribute to a growing body of work that provides evidence
supporting the interdependence of the links in the SPC, there seems to be some current
dissatisfaction with some basic assumptions of the model. The first objection is that the
relationship between the links is posited to be contemporaneous and that as an
example, current period employee satisfaction may be thought to affect current period
employee retention. Zeithaml (2000) has recognized the importance of a consideration
of the temporal dimension for all the links in the mode! whilst Bernhardt et al (2000) have
pointed to evidence that suggests a lag effect in the relationships.

The second assumption of the SPC model that raises concerns is its implied linearity,
which fails to accommodate research findings than run counter to the predictions of the
model. An exploration of why satisfied customers defect is provided by Jones and
Sasser (1996) whilst Reichheld (1996) seeks to learn from such unexpected
occurrences. Rust et al (1995) seem to have been among the first to suggest that the

relationship between the links in the SPC need not be linear, a theme picked up and
developed by Schneider and Bowen (1999) among others.

These objections to the proposed simplicity of the hierarchical nature of SPC would
seem to detract from the model's predictive properties but need not dissuade from

following its general thrust. Indeed, the discussion does not seem to have discouraged
its creator from persisting In the hierarchical view of the model and suggesting that
customer loyalty is in some sense cumulative. In the context of the second diagram
presented above, Heskett reaffirms his view that as the customer progresses up the
curve representing the relationship between satisfaction and loyalty, so he passes
through a stage of strong commitment to the supplier before beginning to display
apostle-like behaviour. Now he (Heskett 2002) surmises that beyond apostleship lies
ownership of the relationship between supplier and customer and that at this stage the
two are bonded in an inextricable relationship for life. Would that it were so!



Whilst then rejecting the SPC model as a hierarchical, predictive tool | am nevertheless
prepared to subscribe to it as a guide to performance excellence that might help me in
my attempt to improve the faltering reputation of my company. Particularly so as the
different elements of the ‘Service-Profit Chain’, and the relationship between them, have
been explored in still more depth by members of the Nordic School (Storbacka, et al.
1994) with the conclusion that it is not a static model and that

in order to enable a firm to capitalize on ... customer relationships at a profit, the
dynamic nature of such relationships has to be understood. (p. 35)

Such a finding of course has implications for the practising manager for as Muffatto and
Panizzolo (1995) conclude; ‘customer satisfaction’, and all the related ideas discussed
above, may be viewed as a process.

Apart from this important insight into the nature of ‘customer satisfaction’, the ‘Service-
Profit Chain’ also appears to provide the answer to the question posed at the beginning
of this section - Why Bother Satisfying the Customer? The model, and accumulated
evidence, seems to suggest that the answer lies in the potential profit gain that ‘satisfied
customers’ deliver. In so far as this is true, and several successful attempts seem to
have been made to verify the link, it is a clear motivator for any manager or company to

become involved in establishing those processes that are apparently necessary for
success in achieving ‘customer satisfaction'.

2.3 SO ALL THIS APPLIES ONLY TO SERVICE INDUSTRIES,
RIGHT?

It must be said that much of the early and contemporary work in the field of customer
satisfaction is oriented towards the provision of services to consumers. Indeed, it will be

recalled that the very name of the model discussed extensively in the previous section
incorporates the word 'Service'.

The original interest of researchers in the service sector might well have been the result
of the airline deregulation in the United States in 1978, suggests Duffy (1998). This
process resulted in all out competition among American airlines with the result that they
struggled to find points of differentiation between their services. The outcome of the
subsequent marketing war was the widespread introduction of loyalty programmes and
the attendant market research to establish if they were achieving their aim of putting
‘bums on seats’. Success against this measure clearly would influence the profitability
of individual flights, which are of course a perfect example of a perishable service good.

However, my interest as a manager in a company selling both capital goods and
consumables in a business-to-business environment is whether the theoretical

groundwork of the ‘Service-Profit Chain' is applicable to my present situation. In

10



considering this contextual issue, Duffy goes on to provide examples of both credit card
and grocery shop loyalty programmes established by large companies. It could then be
argued that grocery retailing is not a pure service in that the consumer takes away a
physical good at the end of the transaction. This sole dependence on pure service

contexts in the literature is further broken by Reichheld (1996) who in expanding his
original (ibid.1990) contribution to the customer satisfaction debate includes in this book
an analysis of customer satisfaction and loyalty coefficients among luxury car and tractor
manufacturers. Examination of this latter sector by so eminent an authority would seem

to firmly legitimise the extension of the discussion to the area of capital goods and
business-to-business marketing, for farmers or building contractor surely buy tractors for
their value as inputs to the processes of production.

