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ABSTRACT                                                                    

The importance of existing and new customer relationships has become one of the most essential management issues for the companies in highly competitive market conditions of today. The objective of this dissertation is to investigate and analyse the possibilities of customer relationship development in the case company Volvo Finland Ab. This study looked at the key customers’ needs and expectations towards Volvo, the customer satisfaction to the relationship and their motivation to choose Volvo as a supplier. In addition, the study investigated Volvo managers’ perceptions of how to manage and develop the key customer relationships. The research material includes sources of academic literature, reports, journals and material from the interviews. 

The theories of relationship marketing and customer relationship management have already evolved for a long time. However, a consistent approach is yet to be established. The theoretical framework for the dissertation is built mainly on the findings of researchers that support the broad view of Relationship Marketing and Customer Relationship Management (e.g. Storbacka and Lehtinen, Grönroos, Sheth and Parvatiyar, Morgan and Hunt and Christopher et al.).

The research is a single case study and the collected data are both qualitative and quantitative in nature. Interview was chosen as a method, including both one-to-one and group discussions. The case company is Volvo Finland Ab together with its dealer network Volvo Truck Center in the western Finland. 

The most important finding of the dissertation is that Volvo does not fully utilise the potential of the key customer relationships. In spite of the longevity of many relationships, partnership thinking seems to be uncommon among the customers and Volvo. The findings show that the personnel’s ability to listen and interpret the customer and his needs is a skill that should be developed. Furthermore, a detailed analysis regarding the key customers is needed.
1 INTRODUCTION

1.1. The Background to the Research

“All business is based on relationships. The firm only has to make them visible and meaningful for its customers – provided that the customers want that” (Grönroos, 2000 p.20)

Many researchers (e.g. Storbacka and Lehtinen, 2001, Grönroos, 2000, Lahtinen and Isoviita, 1994) and literature regarding customer relationship management stress the creation of mutual benefits both to the customer and the supplier towards a long-term relationship. Approaches concentrating to manage and develop relationships with customers are particularly important in business-to-business (B2B) environment. Relationship Marketing (RM) and Customer Relationship Management (CRM) approaches are customer centric business practices that are commonly used in the development of customer relations. RM and CRM are also the chosen approaches in this dissertation while analysing and investigating the possibilities of customer relationship development in the case company Volvo Finland Ab. The business environment, where Volvo and its customers are operating, has changed significantly during the last few years. For instance, tightening emission regulations affect both the customers and truck suppliers. In addition, the deregulation of the European market and the rising R&D costs of truck suppliers are influencing factors. Besides, most of the customers are operating in lower profit margins than few years ago due to the rising fuel costs. In the present business situation, it seems almost impossible to add the risen operating costs to the next party in the delivery chain, for example from logistics companies to the buyers of transport services. The deregulation of the market makes competition global and increases the importing of trucks from abroad. From Volvo’s point of view, due to these issues the expectations of the customers toward Volvo as a truck and service supplier are rising. As Grönroos states “customers are more sophisticated and better informed than ever and therefore more demanding, and increasing global competition offers customers more alternatives than ever before“ (Grönroos, 2000 p.100). It is a challenge for Volvo to keep the customers satisfied and to maintain the market share as a market leader of the heavy truck segment in the current competitive situation. Therefore it is vital for Volvo to critically evaluate, which customers are the profitable ones and consider how to develop the key customer relationships. Gummesson (2000) and Grönroos (2001) emphasise that in industrial and services marketing, where establishing long-term relationships with customers is critical to organisational success, the traditional transactional approach of marketing is not sufficient. The companies ought to consider a broader market view and develop a cross-functional, coordinated focus on customers. 
1.2 Objectives of the Study 

The purpose of this dissertation is to analyse the key account customer segment of Volvo Finland Ab and to find out the customer satisfaction level and customer preferences in order to strengthen and develop the relationships between the customers and Volvo. The objective of this investigation is also to discuss how Volvo Finland Ab and its dealer network could take advantage of relationship marketing and customer relationship management approaches in this chosen customer segment. 

The case study company, Volvo Finland Ab, is a supplier of Volvo trucks, parts and services in Finland. The target company is operating in a Business-to-Business (B2B) environment in national market area. The principal research objectives to guide the research at hand are the following:

· Evaluate the customer satisfaction level in the chosen customer segment and critically evaluate the key areas of development. 

· Analyse the current key customer motivation for selecting Volvo and investigate the needs and expectations of the chosen key customers’ regarding the relationship.

· Discuss Customer Relationship Management, Relationship Marketing and partnership as a long-term goal and make recommendations on the development of the key customer relationships at Volvo.

The research objective is to answer the stated questions with a literature research on relationship marketing, customer relationship management and key account management. The empirical study is based mainly on qualitative approach. It should be noted, that academic research concerning relationship marketing or customer relationship management and the chosen key customer segment has not been undertaken at Volvo before. Additionally, re-organisation of key customer selling operations resulted in a new post, Key Account Manager, during the spring 2005 that ensured more resources to this area. Therefore, there is a natural rationale to investigate this subject from Volvo’s point of view. The author has been working within marketing communications at Volvo for five years. The process of this dissertation is presented in Fig. 1.
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Fig. 1. The process of this dissertation is presented above. The different borders of the text boxes represent the phases they belong to.
2 REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Referring to the research objectives presented in the end of the previous chapter, the following subjects are considered relevant and are therefore reviewed:

· Development of Marketing Thinking

· Business to Business Market and Organisational Buying Behaviour

· Buyer-Seller Relationships 

· Relationship Marketing (RM)

· Customer Relationship Management (CRM)

· Key Account Management (KAM)

· The Development of Customer Relationships

2.1 Development of Marketing Thinking and Relationship Marketing

Marketing methods have changed and evolved over time. The earliest periods of development in marketing thinking have been the production-oriented, the sales-oriented and the marketing-oriented periods. The production-oriented methods were practiced in the beginning of 1900’s when all the produced products were sold without particular effort. The sales-oriented methods were used during the recession at the end of 1920’s and in the early 1930’s when high-pressure selling was common. The third period with marketing oriented methods started in the 1960’s since customers began to demand better quality and more varied product ranges (Lahtinen and Isoviita, 1994). Nevertheless, the focus areas of marketing research have evolved from 1950s, being in consumers to industrial marketing in 1960s and non-profit & societal marketing in 1970s. Service sector was in focus in 1980s. From 1990s the nature of interrelations with customers was changing from transaction focus to relationship focus and therefore the attention was drawn to relationship marketing. The evolution of marketing thinking is presented in Fig 2 (page6) (Christopher et al., 1991). Lahtinen and Isoviita (1994) mention that there was a switch from a seller’s market to a buyer’s market already in the 1980’s and due to that companies adopted a customer-oriented approach in most of the marketing functions.
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Fig. 2. The evolution of marketing thinking (Christopher et al., 1991).

The change from transaction marketing to relationship marketing can be seen as a base to customer centric approach in general. Transaction marketing concentrated on single sales and product features while relationship marketing has its focus on customer retention and product benefits. Christopher et al. (1991) states relationship marketing stresses the long time-scale and high level of customer service, commitment and contacts. Everybody in the organisation is responsible for the quality of the operations while transaction marketing has, on the contrary, low or limited emphasis on these issues. According to Christopher et al. (1991) the features of transaction and relationship marketing are presented in the Table 1. 

Table 1. Transaction marketing compared to relationship marketing (RM) according to Christopher et al. (1991).
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Some critics argue that RM does not work in all kinds of situations and all industries. Among others, Kotler et al. (2002) point out the fact that appropriateness of transaction versus relationship marketing depends on the type of industry and the wishes of the certain customer. 

2.2 Business-to-Business Market and Organisational Buying Behaviour

Kotler et al. define business market as “all the organisations that buy goods and services to use in the production of other products and services, or for the purpose of reselling or renting them to others at a profit” (Kotler et al., 2002 p.233).
According to Dibb and Simkin (1996) organisational markets can be sorted out into industrial markets, institutional markets and government markets. In this dissertation, we will concentrate only on industrial markets since the study case Volvo represents that area. Egan (2001) outlines that the term ‘business-to-business (B2B) relationships’ has replaced the term ‘industrial goods and services marketing’. When comparing the organisational buying process to consumer buying decision process, one can observe that the former is more formal. The definition of the business buying process referring to Kotler et al. is “the decision-making process by which business buyers establish the need for purchased products and services, and identify, evaluate and choose among alternative brands and suppliers.” (Kotler et al., 2002 p.233).  
Typical characteristics of B2B buying process are:

· More people involved. These groups can be called buying centres.

· Higher risk involved due to high product value.

· Fewer and larger buyers.

· The process is formal, including procedures and rules.

· Demand is derived from the demand for products or services in consumer markets. 

· Geographic concentration of buyers in certain industries (Dibb and Simkin, 1996).

The factors that influence the decision process cover environmental, organisational, interpersonal and individual issues. See the details in Fig. 3 (page8).
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Fig. 3. B2B buying process and the possible influencing factors according to Dibb and Simkin (1996 p.65).

2.3. Buyer-Seller Relationships

“Every single customer forms a relationship with the seller, broad or narrow in scope, continuous or discrete, short or lasting in nature, which the firm has to develop and maintain. Customer relationships are not just there; they have to be earned” (Grönroos, 1989 p.3). Webster has suggested a more partnership kind of view on buyer-seller relationships concluding, “To sum up, there is a clear evolution away from arms-length transactions and traditional hierarchical, bureaucratic forms of organization toward more flexible types of partnerships, alliances and networks” (Webster, 1992 p.10).

Storbacka and Lehtinen have formulated it as “A process between the customer and the provider, consisting of encounters involving resource change between the provider’s and the customer’s value creation processes.” (Storbacka and Lehtinen, 2001 p.145). The definition of Storbacka and Lehtinen represents a wider perspective and is quite similar to the model of The Industrial Marketing and Purchasing (IMP) Group that has developed an “interaction approach” to buyer-seller relationships. This school of thought believes that a business relationship consists of a series of short-term social interactions that are influenced by the long-term business processes that bind the firms together. The relationship is a hybrid culture that develops between the buying and selling organisation. Since most business purchases are not individual events, they cannot be understood and examined separately. Instead, they involve two active parties interacting with each other (Wilson, 1995).

2.4 Relationship Marketing

According to Kotler et al. relationship marketing is “the process of creating, maintaining and enchanging strong, value-laden relationships with customers and other stakeholders” (Kotler et al., 2002 p.406). The aim is to deliver long-term value to customers which results in customer loyalty and satisfaction. That enquires contribution and teamwork from all departments of the company (Kotler et al., 2002).

Relationship marketing (RM) can be seen from a narrow or a broad perspective. The above-mentioned view of Kotler et al. represents the broad church. The broad and pragmatic approach sees RM as more inclusive than the narrow view; see Morgan and Hunt “relationship marketing refers to all marketing activities directed toward establishing, developing, and maintaining successful relational exchanges” (Morgan and Hunt, 1994 p.22). However, such a broad definition has been criticised by some scholars. Peterson announces the Morgan and Hunt’s definition guilty of an error of commission and argues that “if their definition is true, then relationship marketing and marketing are redundant terms and one is unnecessary and should be stricken from the literature because having both only leads to confusion“ (Peterson, 1995 p.279). An example of a narrow view of RM is database marketing that focuses only to the promotional aspects of marketing linked to database efforts. Another example is customer retention view that tries to bond the customer with aftermarketing tactics to the company after the sale (Sheth and Parvatiyar, 2000).

In Scandinavia and Finland, the so-called Nordic school perspective of relationship marketing have been developed, which represents the broad view and originates from the services marketing. However, in the 1980s, the terms used were different from those of today. The terms were such as buyer-seller interactions, interactive marketing, customer relationship life cycle, the new marketing concept and interactive relationships. According to the Nordic school of thought, RM has been defined as “the process of identifying and establishing, maintaining, enhancing, and when necessary terminating relationships with customers and other stakeholders, at a profit, so that the objectives of all parties involved are met, where this is done by a mutual giving and fulfilment of promises” (Grönroos, 2000 p.98). Grönroos has in his work referred to similar definitions of Berry (1983), Hunt and Morgan (1994), Sheth and Parvatiyar (1994) and Christopher et al. (1991). However, referring to Grönroos (2000) the term relationship marketing was first introduced in the conference paper of Berry in 1983. At that time, Berry defined RM as “attracting, maintaining and – in multi-service organisations – enhancing customer relationships” (Berry, 1983 p.25). He also stated that solidifying of relationship, transforming indifferent customers into loyal ones, and serving customers should be considered as marketing. Lahtinen and Isoviita (1994) also stress the relationship focus and write that relationship marketing is the creation and development of long-term, profitable, mutual, interactive and fruitful relationships with both existing and potential customers that benefit both the company and the other party (Lahtinen and Isoviita, 1994). The intention of establishing long-term relationships with mutuality of interest especially in B2B relationships can be seen as common characters that most of the authors agree with (Blois, 1996, Grönroos, 1989). Gummesson, who is also a supporter of Nordic school, defines “RM is seen as interactions, relationships and networks” (Gummesson, 1995 cited in Grönroos, 2000 p.99). Buttle (1996) describes RM briefly as healthy relationships, which are characterized by concern, trust, commitment and service.
2.4.1 Relationship Marketing As a Strategy

Most of the authors supporting the broad view of RM, consider that planning of RM must start from the strategic level. According to Grönroos (2000) a successful relationship marketing strategy needs three processes taken into account when planning RM. These three essential areas are: (1) interaction process as the core of relationship marketing, (2) a dialogue process as a support in developing and improving the relationships and (3) a value process as the output of relationship marketing, see Fig. 4 (page11) (Grönroos, 2000).
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Fig. 4. The triplet of RM according to Grönroos (2000 p.111).

Since the interaction process is the core of RM, it should be examined in detail. It can be divided into different logical parts depending on the researcher. One view is to divide the process to three parts; (1a) acts, (1b) episodes and (1c) relationships (e.g. Liljander and Strandvik, 1995 cited in Grönroos, 2000). Researchers of the Industrial Marketing and Purchasing (IMP) Group have formed a two-level approach including short-term episodes, for example exchange of goods and services, and long-term processes such as adaptation of roles and responsibilities (Grönroos, 2000). Grönroos also mentions Holmlund’s view from 1996 that includes four levels: (1a) the act, (1b) episode, (1c) relationship and (1d) sequence levels. Holmlund has also suggested a fifth level i.e. a (1e) partner level for situations in which network partners are required in a business relationship (Grönroos, 2000). The dialogue process (2) is the communications aspect of RM and the value process (3) is the outcome (Grönroos, 2000). According to Evans and Laskin (1994), effective relationship marketing leads to the following outcomes: (3a) a higher percent of satisfied customers, (3b) greater customer loyalty, (3c) a perception on the part of a firm’s customers that it is offering better quality products and (3d) increased profits on the part of the seller. Although RM is a potent marketing strategy, Berry (1995) reminds that RM does not apply to every service situation.

2.4.2 The Formation Process of Relationship Marketing

Sheth and Parvatiyar (2000) have introduced a formation process of RM, which involves the decisions that must be made regarding the start with relationship marketing activities with respect to those customers the company wishes to pursue collaborative relationship. In this process, which is shown in Fig. 5, three important decision areas relate to defining the purpose of engaging in relationship marketing, selecting customer partners and developing programs for the engagement. According to Sheth and Parvatiyar (2000), stating the objectives and defining the purpose of RM helps companies to clarify the nature of RM activities. It also helps to identify suitable relationship partners who have the necessary expectations and capabilities to fulfil mutual goals and to evaluate RM performance by comparing results achieved against objectives.
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Fig. 5. The formation process of RM according to Sheth and Parvatiyar (2000).

