


Executive Summary.

Operating under a functionalist paradigm, this research follows deductive reasoning 
whereby a literature review provides the ground for a theoretical framework put to the test 
through two case studies of micro creative firms. Interviews were used in order to collect 
the data serving for the implication and analysis of the established framework.

Project based creative firms are surrounded by uncertainty, not only found in their 
production process but also in the markets they operate in, where many  small producers 
share risk through collaborations and outsourcing. Given the uncertainty  inherent to 
creative industries and projects as a means to produce cultural goods, this thesis seeks at 
understanding the implication of relationship management in this modern context, as well 
as how these interrelate with projects and the network. Furthermore, through practical 
application of the developed theoretical framework, this research aims at providing keys 
towards more effective management of the said relationships. 

It was found that relationships, projects and the network interrelate in that projects are the 
value creation process that fuel the exchanges of the buyer-seller relationship  but also, in 
that relationship management helps reduce the uncertainty  and risk inherent to the project 
based production process. Furthermore buyer-seller history and past experiences are 
found in the market place, in other words within the network, which affect desirability and 
attractiveness but also enables access and control to critical resources needed along the 
project based production process.

Using portfolio management and analysis to strive towards more effective relationship 
management, viable short term suggestions were made for both case studies, however 
given the complexity  and the context surrounding the identified relationships, portfolio 
management is judged to simplistic for long term strategical planning.
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CHAPTER 1 - Introduction
1.1. The Creative Firmʼs Dilemma

Creative industries are increasingly  made up  of a vast amount of smaller firms 
operating among networks driven by agreements, partnerships and other forms of 
relationships. Being dominated by a highly skilled workforce, such as architects or 
graphic designers can be defined, these industries often rely on cooperation and 
partnerships between various firms or freelancers to create unique cultural goods or 
services. The customized goods and services are usually produced through projects 
involving different parties thereby making project management an important asset of 
the production process in these atypical firms.  Moreover, it is challenging to find 
codified knowledge, making it hard for firms to standardize their production 
processes as well as to learn from each other.
The characteristics of creative industries as listed above all point out towards 
partnership and collaboration as ways to create an end product or service. This is 
only reinforced by the breakdown of market structure which have become horizontal 
in contrast to the vertical hierarchy as defined by Williamson (1985). In creative  
firms, high risk and customization, as well as the production process of unique 
products or services, means a high investment in relationships reach mutual 
understanding and reduce uncertainty. Having a limited amount of resources, it is 
only possible to manage and maintain certain relationships, which are embedded in 
various projects within a larger network of stakeholders. With the help  of two micro 
creative firms based in Copenhagen, this research aims at understanding 
relationship  management in creative project based firms and its implications, hence 
the following problem statement. 

1.2. Problem Formulation

How do relationships, projects and the network interrelate and how can Northward 
and TOT Copenhagen efficiently manage them?

3



1.2.1. Research Questions

What do relationships constitute of and how can they be managed?

What are Projects and what do they imply?

What is understood as the Network and what role does it play when managing 
relationships and projects?

1.2.2. Definitions

Creative Firm: A creative firm is operating in the creative industry which I understand 
as in the words of Caves (2000:1), “(creative industries) supply goods and services 
that we broadly  associate with cultural, artistic, or simply entertainment value”. Caves 
(2000) further comments that these industries include the performing arts such as 
concerts or theatre, book and magazine publishing, fashion, sound recordings and 
amongst other architecture or design agencies. A few characteristics of creative 
industries are that they  produce experiential goods through rather complex 
processes in a market shaped by uncertainty and risk. Moreover these industries are 
usually dominated by many small producers sharing risk amongst different 
collaboration and relying on outsourcing, industries in which the network plays an 
important role. Innovation is a must and cost of production of such cultural goods are 
usually high while reproduction cost are low. A movie for example can cost millions 
while the reproduction cost of DVDʼs is low. Lampel et al. (2000) further argue that 
creative industries function among five opposing imperatives that managers navigate 
through on a daily basis: Artistic values versus mass entertainment, product 
differentiation versus market innovation, demand analysis versus market construction 
(pull versus push), vertical integration versus flexible specialization (make or buy) 
and finally  individual inspiration versus creative systems. These critical questions 
further shape the complex environment in which creative firms operate. 

Micro Firm: Under European legislation, a microenterprise is defined as an enterprise 
which employs fewer than 10 persons and whose annual turnover and/or annual 
balance sheet total does not exceed EUR 2 million.
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1.2.3. Delimitations

Creative industries are vast and cover many different fields. Relationship, project 
management as well as network literature also covers a high amount of ground so in 
no way is this thesis a generalization of how creative firms can optimize the 
management of these three variables. This thesis is limited to a micro level and to 
two specific firms. While relationships vary  in importance, characteristics and 
duration, this research is mainly  focusing on direct business to business 
relationships, short and long term alike, direct business relationships understood as 
exchanges between suppliers and customers in order to create value. Furthermore, 
by bringing projects, project management and the network in the picture, it is not a 
goal to comment on the scope of project management and the further implication 
relating to this activity nor is it an aim to go deeply into all aspects of network theory. 
Relationships and their interrelation throughout projects and the network are the main 
focus of this research.
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CHAPTER 2 - Method
2.1. Methodology

As a qualitative researcher I am willing to put questions to my research, ask myself 
what I am doing, for what purpose and among which conditions. In other words, 
providing a reflexive and critical view to the social world of business and its 
processes that are studied. The decisions made throughout the research process 
and more importantly  the methodology will shape what I see in the observed field and 
what I conclude out of the research (Eriksson, P. & Kovalainen A., 2008 p. 5).

2.1.1. Paradigm and Approach

This research is based on a functionalist perspective, meaning that we operate in a 
social system consisting of individual actors interacting with each other in situations 
comprising a physical or environmental aspect. These actors are motivated by 
gratification and their relation to the situation they find themselves in is governed by a 
system of culturally  structured and shared symbols (Parsons, 1951), in addition to 
that, Parsons adds that “the social system is made up  of the action of 
individuals” (Parsons & Shils, 1976). The main idea behind functionalism is to 
observe the relationship between parts of society and see how aspects of society are 
functional and adaptive, as seen through Parsons philosophy, how actions of 
individuals or certain actors and their relationship  with a common structured 
environment shape society. 

This paradigm means that in my research, society  is observed as dominated by 
actions of individual actors who share common values in a structured environment 
governed by certain institutions which could be the government, or trade agreements. 
More specifically while this research is focusing on relationships, it is ideal to operate 
under a paradigm in which actors and institutions are seen as collaborating in order 
to shape aspects of society. Furthermore, relationships that are seen as dominated 
by actors sharing similar cultural symbols in an environment structured by various 
institutions and organizations. In accordance with our two cases, this means that we 
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are looking at two goal orientated firms motivated by gratification, such as revenue 
and profits, operating among a net of relationships with other actors sharing the 
same goal orientated values. These firm operate in a common environment shaped 
by various market forces such as competition. This environment is further shaped by 
institutions such as the government as well as features specific to creative industries 
such as lateral collaboration and partnerships. Our main actors, Northward and TOT 
act in accordance with their goals while respecting the established system and 
environment surrounding them, which shapes the social system this research is 
looking at.   

While holding that paradigm in mind, the answer to the fundamental questions raised 
in this research will be found through deductive reasoning, meaning that according to 
an established theory  I will derive a logical meaning of this gathered knowledge and 
put some research questions to the test through a specific case (Esterberg, 2002). 
Following the guideline of Esterberg (2002), this involves developing a theory based 
on what prior researchers and scholars have established in the studied field, thereby 
putting these assumptions into testable forms and developing a coherent method to 
test those said assumptions. The next stage involves carrying out a research through 
data collection and an analysis to either validate or refine the established theory. 
Lastly the findings should help conclude with some recommendations for the said 
case or a contribution to the employed theory. More specifically  in the following 
research this means that an initial theory regarding the area of interest, in this case 
buyer-seller relationships, is narrowed down and put into a problem formulation and a 
set of research questions. This is further narrowed down through observation on the 
field, such as case studies providing empirical data that will be used through an 
interplay with the established theory, as building blocks to answer the problem at 
hand and provide recommendations for the case studies, or, even further, theoretical 
contributions. According to Michael Burawoy (Burawoy et al. 1991) the aim of 
research is to discuss existing theories through observations of events in the 
empirical world that canʼt be explained with current theories. This is a process he 
refers to as “theory reconstruction”, a concept that incites and encourages 
researchers to build up on existing theories in accordance with observation in the 
studied field. In other words there might not be applicable theory to explain the chain 
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of events lived by my case studies but by exploring the established theories I am able 
to reconstruct a theoretical framework that can help understanding the situation 
undergone or actions taken by my case study.
With a Normative point of view, this research will gather facts and data, namely by a 
literature review and two case studies, but also assess how the object of study  can 
be improved or more effective. Furthermore this thesis will provide practical 
implications on how to cary the improvements and recommendations developed 
throughout the analysis. 

2.1.2 Literature Review

While following a deductive reasoning, an early theoretical approach has to be 
narrowed down to a more specific area of research. In order to find relevant theory 
founding the theoretical framework for this research a literature review of what prior 
researchers and scholars have written about the topic studied will be conducted.  The 
purpose of this review is to explore, summarize, compare and critically analyze the 
theory thereby establishing a theoretical framework coherent with my thesis 
(Eriksson, P. & Kovalainen A. p. 44). A literature review stemming from buyer-seller 
relationships as well as the other areas of interest will provide the necessary 
resources to better understand the field of research as well as narrow the initial topic. 
This provides the means to forge an overview of the established theory, and with a 
critical standpoint derive a theoretical framework as a logical continuation to the 
issues and arguments raised in the literature review. This theoretical framework is 
then applied to both case studies throughout the analysis thereby answering the 
earlier problem formulation or providing clues for theory contribution.   

2.1.3. Case Study

If the literature review and the theoretical framework are the building blocks for our 
analysis, the two case studies conducted in this research will be the illustration of 
how our  earlier theoretical assumptions work in practice. 
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According to the Dictionary of Sociology a case study is:
The detailed examination of a single example of a class of phenomena, a case study 
cannot provide reliable information about the broader class, but it may be useful in 
the preliminary stages of an investigation since it provides hypotheses, which may be 
tested systematically with a larger number of cases. (Abercrombie, Hill, & Turner, 
1984, p. 34)

This oversimplified definition and the relevance of using case studies in social 
research is discussed in an article by  Bent Flyvbjerg (Flyvbjerg, 2006) in which he 
reviews the literature regarding case studies and corrects five common 
misunderstandings, thereby making case studies a more relevant methodological 
approach to gain and create knowledge. The following corrections give insight to why 
and how case studies are a viable source of information when building a qualitative 
social research. First of all, Flyvbjerg argues that concrete, context-dependent 
knowledge is more valuable than general theoretical (context-independent) 
knowledge. Meaning that the case study can create valuable knowledge by  applying 
theory to specific contexts and concrete examples.  In other words, by looking at two 
case studies and putting an established theory through the test within real life 
scenarios, valuable conclusions can be developed. 
Secondly, the author argues that “it is incorrect to conclude that one cannot 
generalize from a single case” (Flyvbjerg, 2006), and corrects this common 
misunderstanding that case study cannot contribute to scientific research by stating 
that “the force of example is underestimated”, and arguing that case studies can lead 
to scientific development by generalization as a supplement or alternative to other 
methods. 
The third misunderstanding being that a case study is most useful for generating 
hypotheses rather than for theory building or hypotheses testing can be reviewed 
through  the work of Eckstein (1975) who argues that case studies are better for 
testing hypothesis than producing them, he states that case studies “are valuable at 
all stages of the theory-building process, but most valuable at that stage of theory-
building where least value is generally attached to them: the stage at which 
candidate theories are tested” (Eckstein, 1975 p.80). Flyvbjerg corrects this 
misunderstanding and states that “the case study is useful for both generating and 
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testing of hypotheses but is not limited to these research activities alone” (Flyvbjerg, 
2006). In this research, case studies are used not only as a source of determining an 
initial area of interest and problem statement but more importantly to put the 
theoretical assumptions in practice and verify the theoryʼs implications. 
The next misunderstanding concerns cast studies being a bias towards verification, 
meaning that the researcherʼs preconceived convictions will usually be confirmed 
through the case study thereby producing doubtful scientific value. This bias is seen 
by Francis Bacon (1853) as not only  related to case study but to human nature in 
general. He argues that “the human understanding from its peculiar nature, easily 
supposes a greater degree of order and equality in things than it really finds” (Bacon, 
1853). Following this train of thought, Flyvbjerg argues there are no greater bias 
towards verification in case studies than other methods of research. Of course it is a 
goal as a social researcher to be aware of the bias possibilities, especially in this 
research where both case studies are familiar. But as this research is of educational 
purpose only, no greater bias towards verification are seen than in other methods of 
research. What is meant here is that there are no further agreements with the case 
studied than to gather data for this researchʼs purpose and not to satisfy their 
personal interest. 
Lastly, Flyvbjerg reviews the misunderstanding that it is difficult to summarize specific 
case studies into general propositions and theories, by arguing that it is indeed hard 
to summarize case studies and that the main problem in summarizing are usually 
found in the reality studied rather than the case study as a methodological approach. 
He adds that good case studies should be read as a narrative rather than being 
summarized and generalized. All in all, case studies are seen in this research as vital 
parts of this methodology, this is especially  true due to the fact that we are looking at 
the firms on a micro level where a precise problem is discussed. Hence case studies 
provide the necessary data for a further analysis of these firms and the theoretical 
assumptions on a micro level.

The important chuck of data used in the analysis will be retrieved through interviews 
whereas the case and industry presentations are derived from desk research found  
on the internet, through the firmʼs websites, business plan and explorative interviews. 
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2.1.4. Interviews

In a general way and according to Holstein and Gubrium (2004), interviewing gives 
one the means to generate empirical data about the social world. In this research we 
are looking at the firmʼs interaction with their clients, suppliers or other forms of 
partners. Holstein and Gubrium (2004) further argue that knowledge is actively 
constructed during a social encounter and suggests that “the interview is not so much 
a neutral conduit or source of distortion, but rather a site of, and occasion for, 
producing reportable knowledge”. A general view (Silverman, 2001) is that the 
interviewer is implicated in creating meanings out of the respondent, making both 
parties active during the interview. In short, interviewees are creators of knowledge in 
association with the interviewer. The aim of these interviews is thereby to create 
reportable data through interaction with the interviewees.

2.1.4.1 The First One

First of all, informal explorative interviews with both firms are conducted before the 
literature review. This is a good way to explore a topic and gain broad knowledge 
from the interviewee (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008). Furthermore, these 
explorative interview not only  serve as basis to gather data for the case presentation 
but also these primary observation give the opportunity to further narrow the initial 
area of interest and conduct a more adequate literature review. Location wise, these 
interviews will take place in a relaxed atmosphere in a coffee shop  (Northward) and 
in TOTʼs studio. The aim is to get to know the interviewees, their background and 
broad knowledge of their company, their skills and daily tasks as well as their goals. 
The interview is to run more like a conversation with no strict direction other than to 
broadly discuss the themes mentioned previously. The conversation is left to go in 
any direction and following Eriksson and Kovalainenʼs (2008) recommendations, no 
recording instruments are used, while shorts notes can be taken when useful. 
Furthermore the aim of such an interview is to gain individualized insights from the 
participant (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008 p. 84), and good interaction is vital, It is of 
course an advantage that all participants are familiar.
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2.4.1.2. The Second One

Having conducted a literature review and set up a theoretical framework, secondary 
interviews are needed to gather more precise data about our case studies in order to 
apply   the said framework. The second interviews are to be conducted using an 
interview guide divided in different themes with concrete questions, this gives the 
interviewer a better “feel” for interviewing and provides material for self-scrutiny 
(Gillham, 2005). This guide is standardized, meaning that all questions are the same 
for the participants. The interview guide is mailed to the interviewee a day prior to the 
encounter so they would feel at ease with the questions and prepare some answers, 
ultimately this is done to give them an idea of what issues would be tackled. 

The interview itself is recorded via dictaphone at the intervieweeʼs offices, a relaxing 
familiar and rather informal atmosphere where the interviewee can talk freely  about 
the issues at hand. According to Briggs (1986), the social circumstance of the 
interview can be an obstacle for the participant to express certain views, and this is 
why a familiar setting such as their office is an optimal place to have an honest 
conversation. To realize and effective interview, one is too prepare a form of behavior 
under the interview: patient and attentive, allowing time for thinking and answering, 
asking supplementary questions when necessary. Probing can used in the form of 
responsive encouragement which is ideal in a more or less unstructured interview 
where the interviewee guides the interviewer through what they do rather than ask 
too many topic-focused questions (Gillham, 2005). Following the further guidelines of 
The Core Skills of Interviewing (Gilham, 2005), clarification is asked when the 
answers are not understood, as well as examples to further illustrate responses. 
Reflecting is encouraged to involve the interviewee more deeply  in the conversation 
and reach to some knowledge they might not have revealed. This second interview is 
used to gather hard facts about the firmʼs relationships and projects but also make 
them reflect upon these issues and automatically suggest managerial implication and 
potential strategies regarding the subject  of relationship management. 
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2.1.5. Data and Data Analysis

In order to make sense of this research, the data gathered throughout various 
interviews and desk research has to be stored, retrieved and analyzed (Miles and 
Huberman, 1994). Stored in the way that the interviews are recorded on a 
dictaphone, retrieved through interview transcription and analyzed through the 
interplay with the theoretical framework in an ongoing discussion throughout the 
analysis.

While the interviews are stored and fully  transcribed in a computer, the desk research 
appears either in the appendix or in the form of footnotes along this Thesis. However, 
a significant amount of very specific data is used in the theoretical framework, this 
chunk of data (amount of relationships, actions relating to relationship management, 
etc...) is reduced into shorter portions and gathered in a table in order to create a 
better overview before putting it into action through the theoretical framework. Data 
reduction makes the data more readily accessible, it simplifies the data and 
transforms raw data into a more manageable form (Berg, 2001). Other more complex 
data collected through the interviews (specific managerial implication/strategic 
suggestions) is stored in its transcribed form in the appendix, classified within 
different themes, making it easy to refer to during the analysis and discussion.
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CHAPTER 3 - Literature Review
3.1. Relationships
3.1.1. What are we dealing with?

McCall (1966, p.197-8) uses the analogy of marriage to describe relationships and 
states that, “Marriage (is a) restrictive trade agreement. The two individuals agree to 
exchange only with one another, at least until such time as the balance of trade 
becomes unfavorable in terms of broader market considerations.”

Also, Quoting Levitt (1983, p  Ill), “... the sale merely consummates the courtship, 
Then the marriage begins. How good the marriage is depends on how well the 
relationship is managed by the seller.”

In basic terms, this tells us that relationships are based on an exchange and much 
like a marriage depend on the daily  management of tasks that make the relationships 
last, that outdo competitors and other offerings on the market. The marriage 
metaphor also enlightens us on the issue of trust inherent to relationships, which will 
be discussed further on. Hunt (1983) has an interesting outlook on the subject, that 
is, that the exchange relationship  is the main focus of management. Exchange can 
be seen either as a precursor to a relationship  or an outcome, nonetheless 
relationships are based on exchanges between two parties. Exchange which in turn 
leads to key benefits. For example, the role of the exchange is as a focal event 
among at least two parties, hence it provides a reason to enter in a relationship  (the 
client and supplier trade resources through exchanges). In addition to that, exchange 
also serves as a way to identify the various individuals and institutions that form the 
social network in which the firms operates, or in other words by exchanging 
resources or knowledge and forming relationships the firm becomes aware of its 
network and surrounding environment. Last, and more importantly, it allows the study 
of buyer-seller exchange processes as well as conditions leading to these 
relationships. Indeed, the relationship  starts when both parties have resources they 
wish to exchange, resources which found the basis of buyer-seller relations.  
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So at the source of a relationship  there is an exchange, which can be in the form of a 
discrete transaction (Macneil, 1980, p. 60), shaped by money on one hand and a 
commodity on the other. Dwyer et al. (1987) further comment that such transactions 
are usually characterized by little communication and narrow content, for example a 
business to customer event, which requires little investment from both sides. Mcneil 
(1980) further discusses the type of transaction by differentiating discrete 
transactions from relational exchange on different levels. Relational exchange which 
occurs over time, meaning that each transaction should be viewed in terms of the 
relations history and future. benefits of engaging in a relationship (Dwyer et al., 1987)
includes less uncertainty, managed dependence (between buyer-seller), exchange 
efficiency as well as social satisfaction gained from such a partnership. But also, 
effective communication and collaboration between two parties in order to attain 
goals pays off in the long run as they both will have learned how to work together and 
exchange knowledge and skills making future exchanges potential success.  

Johnson and Seles (2004) argue that the purpose of an exchange relationship is to 
connect the customerʼs needs to the supplierʼs resources. 

From the supplierʼs perspective value creation is reached by understanding the 
heterogeneity  of customer needs, developing and offering products (or in this case 
services) that will fulfill those needs as well as matching customers to products (or 
services) through specific activities, mean ing working with the client and developing 
an end service proposal through collaboration (Alderson 1957). The customer on the 

15



other hand, selects the supplier(s) that provides the highest benefits less any 
associated costs and risk, where benefits include an ensemble of tangible and 
intangible qualities (Murphy and Enis, 1986). Understanding the customerʼs needs 
and the supplierʼs capabilities leads to better resource combination for value creation 
(Campbell and Cunningham, 1983). The dynamics of relationships is illustrated in 
figure 3.1. 

3.1.2. A new Paradigm?

In the early nineties, researchers such as Sheth (1993) praised relationship 
management, a general consensus in the stream of research interested in 
relationship  management (Ford, 1990; Gummesson, 1997; Hakansson, 1982) during 
the nineties agrees that long-term relationships with customers and other 
stakeholders have been ignored in traditional management. Möller and Halinen 
(2000) emphasize the importance of developing and maintaining relationships which 
they view as strongly  interdependent and reciprocal. Moreover we learn that not only 
goods are exchanged through relationships but all sorts of resources are traded 
through relations between companies, individuals and other stakeholders, including 
knowledge, experience, and amongst other skills (Möller and Halinen, 2000). But this 
doesnʼt merely  work one way, Ford (1990) stresses the fact that relationship 
management is important to all parties involved (buyers-sellers-network).

Relationship management has gained critical attention as the value of the customer 
(thus to some extent, the firm as a whole) has become an important asset. As Bolton, 
Lemon and Verhoef (2004) as well as Cunningham (1982) point out, customer assets 
affect firm profits directly, making customers and relationship management a vital 
point in a firms strategy. Furthermore, Webster (1992) argues that actively  using 
relationship  management tools maximizes customer value thereby  the firmʼs value as 
a whole. Managing relationships to customers is not always an easy task, Ford et al. 
(1998) recognize that in a business to business environment firms usually  depend on 
a small number of customers and suppliers, markets are therefore rather static which 
makes the management of a firms current relationships essential for long term 
success. In addition to an increase of interest in relationships management, 
Zolkiewski and Turnbull (2002) comment that partnerships and alliances have been 
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facilitated by variables such as competition and globalization as well as the need to 
gain special skills for competitive advantage. In other words, the competitive 
environment and the need for skills have shaped a market in which cooperation 
becomes inevitable, further enhancing the relevance of relationship  management and 
marketing. It can be difficult to gain new customers (Zolkiewski and Turnbull, 2002), 
this is why the emphasis is on the importance of maintaining current customers. In 
addition to that, Sheth and Sharma (1997) point out that the right relationships give 
competitive advantage. But what is the right relationship, how can one firm determine 
which relationships needs investment? The right selection and analysis of customers, 
leads to better segment targeting and produces better returns on the firms 
investment (Zolkiewski and Turnbull, 2002). Further, this analysis helps determine 
which relations should be given more attention or dropped and which relationships 
should be developed. Good relationship management should according to the 
authors yield in competitive advantage, and this is where tools such as portfolio 
management come handy.