Discounting purchases of tractors by small private farmers or by one man construction
firms, such buying decisions perhaps should be considered as not being ‘personal’ but
'organisational’. The question is then raised (Wilson 2000) as to why the study of
consumer and organisational behaviour should be divided? Wilson argues that

there are likely to be insights to be gained from regarding individuals and
organisations as axiomatically similar and comparable (not the same), rather
than treating them as empirically, theoretically and conceptually distinct. (p. 782)

He goes on to examine the limitations of organisational buyer theory, particularly with
reference to the assumption that organisational buying decisions are always rational,
and concludes that real life generates examples of less than rational buying conduct by
organisations. If so, this could be seen as bringing the actions of organisations closer to
the range of possible behaviours at the level of the individual consumer. Wilson sees

the Millennium Dome as a particularly resonant recent example of such organisational
irrationality.

Whilst Wilson takes significant steps in building a theoretical case against the current
practice of seeing the existence of a dichotomy between consumer and organisational
buying behaviour, he concludes his contribution by accepting that there is no ‘convincing
alternative’ to the approach in practice. However, he also is clear in suggesting that
substantive progress in resolving the discussion lies in empirical research.

From my professional perspective it would seem that Wilson’s work is an invitation to
treat. He lays a notable theoretical basis for working with models developed in
consumer-oriented environments in organisational ones. This theoretical foundation,
when taken together with Reichheld’s evident practical willingness to expand the use of

the 'Service-Profit Chain’ model out of a purely service milieu, would seem to justify
further consideration of its use in my specific work situation.
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2.4 SO, WHAT NOW? A MOMENT OF REFLECTION.

The literature reviewed in the previous two sections would seem to have gone some way
to helping me clarify some of the questions about the proposed research that were in my
mind at the outset. Firstly, | am now confident that the literature demonstrates that the
‘Service-Profit Chain' provides a model that enables a link to be made between
customer satisfaction (my working proxy for the apparent lack of confidence my
customers currently have in my company’s local operation) and profitability. This makes
it a very practical model from my position as a practitioner and provides a justification for
choosing to work within ‘customer satisfaction’, broadly understood, as a means to

influencing the long-term economic outcome of the business for which | am responsibie.

Secondly, | am encouraged in the view that, although the model was developed In a
consumer services context, it would not be inappropriate to make use of it in a business-
to-business, capital goods and consumables environment.

Finally, | have noted that the ‘Service-Profit Chain’ is not a static model and that this
conclusion leads to the view that creating customer satisfaction, and reaping its
attendant benefits, is a management process. It would seem that as a next step an

understanding of how to bring about such customer satisfaction processes could be of
value.

2.5 HOW MAY THE CUSTOMER SATISFACTION PROCESS BE
ADMINISTERED IN ORGANISATIONS?

The concept of a ‘process’ implies some sort of continuity. In production engineering
there exist two types of classification of processes, batch and continuous, yet despite
their differences both imply a sequencing and association of steps over time.

In a management setting, Llewellyn and Armistead (2000) note that

a business process is a series of inter-related activities that cross-functional
boundaries with individual inputs and outputs. Business processes are
characterised as being operational or supporting. Operational processes are
associated with the way organisations develop strategies, invent products and
services, market and sell these, manage production and delivery of products or
services, and bill customers. Support processes include the provision of HRM
activities, information systems infrastructure, finance and asset management.
(p. 225)

This quotation from the business process management literature, together with many
other contributions of course, seems to indicate that business process thinking is
capable of embracing almost all aspects of a company’s activities. It would probably not
be an exaggeration then to say that, by virtue of this all-embracing characteristic,
properly managed business processes are both internal and external to the company,

i.e. they necessarily touch the customer interface.
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For the purposes of this argument | shall narrow down my interest in Llewellyn and
Armistead'’s insight into the all-embracing the nature of business processes to those
processes that impinge on the customer. If | then link this narrower view of customer
related processes to the production engineering logic of processes being dependent on
time for their completion, then it is possible to deduce that the management of a
customer oriented business process is a time consuming activity. Further, it is also likely
that such processes will include a cross-functional range of every day commercial
activities and their connection points to customers.

When, in our personal lives, we speak of interpersonal contact over a period of time we
use the term ‘relationship’ to describe the process that is going on. Since much of the
vocabulary of the customer satisfaction literature seems to be taken from our personal
lives, it is probably not surprising that the phrase ‘Customer Relationship Management
has found its way into common usage in that literature along with the more commercially
direct ‘Customer Relationship Marketing'. It is important to gain an understanding of
these terms since they intuitively appear to encompass the establishment of a practical
‘customer satisfaction process’ within any organisation that intends to implement their
underlying ideas. Is it true, for example, that this terminology describes activity at the
customer interface which seeks to create customer satisfaction, and by implication
customer loyalty, in the expectation that this happy concurrence of events will bring

about better sales and hence profits — just as predicted in the ‘Service-Profit Chain’
model?