2.4.3 Maintaining Long-term Customer Relationships

Grönroos lets it sound so simple: “In establishing and maintaining customer relationships the seller gives a set of promises concerning, for example, goods, services or systems of goods and services, financial solutions, materials administration, transfer of information, social contacts and a range of future commitments” (Grönroos, 1989, p.4). In addition, the buyer also needs to give promises concerning commitment of the relationship and if all the promises are kept, the relationship is expected to be maintained, enhanced and developed for mutual benefit (Grönroos, 1989). Grönroos’s statement is a good starting point for maintaining a long-term customer relationship.

It can be noticed that in the most of the academic literature, RM underlines the need for maintaining long-term customer relationships. According to the broad view of Grönroos (1989, 1990) and Gummesson (1987) among others, customer relationships should be the dominant paradigm in marketing (Sheth and Parvatiyar, 2000). Maybe partly because the common hypothesis is that long-term customer relationships are more profitable than short-term relationships. Several authors argue that in their studies (e.g. Morgan and Hunt, 1994, Sheth and Parvatiyar, 1995). Also Bendapudi and Berry (1997) state that relationship marketing payoff to the company comes not until the relationships come to an end. Additionally, Reichheld and Sasser (1990, p.105) advocate “Customer defections have a surprisingly powerful impact on the bottom line. As a customer’s relationship with the company lengthens, profits rise.” However, it can be argued that long-life customers not necessary are profitable (Reinartz and Kumar, 2000). Even though Reinartz and Kumar are investigating the profitability of long-term customers in non-contractual setting, some of the results can be applied also in B2B relationships. As Dowling and Uncles (1997) state, it is a gross oversimplification to claim that loyal customers are always more profitable. This claim ought to be evaluated by the customer data of each company. Customer loyalty schemes, as one of the most attracted marketing strategies, have gained in popularity especially in B2B markets from 1970’s since loyal customers have traditionally been treated better than other customers. Nevertheless, the company must first know who its loyal customers are. And as the number of customers increases, companies have to invest in databases and market research in managing and knowing their customers. Particularly in B2B markets, customer profitability analyses and calculations of the customer’s lifetime value are used practices even though the processes are complex and costly. The underlying belief (80/20 law) states that 20 percent of customers generate 80 percent of a company’s revenue. One should question, however, if this most profitable 20 percent are loyal buyers (Dowling and Uncles, 1997). 

2.5 Customer Relationship Management (CRM)

CRM has its roots in relationship marketing, which has its emphasis on customer retention and mutual interactions instead of transaction focus as discussed in previous chapters. Because these two approaches resemble each other, one can find it difficult to realise the differences. The basic distinction is that in CRM approach, IT applications have a vital role in facilitating the customer relationship management. CRM is also rather a new term. According to Bligh and Turk (2004) CRM began in the early 1990’s as a marketer’s term for ideas and technologies that were created to improve customer-related business practices. Internet use and increased number of PCs in companies partly speeded up the expectations regarding the CRM technology. Storbacka and Lehtinen define CRM as an approach in which the separate transactions have become irrelevant, whereas the customer relationships and value created from the supplier’s competence process have become vital (Storbacka and Lehtinen, 2002). It is kind of continuation to RM approach. This is illustrated in Fig. 6.
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Fig. 6. The traditional marketing thinking has evolved towards the customer based thinking (Storbacka & Lehtinen, 2002 p.27). 

Several researchers and authors including Srivastava et al. (1999), Chen and Popovich (2003), Larry Yu (2001), Bligh and Turk (2004) and Rigby et al. (2002) have a holistic view on Customer Relationship Management (CRM). Srivastava et al. state that CRM is a business process that “addresses all aspects of identifying customers, creating customer knowledge, building customer relationships and shaping their perceptions of the organisation and its products’’ (Srivastava et al., 1999 p.169). Chen and Popovich stress that “CRM is a combination of people, processes and technology that seeks to understand a company’s customers. It is an integrated approach to managing relationships by focusing on customer retention and relationship development. CRM requires company-wide, cross-functional, customer focused business process re-engineering” (Chen and Popovich, 2003 p.672). Hence, many authors emphasise the need to integrate CRM programs into the overall corporate business strategy, to assess organisational capabilities (the systems), and then adopt a systematic process for the CRM implementation (Kendrick and Fletcher, 2002; Payne, 2001 cited in Hart et al. 2004). Also Larry Yu (2001) mentions a holistic perspective. According to Yu’s survey, the best predictors in the success of CRM are the corporate culture, the process and the technology improvement all together (Larry Yu, 2001). 

The clarification of Chen and Popovich is: “CRM is a more complex and sophisticated application that has been pulled from all customer touch points, creating a single and comprehensive view of a customer while uncovering profiles of key customers and predicting their purchasing patterns” (Chen and Popovich, 2003 p.676). They carry on, “It is a continuous effort that requires redesigning core business processes starting from the customer perspective and involving customer feedback” (Chen and Popovich, 2003 p.682).

The development of IT-technology has made CRM systems common in companies. Companies aspire to master an increased amount of customer data, which cannot be mastered without a systematic IT-application. According to Kotler et al. CRM systems are “IT-based applications that integrate a company’s information about customers with the knowledge of how to use that information” (Kotler et al., 2002 p.409). The basic aim of the systems is to treat all customers individually. CRM system can consist of data warehouses, customer service systems, call centres, e-commerce, Web-marketing, operations systems (e.g. order entry, invoicing, payments, point of sale, inventory systems) and sales systems (e.g. mobile sales communications, appointment making routing) (Kotler et al., 2002). Burnett has a more narrow view on CRM system. He stresses the importance of CRM systems in customer management. According to him, the company requires a structured system for hard and soft customer information that is collated and continuously updated in succinct format and accessible by all key persons in the company. The system is the basis of a development plan for each key customer. The precise format of the development plan depends on the nature of the business and the content depends on the requirements of the persons involved (Burnett, 2001).

Software technologies are seen as tools to automate and integrate the various sales, service and marketing processes and activities and to capture and centralise customer-related information (Bligh and Turk, 2004). On the other hand, it is admitted that a CRM system has a crucial role to play in accumulating, storing, maintaining and distributing customer knowledge through the organisation. Managing information effectively is critical for product tailoring, service innovation, strengthening views of customers and calculating customer lifetime value (Peppard, 2000). In addition, Chen and Popovich (2003) list customisation, simplicity, and convenience for completing of transactions in spite of the channel used for interaction as the customer benefits of CRM. So, the focus is to improve and ease the seller-buyer communication and interaction with a new technology. 

According to Storbacka and Lehtinen (2001) in successful relationship management the customer is considered as a subject who participates in the value creation processes. The customer’s and the company’s value creation processes interact with each other. Customers are seen as company assets that and therefore the company needs to continuously deepen the knowledge of the customers and learn from them to be able to obtain competitive advantage. Storbacka and Lehtinen (2001) announce that when developing relationship value, different tools are needed in the different phases of relationship. Table 2 (page17) shows what tools could be used in which level.

Table 2. Managing customers in different relationship stages by different methods according to Storbacka and Lehtinen (2001 p.95). [image: image8.png]Customer base
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Although there is nothing new in the aspiration of businesses to develop relationships with the customers, recent progresses in IT have offered new opportunities for creating individual relationships between a seller and each of its customers (Bejou and Palmer, 1998). However, “The danger is that replacing personal contact with the technology that may permit ‘one-to-one’ needs to be done in the realization that it may not always be appropriate to every situation” (Egan, 2001 p.213). Thus, the management of customer relationships depends on the situation and it can differ greatly from one industry to another. Criticism of RM and CRM is discussed in more detail in the next section.

2.6 Criticism of Relationship Marketing and Customer Relationship Management

Every strategy and theory has its weaknesses. Egan (2001) points out that some of the criticism of RM and CRM regards the novelty of these practices. Brennan (1997) states that fashionable management approaches are prone to over-use, abuse and consequently devaluation. There are also arguments (Palmer, Gummesson, Brown cited in Egan 2001) for RM to be an old concept in new clothes than totally new paradigm. However, Egan mentions that it is frequently suggested that RM has brought back ‘relationships’ into the mainstream of marketing. Some critics of RM have proposed that RM is no more than a series of transactions over time, which have no special character. For example Barnes states, “a succession of interactions does not necessarily lead to a relationship any more than repeat purchasing constitutes loyalty” (Barnes, 1995 p.1394 cited in Buttle, 1996).

Several commentaries concern the case studies regarding RM and CRM. Case studies are usually based on selected organisations in a limited number of industries (Egan, 2001). Therefore the results might not be valid in other companies or all industries. Egan states “a potential hazard is where this selective research leads to a polarisation of opinions” (Egan, 2001 p.218).
Relationship building should always be of mutual interest instead of one-sided communication with customers who are locked-in and kept in relationship against their will. In some cases there can be seen corruption and in extreme cases networks of corrupt buyers and sellers may obtain sufficient market power to lead in an overall loss of economic welfare (Egan, 2001). Problems in CRM can also stem from the fact that the company is implementing a wrong kind of strategy with the customer. One customer category might appreciate an easy and simple process while the other might need deeper process adaptation with the supplier (Storbacka and Lehtinen, 2002). Kotler et al. criticise (2002) that relationship marketing is not effective in all situations. However, in many cases, it can pay off with customers that have long time horizons and high switching costs. The customer finds it costly and risky to switch to another supplier and the seller finds it a great failure to losing this customer. Each seeks to develop a solid long-term working relationship with each other with mutual benefits (Kotler et al., 2002). 
Egan (2001) mentions that the lack of specific guidelines has led to criticism regarding relationship management. A scientific view calls for systematic solutions while the view of marketing as an art suggest a best-fit unique solution to every individual situation. He continues that advocates of direct marketing, database marketing and CRM are susceptible to develop generalised solutions without keeping in mind the appropriateness to particular situations. He claims, however, that all different tactical methodologies such as relationship marketing, database marketing, CRM and loyalty marketing can in longer-term contribute relationship development in various ways (Egan, 2001).

Regarding CRM, implementation is the key word. Chen and Popovich (2003) remind that a customer-focused strategy needs support and commitment from top management throughout the whole CRM implementation. If the company has very high expectations on the CRM application without long-term commitment and enough resources to master it, the implementation may not succeed. According to Bligh and Turk (2004) the most common reasons for CRM failure are: poor objective setting, lack of senior leadership, inadequate planning and scope setting, implementation missteps, lack of change management and inadequate post-implementation operation. Many researchers warn of the failure in CRM implementation if the processes related to it are not well thought out. Possible risks are such as project failure, inadequate return on investment, unplanned project budget revisions, unhappy customers, loss of employee confidence and lack of key management time and resources (Schweigert, 2000 cited in Chen and Popovich, 2003). Rigby et al. (2002) have listed the most typical perils of CRM. Their research suggests that one reason for CRM failing, is that most executives do not understand what they are implementing, how much it costs and how long it will take. Rigby et al. argue “to implement CRM without conducting segmentation analyses and determining marketing goals would be like trying to build a house without engineering measures or an architectural plan” (Rigby et al., 2002 p.102). Too often the customer strategy is adapted to match the purchased CRM technology. The most dangerous pitfall is to install CRM technology before creating a customer focused organisation. The key business processes, for example customer service and order process related to customers should be improved before the implementation. In addition, the job descriptions, performance measures, compensation systems and training programs are examples of the processes that should be restructured to better meet customers’ needs (Rigby et al., 2002).

Even though O’Malley et al. have researched the consumer markets in their article of customer relationships management, the principle can be seen valid also in B2B market:

“Far too many firms have focused their energies on database building rather than relationship building. Relationship marketers should therefore be insisting on the development of ‘customer-friendly’ databases as opposed to ‘user-friendly databases’ if they are to demonstrate respect for customers” (O’Malley et al., 1997 p.553). They summarise that the implementation of RM requires the marketer’s adaptation of attitudes, behaviour and processes to commit the customer into the relationship (O’Malley et al., 1997). Managing customer information with today’s advanced technology can also create doubts over privacy. Egan (2001, p.214) points out three major concerns that may appear 1) infringement of personal liberty, 2) unwanted attention paid to the customer 3) the utilisation of the information should be wise.

The legislation of the country defines the boundaries of data collection and use but one can see it also as an ethical issue. According to O’Malley et al. (1997) for somebody a hidden acquisition of information may sabotage the relationship-building process instead of developing it. It can be a very subjective issue for somebody, even in B2B relationships, since there are people in the background of deals making decisions. On the other hand, by knowing the customer needs and expectations in depth the company can offer its customers better-customised services and products.

2.7 Key Account Management (KAM)

Sales experts have suggested key account or national account management programs for large customers already for the last twenty-five years (Hanan, 1982, Pegram, 1972, Platzer, 1984, Shapiro and Posner, 1976, Stevenson and Page, 1979, Stevenson, 1980, 1981 cited in Sharma 1997).  Referring to Cannon and Narayandas (2000) key account management (KAM) is the embodiment and implementation of the RM paradigm for large business customers. In most business markets, the consolidation and mergers of firms had led to the market situation with more powerful customers demanding high quality and low prices but also accounting for large sales volumes. These customers want to find new ways in serving better and more effectively their own customers. In the result of these demands, suppliers have to re-evaluate their traditional customer relationship management strategies (Cannon and Narayandas, 2000).

According to the study of Sharma (1997) companies that use a multi-functional and multi-level form of decision-making prefer key account programs. The basis of this is that personnel from different levels in the selling organisation can contact buying personnel at similar levels. However, buying companies, where a single functional area is making buying decisions, may consider the key account process unnecessary and money and resource consuming. Generally speaking, larger customers are expected to have larger buying requirements that may be better fulfilled by key account management programs. On the contrary, smaller and simple organisations that have the decision-making possessed by few individuals may prefer traditional selling concept. In addition, the investigation of Sharma (1997) shows that buying decisions that involve larger amount of time positively affects preference for key account programs. Large key accounts should, however, be sorted based on their profitability since the largest customers may not be the most profitable due to the fact that largest customers are demanding large price discounts (Sharma 1997). Typically, key accounts also demand special services and are usually more costly to serve. Cannon and Narayandas simply recommend a detailed analysis of customers, the environment, competition and the sellers own skills before making investments of significant resources (Cannon and Narayandas, 2000).
According to Cannon and Narayandas (2000) the focus in key account relationships involve more multifaceted goals than traditional sales management. The benefits for the customer can be lower total costs instead of buying separate products and services that become more costly. The objectives of the selling firm can include for example managing dependence, reducing uncertainty and learning in the relationship. Key account selling paradigm can mean a broader focus to both parties as the companies may share their strategic intentions and longer-term goals. As Cannon and Narayandas (2000) remind, key account relationships are normally long-term, involve high interdependence and demand levels of commitment from both parties. The summary of key account and traditional selling paradigms are described in the following Table 3 (page22).

Table 3. Traditional and Key Account Selling paradigms (Cannon and Narayandas, 2000 p.409).
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2.8 The Development of Customer Relationships

As Grönroos views 

“in relationship marketing, the firm cannot rely on a prefabricated product. It must develop such resources as personnel, technology, know-how, the customer’s time, and the customer itself as a resource, as well as create a governing system that manages these resources during the on-going relationship in such a manner that a satisfactory total service offering emerges over time” (Grönroos, 1999 p.330).

It could be stated that the whole customer service process should be reviewed when striving to better the relationships with customers. The development of customer relationships should be a constant process that concerns everybody in the organisation.

O’Malley et al. suggest that marketers should use more effectively the information they already have on customers and additionally develop the relevant processes to keep up dialogue with customers (O’Malley et al., 1997). Managing services is at the core of relationship building and maintenance though there are also other supporting elements as the building of networks, the establishment of strategic alliances and partnership agreements, the development of customer databases and the management of relationship-oriented integrated marketing communications. What is seen to be significant depends on the researcher and the perspective (Grönroos, 2000).

