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“As of now, computer networks are still in their infancy, but as they grow up and become sophisticated, 

we will probably see the spread of ‘computer utilities’ which, like present electric and telephone utilities, 

will service individual homes and offices across the country.” 

Leonard Kleinrock, 1969 

 

  



 
 

Abstract 
The growing demand and future predictions of computing services that are provided over the Internet 

and accessible from any computing device, also referred to as cloud computing services, has increased 

the attention and interest of software developers for this type of services. Companies selling cloud 

computing services are faced with several challenges, in particular small- and medium-sized enterprises 

that can have a hard time acquiring sufficient financial resources to stimulate growth. Depending on the 

situation, these SMEs might consider the establishment of partnerships with companies that can sell the 

services as a suitable solution to their market penetration issues.  

It can, however, be difficult for these companies to establish partnerships with potential distributors due 

to the characteristics of cloud computing services. Because of this, the authors of this thesis found it 

interesting to explore the process that SMEs go through when establishing partnerships to sell cloud 

computing services. Three research questions were formulated regarding how the processes of locating 

and evaluating potential partners can be characterized as well as how the process of enhancing the 

appeal of the partnership offering can be characterized. 

Two semi-structured interviews were conducted with managers at Red Cloud and Fortnox. The results 

indicate that using network relationships is the primary way of locating potential partners, since it was 

utilized in both cases. When it comes to evaluating potential partners, the process can be characterized 

as a two-parted process made up by both objective and subjective evaluation. The purpose of the 

objective evaluation is to determine whether the partner is suitable to cooperate with based on its 

business and customers whereas subjective evaluation is used to judge the commitment of the partner 

or to determine whether the social interaction with the partner is satisfying.  As for enhancing the appeal 

the appeal, the results indicate that companies have different approaches to this since one of the cases 

had done several adaptations whereas the other case had done none. The areas where adaptations had 

been made to enhance the appeal were in after sales support arrangement, pricing, commission and 

reward structure, as well as in the products.     

One of the reasons for why this study was conducted was to explore the influence that cloud computing 

characteristics had on the process of establishing distribution partnerships. Interestingly, there is nothing 

in the findings that can be attributed to the specific influence of cloud computing.  
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1 Introduction 
The purpose of this chapter is to give an introduction to the research area of this thesis by providing the 

background and the problem discussion that led to the research problem and research questions, 

followed by an outline of the thesis where the purpose of each chapter is explained.  

1.1 Background 
The access to essential services is one of the foundations of the modern human society. Utility services 

such as water, electricity and telephony are vital for managing everyday life routines and they are used 

so frequently that they need to be constantly available so that consumers can access them at any time. 

The service providers deliver these utility services and the consumers pay them based on their usage. 

Similar to how water, electricity and telephony and other utility services have become available as a 

service, we are now currently seeing the same transformation in the computing industry where 

computing services are becoming available on demand. (Buyya, Yeo, Venugopal, Broberg, & Brandic, 

2008)  

It was predicted as early as in 1969 by Leonard Kleinrock, one of the chief scientists of the original 

Advanced Research Projects Agency Network (ARPANET) project which preceded the Internet, who said:  

“As of now, computer networks are still in their infancy, but as they grow up and become sophisticated, we 
will probably see the spread of ‘computer utilities’ which, like present electric and telephone utilities, will 
service individual homes and offices across the country.” 
 

The underlying architecture of these services is referred to as “Cloud computing” (Perry, 2008). The 

fundamental concept of cloud computing is that the computing is “in the cloud”, which means that the 

computation is not performed on the user’s device but instead on a device that is accessed through the 

Internet. The user knows nothing about exactly which device that performs the computation or where it 

is located. As can be seen in figure 1, the cloud is used as an abstraction of the architecture from the 

user’s perspective. The arrows represent data being sent between the user device and the computing 

device through the Internet. 

 

Figure 1 - User's perspective of cloud computing 
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For the user, this means that the service is always accessible, no matter what computer that is currently 

being used, as long as it has Internet access. Basically nothing needs to be installed, the storage capacity 

is unlimited and the software is always of the latest version and there is never need for paying or 

downloading an upgrade. When it comes to storing, in addition to the capacity being unlimited, the 

reliability is also greatly increased. There is no longer a need to worry about data backup in case of hard 

drive crashes. Since the computing takes place over the Internet, cloud computing also requires less 

processing power and hard disk space of the device used by the consumer, and the performance of the 

device can actually be increased since less applications are requiring memory (Miller, 2009).  

There are two main models of billing the consumption of cloud computing services. The first model is 

billing on a subscription basis where the billing is time-based and the users pay, for example, once per 

month. This model is analogous to paying for a magazine subscription. The other model is billing on a 

utility basis, which works the same way as with traditional utility services where consumers pay based on 

their usage (Dzubeck, 2008). These models of billing mean that users avoid heavy capital expenditures on 

hardware, software and services, something that can be particularly valuable to individuals and smaller 

companies.  

There are also several advantages of cloud computing for suppliers. It enables sellers to reach and 

penetrate new markets by lowering costs and reducing technology barriers to the adoption of solutions 

and it enables easier and faster prospect trials since no installations are needed. It also makes upgrading 

and support easier and more manageable, provides the opportunity of collecting valuable information 

on customer behavior and usage, as well as opportunities of cross-selling. The billing models also provide 

suppliers with a predictable and stable recurring revenue stream, which perhaps is one of most obvious 

advantages of cloud computing for suppliers. (McCabe, 2010) 

1.2 Problem Discussion 
Although the predictable and stable recurring revenue stream can be considered as an advantage to 

suppliers, it can also pose a problem. For suppliers just starting up, it can be hard to acquire sufficient 

financial resources to invest in growth early on, which is important in order to be profitable as soon as 

possible. It is hard because the continuous stream of revenue means that it will take quite some time 

before the full value of each customer can be extracted compared to the case where companies get the 

full amount immediately upon a sale. This does not necessarily have to be an issue for larger companies 

since they might have access to financial resources from other operations. Smaller companies do not 

have this possibility and must either acquire financial resources from the owners, who might not be able 

to afford it, or from investors. If they cannot acquire financial resources from owners or investors, they 

must grow very fast. Even if they succeed in acquiring resources from investors, there will most likely still 

be a demand of relatively fast growth. 

Smaller companies must therefore penetrate the market to achieve sufficient sales volumes as quickly as 

possible. This is where the issue of channel structure arises. The majority of companies would probably 

prefer to sell directly to consumers if it provided them with the most profit. This can be feasible if the 

product is relatively easy to sell and brings relatively high revenue. Otherwise, some kind of indirect 

channel structure needs to be adopted to sell the product profitably. An indirect channel structure would 
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involve the company establishing a partnership with one or more companies that can distribute the 

product to the consumers. The use of partnerships is also supported by theory. Li and Qian (2007) argue 

that SMEs face shortages of information, capital, management time, and experience as well as 

constraints that arise from their vulnerability to environmental changes. According to Li and Qian (2007) 

many experts believe that, due to both internal and external constraints, SMEs should use partnerships 

or strategic alliances to overcome the problems resulting from resource limitations and capability 

insufficiency.  

The recruitment process of partners who can distribute cloud computing services can be challenging, 

however. The concept of cloud computing is still relatively new and to many it is still unknown. To begin 

with, potential partners may have difficulties in realizing the business potential of cloud computing and 

even if they do, they may consider it too difficult to sell because even if the benefits are clear, there is, 

arguably, still a need for vendors to sell the actual technology itself in order to convince customers of the 

benefits. The billing structure can also collide with the control mechanism and reward structures of 

traditional sales organizations making it unattractive for salespeople to promote. For example, a 

salesperson might be rewarded after how much revenue his or her sales have contributed each month. 

The problem is that one sale of a cloud computing service brings relatively small revenue for one month 

and even if it would be profitable in the long run for both the salesperson and the organization, the 

salesperson might be thinking too much short-term and therefore be less inclined to sell it. 

Because smaller companies can be faced with these challenges when trying to establish partnerships 

with distributors, it was considered interesting to research the process that SMEs go through when 

trying to establish distributor partnerships for selling cloud computing services. Based on this, the 

research problem was formulated. 

1.3 Research Problem 
How can SME’s process of establishing partnerships to sell cloud computing services be characterized?  

1.4 Research Questions 
The research problem was broken down into three research questions which were based on the issues 

that were considered most important in the process of establishing partnerships to sell cloud computing 

services. The first main challenge of this process is to be able to locate potential partners. Theoretically, 

potential partners could be located in a number of different ways and it is therefore interesting to 

explore how the companies do this. Hence, the first research question was formulated:      

RQ #1: How can SMEs’ process of locating potential partners to sell cloud computing services 

be characterized? 