3.1.3. But how are relationships Characterized?

Möller and Halinen (2000) argue that parties to a relationship  may all be active and a 
rather strong interdependence is assumed between the partners since the resources 
they share and trade are heterogeneous. This is quite typical in a business to 
business environment and makes substitution difficult. The authors Also distinguish 
between direct market like relationships and the more complex long term relations 
tied among a net of stakeholders. They comment that there are fewer potential 
partners in complex business to business environments, and resources usually are 
heterogeneous due to specialization as well as historical development. Mutual 
interdependency therefore characterizes these relationships, they might be strong or 
weak but they do make substitution difficult. 

More than the actual relationship, Mattsson (1997) stresses the importance of the 
context in which exchanges take place, and encourages parties to examine the 
contextual aspect of the relational exchange. Möller and Halinen (2000) further argue 
that without a deeper look in the context, key issues such as trust and commitment in 
a relationship  cannot be fully  understood. When complex tasks are involved, 
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especially  like in business to business collaboration, effective long term relationships 
are a means of generating trust which according to Grabher (2002) is regarded as a 
precondition to successful learning and innovation. Möller and Halinen (2000) also 
comment that buyer-seller relationships rarely exist in pure form and are often related 
to a degree of complexity. This is understood as the number of actors involved in the 
relationship, the amount of interdependence, the nature and intensity of interaction 
and finally the duration of these interactions. Complexity also relates to how 
standardized or novel the task is. In a business to business setting, complexity can 
be argued to being quite high, especially  for highly skilled service firms offering a 
high degree of customization.  Complexity also means that a high level of mutual 
understanding has to be reached in order to effectively combine resources and 
create value. The investment of time in communication and mutual understanding 
also makes substitution difficult, again stressing the idea of interdependency. 

Facing these different issues and the stakes at hand firms need to develop effective 
management systems for their customers and their relationships, and according to 
Ryals (2005) even simple customer relationship activities benefit a firm. Boulding et 
al. (2005) comment further, that the most important element of implementing a 
relationship  management model is to acquire customer knowledge which is wisely 
used for dual value creation, which they see as the core of relationship  management. 
This can be better understood  from Payne and Frow (2005) who with the example of 
Amazon1  argue that value can be created for one customer with information drawn 
from other customers. In short such relationship  management systems enable a 
better customer understanding thereby from the supplierʼs side, being able to provide 
a more customized product. This means that relationship  building and management 
should not only be seen as a means to create value with a client or customer but also 
as a means to generate knowledge towards the customerʼs needs in order target 
customers more efficiently with a suiting service.

Managing the issues related to relationships, and in this case especially maintaining 
relationships can be profitable, Johnson & Selnes (2004) discuss a general idea 
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within marketing theory, that defensive actions have become more profitable, 
meaning that companies should aim at more cooperative long term relationships with 
their customers. The idea of a defensive strategy is not only  to retain current 
customers but also to create more value with them by further developing their 
relationship. Looking at an exchange relationship on a basic level, one might say that 
it has served its purpose when the customer receives what he has paid for, but in a 
complex business to business context, relationships usually  will be based on a 
collaboration between the supplier and the customer who share information, 
socialize, link activities and commit future resources to the relationship  (Johnson & 
Selnes, 2004). The value created is a direct result of how supplierʼs and customerʼs 
capabilities and strategies are matched. 

Due to the dynamics at hand in complex relationships and their overall value for the 
firm, it is useful to categorize relationships on different levels before placing them in a 
portfolio to be further managed with a broader strategy. This is where Johnson & 
Selnesʼs (2004) study becomes relevant, indeed, the authors distinguish three kinds 
of relationships: Acquaintances, friends and partners. These help understand how 
individual relationships create value thereby creating value for the firm as a whole. 
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The individual relationships are after all building blocks for understanding the value 
created along the full customer portfolio. 
 
Johnson and Selnesʼ (2004) classify  relationships among three categories (as seen in 
table 3.1). Acquaintances are relationships arising from simple straight forward 
transactions. Little familiarity is established, the supplier merely provides a value 
proposition to the customer that is familiar to competitors. Through repeated 
transactions the supplier gains more knowledge and experience in order to improve 
the offering and production efficiency  thereby  gaining competitive advantage relating 
to cost of production. For the customer this relationship  is effective as long as 
satisfaction is fulfilled. Moreover, familiarity  arising from repeated transactions 
reduces uncertainty  making the relationships more durable. The goal of such a 
relationship is to reduce the customerʼs perceived risk and the supplierʼs costs. While 
familiarity is established and transactions continue such a relationship becomes 
friendship. while constantly trying to adopt to the customerʼs changing needs, 
suppliers diversify their offerings in order to target new customer segments through 
differentiation. 
Being friends means that value is created through more unique and customized 
offerings where trust becomes and important factor for engaging in a relationship. The 
differentiated value also means that customers should be ready to pay a price 
premium, which they evaluated to the extent they trust the firmʼs competencies. This 
trust is not only gained from previous experiences with the supplier but also from the 
supplierʼs active role in providing information to their customers through for example 
advertising or in general word of mouth. Lastly  these customers provide information 
to the supplier in the form of identification of new needs that can be used to improve 
their product and services.

Morgan and Hunt (1994) establish in their commitment-trust theory  that the longevity 
and level of cooperation in an exchange relationship is not only  secured by trust but 
also through commitment. In a partnership, suppliers must use customer knowledge 
and information in order to deliver the highly customized offerings required to satisfy 
the heterogeneity  of demand and supply. In this sense profitability arises from the 
suppliers ability to understand and treat customer information better than their 
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competitors. Over time this relationship can evolve due to adaptation and 
commitment making both parties increasingly interdependent, such a relationship  can 
evolve from only having a matching purpose (supplierʼs resources VS customerʼs 
needs) to becoming a source of competitive advantage. However trust is not enough, 
which Morgan and Hunt (1994) argue leads to commitment, in short, trust breeds 
trust and provides a ground for parties to commit to each other thereby making short-
term relationships into long-term relationships. Trust and commitment are important 
factors in successful complex long-term relationships because the time factor as well 
as the un-tangibility of the offering create a high-risk position. Much like the effect of 
branding, trust and commitment reassure customers and provides loyalty to the 
specific supplier.

3.1.4. How can they then be successfully managed?

Portfolio analysis for strategic planning is common in modern marketing with a matrix 
such as the BCG (boston consulting group) being very popular. In general, and 
According to Markowitz (1952), portfolio theory was developed in the field of financial 
investment in order to reduce risk. Sharpe (1963) refines this by arguing that the risk 
of an investment should not be seen as an isolated event but as a contribution to an 
overall balance of the portfolio. Following these early  concepts, it has been adopted 
to strategical management in order to better understand and manage resource 
allocations. In this case in which relations the firm should invest and how these can 
efficiently be managed in order to create an overall balance a reduce uncertainty.

The usefulness of a portfolio can be seen through the research of Venkatesan et al. 
(2007)who distinguish between two types of management errors relating to resource 
allocation. The first error being not contacting the customer who would have 
potentially provided revenue (type 1 error) and the latter error being to invest in the 
relation with a customer who is not ready to buy yet (type 2 error). A portfolio of 
relationships and a strategy aimed at gaining and maintaining relations will minimize 
type 1 errors however this also maximizes the amount of type 2 errors. This notion of 
errors is interesting to look at because at the end, the firm has a limited budget or in 
this case resources and can only invest a certain amount in the said relationships, 
which emphasizes the trade off between the two types of errors. The authors further 
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propose that in a portfolio strategy, managers should identify which customers would 
be more profitable in the future and estimate the expected costs related to serving 
those customer, much like a cost benefit analysis if you want. This way it is possible 
to draw a link between the investment and expected returns for each customers.  The 
selection and maintenance of relationships goes far beyond just being profitable, we 
learn for example from Zolkiewski and Turnbull (2002) that it can be problematic to 
select the right or preferred supplier as much as key  accounts and relationships, this 
is why they view portfolio analysis and management as a vital part of the firms 
strategy. They further argue that even large customers might not be worth having due 
to various factors, such as the difficulty to satisfy them, their demands or their 
willingness to pay. On a further note, the same can be said about suppliers who for 
example might not deliver in time or offer a reasonable price. 
The loss of customers can have dramatic effects on the firms turnover, profitability 
and viability (Turnbull and Cunningham, 1981). Thus portfolio analysis can serve well 
in determining the answer to questions such as which relationships need to be 
created, which ones should be developed, maintained or even dropped (Zolkiewski 
and Turnbull, 2002). 
 
When looking at portfolio analysis and relationship management, many researchers 
have agreed that profitability is a critical element yet this variable is hard to define 
and measure (Zolkiewski and Turnbull 2002, Campbell and Cunningham, 1983). 
Going even further they  comment that if profitability was the main determinant for a 
successful relationship, these would look quite different. They list various reasons 
beyond financial outcomes to invest in relationships, such as the part it plays in the 
overall competitive strategy, the attractiveness and stage of relationship, the need to 
enter a new market, to gain knowledge or for R&D purposes. The authors also argue 
that profitability might only be temporary due to other environmental factors. 

Managers should focus on the accumulated value of the portfolio (Johnson and 
Seles, 2004). The more a firm is positioned towards product or service offering with 
low economies of scale, requiring a high degree of customization the higher 
importance to develop  and keep close relationships with the customers (Johnson and 
Seles, 2004).
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3.2. Projects
3.2.1. In short, what are projects and project management?

According to the PMBOK Guide, projects are implemented in order to achieve and 
organizationʼs strategic plan and in order to meet goals. Projects are temporary and 
unique, they  may involve a single person to many thousands in the time lapse of a 
few weeks up to a few years. These projects might involve and organizationʼs single 
units or sprawl across the firmʼs boundaries in various forms of collaborations and 
partnerships. Project Management on the other hand is the application of knowledge, 
skills and tools to project activities in order to meet the projectʼs requirements. This 
includes processes such as initiation, planning, executing, controlling and closing. 
The work on projects typically involves competing demands for scope, time, cost, risk 
and quality as well as meeting the differing needs of stakeholders and identifying 
their requirements.

Projects are unique and involve therefore a high degree of uncertainty. This is why 
projects are usually divided among several phases in order to improve management 
control and provide links to the firmʼs ongoing operations, these phases are known as 
the project life cycle. In Short, the project life cycle includes a feasibility  study (project 
formulation, is the firm capable to do the project, is it beneficial), planning and design 
(base design, cost and schedule, detailed planning), manufacturing, delivery, 
installation and testing and finally delivery and maintenance. Not only do such 
projects involve an array of stakeholders and in the end a customer who is looking for 
a satisfactory service but also projects involve a high degree of resource 
commitment. Various relationships are embedded in such a projects where trust is an 
important factor in deciding on which project to embark on and assessing how many 
resources to commit and involve in the specific project. 

3.2.2. In literature

Goodman and Goodman (1976) conceptualize projects as temporary systems, which 
they further define as diversely skilled people working together for a limited time on a 
complex task. 
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The notion of task previously  mentioned is also important in Grabherʼs (2002) study 
of interdependencies between projects, firms, networks, localities and institutions, 
and especially how this impacts what he coins “projectication” of production. He 
argues that under the current state of increasing demand for customized products 
and services alongside a further division of labour between firms due to outsourcing 
and a focus on core competencies, projects are gaining influence in organizational 
practice. 
Under this “projectication” of productions, he further classifies and defines project 
properties around various features. First of, the project is based on a specific task 
that can be complex, non-routine or even standard. This task can be benchmarked to 
a permanent firmʼs goal setting, but while goals are used for decision making, the 
task focuses on action. In project management the task is what groups both parties 
and requires their resource investment in order to create value. Secondly, 
interdependence characterizes the definition as well as fulfillment of the task, 
especially  when the task is complex making team members work closely  together in 
order to come up with viable solutions. This is also a reminder that projects are not 
only just for the client but that a project is executed with the client. Grabher (2002)  
also introduces the idea of a contractor, who assembles the project, which in other 
contexts can also be called the producer or project leader. The author ads that the 
contractors role, besides managing the project, is also to be the “link pin” on which 
trust is focused, this is especially crucial when the time factors make it impossible to 
get acquainted and form trust with all team members, even more so in complex 
projects. This contract reflect power relations, power that frames key  issues of the 
project such as deadlines, division of labour and revenues. Not only is the contractor 
the face of the project, making his reflection (in the sense of values such as trust, 
determination and commitment) a key determinant in the marketing and management 
of projects, but he is also responsible for the success of the project by meeting all 
success criteriaʼs. Lastly, deadlines are a main criterion for the evaluation of the 
projectʼs performance and one of the main features that make projects temporary 
systems. Deadlines are what make projects temporary  and introduce the idea of 
scarcity of time, an important resource in project management. 
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3.2.3. Implications?

The value creation process inherent to many relationships in Project based firms 
relies on projects and project management which should be viewed and analyzed as 
a contextual aspect affecting the degree of complexity within this relationship. 
Projects in their nature involve everywhere between two and a thousand of actors 
and stakeholders along a period of time, usually  bounded in a net of collaborations 
and partnerships. That being said the aim is therefore also to see how links can be 
created between the firmʼs project portfolio and the network (in terms of pool of 
resources) in order to ease relationship building and maintenance while also easing 
the access to the labour resources needed to meet the projectʼs task and complexity.    

But also, relationship  building and management along projects has various 
implications. Looking at the field of project management, Storper (1997) recognizes 
that while having high-risk and high-stake outcomes, projects lack institutional 
conventions and structure that help  minimize failure. Furthermore, projects depend 
on collective efforts and knowledge as well as sets of diverse specific skills, yet their 
temporary characteristic usually  doesnʼt give time for clarify competencies in order to 
plan a detailed division of labour. But mostly, Meyerson et al. (1996) argue that this 
has a negative effect on confidence-building activities which are good substitutes for 
a stable institutional context as these activities help developing relationships and 
mutual trust. This is an important issue as relationship building provides more trust 
and more knowledge about the client, thereby reducing cost relating to 
communication and minimizing failure. But this again all relates to trust and how, 
when engaging on a project, the actors and stakeholders involved  are to be reliable. 
Especially given the lack of codified knowledge and the projectʼs uncertainty. And 
indeed, project organizing is shaped by past experience and affected by the potential 
of a future collaboration (Gann and Salter, 2000) .

In the discussion of project organizing lacking formal structures and incentives for 
cross-project learning, Hobday (2000) comments that project based organizations 
risk “learning closure”, as no functional departments that usually  built up  knowledge 
are absent. The high pressure environment leaves little room for systematic formal 
training and staff development, furthermore activities such as post-project reviews or 
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technical mentoring are often ignored. The idea of bringing relationship  management 
in projects is not to optimize every single ongoing project, but rather with a general 
overview of relationship  management, see how these can reduce uncertainty  related 
to project management as well as gather a pool of resource to effectively deliver the 
projects. In an environment where projects lack standardization and where 
knowledge is hardly  transferred, working with the right people, the right customer and 
the right supplier decrease the need for communication and brings in trust. The 
partners know each other and do not start from scratch on each project, a mutual 
understanding and a level of trust has been established from previous projects and 
from an active management of the relationship  between the customer and the 
supplier. More so, by forging strategic relationships the firm expands its pool of 
resource, skilled contributors that are reliable and trustworthy and can be pulled in on 
various projects.

3.3. Are we all Alone?

In general, Miles and Snow (1992) argue that business networks can be seen as sets 
of connected firms, moreover Hakansson and Johanson (1993) regard business 
network as connected relationships between firms. Following these brief descriptions, 
it is possible to elaborate with  Milesʼ (1980) definition of the environment (relating to 
the network) which he describes as anything not being part of the organization itself. 
In other words, the firm is surrounded by indirect and direct relationships and 
connections between a variety of firms.  To this, Astley  and Fombrun (1983) add that 
the firmʼs relationships with its environment is a game of adapting to constraints 
imposed by uncontrollable factors. Following the arguments of Grabher (2002), the 
boundary between market against hierarchy dichotomy as introduced by Williamson 
(1985) is further becoming vague due to the proliferation of joint ventures, strategic 
alliances and other collaborative buyer-supplier relations. Such organizational 
dynamics and arrangements increasingly lead the firm in a network context.
While direct relationships might be easily  seen and accounted for, the whole 
environment and the network surrounding the firm proves its managerial challenges. 
Hakansson and Snehota (1995) further elaborate on the networks which they view as 
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all a combination between activities, resource ties and actors relationships 
functioning through dyadic, single actor or network based exchanges. 

Berry  (1995) comments that every relationship should be viewed as being part of a 
network, he argues that business networks are made of at least two connected 
relationships, where he understands connected as relational exchanges. He further 
argues that the relationships are directly and indirectly connected with other 
relationships, thereby forming a larger business network. The network setting 
extends through connected relationships, which make network boundary arbitrary. 
Following the fact that relationships are initiated, created, concluded throughout 
countless different organizations, Berry (1995) further comments, that network 
boundary are arbitrary and depend on a single firmsʼ perspective making it quite 
subjective. Hakansson and Snehota (1989) argue that not only does the network 
approach serve as a mean to draw a boundary to the firmʼs environment but that the 
firmʼs uniqueness and thereby competitive advantage also lays in the network, and 
specifically to whom they are connected. Mutuality and history between buyer-sellers 
are also important factors when it comes to understanding the nature of relationships 
and the context network as these two variables shape the actions and events 
undergone in the relationships. Mutuality  in the sense of two parties aiming at a value 
creation while history  relates to past collaborations and their success, shaping the 
firms reputation and desirability within the network. 

Möller and Halinen (2000) argue that one can then create and maintain a position in 
the network. This relates to the issue of mobilizing resources and actors to gain  the 
mass of relationships required for a viable network position. In order to secure 
successful exchanges throughout the network it is important to develop strategic 
organizational solutions that simplify coordination of activities  in a network context, 
such as project teams and account managers or project leaders. While it is the aim to 
prepare the firm to engage in a network context with teams and staff strategically 
used to simplify and coordinate the production process, when looking at micro 
creative firms with a limited amount of people resources, position relates especially to 
forging relationships in order to gain competitive advantage, or “know who”, as well 
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as maintaining a strong position, in terms of reputation and identity  within the 
network. 
 
Zolkiewski and Turnbull 2002 comment on the network perspective, that they judge 
vital for a better strategic vision of how direct and long term relationships also effect 
the business to business network as a whole. The authors recognize the importance 
of the network in the context of relationship  management and identify three sets of 
relationships within a network, namely the customer relationships (existing and 
potential), supplier relationships (existing and potential) as well as indirect 
relationships such as with competitors or other organizations in the environment. 

In general, the network perception is not only important to identify  the effect single 
relationships have on the network or how the firm is positioned, but in addition, it is 
widely recognized (Buttle 1996, Sheth and Sharma 1997, Ford et al. 1998) that 
relationships are a good source of competitive advantage, meaning that the firm with 
the best network of relationships can easily  gain and sustain competitive advantage. 
Accounting for and managing issues related to the network context means not only to 
gain competitive advantage through positioning and creating strategic relationships 
but also to acknowledge the arbitrary boundary and make use of the network in order 
to combine resources in the best possible way. The implications of the network 
context are to interact with the environment in such way to gain access and 
knowledge to skills (labour wise as much as technology wise). Moreover, the firms 
position and identity within the network reflects trust (or the lack of), uniqueness and 
competencies which affect other firmʼs willingness to form relationships, partnerships 
and collaborate in order to create value.

Grabher (2002) argues that firms related to each other through various projects can 
have a tendency to form clusters which provide favorable condition to “hanging out”, 
which serves as an informal training ground for knowledge sharing, as well as 
establishing some code of conduct, and provides a mean for firms to build tighter 
relationships and mutual trust.
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According to Grabher (2002), project participants increasingly appear to operate in 
and through project spaces, which can be fully  virtual with the help of the internet, 
this can also be seen as a training ground for “hanging out”. With tools such as 
“dropbox2” and social medias, projects spaces can become virtual and hanging out 
can be done through internet communication on forums or diverse social media sites. 
comment.

Figure 3.2 illustrates a network perspective with firm A as focal point. First off, firm A 
has direct relationships with other firms (D,I) in order to create value, this constitutes 
what can be referred to as firm Aʼs direct network, which basically englobes the direct 
exchanges for value creation. Other than that, firm A also interacts with firm C  and F, 
which can be seen as more social interactions, used to build upon firm Aʼs position in 
the network or expand firm Aʼs pool of resource. These interactions relate to industry 
events, informal collaboration. This figure illustrates how actions taken (principles of 
mutuality and history) and relationships forged by  firm A in someway also affects firm 
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Aʼs indirect relationship to firm H for example. This is a reminder that if future 
collaboration with firm H is expected, previous actions with firm I might have affected 
firm Aʼs reputation and desirability. Figure 2 also illustrates how firm A can gain 
market access and knowledge by for example forging a social relationship with firm 
C. Broadly speaking figure provides an overview of how history and connectedness 
in the market place affect firm Aʼs relationships.

3.4. Interdependencies and Summary

Looking at interdependencies, Grabher (2001) argues that  projects are embedded in 
layers of networks, localities and institutions which on one side contribute key 
resources for the overall performance. He further comments (Grabher, 2002) that 
these projects operate in a milieu of recurrent collaboration i.e., involving the same 
contributors, which after several projects fills a pool of resources and forms a latent 
network. The core members gain (or lose) reputation from prior projects, which if 
successful, will be drawn into successor projects, making them vital links in the 
chains of repeated cooperation. Project business is a reputation business and 
Christopherson (2002) comments this by arguing that who you know matters almost 
as much as what you do, a “know who” that according to Gann and Salter (2000) 
becomes tacit knowledge, rather than the “know how”. This reputation englobes 
different aspect of project organization, it refers as much to the techniques of the 
trade as to oneʼs cooperative attitude, reliability and other personal skills. 
 
On the subject of interdependence, Hellström and Wikströmʼs (2005) argue that 
focus on core competencies has at least two implications for project based firms. 
First, it can lead to gains from economies of scale from the supplierʼs side, and also it 
can lead to economies of scope through customer orientation and thereby a move 
into service business, an orientation to which many lack the efficient business model. 
The business concept that emerge from managing these two features strive to 
combine production efficiency with the ability to offer customers unique products/
services. This increase in customer orientation is according to Hellström and 
Wikström (2005) and as seen throughout the relationship literature one of todaysʼ 
strong management paradigms. Being increasingly  customer oriented means that 
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relationship  even more than projects determine the future collaboration of firms. The 
traditional requirements of successful projects have therefore increased, and the 
project managers job  is not only to create the product through a successful project, 
but also to create value by successfully combining resources with a partner in the 
term of their relationship. Powell ʻs(1996) argues through the new logics of organizing 
with the increase of project based firms, that organizational hierarchies should be 
more horizontal, weakening firm boundaries in favor of network of collaborations. 
Hence the increase in customer orientation as well as the breakdown of traditional 
organizational structures have required effective relationship  management within 
projects and the network.

But also, Tikkanen, Kujala and Artto (2007) understand managerial portfolio as a set 
of entities like relationships or projects, which should be developed and managed in 
regards to the firmʼs overall strategic objectives. They further discuss the 
interdependency between relationships, projects and network, and argue that 
relationships with customers provide the supplier with a future business opportunity, 
the supplier wants to gain the status of potential candidate for upcoming projects, not 
only by developing and maintaining project specific relationships but also non project 
specific within a greater network. This key  feature has according to the authors been 
ignored in current project business literature. This is also well summed up  by 
Hakansson & Snehota (1995) who discuss relationship  management and the central 
viewpoints of this research stream, which they establish as the focus on the creation 
of cooperative and trust-based relationships with customers and various 
stakeholders, but also on building and leveraging the firmʼs networksʼ key resources 
and capabilities by collaborating with other organizations. 