When the company starts pondering the development of customer relationship development, it should recognise that different customers are at different stages of relational development. That means that each customer type should be handled in a different way. That may signify different marketing or communications tools and messages (Egan 2001). Three different models of relationship stages that can be applied in B2B sales are presented in the Fig. 6.  Dwyer et al. (1987 p.15 cited in Egan, 2001 p. 58) illustrate the stages with five phases (1) awareness, (2) exploration, (3) expansion, (4) commitment and (5) dissolution. These stages describe the transition of relationship and how the parties recognise each other.  The intention for a marketer is naturally to move the customers to higher stages of relationship, with each stage representing a strengthening in the relationship (Egan, 2001). The models of Payne et al. and Kotler are quite similar. There are only few differences. Kotler has included suspects in his model opposite to Payne et al. Suspects can be seen as potential customers or customer groups while prospects have given some indication that they are likely to purchase the products or services offered. Kotler also separates first-time buyers and repeat buyers. The rest of the stages are called clients, advocates, members and partners. The relationship stages are illustrated in Fig. 7 (page24). In addition, Storbacka and Lehtinen (2001) have defined three phases in their development process. It includes establishing, enhancing and ending customer relationships, which were presented in Table 2 (page17). 
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Fig. 7. Relationship stages based on Dwyer et al. 1987 (left), p.15, Payne et al. 1995 (middle), p.viii and Kotler 1997, p.26 (right) cited in Egan, 2001 p.59).

Dwyer et al. (1987) have named their model as the relationship development process, which is presented in more detail in the following paragraphs. In the awareness phase (1), the parties start to consider each other as feasible exchange partners and the exploration phase (2) refers to the search and trial phase in relational exchange. Trial purchases are possible but the exploratory relationship is very fragile considering the minimal investments and therefore the relationship is easy to terminate. The exploration phase can be divided into sub processes: (1) attraction, (2) communication and bargaining, (3) development and exercise of power, (4) norm development, and (5) expectation development. Attraction (1) results from the perceived rewards and costs. Rewards can be tangible or intangible, cost include economic or social deterrents. Regarding communication and bargaining process (2), Dwyer et al. argue that a relationship seems not to form without bilateral communication of wants, issues, inputs, and priorities. They also emphasise that negotiation, by itself, does not lead to an enduring relationship. However, the just exercise of power (3) is the key to a lasting relationship. Norm development phase (4) is a process in which the norms and standards of conduct take form. “Norms are expected patterns of behaviour. By adopting norms and establishing standards of conduct, emerging exchange partners start setting the ground rules for future exchange” (Dwyer et al., 1987 p.17). Expectation development (5) includes conflicts of interest and the prospects for unity and trouble. Dwyer et al. stress the importance of trust in understanding expectations for co-operation and planning in a relational contract. Dwyer et al. refer to the research of Schurr and Ozanne (1985), which presents that in industrial purchasing the buyers’ expectations about trust and bargaining affected significantly to their attitudes and behaviour toward the supplier. Dwyer et al. summarise that “the five subprocesses are important aspects of the exploration phase because they enable each party to gauge and test the goal compatibility, integrity, and performance of the other” (Dwyer et al., 1987 p.18). 

The interdependence of partners is increasing in the Expansion phase (3). Frazier (cited in Dwyer et al., 1987) has formulated the expansion process as a consequence of each party’s satisfaction with the other’s role performance and the associated rewards. During the commitment phase (4) an implicit or explicit pledge of relationship continuity between exchange partners increases. Both parties have achieved a level of satisfaction from the exchange process and the customer-seller loyalty has been reached. The customer may still be interested in other supplier alternatives but the constant testing is not current any more. The criteria related to commitment are inputs, durability and consistency and both parties purposefully engage resources to maintain the relationship. The benefits of this kind of relationship are certainty from mutually agreed roles and goals, the improved efficiency and the confidence in exchange effectiveness (Dwyer et al., 1987).

Dwyer et al. mention that after these phases dissolution is possible. They continue, “termination of personal relationships is a significant source of psychological, emotional, and physical stress” (Dwyer et al., 1987 p.19). According to them, however, dissolution should be separated from the relationship development process since their model (see Fig. 8 on page26) is presenting bilateral efforts for relationship development and on the contrary, dissolution is often started unilaterally. 
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 Fig. 8. The relationship development process according to Dwyer et al. (1987 p.21).
Dwyer et al. present also some criticism toward their model. It is built primarily on conceptual foundations and empirical evidence from exchange theory, marital theory, bargaining theory and power theory. As commercial, work and romantic relations differ greatly from each other; the model can have its shortcomings. The model is also very abstract and lacks conceptual details.
Wilson (1995) has developed a process model that is based on the works of Dwyer et al. (1987) and Borys and Jemison (1989). According to the model of Wilson, both active and latent phases can be found. During the active phase certain variables are more active than in the latent phase. Changes in environmental issues or in relationship participants may move a latent variable to an active one. An active phase needs more time and energy from the participants. This is explained in more detail in Fig. 9 (page27).
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Fig. 9. Integrating the Relationship Variables and the Relationship Development Process (Wilson 1995).

Wilson (1995) points out that individual buyer-seller relationships are becoming part of networks since companies are pursuing to create competitive advantage by developing relationships that are value creative and difficult to duplicate. This requires changes in corporate cultures and reward systems to strengthen the behaviours that produce trust, mutual goals, adaptation and other critical variables (Wilson 1995). Commitment and trust are key variables in the Wilson’s model but they are also in focus of RM research. Moorman, Zaltman and Deshpande (1992), Gamesan (1994), Morgan and Hunt (1994) and Geyskens and Steenkamp (1995) have focused on trust when developing successful relationships (cited in Buttle, 1996).  

Morgan and Hunt argue that 

“commitment and trust are ‘key’ because they encourage marketers to (1) work at preserving relationship investments by cooperating with exchange partners, (2) resist attractive short-term alternatives in favour of the expected long-term benefits of staying with existing partners, and (3) view potentially high risk actions as being prudent because of the belief that their partners will not act opportunistically. When commitment and trust – not just one or the other – are present they produce outcomes that promote efficiency, productivity and effectiveness” (Morgan and Hunt, 1994 p.22). 

Morgan and Hunt define commitment as an enduring desire to maintain a relationship while trust is seen as the confidence that one partner has in the other’s reliability and integrity. Kumar et al. (1995) share this view when agreeing that commitment and trust are seen as interrelated concepts, which stimulate a relational bond between the supplier and the customer and facilitate the establishment of productive collaborations (Kumar et al. 1995). Also, the research of Gounaris (2005) supports this view. Gounaris adds that trust precedes the development of commitment and the greater the customer’s commitment in the relationship, the more the customer will be investing in the relationship. In addition, the customer will also be more inclined to remain in the relationship (Gounaris, 2005). As a result, uncertainty is reduced and efficiency is increased and value for both parties created (Sarkar et al. 1998). Confidence is described as partner’s consistency, competence, honesty, fairness, and willingness to make sacrifices, responsibility, helpfulness and goodness. Trust brings a feeling of security, reduces uncertainty and creates a supportive climate (Buttle 1996).

2.8.1 Choosing the Right Customer Strategy

In key customer management, the objective is to develop strong relationships with attractive customers and continuously strive to move the current relationship status towards the ultimate strategic partnership (Burnett, 2001 p.86).  Burnett (2001 pp.84-85) proposes four different strategies for key customers:

· Target for development

· Defend against competition

· Maintain with minimum resource

· Withdraw

The development strategy can be used for highly attractive customers with good potential for greater penetration. The defend strategy is used for the current customers that do not have such great potential but they are desired to protect from competitors’ attacks.  Maintenance with minimum resource is a strategy for customers who may not fit with the attractiveness criteria or core competences. A suitable policy is to limit the resources towards these customers by using other communications tools such as exhibitions and direct mail campaigns instead of sales meetings face-to-face.  Withdrawing is a relevant strategy if the customer is obviously using more resources than it brings returns to the company. One can also question those key customers belonging to the last two categories if they are key customers at all. However, there is always a limit of resources and the number of customers who can be selected for development. Since the relationships have different stages and evolve over time, the state of each customer relationship should be monitored and plans made to develop to the next stage of commitment or to protect the current position (Burnett, 2001).

2.8.2 Win-Win Approach and Mutual Goals

Win-Win approach and mutual trust are the starting point and the basic ideas of customer relationship development. Storbacka and Lehtinen (2002) write that the sincere interaction and aspiration of win-win situation are necessities in a successful customer relationship management. The intention is not to be close to the customer but to live together with him. According to Storbacka and Lehtinen (2002) the supplier is responsible for the development of the customer relationships even though it is done in co-operation. Relationships that have lasted longer time give more opportunities to the company to develop them with different kinds of managing methods. The intention is to manage the customer relationship in a way that the supplier receives a share of the customer’s heart, mind and wallet. These three are the customer relationship resources. A document, made together with the customer, describing what and how both parties wish to develop the relationship, can be a good tool. The aim of this document is to present the common aims and means of how to achieve these aims (Storbacka and Lehtinen, 2002).

2.8.3 Partnership

Partnership thinking is closely linked to customer relationship management, relationship development and key account management. It is often the target in B2B sales with profitable customers. Normally time, trust and commitment of both parties are required before a relationship can been developed to the partnership stage.

Anderson and Narus define partnering as 

“a process where a customer firm and supplier firm form strong and extensive social, economic, service, and technical ties over time, with the intent of lowering total costs and/or increasing value, thereby achieving mutual benefit” (Anderson and Narus, 1991, p.96).
According to Egan partnering can take many forms that is why he suggests rather a generalised definition:

“Partnering is a relationship between customer and supplier organisations, recognised as such by the parties involved, whose principal objective is a shared increase in the effectiveness and efficiency of joint responsibilities within the remit of their relationship” (Egan, 2001 p.159).

Aijo (1996) proposes that strategic partnership in business is another term for RM. The correspondence between the partnership approach in general business and the RM approach in marketing is obvious. The title of an article of Kanter summarises the same aspect: “Successful partnerships manage the relationship, not just a deal” (Kanter, 1994 p.96).
Advantages of partnership in accordance with Sheth and Sisodia (1999) are lower transaction costs, assurance of supply, improved coordination and higher entry barriers.

Co-operation may include the following from the buyer’s side: entering into long-term contractual commitments, revealing of personal information and adapting the buying processes to meet the requirements of the seller. On the other hand, the seller may need to adapt production and delivery processes to meet the special requirements of the buyer (Palmer 2000). To success partner firms should have a good knowledge and acceptance of each other’s organisational cultures. Adaptation of the cultural styles improves the partnership further (Egan 2001).

The win-win approach is a part of partnership thinking. Brennan (1997, p.770) notes:

“If there is no improvement in overall systematic efficiency, then the only way on party can gain is at the expense of another, in which case the firms are playing a ‘zero-sum game’ and are back to old-style adversarial relations. Partnering can only flourish in a ‘positive-sum game’ where there are real economic advantages associated with this approach to doing business.”

There are naturally issues to concern when planning partnership agreements. According to Egan (2001) the balance of power is usually asymmetrical in organisational relationships but one party is stronger than the other. This may be disruptive to any relationship. Therefore successful partnership agreements avoid power issues (Egan 2001).

Partnership thinking suits well in the B2B sales environment in which Volvo is operating. It is also a very desirable relationship stage that Volvo wants to pursue. The study of Parasuraman et al. (1991 cited in Berry, 1995) narrate that customers’ desire for more personalised and closer relationships with service providers for example truck leasing companies. It appeared in their research that customers are willing to see the service providers as a distant extension of their company, as an active partner and a consultant giving advice. 

2.8.4 Relationship bonding

Gounaris (2005, p.135) proves in his research that “The more integrated the service provider’s bonding strategy, the more the customer will trust the provider.” Also Burnett (2001, p.87) stresses the importance of bonding. According to him, each stage of the relationship development must be strengthened by a proactive, planned process of bonding. He suggests four ways to create lasting relationship bonding:

· Develop personal trust

· Create entry barriers

· Reinforce exit barriers

· Initiate joint venture projects contributing to the achievement of your customer’s objectives

In addition to trust, the research of Gounaris (2005) shows that offering better service quality together with relationship bonding leads to commitment to the supplier. Gounaris’s study demonstrates “Developing this type of commitment appears to be particularly important not only for ensuring the maintenance of the relationship but also for further enhancing it, because it leads to an intention to further invest and strengthen the relationship with the provider.” (Gounaris, 2005 pp. 135).
A more detailed list of the activities leading to relationship bonding is presented in APPENDIX A. The aim is to become more than a supplier to the customer, either a preferred supplier or a partner (Burnett, 2001). 

2.8.5 Customer Satisfaction and Loyalty

According to Evans and Laskin (1994) improving customer satisfaction is a key goal of relationship marketing. “A satisfied customer is one who receives significant added value from a supplier – not simply added products, services, or systems” (Hanan and Karp, 1989 pp.15-135.) The benefits of satisfied customers are repeat purchases, referrals of other customers, positive word-of-mouth, and the lower costs compared to the costs of attracting new customers. In order to avoid the barriers regarding customer satisfaction a commitment from top executives is needed.  Companies should also have internal systems to back up promises to customers and the customer satisfaction should be monitored regularly. Customer satisfaction leads to customer loyalty (Evans and Laskin, 1994). Buttle (1996) announces that customer loyalty underlines the interactive nature of the commitment of the customer to the company and it its employees. On the contrary, brand loyalty proposes that the commitment is to the product instead.

Grönroos (2000) mentions that the core product is less frequently the reason for dissatisfaction than the other elements around the core. Therefore, the product is seen as a total service offering, which needs truly to be served to the customers. He announces:

“Customers do not look only for goods and services; they demand a much more holistic offering, including everything from information about the best and safest way to use a product to delivery, installation, updates, repairs, maintenance, and correct solutions for what they have bought” (Grönroos, 2000 p.100). 

It has been noted that the customers form their perceptions on the supplier in different ways. The customer can be very satisfied with the relationship even though he is unsatisfied with several single encounters. On the contrary, the customer can be satisfied with all the encounters with the supplier but still unsatisfied with the relationship. This is normally linked to the price factors or to the competitive situation in the market. It is essential to separate these two levels; firstly satisfaction to encounters and secondly the customer perceived value level, which is a strategic question (Storbacka and Lehtinen, 2002).

The aim of targeting the “right customers” has emerged in RM literature (Berry, 1995). Reichheld is one of the supporters of this view, emphasizing that companies striving to use RM should identify their loyal customers and develop their strategy by delivering superior value to them (Reichheld, 1993). However, the fact is that sincere loyalty is hard to achieve. As Kotler et al. (2002) mention many firms are trying to segment their markets by loyalty towards their product or service. Nevertheless, in many markets, most customers are promiscuous and polygamous in their relationships with brands, loyal customers are few and very hard to find. Therefore the effectiveness of loyalty schemes can be low and segmentation by loyalty may fail. It is common that the brand loyalty of a customer only last as long as the loyalty campaign (Kotler et al., 2002). The research of Dowling and Uncles (1997) shows that in competitive markets, it is difficult to increase brand loyalty above the market norms with customer loyalty programs. A more effective way to increase market share is to get more people to buy the brand rather than to get current customers to buy it more often. According to these researchers, the effective loyalty programs must above all leverage the brand’s value proposition in the eyes of customers (i.e. the balance of benefits relative to price). The prime sources of customer value are products and services that provide functional, economic and psychological benefits or solutions to buyers (Dowling and Uncles, 1997).

2.8.6 Profitability of Customer Relationships

All the customer relationships should be profitable in the long run. Storbacka and Lehtinen define it simply “The profitability of one customer relationship during a certain period of time: relationship revenue – relationship costs = relationship profitability” (Storbacka and Lehtinen, 2001 p.145). When analysing the profitability of the customer relationship, the investments made creating the relationship should be taken into account. To improve the profitability can simply be done by increasing the revenue coming from the customer relationships and by lowering the costs related to the customer. The costs ought to be analysed both annually and during the whole time period of the relationship, which is discounted to the present value. Usually these facts are not calculated regularly and defining the present value is difficult (Storbacka and Lehtinen, 2002).