Having found a set of companies that could possibly distribute cloud computing services; the next issue 

becomes whether or not to establish partnerships with the located potential partners. Developers 

should have some form of evaluation process where some factors determine if they want to establish a 

partnership or not with a potential partner. This is why it was considered interesting to explore the 

evaluation process and the factors and criteria that are considered during it and this led to the 

formulation of the second research question: 
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RQ #2: How can SMEs’ process of evaluating potential partners to sell cloud computing 

services be characterized? 

As was mentioned in the problem discussion, there can be several reasons for why a potential partner is 

not interested in establishing a partnership. Because of this, it was considered interesting to explore if 

companies do anything specific to overcome the issue of making the partnership as attractive as possible 

to the potential partner, and in that case what. The third and last research question was thereby 

formulated:  

RQ #3: How can SME’s process of enhancing the appeal of the partnership offering to potential 

partners be characterized? 

1.5 Disposition 
This thesis is divided into the following six chapters, as shown in figure 2: Introduction, Literature 

Review, Frame of Reference, Methodology, Empirical Data, Data Analysis, and Conclusions and 

Implications. The purpose of the Introduction chapter is to present the reader with the background and a 

problem discussion which led to the research problem and research questions. The Literature Review 

chapter presents the theory that was reviewed and considered relevant for the research problem. The 

literature review provides the base for the frame of reference that was used in the study, which is 

presented and explained in the Frame of Reference chapter. The Methodology chapter presents and 

explains the methodological approaches that were adopted during this study. The empirical data that 

was collected is presented in the Empirical Data chapter and analyzed in the Data Analysis chapter. The 

analysis then leads to the last chapter, Findings, Conclusions and Implications, where the findings of the 

study are presented together with the implications of this study for theory, management and further 

research connected to the research area of this thesis. 

 

Figure 2 - Disposition of the Thesis 

Chapter 1
Introduction

Chapter 2
Literature Review

Chapter 3
Frame of Reference

Chapter 4
Methodology

Chapter 5
Empirical Data

Chapter 6
Data Analysis

Chapter 7
Conclusions and Implications
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2 Literature Review 
This chapter presents the literature that was reviewed and considered relevant for the research problem. 

The chapter starts with theory about high technology SMEs, which is the classification used in theory that 

the companies developing cloud computing services belong to. The chapter then continues with a brief 

introduction to marketing channels, followed by general theory regarding intermediary selection in 

indirect channels. The rest of the chapter presents more specific theory regarding the establishment of 

partnerships with companies that will act as intermediaries, which is what this study is focused around. 

2.1 High Technology SMEs 
The internationalization of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) has increased at a rapid pace. 

Drivers and explanations for the increasing internationalization of SMEs are many and include the need 

to reach markets of sufficient size, the need to exploit first-mover advantages, increasing competition, 

and the fast development of information and communication technologies (Ojala, 2008; McNaughton, 

2000; Oviatt & McDougall, 1997). The internationalization has been particularly fast in high technology 

industries (Ojala, 2008). The SMEs in these industries are labeled small high technology firms, small 

knowledge-intensive firms, or knowledge-based SMEs, just to mention a few alternatives. These firms 

can be found in high technology industries such as software, information and communication 

technology, electronics, biotechnology and medical technology industries (Almor & Hashai, 2004).  

The interesting part about these firms is that they are, evidently, able to compete globally with larger 

multinational companies with significantly more financial resources and managerial experience than 

themselves. The competitive advantages of high technology firms are mainly based around the unique 

know-how and proprietary technology that these companies possess (Almor & Hashai, 2004). This is true 

not only for small high technology firms but for the larger high technology firms as well. What separates 

them is that, because of their relatively smaller size, the small high technology firms are often much 

more flexible (Peng, 2001). Almor and Hashai (2004) argue that small high technology firms are able to 

make quicker decisions because their organizational structure is less bureaucratic, and that small high 

technology firms can therefore be expected to be more innovative and quicker at developing unique 

technologies, as well as being better at focusing on specific technological needs of customers and quickly 

responding to these than the larger firms of the same type.  

Despite the advantages held by small high technology firms they still suffer from having significantly less 

financial resources and managerial experience. This means that small high technology firms will most 

likely have inferior capabilities in marketing activities. According to Almor and Hashai (2004), 

internalizing marketing activities is important for high technology firms in order to protect unique know-

how and proprietary technology.  Almor and Hashai (2004) concluded that small high technology firms 

compensate for their disadvantage in size, which is reflected mainly in their inferior capabilities in 

marketing activities, by trying to minimize the number of transactions they conduct while maximizing the 

value of each transaction. Almor and Hashai (2004) argued that this is achieved not only by targeting 

market niches but also by focusing on large, organizational customers.  

Li and Qian (2007), however, present a different view. As mentioned in the introduction chapter, they 

argue that SMEs face shortages of information, capital, management time, and experience as well as 
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constraints that arise from their vulnerability to environmental changes. According to Li and Qian (2007) 

many experts believe that, due to both internal and external constraints, SMEs should use partnerships 

or strategic alliances to overcome the problems resulting from resource limitations and capability 

insufficiency and to split and spread investment costs and related risks among partners. Li and Qian 

(2007) argue that players in technology industries have to cover more costs and increased risk and are 

therefore more likely to form partnerships than counterparts in traditional industries.  

Li and Qian (2007) further argue that in technology industries, innovation is the key competitive 

advantage. Partnerships between SMEs and large firm partners help SMEs pioneer innovation. By sharing 

technological resources, SMEs can further develop their core competencies and increase their 

opportunities to innovate. In addition, with partnerships SMEs can gain access to new and diverse ideas 

and have greater opportunities to learn and increase their R&D knowledge. The assimilation of new 

knowledge leads to continuous innovation. 

2.2 Marketing Channels 
Coughlan, Anderson, Stern and El-Ansary (2001) describe marketing channels as “a set of interdependent 

organizations involved in the process of making a product or service available for use or consumption”. 

Mallen (1970) states that marketing channels, or channels of distribution, have different degrees of 

directness, where door-to-door selling by manufacturers is a very direct channel whereas a long chain of 

producer, agent, wholesaler, retailer and consumer is very indirect. Even though the directness can be 

considered a scale, it is more common to separate marketing channels into direct channels, where the 

producer sells directly to the customer, and indirect channels, where some kind of intermediary is used 

(John & Weitz, 1988). 

2.3 Selection of Intermediaries 
Root (1998) states that a selection process is necessary in order to select high quality intermediaries, and 

further describes the four phases of that process:  

Drawing up the intermediary profile is the first phase, and it is used to list all criteria that are considered 

relevant to use when evaluating intermediaries (Root, 1998). Some criteria can be considered key, and 

used to compare different intermediaries, whereas some criteria can be used only in the screening 

process (Czinkota & Ronkainen, 2004). 

The second phase is locating intermediary prospects. There are several ways of doing this. Root suggests 

the use of for example government agencies, banks and trade publications, while Shipley, Cook and 

Barnett (1989) highlight the use of personal visits as very important. McMillan and Paulden (1974) 

suggest the use of existing and potential customers. 

Evaluating intermediary prospects is the third phase, and it builds on the results from the first phase. The 

criteria established in the intermediary profile can be used to compare the different prospects to 

determine which prospect is most suitable (Cavusgil, Mitri, Yeoh, 1995). Root (1998) also suggests that 

contact can be taken, in form of letter or e-mail, to determine which intermediaries are interested in 

distributing the producing company’s product. The responses, in combination with information gathered 



Literature Review 

7 
 

from banks or existing customers of the intermediary can then be used to evaluate the intermediary 

prospects (Root, 1998). 

After evaluating the intermediary prospects, it is time for the fourth and final phase, choosing the 

intermediary. Both Cavusgil et al (1995) and Root (1998) point out that it is important to meet the 

intermediary in person, in order to determine if the prospect is suitable also on the personal level. The 

importance of the choice, success highly dependent on the intermediary, and the substantial cost of the 

process mean that it is better to spend a bit more time and money to make sure that a correct choice is 

done immediately since it will cost even more to have to resolve the situation (Root, 1998). 

2.4 Identifying Potential Partners 
The influence of network relationships on internationalization of small and medium-sized knowledge 

intensive firms has been highlighted in numerous studies (e.g. Johanson & Mattson, 1988; Johanson & 

Vahlne, 1990; Coviello & Munro, 1997; Oviatt & McDougall, 2005). The network model of 

internationalization (Johanson & Mattsson, 1988) explains that internationalization occurs when a firm 

starts to develop relationships with another firm that belongs to a network in a foreign country. Firms 

can get into these other networks by using their network relationships as a bridge (Johanson & Vahlne, 

1990). 

Although partners are not restricted to classic intermediaries, literature regarding the locating of 

intermediary prospects mentions several ways that can be considered for finding potential partners. 