It transpires that such an appreciation is not as easily gained as might be expected.
Harker (1999) reports on the results of a content analysis undertaken on a sample of
117 different sources from which he garnered 26 different definitions of the term
‘Relationship Marketing'l Whilst pointing to certain caveats concerning the sampling
technique used, Harker concludes that (in so far as the research methodology used is
acceptable) then the ‘best’ definition of ‘Relationship Marketing' is provided by Gronroos
(in his 1994 paper previously referred to above). This is that:

Relationship marketing is to identify and establish, maintain and enhance and
when necessary to terminate relationships with customers and other
stakeholders, at a profit, so that the objectives of all parties are met, and that
this is done by a mutual exchange and fulfilment of promises. (Grénroos cited
Harker, p. 16)

This definition is not that far away from my commonsense one except that it introduces
the idea of ‘a mutual exchange and fulfillment of promises’; of which more in Section 2.7

below.
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Despite an apparent lack of unanimity on the definition on what constitutes a customer
relationship, and what makes it good or bad, it is probably reasonable to conclude that in
practice a customer satisfaction process requires work on the daily contact with the
customers in order to establish a degree of bilateral faith in the promises made during
those contacts. Having thus narrowed down the discussion, it would now seem
appropriate to focus on literature that will inform my understanding of the attainment and
maintenance of the desired customer relationship.

2.6 WHAT THE PAPERS SAY ABOUT - RELATIONSHIPS

Contributors to the work of the International Marketing and Purchasing Group have
examined the workings of business-to-business markets through the perspective of
Industrial distribution channels and networks over many years. Crucially, at its inception
In 1976, It was decided that the Group would move on from the previous research
tradition in industrial marketing of studying discrete purchasing decisions and instead
focus on the business-to-business relationships of the transacting companies as the unit
of analysis. The stream of literature that flowed from this decision has been of
significance in the context of the industrial marketing research that occurred in Europe in
the latter quarter of the twentieth century in that it has contributed significantly to the
theoretical understanding of inter company relationships. The first twenty years of the

groups’ work is well summarised by Turnbull et al (1996) whilst Ford (2002), a prominent

member, provides a contemporary, if somewhat world weary, reflection on its current
entirety.

As | have reviewed this body of work, and the wider literature, it seems reasonable to
take the view that there are three elements that influence the nature of business-to-

business interactions and which | should bear in mind as | set about the task of building
relationships with my customers.

Firstly, the time scale over which commercial interaction is expected to continue appears
to be a critical determinant of the perception of the nature of business-to-business
relationships among participants (Spekman 1988; Anderson and Narus 1990). Focusing
on a single or a limited number of transactions is associated with a short-term
perspective whilst repeated transactions between parties, over an indefinite length of
time, may result in a change in the perception of the interaction towards a longer-term
perspective. Dabholker et al. (1994) suggest that the adoption of a longer-term
perspective allows participants to view business-to-business interactions as relationship-
based rather than as contract-based. Contract-based interactions are characterised by
‘arm’s length transactions’ and little sharing of information between business-to-business
partners. Relationship-based exchanges are said to stress two-way communication
between the parties that may lead to the sharing of strategic information and a mutual

14



dependence (Dwyer, et al. 1987; Ganesan 1994). It is of course possible that some
interactions may span several years and be perceived as being contract-based; for, by
working only within the terms of a contract, the participants in the interaction continue to
engage in a short-term rather than a long-term association.

The underlying objectives of both parties in business-to-business interactions constitute
a further element of commercial dealings that are discussed in the literature. Business-
to-business transactions founded on shared goals are frequently sought out by
Japanese managers (Dyer and Quchi 1993). Such behaviour has also been noted In
the West as more firms have become aware of the mutual dependence inherent in their
supply chains. In these circumstances the realisation of optimum benefit for all parties
involved becomes increasingly important, as does an understanding of how to structure
and maintain relationships (Varadarajan and Cunningham 1995).

The third element that stands out in the literature as being relevant for business-to-
business interdependencies is the balance of power between the participants (Hunt and
Nevin 1974; Lusch 1976). Atissue here is whether the balance of power in the dealings
between the participants is even or if it is uneven, and hence weighted towards one of
them. The importance of this dimension is becoming increasingly apparent to
managers, especially for those experiencing shifts in the balance of power within their
supply chains (Frazier and Antia 1995). Unlike the view on the time-scale or objectives
of a business-to-business association, the balance of power is generally outside the
short-term control of the management of either side. However, it would seem that
working towards a change in the relative power positions in the commercial dealings
between parties could be part of a longer-term strategy. Nevertheless, the aim of such a

strategy would, in any case, probably be influenced by the time-scale and objectives of
the relationships under consideration.