The potential of the customer base is essential to analyse. According to Storbacka and Lehtinen (2002) the potential is related firstly to increase the volume of the relationship and secondly to lower the costs related to the relationship. Thirdly, affecting the durability of the relationship can raise the value of the relationship. By identifying the structure of the customer relationship, the profitability can be found out, the satisfaction level can be managed and the relationship can better be developed. Not always the customers that are buying high volumes are profitable. The dispersion in the profitability can be large. When analysing the profitability of the relationships, the real coverage ought to be considered. Referring to Storbacka and Lehtinen (2002) the biggest potential lies normally in the category with customers to develop and change, instead of those to preserve. Because the amount of unprofitable customers is usually extensive, already a slight change can make them profitable.
3 VOLVO FINLAND AB
3.1 Company Presentation

The Volvo Group is one of the leading manufactures of heavy trucks and transport solutions in the world (Volvo AB, 2005b). Volvo truck division in Finland is part of Volvo Finland Ab, which was originally founded in 1928. The company is divided into four divisions: trucks, buses, marine engines and spare parts. In this dissertation, the focus is purely on truck business. Volvo trucks and services related to the products are tailor-made to the specific needs of the transport companies. In Finland most of the transport companies are small; a typical customer is an owner operator with a fleet of two to three trucks.

Volvo offers the customers total transport solutions, i.e. in addition to the truck; it provides long-term service and maintenance contracts, spare parts, financing, insurance and transport information systems. Transport information systems offer tools to monitor the fuel consumption, driver’s duty times and navigation possibilities. An extensive service package brings benefits both to the supplier and to the customer. However, the competitors are also offering similar products to their customers with very competitive prices.

Volvo has approximately 430 employees in Finland. In addition, private Volvo dealers employ about 200 persons. Volvo Truck Centers are Volvo owned dealers that work as channels toward the end customer. Volvo Truck Centers consist of 17 selling and workshop points in Finland. The head office and the main factory of Volvo Truck Corporation are located in Gothenburg, Sweden. The Volvo organisation in Finland is presented in Fig. 10 (page36).
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Fig. 10. The current Volvo organisation in Finland. Volvo Truck Centers are Volvo owned dealers that consist of 17 selling and workshop points in Finland. The Nordic and national organisation is the market company that support the business.
Quality, safety and care for the environment are Volvo’s core values and the basis of the Volvo brand (Volvo AB, 2005b). When customers choose Volvo trucks they trust the company for delivering quality products that will perform reliably over the long haul. Volvo wants to supply products and services that exceed customers’ expectations and uphold the industry’s highest standard of safety, truck-uptime and driver productivity with care for the environment. Customers should see Volvo as something more than a supplier or one-time vendor; they should see Volvo as a long-term partner in the far-reaching pursuit of their business needs (Wolff, 2005).

3.2 Changing Business Environment

Deregulation and increased globalisation have created tough competition that is driving the transport business toward fewer and larger companies with increasingly streamlined operations. As a result, the demands on truck manufacturers are growing. Extensive development resources and rational production are required in order to meet customers’ needs in a cost-effective way (Volvo Ab, 2005a). A number of economic, environmental, legal and technological factors drive the change in the truck industry. These factors are external and mostly out of Volvo’s control (Volvo Truck Corporation, 2003). 

3.3 Relationship Marketing and Customer Relationship Management at Volvo

3.3.1 Volvo’s Vision

Volvo’s vision is to be the best truck and service provider in Europe. It consists of two main targets; to focus to the customers’ needs in and to be a profitable market leader (Björklund, 2006). According to Magnus Björklund, the Marketing and PR Director of Volvo, Volvo is aiming to work in accordance with a customer centric approach in the long run. This means, for instance, that all the everyday customer contacts should be handled professionally. According to Björklund, the customer-oriented approach includes the following four steps in a customer service situation:

1) Show that the customer has been noticed

2) Take care of the customer’s case

3) Finalise the case

4) Keep the customer up to date (Björklund, 2006)

Volvo regularly follows two indicators; the market leadership and profitability. The profitability has the priority when considering the targets. Also the values of the customer relationships are viewed from the profitability aspect. The customer relationships are strengthened by trying to make every contact a positive experience for the customer (Björklund, 2006). This naturally means that the customer service at the Volvo dealer must be kept at a very high level. 

Volvo’s vision for the year 2010 is very closely linked to the customer centric approach: 

· The customer experiences the relationship with Volvo in a positive way

· The customer feels to be a partner in one’s relations to Volvo
· The customer considers Volvo as an easy partner to do business with
· Volvo is considered as the best provider of trucks and services concerning customer service and expertise
· Volvo is considered as a service provider

· The Volvo personnel understands the content of the customer centric approach in practice

· The Volvo personnel is truly committed and enjoys working (Björklund, 2006)
3.3.2 CRM Guidelines

Traditionally in the transport business, truck suppliers have concentrated on the trucks and their lifespan instead of the customers. Volvo’s intention is to change the focus from the truck to the customer and to the customer relationships. One should keep in mind that customer is, however, the one who makes the buying decisions. Björklund shares Grönroos’s (1989) view that customer relationships have to be earned (Björklund, 2006).

Volvo has set some basic guidelines regarding customer relationship management to be able to differentiate itself from its competitors:

· To understand the market by knowing the customers and their needs and in addition, to know the future prospects of different transport sectors.

· To analyse and select the customer relationships

· To set detailed aims

· To have active and focused selling, marketing and aftermarket operations

· To take good care of the customer encounters

· To continuously listen to the customers and to learn from the customer relationships

· To plan, follow-up and develop the operations (Björklund, 2006).

3.3.3 CRM Application

The CRM application of Volvo was taken into use during 2005. The system is similar to those used in other Volvo dealers throughout the world. At least, the basic information on customers (all makes) and the trucks that have been registered in Finland can be found in the system and the basic information is centrally up-dated by Volvo. Therefore, one could assume that the preconditions for CRM exist. 

3.3.4 Measuring Customer Satisfaction

Several different investigations are made at Volvo to measure the customer satisfaction. Annual Second-To-None customer-survey measures customers’ opinions on the four categories: truck sales, truck delivery, sales of spare parts and service/maintenance operations. Service Pulsen is a new customer survey, which will be taken into use during the spring. It will be carried out 3-4 times per year and it measures how the customer considers the latest visit at the Volvo service (Björklund, 2006). As Storbacka and Lehtinen (2002) emphasise, it is essential to separate these two levels; satisfaction to individual encounters and the customer perceived value level or satisfaction in general.

In addition, the truck sales team follow up the functioning of the sales operations by sending a questionnaire to the customer after each truck delivery. That concerns both new and used trucks and measures how satisfied the customer is regarding the latest truck investment (delivery, functionality of the product etc.). Volvo also buys annually six to seven surveys from Taloustutkimus regarding truck sales, service operations, sales of spare parts, brand image and advertising, www-pages, customer magazine and Volvo financial services (Björklund, 2006).

The results are analysed and the needed actions are specified, documented and followed-up by service manager and parts manager in each dealer locality. In addition, the intention is to benchmark the results of the Service Pulsen in the Nordic level. The results of the surveys are regularly followed-up by the board of directors (Björklund, 2006).

3.3.5 Customer Feedback Process

The process of the customer feedback is defined in the operations manual of Volvo. According to the manual, the aims of the quality standards and the feedback process are to maintain customer satisfaction and develop operations at Volvo. The manual requires the customer feedback to be handled effectively and the corrections to be carried out systematically (Volvo Finland Ab, 2005).

The customer feedback can be given in oral or written form. For the written feedback, there are two kinds of forms available; one for the customers and one for employees to fill in. According to the manual, the complaints are directed to the person in charge in the department. The form should be filled in with clear explanation and the agreed corrective actions. The handler of the feedback will inform the necessary persons by sending them a copy of the feedback form and supervise that the corrective actions will be made. The feedback handler is also responsible of putting on record the date of completion; in addition, collecting and filing the forms for service managers (aftermarket feedbacks) and managing director (sales feedbacks). The feedbacks will be reviewed in the management meetings (board of directors) regularly (Volvo Finland Ab, 2005).

The manual encourages to take action to prevent future complaints. The manager of the department is responsible for the feedback process and preventive actions (Volvo Finland Ab, 2005).

To summarise, the development of customer relationships is incorporated in to Volvo’s vision. The CRM guidelines of Volvo emphasise the importance of the customer. Quality standards and customer feedback process of Volvo aim to both maintain customer satisfaction and develop operations. 

4 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

4.1. Research Rationale

Customer relationships and managing them are vital for a company to survive. In consequence of that there has been a growing interest towards customer-centric approaches, which can be useful when analysing the current customer processes and developing the customer relationships in companies. Volvo, the case company in this dissertation, is operating in B2B environment where successful business is built on long lasting customer relationships that are traditionally based on loyalty and trust. Even if not all the customer relationships are profitable in the short-run, it is essential for Volvo to know the customers’ preferences, expectations and matters of development. This dissertation provides a critical analysis of the status of customer satisfaction among the chosen key customer group. It also investigates the customer expectations regarding Volvo as a supplier in order to develop the relationships.
Since the business environment within truck and logistics sector has changed significantly during the last years, the business environment has become unstable and the operating margins of Volvo’s customers, i.e. transport companies, have decreased. This brings new challenges for Volvo since many transport companies are uncertain of their future prospects and may be unwilling to invest in the new truck fleet and services. Both Relationship Marketing (RM) and Customer Relationship Management (CRM) approaches together with this investigation aim to help Volvo in bringing more value for its customers by developing the relationships persistently towards a real partnership. 

4.2. Research Aims And Objectives

The intention of the research is to analyse the key account customer segment of Volvo and find out the customer satisfaction level and customer preferences in order to strengthen and develop the customer relationships with Volvo. The objective of this investigation is also to discuss how Volvo Finland Ab with its dealer network could take advantage of RM and CRM approaches in the chosen customer segment. Suggestions will be made based on the outcome of the research.

The principal research objectives to guide the research at hand are the following:

· Evaluate the customer satisfaction level in the chosen customer segment and critically evaluate the key areas of development. 

· Analyse the current key customer motivation for selecting Volvo and investigate the needs and expectations of the chosen key customers’ regarding the relationship.

· Discuss Customer Relationship Management, Relationship Marketing and partnership as a long-term goal and make recommendations on the development of the key customer relationships at Volvo.

· To achieve these objectives the researcher will use the following collection techniques: (1) A survey of key Volvo customers, (2) A survey of key Volvo employees and (3) A presentation of recommendations from the analysis and comparison of these two surveys to a focus group of Volvo management. See the process of this dissertation on Page 8 (Fig. 1).

4.3 Research Method

As Collis and Hussey (2003) state, the term paradigm refers to the progress of scientific practice based on people’s philosophies and assumptions about the world and the nature of knowledge i.e. how the research should be carried out. Paradigms offer a framework including accepted theories, methods and ways of defining data. However, paradigm can mean different things to different people. Therefore, it is important to recognise and understand one’s personal paradigm since that will determine the entire course of the research project. 

According to Collis and Hussey (2003) there are two main research paradigms: positivist and phenomenological. Some authors use the terms quantitative and qualitative or experimentalist and interpretivist. Referring to Collis and Hussey, research can be differentiated by looking at the approach adopted by the researcher. Quantitative approach is objective in nature and concentrates on measuring phenomena. It involves collecting and analysing numerical data and applying statistical tests whereas qualitative approach is more subjective and involves examining and reflecting on observations and perceptions so as to get an understanding of social and human activities (Collis and Hussey, 2003). Easterby-Smith et al., (1996) outline some more key features of qualitative and quantitative approaches. Quantitative paradigm believes that science is value-free, the world is external and the observer is independent while qualitative paradigm sees that science is driven by human interests, the world is socially constructed and the observer is part of what is observed. Jary and Jary state it as follows: ”Qualitative techniques rely the skills of the researcher as an interviewer or observer in gathering data whereas quantitative methods place reliance upon the research instruments employed to gather data and analyse/measure it” (Jary and Jary, 1991 cited in Riley et al., 2000 p.40). Van Maanen defines qualitative methods as “ an array of interpretive techniques which seek to describe, decode, translate and otherwise come to terms with the meaning, not the frequency, of certain more or less naturally occurring phenomena in the social world (Van Maanen, 1983 p.9).

When the quantitative paradigm is concerned, the researcher should focus on facts and look for causality and fundamental laws. In addition, the phenomenon is reduced to simplest elements and the hypothesis is formulated and tested. Quantitative methods normally include large samples. In the Qualitative paradigm the researcher focuses on meanings and look at the totality of each situation. The researcher tries to understand what is happening and develops ideas through induction from data. The samples investigated are small (Easterby-Smith et al., 1996). The researcher in qualitative research method should be well trained and experienced. Required skills are good listening ability, question asking skills, flexibility and broad-minded (Robson, 2004). One could conclude that the chosen case and the individual researcher influence most in determination of the best suitable approach and technique.

In the case of quantitative methods Easterby-Smith et al. state as the main strengths: “they can provide wide coverage of the range of situations; they can be fast and economical; and, particularly when statistics are aggregated from large samples, they may of considerable relevance to policy decisions” (Easterby-Smith et al., 1996 p.32). On the weakness side they consider: 

“ These methods tend to be rather inflexible and artificial; they are not very effective in understanding processes or the significance that people attach to actions; they are not very helpful in generating theories; and because they focus on what is, or what has been recently, they make it hard for the policy-maker to infer what changes and actions should take place in the future” (Easterby-Smith et al., 1996 p.32).

The strengths of qualitative method according to Easterby-Smith et al. are “their ability to look at change processes over time, to understand people’s meanings, to adjust to new issues and ideas as they emerge, and to contribute to the evolution of new theories” (Easterby-Smith et al., 1996 p.32). The data gathered is not so artificial as in quantitative methods. The time needed, consumed resources and the challenges in data analysis are seen as the weaknesses of this paradigm. Additionally, some instances give low credibility to researches that are based on the qualitative method (Easterby-Smith et al., 1996).
The qualitative method is chosen for this research, since the nature of the research needs verbal data to be analysed and a deeper understanding of the customer behaviour than it would be possible to receive with quantitative methods. The data in this study is both qualitative and quantitative, but the focus is in the qualitative data. Data collecting methods in case studies are documentary analysis, interviews and observation (Collis and Hussey, 2003). Both customers and employees at Volvo are interviewed. In addition, a focus group meeting is arranged. The group is expected to give objective feedback on the presented implications. Qualitative method suits well for this purpose since it is more flexible and requires smaller target sample. As Saunders et al. (2003) point out, by using multi-methods in the same study, the different data collection methods ensure that the data received is true. The quantitative data alone would have likely been too superficial to fulfil the aims of this research. In addition, it would have been a substantial risk to choose quantitative method since the total amount of key customers in this area is only 170. One possibility would have been to increase the sample size, which would have meant taking into consideration more customers in a wider area. However, the key account customer segment is defined only in the chosen area.

4.3.1 Personal interview

Personal interview is a good method of qualitative research. According to Patton (1990), there are four different interview strategies. The types of interviews are: (1) informal conversational interview, (2) interview guide approach, (3) standardised open-ended interview and (4) closed, fixed response interview (Patton, 1990 p.288-289). The informal conversational interview consists of questions that emerge from the immediate context without a predetermination of question topics or wording. The interview guide approach includes topics and issues that are specified in advance but the interviewer decides the wording of questions in the course of the interview. Standardised open-ended interview means that the exact wording of questions is defined beforehand but the questions are open-ended without alternatives. All the respondents are asked the same questions in the same order. Closed, fixed response interview includes questions and response categories that are determined in advance. Interviewees choose among the alternatives set (Patton, 1990 p.288-289). As to Robson (2004) and Saunders et al. (2003) interviews can be distinguished to structured, semi-structured and unstructured interviews linked to the depth of response aspired. Healey and Rawlinson (1993) differentiate interviews as standardised and non-standardised interviews. When compared the different typologies, one can find overlap between them. According to Saunders et al. (2003) structured interviews can be seen as standardised interviews and semi-structured and unstructured are non-standardised interviews.