So what did this all mean? 
The value of the customer has become and important asset and customer assets 
affect firm profits directly. Markets are static, there are fewer potential customers, 
traded resources are heterogeneous due to specialization, a strong interdependence 
is assumed (between buyers and sellers) firms operate in a competitive environment 
where globalization and the need for skills has lead to various collaborations, 
partnerships and alliances. 
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Relationships are based on exchanges and aim at creating value for both parties 
entering the relation. They can either be market like, direct transactions with money 
on one side and a commodity on the other (a service in our case) or longer term 
relational exchanges in the form of social relations or strategic partnerships providing 
value not only  in terms of revenue but also in competitive advantage, new skills and 
technology, knowledge or expanding a firmʼs pool of resource. Relationships are 
contextual and involve a degree of complexity as to how unique the offered service is 
an how many actors are involved. The essence of successful relationships is to 
effectively combine the customerʼs needs with the supplierʼs resources and 
capabilities in order to create a valuable outcome, it goes therefore without saying 
that competitive advantage lies in understanding the customerʼs needs.
In order to manage these relationships they should be analyzed and categorized. 
Analyzed in terms of their nature, complexity, requirements and value thereby 
categorizing them accordingly, such as acquaintances, friends and partners.
Portfolio management aims at creating an overall balance and reducing risk in the 
firms portfolio of relationship, thus it can be used to allocate resources affectively 
along the firmʼs different relationships.

We are witnessing a “projectication” of production where diversely  skilled people 
work on complex tasks for a limited time, where projects properties lie around task, 
interdependency, contractors, power relations and deadlines. Projects lack 
institutional conventions and structure that help minimize failure, where by 
trustworthy actors and stakeholders become a substitute for such formal structure. 
But also, Project Based Firms, need access and control to the critical resources 
(such as skilled labour) needed to meet the projectʼs complexity.

Firms operate in a network where every relationships should be viewed as being part 
of this said network where history and past buyer-seller affect oneʼs attractiveness 
and position. These relationships are directly and indirectly connected, these 
connection make up the network boundary which is arbitrary as it changes according 
to which relationships are forged and maintained. Uniqueness and competitive 
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advantage lies in the network and to whom the firm is connected, hence who you 
know matters more than what you do. 

Becoming more customer orientated, project based firms have to take a deeper look 
into relationship  management. Creating and sustaining relationships within an 
arbitrary network  in order to, on one hand gain projects and on the other fill a pool of 
resource to execute these projects, shows how our three established issues 
interrelate and why relationships should not be viewed as a single entity, rather they 
should be seen as embedded in ongoing projects and a net of various relations, with 
clients, suppliers and other stakeholders.
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CHAPTER 4 - Framework

On our quest to more effective relationship management, the following is a proposed 
step by step framework based on the previously discussed literature.

1. Determine what value means for the firm, and what goals/aims the firm has when 
initiating relationships.

2. The identification, classification and analysis of the firmʼs current relationships.
3. Identify relationships relating to the firmʼs current projects as well as the 

implications of their production process.
4. Identify the firmʼs current interaction with their network, determine their position as 

well as the implication towards their portfolio of relationship.
5. Use portfolio management and analysis to effectively allocate the firms resources 

along the categorized relationships in order to reach a more effective management 
of their interrelations with projects and the network. 
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CHAPTER 5 - Case Presentation

5.1. Northward

The following information was retrieved from a semi structured interview3 as well as 
desk research.

5.1.1. Who

Northward is first and foremost a friendship. A friendship  between two native New 
Zealanders, Andy and Thomas. While their friendship  started in their far-away 
homeland, it shifted to a new kind of relationship when they both moved northward to 
Scandinavia, hence the name of their company. They are now business partners and 
are dedicated to become Denmarkʼs leading creative start up delivering digital 
content.
With a background in both advertising as well as film and media, Andrew has a vast 
experience from both these industries. Being as he puts it, a film nerd, he can be 
characterized as the “bohemian creative type”. Out there mingling in Copenhagenʼs 
sub-cultures he has gained an important network within his field of expertise and 
interest. When it comes to good ideas, not only will he note them in his trusted 
notebook during one of his inspirational walks through the city, but he will also put 
this idea into action and produce with carefully selected freelancers what he loves to 
do, namely films. Being an expert in treatments4  he oversees all aspects of 
production, be it casting, shooting, make-up  or art direction, his experience behind 
the set has given him the necessary tools to lead the pack and successfully make 
one of many ideas into reality. 

On the other side of the partnership we find Thomas. To some extent, “the suit” of this 
creative duo, Thomas has a background in law and works mostly in the field of 
consultancy. Through presentations on Web 2.0 marketing in diverse seminars as 
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well as his collaboration with Poet and Plumbers5, he has gained an important 
knowledge on digital marketing as well as a stable foot in the advertising industry. 
What drives Thomas is content creation, and how content such as digital films can 
enhance brand value and equity. Northwardsʼ partners might have slightly different 
background and fields of expertise, yet they managed to create a powerful synergy, 
combining what they both love thereby creating Northward.

5.1.2. What

Northward is concerned with content creation for online purposes. More precisely 
they offer B2B services providing creative, engaging and cost-effective video content 
production and distribution strategy solutions for companies and advertising agencies 
in the Danish and International markets. Their core competencies and primary 
service offerings revolve around video production, distribution and strategy 
consultancy as well as content animation, editing and post-production services. In 
addition to that Northward also work as idea generators for specific campaigns and 
offer full treatment production. Through collaboration with other creative firms 
Northward will be able to offer services outside of their core business, such as web 
design, illustration and in general terms a broader digital marketing strategy for 
advertising agencies and clients alike.

Northward is an Organizational PBF (Whitley, 2006), producing multiple and varied 
outputs with different and changeable skills and roles, in this type of firm, separation 
and stability  of work roles, as well as singularity of goals and outputs are low. This 
PBF is further characterized by high client involvement, low technological 
cumulativeness ie. standard “building blocks” that can be stored and used over the 
course of other projects. Organizational PBFʼs are firms that are customer oriented, 
and produce rather unique and customized offerings. These are for example 
innovative and creative firms such as software developers, or design agencies, or 
even strategic consultancy.
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That being said, Northward is not alone and is going to set sail with the help  of 
Danish copyright agency  Eye for Image who own the majority of this new born 
company.

5.1.3. How

Thomas is in charge of business and client relations as well as the firmʼs overall 
strategy while at the same time offering his knowledge through consulting services. 
Andrew on the other side, with the help  of his network of freelancers brings ideas to 
film. He takes care of treatments and help  clients with a creative solution for their 
digital video content needs. But Northwardʼs team is further build up of three 
freelancers helping out with treatments and storyboards. That being said, Northward 
is not alone and is going to set sail with the help  of Danish copyright agency Eye for 
Image who by investing in this start-up not only  provide office space but also an 
important address book.

As for now, Northwardʼs strategy is based on focusing on their core skills: generating 
ideas for creative video content, treatment writing as well as the production of those 
through a network of freelancers and other partnerships, while also offering digital 
marketing consultancy. They recognized that consumers and audiences are 
increasingly empowered and sophisticated due to their usage of social media. Their 
expectations have changed the conditions of consumption and engagement with 
media and advertising. It has become increasingly necessary to find ways to engage 
consumers and audiences and “pull” rather than “push”, thus the importance of video 
or other digital content. The creation of successful video content in Northwards eyes 
relies on two vital elements, creating compelling content that provides value to the 
viewer in the form of entertainment and/or information, and a successful promotion/
distribution of the above mentioned content.
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5.1.4. Where

Northward mingle mostly with the film and advertising industries. According to a 2007 
Adweek6  article, the age of customer relationship management was born in 2001. 
This trend focused on gaining specific information about customers and their 
purchasing habits in order to target them more effectively and insure maximum return 
on advertising spendings. This trend was even more exploited with the internet 
boom, and the key to the advertising industry became the knowledge about specific 
customer needs and wants which is very  much what relationship management also 
implies. In other words, broad-based mass marketing had now been replaced by 
strategies aiming at specific customers, this was further supported by new 
technological developments such as e-mail alerts, communication through SMSs and 
countless other online platforms. The industry  had transformed and new business 
models were needed, and as Scott Goodson (Strawberry Frog founder and CEO plus 
2007 Global Future Marketing Summit Chair) puts it, there are three key components 
for the new agency model: Ideas, value and talent. The old shotgun models of mass 
marketing needed thus refinement and the idea of reaching the biggest masses 
possible through generic broad campaigns have now vanished. We have come to a 
day and age were not only great ideas give advertising agencies a competitive 
advantage, but were those ideas combined with strong skills in order to create value 
makes the difference. While the key  to the advertising industry became great ideas, 
the success of suppliers was found upon the ability  to manage customers, gain 
knowledge about them and offer more suitable services.

5.1.5. Mission/Vision

Northwardʼs mission is to become key suppliers of original and innovative digital 
content on a national, but also international level. The way they seek to achieve this 
is by initiating and forming strategic relationships providing them clients and projects 
through which they can showcase their competencies and increase their reputation, 
but also to broadly  interact within their network to increase their presence and gain 
access and control over critical resources needed along their production process.

38

6 referred to as “agency of the future”



5.2. TOT Copenhagen

Through an explorative interview with both owners of TOT and additional information 
from their website and blog (desk research) the following could be established.

5.2.1. Who

TOT is also based on a friendship  between the two owners, Martin and Jonas who 
met each other at Copenhagenʼs Mediehøjskolen - a highly attractive and recognized 
school - through which they graduated as graphic designers. They share a passion 
for illustration, design, Tattoos, skulls and zombies, and have with TOT branded 
themselves as some of the most exciting upcoming illustrators in Copenhagen. They 
started small, meeting at Martinʼs appartment everyday at 16 oʼclock to work on 
illustrations, which soon, partialy due to their strong network, became more than just 
a daily leisure activity. With the growth of work load, the friends moved into a studio/
office on Sønder Boulevard where with a cheap  rent they could sit in their own office 
and start TOT as a full time adventure, this happened in January 2010. Now, one 
year later our two characters meet everyday at nine at the “bunker” on Sønder 
Boulevard, and draw illustrations for a vast amount of different clients. 

5.2.2. What

TOT can be described as a Craft PBF Whitley (2006), such an artisanal small 
company produce incrementally related outputs with distinct and stable roles and 
skills. The craft PBFʼs singularity  of goals and outputs is low, meaning they  involve a 
degree of customization, but compared to organization PBFs, separation and stability 
of work roles is high. Jonas and Martin both generate ideas together with their clients 
to reach a mutual understanding and adjusment for the service to be delivered. When 
this is established, Jonas takes care of the analogue work (drawing and sketching on 
paper) while Martin puts it in digital form. Outputs are similar in that they are 
illustration, yet standardization is difficult since clients have different needs and this 
involves a degree of customization. 
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TOT is a young creative team focusing on illustrations and graphic design. But above 
that, TOT is a brand, it is tattoos, rock and roll, skulls, bike riding, zombies and any 
mother in lawʼs worst nightmare7, at least it appears so. Despite this rugged image 
they communicate through their daily  updated blog they have gained respect and 
attention from many in their field. In fact TOT are two well articulated and educated 
gentlemen who have a clear vision of what they are doing and where they want to be, 
blend that with great skills and a high level of professionalism and you are getting 
closer to the bigger picture. Basically TOT offers illustrations (in all forms8) as well as 
graphic design and other forms of webdesign or broadly speaking visual identity. 
Most of their work is hand drawn before being treated digitally   through design 
programs such as illustrator or photoshop. This is why they see themselves more as 
craftmens rather than artists. Their projects expand through illustrations for children 
DVDʼs9  to commercial illustrations (blockbuster10 , downtown11), and from t-shirt 
design12  to product packaging. Ultimately, TOT see themselves as a brand first and 
foremoste, they concentrate on illustrations and graphic designs but feel that they 
could take their company in any directions they  wanted. This flexibility has not been 
explored fully by our creative duo who in 5 years could see themselves producing 
clothes and designing skateboards or footwear under the brand name TOT. 

5.2.3. How

The main ingredient to TOTʼs success is dedication and passion for what they do. But 
if we all could live on passion and dedication in this world we would all be millionairs. 
There are other key factors that have lead to TOTʼs success. TOT have from the start 
aimed at a strong brand identity that represents something new, something that other 
people donʼt do. There are countless small graphic design studioʼs but with a strong 
brand identity TOT has gained more awereness and loyalty. This branding strategy is 
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mainly  communicated through their blog which is updated with carefully chosen 
illustration and projects that further enhance their identity. Not only do they  show 
versitality by posting different types of projects on the blog, but they also show their 
personal work in which precision in design shows potential customers their level of 
skills and professionalism. The blog has a few hundred visitors a day and this has 
been growing steadily since they started it.
Furthermore they  have since their birth wintness positive benefits from beeing well 
connected and have thereby been provided with a constant work flow. 

5.2.4 Where

As illustrators and graphic designers, TOT work for a vast amount of different clients/
companies in various industries. They might be doing a logo design for a plumbing 
company one day or designing a website for an advertising agency or a dental clinic 
the other day. TOT mingle in many fields but stay grounded in the design industry. 
We learn from A Mapping of Danish Design Industry (Imagine, 2005), that the danish 
design industry  is in good shape. As of 2003 the number of design firms had grown 
significantly to 6,232, and Entrepreneurship  was high, moreover, the start up rate of 
this industry is twice as much as the national average. Employment in this sector is 
increasing and Danish firms  increasingly  use domestic suppliers. On an institutional 
level, the design industry is supported by specific policies, organizations and industry 
events providing knowledge and resources. In addition to that, Denmark offers 
educational institutions in the form of high-level design school. On a last note, this 
industry is characterized by a large amount of micro firms which employ very few 
people.

With a high rate of entrepreneurship  and a large amount of micro creative firms, 
competition for potential clients and projects is high. TOT have also recognized that 
they often stumble upon firms doing pretty much the same things they do. It is 
however positive to see the recent growth and the support (from organizations and 
industry events) of this sector.
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5.2.5. Mission/Vision

Out of both interviews with TOT, it can be deducted that their mission is to fulfill their 
love and passion for illustration and graphic design by positioning their company as a 
strong brand where professionalism skilled craftsmanship, and a certain edge are 
keywords that people should associate them with. Their vision, or in other words the 
way they want to achieve their mission, is first and foremost to make a name for 
themselves through graphic design and illustration for various clients, with a heavy 
brand strategy communicated through a blog as well as high quality, professional 
services. Establishing a brand is also a way for TOT to remain flexible and provide a 
trustworthy quality stamp on their offerings, and while they are focusing on graphic 
design and illustration, our entrepreneurs see TOT growing beyond the boundary of 
just being a design and illustration studio. What happens in the future is still unsure, 
but any  direction our creative duo choose to take their company will remain in tune 
with TOTʼs core values of being a strong brand recognized for their professionalism, 
edge and craftsmanship

5.3. Differences and Data Table

The biggest difference between our cases can be explained as follows. Firstly, TOT 
has firmly established themselves on the market and has witnessed a constant work 
flow since their birth which means that they have not yet considered the greater 
scope of relationship  management,  but focused solely on delivering satisfactory 
services to the clients coming their way. Northward on the other hand, being so new, 
has not yet established a strong position on the market and are currently initiating 
relationships with pretty much any relevant parties, be it potential partnerships and 
buyer-seller relationships, or skilled labour within their network. It has to be 
commented that these relationshipsʼ long term reliability has not been put through the 
test of time yet. Moreover, both firms vary in the way they produce projects. They are 
both very task orientated yet TOT can pretty  much fully  work in-house with the skills 
at hand and deliver their share of a project, while Northward generate ideas and write 
treatments for projects that can only be executed through access and coordination of 
skilled labour. The previous table provides a quick overview of the chunk of data 
discussed and analyzed in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 6 - Analysis

6.1. TOT
6.1.1. Value and Relationships

Having been in the industry for a little over a year, TOT have successfully  delivered a 
vast amount of projects to many different clients. First and foremost, our creative duo 
mainly  understand value as profit, yet they recognize it valuable to work with clients 
that benefit to their work portfolio, this joins an earlier argument that profitability 
should not be the only outcome of successful relationships (Zolkiewski and Turnbull, 
2002). What is meant as beneficial to their portfolio is that the work theyʼve done and 
clients they have worked with provide a certain amount of recognition and enhances 
TOTʼs reputation. So even though they  recognize profit as a main valuable 
determinant, TOT are still willing to embark on relationships that provide them a 
positive increase in reputation and recognition, in other words through attractive 
projects for high profile clients which might not generate the most favorable revenue 
in the short term, yet enhance their brand in the long run. To answer their value 
creation process, our duo produce highly customized quality  offerings through short 
term projects involving their core skills and competencies. During the course of the 
interview, TOT have expressed their wish to work with desirable clients such as 
Vans13  or Nike as well as making skateboard graphics for various brands. Even 
though such brands have in-house graphic artists and illustrators they do often 
outsource workloads in order to gain a broader input for their product lines, as well as 
in terms of collaboration with re-known artists. Such a dream collaboration would be 
highly satisfactory, especially  given TOTʼs pleasure of showcasing successful 
projects through their blog, but also given the stamp of quality  involvement with a 
highly recognizable client would issue.

When it comes to relationships, TOT are especially looking at building relationships 
where good communication, respect for deadlines and professionalism all are 
ingredients of the initiation process. Ideally, a successful relationship  is achieved 
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when both TOT and the clients are satisfied, loyal, a mutual respect is reached and 
when experience is gained. On top of that, they also determine the success of a 
relationship from the projectʼs outcome, and how otherʼs react to it.

Looking back at TOTʼs vision, we can see a positive link between their long term 
goals and their aim with relationship building as with their determinants of value as 
well as their value creation process. Indeed, while establishing TOT as a strong 
brand (mission), both entrepreneurs are looking at delivering successful high quality 
design services for various clients, thereby creating an initial cash flow, but also 
chasing high profile clients with whom they can work on attractive projects needing 
TOTʼs craftsmanship and professionalism (vision).

6.1.2. Current Relationships

During the course of the interview relationships were discussed and assigned to 
different categories. This is done since as Zolkiewski and Turnbull (2002) point out, 
the right analysis and thereby classification of customers lead to better segmenting 
and targeting which in the end produces a better return on investment, investment in 
this case being using time resources for customer contact and relationship 
management. 

Indeed, by Analyzing their various relationships and categorizing them accordingly, 
TOT are able to understand their customers and their needs to a better extent, and 
as we also saw earlier, one of the most important elements of implementing a 
relationship  management model is to acquire customer knowledge, in terms of their 
needs obviously, but also in terms of who they are and how they work. Customer 
knowledge to deliver a more appropriate service, fulfilling exactly what the client 
needs but also knowledge about the actual buyer-seller relationship (what it consists 
of, what is at stake) in order to manage these relation more efficiently. As Johnson 
and Seles (2004) argue, the purpose of an exchange relationship  is to connect the 
customerʼs needs to the supplierʼs resources, and from the supplierʼs perspective 
value creation is reached by understanding the heterogeneity of customer needs. 
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The first obvious step is therefore to categorize and define the relationships TOT has 
engaged with. The breakdown of TOTʼs relationships is also discussed along 
Johnson and Selnesʼ (2004) classification. What we are looking at is how the 
relationships can be categorized (Acquaintance or Friend or Partner), as well as how 
the relationship  functions and what is at stake. Moreover, Mattsson (1997) stressed 
the importance of the contextual aspect, that Möller and Halinen (2000) argued 
important when looking to understand trust and resource commitment within 
relationships. Finally, the complexity (relating to the amount of actors involved, 
interdependence, interaction) of the various relationships should also be determined. 

6.1.2.1. Acquaintances

What made Acquaintances in terms of business relationships was the fact that they 
required little investment from the suppliers and the buyers side. The service offered 
is  rather standardized thereby reducing the need for communication and mutual 
understanding. These are short term transactions, much like Macneil (1980) 
described, with money on one hand and a commodity (service) or like Dwyer et al. 
(1987) described, discrete transactions characterized by  little communication and 
narrow content. Whether these are recurring depends on how satisfied the buyer is, 
making satisfaction a source of competitive advantage. Such relationships are harder 
to maintain as the market offers many similar substitutes and the buyer can easily 
look elsewhere for a similar service. In our case this would be the increasing amount 
of flourishing entrepreneurs freshly graduated from design school. 

Given the above characteristics the following acquaintances were recognized. Many 
of TOTʼs acquaintances are actually  brought by their Friends and Partners, where 
communication and client management is actually taken care by these middlemen, 
TOT are merely briefed on the exact task (illustration or graphic work) that has to be 
fulfilled and to which date it should be delivered. When this is the case, little 
communication is done whereas full focus is attended towards the delivery of a 
quality  service, in order to satisfy this customer in the best possible way. The reward 
for TOT is financial and the main aim of such a relationship is revenue and securing 
cash flow. This is for example and advertising agency needing a story board, 
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Tuborgʼs fight night campaign, a band in the need of a logo or a dentist needing a 
website. There are also clients coming directly to TOT for a project such as it has 
been the case with downtown (illustrations for an advertising spot) and Bitchslap 
magazine (t-shirt design and magazine print) or Brass Monkey (flyer design). These 
are relationships engaged from the buyerʼs side who were interested in working 
specifically with TOT. These are again short term transactions where money is 
exchanged in return for  TOTʼs service but this time there is a direct customer-
supplier contact that leads to relationship  building. Such acquaintances, whether 
initiated by the buyer or provided by partners all require fairly short term projects with 
a rather standard task. Now that does not mean that it doesnʼt involve customization, 
but what this means is that it is a familiar easily executable task given TOTʼs 
capabilities.

Communication is done through an initial meeting about the clientʼs need, which is 
followed up by e-mail exchanges throughout the projectʼs duration until the client is 
satisfied with the result. TOT have realized that communication with clients is 
important and answer mails as fast as possible, they have also recognized their 
clientʼs need for correction which is included in their service offering. When dealing 
with such short term projects and relationships they have designed different models, 
and while clients will try  to involve themselves and their ideas as much as possible in 
the projects, it is a question of telling them realistically what can be done and deliver 
a service matching their needs. Like Martin mentioned, when you are a plumber 
going out to fix a toilet no one gets involved and tells you how to do your job, but 
when it comes to graphic design, people have tastes (or think they have) and might 
like the color blue or other details and always want things changed. Both owners 
have studied seven years to get where they are now, and they would actually  like it 
more if such clients just trusted them with the projects instead of getting too involved 
and wanting things changed along the way. When it comes to working on an 
illustration project or graphic design materials, our creative duo usually show their 
craziest idea proposal first which they try to push forward while having a more 
“secure” proposal as a plan-b, which is most of the time chosen by the client. They 
have also developed a way to seduce their clients, whereby conversations and 
suggestions during the initial meeting, they let the client think he came up  with a 

47



groundbreaking creative idea, while as TOT describe it, “they  were just planting their 
seeds”.

Such acquaintances are fully for profit, but the focus from the supplierʼs side (TOT) 
still remains on delivering a highly satisfactory service for their customer. This seems 
to work as Bitchslap magazineʼs editor, Nick Bridge recalls that TOT have been some 
of the most professional and skilled people he has worked with. The same was said 
by Plant14  who have outsourced illustrations to TOT. Actually Plant was so satisfied 
by the services and the short term relationship  with TOT that they are looking at 
outsourcing every illustration projects to our creative duo. This is interesting as it 
proves the assumption that by focusing on client satisfaction and good 
communication with acquaintances, these will become returning customers which 
could turn the relationship into a Friend or Partner thereby into longterm 
commitments. 