Indeed, the long term, strategic nature of industrial relationships is recognised in the
work of the previously mentioned IMP Group. In an early contribution to the group's
work Ford suggests that business-to-business relationships evolve over time. He has
modelled (Ford 1980) a five-stage evolution process, progress through which is
influenced by factors such as the increasing experience of both partners, the
consequent reduction of uncertainty and distance between them and the growth of
commitment by both sides to the relationship. Interestingly, Donaldson and O'Toole
(2000) note that, in a literature that offers such a wide-ranging examination of industria!
relationships, few authors actually attempt a classification of alternative relationship
structures.

15



These authors then go on to provide a helpful hierarchy and propose that the strength of
business-to-business relationships may be viewed, in increasing order of strength, from
‘discrete/opportunistic’ to ‘hierarchical’ to ‘recurrent’ and finally to ‘bilateral’. This last
category is in some sense assumed to be the ideal in that it represents the highest
strength form of relationship based on a co-operation amongst partners aimed at mutual
benefit against a background of

openness of information sharing and collaboration at a strategic level. Both the
process of interaction and the strength of its content are high. It is a unique and
complex relationship not easily copied. (p. 495)

In practical terms, whilst this definition sets the bar high and makes clear what one
should be aiming at as an ideal, the model seems to leave a fuzzy area between the
next three lower relationship strength categories as the ‘recurrent’ relationship is said to
be a

hybrid form between the pure discrete and bilateral types. (p. 495)
This apparent lack of clarity will certainly be reduced in future work but at present it is
disappointing as it would seem to make the model less useful than it appears at first

sight as a means of assessing progress in and maintenance of the relationship building
process.

If Donaldson and O’'Toole in some sense illuminate what progress towards an ideal
customer relationship might look like, some writers attempt advise on how achieve this
state. Following a review of the relationship marketing literature, Grossman (1998)
arrives at nine ‘Managerial Implications’ for relationship building. These range from the
apparently uncomplicated ‘Customers want to have relationships with firms’ (which
actually underlines the rather complex consensual, two way aspect of the objectives
underlying a business-to-business relationship) to the practical ‘Do not be afraid of
customer complaints’. The weakness in these aphorisms would however appear to be

that they are a synthesis of what has been written rather than being built on the
foundations of empirical observation.

This same prescriptive, literature based approach has been followed by others. Cann
(1998) defines eight steps required to build a successful business-to-business
relationship and divides them into two categories, those to be undertaken inside the
selling organisation and those to be undertaken outside it. In so far as this classification
emphasises the internal and external nature of the process to be established it is useful,
but the contribution is not really aimed at providing practical ‘this is what we do on
Monday morning’ advise to the manager.

The work of Kandampully and Duddy (1999) builds a theoretical proposition that not only
‘primary relationships’ (those directly between transacting parties) are important to the
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achievement of wholly satisfactory relationships. They advocate the equal importance of
‘secondary relationships’ in establishing and maintaining good customer relations.
Secondary relationships are said to be all those

dependent on the holistic competency of the firm, developed through strategic
alliances with various networks of stakeholders capable of satisfying customers'
holistic needs. (p. 321)

Whilst this may be so, it is difficult to see how this insight is of practical use in the
mundane situation in which | find myself professionally today.

Continuing the fine traditions of the Nordic thinkers in the customer satisfaction field,
Zineldin has build up a strong contribution over several years (e.g. Zineldin 1995;
Zineldin, et al. 1997) the culmination of which is his memorable assertion (Zineldin 1998)
that:

Business is not a war. Business can be viewed as debate, co-operation and
peace. (p. 1139).

In this almost philosophical tour d’ horizon around earlier debate on how commercial
relationships ought to be cast, Zineldin concludes by coining the term ‘co-opetive” as

describing the required, holistic, perspective for the creation and sustenance of strategic,
collaborative relationships.

In a subsequent contribution he presents (Zineldin 2000) this same thought in a perhaps
more digestible form for the practising manager. He outlines what he calls ‘Total
Relationship Management’, an activity whose characteristics he likens to “Total Quality

Management’ but which is focused on relationship building though his preferred holistic
approach.

Strangely, it would appear that there is an apparent dearth in the literature of pragmatic
research into customer relationships and their management. This gap has been
identified by Storbacka et al. (1994) and by Rosen and Surprenant (1998). As a
consequence, it is not easy to gain an insight into how to establish and improve buyer /
supplier interaction in the field. The reason for this perceptible focus on a non-pragmatic
approach to customer relationships may be a consequence (Hallowell 1996) of a lack of
meaningful data generated at the level of measuring customer satisfaction and customer
loyalty in organisations. The inference would seem to be that fieldwork dealing with the
process of relationship creation and maintenance, but using a measure of customer
satisfaction relevant to both participants, might be helpful. Certainly, the seeming lack of
ready recipes for customer relationship building is in one sense disheartening but in
another represents an interesting area for continuing research.