Information on prospective intermediaries in a target country may be collected from numerous sources 

such as government agencies, banks, trade publications, trade organizations, marketing agencies, trade 

fairs and personal visits (Root, 1998; Forsberg, 1996). 

The five case studies of Danish and Australian born-globals made by Rasmussen, Madsen, and 

Evangelista (2001) did not find support for the importance of the founder’s network to its 

internationalization. This indicates that although there is a strong influence of network relationships on 

the internationalization process, it is possible to internationalize without any network relationships. This 

thesis is not limited to internationalization, but includes domestic operations as well, and the theory 

regarding the use of alternate sources for finding potential partners to export was therefore included 

since these sources could also be possible to use for domestic operations.  

Another way of locating intermediary prospects is to ask existing and potential customers in the foreign 

market for guidance and advice (McMillan & Paulden, 1974) and according to Gruner and Schafer (1996), 

the exporting company should ask their potential end customers what intermediaries they have 

cooperated with and have confidence in. However, customers often suggest intermediaries who 

distribute competitive products and the exporting country may be better off going to customers of 

similar products for advice in order to locate prospective intermediaries (McMillan & Paulden, 1974). The 

reasoning behind this is that intermediaries are most likely more eager to distribute a product that 

complements their current range of products compared to one that competes with it. 
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2.5 Evaluating Potential Partners 
The literature review failed to identify any research regarding how small software firms evaluate 

potential partners. The discussions with executives by Cavusgil et al (1995) revealed cases where the 

selection was made on the basis of a single and, rather subjective, criterion such as potential 

distributor’s proficiency in English or “decisionmaking style”. Although it was not revealed what business 

these executives represented, it does indicate that managers do not always use a systematical approach 

when selecting intermediaries. There is, however, literature describing systematic approaches of how 

this can be done, which provide a base for questions regarding the evaluation behavior of small software 

firms. 

Root (1998) provided a list of criteria to consider when selecting intermediaries. This list included the 

following criteria: 

 Goals and strategies 

 Size of the firm 

 Financial strength/credit rating 

 Reputation with suppliers, customers, and banks 

 Trading areas covered 

 Compatibility 

 Experience in products/with competitors 

 Sales organization and quality of sales force 

 After-sales service capability 

 Knowledge/use of promotion 

 Record of sales performance 

 Relations with local government 

 Communications 

 Overall experience/attitude/commitment 

 Lines handled 

 Knowledge of English and other relevant languages 

 Knowledge of business methods in the exporting company’s country 

 Willingness to cooperate with the exporting company 

 Cost of operations 

The criteria physical facilities and willingness to carry inventories were excluded because they were 

considered relatively irrelevant since software services are not physical products. 

Several of the criteria of Root (1998) are also found in the criteria mentioned by Cavusgil et al (1995) 

where 34 attributes for systematically evaluating foreign distributors were divided into five major 

dimensions. The dimensions and the attributes, excluding three, of Cavusgil et al (1995) can be seen in 

table 1.  
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Table 1 - Evaluation criteria by Cavusgil et al (1995) 

 

A couple of attributes were excluded from this figure. The attribute “Ability to maintain inventory” was 

excluded due to the irrelevance it has when selling software. Because of the same reason, “Willingness 

to keep sufficient inventory” was also excluded. The attribute “The condition of physical facilities” was 

excluded because its importance was considered too little for this type of business. 

Descriptions of the dimensions as well as additional attributes within these are provided below. 

Financial and company strengths are good indicators of potential match with the principal’s needs. 

Companies often underestimate the importance of the distributor’s potential to grow with the business. 

Experienced companies take their time to inquire about the distributor’s position with regards to current 

and past customers, suppliers, the local business community, and even competitors. The distributor 

might be qualified today, but will it be able to manage and finance subsequent growth? (Cavusgil et al, 

1995) 

Product factors further outline the suitability of a distributor. According to Cavusgil et al (1995), the best 

distributors are the ones who are dealing in the same product line as the principal, who reach the same 

market segments, and who have the technical expertise to service the customers. Like McMillan and 

Paulden (1974), Cavusgil et al (1995) also mention that when distributors are handling competing 

product lines, the firm needs to look for a distributor handling related products. Cavusgil et al (1995) 

further argue that the quality of the sales and service personnel becomes a critical choice factor when 

the product is technically complex to sell and maintain. An additional factor that can be considered is the 

distributor’s ability to effectively take legal action against any violators of the principal’s intellectual 

property. 

Financial & Company 
Strengths

•Ability to finance 
initial sales and 
subsequent growth

•Ability to raise 
additional funding

•Ability to provide 
adequate promotion 
and advertising 
funds

•Product and market 
expertise

•Quality of 
management team

•Reputation among 
current and past 
customers

•Ability to formulate 
and implement 2 to 
3 year marketing 
plans

Product Factors

•Familiarity with the 
product

•Complementary of 
product lines

•Quality and 
sophistication of 
product lines

•Patent security

Marketing Skills

•Expericence with 
target customers

•Geographic coverage

•Customer service

•On-time deliveries

•Salesforce

•Market share

•Participation in trade 
fairs

•Member in trade 
associations

Commitment

•Volatility of product 
mix

•Percent of business 
accounted by a 
single supplier

•Willing to commit 
advertising dollars

•Commitment to 
achieving minimum 
sales targets

•Undivided attention 
to product

•Willing to invest in 
sales training

•Willing to drop 
competing product 
lines

Facilitating Factors

•Connections with 
influential people

•Working experience 
with other exporters

•Track record with 
past suppliers

•Knowledge of U.S. 
business

•Proficiency in English
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Marketing skills are important to consider because firms should be concerned about the extent of the 

distributor’s market coverage. Questions regarding if the distributor can reach all available customers 

and what market segments that might be neglected are important for the firm to ask. Insufficient market 

coverage may require partnering with several distributors in one country. Other than market related 

questions, the marketing competence of the distributor is also important. The firm should assess the 

current status of the sales force in terms of selling, customer support and aftersales service as well as the 

trainability in these areas. (Cavusgil et al, 1995)   

Commitment can be crucial because it is sometimes the only differentiating factor among potential 

distributors. The best indicator of commitment to the firm’s business is perhaps the distributor’s 

willingness to drop competing product lines. (Cavusgil et al, 1995) 

Facilitating factors include factors such as the distributor’s experience with other principals, 

management and accounting standards, and familiarity with legal regulations. The extent to which the 

distributor’s corporate and personal goals match with the ones of the firm also needs to be assessed. 

(Cavusgil et al, 1995) 

Shipley et al (1989) researched what criteria were used by 30 randomly chosen British companies, asking 

if the presented criterion was considered major, minor or if the respondent did not consider it to be a 

criterion at all. The results were summarized in table 2. 

Table 2 - Evaluation criteria by Shipley et al (1989) 

 

Even though it is clear that some of these criteria were not considered important when the study was 

conducted, a lot has changed since then and it seemed reasonable to take all criteria into consideration 

as some of them could have been of greater importance when this study was conducted. 

Sales and market factors

• Market knowledge

• Customer knowledge

• Customer contacts

• Market coverage

• Quality of salesforce

• Frequency of sales calls

Product and service 
factors

• Does not carry 
competitors' products

• Product knowledge

• Customer services

• Product range 
compatibility

• Market information 
feedback

• Stocking facilities

Risk and uncertainty 
factors

• Enthusiasm for the 
contract

• Hunger to succeed

• Financial standing

• Track record

• Willingness for co-
operative planning

• Reputation

• Risks involved for you

• Costs involved for you

• How well established 
he is
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2.6 Enhancing the Appeal of the Partnership 
The most suitable way to investigate how a firm can become more attractive to potential partners would 

be to look at how agents evaluate their potential partners. However, since the literature review failed to 

provide any theory regarding how agents evaluate potential principals, the frame of reference for this 

research question were based on research studying how agents evaluate their existing principals. This 

was considered to be an adequate replacement, using minor modifications. 

Out of the 28 criteria used by agents to evaluate their principals, presented by Merrit and Newell (2001), 

the following were considered relevant and feasible to take into consideration when trying to find out 

how firms increase their attractiveness: 

 Loyalty of principal to agency 

 Trustworthiness of the principal 

 Exclusiveness of territories 

 Commission or reward structure 

 Price competitiveness 

 Technical support provided 

 Principal provision of information 

 Customer services provided 

 New product development 

 Pricing flexibility for agents 

 Principal promotional material 

 Field sales assistance 

 Principal direct customer sales 

 Training provided by principal 

 Sales incentives offered 

It should be noted that the main reason for excluding criteria was either because they required some 

sort of collaboration to already have taken place, since the criteria was made to evaluate current and not 

potential principals, or because it concerned elements external to the potential principle. 
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3 Frame of Reference 
This chapter presents the theory that acts as the basis for the collection and analysis of the data. The 

main feature of this chapter is an illustrative description meant to provide a perspicuous view of the 

process of establishing a partnership. The theory used is just mentioned briefly, since it was described in 

detail in the previous chapter. 