Acquaintances are based on less complex projects which donʼt require huge 
investments in mutual adjustments or understandings, that is of course depending on 
the amount of correction the client is demanding. The work process involve an initial 
meeting with the client to reach an understanding of their need, follow up 
communication happens through mail contact until the service delivery which is easily 
achieved through web  portals. These direct transactions are pretty risk free and are 
seen by TOT as good ways of generating revenue. Where loss of one or two 
acquaintances do not have a huge impact on TOTʼs portfolio of relationships, their 
combined value is however important. Not to forget that based on the idea of the 
links and ties within TOTʼs network boundary, such acquaintances if not satisfied can 
spread a negative word of mouth which in turn could affect future collaboration with 
other acquaintances.     
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6.1.2.2. Friends

Friends create value through more customized service offerings where trust gains 
importance. This differentiated value creation also means that buyers are ready to 
pay a price premium for a more unique service, and communication as well as 
mutual adjustments become increasingly important in order to satisfy  the clientʼs 
demands. Friendships involve a high degree of commitment as well as projects 
spanning through a longer time period. Being that these are more customized 
services and given the uncertainty related to the actual projects (the outcome is 
harder to plan due to the degree of customization), buyers need a certain amount of 
trust in order to engage in such a relationship, and continue their buying activity. 
Trust is generated through satisfying and repeated transactions between the buyer 
and the seller but can also be achieved through word of mouth communication or 
branding efforts. The advertising agency 2010, has been identified as TOTʼs friend, 
since they have expressed a desire to engage in a relationship  and use TOTʼs 
services for various projects. This happened as 2010 became fans of TOTʼs 
communication and branding strategy. This initial attractiveness and trust bond hasn't 
been fully tested as TOT and 2010 have yet to actually work together. There is 
however as desire from both side to engage in a long term relationship. This is seen 
as a friendship  since it appears that there is an amount of trust that could lead into 
repeated transactions through customized projects, which if successful and satisfying 
could also lead into a partnerships between the two parties.

TOTʼs other friend Andreas, a programmer, uses TOT as graphic designers on 
various projects (web sites and other web  related services), but also acts like a 
middlemen between TOT and other clients becoming acquaintances. The foundation 
of this relationship is strictly professional, communication is done through meetings, 
phone calls and e-mail exchanges. There is repeated transaction and both parties 
trust each other enough to not look elsewhere on the market, they strictly use each 
otherʼs resources. Andreas contributes to TOTʼs growing reputation by outsourcing a 
fair amount of workload their way. For example a web site design done for a dental 
clinic, was seen by other dentists now waiting in line for their own custom website 
designes. The focus here is at keeping Andreas satisfied through quality  services, 
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fast and effective communication. There is quite a lot at stake since Andreas not only 
provides a steady workload but he also introduces TOT to a few acquaintances. We 
are also looking here at a relationships where both parties have highly compatible 
resources, indeed, Andreas is a good programmer but has no skills in web  designs 
while on the other hand TOT are good designers/illustrators but cannot program at 
all. This compatibility is the source and the fuel of the relationship where both parties 
are dependent on each other. Andreas could easily  become a partner through a 
formal agreement (such as a contract), which would secure the sustainability  of the 
relationship  in the long run and reduce risk inherent to their interdependency. As it is 
now, trust and satisfaction of using each otherʼs resources have made this 
relationship  stable and fueled the mutual exchanges. In terms of complexity, the 
relationship  runs smoothly  with a few actors (Andreas usually being the middleman), 
the project tasks can usually be met within TOTʼs in-house competencies, yet some 
projects do however require learning new skills and tools in order to provide athe 
necessary satisfying customized service.   
    
6.1.2.3. Partners   

Partnerships require much more involvement than the relationships previously 
discussed. They are harder to acquire since they require high satisfaction, trust but 
also commitment. Competitive advantage lies in understanding the buyerʼs needs 
better than competitors, meaning that a partnership  requires a high degree of 
customer knowledge. Morgan and Hunt (1994) introduced the idea that trust breeds 
trust and when both parties in the partnership fully trust each other they are able to 
commit the required resources for the long term success of this on-going relation. 
This is very well illustrated by TOTʼs relation with Simon and Andre.

Simon has a gallery  (WAS), a magazine (Wonderland) and a small creative agency 
and with a heavily packed address book and a foot grounded in various creative 
industries, he outsources a lot of projects to TOT. This relationships is grounded in a 
friendship as both owners of TOT and Simon went to school together and have been 
friends ever since. This has meant that a high degree of trust is found between these 
partners who often collaborate on projects together. Again here, we see the partner 
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acting like a middleman between TOT and other potential clients. The relationship 
with Simon itself is quite informal and is mostly managed through non business 
related social interactions. TOT are quite dependent on Simon who brings them a 
constant work flow, which requires a high level of investment due to the amount and 
scope of the projects. Communication happens in a relax setting, whether it is 
through a meeting, phone calls or e-mail exchanges. Both partners know each other 
which enables TOT to meet Simonʼs demands better than most competitors on the 
market. 

Much of what has been said about Simon can also be said about Andre, who has a 
foot in the advertising industry and also outsources workload and acquaintances in 
TOTʼs way. This relationship also relies on a friendship, it functions in very much the 
same way as TOTʼs relation to Simon since it is a based on social interaction yet has 
lead to a number recurring projects and workload varying in complexity and 
requirements.

6.1.3. In Projects

We are witnessing as Grabher (2002) coined it a “projectication” of production, were 
the traditionally vertical market structures have become horizontal and where the 
focus on core skills and competencies in order to gain competitive advantage has 
lead to an increase in collaboration through project and project management. This is 
very  true in the case of TOT who focus solely on graphic design and illustration as 
core competencies, while they collaborate on projects with various clients. According 
to Whitleyʼs (2006) description of project base firms, TOT are a craft PBF, being that 
they are highly involved with their client, the output is varied (their offer customized 
services), and they witness little opportunity to gather standard building blocks. 
Moreover, TOT are customer oriented, they work with the client rather than for the 
client. The projects and their outcome in the form of a delivered service, involves a 
degree of risk uncertainty that can be reduced through client involvement and trust. 

Such projects depend on collective efforts and knowledge (what does the client want 
and how can we solve it) as well as a set of specific skills. Projects as a production 
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process make the base of the relationships TOT is engaged in, or at least at the base 
of the value creation process. In order to create value, the customer and the supplier 
combine their resources through a project in order to produce an outcome which 
further fuels (or not) the relationship. In other terms this brings more complexity  into 
the relationshipʼs context. Indeed, this is not just producing a standardized product 
for mass consumption, such a production process relies on the understand of the 
client and the effective execution of a service in order to satisfy him.

Relationships management and the projectication of production have two 
interdependencies. As we saw earlier, Partners such as Andre or Simon are 
relationships providing workload, hence relationships can be a means of accessing 
desirable projects. On the other hand, project management and the successful 
execution of a project is a contextual aspect of TOTʼs relationships and their value 
creation process. For example, acquaintances engage in a relationship  in order to 
acquire TOTʼs services, whereby the effective execution of the project will result in a 
satisfied customer. Satisfaction was the first step  towards becoming a recurring 
customer which, if a level of trust is gained, can become a friend and derive a short 
term acquaintance into a long term relationship. When it comes to project and project 
management we saw how through the projectʼs life cycle, a successful project is 
delivered when the task is met, labour is efficiently divided and good communication 
is kept between the projectʼs actors along the production process and into the 
delivery which occurred within the set deadline. Out of the interview, it is possible to 
argue that TOTʼs work structure enables successful project delivery. To start, they 
focus on core competency, which makes them experts in their field. But also, they 
have enough knowledge, trust and commitment with most of their projectʼs main 
actors to offer a more valuable service than their competitors. But also, TOTʼs 
production process with clients enables positive relationship  building, indeed, they 
find it important to keep close e-mail communication all the way throughout the 
projectsʼ process and offer corrections when needed, which also ensures a smooth 
delivery. 

But also, when it comes to creating links between relationships and the project 
portfolio, it was discovered that the key relationships are with Simon, Andre and 
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Andreas. What project management implies for these relationships is that, first of all, 
positive nature of these relationships (trust/satisfaction/easy communication) provide 
good building ground for successful project delivery. Especially when working closely 
together in the long run, these relationships reduce the uncertainty related to the 
production process. Moreover, by continually  working together, tighter bonds and 
knowledge is built, they all know how to work together and they can rely  on each 
other. This reduces investment in mutual adjustments and the need for correction. 
Moreover, an issue relating to projects was learning closure, indeed many project 
based firms find it hard, due to deadlines and the stressful uncertain work 
environment, to build up  standard production blocks as well as gather knowledge that 
can be used in future projects. Tight relationships with Andre, Andreas and Simon are 
good substitutes to the lack of organizational structure, they provide the means to 
continually  learn from each other along projects, but also it avoids having to start to 
building a relationship from scratch for each new project and gather customer 
knowledge for each new project.    

6.1.4. In The Network

Miles and Snow (1992) argued that business networks are sets of connected firms, 
and following the breakdown of the market structure (Grabher, 2002), TOT are 
mingling in a net made of relationships and potential customers through various 
projects. TOTʼs relationships should be viewed as being part of an arbitrary network 
(berry, 1995) where TOTʼs partners, friends and acquaintances also exchange 
resources with other actors. Such an arbitrary network provides means for 
competitive advantage in the form of a know who (Ford et al., 1998). Such a know 
who was proved lucrative during TOTʼs early stages as they were almost immediately 
forwarded work and projects from friends, and friends of friends. But also TOT should 
be aware of its attractiveness among this network of connected firms where history 
(previous exchanges with acquaintaces) shapes their reputation. Connectedness 
with key  stakeholders is not the only  way  to reach a strong position, but also by 
working on their brand identity, TOT enhance their attractiveness and desirability 
within the network, thereby strengthening their position. 
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Keller (1993) introduced the idea of customer based brand equity which he defines 
as the effect of brand knowledge on the way consumerʼs respond to the brand. In 
other words, how do consumers react to the the brand in comparisons to how they 
would react if the same product (or in this case,service) did not have the brand on it? 
This occurs when the consumer is familiar with the brand and has strong 
associations towards it in memory. Keller (1993) comments further by stating that to 
create those strong associations and to build customer based brand equity, a choice 
of brand identity (name, logo, and symbol) has to be established and supported in 
the marketing mix. The brand name should be simple and distinctive which increases 
the likelihood of recognition and recall which in turn affects awareness and 
knowledge of the brand. Brand knowledge not only  comes from the name or logo but 
also from a number of associations which create and overall image and desirability 
and in turn nourishes the knowledge consumers have of a brand. When this 
knowledge is created and consumer associate the brand with various attributes or 
benefits and are aware of it, they are likely  to respond differently. Holt (2003) goes 
further and looks into the iconic symbolism of brands that go beyond traditional 
marketing. According to Holt (2003) brands reach this iconic status because of the 
cultural connection they develop and nurture rather than through innovative or unique 
products. In this line of thought the product not only has a functional value and a 
distinctive set of functions but it represents symbolism and experiences that are 
attached to the identity  of the product and the brand. Much like Martin said it, he 
wants customers to engage with them not only because of the nature of the service 
but because itʼs a TOT service.

Martin and Jonas have chosen a short and shocking name (death) and through their 
blog communicate a unique image and world (zombies, skulls and various death 
related graphic works). While the first step into TOTʼs world might be shocking (a little 
shock factor always helps when you have to be remembered) they also promote their 
craftsmanship and professionalism (keywords that should be associated with their 
brand) through longer blog posts about their production processes. TOT not only 
provide a quality service, but by immersing the customer in their world and imagery, 
they go beyond offering just a a graphic service, they offer a TOT service. The way 
they have worked on their brand identity has had a positive impact on their position in 
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the network in terms of attractiveness, reputation and desirability. Amongst many 
other, Søren Fauli, a danish advertising industry giant has for example become a fan 
of TOTʼs blog and their communication strategy, which has lead to a project proposal 
in the form of illustrations for a Blockbuster campaign. But also satisfied customers 
(such as it has been the case with Bitchslap, Plant or Downtown) communicate 
TOTʼs skills and professionalism through word of mouth, further increasing their 
appeal within the Network.

More than securing a desirable position and becoming an attractive potential 
supplier, TOTʼs network can also be used as pool of resources. Again, while the 
market has become horizontal and TOT are focusing on graphic design and 
illustration, some projects might require extra skills such as photography or photo-
editing. Their connectedness enables them to tap  in their pool of resource and 
quickly  establish contact with extra labour that can help in the project. Like they said, 
everyone in Copenhagen wants to work, people are hungry, so they have no problem 
finding the extra skills when needed, and since TOT accept pretty much every project 
they are offered, such extra help can be needed. Their core service offerings 
however do not require control or access to extra critical skilled labour resources.

TOTʼs network is vast and reaches to pretty  much every  creative firm/agency in 
Copenhagen, they have recognized the importance and the benefit of it since it has 
provided them the needed connections and work load when starting their business. 
They have for example not been actively  seeking relationships or projects, yet this 
just “happened by itself”, or more precisely, they witnessed first hand that who you 
know matters more than what you do.

6.1.5. Current Strategy

TOT have been well connected since the birth of their company with close informal 
ties with trustable partners Simon and Andre as well as a tight relationship  based on 
resource compatibility with programmer Andreas they have witnessed a constant 
work flow consisting of complex and less complex projects successfully delivered to 
an array  of acquaintances. They  have positioned themselves strongly  through 
communication of a unique brand identity which has had a positive impact on their 
attractiveness. When it comes to actual relationship  management they have set up 
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ways of satisfying their acquaintances but have yet to engage fully with other 
partners on a more formal level. Given their goals in terms of steady revenue and 
acquiring high profile clients the following strategy can be adopted. 

6.1.6. Framework Application and Portfolio Management

In this particular strategy, the identified relationships are further differentiated along 
four categories: Social, Strategic, One-Offs and Time-Wasters. The four categories 
make up TOTʼs relationship portfolio.  

Social: What is understood as social relations are relationships based on social 
interaction. They require little investment and contribute to TOTʼs know who, this 
personal and professional network contribute to TOTʼs social capital.
Quick wins/One-offs: These are what we coined earlier as acquaintances. Quick 
win is the idea that these are based on short term direct transaction between a buyer 
and a seller and are as the name implies, a fast way of generating revenue through 
rather standardized and less complex projects.  
Strategic: This category groups long term valuable relationships. TOTʼs friend 
Andreas is seen as a strategic relationship, since both resources are fully  compatible 
(illustration/design on one side and programming on the other), thereby expanding 
each otherʼs pool of skills, while at the same time workflow is outsourced to each 
other, thus generating revenue. Trust, satisfaction and commitment make a big part 
of the relationship management process. It can therefore be argued that high 
investment is needed in such relations to build up the necessary bonds feeding trust 
and satisfaction.       

Time Wasters: What is understood as Time Wasters are relationships that require 
too much investment versus the value they  provide. These are acquaintances whose 
demands make mutual adjustment difficult, which increases the need to invest time 
to understand their needs. These are also clients that are not ready to pay the right 
price premium. 
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Figure 6.1 illustrates these four categories with TOT as focal point. This shows their 
mutual exchanges with their current relationships as well as how these stem into 
projects and potential project.

6.1.6.1 In a Portfolio

But what can we do with these relationships? What do they mean for TOTʼs long term 
goals of establishing collaboration with high profile clients and focusing on fewer long 
term relationships in order to generate stable revenue?
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We saw earlier that portfolio management was a good tool used to reduce risk and 
allocate resources effectively, but why is it useful in this specific case and how does it 
help TOT in reaching their long term goals while supporting their value creation 
process? First of all, Portfolio analysis and management is a flexible too that is easily 
customizable Turnbull (1990), it is easily  applicable and provides a straight forward 
overview of the relationships TOT are currently engaged in along with their different 
characteristics and needs. Also, as Venkatesan et al. (2007) argue, it reduces type 1 
error of not contacting customers who would have provided revenue and is a means 
of avoiding using resources on customers who are not ready to buy yet and (type 2 
error). The aim is thus to allocate in relationships that are most valuable and would 
help achieve long term goals.

Looking at the issue of risk, portfolio management can be seen as a means to reduce 
the risk of loosing customers and thereby workflow, by investing resources in the 
right relationships that bring a steady amount of projects, but not only the right 
relationships, portfolio management is also a way to create an overall balance so that 
TOT not only rely  on their social relations but can also expect value to be created in 
other categories of their portfolio such as through their strategic relations and their 
One-offs.
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The portfolio presented (figure 6.2) represents the four relationship categories 
discussed previously, a strategy has to be developed for each quadrant but also a 
balance has to be reached in order to secure TOTʼs further success and stable 
workflow. The logic behind this portfolio is based on a cost/benefit principle, the 
vertical axis shows the amount of investment relationships within the category need, 
whereas the horizontal axis represent the amount of value they  provide. As such, it 
can for example be seen how time wasters need a large investment yet they do not 
provide much value. Following this, Social relations need little investment and 
provide less value, yet as Zolkiewski and Turnbull (2002) argue, this might only be 
short term, hence such relationships can bring value in the long term. 

The same cost/benefit logic can be deducted from the opposite quadrants, where 
quick wins are one-off relationships, market like exchanges in the form of direct 
transactions., and where Strategic can be seen as needing more investment while 
also bringing more value in the short and long term.

The aim with this portfolio is then to allocate resource effectively along the four 
quadrants. Letʼs also remember that as Ryals (2005) argued, even simple customer 
relationship  activities benefit a firm, we are not looking at establishing 
groundbreaking tools for effective relationship management, yet seeing how through 
simple and realistic actions the portfolio can be managed and efficiently  used in order 
to meet TOTʼs long term goals.

Time Wasters: The nature of such relationships (harder to satisfy due to their 
demands, amount of resources invested in meeting their demands, unwillingness to 
pay a price premium) means that they should be avoided. Right now for example, 
TOT has many demands for band logos who actually  are not willing to pay the right 
price, hence these are rightfully ignored. Yet, Time Wasters should not be fully 
ignored as such time wasting acquaintances might be a springboard towards 
reaching high profile clients. Only the rightful early identification of the strategic 
potential of engaging in a time waster can tell whether TOT should or shouldnʼt invest 
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in the relationship. TOT have also recognized that even their desired high profile 
clients might be time wasters, but given the impact such a collaboration would have, 
these can be seen as highly valuable in the long term. When dealing with time 
wasters, the idea is to not keep more than one at a time in order to not jeopardize the 
rest of the portfolio and still use the needed resources to maintain TOTʼs other 
relationships. The conditions of using resource on time wasters is to assess whether 
this would negatively  affect the rest of their portfolio, meaning that if they were to 
engage with a high profile client, would they then not be able to successfully maintain 
the relation with a needed strategic relation? The loss of a customer can have 
dramatic effects (Turnbull and Cunningham, 1981), and if we remember correctly, it is 
difficult to gain new customers (Zolkiewski and Turnbull, 2002), so would it be more 
interesting in the long run to manage existing relationships or actively try to create 
new relations? What is at stake (nature of the task require and rewards) when 
choosing to work with a time waster should be evaluated, relationships should be 
viewed with their long term effect on the portfolio rather than just with the sight of 
realizing a dream of working with a high profile client.       

Socials: The potential lying in TOTʼs large network has proved its initial benefits, yet 
it is not being used to its fullest, more resources could therefore be used in managing 
the ties and bonds within this category. “Hanging out” (Grabher, 2002), an informal 
way of creating and managing social relations inherent to the said network can be a 
good way to start. This can be done, business card in their pocket, at industry events 
in order to forge relevant social relationships that could provide quick wins as well as 
to retain their strong network position. The idea is that without actively seeking to 
create long term relations, involvement with their network during relevant industry 
events through casual conversation and meet and greats are good sources of 
information and knowledge sharing. But also this can also be a source to meeting 
acquaintances and establishing relevant relations to reach the desired high profile 
clients. Investment in such relations is very superficial and therefore doesnʼt need a 
high amount of investment, no trust bonds or satisfaction are needed to fuel these 
relationships. Social medias can also provide and informal setting for social relation 
building and maintenance. By continuing their interactions with potential clients and 
fans through their blog and their Facebook page they will stay relevant on these 
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platforms. These are useful tools that enable TOT to communicate to and with a 
broader relevant audience, thereby positively minimizing time and communication 
resources. By broadly interacting with these social relations TOT can access 
information and knowledge (potential customer, client knowledge, skills and training) 
that can be used as a competitive advantage, thereby maximizing the potential of 
their know-who.
 
Strategic: Many of TOTʼs resources are allocated in this category, and while 
strategic partners and friends provide a more or less steady amount of projects and 
acquaintances, they should still aim a forming a formal long term strategic 
partnership that would provide stable work flow. Adopting a more aggressive strategy 
by going out and actively selling their services to such a potential partner could be a 
mean of doing so. While the early communication with 2010 agency is a good start, 
this relationship could easily  just become a social acquaintance if nothing concrete 
happens. Andreas is bringing a steady work flow yet no formal agreements have 
been established. The long term repercussions of loosing this strategic friend are 
however risky and a contract should be established in order to ensure the vitality of 
this relation over time and hindering the opportunity  to find alternative customer/
suppliers on the market. Simon and Andre have proved to be reliable strategic 
partners, the trust and mutual commitments at the base of these relationships have 
grown from an initial friendship. This means that fewer resources are directed 
towards trust building activities which enables a full focus on executing satisfying 
projects. Relying on a few strategic partners fits well with TOTʼs desire of having 
fewer lucrative and stable long term relationships, yet the amount of projects and 
acquaintances provided by their current stable partners varies and can create 
uncertainty. What if they hit a dry spot where none of these partners have any work 
for TOT, which leaves them dependent for a period on just a few acquaintances? 
There are no contracts or formal agreements with either Simon, Andre or Andreas, so 
a scenario could be plausible 

One or two further partners could help reduce the risk related to such a situation. 
These could easily  be formed with advertising agencies in the need of illustrators. In 
this case again, we are looking at relationships involving high resource commitment 

61



and compatibility such as it is the case with Andreas.  But also, we are looking at 
relationships meeting TOTʼs requirements, such as good communication, respect of 
deadlines and professionalism. With a portfolio under the arm it is TOTʼs mission to 
actively seek out such partnerships, and find attractive partners which fit with TOTʼs 
relationship  requirement. Mapping the different agencies in Copenhagen and booking 
a meeting about a potential collaboration is the first step. Then with an adequate 
work portfolio (showing previous projects that fit within the specific agencyʼs image 
and work) under their arm TOT should initiate contact with at least two potential 
strategic partners. Once initiated and a desire to collaborate is expressed, the 
relationship  can be put through the test by doing a few projects and finding out if this 
could be a sustainable strategic relationship. Indeed, the mutual trust needed for 
longer term commitment cannot be reached overnight. Building trust, means 
providing a service that is more satisfying than what the competition offers, and 
through repeated transactions, further increase resource commitment. This for 
example means offering more post delivery services, or a higher degree of 
customization. If a formal agreement is made, the relationship and its maintenance in 
the form of communication and project delivery/feedback can easily  be achieved 
through e-mail, phone communication, the use of tools such as Dropbox as well as 
eventual meetings, many actions that further are simplified with the help  of the 
internet, as Grabher (2002) argued, project spaces a further becoming virtual.   

Quick Wins: Relationships known as Quick wins are acquaintances and while the 
main concern is the delivery of a satisfying service, returning clients could become 
friends or even partners. This should grow organically, meaning not aggressively 
pushed (unless it is to gain one of those “high profile” clients), and TOTʼs main 
concern with quick wins is to ensure efficient communication (answering e-mails 
directly) and deliver a service that matches the customers need. The key  therefore 
lies in customer knowledge (Boulding et al., 2005), knowledge about the customers 
need which can be turned into competitive advantage as it enables TOT to offer a 
more satisfying service than their competitors since they have information and 
knowledge that give them the ability to understand such an acquaintances needs. A 
lot of quick wins are provided by TOTʼs social and strategic relations which are good 
sources to gather knowledge about the acquaintanceʼs specific needs. Quick wins 
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are all about generating revenue and from the supplierʼs side to offer a satisfying 
service providing competitive advantage which turn these customers into returning 
clients and can shift the acquaintance into friend or partner (Johnson & Selnes, 
2004). The issue however is also that with a limited amount of resources, it is not 
profitable in the long run to see all these acquaintances becoming friends or partners 
as this will require more investment. 