This view would seem to by supported by Gouillart and Sturdivant (1994) and by Foster
and Cadogan (2000). The former illustrate with specific examples taken from American
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industrial companies of how, in their terms, being ‘market focused’ brings closer
customer relationships. For companies in their sample involvement of senior managers,
up to CEO level, in regular customer contact was an essential part of this process. The
second paper, based a mail survey of business customers of a large New Zealand office
products firm, concluded that the relationship that customers enjoy with their

salesperson is an important influence on the loyalty engendered to the company.

This practical tone is further reinforced by Fournier et al. (1998) who exhort managers to
‘get out into the field’ (p. 50) if they wish to understand their customers real needs before

the breakdown in relationships translates itself to the bottom line’ (p. 43). Quite; my
predicament exactly.

2.7 OUTSTANDING MATTERS
| am well aware that Grénroos’ (ibid.1994) definition of relationship marketing raises the

issue of ‘a mutual exchange and fulfilment of promises’. By once again (see Section 2.5
above) using the certainly non-academic technique of extrapolating to and from the
vernacular, it is probably not unreasonable to attribute to this phrase an every day

conversational meaning involving the word ‘trust’. The significance of such an exegesis
for this research should at least be explored.

My instinct, as a manager, is that when my customer tells me ‘Trust me, the cheque is in
the post’, he is at the very least attempting, as Gronroos might have it, to enhance our
relationship, and avoid its termination from my side, whilst maintaining a healthy grasp of
his own cash flow objectives. The contents of the morning mailbag are capable of
raising the meaning of yesterday's words to the plain of a metaphysical exchange and

fulfilment of promises, but do not necessarily do so, whilst the absence of the cheque
leaves the conversation firmly anchored in the commonplace.

In whichever way | construe the situation | retain, or my company retains, an ongoing
commercial connection with this customer that must be dealt with. This in turn raises the
question of what type of relationship’ does the customer want? Certainly it may be the
idealised association that the literature directs the reader to, but the reality also
embodies a fundamental construct of trust between traders that is as old as commercial
exchange between two parties.

Blois (1998a) recognises this fact and suggests that there is no easy solution to the

question of the type of relationship a supplier should seek to develop with his customers,
for it will depend on the trust that the customer is ready to invest. Sensing room for
confusion in the application the concept of trust to marketing studies he (Blois 1999)
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surveys the use of the term in several ‘influential studies’ and concludes that there is a

lack of clarity in what is meant by various writers when using the expression.

Atkinson and Butcher (2003) would seem to agree when they conclude that

interpersonal relationships and trust are both socially constructed phenomena
that deserve much greater empirical attention in a managerial context.
Ironically, whilst we know so much about them as the social framework for
managerial life, their explication remains surprisingly obscure. (p. 299)

Since |, and my firm, must for the moment work with the existing customer base
whatever happens, it is probably too early, if not even irrelevant, from a practical point of
view to consider aspects of trust in this work. | propose then to recognise that issues of
‘trust’ exist, both within the day-to-day relationships | have with customers and in the

academic literature underpinning the work, but that their inclusion in this research is not
necessarily helpful to what | wish to achieve.

2.8 SUMMARY AND NEXT STEPS

This review has, through the perspective of literature, looked at the fundamental
question of why attempting to satisfy the customer is an issue in organisations and has, |
hope satisfactorily, demonstrated that there is a strong element of self interest involved
since satisfied customers probably lead to better profitability. As a consequence of this
insight the Service-Profit Chain model and its supporting literature will be firmly placed at
the centre of the research as it unfolds. Further, based on the literature reviewed in this
chapter, | have begun to make a case for the application of the SPC to a business-to-
business, capital goods environment such as that which is of direct interest to me. 1 will
certainly wish to strengthen this argument over the course of my work.

After a moment of reflection, the discussion then moved on to consider what the
management of customer satisfaction within a SPC might involve. It was concluded
that, in practice, this would require work on the day-to-day contact with customers in
order to establish of a degree of bilateral faith in the promises made during those
contacts. | have recognised the business process nature of these activities and expect
this perspective to emerge in the fieldwork of consecutive research cycles.

What the literature has to say on how to achieve worthwhile customer relationships was
reviewed in some depth with relatively disappointing results. The preponderance of
theoretical work, notably that of the IMP Group, would appear to endorse the view that
an empirical, longitudinal examination of customer relationships through the perspective
of ‘customer satisfaction’ could shed some interesting light on many of the issues
discussed in this chapter. Indeed, Storbacka et al and Rosen and Surprenant say as
much. This view appears to be further bolstered by the calls to practical action found
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particularly in the American literature examples of which are provided by Gouillart and
Sturdivant as well as by Foster and Cadogan.