In this dissertation, the types of interviews used are various since different types of surveys require different approaches. The interviews of Volvo managers were structured, standardised open-ended interviews in one-to-one basis. The customer interviews can be seen as a mixture of the above-mentioned and closed, fixed response interviews also in one-to-one basis. The focus group meeting was a type of informal conversational interview or unstructured interview (one-to-many basis).

According to Robson (2004, pp.272-273, p.282), the advantages of interview technique are:

High response rate

It is flexible and adaptable

· It can provide rich and highly illuminating material

· Offer the possibility to follow up responses to investigate underlying motives 

· Correction of obvious misunderstandings

Robson (2004) mentions also disadvantages of interview as a research tool:

· Needs a level of professionalism

· Time consuming

· Lack of standardisation raises concern about reliability

· The interviewer’s opinion may influence the interviewee

· Requires careful preparation, arrangements and may require permissions

· Notes have to be written up

· Tapes must be transcribed

· Confirming arrangements and rescheduling appointments take time. Time planning and time budgeting are critical to success (Robson 2004, p.273). 

Naylor and Greco (2002) have compared the different survey methods regarding customer satisfaction surveys. As face-to-face surveys and telephone interviews are carried out for this dissertation, the pros and cons of these methods are reviewed. Since the face-to-face method is relatively expensive to carry out in such a wide geographic area, the customer survey was made by telephone. According to Naylor and Greco (2002) telephone is a good tool for ongoing surveys or for a limited client base. Telephone is a live connection and it is possible to get high response rate. Taping is possible with customer permission. However, telephone survey is prone to interviewer bias and this method is seen relatively expensive even though it is cheaper than face-to-face method (Naylor and Greco, 2002). In this survey, the taping of customer answers was not seen essential since the questionnaire included a wide range of alternative answers. Face-to-face method is best for small amount of interviewees, but it is the most expensive method and some questions may be hard to ask in person (Naylor and Greco, 2002). In face-to-face interviews, non-verbal gestures may give extra information or even change the meaning of the message, which is not possible in telephone interviews. Nevertheless, telephone interviews can lower the costs, time and effort especially if the target sample is geographically dispersed (Robson 2004, p.282).

4.3.2 Focus Group

Focus group is the third qualitative methods used in this study. Collis and Hussey announce that a focus group is a “method of collecting data whereby selected participants discuss their reactions and feelings about a product, service, type of situation or concept under the guidance of a group leader” (Collis and Hussey, 2003 p.348).

According to Robson (2004) a focus group is an open-ended group discussion on a specific topic guided by the researcher. Focus group method is an efficient way of generating substantial amounts of data and relatively easy to carry out. In spite of the fact, the group dynamics affects what people say and how they behave. Some of the persons may be too dominant and therefore the focus groups are not easy to manage well. There are also arguments whether the groups should be homogenous or heterogeneous (Robson, 2004).

Focus Group method helped the researcher to further analyse the findings and the preliminary recommendations and compare them against Volvo’s current working practice. In the focus group interview the participants discussed the preliminary recommendations freely. The group’s reaction to the proposed changes was observed. The opinions of the group were valued and taken into consideration.
4.4 Survey Technique

The data for this study was secured by means of (1) a survey of key Volvo customers, (2) a survey of key Volvo employees and (3) a presentation of recommendations from the analysis and comparison of these two surveys to a focus group of Volvo management. See the process of this dissertation on Page 8 (Fig. 1).

The survey of key Volvo customers (1) consisted of 15 telephone interviews and the survey of key Volvo employees (2) were made up of five telephone interviews and five face-to-face interviews. The customer interviews were carried out using a questionnaire that included both standardised open-ended questions and closed, fixed questions.

The questions in the employee questionnaire were all open-ended and therefore qualitative in nature. Robson (2004, pp.275-276) states the following advantages for open-ended questions. They

· are flexible

· allow the researcher to go into more depth or clarify misunderstandings

· enable testing of the limits of  a interviewee’s knowledge

· encourage co-operation and mutual understanding

· allow assessment of what the interviewee really believes

· may generate unexpected answers.
Nevertheless the mentioned advantages, there is always a risk that the interviewer loses the control and has difficulties in analysing the answers of open questions.

4.5 Sampling Framework

When it is impracticable to carry out a survey for the whole population, sampling is needed. Sampling saves both time and money (Saunders et al. 2003). Many researchers also argue that sampling offers higher overall accuracy than a census (Saunders et al. 2003). This is due to the fact that more time can be used in designing and piloting the means of collecting data (Henry 1990) and make deeper analysis. In this dissertation, two different sampling techniques were chosen.

Probability sampling with simple random technique was chosen for the customer survey to choose the customer companies. According to Saunders et al. (2003), with probability samples, the chance of each case being selected is equal, which was the most suitable to this research. The whole population consisted of Volvo customers having a fleet of 11 to 99 trucks, since Volvo has defined this fleet size for the criterion of being a key customer. The sample companies were located in the western market area including the following cities where Volvo has its selling and service points: Vantaa, Tammisaari, Lohja, Turku, Salo, Forssa and Pori. The geographical area covered in this study is presented in Fig. 11. The total key customer base (population) in this area consists of about 170 companies but due to the chosen research technique the target sample was limited to 15 companies. The person to be interviewed for each customer company was selected by a purposive sampling technique, which is one of the non-probability sampling techniques. Saunders et al. (2003) mention that it can also be called judgemental sampling. This form of sample is used with very small samples. Therefore such samples cannot be considered to be statistically representative of the total population (Saunders et al., 2003). The intention was to choose persons who were responsible for the truck investments in the selected companies. The status of the persons was either managing director or logistics responsible. The customers were contacted by phone to agree the time and date for the interviews. Three persons declined, therefore three extra companies and persons were contacted to be able to reach the target of 15 interviews. The durations of the customer interviews were from 15 minutes to one hour per person.

Purposive sampling technique was used in choosing the employee interviewees. They were chosen by the job status and by their position in the organisation. Five service managers, two parts managers, one key account manager, one regional aftermarket manager, one regional sales manager and one marketing director were chosen. The appointments with 11 Volvo employees were agreed by e-mail. Five of the employee interviews were carried out face-to-face at Volvo premises and five over the telephone. The durations of the employee interviews were around one hour per person. All the chosen employees participated in the interview.
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Fig. 11. The sample of the research consisted of 15 key customers and 11 Volvo employees located in the shown area.

Purposive sampling technique was also used in choosing the participants for the focus group meeting. The group consisted of four persons that have been working at Volvo in Vantaa for several years having different backgrounds and positions:

· Regional Aftermarket Manager

· Service Manager

· Parts Manager

· Key Account Manager

All the managers who participated in focus group meeting have their posts at Volvo premises in Vantaa. Therefore it was a practical location for the meeting.

4.6 Pilot Survey

Saunders et al. (2003, pp.308) argue that

“The purpose of the pilot test is to refine the questionnaire so that respondents will have no problems in answering the questions and there will be no problems in recording the data. In addition, it will enable you to obtain some assessment of the questions’ validity and the likely reliability of the data that will be collected.”

Saunders et al. (2003) suggest testing the content validity of the questionnaire. The content validity in this dissertation was ascertained by testing the structure of the questionnaires with five persons including the Key Account Manager and the Area Director. The persons analysed the following: time used to complete, the clarity of instructions, clarity, easiness to answer and other comments. The structure of the questionnaire did not change dramatically; only the open-ended b-alternatives in the customer survey were added. The layout of the questionnaire was not assessed since the method chosen was an interview. 

A pilot survey was carried out together with three customer companies and three employees to increase the content validity. Pilot customers had problems answering to the question: “Do you have defined goals in your relationship with Volvo? What are they?” They found the question too abstract and theoretical and therefore it was removed from the questionnaire. The questionnaires were translated to Finnish. The interviews were also carried out in Finnish, which is a mother tongue both to the researcher and the respondents.
Based on the employee pilot survey, it was decided that the questions two and three were only addressed to the Marketing and PR Director of Volvo. He is responsible for the customer satisfaction surveys at Volvo. He could answer the questions on behalf of the other respondents.
4.7 Data Analysis 
There are no standards for analysing the qualitative data. Tesch (1995) mentions the following four groups:1)Understanding the characteristics of language, 2)Discovering regularities, 3)Comprehending the meaning of the text or action and 4)Reflection. Collis and Hussey (2003) have categorised the methods as presented in Table 4.

Table 4. Main methods of analysing qualitative data (Collis and Hussey, 2003 p.254)
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This research has been analysed by using informal methods. “Researchers often quantify data informally in the process of reducing it or examining such things as repetitive or patterned behaviour. If a phenomenon occurs very frequently, the researcher may omit some references to it to avoid repetition. Frequency is also used to determine whether an action or event normally happens or whether it is rare occurrence” (Collis and Hussey, 2003 pp.254-255).

The informal methods were used in this research to reduce, structure and detextualise data. Since the target sample was limited in size and the amount of data was manageable it was reasonable to analyse it with informal methods. 

The quantitative data was analysed by spreadsheet with the help of data matrices. The type of analysis is exploratory data analysis with univariate data. The data shows the frequencies (tables) and dispersion (standard deviation) (Collis and Hussey, 2003). According to Collis and Hussey (2003, p.199) “A frequency is a numerical value which represents the total number of observations for a variable under study.”  And further “A measure which helps describe the spread of values in a data distribution is called a measure of dispersion.” Standard deviation is used in this research to show the dispersion of data. Since the amount of quantitative data was limited, the data matrices could be handled without further formatting.

The themes in the questionnaire were repeated to the interviewees before the interview so that they could better sketch the research. The questionnaires were sent beforehand to the customers and employees and the time and date for the interviews were agreed on in advance. The questionnaire for the customers and the questionnaire for the employees are attached in the APPENDICES B and C respectively.

4.8 Timescale for Research

The theoretical base was carried out in July-October 2005. The interviews and the focus group meeting were held in December-February 2005/2006 and the timescale for methodology, results, conclusions and recommendations were carried out in December-March 2005/2006. First draft of the dissertation was presented in March 2006 and a final version in April 2006. 

4.9 Research Method Analysis and Assessment of Limitations

4.9.1 Reliability

Collis and Hussey (2003) state that reliability is concerned with the findings of the research. If a research finding can be repeated, it is reliable. Reliability is important even though in qualitative studies the criterion of reliability may not be given equally much status than in quantitative studies. Marshall and Rossman (1999) mention that when unstructured interview is concerned, it is difficult to repeat it since they reflect reality at the time they were collected. Therefore the reliability of the focus group meeting can be questioned since the situation is subject to change. 

In this research, all the customer interviews (15) were carried out over the telephone since the customers were located in such a wide geographic area. The employee interviews were carried out partly face-to-face (5) and partly by telephone (5). Telephone interviews were not recorded. However, to improve reliability, a distinct interview outline with carefully formed questions was made and a headset made it possible to write down notes during the interviews. Additionally, the interview questions were delivered to the interviewees in advance to give time to prepare themselves for the interview. Interviewees were provided clarifications to the questions when it was seen necessary. The research aims and objectives as well as the main definitions were explained before engaging in the interview.  The schedule for the interviews was booked in advance to avoid refusals and haste from the interviewees’ side. 

4.9.2 Bias

Interviewer bias is “an attempt by an interviewer to introduce bias during the conduct of an interview, or where the appearance or behaviour of the interviewer has the effect of introducing bias in the interviewee’s responses.” (Saunders et al., 2003, p. 480). 

Interviewee or response bias is “an attempt by an interviewee to construct an account that hides some data or when she or he presents herself or himself in a socially desirable role or situation.” (Saunders et al., 2003, p. 480). 

The interviewer has tried to minimise bias by good preparation for the interviews, to behave politely and to listen carefully at the interviews. The author has tried to supply sufficient amount of information to the interviewees and treat them objectively. In addition, the researcher has had an objective approach both to the questions presented and to the answers of respondents and analysed them without being partial. Saunders et al. (2003) mention for example these factors to be important when trying to eliminate bias.
4.9.3 Validity

Validity is the scope to which the research observations accurately represent what really happens in the situation. A study is valid if it demonstrates what the researcher thinks or claims it does. Research procedures, samples and measurements must avoid being poor or faulty. It is possible that the responses are highly reliable but the results are worthless if the questions do not measure what is intended. In that case the validity is low (Collis and Hussey, 2003).

Validity of the data, in this research, was ensured by avoidance of sensitive and too individual questions. The respondents were told not to answer questions they consider too personal or that they feel reluctant to answer to. It should be noted that the investigation in this dissertation is an individual research within a certain business area with a limited amount of target sample. Therefore the results may not be valid in another business and another type of target group. On the other hand, Collis and Hussey (2003) mention that even though a study case may be limited to just a few aspects of organisational life, the results can be very stimulating and original.
4.9.4 Ethical Considerations

Referring to Robson (2004) it is vital at a very early stage of the research preparations to consider the ethical aspects of the research. Ethics refers to rules of conduct. It is recommended to familiarise oneself with the codes most relevant to the research, for example people should be always asked in advance whether they are prepared to take part in the survey. Mason (1997) emphasises the importance of informed consent concerning the interview. The researcher should be certain of what the interviewee thinks he/she is giving his/her consent to. The researcher should carefully consider what to tell the interviewees. According to Mason, it is not sufficient to simply assert that the researcher has gained informed consent because people have agreed to be interviewed. The researcher cannot suppose that he/she can do what he/she wants with the data and the analysis. There may be issues, such as the right to use the data, data analysis and interpretation, making comparisons with data generated through other interactions and reproduction or republishing of data that should be taken into consideration. Therefore it may be impossible to gain a consent, which is fully informed (Mason 1997). 

Ethical issues may arise if the researcher has agreed with the host organisation to have the work checked for correctness and is requested to delete sections that the host organisation finds offensive. The reason may be a fear of negative public image. Gill and Johnson stress the importance of a contract between the researcher and the organisation to avoid these situations (Gill and Johnson, 1997). Gill and Johnson also mention the confidentiality of the research work, especially in the case when the work concerns student’s own organisation. One means is to restrict the publication of dissertation for a period of time or protect the identity of individuals and context (Gill and Johnson, 1997).

The researcher did not encounter ethical problems during the research project. The communication within Volvo organisation was trouble free and the interviews were done in positive and confident atmosphere. In addition, the interviewees were asked for their consent to the research and they were offered adequate background information.

4.9.5 Research Limitations

All the interviews were performed in Finnish due to the fact that all the respondents had Finnish as mother tongue. Due to that, some of the nuances might have been lost in the translation into English. Even though the interviewer has a good knowledge on the automotive industry and the market, there can always be a misunderstandings or errors in the interpretation of the responses. The proficiency of the researcher had an important role in the qualitative research.

Since the interviews were not recorded, but notes were taken during the interviews, the researcher may accidentally have left out important information, missed behavioural clues and not explored all the issues. As Collis and Hussey (2003) state, the disadvantage of note taking is that the researcher starts automatically screening and summarising the information during the interview. It can lead to omissions, distortions, errors and bias especially if the perceptions of the researcher affect the data.

Questions that deal with the customer’s relation to the supplier are often very personal issues. Thus, the customers may not want to reveal all their opinions. The fact that the interviewer was a Volvo employee might also have affected the responses. On the other hand, it may have increased the trust and confidence in some cases as the interviewed customers believed that the work could actually lead to a change. Since the customer interviews were made by phone and it was the interviewer’s first personal contact to these key customers, this may have decreased the trust and confidence towards this research. Consequently, the interviewer tried to be positive and show interest towards the customers and their business. The way the customers talked and answered, made the researcher believe that they sincerely and honestly meant what they said. In most of the cases, discussions were open and the atmosphere was trusting even though some customers were very busy and did not want to spend too much time with the interview. The interviewed employees were all colleagues of the interviewer, which could also be a positive or a negative issue due to the same reasons mentioned above.