The theory that is directly related to the research questions was compiled and is presented below in the 

form of a model, showing the process of establishing partnerships. The model was inspired by the 

process of selecting intermediaries that was presented by Root (1998). The first step, colored red in the 

model, shows different ways of locating potential partners, based on theory by Johanson and Mattson 

(1988), Johanson and Vahlne (1990), Coviello and Munro (1997), Oviatt and McDougall (2005), 

Rasmussen, Madsen and Evangelista (2001), Root (1998), Forsberg (1996) and McMillan and Paulden 

(1974). 

The second step, colored blue in the model, is the evaluation of potential partners, represented by 

research question 2. The criteria presented in the model were compiled and adjusted from the criteria 

presented by Root (1998), Cavusgil et al (1995) and Shipley et al (1989) and were divided into four 

different categories. Note that criteria in italics and marked with an asterisk are only relevant when the 

potential partner is located in a different country. Cavusgil et al (1995) stated that evaluation is 

sometimes conducted using only subjective criteria. This is reflected in the model, as criteria like 

“commitment” and “hunger to succeed” cannot be measured and instead has to be based on the 

impression gotten when communicating with the firm. 

The third step is the process of enhancing the appeal of the partnership to the potential partner. This 

step is colored orange in the model and shows a list of criteria that agents use to evaluate principals, as 

presented by Merrit and Newell (2001). These can be used as a template to determine how the appeal of 

the partnership can be enhanced. The first two steps in the model are sequential, since potential 

partners need to be located before they can be evaluated. The third step can, however, be performed 

anytime during the process, and is thus not necessarily the third step. Arguably, it could be performed 

simultaneously as the second step, since it should be easier to prepare for the terms of the potential 

partner when more information about the firm has been acquired and it would probably be beneficial to 

already having considered different ways of enhancing the appeal before establishing contact, which is 

necessary in order to evaluate some of the criteria in step two. 
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Established 
Partnership

Criteria for enhancing the appeal of 
the partnership

•Loyalty of principal to agency

•Trustworthiness of the principal

•Exclusiveness of territories

•Commission or reward structure

•Price competitiveness

•Technical support provided

•Principal provision of information

•Customer services provided

•New product development

•Pricing flexibility for agents

•Principal promotional material

•Field sales assistance

•Principal direct customer sales

•Training provided by principal

•Sales incentives offered

Company

•Goals and strategies

•Size of the firm

•Financial strength

•Reputation

•Contacts

•Sales organization 
and quality of sales 
force

•Record of sales 
performance

•Cost of operations

•Quality of 
management team

•Relations with local 
government*

Product

•Product expertise

•Quality of product 
lines

•Patent security

•Does not carry 
competitors’ 
products

•Product range 
compatibility

Marketing

•Knowledge and use 
of promotion

•Market expertise

•Geographic 
coverage

•Market share

•Participation in 
trade fairs

•Customer 
knowledge

•Customer contacts

•Market coverage

•Customer services

Cooperation

•Enthusiasm for the 
contract

•Hunger to succeed

•Willingness for co-
operative planning

•Costs involved for 
you

•Risk involved for 
you

•Commitment

•Working experience 
with others

•Knowledge of 
relevant languages*

•Knowledge of 
business methods in 
the exporting 
company’s country*

Network 
Relationships

Customers Third parties

Evaluation
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4 Methodology 
This chapter presents how this study was conducted by covering the most important aspects of research 

methodology. The chapter starts with defining the research purpose and the approach of the study. The 

strategy and data collection methods are then explained, followed by a section on sample selection. After 

the interview guide is presented, the last two sections are dedicated to the data analysis procedure and 

the research design quality.    

4.1 Research Purpose 
Research purposes are usually classified into three different categories: exploratory, descriptive and 

explanatory (Yin, 2009). According to Robson (2002), an exploratory study is a valuable means of finding 

out what is happening, to seek new insights, ask questions and to assess phenomena in a new light. This 

is different to descriptive research where the object is to describe the characteristics of a phenomenon 

(Zikmund, 2000) or to ‘portray an accurate profile of persons, events or situations’ (Robson, 2002). An 

explanatory study is a study where the objective is to establish causal relationships between variables 

(Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2009). When defining the purpose of a research, something to remember 

is that a research project can also have more than one purpose (Saunders et al, 2009). 

The purpose of this thesis was to explore the SMEs’ process among of establishing partnerships to sell 

cloud computing services. There was no literature covering this specific area and new insights are 

certainly sought after. At the same time, there was no desire for generalizing the findings of one case to 

other cases or establishing any causal relationships. Because of this, the purpose of this thesis was 

defined as exploratory.  

4.2 Research Approach 
Research is traditionally described to be either qualitative or quantitative, although Denscombe (2009) 

argues that most research is both qualitative and quantitative and the main question is to what extent 

the research is qualitative or quantitative, mentioning that there is no clear line between and that the 

distinction strictly relates to the processing of data. 

There are six areas used to separate the meaning of qualitative and quantitative: unit of analysis, analysis 

or description, scale, perspective, researcher’s involvement and design of research. Qualitative research 

tends to use mainly words or pictures as the main unit for analysis whereas quantitative research focuses 

mainly on numbers. Because of this qualitative research is well suited to describe while quantitative 

research is better suited for a more statistical analysis. The use of statistical analysis makes it ideal for 

quantitative research to be of greater scale, since the amount of work to analyze increases very little 

even if the sample size is multiplied. Qualitative research, on the other hand, also benefits from larger 

samples, but since it would require a lot more work it is more common that it has a deeper focus on a 

smaller sample. The use of numbers and need to quantify and generalize makes it necessary for 

quantitative research to isolate and focus on specific variables that can be measured. Since qualitative 

research focuses more on describing it often has a more holistic perspective, studying factors in a wider 

context.  
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Another aspect that is affected by the apparent difference in perspective is the involvement of the 

researcher. In quantitative research the data collected needs to be objective, reflecting reality without 

influence from the researcher. This makes it very different from qualitative research, which tends to 

focus on the researchers interpretation, building on values, opinions and beliefs. The very strict focus of 

quantitative research requires an exact, predefined, design of research whereas qualitative research is 

often based on the belief that theories and methods will be developed during the course of the research. 

(Denscombe, 2009) 

This thesis fits almost perfectly with the description of a qualitative research. Determining how a certain 

type of SMEs can establish partnerships is only possible by looking at a wider perspective and by 

description since it is even unclear what factors are important to consider and most of them are 

impossible to analyze statistically in an appropriate way. The obscurity surrounding the area also makes 

it hard to formulate any clear hypotheses beforehand, making it necessary to adapt the research during 

its course. 

In regards to the use of theory, there are two basic approaches: deduction and induction (Saunders et al, 

2009). A deductive research approach can be described as testing theory whereas induction can be 

described as building theory (Saunders et al, 2009). Deductive research starts with theory and ends with 

examining the outcome of the research, which will either confirm the theory or indicate a need for 

modification (Saunders et al, 2009), or both as is evident from the wealth of previously written deductive 

research. Inductive research, on the other hand, would not start with theory but rather examine a 

phenomena and building theory based on the outcome (Saunders et al, 2009). 

This thesis starts with general theory about the research area and will examine how well it fits to the 

studied context. This thesis was therefore conducted with a deductive approach.  

4.3 Research Strategy 
Although there is no strategy that is the only right one in social science research, some strategies are 

more suitable than others in dealing with specific question formulations. Crucial to good research is that 

the choices that are made are reasonable and explicitly expressed in the written report. (Denscombe, 

2009). 

The main research strategies for conducting social science research are: experiment, survey, archival 

analysis, history and case study (Yin, 2009). According to Yin (2009), there are three important conditions 

to consider when selecting the research strategy, namely: (a) the type of research question posed, (b) 

the extent of control the investigator has to have over actual behavioral events, and (c) the degree of 

focus on contemporary as opposed to historical events.  Although, as Yin (2009) points out, the 

boundaries between the strategies are not always sharp and there are large overlaps between them, 

these conditions and their relations with the different research strategies provide a solid base for the 

decision regarding research strategy. 

The research questions of this thesis are all how-questions, the focus is on contemporary events and 

there is no possibility, or interest, of manipulating relevant behaviors. The case study is preferred in this 

type of situation (Yin, 2009). According to Yin (2009), the case study is suitable when the goal is to 



Methodology 

16 
 

understand a real-life phenomenon in depth, but the understanding encompasses important contextual 

conditions. This was why case study was selected as the research strategy to use in this thesis. 