The research problem | faced at the outset of this work has been identified in Chapter 1,
as being my professional concern about the apparent loss of confidence of my
customers in my company. | feel that this literature review has justified my use of
‘customer satisfaction' as a working proxy for the problem and has examined some
ideas relating to the management of customer satisfaction and customer relationships
from the point of view of practical keys to the resolution of that research problem. |
recognise that this functional approach to my reading may perhaps have resulted in a
conscious avoidance of issues of academic definition, for example of terms such as
'trust’, ‘power’ or ‘dependence’. However, where helpful to my perspective as
practitioner | have entered the fray, for example in my treatment of the term ‘trust’, but in

this particular case found that extensive work by Blois had demonstrated a lack of clarity
In the academic usage of the term.

Since in practice | must deal with the customer relationships that | have found in my new
job, whatever their antecedents and current dynamics, | feel that the pragmatic approach
to the literature that | have taken in this chapter reflects the joint perspective of
practitioner-researcher that | have adopted for this work. As | turn my attention to a
determination of the methodological context within which to explore this complex role, |
expect to continue the cultivation such a stance.
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Chapter 3 - METHODOLOGY? WHAT METHODOLOGY?

Having refined the research problem and grounded it in the academic literature, this
chapter turns to a consideration of methodological issues.

3.1 THE CONUNDRUM OF METHODOLOGY FOR SOCIAL
RESEARCH

In the last decade there has been a growing appreciation of the fact that the needs of
the practitioner-researcher differ from those of the researcher seeking to establish and
test theory within a body of knowledge. Ritchie and Spencer (1994) have contributed to
a growing literature that recognizes the importance of applied research and point out
that:

Applied research can be broadly distinguished from ‘basic’ or ‘theoretical
research through its requirements to meet specific information needs and its
potential for actionable outcomes. (p. 173)

This requirement for ‘actionable outcomes’ appears to be the crux of a wide ranging and
long running debate on what constitutes an appropriate degree of rigour in the
methodologies used during research set in social environments. The ‘traditional
standpoint on the methodology of research takes the view that scientific knowledge is
established as ‘knowledge’ by passing some rigorous hurdle, for example the statistical
testing of hypotheses. As an example from the literature, this is the perspective taken

by Calder et al. (1981) in their discussion of research design in consumer-based
research.

The extension of this traditional approach to knowledge creation is that ‘knowledge’
cannot pe verified but only disproved by the invalidation of existing hypotheses. Viewed
from this position, exploratory work that provides insights into the research problem at
hand without being subject to further testing is, in Kuhn's (1970) terminology, ‘pre-
scientific’. In the context of marketing research Calder (1977) agrees and indeed adopts
Kuhn's jargon.

However Morgan and Smirich (1980) are of the view that the significance attached to
any particular piece of research in the knowledge creation process is a function of the
philosophy of science subscribed to by both the researcher and the reader. Such a
philosophy encompasses the individuals’ core assumptions about ontology,
epistemology and human nature. These in turn influence the attitude of those involved
as to how knowledge can be acquired and how research should be conducted.

In their important paper, Tranfield and Starkey (1998) argue for the distinctiveness of
management research. They argue that the key defining characteristic of management
research is its applied nature and, as they say in the Abstract to the paper its central
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concern should be “the general (engineering) problem of design”. The authors point out
that the purpose of management research is to improve the relationship between theory
and practice but that there is no one agreed ontological or epistemological paradigm
within the field. The authors draw on the work of Gibbons et al (1994) who identified two
different knowledge-production systems which they called ‘mode 1" and ‘mode 2'.

The ‘mode 1’ knowledge-production systems distinguish

between what is fundamental and what is applied: this implies an operational
distinction between a theoretical core and other areas of knowledge such as the
engineering sciences where the theoretical insights are translated into
applications. (Gibbons cited Tranfield and Starkey, p.347)

For Gibbons et al the ‘mode 2' knowledge-production systems are

characterised by a constant flow back and forth between the fundamental and
the applied, between the theoretical and the practical. Typically, discovery
occurs in contexts where knowledge is developed for, and put to use, while

results — which would have been traditionally characterised as applied — fuel
further advances. (Gibbons cited Tranfield and Starkey, p.347)

Interestingly this differentiation between knowledge production systems appears to be
endorsed by Greenwood and Levin (1998) who use the term f9ogical positivism' to
describe an objective ontological position in research, in a way that fits within my
understanding of the ‘mode 1' category. They also take the term ‘Hermeneutics’ and
ascribe to it a broader meaning than some writers on qualitative methodology might use.
They use the word to stand for a subjective ontological positioning of the researcher
whose ‘epistemological project’ becomes one of interpretation. This view would also

seem to be closely associated with Gibbons et al's integrative definition of ‘mode 2
Knowledge-production systems.