6.1.6.2. Connecting All the Dots 

What is assumed through this portfolio is that TOT should reduce the risk associated 
on relying on informal strategic partnerships by formalizing their current engagement 
with partners through contracts or other agreements but also acquire and build a 
trustable stable relation with one or more partner. They should also further reach a 
balances portfolio by engaging on a broader basis with their network to potentially 
reach out to desired high profile and projects. Time Wasters should only  be engaged 
with if the rewards have relevancy for their goals. Finally, engaging with 
acquaintances should be continued (as long as they have the capacity), where the 
main goals are to understand the clientʼs demands and meet them with a 
successfully delivered task within the set deadline.

While TOTʼs project based production process is not the most complex one, the 
degree of customization and client involvement still creates uncertain working 
conditions where standardized codified knowledge can be difficult to gather. This 
leads to a need to reach better understanding of the customer, but also a higher 
degree of investment to reach mutual adjustments and and mutual understandings 
during the collaboration. Focusing on their strategic partnerships they thereby rely on 
stable trustable partners with whom further exchanges and commitments reduce the 
uncertainty  related to the project lifecycle, but also the amount of resources invested 
on building relations to reach better customer understanding and deliver a suitable 
project. Rather, with stable long term partners they gain substitutes for organizational 
structure, whereby resources can be invested in more innovative and customized 
projects with those partners. This also means that they can solely focus on what they 
love doing which is to draw. But also, broader interaction with their social relations 
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enables maximization of their “know-who” by providing access to valuable 
information and knowledge that can be turned to their advantage and even potential 
projects and desirable clients. Quick Wins come and go and should be seen as a fast 
and risk free way to generate revenue, investment in trust building activities or further 
commitments are in this case not necessary, yet the focus is to satisfy  these 
acquaintances (through quality services) in order to benefit from a positive word of 
mouth, the key here lies in gathering knowledge and understanding the customer.  

6.2. Northward
6.2.1. Value and Relationships

Northward distinguish between value in relationships based on discrete transactions 
and longer term relationships. In the first case they see profit as a key value driver 
whereas in the latter they view value as an increase in reputation as well as revenue. 
Much like TOT, they create value through unique and customized service offerings.
When forging value creating relationships, Northward are especially  looking at 
partner/clients that obviously provide a high source of value, are trustworthy, highly 
competent, provide connections and enhance Northwardʼs reputation. That being 
said, a successful relationship is achieved when the previous factors are met and the 
results of entering the relationship are positive (in the form of a successful project/
collaboration). While being a new industry player, Northward are especially looking at 
forging many relationships that can provide them work load, clients, and help 
establish themselves on the danish market.

6.2.2. Current Relationships
6.2.2.1. Acquaintance

Most acquaintances, or one-off relationships have been forged with the help  of 
strategic partners who outsource work to Northward. These acquaintances  are 
based on direct transactions such as described by Mcneil (1980) shaped by money 
on one hand and a service on the other. They involve lesser communication and 
narrow content (more standard services) (Dwyer et al., 1987). Communication and 
maintenance of such acquaintances is mostly managed by the strategic partners who 
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in turn get a cut of the revenue. In many cases these relationships constitute of 
discrete projects (such as post production film work, or editing) where revenue and 
profit are the main value drivers. Acquaintances met along the way have included 
Danisco, Mærsk and Saxo Bank. 
Also, falling under acquaintances are Andyʼs vast social and professional network 
which comprises many different creative fields, from film production to designers, 
from photographs to musicians. These are relationships forged and maintained 
purely  out of common interests and are usually  formed during industry events or 
other network dynamics such as the act of mingling (meet and greet/handshakes/visit 
card trading), under informal settings, Andyʼs social and friendly nature easily 
establishes prior contact to possible business relations. This is where Thomas comes 
in the picture and evaluates how these social relationships can be turned into labour 
on one hand or business partners on the other. 
On top of that, Thomasʼs professional network based on prior consultancy 
experiences and web 2.0 discussion groups also contribute to Northwards social 
relationships. Thomas for example often meets with other web 2.0 enthusiasts to 
discuss the latest trends and possibilities in the media industry. A lot of these social 
relationships contribute to Northwards pool of resources that can be accessible when 
Northward are engaging on bigger projects. There is therefore a high level of 
dependency on this social capital for further execution of bigger scope projects. 

6.2.2.2. Friends

As far as friends goes, Northward have returning customers in the likes of Reson, GN 
Resound, but they also have friends and potential business partners such as 23 
video, Audio lounge and Copenhagen Content House, with whom they are currently 
involved  through project collaborations or plans to do so, while aiming at long term 
commitments. The relationships with GN Resound and Reson involve a high degree 
of complexity, these require more customization and involvement (in general a higher 
amount of investment) in order to generate the satisfaction and trust needed to 
reproduce buying activity. They are however not formalized by a contract yet, 
meaning that they depend on looser agreements and their repurchasing habits. They 
generate value in the form of a steady cash flow and are therefore interesting to 
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maintain in the long run. What these implicate and require, is the efficient delivery of 
customized digital content as well as post delivery services such as support and 
analytics. They involve frequent e-mail contact, formal meetings as well as 
communication by phone.

On the other hand we have Northwardʼs relationships with 23 video, Audio lounge or 
even Copenhagen Content house (CCH) which have a slightly different nature. 
These are  indeed friendships as they involve on-going exchanges were satisfaction 
and trust dictate further resource commitment. Where they differ is that they are 
rather based on resource compatibility. Meaning that while Northward offers ideas 
and treatments for video projects, 23 video offer a video distribution platform, Audio 
lounge offers audio productions and CCH have a history of producing TV shows and 
commercials yet they lack creative input. Given the market structure breakdown 
(horizontal) we have talked about, these (including northward) all focus on their core 
competencies and collaborate on projects to produce an end service or product. 
Thomas for example recalls that “...If you donʼt specialize in a specific area then you 
donʼt have the necessary expertise and the same center of focus, itʼs much better 
when you use principals of division of labour. I think the role of an agency these days 
is to own the client relationship and engage with other subject experts on a project 
basis”.  These strategic friendships are based on the compatibility of resource and 
the potential partnerships at hand. They all rely on more or less frequent 
communication, and daily communication when directly involved in a specific project. 
Other than that these are looser agreements of using each otherʼs services when 
needed but also pushing clients to each others and actively advertise each otherʼs 
services. They have the potential  through contracts and further resource 
commitment to become strategic partnerships where parties solely use each otherʼs 
services, thereby benefitting from managed dependency, exchange efficiency and 
less uncertainty (Dwyer et al. 1987).  

6.2.2.3. Partners

A lot of One-Offs relationships and discrete work load as well as acquaintances, are 
provided by strategic partners.  Falling under this category are partnerships with Eye 

66



For Image (EFI) and Klaus Møller. The relationship with EFI is probably  Northwards 
most important as EFI owns the majority of Northwardsʼ equity. it constitutes of daily 
communication as both firm share the same office space, weekly discussions and a 
steady work flow outsourced from EFI to Northward. EFI sometimes gets a 
commission off the projects realized by Northward, but the most significant feature of 
this relationship  is access to EFIʼs contacts. Also, what fuels this relationship is that 
EFI is able to expand their services by outsourcing work to Northward who in turn 
benefit from a large client list and revenue from one off projects. Obviously, trust and 
resource compatibility  are important ingredients to such a strategic partnership. 
Social interactions occurs at the work place since they share the same offices, but 
also, strategic meetings also take place once a week. 

A great advantage of being under EFIʼs roof is also the access to their client list but 
also customer knowledge which can be turned into competitive advantage. This 
means that Northward have access to potential clientʼs needs and can therefore 
better target potential customers which produces better return on investment. 

Much of the same can be said about Northwardʼs relationship  with Klaus Møller, 
which they see as their business developer. He has a printing agency and a foot 
grounded in the advertising industry and can thereby outsource some work to 
Northward but also provide them with a list and information about potential 
customers. Klaus benefits from Northward by  being able to expand his personal pool 
of resources while they  enjoy a work flow and introduction to potential clients. No 
agreements have formalized this relationship  yet there is a desire from both parties to 
commit to each other in the long run. As it is right now the maintenance of this 
relationship  requires frequent communication through mail or phone calls as well as 
meetings when specific projects have to be discussed. As Klaus provides 
acquaintances, he also acts like a middleman between Northward and the customer 
which benefits them in terms of less communication and mutual adjustment with the 
actual end client.  
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6.2.3. In Projects

By focusing on their core competencies which is to generate ideas and write 
treatments for digital content has meant that they have very  little in-house capacity  to 
actually  produce the said content. They rely therefore on a pool of resources found in 
their social relations in the form of skilled freelancers. Whats this implies is that while 
they are initiating and maintaining buyer-seller relationships, they  also need to gain 
and control access to resources being in this case skilled labour to execute specific 
projects.

Northward work on a project basis, many of the discrete work they do can be done 
in-house, yet they also work on projects with a much bigger scope.

This means that not only does Northward have to oversee every action of the project 
life cycle, be it feasibility  study, planning and design, production, delivery  and post 
delivery services (support) but they  also need to manage the necessary labour 
needed along the production process. Without going to deep  into project 
management, as this is not the purpose of this study, it was observed that Northward 
seems to have the capabilities to meet these challenges. Thanks to Andyʼs social and 
professional network as well as project spaces increasingly  becoming virtual 
(Grabher, 2002), they have not had a hard time gathering crews and sharing 
information for the execution of projects. Dropbox is easily  used as an online platform 
to share the detailed treatment and storyboard meaning that the projectʼs 
stakeholders are at all time fully informed of what needed to be done and how. A 
successful project in Northwardsʼ eyes is very task orientated and determined by 
good communication, respect of deadlines, respect of the budget. Once the project is 
executed the delivery is followed by  a support service which is also a good way to 
maintain close relationships to their clients and feed the relation with trust and 
satisfaction which are essential for long term success. What is at stake here is rather 
to acquire control and access to reliable labour as this plays a vital role in their value 
creation process for projects of a bigger scope.   
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As of now, Northward has many on-going projects, comprising mainly  of “speculative 
projects”, these are project proposals for about 40-50 potential clients (target from 
information gathered from EFI and Klaus), they include treatments and storyboards 
for potential digital content production. Speculative projects are part of Northwardʼs 
rather aggressive strategy towards competition for projects. Besides these they are 
mainly  dealing with discrete one-offs for Klaus or EFI making those the main actors in 
Northwardʼs current projects. But also through engagements with GN Resound and 
Reson they are looking at the delivery of multiple content for these customers.

6.2.4. In the Network

Northward hold a weak position in the network they mingle in because they are still 
so new on the Danish market, in which most have never heard of them. It has 
however been beneficial in terms of establishing and acquiring some control over 
labour resources yet they. Being so new on the market means they have to inform 
this network of potential labour resources and clients about what they do and who 
they are, they have to position themselves in such way that they become attractive 
and desirable Northward wishes to express a stronger position as they see an 
attractive attributes in their international background which brings them a different 
angle of approach to the work they  do, and expertise in english language as well as 
bringing a more international perspective, these are values they would want to 
communicate to secure their position in the Danish market. While they are actively 
initiating relationships with many key players, they still need to develop a specific 
strategy towards positioning, which is the image they reflect and the image others in 
the network have of Northward.

We saw how Northwardʼs production process involves a degree of complexity as they 
need access and control of labour to successfully execute projects. Furthermore, 
focus on core competencies has meant that they have become dependent of this 
labour. Buttle (1996) argue that the network context provides a means to interact with 
the environment in order to gain knowledge and skills. To this, Möller and Halinen 
(2000) introduce the idea of NBRM (network based relationship  management) which 
in short can be described as the management of interdependencies between 
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business actors. This involves broader interaction with partners, customers and 
stakeholders alike. Challenges and key questions revolve around the coordination of 
activities with different actors and the mobilization and control of resources through 
relationships with the network. This is pretty much what Andy has successfully 
achieved with his social and professional network, as he has managed with his laid 
back attitude to mingle within Copenhagenʼs creative industries and gain access and 
control over the needed resources. This broader interaction involves that little chat at 
industry events or during informal settings such as at parties or social events. But 
also this broader interaction is easily managed with the help of the virtual project 
space described earlier, Dropbox.  

6.2.5. Current Strategy

Thomas expressed his vision of relationships management as following: while they 
mainly  distinguish between social and business relations, the challenge lies in 
converting social relationships into business relations and vice versa. When the 
relationship  is initiated, this helps forging tighter bonds and relationships based on 
social values as well as business values, which in the long run creates more effective 
relations fueled by trust and satisfaction. 
Northward has engaged in various agreements with potential clients. They currently 
actively manage an maintain relations with strategic partners EFI and Klaus Møller, 
as well as returning customers (Reson/GN Resound) while at the same time they 
broadly interact with their social and professional networks.  

6.2.6. Framework and Application

Following the same logic as was introduced earlier, Northwards identified 
relationships are further distributed along Time Wasters, Social, Strategic and Quick 
Wins. Whereby with the help  of a portfolio, the aim is to see how the various 
relationships can effectively be managed in order to attain the companyʼs goals. 
These are illustrated in figure 6.3 for a more graphical overview.
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6.2.6.1. In a Portfolio

While the general idea of portfolio analysis and management discussed earlier was 
to reduce risk and allow more efficient resource allocation, how does this relate to 
Northward? But also, how can  this be used as a means of attaining their goal of 
securing cash flow and increase reputation but also becoming that desirable digital 
content supplier? Such a portfolio should not only provide and overview of their key 
relationships but also simplify the decision processes and resource allocation when it 
comes to the question of whom to trade with, which suppliers (labour for projects) 
and which clients to deal with (Zolkiewski and Turnbull, 2002). But also, the loss of 
customers can have a dramatic effects (Turnbull and Cunningham, 1981), portfolio 
management should therefore create a balance aiming through resource allocation to 
reduce dependency on specific customers whose loss can jeopardize the long term 
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success of the company. The proposed portfolio is illustrated below in figure 6.3 and 
represents the same investment/value logic previously  established, itʼs strategic 
implication are discussed further on.

Time Wasters: There seems to be a lot of them right now, mainly  because of the 40 
to 50 speculative projects. Moreover, while Northward are actively seeking and 
initiating strategic relationships with various industry players, it is is important to 
figure out whether these really  do profit Northward or if they are in fact just time 
wasters. It is understandable that Northward use resources on conducting 
speculative projects (or at least proposals) to gain clients and lucrative relationships,  
however a more profitable way of doing so should be established. Sending a 
template or standardized proposal would lead to more or less the same result which 
is to reach out to potential clients with a service proposal. This would however reduce 
the amount of resources committed to this quadrant which can then be used 
elsewhere, on strategic relationships for example. In such an early stage of 
Northwardsʼ business operation, it is however unavoidable to have time wasting 
relationships. The focus is therefore on minimizing resources used, such as by (such 
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as with the recommendation towards the speculative projects) setting up 
standardized service templates for “time wasting” acquaintances. Offering such sets 
of standardized options reduced investment in buyer-seller communication as well as 
mutual adjustments, which optimizes the investment versus value provided ratio 
within time wasters.  

Social: This social quadrant should be aimed at what was coined earlier as Network 
based relationship  management, which implied broader interaction with business 
actors, potential clients and project stakeholders alike. The social quadrant has 
provided work load but itʼs importance for Northward mainly relies in gaining and 
controlling access to resources in the form of skilled labour. Such broad social 
interaction in social and industry events also give the opportunity  to identify new and 
potential business partners that can further help Northward expand.

But also, this provides the setting for Northward to increase brand knowledge, and 
improve the reputation they are seeking. Keller (1993) argued that the degree of 
brand knowledge is a result of brand awareness and image15. Furthermore 
Awareness and image are shaped by brand recall, recognition and associations. Yet 
Northward is still so new and havenʼt actively engaged in a marketing strategy that 
fully supports what key attributes they want to be associated with. While Recall and 
recognition is positively affected by  Northwardʼs name and elegant logo, potential 
customers and partners need to know what Northward exactly do and they  need to 
have information about the company in order to create associations, which in turn 
improves brand image and thereby knowledge, which right now is only 
communicated through their web-site. Using the idea of broader network based 
interaction, Northward could easily communicate their key  features (from new 
zealand, international background, expert at english, generating good ideas) to this 
large segment of relationships through online platforms. This is also ideal as their 
core competency is to produce brand enhancing digital content. While they are using 
resource trying to convince 40-50 potential clients through speculative projects, why 
do they not use the resources on producing creative content that would improve their 
brand and attractiveness? They have all the necessary tools and ideas to do so and 
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could easily distribute the content through web platforms to their social and 
professional networks. Not only would they improve their brand image and thereby 
knowledge which strengths their currently weak position, but also this would be a 
good way to showcase their true capabilities.

On one hand should resources be used in this quadrant to strengthen their position 
by increasing broad communication with their social and professional networks 
through digital content, but also secure the access and control of labour resources 
needed for projects of bigger scope.

Increased presence and interaction can also lead to control of what Burt (1992) 
describes as structural holes. See, connections that are grounded in the history of 
the market, certain people meet frequently, some have specifically sought others and 
some have exchanged with one another (Burt, 2001), these forms ties and 
relationships within the network, which all make up Northwardʼs social capital. Such 
holes are the weaker connections between groups of people who share information 
and exchange within their group. A competitive advantage can be gained if oneʼs 
network spans the holes (Burt 1992), as structural holes are an opportunity to control 
the flow of information between different groups of people or actors in the network, 
thereby gaining control of the projects that bring people from opposite hole together. 
Northwardʼs network is rich in structural holes, which provides more rewarding 
opportunities. The advantage in social capital lies in knowing who to connect for 
support, how to connect them and at what time (Burt, 2001), these are the kind of 
opportunities Northward are looking at benefiting from when they engage on larger 
scale projects involving many freelancers. 

Strategic: The strategy for this specific quadrant aims through high resource 
commitment and trust building activities to maintain strategic relationships that, on 
one hand bring revenue (through projects), reinforce Northwardʼs service offering on 
the basis of resource combination, or secure revenue through long term agreements 
of content delivery. Commitment, trust and satisfaction are the main ingredients to 
successful strategic partnerships, which is for example found in the relations with EFI 
and Klaus. But how many relationships should be maintained here? Is it enough to 
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rely on EFI and Klaus to outsource various projects to Northward? Is it enough to rely 
on Northwardʼs main returning customers (GN resound and Reson) and are these 
going to bring stable revenue in the long term? But also, Are Northwardʼs friendships  
(23 video/ Audio lounge) bringing the necessary value to be categorized as strategic 
relations? This can only be done on an trial and error basis, as relationships building 
cannot occur overnight. Arguably, Klaus and EFI are seen as effective strategic 
partners, yet friendships with the likes of 23 video and others are still at an early 
stage and havenʼt implied higher commitment or trust, and they havenʼt yielded in a 
great amount of work load. The question therefore is, even though these relations are 
attractive in terms of resource compatibility and can to an extent be seen as 
strategic, should they really be managed on the same terms as the rest of this 
category? These might be more fitting under the social quadrants where they can be 
broadly managed with the rest of Northwards social capital. It is therefore essential to 
established weather or not such friends are ready to commit the necessary resources 
needed to make them strategic relationships. Finally this quadrant groups relations 
with potential long term customers such as Reson or GN Resound, relationships 
requiring high investment and yielding positive returns in terms of revenue. These 
have proven to be satisfied customers through their repurchasing activity. Tighter 
bonds could be build by as Thomas argued, “bringing a social context” into the 
relationship  thereby making them based not only on professional goal orientated but 
also on social bonds such as becoming friends, that could bring the necessary 
ground to further build trust. But also, offering more customized and higher quality 
services, to increase their loyalty. Would two satisfying customers such as Reson and 
GN Resound as well as partnerships with Klaus and EFI thereby be enough to fill this 
strategic quadrant and provide a stable cash flow? Again this can only be determined 
while these relations further unfold themselves. If Northward have the capacity  and 
capabilities then they should obviously not stop here and gather a few more clients 
involving long term agreements of content delivery.
 
Quick Wins: Northwardsʻ aim is to use quick wins as a means of generating a 
healthy cash flow, the idea here is to minimize investment and maximize value. From 
Northwardʼs perspective this involves delivery of satisfying services. This is because 
such acquaintances donʼt need high investment in trust or commitment building 
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activities, these are clients looking for a rather standardized service and base their 
choice of supplier on the basis of which would provide most satisfaction. They 
therefore donʼt need the high investment customized services imply. Satisfying such 
a client means understanding their needs better than competitors. By satisfying the 
client, these could be returning customers and while more interactions leads to 
relationship  building, such acquaintances could therefore become friends and even 
partners where trust will be the base of further collaboration.
Investment in such short term buyer-seller relationships can further be reduced by 
offering standardized service offerings with a few customizable options. In this way 
the client himself can build up and customize the delivered service through 
Northwardʼs “catalogue” of service offerings. This of course involves setting up a 
“catalogue” with standard building block that can be combined and customized as the 
customer wants.  

6.2.6.2. Connecting the Dots

While Time Wasters are unavoidable given Northward new presence on the market, 
the resources used on this quadrant can however be more efficiently  used, which 
allows focus on some of the portfolioʼs other areas. Strategic partnerships are seen 
as vital in securing long term work load and thereby cash flow, but they can also be 
based on a principal of resource combination. The question here however remains in 
determining whether these partnerships based on resource combination arenʼt in fact 
more social than anything else? The social quadrant involves broader interaction for 
access and control of critical resources as well as the setting for stronger position 
through communication with this larger segment. While the quick wins quadrantʼs 
sole purpose is to generate revenue from executing projects that require lesser 
investment and good revenue. 

Northward are concerned with developing relationships characterized by trust, 
satisfaction and commitment with their long term strategic partners with whom value 
creation implies complex projects made of various actors. They also depend on 
broader interaction with a network filling their pool of resources, which is needed for 
the successful execution of more complex projects involving many actors. Such 
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network based relations can increasingly be managed and maintained through virtual 
spaces as well as through industry related or social events. Finally, Northward also 
need to secure resources to their acquaintances, whereby standardization of their 
services can reduce investment of resources used in understanding the clientʼs 
needs as well as in mutual adjustments but rather in focusing on delivering a 
satisfying service which can be the basis for longer term commitments. Time Wasters 
are unavoidable at this stage, yet the amount of resources allocated to such 
relationships can be drastically reduced.

Given Northwardʼs status of being a young entrepreneurship, the company is still in 
the process of developing many relationships that havenʼt proved their full potential 
yet. Nonetheless many resources are currently used on time wasters, and some 
confusion still remains around the strategic quadrant as the full potential of these 
partners has not been unfolded yet.

6.3. Discussion
 
As stated earlier, Project business is a reputation business. Reputation which is 
gained and shaped from past experiences with buyers, stakeholders and freelancers 
in a network context. Who you know matters more than what you do. Martin from 
TOT didnʼt really believe in that “elevator speech” that one should be ready  to deliver 
when meeting potential clients or partners as he strongly  believed that the work you 
do should talk for itself. It has however been shown that who you know and who the 
firm is connected too has lucrative benefits.

Project based creative firms are surrounded by uncertainty, not only found in their 
production process but also on the markets they operate in, where many small 
producers share risk through collaborations and outsourcing. Is relationship 
management therefore the new paradigm of project based firms? Can relationship 
management reduce the risk inherent to projects and provide control of critical 
resources needed for the successful execution of these projects? Does relationship 
management provide the means to interact within the network in such way to gain 
competitive advantage? Can relationship  management lead to the effective 
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management of their interrelations with projects and  the network? This research 
aimed through two case studies to answer these issues by proposing relationship 
portfolio management and analysis as a managerial tool.

Now this has not been the easy task initially thought. The earlier literature review 
provided insight into what relationships were, their purpose, characteristics as well as 
their implications within managerial practice. This helped categorize and organize 
data observed in the field, namely both case studyʼs current relationships and the 
way they  go about managing them. The oversimplified way of distributing the 
identified relationships along acquaintances, friends or partners provides a good 
overview as to what ingredients fuel the relations. That being said relationships have 
a strong contextual aspect such as the history from previous exchanges, but also 
how did they  flourish, who initiated contact, characteristics that were partially ignored. 
But also when gathering the data used as the basis for this analysis, how do we go 
about identifying relationships? Are we merely looking at business relations that are 
profitable and valuable or are we looking at each and every relation met along the 
way, or should they be looked at from a broader perspective?