After having selected case study as the research strategy, the different variations within the case study 

strategy was considered. Yin (2009) distinguishes between four case study strategies that are based 

upon two discrete dimensions: 

 Single case or multiple case; 

 Holistic case or embedded case. 

According to Saunders et al (2009), the rationale for using multiple cases is focused on the need to 

establish whether the findings of the first case occur in other cases and the need to generalize from 

these findings. Although there is no goal of generalization in this thesis, it was considered interesting to 

use multiple cases where reoccurring findings could indicate a possibility of generalizing, which would 

then implicate the need for further research. The second of Yin’s dimensions refers to the unit of 

analysis. Since the research questions in this thesis are about the processes of companies, using holistic 

cases was regarded as the most suitable unit of analysis. 

4.4 Data Collection 
Using case studies, there are a number of data collection methods that can be used. This thesis will 

utilize interviews, one of the most common and one of the most important methods (Yin, 2009). Most of 

the other most common methods are not even feasible to use in this case. Documentation and archival 

records are hard to find in small, rather newly started, firms and the process of establishing partnerships 

is complicated and time consuming to observe directly and impossible to study through participant-

observation. Interviews are, however, definitely feasible and very suitable since the relatively small size 

of the firms studied means that there is a high probability that the person responsible for establishing 

and management of partnerships has a clear picture of the whole process. This is supported by Yin 

(2009), stating that interviews are a main source of data because case studies commonly concerns 

human affairs or behavioral events and that well-informed interviewees may provide important insights 

into such events. 

There are several typologies of interviews. Since the questions asked will be rather complex, and in some 

cases open-ended, and the research is exploratory and has a qualitative approach, a non-standardized 

type of interview is suitable. Both semi-structured and unstructured interviews would be viable, and are 

closely related (Denscombe, 2009), but in this case semi-structured interviews were considered a slightly 

better option since it allows for better focus on the most important topics and ensures that all important 

questions are answered whereas unstructured would allow a more in-depth exploration of the general 

area which is not necessary in this case as the research is more focused on specific topics. (Saunders et 

al, 2009) 

4.5 Sample Selection  
According to Saunders et al (2009), sampling techniques can be divided into two types: probability 

sampling and non-probability sampling. Probability sampling is when the probability of each case being 

selected from the population is known and is usually equal for all cases. This sampling technique is often 
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associated with survey and experimental research strategies and is suitable to use when the research 

objectives requires statistical inferences (Saunders et al, 2009). Non-probability sampling is when the 

probability of the sample, contrary to probability sampling, is not known and it is impossible to make any 

statistical inferences (Saunders et al, 2009). However, Saunders et al (2009) argue that it is still possible 

to generalize from non-probability samples, but not on statistical grounds. The sampling technique used 

in this thesis was a non-probability technique mainly because the objectives and the research questions 

did not require any statistical inferences, making it more suitable to use a non-probability technique. 

According to Saunders et al (2009), the issue of sample size is ambiguous for most of the non-probability 

sampling techniques and it is the logical relationship between the sample selection technique and the 

purpose and focus of the research that is important. The purpose of this thesis was to find out how 

SME’s process of establishing partnerships to sell cloud computing services can be characterized. This 

purpose did not require a particular sample size. Since the strategy was a multiple case study, at least 

two cases were needed. Cloud computing is a relatively new concept and there were not that many 

companies that fulfilled the selection criteria that are presented later. The goal was to use three cases 

since it would provide a relatively large amount of empirical data for the analysis while at the same not 

requiring an effort too great considering the time constraints. The sampling technique that was used was 

convenience sampling. This technique means selecting the cases that are easiest to obtain for the 

sample.  

Having decided to select three companies by convenience sampling, criteria for selection was then 

established. These criteria were: 

 small or medium-sized enterprise 

 Swedish 

 selling some form of cloud computing service as a service 

 having went through the process of establishing a partnership 

The research questions demanded all criteria, except the requirement of being a Swedish company, 

because of validity issues. The reason for why the companies had to be Swedish was to minimize the risk 

of misinterpretations. Since the research questions use the term SME it was necessary that the chosen 

companies could be classified as an SME. There are different definitions of the term SME and in this 

thesis, the term SME refers to a company having less than 250 employees and a turnover less than 50 

million euro. However, since the reason for why this thesis investigated SMEs was because of the 

interesting implications that the resource limitations of these companies have on their operations, the 

goal was to select companies that could be classified as small enterprises with less than 50 employees.  

The three companies selected were Red Cloud, Fortnox and RedBridge. However, after having conducted 

the interviews, it turned out that the RedBridge case was not appropriate to include since the company’s 

business was to provide consulting services in the area of cloud computing and not to sell an actual cloud 

computing service. Since the goal was to have three cases, two additional companies were then 

contacted and asked to participate in interviews. These companies did, however, not have the possibility 
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to participate. Because of the time constraints and the difficulty of finding additional cases, the decision 

then became to settle for two cases. A short presentation of the two included cases is provided below. 

4.5.1 Red Cloud 

Red Cloud is a Swedish company founded in 2009 with about ten employees. The cloud computing 

operations started in November 2009. Its service, rCloud, moves windows applications such as Microsoft 

Word in to the cloud making it accessible anywhere for an individual person. The cost of having your 

applications available in the cloud typically starts at 230 SEK per month and increases depending on the 

binding period, number of users and the applications used. 

4.5.2 Fortnox 

Fortnox is a Swedish company founded in 2001 with about thirty employees. The company has been 

working with cloud based solutions ever since the start back in 2001 and currently offers a selection of 

cloud based administration software for tasks such as book-keeping and billing. As a customer you pay 

for the software you want to use and the cost for one software license is typically 89 SEK per user and 

month and then 49 SEK per month for every additional user or license. Fortnox has recently reached 

15 000 business customers and uses a relatively large number of partners to reach its customers. 

4.5.3 Number of Interviews 

It would have been interesting to conduct more than one interview for each case in order to validate the 

data. This was not done, however, and the reason for it was that these companies were relatively small 

and there were very few employees that were involved in marketing activities and had any knowledge 

about the company’s approach to partnerships. In one of the cases, an additional interview could have 

been conducted if the person had been available.  

4.6 Interview Guide  
The interview guide is presented below. The text after dots represents what the respondents were told 

or asked about. The italic texts are comments about the interview guide and its questions. This interview 

guide was considered sufficient for the information that was needed. Since the number of companies 

that were considered suitable to interview was very limited it was crucial to maximize the chance of 

getting the potential companies to participate. An important consideration when designing the interview 

guide was therefore that it should be short enough to allow the interview to be finished within about 20 

minutes.  

 We are two students from Luleå University of Technology currently working on our master’s 

thesis in industrial marketing and e-commerce. The area of research is how small and medium-

sized enterprises establish partnerships to sell cloud computing services. In order to get a better 

view of this phenomenon we are conducting telephone interviews and have identified your 

company as an interesting case. 

 To start with, we would like to know if you approve on us recording this phone call? We would 

also like to know if you demand some form of secrecy regarding the information gathered in this 

interview? 
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The questions below represent what the respondents were asked about. Indented questions were asked 

to steer the respondent if the answer was not satisfying. 

 What kind of partnerships do you use to reach your customers? 

 How was these partnerships established? Was it you who found them or vice versa? 

o If you found them, how did you find them? 

 Through network relationships or contacts? 

 Through business trade shows? 

 Through search on the Internet? 

 Any other ways? 

 What factors made you decide to contact the partners for discussion? 

 What factors made you decide to cooperate with the partners? 

 What did you do to make the partner agree to establish a partnership? 

The first interview was conducted with Red Cloud. This interview presented reasoning about getting 

the potential partner to agree to establish a partnership after having presented the idea. This 

reasoning was considered interesting and a question about it was therefore included in the next 

interview to hear Fortnox’ thoughts about it. This question is the first question below. 

 What do you think about the reasoning that if you have presented your idea of a partnership and 

the potential partner does not see the business value in the partnership then there is no point to 

continue in trying to establish a partnership with the potential partner? 

 How is revenue distributed among you and your partners? How do you and they make money on 

the partnership? 

4.7 Data Analysis 
One of the most difficult aspects of doing case studies is the analysis. There are few guidelines, meaning 

that the analysis to great extent depends on the researcher’s own style of thinking. There are, however, 

a few strategies and techniques available, to help steer the analysis in the right direction. (Yin, 2009) 

Yin (2009) presents four general strategies for data analysis, of which this research will utilize “Relying on 

theoretical propositions”. This is supposedly the most preferred strategy, built on the condition that the 

objectives and design of the case study, along with the whole research design, is built around a focused 

issue. This includes that the data collected is closely related to the main issues of the research, which it 

clearly is in this study. The clear focus on the main issues made this strategy an obvious choice for this 

study. 