The sample size in this research was limited. Therefore the results might not be valid in other companies or all industries. As Egan (2001) states, there is a risk of polarisation of opinions in case studies. The larger sample size would have required more resources, which was not possible in the scope of this dissertation.

5 RESULTS                                                                 
This chapter includes the results of the interviews and the focus group meeting. The aim is to analyse the results in relation to the research problems and objectives and the presented theory. The objectives are to:

· Evaluate the customer satisfaction level in the chosen customer segment and critically evaluate the key areas of development.

· Analyse the current key customer motivation for selecting Volvo and investigate the needs and expectations of the chosen key customers’ regarding the relationship.

· Discuss Customer Relationship Management, Relationship Marketing and partnership as a long-term goal and make recommendations on the development of the key customer relationships at Volvo.

Due to the fact that the amount of raw data from the surveys and Focus Group meeting is extensive, it was not seen essential to include it in this dissertation. The all-inclusive research material is available from the author.

5.1 Findings of Interviews

Both the qualitative and quantitative data from the interviews were analysed using informal methods. The quantitative data was analysed by spreadsheet with the help of data matrices. Most of the qualitative data is presented by using number of references. 

5.1.1 Respondent’s Background Information

The positions of the key customers are shown in Table 5 (page58) and the status of the employee respondents are shown in Table 6 (page58). Most of the key customer companies have had a long relationship with Volvo. At the key customer companies, the managing director was in most cases the person responsible for the truck investments and was therefore requested to the interview. 

It is good to keep in mind that the buying process is quite different for B2B and consumer markets. The characteristics and influencing factors in B2B buying process by Dibb and Simkin (1996) are presented on page 12. More detailed background information is presented in APPENDIX D.

Table 5. The status of the persons representing the customer companies.
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Table 6. The status of the interviewed Volvo employees.
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5.1.2 Customer Satisfaction Analysis Based on the Customer Survey

In this research, the reliability and the quality of the product are the most frequent issues the key customers consider to be satisfied with (see Table 7 on page59). This is in line with the view of Gounaris (2005). He announces that product quality has traditionally been a major influence on customer retention and therefore also on customer satisfaction. Gounaris (2005) reminds, however, that technology has changed the importance of quality alone and brought the relationships back in focus.

According to the key customers, the more personal “soft” issues, such as functioning of the sales operations, close co-operation and good personal contacts come after the core product in importance. As Grönroos (2000) states, the core product is seldom the reason for customer dissatisfaction but the other elements around it are. According to him, customers are demanding for a holistic solution, including information, know-how and different kinds of additional services. This can also observed from the results, which emphasise good personal contacts and co-operation. Some customers pointed out their satisfaction to the wholeness, which means that Volvo has succeeded in offering such products and services that mostly meet the customers’ needs. Storbacka and Lehtinen (2002) remind (page 33) that the customer can be very satisfied with the relationship even though he or she is disappointed with particular encounters and vice versa. Therefore it is good to separate two levels; firstly satisfaction to single encounters and secondly the customer’s perceived value level in general. In this research the focus is in latter, but the regular surveys made at dealers bring information on the former.

The results show that the key customers were relatively satisfied with Volvo as a business partner even though a true partnership was not mentioned. Some pointed out the good co-operation at personal level, which indicates an excellent base for partnership. In spite of the promising results, there are issues to improve. The following sections will show that in more detail.

Table 7. The issues pointed out as satisfactory by the customers in their relationship with Volvo. These are the responses to the question 19 in the customer survey. It has to be noted that the customers were allowed to mention several issues. 
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On the basis of empirical data (see the questions 7-16 and Table 8 on page61), the key customers are quite satisfied with the functionality, opening hours, locations and cosiness of the dealer outlets. This indicates that the circumstances are satisfactory. Cosiness and functionality of the facilities were valued for an average of 3.8 with a standard deviation (() of 0.6, showing that the spread of opinions is small. Convenience of the locations and the opening hours were valued for an average of 4.3 with a standard deviation of 0.5. Although the vast majority were satisfied, a few remained discontent. As the key customers are high volume clients, at least when taking the size of their truck fleet into consideration, all the signs of dissatisfaction should be taken seriously. Supposedly, there are some very valuable customers that would need more detailed analysing, individual care and settlement of flaws. 

Some of the key customers were pleased about the customer activities since they bring the relationship closer and increase the product know-how. The activities gained an average of 3.1. The standard deviation 1.3 shows that the opinions vary greatly. One can conclude that some customers did not want to admit that the customer activities affect their buying decision. On the other hand, the interviews showed that there are persons who consider customer events unnecessary, but if they are not invited, they will be discontent. According to the interviewees, truck drivers frequently consider the customer activities important and in some cases, the interviewee had given the truck driver a possibility to participate the customer activities instead of him.

The importance of regular contact by Volvo representative was valued for an average of 3.5 with relatively high standard deviation (1.1). The service level of Volvo sales personnel were valued for an average of 3.5 (( of 1.0), the aftermarket personnel 3.4 (( of 0.8) and the functionality of Volvo service in general 3.6 (( of 1.0). The author considers these values satisfactory even though the standard deviation was relatively high. The competency and resources of Volvo personnel to care for the relationship were rated as an average of 3.6 (( of 0.8) and the reliability of Volvo as a business partner as an average of 4.1 (( of 0.9). In addition, the attractiveness of Volvo products and services compared to other brands were also in satisfactory level with low standard deviation (average 3.7 and ( of 0.6). Detailed information of the customer opinions is presented in Table 8 (page61).

Table 8. The customer responses regarding their satisfaction towards Volvo (questions 7-16).
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Understanding the customers’ perceptions of Volvo can give valuable insight for further analysis. Key customers describe Volvo with the words “reliable and trustworthy” (question 18). That can mean both its products and the company itself as a business partner. As trust is closely linked to the RM and CRM, a closer look to this term is necessary. Many researchers such as Wilson (1995), Moorman, Zaltman and Deshpande (1992), Gamesan (1994), Morgan and Hunt (1994) and Geyskens and Steenkamp (1995) have focused on trust in their research regarding RM (page 27). According to the model of Wilson (1995) (page 27) trust is seen as an active variable during the relationship development phases “partner selection” and “defining purpose”. These phases have been placed in the beginning of the relationship development. The author argues however, if this can be valid with the key customer companies in this research due to the fact that their relationships with Volvo has already lasted from 15 to 40 years. Therefore, variables such as “structural bonds”, “cooperation” and “commitment” should be the active ones. It can be noted that the key customers emphasised the words reliability and trustworthy in many replies (see Tables 7, 8, 11 and 13), which can indicate that these variables are more of importance and more active regarding the key customers than in Wilson’s model.

The customers also mentioned the high quality of products for being one of the typical characteristics when describing Volvo. The results are in line with the Volvo’s belief “When customers choose Volvo trucks they trust the company to deliver quality products that will perform reliably over the long haul” (Wolff, 2005) (page 36). This signifies that high expectations towards Volvo are mostly fulfilled among the interviewed key customers.  However, According to Wolff (2005) (page 36), Volvo’s intention is not only to meet the expectations but also to exceed them. The details of the main characteristics of Volvo are shown in Table 9. 

Table 9. The main characteristics of Volvo according to the customers (question 18).
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5.1.3 Customer Satisfaction – Key Areas of Development According to the Volvo Managers

Customer satisfaction is closely related to the customer relationship development and long-term commitment. Ford and Håkansson state that satisfaction with past interactions is the primary influence towards long-term relationships (Ford, 1990 and Håkansson, 1982 cited in Sharma, 1997). In this section, the findings from Volvo manager interviews concerning improvement of customer satisfaction will be presented, and in addition, comparisons to the customers’ views will be made. The main issues to improve on the customer satisfaction based on the Volvo manager interviews are shown in Table 10 (page64). The more detailed list is presented in APPENDIX E. 

As presented in Table 10 (question 7, page64)), most of the issues to develop, according to managers, are related to the personnel and the internal processes or the way of working at Volvo. Not all of these issues are perceptible to customers. Yet, a couple of similarities can be found in the view of managers (Table 10 and 16) compared to the view of customers (Table 14). Better ability to listen to the customers and arranging regular co-operative meetings were in the wish list of both groups. Furthermore, according to the CRM guidelines of Volvo, the continuous listening to the customers and learning from the customer relationships are vital and these seem to be the main issues to improve on.

It has to be noted, that the importance of middle management in motivating and encouraging their subordinates in working cross-functionally is obvious. The findings show that improvement of leadership skills is needed and a more process-focused thinking would help the employees in developing a holistic view and further improve one’s own work contribution.

As the motivation of the personnel affect implicitly the customer satisfaction, the managers at Volvo were asked about the current employees’ level of motivation. Based on the interviews, the motivation level of the Volvo employees varies significantly among the dealers and the trade groups. Some individuals or groups are highly motivated to the customer service but there exists a lack of motivation especially among the mechanics and at the bigger dealerships. Motivation problems can be perceived to concern some elderly persons at Volvo. The individual differences are larger in scale at bigger dealerships. The findings show that the motivation is partly superficial. This means that employees only do what they have to do without a willingness to serve well. Moreover, both employees and customers naturally view good customer service in several ways. For some employees it can be chatting and having a coffee break with the client, for others it means quick actions when the truck needs maintenance or effective service planning. Unfortunately, those working under higher pressure at the workshop do not have the time to think of the customer service. The workshop personnel at the reception desk have an important role in motivating the mechanics. A conclusion can be drawn from the interviews that there is a big potential to develop the leadership skills of the workshop personnel. Naturally, the management should carry its responsibility in personnel motivation but there are supervisors at the workshop, which would need more individual guidance when considering improvement of leadership skills and employee motivation issues. Some problems in sales personnel’s motivation arose together with the fact that there may be a lack of confidence between the sales personnel and the area management. However, the salesmen have tried to maintain the level of customer service at a satisfactory level. Even though the motivation level is at an acceptable level, the ability to listen and interpret the customer and his needs is a talent that should be developed as stated earlier and as is shown in Tables 10, 13 and 14. One can conclude that the quality of the customer service is not as uniform as it should be. 

Table 10. Issues to improve the customer satisfaction according to the interviewed Volvo managers (question 7).
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5.1.4 Customer Motivation for Selecting Volvo

As can be seen in Table 11, the key customers perceive the competitive price and high quality of products as the main criteria affecting their buying decisions. The author concludes that the customers perceived value (benefits relative to price) is in balance. Since Volvo is not the cheapest supplier of trucks and services compared to the competitors, the customers are demanding very high product quality and well-organised aftermarket services. It is, however, difficult to analyse what kind of viewpoints lie behind the argument “competitive price”. For some customers, it can include much more than only the price. The price is an easy answer, which naturally is one of the main factors when making great investments for the future. On the other hand, the word “competitive” can contain several aspects, such as product functionality, quality, availability of aftermarket services together with a price. In other words, the customer can consider the main criteria “competitive price” much broader. It is called augmented product in the marketing theory. Kotler et al. (2002) have mentioned the augmented product of consisting warranty, installation, aftermarket service, delivery and credit. Cannon and Narayandas (2000) have stated it to be one of the typical characteristics in key account selling (page 22).
As presented in Table 11 (page66), the functionality of aftermarket services comes third when counting the number of references. Comments such as “fluent aftercare/after treatment” and “well functioning workshop and good availability of spare parts” came up in the interviews. It indicates that the availability of spare parts and well functioning truck maintenance are vital issues that affect significantly to the buying decisions of the key customers even though they were not considered as the most important issues. See the full list of criteria in Table11 (page66).

Table 11. Main criteria affecting the key customers’ buying decisions (question 6). 
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As the truck purchases are long-term investments, high switching costs can be caused for the key customers in case of changing the supplier. It became apparent, that the key customers find it costly and risky to switch to another supplier. The customers comments were such as “the large stock of spare parts bought from Volvo affect fairly much to the buying decisions in the future and defines the make of the truck” and “we aim to invest into similar kind of trucks, which makes the maintenance work at our own workshop easier and also ease the drivers’ work when they know all the technical details” (waste transport company). These customers were, however, conceivably interested in closer operation with Volvo, even though they had mainly invested to other makes of trucks. Hence, deeper co-operative meetings may be required.

5.1.5 Customer Needs and Expectations towards Volvo

Most of the interviewed customers are satisfied with the level of customer service in general. Only individual customers consider the aftermarket personnel, especially the elderly persons, of not being service minded enough in Vantaa dealer premises and the salesmen as being unfriendly and inactive. If there is dissatisfaction related to the personnel, it may be a consequence of different personalities that do not come along. 

Keeping promises is one of the key issues that affect trust and satisfaction of the customers, and hopefully leads to a fruitful and profitable long-term partnership (Grönroos, 1989) (page 12). This is also shown in the research findings. The key customers expect reliability, trustworthiness and confidentiality to be part of a good relationship. The results indicate that the customers hope for trust in one’s relation with the salesman and with the supplier company. To be precise, the trust must be mutual. All the different organisational levels are expected to work well together in personal level. Gounaris (2005, p.135) reminds that the more the customer trusts the supplier, the higher the value gained from the relationship for the customer as the customer sees it. And vice versa:“The higher the perceived quality of the service offered by the service provider, the more the client will trust the provider” The author sees that this could be true also regarding key customers.

According to the results (Table 14 on page70) the key customers are expecting a Volvo representative to keep regular contact with them. The customers are also expecting the supplier to consider the customer relationship as a long-term relation in which, small errors or mistakes from the customer’s or supplier’s side do not impair the relationship. Instead, both parties respect each other and see the relationship as a unity. The view of the key customers is quite similar to the view of several researchers. Storbacka and Lehtinen (2001), IMP Group (see Wilson, 1995) and Grönroos (2000) stress the interaction approach in the supplier-customer relationships. The relationship is seen as a long-term, evolving process in which both parties are actively working together (pages 8-9). 

When comparing the needs and expectations of customers to the characteristics of relationship marketing according to Christopher et al. (1991) on page 6, it can be noted that customers are expecting more relationship marketing based approach even though some critics argue that RM does not work in all kinds of situations and all industries. RM approach seems to be desired from both customers’ and Volvo’s side. Customers consider high customer contact, high customer service emphasis and long time scale important issues in their relation to Volvo. See Table 12 (page68).

Table 12. Characteristics of transaction marketing compared to relationship marketing in accordance with Christopher et al. (1991) on page 6.
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As presented in Table 13, the supplier is also expected to be flexible especially in the warranty issues and the supplier contact person is supposed to be available when needed. The power of the salesman was also seen important in a successful relationship. This means that the supplier’s contact person is expected to have enough authority to make decisions regarding the sales case for example in price negotiations. The features that the key customers mentioned to be important in a customer relationship are listed in Table 13 (question 17).

Table 13. The features of a successful customer relationship according to the key customers (question 17).
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5.1.6 Customer Relationship Development  - Results from the Customer Survey

It is generally argued among the supporters of the broad view of RM that long-term relationships with mutuality of interests are desirable in B2B relationships (Blois, 1996, Grönroos, 1989) (page 10). Most of the interviewed key customers had been Volvo customers from 15 to 40 years. Regarding the longevity of these relationships, they could be in a partnership level or at least in a good way to that direction. According to Storbacka and Lehtinen (2002) (page 29) there are more managing methods available in longer relationships, which brings better opportunities to the company. 

In the last question (23), the interviewees were asked what they would like to improve in their relation with Volvo. Obviously, the answers cannot exclusively be regarded as solutions but they may be considered as some kind of indicators. According to the key customers, the first and most important issue to improve in their relation with Volvo was linked to the personnel’s ability to communicate in the way they would like them to (see Table 14 on page70). The customers hoped that Volvo personnel could more thoughtfully listen to them and to their needs. Most thought that the amount of contacts was satisfactory and they did not want the contacting and selling to be more active or at least not more aggressive. In this stage some pointed out their satisfaction to the current way of working and that they did not want the change brought by the new KAM approach; i.e. some key customers preferred only one contact person at Volvo to be in contact with, some would willingly co-operate with several experts. Sharma (1997) argues (page 20) that normally larger customers are expected to have requirements that may be better fulfilled by KAM programs while smaller organisations prefer traditional selling concept. This could be seen partly true in this research. As a conclusion, it can be stated that all the interviewed key customers’ needs and expectations regarding the relationship and development of it differ from each other in so many ways that it is very difficult to make all-inclusive generalities regarding their responses. 