We learned that relationships shouldnʼt be looked at as a single entity but as a 
contribution to a whole set of valuable relationships, with that in mind it was therefore 
the aim to find ways to group the case studyʼs various relationships in such way that 
they can be distributed to a specific category (social/strategic/quick win) where 
through portfolio management, resources can be allocated throughout the categories 
which bring value as a whole as well as balance throughout the companyʼs portfolio, 
rather than identifying and setting up  a specific strategy for each client. But is this 
really that easy? 

The risky and uncertain environment our observed firms operate in leads to more 
complex relationships that cannot just be described as friends or partners and do not 
fully fit the portfolioʼs assumptions. This was for example the case with TOTʼs 
partners Simon and Andre, where it is hard to determine the amount of investment 
required, as TOT see them as real life friends who happen to be well connected and 
pull them in on many projects, this was more or less the same issue with Northwardʼs 
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relationships with EFI and Klaus, which seem pretty straight forward and easily 
maintainable. What made these not truly  fit in the quadrant lies in the fact that while 
the investment these need is harder to identify, the investment/value logic of the 
portfolio is hard to determine. These are all valuable and profitable yet due to these 
relations nature and history they donʼt seem to imply the same trust-commitment-
satisfaction activities as other strategic partners. But in general, relationships in such 
small project firms are harder to analyze and categorize. We are not looking at mass 
production of standardized products for global markets, where customer relationships 
can easily  be categorized and managed through computerized digital databases. We 
are looking at firms working in close collaborations with their clients to create value, 
where projects can span through longer periods and involve many stakeholders, and 
where relationships are seen as sources for effective project execution but also as 
sources of labour. Such relations involve therefore a higher degree of complexity  and 
interdependence which makes the simple analysis and classification needed for 
portfolio management a harder task.

Relationships and their managementʼs implications identified along the literature 
were however taken into account to find a possible solution towards more effective 
relationship  management for both case studies. The key of such effective 
management seems to rely on the right analysis, identification and classification of 
these relationships. Knowledge is the answer (or in other words the right analysis 
and identification of relationships), knowing which relationships the company  has 
embarked with means knowing their customers and suppliers, as well which 
resources are traded, how they are traded and if these in the end are valuable. 
Further management decision implies grouping the most valuable relations into 
categories where resources can further be allocated. But knowing your customer in 
this case has also lead to a greater look into the context of these relationships, which 
are further embedded in projects as these are the case studies production process. 
But also in a network where a know-who and a position are valuable assets to gain 
competitive advantage as well as access and control of resources. The interrelations 
between relationship management, projects and the network were identified through 
the literature and these managerial implications were taken into account when setting 
up  the portfolio and its adequate strategy. To answer the issues and implications 
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raised by these interrelations, suggestions towards possible standardization of 
services and broader interaction with the network were made. Yet again (and this 
especially  counts for Northward), the sometimes bigger scale complex projects 
involving coordination of labour create contexts cannot just be accounted for in the 
oversimplified proposed portfolio strategy. Situations can arise where the necessary 
labour for a projectʼs execution cannot be accessed or where the relationship 
between these freelancers and Northward is simply not effective, which compromises 
the overall project. Again this relates to the uncertainty within the production process 
and even though it was taken into account, such unforeseeable situations cannot 
simply be planned for in a simple general relationship management strategy.

Looking at the feasibility of the suggested strategy and recommendations as well as 
the overall potential of relationship management through a portfolio it has been 
argued that through adequate analysis and distribution within a said portfolio, 
applying rather simple maintenance and trust building activities, could lead to a more 
effective management of the case studies relationships. Using a portfolio strategy  for 
relationship  management can however tend to oversimplify and generalize some 
relationships that might need more investment and maintenance. The idea of 
categorizing and distributing relations among a portfolio is seen as a good way to 
broadly manage profitable relationships and allows to place resources (in terms of 
relationship  investment and involvement) more effectively., however the uncertainty 
related to project based creative firms cannot fully be managed and balanced 
through a simple four quadrant portfolio. The recommendations and suggestions 
developed for Northwardʼs portfolio strategy are further questionable. Not because 
these are not seen as fully plausible or achievable but because Northward are so 
new in the industry and many of their current relationships are still at an early  stage, 
making the data used as a basis for our analysis less reliable.

Using two case studies has also meant that it was not possible to explore the single 
caseʼs full scope of relationships, and address more detail their interrelations with the 
production process or the network setting. A single case study could have provided a 
different outcome as it would have lead to a more detailed analysis.   
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Relationship management is seen as essential for a project based firm operating in 
an uncertain market shaped by past experiences and network based interactions, 
more so due to the amount of collaboration and partnerships inherent to the 
production of cultural services. Applying portfolio analysis and management has lead 
to some interesting suggestions and recommendations for both case studies yet due 
to the complexity and contexts observed in the identified relationship, the dynamics 
of network interactions and the scope of project management cannot be fully 
accounted in such a simplified strategy.        

Chapter 7 - Conclusion
7.1. Concluding arguments

Project based firms rely on complex value creation and production processes, not 
only do they develop buyer-seller relationships based on direct market like 
exchanges but also, the uncertainty and risk related to “projectication” of production 
has brought an increasingly important contextual variable to long term and short term 
exchanges. 
Working with the client rather than for the client has meant that resources are 
increasingly used on mutual understandings in order to deliver a satisfying service. 
Relationship management aims at gathering knowledge to better target and satisfy 
customers but also along the complex and uncertain production process provides 
stable substitutes for organizational structures and codified knowledge. Relationships 
are further developed to gain access and control of resources within the network, 
where a know-who as well as past experiences leads to competitive advantage. 
Relationships, projects and the network interrelate in that projects are the value 
creation process that fuel the exchanges of the buyer-seller relationship but also, in 
that relationship management helps reduce the uncertainty and risk inherent to the 
project based production process. Furthermore buyer-seller history and past 
experiences are found in the market place, in other words within the network, which 
affect desirability and attractiveness but also enables access and control to critical 
resources. 
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This research argues that a portfolio strategy for relationship management where 
projects and the network as seen as contextual aspects, can, in the short term 
provide positive improvements. This way it was established how TOT could allocate 
resources in a few stable long term relationships that smoothen the production 
process and reduce mutual adjustments, providing a stable revenue, but also which 
enables them to stay focused on the tasks at hand and do what they really love to do 
which is to draw. But also through broader interaction with their network (their social 
relationships), they could increase its potential benefits, in terms of gaining attractive 
projects and reaching desired high profile clients. Furthermore, it was argued that 
Northward could benefit from suggestions raised from the portfolio analysis, in 
standardizing client involvement and production processes related to time wasters 
and acquaintances while further formalizing strategic partnerships to reach stable 
work load and revenue, and finally by allocating resources to their network which 
combines the critical resources needed for execution of the bigger scope projects 
they sometimes engage in.
However, the oversimplified portfolio strategy  cannot fully reflect the complex context 
of the relationships identified and thus in the long term would not be an effective 
strategy for relationship  management for such micro creative firms such as TOT or 
Northward.    

7.2. Further Research

While this research provides a broader view as to how relationships and  their 
interrelations with projects and the network can be managed  through a portfolio to 
create efficiency, this research has been based on the supplier as a focal point. An 
interesting discussion could be reached by involving customers and stakeholders to 
reach a better understanding of the described relationships and their implications. 

Furthermore, another way to answer our initial question could have been to set up 
portfolios for relationships, projects and network based relationships alike, where  it 
could have been interesting to look at interdependencies between the three 
portfolios, such as recurring common actors, assessing the possibility  of creating 
links and leveraging resources thus increase efficiency
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Finally, the issues addressed in this research could also have been analyzed through 
the virtual agency business model, which enables clients to customize their projects 
through virtual spaces which mobilize critical resources. This idea is summed up  in 
smash communicationsʻ statement16: “So what does virtual mean? Think of it this 
way - just as itʼs no longer relevant to sink most of your advertising budget into a 
traditional media buy, the talent required to develop  and deploy your communications 
don't need to sit in the same room either. Thanks to the Internet, people in our 
business have been set free to focus on our respective strengths and draw upon the 
strengths of others to effectively solve complex marketing communications problems 
in the fastest-changing marketing environment ever. That's the power of the virtual 
collaborative”.  
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Appendix.

Appendix 1 - TOT interviews.

TOT interview: Friday 3rd of December 2010
NV= Nicolas Verhelpen (interviewer)
J= Jonas from TOT
M= Martin from TOT

NV: You have been busy full time for a year now?
M: Euuh, Itʼs been a year, on the 1st of january we moved down here (TOT bunker)
J: (to martin) Before that we pretty much sat in your bedroom
M: Which was more or less a part time thing, but we did work everyday
J: We met everyday at 16 when we were off work and sat an drew together
NV: But you both have some background education, like in graphic design?
M: We are both educated from the “Graphic Highschool” (den grafiske højskole)
NV: Which one is that?
M: Itʼs the one called Media Highschool now (media højskolen)
NV: The one by Emdrup?
M: Yes
NV: Ok thatʼs the good one.
M: Yes
NV: The one thatʼs hard to get into.
M+J: Yes
NV: I know many who want to get in there..
M: Yes there are many who want to get in
M: I went one class above Jonas, he didnʼt get in the year i got in, but what the hell. We 
met in the smokers room and made some project (guldspirer something?)
J: Yeah, that “guldspirern” thing
M: We had a bunch of fun with it but didnʼt win the contest
M: Then I think, euh, why did we choose, euuh.. (Phone rings)
NV: Just take the call...
M: Nah, Itʼs not business.
M: Euhh, well I was in an agency just when Jonas came out, and I didnʼt think it was dope 
at all, I didnʼt like it. 
NV: What was that place?
M: It was called Hello Group
NV: Ok
M: It was....
NV: Was it part of the people group? (big multidisciplinary agency in copenhagen)
M: No it was not them, euuh, it was this place that all of a sudden thought they had to be 
this  big advertising agency, which ended backfiring at them, I just donʼt think it was dope 
at all...
NV: So there you just did some photoshop/illustrator stuff?
M: I just sat and did a lot of photoshop, just sat there and did a whole bunch of things, also 
some advertising videos, but I didnʼt think it was dope. And on top of things I just donʼt 
think they paid me enough, I was like then Iʼd rather have the client for myself and have 
the whole cake.
NV: Did you get some of those clients with you here?



M: Nah, no no, I wasnʼt there long enough, and also, it was like those big corporate bank 
clients, the American Citibank for example, the Danish Saxo bank and such.
NV: Yeah so the boring ones.
M: Yeah and also the people there, It just didnʼt work out
M: Our whole plan from the start - which I thinks is working out pretty well up to now - was 
to try an see how much we could get of the really cool work that we really wanted to do. 
NV: Yeah
M: stuff like making wall paintings of a flying skeleton or prince (dont know what that is), 
and of course we wanted to brand ourselves at the same time, because there are a bunch 
of people doing this, but without knowing...
NV: And thatʼs the thing, and that is a question I have right here, cause I mean you guys 
are quite unique. Was that meant to be from scratch?
M: Exactly
M: It was kind of a plan, It was a plan to see if we could brand ourselves along the way, 
because there werenʼt that many the same size as us that did this. We also wanted to be 
able to sell a t-shirt with TOT on, because no one buys a t-shirt saying “PlantCph” (a web 
agency), those guys who also make ads and stuff
NV: Plant?
M: Yes, for example
M: I donʼt think anyone would by  a PLANT t-shirt, but I think there are some who would by 
a TOT t-shirt and there are some that buy our posters and that kind of stuff. So it was a 
plan from the start, also to keep our doors opened.
NV: Yes, yes
M: But it was a plan to brand ourselves from the start. Because then we could find us at 
one point where we could take TOT towards a whole different direction. Also this means 
that it makes our work that much more valuable, you donʼt just buy a drawing but you buy 
a drawing from TOT.
NV: Yeah  
M: It needs more value, just in the name. And i think it works pretty well up to now
J: Up to now its been going the right way, and that is also why we put so much weight on 
the blog, and use a lot of time using this to tell a story
NV: Yes, you have to, itʼs really...
M: And also being honest, and personal..
NV: how many check the blog out?
M: It also goes like this (showing an upward slope with his hand), itʼs been going up  right 
from the start, euuuh..
J: We have a few hundreds each day
M: Just under 200 visit the blog each day
NV: Thatʼs actually a lot
M: Thatʼs really cool, and it only goes forward
J: When you go in and look at those stats, it is steadily growing
M: It doesnʼt go down, it just becomes bigger and bigger, and that is really cool, cause like 
thatʼs the people who, euuh... And thatʼs the thing, those arenʼt even the ones who need a 
service that we can offer, they donʼt really need a website, but then they can buy 
something in the form of a t-shirt or a poster and still get something from us.
NV: So you really see that the one thing that separates you from the rest is your brand?
M: Itʼs kinda of hard to see from outside when we both sit here and have our thing going, 
but our understanding of things is that a lot of people now know who we are.
NV: yeah
M: And also people from the industry... We have just done this blockbuster spot for Søren 
Fauli, who is one of Denmarkʼs biggest advertising man, and were weʼre told “well heʼs a 
huge fan” and weʼre like what the hell, how did he find us... Cause I still find, when we sit 



down and research who does the same thing as us.. We still find new people and are like 
what the hell, theyʼre doing the same as us, but no one has heard of them... I think that 
this is quite interesting, that it really reached that level.. He (Søren Fauli), declared himself 
as a fan, and that was really the blog, he thought that was too cool.
NV: Yes, Im also down with the whole blogging, I see it as really, really important, and a 
nice way to communicate
M: Yes, and much more alive than a website
NV: I already wrote a paper about blogging
M: We neglect our homepage a lot, if you go on there, you wonʼt find much..
NV: People donʼt really care about a homepage anymore
M: Thatʼs it, it doesnʼt matter
NV: They donʼt care at all
NV: Now something needs to happen all the time
M: Thatʼs it, update, update, update
M: But we were a bit too slow in using facebook 
NV: Yes but facebook is just like, it is a given right now, of course you have a facebook, 
and youʼll post the essential small updates
J: But in the end itʼs a pretty god damn good tool
M: But we try not to use it too much
J: You donʼt want to spam people, they donʼt have to get tired of it. But it reaches so many 
people, in the end it is like 600 people that get to know about our posters for sale, or 
something.
M: A lot of people from abroad 
NV: Really? 
M: Yes, a lot from outside Denmark, actually more!
NV: I donʼt even know if I am “liking” (on facebook), I donʼt know, I think, probably!
NV: So how does a day  usually go about in here, how do you guys work, you meet at 9 
and then just geek out, or how does it happen? 
J: We meet at 9, euuh.. And then there is like two scenarios. On one hand we have a 
project we are working on or else we have to find something to do. And as for now, how it 
looks with projects is that we have been quite lucky, amongst other because of 
SPECKTORS (Jonas and Martinʼs successful band) and that is also an important factor in 
our whole venture. We gained this network that we now have. Cause I mean, not that we 
are drowning in projects, we havenʼt done much to get work, we didnʼt go out with our 
portfolio under the arm yet.
M: And that is quite lucky
J: Of course it has to do with the fact that we have this network, and people have talked
NV: And also, if you do your own thing and it is dope, then there is no need to sell yourself
M: And that is of course the idea and our aim, that people come to us with projects, and 
maybe we could have gone out and be more actively looking for projects, but it feels like 
we seldom have been sitting around with nothing to do. And during those periods we 
always had a personal project we wanted to do, then we painted, or did posters, or 
something, you know. 
NV: So when you work on a given project together, do you divide it into tasks or how do 
you structure your work?
M: It depends, there are also different projects, Jonas does a lot of the illustrations and 
then we move it around, but we do a lot of it together, as far as we are not too busy then 
weʼll work together and sit around the computer together. 
J: I might be doing the analog work while Martin is doing the digital but weʼll be sitting 
together working on the same project.
NV: How long do you usally work on your projects, for example the Bitchslap  thing (4 t-
shirt designs also used as prints in Bitchslap magazine)?



J: this one extended over some time, but euuuh, if we put all working hours together then I 
donʼt think it is that much
M: Well thatʼs cause when we got that opportunity, that project, and sat and brainstormed 
about what to do, which idea it should be, that went quite fast, we quickly found out we 
wanted to do those kind of back patches, euuh, for free interpretation. Then it was just 
about sketching.
J: Putting it all together, ideas, drawing, sending for print, we maybe used a week on it
NV: Yet at the same time you work on other projects?
J: Itʼs very rare that we only work on one project.
NV: That makes it also more fun right?
J: Yes yes
NV: Then you can work 2 hours on this one and 3 hours on that other one
M: It is clear that the projects, euuh, with the bitchslap project there was a deadline cause 
itʼs a magazine and that is what we like best
J: itʼs comforting to know that the project will be done at some point, we have had lots of 
projects that never end because for various reasons they get extended, namely because 
we work with people that just sit there with their monthly pay check and no matter what 
happens theyʼll get paid, and we sit there just like... We had one project that took like... (to 
martin) what, did we work on it for 5 months? Where we passed the deadline with 3 
months because of them, so they actually passed the deadline
M: It was totally crazy
J: That is also stuff we learn from, now we are at a point where, I mean like we were also 
being too good before, now we need contracts on each projects, thatʼs a necessity.
NV: Also if they come up to you with a project then it is easier to ask for a contract 
M: We actually had a contract with them 
J: But it was only protecting their interests
M: It was pretty much just better for them, it wasnʼt that good for us, even though we kept 
referring to it and got more money out of them because we could say that in the contract 
the project had to be done by the 1st of june and weʼre still sitting here in august, and 
september, and october, and we were first done in november!
J: Itʼs totally crazy
M: But then we could tell them “hear this, it was you who said it had to be done, we canʼt 
keep on like this, pick yourself up”
NV: Who was that?
M: It was Bombay, Morgenthalerʼs production
M: We made all their DVDʼs, 12 DVD covers, where we also made interactive menuʼs, we 
were at ground zero, we had never tried making menuʼs before. We made all this small 
stuff for the menu. We didnʼt program it but we designed it and it was much hard than 
youʼd think, cause you have a way you used to and you are used to a certain way the dvd 
menu functions and what happens when you push on a given point. All these little things 
like the icon becoming bigger or some glow behind it to indicate that you are choosing this 
certain button. We should never have accepted this project, and we also tried to get out of 
it and told them that it wasnʼt a part of the project..
NV: But did they turn out good?
M: Nah they didnʼt
J: I mean yes but in contrast to what we initially had delivered, that as far as Im concerned 
were some really dope covers, they were funny, they would have been fun for the kids to 
look at. But then they just went through too many people who took stuff out and so on, 
they just got super boring.
NV: But with an assignment like that, donʼt you get full creative control?   
J: Nah
NV: No last word on it or anything



M: Not at all, and that is often the problem with graphic design, as opposed to when you 
get someone to fix your toilet, you canʼt really say anything about that cause you donʼt 
know shit about it, yet you have an opinion on wether it should be yellow or blue, or big or 
small because everyone does, even though they donʼt know shit about it, they always 
have some fresh idea.
J: “My wife really likes purple”

M: In most cases Iʼd want people to trust us, not that we are perfect, but we have after all 
been in school 6-7 years each to become what we are, and they  havenʼt. “You are a 
plumber so just go fix your toilet and let us do what we can and design”
M: But I mean weʼve learned a lot from all this, and that is something I think is cool about 
being an entrepreneur, is that we plan it all ourselves, we donʼt have a project leader that 
takes contact to clients, we did it all ourselves and we learned a lot from it. Yet those 
projects where are project leader was present and we didnʼt have direct contact to the 
client were a real pleasure, not having to deal with those clowns. Sometimes theyʼll call 
you up  at like, we made this one porn web site for a guy  named Kurt, and he called day in 
day out with some made up  idea. He was like a thousand years old so he didnʼt really 
understand anything, “could we do this and that and this and that?”
NV: So usually, when working on a project, something like Bitchslap I mean for that you 
brainstormed an idea, but for example on something like Downtown did they come up with 
a concept or did you get creative freedom?
J: They had made a story board and came over, with a check list of elements we had to 
draw, in order to minimize time spill, then we sat down and agreed upon a style for the 
drawings  
M: But thatʼs also the one where they told us they wanted our line
J: Yess, euuh or...
M: He showed us some colors they liked, but they  didnʼt have so many references 
regarding the drawing style. But thatʼs maybe cause we enchanted them really  fast and 
had an idea of what we wanted to do, like they saw what we had in mind and were 
content. But with that project, everything went well..
J: Everything went well.
NV: Do people also approach you and ask about a cool idea for some projects
J: Regarding the downtown thing well as soon as they told us about the colors and such 
then we had pretty much free hands and did what we wanted
M: They trusted us quite a lot
J: When talking about people approaching us for good ideas/ free hand projects, then we 
did the “Zombie fest” flyer. Maybe youʼve seen it, itʼs hanging somewhere in the studio.
NV: Yeah I think Iʼve seen it, itʼs that brass monkey thing, right?
J: Yeah
J: Well that guy approached us because he had seen our zombie drawings, so that was 
someone wanting specifically our style/work
M: He was really keen and he actually didnʼt get involved
J: No not at all, we were totally free to do whatever we wanted
M: That was dope, a part from the amount/size of text, which we wish was less present on 
the flyer
J: But thatʼs the standard
M: Thatʼs the standard, our customers fill those flyers with so much text and we try to tell 
them to keep  it cool with all that text.. Also we would also have liked to do it in posters 
instead of flyers and so on... 
NV: Crazy there still are people making flyers...
M: Well I wish it will remain like that, cause flyers are just cool 
NV: I hear you



M: But youʼre right, and now that myspace and facebook took over with all those event 
invitations you get flooded by invites. And when it comes to it we tell our customers that we 
can make a difference with a flyer, but I donʼt really know if it is true...
J: Naaaah, I kind of think so, a cool flyer like that most do some difference
NV: It just needs to be the right places
J: But thatʼs there work, we leave our artwork in there hands and the can do the marketing 
themselves
NV: Yes, of course
J: If they  donʼt promote their party enough and put the flyers all over the places then we 
canʼt do much else..
M: Well we often give hints, they get a little bit extra... But that is also cause when we sit 
and work on something we like then we automatically come with suggestions on how to go 
further with what weʼve done.
M: Oh yeah with “tubes”, we also had free hands
J: Yeah, thatʼs true
(martin showing me the packaging they did)
NV: Oh, that looks nice 
M: Ahh it was, euuh, unfortunately we donʼt have the other box cause that was even cooler
NV: It is dope 
M: On this project we had free hands, totally, and we got to do a whole identity  through it, 
from the size of the cones, (pointing at a picture of a cone on the box) like this one we call 
the “stick size”, itʼs true size, and we also made one we call the “canon size”, that was a 
big motherfucker..
NV: I like those arrows over here (pointing at the boxʼs design)
M: That was a really cool project
M: But now the brand “cones” took that firm over
J: Well, cause we must have done our job right...
NV: But you guys havenʼt reached the point where clients come up to you for creative 
consultancy, like an idea for a project or...
M: Naah, but we would love to do stuff like that
NV: Cause I think you guys have this dope universe
J: Yeah Iʼd love to do that..
M: But thatʼs also a thing with people, like if you are bar manager for brass monkey and 
youʼre about to do a project, you think itʼs funny to do creative stuff, so they  also want to be 
a part of it and come up with ideas
NV: Yeah, of course
M: And then itʼs a real fine balance, a lot of them have to be complimented and we let 
them think that they have a say and that we are working on their own idea while 
implementing our seeds and really doing our own idea
J: But they think itʼs theirs...
M: Weʼve designed a few different models that we use on different clients.. also taking into 
account if it is a logo project, or a flyer, and thatʼs got something to do with the different 
processes involved and the time when they have to give feedback and come with ideas. 
So we have some models we can use. This has become a necessity  cause we need to get 
paid for everything we do, otherwise clients will keep coming for corrections...
NV: yes
M: All the time, “make this different”, “make that different”
NV: And this is going to my next question, which is wether you have some type of structure 
or if you are organized in some way, like I know you are only two but have you had a 
specific way of doing things from the start?
M: It happened along the way



J: Yes it happened by itself, first now weʼve come up  with a specific way to work, in which 
way we give and offer for a project, including a number of corrections, and above that we 
need an hourly pay for the extra corrections, and stuff like that.
M: It all came from experience
J: Yes, experience and need.
NV: So when you sat here for the first time last year you had no plan on how to structure/
organize your work?