Since the study consists of multiple cases, cross-case analysis was a rather obvious technique to use. 

Miles and Huberman (1994) state that using cross-case analysis enhances generalizability, which is far 

from the main objective of a qualitative study but a certain degree of generalizability helps to prove the 

relevance and applicability of the findings. The authors also argue that cross-case analysis results in a 

deeper understanding of the studied issues. This view of cross-case analysis is, to some degree, shared 

by Yin (2009), who presents cross-case analysis as one of four techniques available. A cross-case analysis 
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is basically the comparison between different cases, used to find similarities and differences between the 

cases. As stated earlier, there are no definitive guidelines regarding how this is supposed to be done, 

which is why the analysis was conducted rather loosely without the use of any specific model. 

4.8 Research Design Quality 
According to Yin (2009), there are three common tests to establish design quality in exploratory 

research: construct validity, external validity, and reliability. Construct validity is achieved by establishing 

correct operational measures for the concept being studied. One way to do this is to use multiple 

sources of evidence, which was also done in this study where data was collected through interviews with 

two different companies selling cloud computing software. External validity is about whether the 

findings are generalizable beyond the immediate case study. The generalization involved in case studies 

is analytical generalization (Yin, 2009). The desired outcome is to generalize a particular set of results to 

some broader theory (Yin, 2009), not to other cases since this is not really possible. The domain to which 

the findings of this thesis can be generalized has been defined as theories about how SMEs establish 

partnerships to sell cloud computing services. Replication logic in the form of more than one case has 

been used to make this generalization possible.  

Reliability is the extent to which the findings of a study are true (Yin, 2009). If the findings are true, then 

the operations or procedure of the study should yield the same results if repeated. Reliability is about 

minimizing the errors and biases in a study (Yin, 2009). As mentioned in the sample selection section, 

one of the criteria was that the companies had to be Swedish because it would minimize the risk of 

misinterpretations if everyone spoke their native languages. This also increased the reliability of the 

study. Effort was also put in to not ask leading questions during the interviews. In this study, the people 

who conducted the interviews and analyzed the results were the same and the work was always done 

together, thus minimizing the risk of observer bias and observer error. The procedures of this study were 

well documented and are, together with the recorded telephone interviews, saved and stored, which 

means that the exact same study could be repeated by someone else should it be desired.    
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5 Empirical Data 
This chapter presents the primary data that was gathered during the two interviews that were 

conducted. The data served as the foundation of the data analysis from which the conclusions of the 

study were drawn. The objective of this chapter was therefore to present the data in a way that made the 

analysis more manageable.  

5.1 Red Cloud 
The data presented in this section was retrieved from an interview with one of the founders of the 

company.  

Red Cloud is currently in the final stages of establishing partnerships with a couple of potential resellers 

of the company’s product, rCloud. The company is just waiting for the contracts, which have been sent to 

the firms, to be signed. Red Cloud has used old contacts and networking to get into contact with the 

firms. Red Cloud chose these firms mainly because of their adjacent, but not competing, areas of 

operations and because they seem to be easy to cooperate with, which Red Cloud considers to be of 

utmost importance, and also because they have a sufficient customer base. Some firms that were 

initially considered as potential partners were discarded, partially because of their image and because 

Red Cloud got the feeling that the partnership would not work very well. Regarding the issue of making 

their offering as attractive as possible to the potential partner, Red Cloud believes that if the potential 

partner does not realize the benefit of Red Cloud’s offerings, it is just a waste of time to try to convince 

the firm. 

Red Cloud is also a partner of F Secure, allowing customers to use F Secure’s antivirus software through 

Red Cloud’s cloud service. The customer receives a license from Red Cloud which enables access to the 

software, and Red Cloud makes sure that the software is updated regularly and can also help the 

customer configuring the software. By providing the antivirus software through the cloud service, Red 

Cloud transfers the responsibility of monitoring and managing the software from the customer to an 

external and independent party, relieving the customer of some work. The partnership between Red 

Cloud and F Secure was established through one of Red Cloud’s employees, who had had business with F 

Secure before starting to work at Red Cloud. Red Cloud is free to adjust the pricing of the antivirus 

service, while F Secure receives a set amount for each sale Red Cloud makes. 

5.2 Fortnox 
The data presented in this section was retrieved from an interview with the CEO of the company. 

Fortnox has worked with cloud services ever since the start in 2001. To be able to sell its cloud 

computing services, Fortnox uses two types of partnerships. The first one is traditional resellers selling 

on a commission basis. The second type is made up by accounting firms and book-keeping agencies, 

hereafter referred to as bureaus. These partners use Fortnox’s products together with their clients and 

thereby direct their clients to using Fortnox’s products. The bureaus were considered as a suitable type 

of partner because of the way they work with clients, which involves a distance between them and their 

clients. All solutions that make this easier should be interesting to them, which also later proved to be 

true. The way that revenues are distributed depends on the partner. Some bureaus want a share of 
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Fortnox monthly revenues while some pay Fortnox the full or a discounted price and charges the clients 

whatever amount they wish. Some bureaus, however, find it unethical to let their clients take the costs 

for the products and therefore do not.  

From the start it was Fortnox who searched and found the partners but as the awareness of Fortnox’s 

products spread the company was contacted by resellers and bureaus. When Fortnox was looking for 

partners, network relationships from the past were primarily used. In addition to that, Fortnox also 

contacted potential partners by mail having purchased contact information from address providers such 

as UC and PAR. 

The main reasons why identified potential partners are not contacted for further discussion are because 

the potential partners’ target markets do not match the one of Fortnox or because they have bad 

reputation. Potential partners are never excluded because they have a customer base that is small and 

does not provide great potential. When potential partners have been contacted for further discussion, 

the most common reason for why a partnership is not established is because the partner does not feel 

committed enough, which might affect the brand image in a negative way. Among resellers in particular, 

there are sometimes companies that want to put their names on Fortnox’s products or want to do more 

than just purchase the products, such as also take care of the after sales support. When this is the case, 

Fortnox might feel that these resellers cannot live up to the standards that are required. According to 

the person interviewed, there can be lots of other reasons for why a partnership is not established after 

having established contact. Usually they are related to the avoidance of the brand image being affected 

in a negative way. 

When it comes to making the offering as attractive as possible in order to get the potential partner to 

agree on establishing a partnership, the effort that Fortnox puts in depends on how valuable the 

company believes that the partner will be in the future. When it comes to large bureaus, for example, 

Fortnox has integrated its products with other systems that the bureaus are using which increases the 

attractiveness of Fortnox’s offering. Fortnox has also adapted the user interface of its programs, mainly 

in form of coloring, so that it matches with the partners’ brands and color schemes. The person 

interviewed also found the reasoning presented by the person at Red Cloud, that if a potential partner 

does not realize the value of the offering then it is no point in trying to establish a partnership, as 

reasonable. 
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6 Data Analysis 
The analysis of the data gathered during the two interviews is presented in this chapter. As stated in the 

Methodology chapter, the data was analyzed by first comparing each case with the theory in the frame 

of reference and then by comparing the cases with each other. The analysis of each case and the cross-

case analysis were further divided after the three research questions.  

6.1 Red Cloud 
This section presents the analysis of the results from the interview with Red Cloud compared with 

theory. 

6.1.1 Locating Potential Partners 

The use of network relationships to identify potential partners has been highlighted in several studies, as 

mentioned in the frame of reference. Red Cloud’s use of old contacts and networking as the only method 

of identifying potential partners supports those claims and insinuates that any connections available will 

be used before any other method is even considered. There are other ways of identifying potential 

partners presented in the theory and the fact that Red Cloud had not utilized any of them, or any other 

method, may just have been a result of the fact that the company had just started to establish 

partnerships and had not experienced the need to use any methods besides network connections. 

6.1.2 Evaluating Potential Partners 

Regarding the evaluation of potential partners, lists of criteria have been presented by Root (1998), 

Cavusgil et al (1995) and Shipley et al (1989). Red Cloud highlighted two specific criteria utilized by the 

company; scope of practice, specifically that the potential partner actively sells products related to, but 

not competing with, Red Cloud’s products, and customer base, basically how many customers the 

potential partner reaches. Scope of practice corresponds with “Product range compatibility”, “Customer 

knowledge”, “Does not carry competitors’ products” and “Market share” in the frame of reference.  

Red Cloud also based the decision of whether or not to cooperate with a firm on the impression of the 

firm, specifically on the social side and the image of the firm, basing the impression more on gut feeling 

than on evaluation of any specific criteria. This corresponds with findings by Cavusgil et al (1995) that, in 

some cases, decisions are based on subjective criteria instead of a more systematic and objective 

approach. In the case of Red Cloud, it is apparent that a combination of a objective and subjective 

evaluation is in practice. Some can be seen listed as criteria in the frame of reference, in this case image 

clearly corresponds with “Reputation” and other more subjective criteria like “Commitment” can also be 

found there, but a more general feeling of how well the partnership would work is more likely a 

combination of different criteria than it is a criterion on its own. 