Based on the research, some customers considered the available Volvo products not to suit their business needs. These customers were interested in deeper co-operation if suitable products would be launched. Furthermore, test-driving of new truck models was considered interesting. 

Besides, the current dealer management was under criticism. According to some customers, there is a lack of confidence between the customers and the Volvo management. The interviewees suggested deeper negotiations and more customer-focused attitude from Volvo’s personnel.

As time is money, all stoppages in the transports mean losses for the transport companies. Therefore the customers expect Volvo workshop personnel to operate as agreed and as effectively as possible (see Table 14). Better time management at the workshop was desired. It was also desired, to improve the professional skills of the workshop personnel, even though Volvo trains its mechanics regularly.

The fact is that the truck deals often demand long-lasting negotiations between the seller and the buyer. Faster communication was desired from Volvo to the customer for questions asked. Sometimes the dealer needs an approval from the Market Company (Volvo Finland Ab) or the headquarters in Gothenburg, Sweden. According to the interviewees, the information flow between the Market Company and Volvo headquarters and/or the Volvo factory could happen much faster. A full list of the issues that wished to be developed according to the customers is shown in Table 14.

Table 14. Key areas of development in the customer relationships with Volvo according to the customer interviews (question 23).
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Table 15 presents the customers’ interest in a personal appointment with a Volvo representative. Ten out of fifteen customers consider it unnecessary and only five answered “Yes”. This may indicate that for most of the key customers, the current amounts of appointments are satisfactory. Interesting however, that the responses to the question 21 show that half of the customers would appreciate a deeper understanding of their business from Volvo personnel and more resources to the development of their relationship with Volvo. Additionally, eight persons from fifteen would like to plan the fleet investments in close cooperation with the sales representative, which means that the know-how of customers’ business, knowledge of his needs and expectations are essential.

Table 15. Key areas of development in the customer relationships with Volvo according to the customer interviews (questions 20, 21 and 22).
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5.1.7 Customer Relationship Development  - Results from the Survey to the Volvo Managers 

In order to reflect the customer answers to the manager ones, the managers were asked, in which ways the key customer relationship at Volvo should be developed in the future? The answers are listed in Table 16 (page72). The issues are not in any special order. One can observe some similarities in Tables 14 and 16. Both parties mentioned “open communication – more time to listen to the customer” and “active and persistent co-operation and contacting”. In addition “focus to the customer instead of the truck” and “customer activities” can be seen as connective factors that could be improved on.

Table 16. Key areas of development in the customer relationships according to the Volvo Managers.
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Chen and Popovich (2003) (page 15) viewed the customer feedbacks as being a vital part of CRM. Thus learning from errors is important when developing the relationships and the whole business. On the basis of empirical data, the documentation of the customer feedbacks by the personnel is poor. According to the interviewees, the most critical feedbacks are, nevertheless, documented and followed-up, but not systemically. On the other hand, neither are the customers active in writing down the feedbacks. A more analytical and cross-functional approach could be recommended. This would demand contacting the customer, finding out what and why really has caused the unhappiness and closing the case together with the customer. The co-operation between truck sales, parts sales and service department should be emphasised, at least in bigger dealer locations. The interviews show that the information flow between the different departments is at an unsatisfactory level at the moment. Several authors including Kotler et al. (2002) emphasise the importance of teamwork throughout the whole organisation.

The company documentation includes a process for the feedback documentation and the personnel should be aware of it. It can be argued that the documentation of the feedbacks should be part of the normal working routine and it would presumably improve the customer satisfaction. The routine should be simple and as easy to do as possible. The fact is that oral feedbacks often change when several people and departments are involved. It is much easier to see the problem in the work of other departments than one’s own. Prevention should not be forgotten; one should consider how things could be done better in order to prevent the faults and mistakes in the future. 

It is surprising to find out that the feedbacks are not recorded into the IT-applications of Volvo, which would considerably ease the utilisation of the information. On the other hand, the information is mostly confidential, which makes the recording ethically complicated. One should consider whether all the information should be available to everybody in the organisation or just to certain groups of people. At least these two questions should be considered; “how is the business ethics raised in the company?” and “do everybody respect the confidentiality of the information?”

As mentioned earlier, the amount of information acquired from customers by the surveys, Finnish vehicle administration AKE, customers’ service visits etc. is extensive. It is astonishing, however, to find that the exploitation of the information is not that extensive. It turned up in the interviews of the managers that the results of the surveys could be used more into advantage. One should remember, however, that most of the surveys are outsourced and thus composed by persons who are not familiar with the truck or logistics business and therefore the results can be partly distorted. Additionally, if the company only trusts traditional market researches, which consist of averaged opinions, some of the more divergent opinions might not be discerned.

5.1.8 Management of Customer Relationships - Results from the Survey to the Volvo Managers

In order to serve better the customers and gain more profit, customer relationships could be managed differently depending in which stage the relationship is. This can be seen as a common argument between the RM researchers. Nevertheless, there are many models and theories on how to manage the relationships and what the stages of relationships are.

According to Björklund (2006), Volvo defines the stages of customer relationship as follows:
1. Potential

2. New

3. Current

4. Fading

5. Deserted
It can be noted that the view of Björklund differs from the views of Dwyer et al. (1987, p.15), Payne et al. (1995, p.viii) and Kotler (1997, p.26) (cited in Egan, 2001 p.59) (page 24). One could, however, discover some similarities in all these models. One is the basic assumption mentioned: customers in different stages need to be handled in different ways. However, it was interesting to discover that the interviewees (managers) were not all agreeing with this. Some stated that each customer should be treated and handled similarly. Their explanation was that all the customers are equal and important and should therefore not be treated differently. Even though the model presented by Björklund (2006) does not define the current customers in more detailed groups, the author sees it significant to choose one of the suitable models and systematically utilise that in the whole organisation. If compared further, in the researchers’ models the customer relationships are developed into the commitment and partnership stages, which represent the highest levels of customer relationships. This is in line with the visions of Volvo and it could be worthwhile to add these into the Volvo’s model.

The researcher also proposes the idea of Burnett (2001) (pages 28-32), which defines the customers in to four groups: (1) Target for development, (2) Defend against competition, (3) Maintain with minimum resource and (4) Withdraw. The detailed analysis of the key customers should however, been done first. The author sees that Volvo could utilise the work of Storbacka and Lehtinen (2001) (page17) or to add the groups of Burnett to the model of Storbacka and Lehtinen. That would help Volvo to both understand the different stages of relationships and get ideas and methods how to manage them.

Managing customer relationships is difficult without an IT-system that collects, stores and distributes customer knowledge in the organisation. Several authors agree that managing information effectively is critical (Bligh and Turk 2004, Peppard 2000) (page 20). Peppard (2000) (page16) mentions product tailoring, service innovation, strengthening views of customers and calculating the customer lifetime value as examples of operations that need effective information management. According to CRM experts and researchers, one of the main aims of CRM is to develop and ease the seller-buyer communication and interaction with the aid of technology.

The IT-applications of Volvo are commonly utilised in several market areas. Therefore, there are no locally differing applications in use at Volvo dealers. Those systems that are used today, are gathering a vast amount of information of the customers. There is also a CRM-system that contains the trucks of all makes registered in Finland together with the basic company information. This extensive collection of data offers good possibilities for systematic analysing of the customer data. In addition, Volvo salesmen have their registers and files on their Volvo customers. However, the applications do not interact with each other so the analysing is time-consuming. According to Björklund (2006), a new tool of analysing the customer data at Volvo will be taken into use during the spring 2006. This will be a spreadsheet with detailed information of customers to help the planning of future marketing actions. As discussed earlier, Sharma (1997) (page21) reminds that large key accounts should, however, be sorted based on their profitability since the largest customers may not be the most profitable due to the fact that they demand large price discounts and special services.
At Volvo, the use of the CRM system is at a low level. There are, however, more important issues to do before the system will be taken into extensive use. Rigby et al. (2002) (page 19) announce that the most hazardous pitfall is to install CRM system before creating a customer-focused organisation. At least the key business processes like customer service should be reviewed before the implementation. They also remind of other processes; job descriptions, performance measures, compensation systems and training programs that should be restructured to better meet customers’ needs (Rigby et al., 2002).

5.1.9 Partnership thinking - Results from the Survey to the Volvo Managers

What kinds of characteristics are included in a good customer relationship? Is partnership a common customer stage among Volvo key customers? These issues were discussed in the manager interviews. The research findings show, that the Volvo managers share a common view on what is a good customer relationship. It means sincerity, objectiveness and planned co-operation together with the customer. In a good relationship the parties have the ability to listen and discuss both private and business issues. Even difficult problems can be solved together. According to the managers, it is a win-win relationship with continuous communication, mutual confidence, flexibility and commitment. The author finds a connection between the view of managers and the view of Morgan and Hunt (1994) that emphasise commitment and trust in the supplier-customer relationship. They see that commitment and trust are vital and when existing together they promote efficiency, productivity and effectiveness (page29) (Morgan and Hunt, 1994). In practice, a good relationship demands a contact person whose personality matches well to the customers. The supplier must know the customer and his organisation, company culture and business. This also applies to the customer who should know the supplying company. Similar point can be found also in Egan’s work (2001) (pages 30-34) where he mentions that partner firms should have a good knowledge and acceptance of each other’s organisational cultures to success.

Referring to the interviewed managers, the key customer relationships have evolved slightly towards partnership but the process is slow. The managers believe that the key account approach at Volvo enables a more effective way of working. In spite of the fact, the advantages of Volvo’s key account operations cannot be estimated yet, since the resource has been in use such a short time. On the other hand, the customers have been served also in the past; only the sales process has been different. It became apparent that Volvo has not really made long-term investments toward the partnership in the past and the work has not been continuous or systematic enough. The findings show that key customers should be served locally, i.e. local salesman contacts and workshop service at the nearest dealership. However, the managers see KAM operations in a positive light and they agree that the coordination of KAM operations is justified being centralised. Managers’ view is quite in line with the view of Cannon and Narayandas (2000) (pages 21-22), which present the principles of the key account-selling theory. 

Also closer teamwork and co-operation between different departments was hoped for. At the moment, the truck sales, spare part sales and the workshop are working with inadequate cross-functional communication. Several authors, Kotler et al., 2002 (page9) among others, emphasise the importance of cross-functional teamwork in order to implement successful RM. It can be stated that better understanding of Volvo’s CRM strategy, customer relationships and relationship management on the whole is needed. The model of Sheth and Parvatiyar (2000) (page12) could help Volvo to comprehend the process of RM. The researcher finds this model suitable also for developing partnerships and key customer relationships at Volvo on the whole. The model would help Volvo to define the purpose of RM, clarify the nature of RM activities and identify suitable relationship partners to evaluate RM performance. In addition, the view of Grönroos (2000) (page11) presents the RM strategy from a strategy perspective. That is also useful when planning the RM and what elements it concern. In spite of the theory that Volvo management choose the most important is to understand the possibilities of RM and CRM utilisation.

The findings show, that the term partnership seems not to be a matter of course in the truck business, even though it is emphasized in the internal Volvo literature for example in Leadership The Volvo Way (2005c), in Intranet (Wolff, 2005) and in Volvo’s vision (Björklund, 2006). Even if the reliability of a supplier is seen very important among the key customers, the partnership thinking is still a relatively new way of thinking. Not many customers are pursuing a partnership relationship with Volvo. According to the managers, it is becoming more common from the customers’ side to demand deeper co-operation. This is partly due to the fact that transport companies have expanded through company purchases and have a tendency to centralise their purchases and diminish the amount of suppliers they do business with. 

Sheth and Sisodia (1999) (page 30) have listed some advantages of partnership. These can be lower transaction costs, assurance of supply, improved coordination and higher entry barriers. Therefore, it should be advantageous for Volvo to offer even more comprehensive business solutions and concepts for the customers. By deepening the relationship with the most profitable and desirable key customers and working persistently towards partnership, both the customer and Volvo could profit more. However, this needs a change in minds of the employees as well. The personnel, especially those working close to the customers, are the most important messengers and channels to the customer. The customer wants to hear and feel that his problem is important and it is willingly taken care of by the customer service personnel. As stated earlier, Volvo aims for its customer to have a long-term commitment to Volvo’s products and services. A customer should feel that it is more advantageous to use Volvo than equivalent products and services from a competitor. 

None of the customers mentioned the word “partner” when describing their relationship with Volvo. It may indicate that the partnership thinking is quite in the beginning of its stage.

5.2 Findings of Focus Group Meeting

The findings of the surveys and the preliminary recommendations were presented to the focus group. The intention was to discuss whether the findings were surprising and whether the group could agree with the recommendations made. According to the group, the findings of the survey in general were not surprising. However, the fact that customers did not define aftermarket issues very important in their decision-making was astonishing even though the functionality of aftermarket services were rated third when counting the number of references received from the customers. The group would have considered the functionality and availability of aftermarket products and services to be higher in the list affecting customers’ future investment decisions.

The group agreed that the preliminary recommendations presented to the group were all justified and they all were of importance. According to the group the most important issues to improve were number one, number four and number nine. It should be noted that these are not in any special order and the complete list of the recommendations is presented in chapter 6.

1. Better understanding of Volvo’s CRM strategy, customer relationships and relationship management on the whole. This demands changes in way of working and closer cross-functional teamwork in the organisation. 

4. Improving the customer data transfer in the organisation by better exploitation of IT-systems and data. Better integration of IT-applications. 

9. Developing the organisation’s ability and desire to better listen to the customers and learn from the customers’ changing needs by training, internal marketing, motivation and commitment of personnel. Increase the individual work contribution by stressing the importance of good customer service and accurate communication with customers. The aim is to offer uniform quality in customer service and constantly exceed the customer expectations.

Teamwork in general was considered very important. The group revealed that the cross-functional teamwork has decreased during the last years. In accordance with the group, the changes at Volvo organisation have led to a decreased number of administrative personnel and due to that a lot of administrative work is to be done by the managers and by those working at the customer service and at workshop. There seems to be either lack of resources in some operations or ineffectiveness, which may hinder the personnel to be able to prioritise the needs of the customers.

Everybody in the group was unanimous in that the Volvo IT-applications should be integrated and instead of increasing workload, the applications should decrease and ease it. That would release time for the most important – to better serve the customers and deepen the co-operation with them. In addition, better exploitation of CRM-application was seen important especially when dealing with the high volume, key customers. It was seen impossible to manage the key customer data without a systematic collection of information and analysis. According to the group, the utilisation of the CRM-application is very low at present. Only one or two salesmen in the whole organisation are using the system irregularly.

The group agreed that the personnel responsibilities in the individual level are not clear enough. That affects the baring of one’s responsibilities among the employees and can also affect the customer satisfaction and the level of customer service. When considering the motivation of personnel, the common opinion was that people need feeling of succeeding at work daily to be able to exceed the customer expectations and to improve one’s work contribution. The management should create better preconditions for every individual to succeed and reward those who are capable and talented.

In addition, the group concluded that the quality system is seen as a terrifying goblin that scare people who would need practical instructions instead of obscure and tangled files. The fact is that the quality system is not properly implemented to the personnel and therefore the personnel cannot see the advantages of it.

The author can conclude that all the recommendations made were relevant and can be presented to the management of Volvo for future actions.

6 CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This chapter summarises the key findings and presents recommendations to develop the key customer relationships at Volvo. The objectives of the research guide the discussion.