M: We had some ideas but they didnʼt really work, we had tried to read about how other 
freelancers did, but we needed to find our own way
J: yes, yes
M: So we didnʼt really have a plan, we just jumped right into it.. We had a huge list of 
things that needed to be done/ taken care of, and also doing a mission for ourselves, how 
much money do we want to make, all those things, the list was huge! (to Jonas) 
Remember it was hanging right there (pointing at the art covered wall)
J: Yeahh yeahh
M: Oh god, it was so good when we could just take something off from that list, but itʼs 
taken a fucking year
J: Yeah it took a year
NV: This reminds me that I was at a seminar for entrepreneurship recently where I was 
told that the best way to start is to not to a business plan and just go out and do it, go out 
and talk to clients
M: I would definitely also suggest that, but I mean we also tried to do some business plan, 
cause when we started, it was like “Uber” financial crisis, it was the time when the crisis 
was the worst, we almost couldnʼt open a bank account, we went to 7 Banks..
J: And it was hell man 
M: And we told them that we didnʼt need credit, we donʼt need to loan any money, we just 
want an account in which we can put our money.
J: And also so we can bill customers
M: Just to have a fucking bank account, we didnʼt need anything from them, just a bank 
account
M: “thatʼll be 5000,-”
J: Yep, they wanted money for it
M: Totally insane
NV: Crazy....
M: So at that point we needed some business plan cause those banks wanted to see all 
this stuff. But if i had to give an advice to someone right now, then donʼt do it, itʼs a waste 
of time. Best thing to do is go out there and find out what the need is..
NV: Exactly...
M: Itʼs stupid to plan something thatʼll never happen
NV: Yeah like 2 months later you find out this other thing would have been much better..
NV: You can use half a year on writing a business plan and figuring everything out from tip 
to toe but then you find out the idea doesnʼt function in real life...
M: Exactly
J: We also had this idea of sending information about ourselves to various places, that was 
one of the points on our checklist, we sent stuff out to like theaters in hope of doing some 
posters, but it didnʼt work at all... I think we got one answer which was a no-go
M: And we sent like 20 out
J: Thatʼs really not the way to do things... which we found out
J: Itʼs easier to just try thing and see if they work, and if it doesnʼt then just go fast into 
something else



NV: So getting into my next question which is about collaborations, letʼs say someone 
hires you for a project where they both need illustrations, programming, this and that, 
which creates a situation where you have to work with others, does this happen?

J: Yes it does, well we donʼt go to other people to specifically  collaborate like that but we 
work a lot with wonderland for example.  

NV: Thatʼs this one magazine, right?
J: Yes indeed, where this one guy simon hired us for all sorts of things like for example 
“MCs fight night” and other Tuborg assignments
M: And we have our regular programer, cause we canʼt program stuff
J: Not even to save our life
M: And we really want, like we never say  no to anything, our philosophy is to say  YES and 
find out how to do it, then at that point weʼll reach out to other people for help. But we also 
want to do a lot of it ourselves, to make the most money 
NV: But in general youʼd say that itʼs “smooth sailing” when you work with others? or do 
conflicts happen?
J: I wouldnʼt call it straight up conflicts, but there are creative differences when it comes to 
design, people have various opinions
NV: But when they their thing and you do your own thing, where they pretty much donʼt 
have a say in what you do?
M: Well that depends on where the project comers from, if we go out and ask someone to 
do something for us, then we decide. Yet if Simon (from wonderland) comes up, then its up 
to him, he often has ideas we usually  like but if we donʼt weʼll have to convince him ours is 
better, or something.. And often it ends with a compromise.. We believe very  much in 
putting pressure on clients, we want to do it you know, slightly crazier, but then we also 
present the “secure” idea, the one theyʼll always so yet to. And then weʼll give them one or 
two other idea, but we hope they go for the slightly crazier one, which rarely happens. 
They always tell us they want something crazy but when it comes to it they always end up 
thinking this was too wild..
NV: But do you guys have a network of people that pull you in projects or people you pull 
in your own projects?
M: Yes, and it is really  important, euuh, and we have some that donʼt really  use us but its 
part of a professional friendly network that sends work to each other, and if it something 
we canʼt do like for example a photo project then weʼll forward it to some people we know. 
But it would be dope if we had a project in which we had to gather a whole team, we 
havenʼt unfortunately tried that. We havenʼt done big projects like that requiring a whole 
crew
NV: Iʼve seen an advertising agency working as a virtual collective, so a web based 
collective of different artist within different fields, thereby making it possible for a firm to go 
in and handpick a crew for a given project.
M: And we were actually part of something like that but it never really happened.
M: Rune and friends, this one guy tried to do that where we would be involved as artists
NV: And i think its an amazing concept, yet it is also hard to plan, I mean you have so 
many people in the collaborative and some people get work and some other donʼt...
J: For sure, and you have to make that clear from the start and work under specific 
circumstances..
NV: But the idea is really good
M: That Rune guy tried but i donʼt know why it never went anywhere
J: Yeah it would be interesting to hear what happened to that



NV: Now iʼd like to get into your client portfolio, we already talked about how “anything 
goes” and you you say Yes to pretty much and offer.. Do you have steady relationships 
with some clients, like long term partnerships?
M: Thatʼs pretty much what weʼd rather have, because with them you know theyʼll be 
revenue flowing into the firm, but we donʼt really have that, too bad...
J: Naah, not yet... We spoke loosely  with the guy from Brass Monkey about becoming their 
go to graphic guys, but a part from that not really. 

M: We unfortunately lost that school project, where we would have a done a school 
magazine, which would have been a long term commitment. We really want to get such a 
deal, where you know theyʼll be work every month or two. Thatʼs how the big agencies 
survive, they have those exclusive clients, and we donʼt have that yet.
NV: But that will definitely happen at some point
M: I hope, that would be cool...
M: Iʼd rather have most of our work being those long term commitments and then having 
all the other projects on the loose beside, cause it is also hard to always start from scratch 
with a new client, and construct the whole “how do we work together” thing...
NV: Thatʼs called transaction costs
M: Exactly, it takes time, and for us, time is money.
M: But yeah Simon (wonderland) will always come back to us with some work, we know 
that... And he knows how we work, so thatʼs a good thing. Andreas will also come back to 
us.. He is a programmer that exclusively uses us for designs

NV: What is the general feedback from you projects, do you have post project 
communication with your clients? and do you keep some kind of relationship to them?
J: We always try  to end it in a good way, “thanks for a good project, hope you want to work 
with us again”.
M: We always try to keep it open, we havenʼt really sat down and evaluated stuff, but weʼll 
have to do that more. We did it with those Bombay guys, because we had to tell them that 
not that they shouldnʼt call us again, but if you do it weʼll have to work in a different way. 
NV: Post project communication is maybe more needed when you have those long term 
clients..
M: Well at least down here we talk about it, like weʼll talk about how the project went.. But 
this also happens along the way, like now we both know when weʼre done with something 
if it was a good project or not..
NV: It would be a good idea though, to have some sort of relationship  like some sort of 
client mapping and once in a while give them a little heads up.
M: We do send cards once in a while, and now that itʼs almost christmas weʼll send all our 
clients a little card so they can think of us and be like oh yeah, those guys are still here. In 
general itʼs something we should get better at, but itʼs kinda of hard when this could be a 
project leaderʼs job.. Itʼs hard to find time for everything, when itʼs just us two and we do 
financial stuff, client contact and the graphic work, all in one.
NV: yep, thatʼs a lot
NV: Do you guys have partnerships with other firms? 
J: None other than that wonderland thing, and thatʼs not even a true partnership
NV: Because Iʼm thinking that in the conditions now, with all these small agencies and 
creative firms it would be profitable to do alliances with specific ones.
M: You could go out and say that itʼs not such a bad idea, I just know that if we really need 
to find people for some projects then it wouldnʼt take us much time to go out and find them.  
People are ready to work, everyone in the city wants something to do, there is a real fight 



for clients.. So i donʼt think we need to have real partnerships with anyone, weʼll quickly 
find people to solve projects for us
NV: Like you said earlier, you have that professional network and it wouldnʼt take time 
before youʼve got someone for a photo project. But I think it would be interesting to make 
alliances with say advertising agencies or small creative firms.
M: I mean it would be a bad thing to be associated with an advertising agency, but the 
problem is that itʼs usually projects we donʼt really like.
J: Storyboards for example
M: Itʼs not the really good projects...
J: But up to now weʼve been pretty lucky and havenʼt needed those boring projects, 
A postman comes in with a package, its a book for which TOT made an illustration, Martin 
and Jonas discuss the result and are not pleased with the layout.
We get back into our discussion...

J: The best thing about good projects is that you can always go out and show what you 
did, you know?
NV: And there will always be that dilemma, like you have to do the boring projects in order 
to do the cool ones.
M: Exactly, but this book thing could have been one of those cool projects...
J: The illustration we did was super dope, too bad they messed the layout up

NV: Getting back into the whole network thing, what role has your network played in the 
way TOT is built up and operates?
M: It meant Really much
J: It meant pretty much everything
NV: Itʼs also kind of a stupid question, I mean its a given, of course your network played an 
important role...
M: Well not that stupid cause, and I have told this story  a million times, but at school our 
teacher always told us about that whole network thing and to go out there and mingle and 
shake hands, and have the “elevator speech” ready
NV: Which is a bit disgusting
M: That whole elevator speech, you should be able to tell what you do within 20sec.. And I 
remember thinking (making a funny noise with his mouth)... whatever... Work must be the 
most important thing, right? 
NV: And go to the right places to do the whole elevator speech
M: Yes, and weʼre not that good at that... 
NV: Itʼs also a strange thing to do
M: For example yesterday we were invited to euh.. the illustration event (and event that 
took place the night before in the meat packing district) where they would have been many 
from our little industry, and it is always healthy to talk “shop” and see what other graphic 
designers and photographs are up to, talk industry  stuff, how they get clients, and in a 
general way share knowledge.. But our network has been, euuh.. First now we are getting 
work from people that donʼt know us in some way, outside of our network. I mean weʼve 
done work for people we donʼt know but then we were referred from a common friend..
NV: Pretty much just word of mouth
M: We really  want to get past that and have clients that donʼt know us and come to us 
cause they saw us on the internet or something...
NV: But thatʼs whatʼs happening now..
M: It is happening now, we have more and more clients that we donʼt know, I mean weʼve 
soon worked for all our friends.
NV: Did your network create or influence something here at TOT, like the people that 
surround you and where you come from? Or has it just been a link to clients?



M: Link to clients..
J: Jobs
M: We talk a lot about ambitions, we talk a lot about what we want to do when weʼre sitting 
down here, and we are of course opened for input and good ideas, but we pretty much set 
our own plan
J: Yes, we believe strongly in our capabilities and skills..
NV: Thatʼs a positive thing, I was just thinking about a scenario for a little illustration team 
letting their surroundings and client relationships “control” the way they work, where in the 
end they donʼt even know who they are, whereas you guys from the beginning agreed 
upon who you were...
M: Yes we try to push our own stuff up front, thereby becoming a brand
NV: And now weʼre moving into the last little chapter about branding and marketing, 
euuh... 
NV: What does TOT mean for you?
M: What do you mean?
NV: Is it just a firm or is there more to it?
J: Well, euuuh, it is a lot... Itʼs really our little baby, and if it hadn't been our baby then...
NV: You wouldnʼt have the motivation to be here?
J: Exactly, It really is just our thing, and it is also a lot about us to and our friendship, and 
that we function well together..
M: There is also a lot of pride in this, in what we have achieved, showing that we can do 
this and that we made this work.. euuh... We are really proud of this.
NV: What do you think people should associate with the brand TOT, If someone thinks of 
TOT, what should be the first things that pop into his head?
J: Good skills, perfectionism..
M: And some edge too...
J: Definitely some edge too...
M: Weʼll we havenʼt really reached that level yet where people associate to the brand like 
that, but I think people know whatʼs up.. And we also talked about the danger of just being 
associated with certain things.. cause like the children DVDʼs was not the best project but 
the money was good.. So yeah not everyone needs skulls and stuff like that so we have to 
watch out too..
J: We also set the standard for our work from start, and thatʼs also about who we are as 
persons, but the whole control thing, like we want full control over what we do, we always 
draw our own fonts and everything is hand drawn before going into the computer, it is 
really that professionalism you know
NV: Real craftsmanship...
J: Yep.. We see ourselves more like crafts mans than artists..
M: Yeah exactly and we also want people to know that they get something unique, and not 
like a happy meal design.. There are many that are better than us at those happy meal 
designs.. And thatʼs not what clients should come to us for.. Up to now we thinks its better 
if they want to target the younger generation, but I mean weʼve learned all of that in school 
and we would be able to do a website for a 50 + segment, but thatʼs usually not what our 
clients want..
NV: And it is kinda of funny the whole children DVDʼs and then (pointing to a huge black/
white skull on their office wall) skulls... 
M: There are also things we donʼt show. There is a lot of work we donʼt show on the blog, 
because it doesnʼt fit into the brand.. Like those DVDʼs we didnʼt really show them, there 
was just a little picture on the blog. And then we have our portfolio that we can customize, 
depending on which clients we are going to talk with... When we went to talk with a school 
for that one project, some of the skeletons were dropped but the DVDʼs were in. So itʼs 
like... euuh, well thereʼs a new year coming and we have to make a new strategy..



J: A lot of stuff is going to happen next year
NV: Now about communication, I had to ask how you communication plan looked and 
what have you done about it up  to know... which we already kind of talked about, at least 
about the whole blog thing and how much energy you put into that...
M: Yeah and then we also go these made (getting a bunch of stickers out of a box) which 
you also have to put on your bike... 
M: We just got them made and we should have done it much earlier.. And i know for a fact, 
like Im sure you know it, and he knows it, that you read those traffic lights, Itʼs how I find 
out whatʼs happening and whatʼs cool and such, so thatʼs a communication tool that 
directly targets a specific segment that we want to reach.
NV: And also the whole presence, showing that you are around...
M: We have to much more! Cause you know, itʼs cheap and it works. And the craziest 
example is ALIS (danish street wear brand), they were the first ones to do it, and created a 
whole identity from a bunch of fucking stickers.. itʼs really wild
J: totally.. 
M: We have to figure out those free ways to do things like that or at least cheap ways, 
cause we canʼt pay for ad places... and weʼre not really interested in doing that.
J: No not at all
M: But I think weʼre going to have to do some business to business cards and a new online 
portfolio that is easier to send around... A lot of the things weʼre doing are just trials, 
experiments... 
J: We have basic knowledge and then we just try stuff
M: And the idea is also that we can help you create a brand when you can see that we 
have a strong brand you know... Then it is easier to go out and say to people, well you can 
see what we did with our own brand, half the city knows who we are, so we can do that for 
you too.
NV: And I read an interesting article about that, small creative agencies, doing projects 
with all kinda of people and freelancers and in the end donʼt really  know who they are. You 
might be doing some cool projects and all but in the end you canʼt work on another firmʼs 
brand if you donʼt have one yourself, and I think many people tend to forget that. 
NV: And I kind of like what you guys are doing, like marketing yourself as if you could be a 
clothing ling... You are a graphic start up  but you might also look like a clothes brand, 
through those stickers and the cool graphics and all that.
M: And in the end thatʼs whatʼs going to give us an advantage.
NV: I think youʼre right
M: Im looking forward to that day when people just buy stuff from us cause we are TOT
NV: What about that whole image, with the skulls and all that, does that affect which clients 
you work with, do some want to work more with you because of that image?
J: It is a dilemma..
NV: And somewhere it also means that it will just be the cool clients that want to work with 
you...
M: That was discussed from the beginning and we try things as long as it is possible, If 
that image thing is not working anymore weʼll have to try  something else. Then weʼll have 
to drop those skulls.
J: But as long as people are still interested in this
M: And we also have dream clients, like we, euuh...  And you know itʼs like why  shouldnʼt 
we do what we would rather be doing, the opposite would be plain stupid.
M: We would love VANS (cult skateboard shoes) to call us or like some other big shots 
street brands, you know, those things... 
NV: Well then you should just write to those guys, something could definitely happen..
M: And we talked about that yesterday, we havenʼt needed to sell ourselves yet 
NV: Plus now you have a big portfolio you can show



M: Itʼs totally  different from last yearsʼ. Totally  differnet.. Now we have Tuborg, and some 
other big clients, which make people more comfortable, theyʼll think oh ok theyʼve done 
stuff for Tuborg, then we can also work with them... If they can do stuff for them they can 
also do stuff for us, which is kind of lame cause we could have done the project anyways...  
But we do the exact same thing..
J: You need to see that euuh...
NV: Itʼs also funny cause the guys Im writting about have the same kind of issues around 
the topic of being Aps. Which also gives security for those bigger clients.
M: But that costs money
NV: Its something like you need to have 120 thousand on the firmʼs account...
M: Jep, and I think we would do it if we had that kind of money
J: If this becomes as big as we think it will then weʼll do it. And it is also a security for you 
because if you are registered as an IS they could in reality  go at your home and take your 
TV and what not if your firm goes bankrupt. But we are even dealing with all this, we 
havenʼt borrowed any  money and donʼt have the need to, and we donʼt buy a computer 
before we have money for it..
NV: So what about TOT in five years? Where are we, is it still all going on here (at the 
studio on sønderboulevard), and are their two other guys in the next room doing stuff?
J: We talked about needing a Project leader some time soon. But in 5 years.. The dream is 
that we both have a project leader and a finance dude and that we still sit here and do 
what we do.
M: In 5 years their should be more people involved, because that means that their would 
be more money involved, we are not getting rich yet and we wonʼt be with the current state 
of things, the firm has to grow with more people and more projects.
NV: Will you offer new services?
J: I donʼt know if we can call it new services but we will definitely branch out somehow. 
There are new areas to conquer, I would love to do skateboard graphics for example..
M: Or even clothes, there is nothing we will say no to you know... 
And that is something we agreed on early, we want to leave our options opened. If we get 
a good idea it should be easy to make to transition to it.
NV: I could see TOT being a clothing brand
M: That is indeed a possibility
M: Being flexible like that will show its benefits in the future, there probably our people out 
there that are not to sure what we do, even tough i would say  that with just a slight of 
intelligence youʼd figure it out quite fast...



TOT Interview 2 transcription. February 2011
NV: Nicolas Verhelpen
J: Jonas
M: Martin

Answers divided according to different themes.

VALUE.

NV. What do you understand as Value and Value creation. What does value mean for you 
in terms of your firm. Is it to make money, or maybe get some references or new 
knowledge?
J: We have chosen projects because of both things. We have done things that didnʼt pay 
much but where the client could give us something, and then weʼve made those projects 
where the client wasnʼt interesting but where we just did it for the money. 
M: There arenʼt that many projects that we do in order to learn something, especially now. 
The first year was all about building a portfolio, where now we wanna make money.
NV: So money is a pretty big deal.
M: And it becomes increasingly important
NV: But what about something like a social network. I mean it is not measured as 
importantly as profit but do you see how valuable it can be?
J: Yes of course and we wouldnʼt have achieved what we have done if it wasnʼt for the 
network. 
M: It is becoming less important now, but in our start up phase it has been the most 
important factor to our success.
NV: So your goal now is to make money? There is no other hidden agenda of some form.
M: I mean weʼre still into making projects we really  like, we still think that People should 
think specific things when it comes to TOT (customizable and such...) but we also have to 
do other certain things like this (referring to a specific campaign about playing with fire) 
which is fun. But weʼre still waiting for the day that those kick ass clients contact you for 
your specific line (in terms of illustrations)

RELATIONSHIPS.

NV: Moving on, letʼs get an idea of your current relationships. So which relations do you 
currently have, this is not only from projects but also other types of relations like that guy 
Simon from wonderland
J: Well we talk a lot with Simon, weʼve done a lot of work in relation with him, we are about 
to do something new with him, and weʼll probably do a lot with him in the future. We have a 
good partnership.
NV: But what does this relationship constitute of? Is it like we mail to each other, or...
J: Its kind of everything, phone together, mail together and meet up.. Weʼve all been to 
school together.
M: We also meet outside of work related issues such as an art reception, but thatʼs all 
mingling. It was funny with those brass monkeys, that was at Mohs gallery where you just 
hang out and start conversations with random people, who then contact you, cause you 
know it was that whole talk and business card swapping... Which we have done way too 
little. We are usually way to passive when we are out at such events. But we get good 
results every time we try.



NV: Yeah cause it feels more natural right, that whole thing of not going out as a salesman, 
make it more casual...
NV: But what about that guy Simon, he got you guys some work, right?
J: Yes he outsources as much as he can to us
NV: But who is he what does he do?
J: Heʼs got a magazine and a gallery, and a small agency.
NV: getting you work for other clients than himself
J: Yes, like tuborg for example

(A freshly arrived mail disturbs our interview for a little minute)

NV: So in a way you could say that the relationship  with Simon is quite a social one. Like 
he is a friend, you communicate well and in the end he is a link to all these other projects
J: Yes thatʼs really how it started, and that is also what we have with Andre, who is also a 
good friend and hired us for many different things
NV: what about b2b relationships, what do you currently have of such direct relationships, 
maybe relating to a project or something?
M: We have Andreas, which isnʼt really social, we communicate well together, he comes to 
us with website projects.
NV: so that relationship is all about profit.
M: Yeah he just gets us work, he is a programer. For example that work he has just 
phoned us about is about this website we did for a dental clinic, and now other dentists 
have seen it and want the same kind of site. And that is kind of a new thing, that someone 
from the same industry (dentists) have seen our work and want something from us.
J: Well that was also the case with brass monkey that had seen our zombie work and 
wanted a flyer from us
NV: any other relationships you can think of?
J: Mmmm, not really I mean that fire campaign we just did was through this firm that does 
educational pamphlets and such, where some of our friends work and put a good word for 
us.
M: And thatʼs quite interesting, if people knew a bit better about us, I mean we can solve 
these types of problems (graphic projects in general) and we are probably  cheaper than 
most. And they told us like yeah, the solution you brought was way better than we 
expected . But they would never have found us, and we also talked about the fact that if 
they had found us through our web page they probably  wouldnt have chosen us (because 
of the skulls and all that). We had quite some fun at our meeting with them, like yeah they 
thought it was funny (the skulls), and asked us, whatʼs up with all the skeletons and skulls, 
and youʼre called death. Not that it was bad but they were quite interested  
NV: Are we done with relationships? Is that all you guys have? Cause im thinking every 
relationship counts and can be used in my analysis.
M: Everything we have?
NV: Yeps, everything you have right now!
M: Iʼd say 90% of the relationships we have are friends, or friends of our friends. And it all 
comes from a social background. 

NV: Which then leads to work

M: And then we have all those musicians mailing us and telling us that they  are huge fans 
and asking us to do logos for them, and we are like sure, itʼll be X amount of money, but 
then they are like nah nah, we have 1000kr, for two weeks of work. And those are 
absolutely useless. But I donʼt know if that counts as relations?



NV: well I understand and define relationships as customer a and supplier b  exchanging 
things in order to create value.
J: Well then we also have small things like my mother in lawʼs friend who wants a painting.
NV: And that can be put together with all other small projects and classified as one offs. 
Little communication, money on one side and a product on the other and boom the 
relationship is done.
J: At least until one of her friend sees the painting and also wants one. 
M: But we wouldnt fill this up with anything really... (cause they are one offs)
NV: Cause where Im going is that I am using the term quick wins for those direct one off 
relationships with little investment but are all about making that quick buck and not about 
long term relationships. 
M: We hope that each customer will become one of those long term relationships. We are 
happy that Simon keeps on using us, we are glad that Andre keeps on using us, we wanna 
gather more of these. Cause when we have ten of those, well then there is a constant 
work flow. 