6.1.3 Enhancing the Appeal of the Partnership Offering 

Red Cloud stated that the company had not done anything specific to enhance the appeal of their 

offering towards the potential partners. According to Red Cloud, it is considered to be redundant to 

spend time trying to convince the potential partner if it cannot perceive the potential and value of the 

suggested partnership. Merrit and Newell (2001) presented several criteria used by agents to evaluate 

principals and the fact that Red Cloud was apparently not willing to adapt their commission or reward 
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structure, allow some pricing flexibility or adapt customer service or technical support, depending on the 

potential partner’s needs, may stem from the fact that Red Cloud lacked experience of partnerships and 

the process of establishing partnerships. The partners that the company are currently establishing 

partnerships with may have agreed to Red Clouds terms immediately, making it unclear whether Red 

Cloud are open to any kind of adaptation or not. 

6.2 Fortnox 
This section presents the analysis of the results from the interview with Fortnox compared with theory. 

6.2.1 Locating Potential Partners 

The results from the interview with Fortnox correspond with theory regarding using network 

relationships to find potential partners. The results also support the literature regarding the locating 

potential partners through other, independent, sources. Address providers were not specifically 

mentioned as an example in the reviewed literature so the result provides a new example of an 

additional source that information on potential partners can be gathered from. 

6.2.2 Evaluating Potential Partners 

Fortnox’ judgment of the commitment of the potential partner also corresponds with theory in the 

frame of reference regarding the use of more subjective evaluation. This type of judgment can certainly 

be classified as subjective. Evaluation of commitment of the potential partner corresponds with 

“Commitment”, “Enthusiasm for the contract” and “Hunger to succeed” as evaluation criteria.  

The results also corresponds with theory regarding more objective evaluation through the company’s 

evaluation of the match between the company’s own target group and the ones of the potential partner, 

the reputation of the potential partner as well as the capacity to perform the tasks that the potential 

partner whishes to undertake. The criterion of the potential partner’s target group is not found in the 

frame of reference. This might be because the purpose of such evaluation is to match your products with 

the right customers, a marketing fundamental. This purpose corresponds with “Product range 

compatibility” and “Customer knowledge” in the frame of reference. One might also relate it to the 

criterion “Market coverage” in the frame of reference even though that criterion most likely refers to the 

quantitative measurement of the number of customers reached.  

Fortnox’ evaluation of the reputation of the potential partners corresponds well with theory since 

“Reputation” is one of the criteria in the frame of reference. As mentioned in the empirical data chapter, 

there could be lots of reasons for why Fortnox chooses to not establish a partnership with a potential 

partner. Usually it is related to the risk of having the brand image affected in a negative way. How the 

company judges that risk is unfortunately unclear. 

6.2.3 Enhancing the Appeal of the Partnership Offering 

Fortnox offered flexibility to the partners when it came to pricing and the commission and reward 

structure and had adapted its offerings many of the partners’ desires. This corresponds with the theory 

regarding agent evaluation of principals in the frame of reference where “Commission or reward 

structure” and “Pricing flexibility for agents” are mentioned by Merrit and Newell (2001). Fortnox also 

usually also took care of the after sales support which can be attractive to partners since it corresponds 
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to “Customer services provided” and “Technical support provided” in the list of criteria by Merrit and 

Newell (2001) used to evaluate principals. Fortnox also stated that if a potential partner wants to take 

care of the after sales support on its own and Fortnox’ judgment is that the partner cannot provide the 

level of support that is required then no partnership will be established. This indicates that Fortnox was 

also open to letting partners take care of the support if they are able to do it well enough. This shows 

that some partners value the opportunity to take care of after sales support on their own. This is not 

reflected in the frame of reference and might be considered as a flaw in the literature. The same also 

goes for the possibility for the agents to put their own names on the principal’s products which can also 

be valuable as shown in this case. It makes sense that agents value that principals take care of the after 

sales support since it means less work. The opposite might, however, be harder to grasp but the results 

show that it can indeed be the case. 

In addition to that, Fortnox had also done product adaptations to some bureaus that were expected to 

be especially valuable in the future. Adapting the products to partners is not found in the frame of 

reference. This is probably because it is rarely any point in adapting the products to partners if they are 

traditional intermediaries since they are basically only supposed to distribute the products to the 

customers who will eventually be the ones who will use them. In Fortnox’ case, the company had 

adapted to some of the bureaus because they actually used the products together with the customers, 

which is why it is understandable that a need like this can exist among the bureaus. Beyond this, Fortnox 

believed that the offering and the purpose of the partnership is supposed to sell itself and that there is 

no point to put in time and effort to convince potential partners who are not interested immediately. 

Fortnox’ offering was, however, quite flexible and was in practice relatively far away from a standardized 

offering being offered to every single potential partner with a “take it or leave it” approach without the 

possibility of adaptations.    

6.3 Red Cloud vs. Fortnox 
This section presents the analysis where the results from the interviews are compared to each other. 

6.3.1 Locating Potential Partners 

Red Cloud and Fortnox had both utilized contacts and networking to find potential partners. Fortnox had 

also used third parties, in this case firms selling lists with information about specific types of companies, 

to identify potential partners. The fact that Red Cloud had only used contacts and networking may have 

been because the company had been active for a significantly shorter period of time than Fortnox, and it 

was hard to determine if Red Cloud would use other means in the future, but it seemed probable. 

However, the fact that both firms had primarily used, and were currently using, contacts and networking 

strengthened the belief that this might be the primary method for this type of firms to identify potential 

partners. 

6.3.2 Evaluating Potential Partners 

Similarities between the firms also existed regarding the evaluation of potential partners, since both 

firms utilized both objective and subjective criteria. Objective criteria used by Red Cloud are range of 

products, reputation and customer base, whereas Fortnox focused on reputation and matching target 

group. Both firms used reputation as a criterion and Red Cloud’s focus on the potential partners range of 
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products, specifically that the potential partner sells products related to, but not competing with, Red 

Cloud’s products, can be considered as having the same purpose as Fortnox’ focus on matching target 

groups. However, Red Cloud’s and Fortnox’ view on the customer base of potential partners differs. Red 

Cloud mentioned a sufficient customer base as a requirement, while Fortnox clearly stated that the 

number of customers is irrelevant, since a small amount of additional customers are better than no 

additional customers. Why Red Cloud avoided potential partners with a small customer base is hard to 

tell since any additional sales should be welcomed and the cost of establishing and keeping a partnership 

should not be higher than for Fortnox. It might have been that Red Cloud were simply prioritizing what 

potential partners to focus on initially before focusing on those with smaller customer base later.  

Regarding the subjective evaluation, Fortnox focused on the potential partner’s commitment to the 

partnership while Red Cloud, on the other hand, focused on the social interaction and that the potential 

partnership feels good, as well as that the general impression is that the partnership will be successful. 

However, the fact that Red Cloud considered it necessary that the potential partner realizes the value of 

the partnership without additional persuasion implies that commitment is actually considered a factor, 

to some extent. It is important to note, yet again, that there was a significant difference in experience 

between Red Cloud and Fortnox, which probably affected each company’s view on the establishment of 

partnerships. 

6.3.3 Enhancing the Appeal of the Partnership Offering 

The approach to enhancing the appeal of the partnership differed between Red Cloud and Fortnox. 

Fortnox was flexible in commission and reward structure as well as pricing. The company had also 

adapted its products to the needs of some bureaus. When it came to after sales support, it was unclear 

how Red Cloud handled that and it was therefore hard to compare the two cases to each other on this 

point. Red Cloud was currently not doing anything particularly to enhance the appeal of the partnership, 

but, as stated earlier, it was unclear whether the company was open to some degree of adaptation if the 

potential partner would have asked for it. Yet again, the difference between Red Cloud and Fortnox was 

most likely due to the significant difference in experience.  
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7 Findings, Conclusions and Implications 
This chapter presents the findings of this study and the conclusions that were drawn from these. The 

findings and conclusions of each research question are first presented, followed by general conclusions 

from this study. The chapter ends with the implications of this study where contributions to theory, 

implications for management and suggestions for further research are presented and discussed.  

7.1 Locating Potential Partners 
RQ #1: How can SMEs’ process of locating potential partners to sell cloud computing services be 

characterized? 