Tranfield and Starkey go on to consider the criteria by which management research can
be judged. They conclude that since the key ‘consumers’ of ‘mode 1’ knowledge
creation processes are those in the academic community, then success of work carried
out on the assumptions of ‘mode 1' is judged by criteria determined by academics. In
the case of ‘mode 2' knowledge-production systems they take the view that the
integration of academics, practitioners and policy makers around the problem being
studied results in a variety of appropriate measures being used to judge the quality of
output. Tranfield and Starkey conclude that the two knowledge-production systems may
usefully co-exist in management research for the subject

is quintessentially non-reductionist. (...) The consequence of this is the need
for a catholic yet carefully defined approach to the making of quality judgements.
(p. 352)

It should be said that Tranfield and Starkey's objective had not been to judge the
appropriateness of alternative approaches to management research and that their
consequent indulgence of the co-existence of two very different knowledge-production
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systems in management research did not help me in the reconciliation | was trying to
achieve. Nevertheless, their work had clarified for me two apparent alternatives in
management research. It had highlighted the point that an Aristotelian belief in sense
perception as the basis of knowledge would give rise to what had been called in the
literature a ‘mode 1' approach. Whilst what had been called ‘mode 2' systems in
management research seemed more in keeping with an exploration of deviations from
the absolute as represented by Plato’s theory of Forms or Ideas.

Whilst these approaches may indeed be ‘different’ and capable of existing side by side
in management research, | was drawn to reflect on the apparent dichotomy that seems
to have been established in the earliest days of Western philosophy. Indeed, it appears
to be an issue that today underpins a debate on paradigms in social research. In
practical terms it became difficult for me to see how |, as a practitioner-researcher, could
ignore ‘mode 2’ knowledge production systems. Such a view brought with it further
questions. Within a piece of applied research such as | planned to undertake, was this
more ‘ldealistic’ view of knowledge compatible with an Objective approach?

3.2 MY CONSIDERED ATTITUDE TO POSITIVISM IN SOCIAL
RESEARCH

Subscription to an Objective approach to my research would, it seemed, signify an
involvement with the train of thought that was continued after the lonian philosophers by
Aristotle and Democritus. In the seventeenth century it was represented by Sir Francis
Bacon before being taken up by the empiricists of the English and Scottish
Enlightenment. The work of these latter philosophers (Locke, Berkeley and Hume)
ended in the devastating, for their ideas generally and for Hume personally, realisation
that sense experience did not yield the type on information about the world that they
sought. This disappointment was followed by attempts on the part of philosophers to
develop a more perfect form of an empirical theory of knowledge. This effort could
perhaps be seen as culminating in the Positivist values propounded by Auguste Comte
in the six volumes of his “Course in Positive Philosophy”, published between 1830 and

1842 and which appears to encapsulate the consequences of Objective knowledge

creation.

My alternative would seem to be to follow in the Idealism of Plato and the modern
German ldealists, the most notable of whom was Hegel. His ‘Phenomenology of Spirit’,
published in 1807, contends that human consciousness is social and historical in nature
and that this basis of knowledge is what makes absolute understanding of phenomena
possible. Whilst the end of the nineteenth century in Europe saw the influence of
‘philosophy’ wane and that of ‘scientific’ thought increase, work in the Idealist tradition
clearly continues to offer a radical alternative to the Positivist standpoint on the question
of how research should be carried out.
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| do not believe that my research, set as it will be in the complex social structure of an
organisation and its environment and focused on the particular problems of one
company, will be likely to generate any ‘natural laws’ of organisations or management. |
find myself agreeing with Laing (1967), whose work is highlighted in Johnson and
Duberley (2000), and who points out the difficulties of applying the positivist approach of
the natural sciences in social settings:

The error fundamentally is in the failure to realise that there is an ontological
discontinuity between human beings and it-beings....Persons are distinguished
from things in that persons experience the world, whereas things behave in the
world. (cited Johnson and Duberley, p. 34)

Escape from the confines of the positivist stance is offered by G.K. Chesterton
(1909/1974) whose description of the functioning of the world, penned in 1909,
resonates with much of the cosmology of qualitative research that was to emerge in the
latter part of the twentieth century. Bernstein (1996) makes use of the following
quotation to make the point:

The real trouble with this world of ours is not that it is an unreasonable world,

nor even a reasonable one. The commonest kind of trouble is that it is nearly
reasonable, but not quite. Life is not an illogicality; yet it is a trap for logicians. It
looks just a little more mathematical and regular than it is; its exactitude is
obvious, but its in-exactitude is hidden; its wildness lies in wait. (Chesterton
cited Bernstein p. 331)

Such a captivating description of the world might encourage the social researcher of
positivist persuasion to think about the ‘in-exactitudes’ of life, particularly in
organisations. However, once drawn into such a line of enquiry, such a researcher must
inevitably find himself taking a broader view on ontology than the positivist position
would seem to allow. Simply by rejecting the word ‘knowledge’ as a noun, the
researcher finds himself irreconcilably separated from positivism and crosses into what
Schdn (1995) has called the ‘'swampy lowlands’ where
problems are messy and confusing and incapable of technical solution. (p. 28)

In this sinister place, the researcher must begin to consider the context of his work and
then to address the form and nature of the reality within which it is taking place.