(I enlighten the guys a bit more about my specific framework and portfolio and how it 
works)
J: (commenting on long term relationships) Yes we never do that...
M: We actually talked about this, we read it was a smart thing to do..

(further showcasing the portfolio I set up and talking about “quick wins”, “strategic”, “time 
wasters”, “Socials” and setting up a strategy for each)

J (comments): I think the reason we have not set up a strategy for our relationships with 
Simon and Andre is that we donʼt need too, cause theyʼre friends. 
NV: And thatʼs why it is sitting right here (pointing at the social quadrant)

Further about relations:

M: So yeah we already talked with 2010 which is an add agency, and they have told us 
theyʼre are fans and really want to work with us, at least I hope so. 
J: We donʼt even have that many relationships... 
NV: Letʼs just try to keep a focus on those relationships that you actually  actively maintain, 
to make it easier for you guys to think about all your relations. 
M: Well actually I think thatʼs it, I donʼt think we have any more...
J: I think youʼre right... 
M: Otherwise we would remember it.. We actually donʼt have anymore.. Those mentioned 
are the ones we do know will provide work at some point
NV: What did you actually do for 2010?
J: We actually havenʼt really done anything, Martin did some sketches that never got used.
NV: Going into a more specific question, what are the 5 most important things you look at 
when initiating a relationship?
(here instead of transcribing the whole discussion I have chosen to only write the direct 
answers to my initial questions as this was meant as a short straight to the point question.)
Communication (answer each others mails) - Deadlines (projects get stuck because 
people donʼt respect deadlines) - Professionalism - High profiles 
NV: Again, with 5 words, what determines a successful relationship?
Satisfaction - Loyalty  - When others react to it (having seen a project) - Experience - 
Respect 



PROJECTS.

NV: Im looking at the interrelation between relationships, projects and the network, so I 
would also like to know which projects you are currently working on and which actors to 
these involve.
J+M: As of right we have that playing with fire campaign, which we arenʼt allowed to talk 
about, we have that painting (pointing to a painting they are working on), we some t-shirts 
(through Simon), We have a wall painting (for a blogʼs reader), then weʼve got some 
websites (through Andreas the programmer) and a band logo for a guy called Asbjørn 
(through a friend). Most of these are one offs, but the websites might bring some extra 
projects, as well as the Tuborg t-shirts and the paintings, but we also hope that the fire 
project brings more collaboration with the specific client.
NV: Moving on, how do you select, manage and deliver your projects? And actually I think 
I have enough data from last time to answer this..
J: Well and also, we pretty much just say yes to everything.
M: Yeah and about managing, well we have discussed a strategy, and discussed what we 
want to chase, you know...
NV: And thatʼs where I could come in with some suggestions..
M: I mean it makes total sense, should we do something about relationships... Like if we 
keep working with someone who doesnʼt pay us enough... Well maybe we should do 
something else or just drop that contact..
NV: The model Im building is very subjective and will be different from firm to firm, My 
other case will have a different scenario cause it all comes back to what you want to 
prioritize, what you understand as value and in general what you want out of relationships, 
and then you can customize a strategy out of that. And I think we have enough here about 
projects... But one last thing, what makes a successful project?
J: When it is really successful then we have a lot of stuff to show on the blog, I love when 
we can do a really  long blog post that showcases all what we have done, this is probably 
my favorite thing after getting my paycheck of course.. 
M: I like it when there has been a challenge from the start, and that we found a solution. It 
means a lot to myself and my week that we have been able to provide a solution to a 
project. At least to show ourselves that we are able to finish a big project, with professional 
people for like the state of Denmark, and everyone is happy. 
J: We can also choose to see TOT as a whole project.
M: I think that we could have done things differently, somewhere in us there is also an 
“artist heart”, not that we want to be artists, but I have friends that start companies strictly 
with profits in sight..
J: And that is totally not what we hand in mind when we started, we were looking at doing 
“hand crafts”, and get our fingers dirty, and such things. We always wanted to make a 
living of this but it took a while before we were just looking at profits..
NV: And thatʼs what we talked about last time, the whole “sitting together after work and 
drawing together”...
Ok guys, We just have to cover one last subject, which is the network.

(Here I take a second to enlighten the guys about network and network boundaries and 
how they function in my theoretical framework in order to ask them my questions regarding 
this issue)



NETWORK.

NV: Do you guys have any idea where you are situated in this really subjective network of 
relationships where boundaries change according to the changing relationships? Do you 
have any idea of the scope of firms you reach through this network?
J: Pretty far
NV: Is it something you sat down and kind of thought about?
M: Nah nah not really...
M: (asking Jonas) What work did Specktors (their musical act) really get us? (speaking in 
terms of TOTʼs projects obviously) 
J: Nothing specific, other than a huge case with all the graphic work that had to be done 
for the group..
M: Yeah yeah sure but above that it hasnʼt given us anything else
J: But yeah, like out of everyone who reads the blog and all the people who are fans on 
facebook, pretty much 50 percent check us out because of Specktors..
NV: Sure, but like through Specktors you have gained a certain access to a lot of creative 
people and firms, like music labels and such.. 
J: Sure weʼve met some people like this guys thomas from a photoshoot who weʼve talked 
about collaborating with and using him as photograph on our projects. 
M: But yeah itʼs something we havenʼt really done (talking about the network and the 
access to resources through certain relationships) and managed yet, we also believe in 
letting our product talk for himself. That was one of the things i hated most about ad 
agencies, it was all so fake..

(Here we get into a short discussion about letting your work speak for itself VS being only 
profit minded and aggressively pursue clients. But as it is not relevant for my research it 
will not be transcribed.)

NV:(Coming to the network) The idea of the network Im coming with here is to kind of set 
up  an overview of how far you actually reach. And more importantly you hold a certain 
position in this network. Like mentioned before, other clients talk and give feedback and 
the word gets around, like yeah those guys TOT were really  good or, have you seen this 
website they made and so on. So you hold a position that you in some way can manage, 
and through relationship  management you can gain access to certain customers in the 
network and position yourself in a certain way...
But you guys donʼt have a specific overview of your networkʼs boundaries?
J: no no, not at all
M: not really
J: I feel that we reach to quite a lot of potential clients though, like if we sit down and think 
about how many people Simon knows and how many people Andre knows, and all these 
other guys, we reach pretty far...
M: But that it actually gives us work, thatʼs kin of like euuh...
J: Yeah itʼs not like we get work from it..
NV: But at least you re being talked about..
M: Yes, yes, and then weʼre also into something vaguely  different from the network and 
that is how we are seen from the outside.. 
NV: And that joins my next question of whether you feel you are maintaining a specific 
position in this network.



M: Yeah, itʼs like “itʼs all good”, that “cool” image weʼve been playing around with from the 
start gives us a certain position and now after a while it is also difficult to change that 
specific image. 
J: But like at the time when we really started that whole death vibe and skulls and all this 
stuff, it wasnʼt as hot (meaning cool) as it is now, so at that time we were something really 
special.
NV: Is it really that cool now?
J: Yeah it is a lot about deathmetal and satanic crosses nowdays
J: So if people get to know us today, they probably thing weʼre just following a trend..
NV: As far as Im concerned, it seems like the position you hold is managed through your 
brand and the way you communicate it throughout the blog. 
J: Yeah weʼve done that a lot, even though itʼs been kind of slow the past few weeks...

(Here the guys discuss their website and whether their portfolio or their blog should be 
their main web page - which is not directly relevant to my specific research)

M:(comments) But looking at our blog from a clientʼs perspective, why would they buy a 
website from us? Like we have pictures about a hot dog, and some skulls and some other 
things, like how can they know what exactly weʼre doing?

(Following this, a short discussion about what strategy they feel they should adopt arises. 
Should they  play around with their blog/website, or take a tour of advertising agencies with 
their portfolio under the arm.)

Finishing up a confusing discussion,
The guys finally agree that they  have to go on an “advertising agency tour” in order to get 
new valuable relationships and make more money. They also agree that it would be 
beneficial to classify and manage their relationships, and they would be ready to apply  a 
simple management tool to do so.



Appendix 2 - Northward Interview.

NORTHWARD semi structured interview. February 2011

NV: Nicolas Verhelpen
T: Thomas (1/2 of Northward)

NV: So yeah, pretty obvious question, would you categorize yourself as a highly customer 
oriented project based service firm?
T: Yes, what you are seeing these days is high specialization,  very specific service 
offering. 
NV: Unique products.
T: Exactly, traditionally in advertising you have see the business model of full service 
agencies, where they do everything in-house
NV: 360 deals
T: Yep, those 360 deals, but what you are increasingly seeing is people going for the more 
specialized services, so the various businesses are becoming segmented, 
NV: And cause thatʼs like, donʼt you think those generic 360 offerings give you in the end a 
quite cliche/boring strategy/campaign or whatever?
T: Absolutely, if you donʼt specialize in a specific area then you donʼt have the necessary 
expertise and the same center of focus, itʼs much better when us use principals of division 
of labour. I think the role of an agency these days is to own the client relationship  and 
engage with other subject experts, on a project basis.
NV: And being very customer oriented in the end means that competitive advantage is 
gained by better understanding the customers needs.
T: Yup
NV: Moving on, what do you understand as value and value creation?   
T: Thatʼs kind of a tricky one... I mean.. heuh
NV: Well value for your firm, like would it be profit, would it be experience..
T: To clarify, what you mean is from the perspective of northward and what our priorities 
are, or is it specific to client interaction?
NV: I see it as a whole, like what does value mean to your firm.
T: Well obviously there is the revenue one, but there are also a series of priorities 
balancing against each other, talking about that quick win mentality VS strategic on-going 
project, and these all feed in the growth and reputation of the firm as value providers. So 
obviously you want to do the bread and butter work because that brings revenue and you 
donʼt have to invest too much into those projects cause basically  everybody can do them. 
But for long term strategic projects and to be innovative, you will have to invest heavily, 
and the immediate payoffs might not be forthcoming so itʼs a slow burn but ultimately the 
value created, when it works.. And I mean weʼre looking at a conversion rate of 20%, i 
mean 1 out of 5 big projects or 1 out of 10... but when it works your reputation increases 
both locally and internationally.            
NV: So here youʼre already differentiating between on-off relationships on one side where 
profit is the main value determinant, and long term relationships where other 
characteristics such as reputation determine value.  
T: Absolutely, but in the beginning when starting a business what you want is to secure a 
solid and stable cash flow, cause thatʼs the biggest mistake that it is made, and look weʼve 
been a bit guilty of it ourselves, investing in projects and focusing on projects while not 
being truly focused on getting revenue in. So yeah thatʼs kind of how we view that...



In terms of value creation, again it can be segmented, our roles and our engagement with 
clients and customers can either be very narrow, very task and project oriented, very 
specific, and basically just fulfilling the brief and doing no further contribution other than 
that, when editing a project, filming a project, producing a project, that is very 
commoditized and can basically  be reproduced over and over. Whereas when you are 
talking about the longer engagements of value creation and value proposition projects 
where you are bringing some innovation in. some point of difference, something new, more 
strategic thought and deeper sort of engagement, that is where the real value is created 
because that is something that cannot necessarily be reproduced or challanged by other 
competitors in the market. 

RELATIONSHIPS.

NV: ok so this is maybe going to take a little longer, what relationships have you currently 
established and do you differentiate between them? But letʼs try  to breakdown and all your 
current relationships, being customers, allies in the industry, i mean everything.
T: I havenʼt actually listed them but euh, broadly speaking, we have the ones acquired by 
virtue of our business relationship  with Eye for Image (EFI), who by investing in our 
venture have pushed as many relationships and projects our way. Being new to denmark 
and not speaking danish has been a challenge in terms of chasing down new business 
opportunities and establishing strong cash flow, but the reason we have entered this 
relationship  (with EFI) and have given up  so much equity is that they  have established 
relations to the industry and they can push cash flow, quick wins our way.  
NV: so you have already established quick on offs relationships through EFI?
T: Yes, these are discrete pieces of work we do for EFI all the time, and they provide us 
with resources such as office space and access to their clients, and additional info on their 
clientsʼ priorities that we would not have if we were just walking in from the street. That is 
the most important relationship that we have.
And I mean it is a bit challenging because they are working with commission and they 
have different priorities, and they pass on a certain budget to us, whereas if we would be 
out getting our own clients we would work with a full budget. But for us it is a positive 
relationship because we have gained access to all these resources.
NV: Does this mean that the essence of this relationship lies in the fact that for every 
project you do through them they get a little chunk.
T: Sometimes, not necessarily. When working with their clients, they do all the relationship 
management and then brief us about specific requirements needed from us
NV: Thatʼs a huge time saver!
T: Precisely, they  just flick us the bread and butter work, they directly brief us about 
needing a discrete piece of work, this film has to be edited or this specific thing has to be 
shot, go do it and weʼll pay you X amount. 
Then there are these relationships where we are in direct contact with clients. Basically 
EFI has gone like, this client has a need, you need to go contact this client and pitch your 
services. But they have also pitched us to their clients about our specific skills   
NV: Do you have names on some of those type of clients who you are currently in direct 
contact with?
T: Yes, so we have Reason, then we have done work for Danisco, GN resound, and Saxo 
Bank, euuh, who else, a company called hemple, there is a whole bunch of them.
NV: These are all relationships where you still today have some form of contact?
T: For some of them yes, others have just been quick wins



NV: So are they all quick wins or do you see potential long term strategic relationships with 
some of them?
T: In those we have direct contact with, iʼd say Reason who we are currently making a 
project for (Reson makes sonar equipment). For who we are delivering video content but 
also increasingly going over their content distribution strategy, so we do some consultancy.
NV: Do you have a form of contract with them or?
T: Yes, we send them proposal for discrete consultant projects, letʼs say 15 hours, which is 
on-going.
NV: That would be in a form a strategic relationship, because you are aiming at a long 
term relation with them
T: What I would say is that any relationship  that we intend to have that are direct, are 
relationships where weʼll be ready to invest some time in. But like you say weʼre a small 
project oriented firm and donʼt have time to invest in account management, so in the 
relationships where we do get client contact we have to be aware of that and nurture those 
relationships, even if itʼs not a regular weekly basis, they just have to be happy so that next 
time they donʼt even think about going to an agency..
NV: Any other relationships you can think of?
T: Absolutely, look, I mean we have client relationships and work relationships but we also 
have strategic partnerships with other vendors. We have a bit of work partnering with the 
eco support web  video, weʼve entered a partnership  with 23 video (actively  using their 
services and pushing them clients). Weʼve also engaged with a business development 
manager, we have a loose agreement with him, heʼs a danish guy, he has extensive 
advertising contacts, heʼs name is klaus møller, and weʼre using him as a danish business 
developer because as you were saying before, we donʼt want to be putting all of our eggs 
in the same basket.
NV: What does he do, what is he normally associated with?
T: He has a company that provides outsourced print material and graphic design resource 
to agencies and clients, he works as an account manager and has a network of 
photographers and retouchers and basically  printing industry and advertising industry. 
What we are adding to that is bringing the digital and the video content, it works right well, 
he gets a cut and handles the client, much like with EFI..
NV: Have you had some good contacts through him?
T: Yep, we have
NV: One offs?
T: Generally  discrete work but their are strategic opportunities that we are pursuing at the 
moment... We also have collaboration we a few other production companies, working on 
different projects, there is a company within this building called Copenhagen Content 
House (long history  of producing TV shows and corporate news content and even 
advertising) who lack creative talent, and that is what we talked about, collaborating with 
ideas. Essentially, we do have a network and access to make bigger production but in 
terms of what we do in this building it is more about generating ideas and concepts. So the 
next step  up is either to gather higher end gear or link up with a production company. We 
have relations to other production companies to whom we pitch project ideas, both 
advertising and content for tv shows. We also forge relationships to key suppliers, right 
now we have a relation to a sound design firm called Audio lounge that kind of try to 
nurture us along.
NV: Well thatʼs a lot of relationships youʼve got going on here...
T: Yeah and that is something I have noticed from previous experience in england and new 
zealand, in Denmark you have a lot of relationships but a lot of them are time wasters, 
purely  social relationships, which I could talk about for over an hour, but I have mostly 
focused on business relationships here.



NV: Is this it as far as relationships goes then?
T: Yep, weʼll leave it at that
T: So the next question was with five words could you name factors when initiating a 
relationship?
NV: Euh yes, go ahead.

T: Value - Trust - Competence - Reputation - Connection ( Network, but mostly  forming 
common ground)

NV: Five words to determine a successful relationship?

T: Trust - Results - Competence - Compatability - Value

PROJECTS. 

NV: Going into projects, lets have a quick breakdown of what projects youʼre currently 
working on and which actors do these involve?
T: I would say that a lot of the project we are currently working on involve Michael from EFI 
(creative director), but in general mostly EFI and those involve a bunch of discrete 
projects. But above that a lot of our current projects are speculative, meaning that we 
develop concepts and pitch them to potential clients, contact them and tell them that in 
order to produce it it would cost X amount of money.
NV: Thatʼs a rather aggressive way to do things?
T: I mean we have to be aggressive, with have a client list with clients lead, drawn from 
EFI and Klaus Møllerʼs clients, some generated on our own and some through 
copenhagen content house, which has about 40-50 potential clients. So we are going 
through this list with my three creative guys (Andy-Jack-Peter), dividing that list among 
these people and actively writing scripts for potential customers.
NV: But these are all.. like... I donʼt know if I would say projects that you are directly 
involved with right now... 
T: Euhm, we are devoting resource to them..
But yeah in terms of projects, there are a lot of these speculative ones, weʼre doing quite a 
bit of work through Klaus, some web video production for a company called bossa nova, 
weʼre also doing some work on something weʼre selling to politikken (web-drama), weʼre 
doing some reason work, that company hemple too, Iʼm doing some work for a social 
media company, weʼre doing some work for an international conference (video branding - 
social media). These are the projects weʼre directly involved with at the moment
NV: Cool, so the main actors are like your team and the EFI people?
T: Yeh itʼs pretty much the EFI guys and/Klaus..
NV: And you have a pretty good relationship with them?
T: Yeah that EFI guys i obviously work close to and have a meeting with once or twice a 
week. 
NV: So the next question is about the selection, management and delivery of you projects 
but letʼs just focus on the selection of your projects.
T: Selection, at the moment our priority is revenue, so that it our main criteria at the 
moment. For some of the speculative projects we are looking at, a lot of that is about what 
can be reused and repurchased, and that can be done because their are universal values 
and features that company want to bring to the front. Also, what we are doing at the 
moment with 23 video is building some custom features that we can offer our clients.. So 
these are kind of the considerations, but as of now its really more about the revenue.



NV: Would you see gaining experience, skills and access to some markets or important 
people an important aspect of choosing projects?
T: It would be less about learning but more about getting our name out there and showing 
what we can do.
NV: So building you reputation?
T: Yeah, because that is also absolutely essential. Looking at music videos, I mean we 
have worked on music videos where it wasnʼt about making a profit but mostly about 
having something nice to put in our portfolio. But from a learning perspective itʼs not that 
important.
NV: Yeah you know exactly what youʼre doing..
T: And we know what we want.
NV: You know also what you can offer and all..
T: Yep, and the way we have structured our business, relying on outsourcing and a 
collective network we donʼt need those learning and competencies. Except from a strategic  
perspective.

NETWORK.

NV: Getting into network and how relationships are embedded through relationships and 
projects, the next questions is about the network and its boundary, which actually moves 
all the time in terms of which relationships and projects you engage with. So do you know 
your networkʼs boundary and how far you reach?
T: One of the challenges of talking about network is that there are so many different 
network, and if we are talking about our business network and our local danish network, 
then, by virtue of EFI, Klaus Møller and some social relationships and other production 
companies, it is pretty huge, we would be able to touch every organization in denmark.
NV: What if we just look within your direct relationships?
T: Itʼs still big, we have access to all the key  advertising agencies, and key  organization 
and firms (tuborg, maersk, novozyme, lego...)
NV: If we think about this boundary youʼve just named and looking over this net of 
relationships, do you think you hold a specific position?
T: It is very difficult to say because as an organization weʼve only been active for 2 months, 
weʼve had our website running for about 3 weeks and been working under the Northward 
brand for a month and a half, so Iʼd say that we are largely unknown at the moment. We 
are quite happy with that, because when we go out and meet people, our competence and 
comportment and the way we present ourselves demonstrate our expertise in that area.  
NV: You can also look at your position in another way, namely  are you the only  guys 
offering this service in Copenhagen at the moment? 
T: I would say we are not, I havenʼt seen exactly the same, and Iʼd say that by virtue that 
we are not danes, we are positioning ourselves with an international profile. We have a 
different way to create content, a different way to be creative and a different approach to 
how this should be managed strategically. We can do stuff that other local content 
agencies do but also we can do stuff they  canʼt do (international perspective, write good 
english...) Our position in evolving, weʼre evolving as a brand right now, and going towards 
specific positioning, itʼs all about developing a brand identity beyond EFI. But at the 
moment itʼs all about getting our name out there.
NV: Do you feel there is a difference in the way you deal with relationships when they are 
in projects/network?



T:  Absolutely, when weʼre working on something that creates revenue we have to be much 
tighter in terms of interaction with the client. When youʼre working on a discrete project 
youʼre working with a budgetary framework. Good communication, deadline, very  task 
oriented. 
But when youʼre pitching for a project you have to give out some knowledge without giving 
too much, and so much danish business is based on existing relationship
NV: Who you know...
T:  Exactly, and thatʼs why weʼve had to engage with third parties who can vouch for us.
NV: We have talked about some of your social relationships, but is there anything else you 
wanted to add?
T: Absolutely, we have forged social relations in the nature of art rebels and bitchslap, 
which are loose affiliations more than anything else. There are also relationships in 
between the two on a more industry level. Personally I have a deep  interest in web and 
web technology so I have a relationship with an organization called theory in practice 
which is more about knowledge sharing. Less about our core services, but more about that 
I have some ideas that donʼt fit in our core services that I share with them (pub and talk 
ideas kind of relation). These are feeder relations that give you extra knowledge...
NV: Anything else you can think of?
T: euhmm.. Andrew (his partner) has an extensive amount of these, but because I have 
only been living in copenhagen for such a short time i havenʼt gathered those yet.
NV: Letʼs talk two minutes about his social network.. He reaches pretty  far, I mean he 
knows many people in different industries, especially the creative ones, like film industry 
and so on...
T: What has been a task for me, not having an extensive social network, is to see andyʼs 
relationships and figure out if we can develop those social relations into professional ones. 
And thatʼs what Andy is good at, heʼs a likable guy and forms social relations really  easily. 
But in term of converting these into professional relations, thatʼs where I come in, I mean i 
can be friendly but Im also a business man, so the way  I look at this is how we can turn 
this into a competitive advantage. And we have done this a bit (Audiolounge, very...)
NV: Last two small questions, would you see it beneficial to classify and manage your 
relationships? If yes, would you use a managerial tool to do so?
T: Yes and Yes.
T: (further ads) If you are classifying relationships you are generally classifying them as 
two things, either social or business and the strongest relationship arise where these two 
intersect. So the challenge for a company is to get them to this central point where the 
professional aspect (compentence, etc...) meet the social aspect. In this way the “no you 
are too expensive” factor becomes less important due to the social bonds at hand. The 
challenge is to convert social relationships in to business relations and vice versa.

 



Appendix 3 - TOT projects. Mix Medias.

T-shirts for Bitchslap Magazine

DVD covers and interactive menus

Illustrations for Blockbuster Campaign

Wall Painting for Diesel Jeans



Brand ID/ T-shirt design for Tuborg/MCs fight nightInstallation for an Agency

Jonas and Martin, used for their blog



Screenshot from TOTʼs blog, showing their working process



Appendix 4 - Northward. Mix Medias.

Northwardʼs Website Layout



Appendix 5 - Keller. Brand Knowledge.