The results of this study indicate that network relationships have a significant impact on the process of 

identifying potential partners. Theory in the frame of reference states that network relationships have a 

significant influence on the internationalization of small and medium-sized high technology firms and 

this study indicates that this is true also for the establishment of domestic partnerships of this type of 

firms. In addition to the strong influence of network relationships, the results also demonstrate that 

other approaches of finding potential partners can be used. In this case, address providers had been 

used to find potential partners. Considering the fact that using network relationships seems to be the 

preferred way of finding potential partners, the advantage of having established a larger network of 

contacts becomes obvious. However, not all companies have this and this raises the question of how to 

tackle this issue.  

One can either believe that using network relationships is the only effective way and that the only 

solution is to start working on establishing a network of contacts or one can believe that other ways 

should work too. As mentioned in the literature review, Root (1998) and Forsberg (1996) suggested 

several methods available for identification of potential customers and the study of so called born-

globals by Rasmussen et al (2001) did not find support for the importance of network relationships, 

suggesting that it is likely that a company can get by through the use of other methods. One of the cases 

in this study also proves that other methods are in fact used; further strengthening the belief that 

network relationships is not essential. This can, however, not be proven by this study, since the 

utilization of network relationships were present in all cases.   

7.2 Evaluating Potential Partners 
RQ #2: How can SMEs’ process of evaluating potential partners to sell cloud computing services be 

characterized? 

The results of this study suggest that the process of evaluating potential partners can be characterized as 

a two-parted process with both objective and subjective evaluation. The purpose of the more objective 

evaluation is to determine whether the partner is suitable to cooperate with based on its business, 

basically if the product line and target market corresponds with the SME’s. The purpose of the subjective 

can be to judge the commitment of the partner or to determine whether the social interaction with the 

partner feels good. The results from both cases also demonstrate that the reputation of the potential 

partner can also be evaluated.  
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Although each case resulted in a set of evaluation criteria, it is impossible to say that criteria that were 

not mentioned are not used by the companies. This is because the process of establishing partnerships is 

rather complex and not particularly systematic and straightforward.   

7.3 Enhancing the Appeal of the Partnership Offering 
RQ #3: How can SME’s process of enhancing the appeal of the partnership offering to potential partners 

be characterized? 

In the first case, there was no indication of willingness to adapt the offering to the potential customer, 

whereas in the second case the company offered flexibility in several areas. This indicates that 

companies have different approaches to adapting the offering to potential partners. In regards to 

traditional resellers, the main adaptations that were demonstrated were in the pricing, commission and 

reward structure, and in the after sales support. In addition to these, some product adaptations had also 

been made for important partners who were actually going to use the product. The conclusion is that 

these areas represent the main areas where adaptations can be made to enhance the appeal of the 

partnership to potential partners.  

There are, however, other factors that agents value. Trustworthiness and loyalty are two examples of 

factors that are considered relevant for agents, according to Merrit and Newell (2001). However, it can 

be hard for companies to emphasize trustworthiness or loyalty, since these factors are subjective. 

Granting exclusiveness of territory, another factor presented by Merrit and Newell (2001), could be one 

way to accomplish this, and there are probably also other ways for companies to show more 

commitment to the partnership. However, since the main reason for small firms to establish partnerships 

in the first place is because of the lack of resources, it is likely that the firm cannot invest a lot in a single 

partnership as several partnerships are most likely needed, since a single reseller probably will not have 

a large enough customer base, which is needed for the company to be profitable. Because of this, the 

only way for firms to seem trustworthy or loyal is by the impression made through communication with 

the potential partner, making it impossible to specify any way to achieve this.  

7.4 General Conclusions 
Interestingly, the findings show no significant distinctions of the specific attributes of cloud computing. It 

can be argued that Fortnox’ attitude of wanting to establish partnerships with as many resellers as 

possible was due to the fact that the smaller direct revenue of cloud computing services makes it 

important to sell as much as possible as soon as possible and that the flexibility in pricing and reward 

structure was due to the different payment structures of cloud computing services. Red Cloud did, 

however, have a different attitude towards resellers, declining partnerships with reseller with insufficient 

customer base. It is also most likely that a large share of companies selling traditional software would try 

to establish partnerships with as many resellers as possible if they could, since they would probably like 

to sell as much as possible. The flexibility in pricing and reward structure was also something that Red 

Cloud lacked, and these qualities were also present in the theory, proving that they are not unique for 

companies selling cloud computing services. It might however be more important for companies selling 

cloud computing services, but that cannot be determined based solely on this study. 
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The research questions were not constrained to domestic or international operations. However, since 

both interviews were focused on the companies’ domestic operations, it might be possible that the 

findings would have been different if the interviews were focused on international operations. 

7.5 Theoretical Implications 
This study contributes to theory in several ways. It provides support for a lot of theory regarding the 

establishment of partnerships and it also provides very business specific theory on this subject by 

exploring how SMEs are establishing partnerships this to sell cloud computing services. When it comes to 

finding potential partners, this study provides strong support for the influence of network relationships 

on these activities as well as support for the use of other approaches. In this case, address providers had 

delivered contact information on potential partners to one of the companies. Address providers is not 

mentioned in any literature reviewed in this thesis, thus making it a contribution to theory by giving an 

additional example on ways to locate prospective partners. 

When it comes to evaluating potential partners, this study provides support for the use of both objective 

and subjective evaluation and it indicates that companies use both types of evaluation when trying to 

decide whether to establish a partnership with a potential partner. When it comes to the actual criteria 

used, all the identified criteria in this study were found in the frame of reference, thus supporting a lot of 

theory regarding this topic. The study does, however, not contribute to theory by finding any new 

criteria not mentioned in the literature.   

Regarding adapting the partnership offering to make it more appealing to partners, this study provides 

examples of one company that is flexible in adapting and one that is not. The main contribution of this 

study on this topic, except for supporting theory in the frame of reference on areas where adaptations in 

the offering can be made, is that it provides an example of a case where agents value the possibility of 

taking care of after sales support on their own, as well as putting their own name on the products. These 

are two criteria not mentioned in the reviewed literature. This study also contributes to theory by 

providing a case where it makes sense to adapt the product itself to the needs of the partner. 

7.6 Managerial Implications 
The frequent use of network connections in the process of identifying potential partners is highlighted 

through this study. While it should not be impossible to establish sufficient partnerships without network 

connections, its frequent use implies that it is the easiest way. Managers of newly started firms, or 

people considering to start up firms, should take this fact into consideration and perhaps try to establish 

network connections if they feel their current network is too small. 

It is apparent that the evaluation of potential partners is important, since a partnership with the wrong 

firm can affect the company’s image negatively or just be a waste of resources, but it seems like this 

process is not handled in any structured way, inducing the risk of missing to evaluate an important 

criterion. This study indicate that firms are aware of the importance of evaluating potential partners, but 

it appears that it is handled differently from case to case and it would probably be beneficial to establish 

a more structured procedure. The combined use of objective and subjective evaluation is something that 

is made apparent by this study. The subjective part of the evaluation process is, naturally, hard to 
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implement into a structured evaluation process. The development of such a process does, however, not 

mean that the subjective evaluation should be omitted. 

To determine what criteria that could be used to evaluate potential partners would require a larger, 

quantitative study. The complexity of this process, especially regarding the different needs of firms, 

probably means that each firm needs to identify what criteria are relevant. This is highlighted in this 

study, since Red Cloud considered size of customer base to be an important criterion whereas Fortnox 

would never turn down a partnership based on the same criterion. 

As for enhancing the appeal of the partnership, this study shows that it can be beneficial to show 

flexibility, primarily regarding pricing as well as commission and reward structure. This is something that 

managers should take into account, since even if they are open to the idea it is good to be prepared. 

7.7 Implications for Further Research 
This study explored the process that SMEs go through when trying to establish partnerships to sell cloud 

computing services. It resulted in a series of insights of how this process can be characterized. However, 

further research can certainly be done in this area. In particular, descriptive studies can be made to get a 

more accurate picture of how firms find, evaluate and attract potential partners. Since this study 

suggests that network relationships play such an important role when trying to identify potential 

partners, descriptive studies that can verify this would be positive. Also, research on how firms that have 

a very limited network of contacts go about finding partners would be of great interest, considering this 

scenario should occur relatively often in this business. Related to the question of how companies 

evaluate potential partners is the question of how they should evaluate potential partners, interesting 

both to researchers and managers. Because of this, it would be very interesting to see more extensive 

qualitative research on success factors of partnerships. 

This study provides an example of a company that has found a type of partner that achieves synergistic 

effects from both selling and using the product. This was achieved since the product improved the 

operations of the partner as well as increased the attractiveness of its offerings to the customers. It was, 

however, unclear if this type of partner was more valuable than the other, more traditional, resellers in 

terms of contributed sales. Further research that can investigate whether this could prove to be the case 

for similar types of partners would indeed be valuable.  

As mentioned in the general conclusions, it cannot be determined whether the findings also apply to 

international operations, suggesting that further research in this area is needed. 
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