3.3 THE HERETIC’S PROGRESS

By taking up Schén’s implied challenge and by daring to ask what Guba and Lincoln
(1994) call ‘the ontological question’, the same writers commit the straying positivist
researcher to answering a further two questions (on epistemology and methodology)

which

define for inquirers what it is they are about. (italics in the original) (p. 108)

The answer to these three questions will, say Guba and Lincoln, make clear what falls
inside and outside the limits of the researcher's legitimate enquiry and are vital to the
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researcher because they describe the ‘real’ nature of the phenomenon being studied.
The researcher defines a position on the way he views himself through his response to
the ontological question and through it may even define a ‘theory of being. His
response to the epistemological question defines the researcher’s understanding of what
knowledge is. The final, methodological, question addresses how the researcher may
actually go about acquiring the knowledge that he seeks.

Having survived the journey of self-discovery to this point | found that there was no easy
way out but to attempt an answer to the Guba and Lincoln questions. As | began to try
and formulate my responses | found myself reflecting, not for the first time, on the nature
of the interface between my roles as practitioner and researcher. | was struck by the
radically different nature of the two worlds that | now inhabit and the requirements of
which | must balance and to some extent integrate.

Since the role of researcher is new to me | am free to develop it as | wish. However, |
sense that it is the way in which | fulfil my role as a practitioner that will change as I try to
bring a wider worldview to bear. This likely-hood is recognised by Feurer and
Chaharbaghi (1995) who note that the field of strategy formulation and implementation
has, in their respective type of organisation, generally been the province of academics,
consultants and industrialists. However, they point out that an approach to the work at

hand in the role of an academic, consultant or industrialist inevitably involves the
assumption of a particular perspective on that work.

By inference then an approach to such work in a combined role, such as the practitioner-
researcher contemplates, leads to yet a third perspective. It is this perspective that will
perhaps evolve as | try to combine my two roles into a third. This process would seem
to be what Plato had in mind when describing the ever changing flux of Becoming that is
discerned by the bodily senses and which is in contrast to the changelessness of the
higher world of Being and which is perceived by the mind. It is a process reminiscent of
the realities of Schon's ‘swampy lowlands’ and is echoed in what McNiff (2001), in a
lecture to my doctoral class, has called an ‘ontology of becoming’. It is an ontology that
fits with my understanding of the non-positivist evolution of philosophy discussed earlier
and also with the knowledge-production system that Gibbon et al characterize as ‘mode
2'. It is an ontology to which | find that | can subscribe.

Turning to the second of Guba and Lincoln’s questions on epistemology | found that |
was clearly attracted to the Platonic and Hegelian ‘ldeas’ that were discussed earlier.
However | did not see a link emerge from this philosophical foundation to a practical
research paradigm with which | could answer the question posed by Lincoln and Guba.
However, whilst constituting a discontinuity of thought with the growing complexity of
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European philosophy in the nineteenth century, the emergent pragmatism of American
philosophy of the same period seems to offer such a practical way forward for the
practitioner-researcher who has strayed from the positivist straight and narrow. The
early philosophers in this tradition, Pierce and James, crafted a ‘pragmatic’ approach to
the theory of the meaning of words and concepts, according to their practical
significance. Using this theory they went on to test the relationship between thought and
action.

This foundation was built upon throughout his long career by John Dewey who
consistently advocated the application of both thought and action to the knowledge
creation process. It is perhaps not appropriate to dwell further on Dewey's work in this
document other than to point out that he would seem to have been seminal in

influencing not only American thought in the field of education but also the American
view of democracy itself.

It seems possible to detect Dewey’s continuing influence in the work of later American
writers in fields such as sociology, psychology and management research right up to the
present day. Indeed, the practical nature of proposed future research in my field of
interest, as suggested by Gouillart and Sturdivant, Foster and Cadogan, and Fournier
has already been identified in Chapter 2. Thus it is perhaps not surprising that the
pragmatic outlook on knowledge creation, which may be seen to be the fruit of the
transatlantic transportation of Classical and Modern European philosophy, provides, for
me, an attractive means of responding to Guba and Lincoln’s epistemological question.

34 THE METHODOLOGICAL CHOICES

Of course, having asked their ‘three questions’ of the social researcher, Guba and
Lincoln are prepared to offer their own answers to all three. They do this by reference to
what they see as four competing paradigms that deal with the first principles or
worldview that the researcher has. However, the methodological choices available to
the researcher for knowledge creation are necessarily constrained by the chosen
response and position initially taken on the issues of ontology and epistemology.

In the earlier discussion of my ontological and epistemological choices | have clearly
rejected the positivist paradigm and | would take the view that my ontological and
epistemological preferences for ‘becoming’ and ‘pragmatism’ al<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>