6.1 Summary of Key Findings and Conclusions

Objective 1 

Evaluate the customer satisfaction level in the chosen customer segment and critically evaluate the key areas of development.

Most of the interviewed key customers are relatively satisfied with their relationship with Volvo, and the high customer expectations are mostly fulfilled among the interviewed key customers. They consider Volvo as a reliable supplier offering high quality products and well-organised aftermarket services. 

In spite of the promising results, there are issues to improve. The key areas of development are related to Volvo’s internal processes and the organisational culture. The most important issues to improve are Volvo personnel’s ability and desire to listen to the customers and learn from the customers’ changing needs. It has to be noted that continuous listening to the customers and learning from the customer relationships are also the main principles of CRM guidelines of Volvo.

More process-focused thinking would help the employees in developing a holistic view on customer relationships and in their work in general and also further improve one’s own work contribution. The importance of middle management in motivating and encouraging their subordinates to work in teams cross-functionally should not be underestimated. Training, internal marketing, motivation and commitment of personnel are vital. Especially the leadership skills of the workshop personnel should be developed. Volvo’s internal handbook for leaders includes the principles of how to lead in the Volvo way. In addition, regular co-operative meetings with the key customers are needed.

Objective 2

Analyse the current key customer motivation for selecting Volvo and investigate the needs and expectations of the chosen key customers’ regarding the relationship.
The key customers evaluated the competitive price and high quality of products as the main criteria affecting their buying decisions. This signifies that they are content with the benefits received in relation to the price. In addition, availability of spare parts and well functioning truck maintenance are vital issues that significantly affect the buying decisions. 

It is vital that companies fully understand their customers’ needs and expectations. This means understanding the number, types and characteristics of customers in a particular market or customer segment. In this research the findings show that the key customers expect reliability, trustworthiness and confidentiality to be a part of a good relationship. These are expected to be mutual. In a good customer-supplier relationship, parties respect each other and the relationships interact as a unity that does not weaken by small mistakes. The view of the key customers is quite similar to the view of several researchers who see the relationship as a long-term, evolving process in which, both parties are actively working together. To be able to compare the view of customers to the one of Volvo managers, also the managers were asked about how they perceive a good relationship. They described it as a partnership type relationship including openness, objectiveness and planned co-operation. Additionally, it was described as a win-win relationship with continuous communication, mutual confidence, flexibility and commitment. It can be stated that the view of managers is in line with several researchers that support the broad view of RM and CRM. To conclude, both the customers and managers view a good customer relationship as RM theory suggests.

There are special needs and expectations towards Volvo that the key customers wish to be taken into consideration. Since these differ greatly from each other, all-inclusive generalities regarding the customer responses cannot be made. Therefore, a more detailed analysis and individual care for the key customers is needed.

Objective 3

Discuss Customer Relationship Management, Relationship Marketing and partnership as a long-term goal… 

It can be stated that even though the concept of relationship marketing (RM) has evolved over time, the conceptual foundations of RM are not fully developed yet. There is a similar situation with the customer relationship management (CRM). In spite of that, a growing number of authors and researchers underline the need for a holistic approach and view CRM as a process reflecting the integration of market orientation and information communication technology. 

Furthermore, there are other approaches used in CRM literature such as key account management and partnership thinking. Partnership thinking is closely linked to CRM, relationship development and key account management (KAM). Especially in B2B markets, companies want to build partnerships with their customers. Partnership, however, does not elaborate overnight but through a long-term relationship with trust and commitment of both parties. Partnership can be achieved if both parties understand the dynamics of partnership and gain benefits from working in a co-operative, mutual and synergetic relationship with each other. Partnership is something that Volvo desires to develop with its most valuable customers and some of the key customer relationships have evolved to some extent towards a win-win situation. Nevertheless, we can conclude that the partnership thinking is not very common among the key customers and Volvo even though most of the key customer relationships are long-term relationships. There exists a huge potential for deeper co-operation. The results show that most of the key customer relationships have evolved very slowly. However, some key customers have started to demand a deeper relationship with Volvo, which indicates that the key account approach is justified. Both the customers and the managers raised the issue of persistent co-operation.

Managing customer relationships is hard without an IT-system that collect, store and distribute customer knowledge throughout the organisation. Several researchers agree that managing information effectively with IT is vital. At Volvo, IT-systems are full of customer data. The challenge is to manage the systems so that they could interact with each other offering the customer information for more extensive use. For instance, the CRM-system could be exploited much more.

As many other business approaches, the work towards better understanding of customers and the relationships starts from a strategic level. All the changes in the minds of the employees or change in the way of working, demand a lot of work from the management and from employees in different organisation levels.

6.2 Recommendations

The last objective is

To make recommendations on the development of the key customer relationships at Volvo.

The conclusions that have been drawn, lead to the recommendations listed below. There are at least 12 main issues that Volvo could take into account in order to improve the relationships with the key customers:

1. Better understanding of Volvo’s CRM strategy, customer relationships and relationship management on the whole. This demands changes in way of working and closer cross-functional teamwork in the organisation.

2. Collecting and analysing the key customer data, planning the future actions, implementing the plan and follow-up the results. 

3. Pay more attention to continuity and persistency in the key account sales operations and relationship management. Clarifying the role of the Key Account Manager.

4. Improving the customer data transfer in the organisation by better exploitation of IT-systems and data. Better integration of IT-applications. 

5. Better understanding of the quality system in organisation. Understanding the benefits of the quality system in order to improve the customer satisfaction. Systematically work according to the processes.

6. Organising cross-functional internal team meetings concerning the key customers to know the expectations of the colleagues

7. Keeping regular meetings with the key customers to improve the co-operation and openness in communication. Improve the knowledge of the customers' businesses, their company policies and processes.

8. Working more proactively concerning the prospective customer needs. For example planning of maintenance.

9. Developing the organisation’s ability and desire better listen to the customers and learn from the customers’ changing needs by training, internal marketing, motivation and commitment of personnel. Increase the individual work contribution by stressing the importance of good customer service and accurate communication with customers. The aim is to offer uniform quality in customer service and constantly exceed the customer expectations. 

10. Improve the leadership skills of the supervisors.

11. Clarifying the employees’ job descriptions when needed together with the personal development discussions and better familiarisation of new employees at Volvo.

12. Maintaining the current strengths. Utilising the strengths in as many Volvo dealers as possible and in the Nordic level.

It is suggested to move towards a more partnership, customer oriented way of working at Volvo, which means changes in organisational culture and processes. RM and CRM approaches can be the basis and offer new ideas. Volvo has a CRM strategy already today. It should be communicated out to the personnel and inspire them. It will surely take several years to implement this new strategy since it demands a change in people’s minds. A very important dimension is the development of customer service skills. A strategy cannot be implemented without committed personnel. 

One should keep in mind that strategies need to be transformed into practical measures. This requires the planning of details. The author suggests that Volvo should analyse each customer’s needs and expectations. In addition, the profitability of each key customer should be evaluated. However, first the question “who really is a key customer of Volvo?” needs to be clarified. Now the criterion is the fleet size, but the criteria should be much more detailed and thoroughly considered. After the analysis of each customer, the action plan should be made based on that information. For instance, a document made together with the customer, describing what and how both parties wish to develop the relationship would be of benefit.

The basic aim of the CRM-systems is to treat all customers individually or at least to better focus the sales and marketing actions. This would need integrated applications that communicate with each other and people, who are experts in analysing and in using that information. By using better IT-management, Volvo could more easily and conveniently tailor the transactions, activities, campaigns and offers.

The process of customer feedback should be clarified to the personnel and the feedbacks should be documented. The existing IT-systems could be utilised by adding the customer feedbacks into the system or to intranet. The feedback process should be supervised so that it is working in practice. On the basis of this, Volvo could understand the actual operations of its customers, and not only rely on what they have said in surveys.

6.3 Suggestions for Further Research

Due to the weaknesses and limitations of this research, a more detailed analysis of the key customers and an action plan for each customer or customer group is needed. It could be a topic of further research. However, before that the question “who really is the key customer of Volvo?” needs to be clarified internally at Volvo. Today, the criterion is limited to fleet size, which does not reveal any customer specific information on profitability of the relationship, the transport sector or the buying history of the customer.

Secondly, the author could suggest better integration of Volvo IT-applications could be one area of further research to result in improved data transfer, better use of data and analysing of data at Volvo.

Thirdly, it would be interesting to explore what is the value received from relationship marketing or customer relationship management and how it could be measured. One could deepen the examination into the benchmarking of similar size companies in this business sector. Or alternatively benchmark Volvo companies in other Nordic countries. As it is known, the measuring is complex.
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APPENDIX A
RELATIONSHIP BONDING

Developing trust

· Regular factory visits at all levels

· Social activities and entertainment

· High-frequency contacts

· Supporting special events for the customer

· Ensuring promises are kept

· Open communication

· Sharing mutual problems

· Giving warning of future problems

· Involvement by top management

· Being flexible and empathetic

Creating entry barriers

· Low competitive pricing

· Superior products and applications

· Electronic links

· Network of relationships

· Pricing based on overall business

· Joint long-term planning

· Joint innovation teams

Reinforcing exit barriers

· Making the customer dependent on technical support

· Agreeing overrides and retrospective rebates

· Loaning equipment (for example computer systems)

· Agreeing formal long-term contracts

· Giving financial support (leasing etc.)

· Encouraging inter-company trading

· Forming customer clubs

· Utilizing consignment stocks

· Incorporating unique component design and tooling

· Capitalizing on family or cultural ties

· Giving specialized training support

· Moving into shared premises

Joint venture projects

· Assigning staff to the customer

· Creating joint project teams

· Collaborating in joint business ventures

· Pooling research and development facilities and staff

· Working with the customer in market research

· A shared customer database (Burnett, 2001 pp.87-88).

APPENDIX B
QUESTIONNAIRE TO CUSTOMERS

Customer Survey

General issues

1. What is the size of the truck fleet in your organisation?

2. What is your position in your organisation?

3. What is the transport segment of your company?

4. How many years has your company been in business with Volvo?

5. Which products and services your company acquires from Volvo?

6. What are the most important criteria affecting your buying decision regarding trucks and aftermarket services?

Customer satisfaction

7. How important do you consider the regular contact with a Volvo representative to your company regarding truck fleet and services?

1 
Not important at all

2

3

4

5 
Very important

8. 

a) How do you consider the service level of Volvo sales personnel at present?

1 
Very unsatisfactory

2

3

4

5 
Very satisfactory

b) In case you chose 1 or 2, please describe why?

9. 

a) How do you consider the service level of Volvo aftermarket personnel at present?

1 
Very unsatisfactory

2

3

4

5 
Very satisfactory

b) In case you chose 1 or 2, please describe why?

10. 

a) Do you think that Volvo personnel have enough competence and resources to care for the relationship with your company in a way that satisfies the needs and expectations of your company?

1
Not at all

2

3

4

5
Very much

b) In case you chose 1 or 2, please describe why?

11. 

a) How convenient are the locations and the opening hours of Volvo dealers for your company?

1
Very inconvenient

2

3

4

5
Very convenient

b) In case you chose 1 or 2, please describe why?

12. 

a) How would you grade the facilities of your Volvo dealer regarding cosiness and functionality?

1
Very unsatisfactory

2

3

4

5
Very satisfactory

b) In case you chose 1 or 2, please describe why?

13. 

a) How would you grade the functionality of Volvo service in general? 

1 
Very unsatisfactory

2

3

4

5 
Very satisfactory

6
Our company does not use Volvo service

b) In case you chose 1 or 2, please describe why?

14. How important do you consider the customer activities arranged by Volvo? For example customer events and visits to Volvo factories.

1 
Not important at all

2

3

4

5 
Very important

15. 

a) How reliable do you consider Volvo as a business partner regarding, for example delivery times, keeping of promises, quality of products?

1
Not reliable at all

2

3

4

5
Very reliable

b) In case you chose 1 or 2, please describe why?

16. 

a) How attractive do you consider Volvo products and services compared to other brands?

1
Not attractive at all

2

3

4

5
Very attractive

b) In case you chose 1 or 2, please describe why?

The Customer Relationship and the Customer Relationship Development

17. Describe the qualities of a successful customer relationship and partnership with a supplier?

18.  Describe what are the main characteristics of Volvo as a supplier?

19. What do you think is good in your relationship with Volvo?

20. Would you consider useful a personal appointment with a Volvo representative in which you could discuss your business needs and how Volvo could better help your company to success in your business? 

1
Yes

2
No

21.  Would you appreciate a deeper understanding of your business from Volvo personnel and more resources to the development of your relationship with Volvo?

1
Yes

2
No

22. Do you consider the planning of the fleet investments in close cooperation with the supplier important (for example Volvo)?

1
Yes

2
No

23. In which ways do you think your customer relationship with Volvo could be developed in the future?

APPENDIX C
QUESTIONNAIRE TO VOLVO MANAGERS
Employee survey

General issues

1. State your position and the number of working years at Volvo organisation?

Customer satisfaction

2. How is the customer satisfaction level measured in your department and in the whole organisation?

3. How and how often it is monitored?

4. What are the processes of customer complaints in your department and organisation? How should they be developed?

5. Are the sales and aftermarket personnel highly motivated to the customer service?

6. How is the level of personnel motivation maintained and developed?

7. What do you consider as the key areas of development regarding customer satisfaction in your organisation? 

The Customer Relationship and the Customer Relationship Development

8. Describe the qualities of a successful customer relationship and partnership?

9. Regarding the key account customers, how their relationships with Volvo have evolved over time? Have you recognised that certain key account relationships have progressed towards a partnership?

10. How to manage customers in the different stages of the relationship development towards a partnership? 

11. In which ways key account customer relationship at Volvo should be developed in the future?

12.  Do Volvo personnel have deep enough understanding of the key account customers’ business and enough resources for the development of key account customer relationships?

APPENDIX D
INTERVIEWEES’ BACKGROUND INFORMATION

Customer Companies
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APPENDIX E
CUSTOMER SATISFACTION - ISSUES TO DEVELOP ACCORDING TO MANAGERS

Organisational/personnel associated issues:

· Working according to the current processes. Everybody at Volvo would start working according to the processes and principles that are valid in the whole dealer organisation.

· Working according to the four Volvo theses: (1) show that the customer has been noticed, (2) take care of the customer’s case, (3) finalise the case, (4) keep the customer up to date.

· Cross-functional teamwork and co-operation. Working in close operation with other departments.

· Better ability to listen to the customer and to one’s needs. Better utilisation of the information in the whole organisation. More accurate communication with customers. This means persistently listening to the customer (not guessing what the customer thinks) and precise communication back to avoid misunderstandings.

· Trying to exceed the customer expectations even if it may be difficult. However, the service must not be contrived.

· Better motivation of personnel, higher individual work contribution

· Pay attention to the first contact with the customer. The telephone system must work well and the customer must reach the right persons at once.

· Strive to steady customer service. Today, on the average, owner operators receive better service than drivers.

· Mechanics’ ability to serve the customers. Since the mechanics are important opinion leaders toward the customers, their ability to take care of the customers is significant. To change the negative attitude to positive is a challenge toward better customer satisfaction

· To know one’s responsibilities and the customer expectations and also the expectations of co-workers and colleagues. Ability to view issues from the customer’s point of view. Ability to assess the situations in a right way and good knowledge of the customer businesses.  Be familiar with the company policy and processes

· Familiarization of new employees. Now they have to learn by themselves, which brings great risks to the company (the customer relations may suffer and the person may leave the company after a while)

Customer co-operation associated issues:

· More, regular co-operational meetings for the key customers to get them to better know each other. Not forgetting the clientele that are doing business regularly at Volvo dealers.

· Dealership network associated issues:

· Identical price level in all Volvo Truck Center dealerships 

· Benchmarking among other dealers. Bring in the best practices

Other issues:

· Better planning of ordering spare parts. Estimate the future demand of spare parts.

· Better utilising of existing survey material; improve the issues appeared in customer surveys e.g. in Second-to-None-survey.
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