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ABSTRACT 

In recent years, customer retention has gained increased value among both goods and service 

providing firms. However although extensive research exist on the concept of customer 

retention and its measures and instruments, studies and research on how professional service 

firms retain their customers remain limited. Hence, in this thesis how professional service 

providers retain their targeted customers over time will be investigated through four case 

studies in the professional service industry, more specifically in the advertising sector. The 

empirical data was collected through interviews with four Swedish advertising agencies: 

Lowe Brindfors, Favör Reklambyrå, Holy Diver and Vinter Reklambyrå. The findings of this 

study first and foremost indicate that professional service providers do not have any formal 

nor standardized procedure which they follow when it comes to retaining their customers. The 

strategies employed by the firms are highly customized to each individual customer. Further 

the findings from this study indicate that in order to retain customers over time professional 

service providers need to place more efforts on the creation of personal relationships with the 

clients, as it is a strong bond tying customers to the firm. The findings further imply that the 

creation of customer satisfaction and the creation of switching barriers are the main strategies 

employed by firms, for retaining customers. Other factors affecting professional service 

firms‟ retention strategies are the firms‟ ability to convey confidence, to get the customers 

involved, and to be able to deliver good quality services.  
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SAMMANFATTNING 

På senare år har konceptet kundbibehållning fått alltmer betydelse för varuproducerande 

företag, men även för tjänsteproducerande företag. Området kring kundbibehållning samt dess 

metoder och redskap är väl utforskade. Däremot har det forskats ytterst lite runt hur företag 

som erbjuder professionella tjänster gör för att bibehålla sina kunder. I den här uppsatsen 

studeras därmed området kring hur företag inom den professionella tjänstesektorn gör för att 

bibehålla sina kunder lojala. Studien behandlar fyra fallstudier från den professionella 

tjänstesektorn i Sverige, mer specifikt inom reklambranschen. Genom intervjuer med fyra 

svenska företag: Lowe Brindfors, Favör Reklambyrå, Holy Diver och Vinter Reklambyrå har 

det empiriska materialet samlats in. Denna studie visar först och främst på att professionella 

tjänsteföretag inte följer någon form av standardiserad procedur när det kommer till 

kundbibehållning utan allt är högst anpassad till den individuella kunden. Studien visar vidare 

på att företag inom den professionella tjänstesektorn måste lägga mer resurser på skapandet 

av nära kundrelationer, då kundrelationer utgör ett starkt band mellan kund och företag. 

Resultaten indikerar dessutom på att skapandet av kundnöjdhet samt skapandet av 

bytesbarriärer utgör de huvudstrategier som företag inom den professionella tjänstesektorn 

använder sig av. Andra faktorer som påverkar företags bibehållning av kunder är förmågan att 

inge förtroende, förmågan att få kundens engagemang, samt skapandet av kvalitetstjänster.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

This chapter gives a background to the thesis topic where concepts such as customer 

relationship, professional service, and customer retention, henceforth referred to as CR, will 

be introduced and explained. Afterwards, the problem discussion will be presented which in 

turn will lead to the study’s purpose and research questions. Furthermore, before the thesis’ 

outline is presented, the demarcation set for this study will be stated. 

1.1.  Background 

According to Armstrong and Kotler (2008), it is important for firms to implement the right 

marketing strategies in order to succeed. Traditionally, firms have focused their marketing 

strategies around attracting new customers and increasing their market share. However, due to 

globalization, most industries and markets are becoming more and more competitive forcing 

significant changes in the way firms do business (ibid). In order to retain customers in 

industries characterized by high competition, firms need to meet each individual customer‟s 

needs and expectations (ibid). Gumesson (2002) argues that it is the value of the customers‟ 

experiences with the product/service that is important, therefore, customers‟ needs are 

important to consider when developing products and services.  

 

The academic literature available today recognizes the existence of a shift in firms‟ 

orientation to their customers, from a transactional to a more relational approach (Eriksson & 

Vaghult, 2000; Morgan & Hunt, 1994). Morgan and Hunt (1994), argue that this change has 

led to an increase in studies focusing on the factors and mechanism determining the 

establishment, development and maintenance of successful relational exchanges. Today 

relational exchanges are tone of the core aspect of marketing. The American marketing 

association‟s (AMA) description of marketing states, “Marketing is an organizational 

function and a set of processes for creating, communicating and delivering value to customers 

and for managing customer relationships in ways that benefit the organization and its 

stakeholders” (AMA on Magnosticism). 

 

According to Egan (2004), Berry (1983) has been noted as one of the first to introduce the 

concept of relationship marketing which he defined as the attracting, the maintaining and the 

enhancing of customer relationships. Crosby, Evans and Cowles (1990) argue that 

relationship marketing is particularly important in service marketing as it determines output, 

quality, customer satisfaction and service providers‟ differentiation. Most of the research and 

studies that exist today on service marketing focuses on the differences that exist between a 

product and a service (ibid). When looking at this differentiation, four main factors have been 

identified as characterizing a service: intangibility, inseparability, heterogeneity and 

perishability (Zeithalm & Bitner, 1996).  

Intangibility refers to the services being characterized by performances and actions that 

cannot be seen, felt, tasted, inspected, or touched in the same way as with goods (Gordon, 

Calantone & di Benedetto, 1993). Zeithalm and Bitner (1996) argue that this entails several 

marketing implications. For instance, as services cannot be inventoried, it becomes difficult to 
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manage fluctuations in demand and as services cannot be patented legally, meaning that new 

service concepts can be copied by competitors. Furthermore, as services cannot be readily 

displayed and communicated to customers, quality may be difficult to assess by customers. 

Inseparability is referred to as production and consumption occurring simultaneously (Gordon 

et al., 1993). Zeithalm and Bitner (1996) argue that as production and consumption occur 

simultaneously, it becomes difficult to apply a mass production strategy. The quality of 

service and customer satisfaction will be highly dependent on what occurs in „real life‟ which 

includes the actions of the employees and the interactions between employees and customers. 

Further, as the customers are involved in the production of the service, they are able to affect 

the outcome of the service transaction (ibid). Heterogeneity means that as services are 

performances, they may vary on a day-to-day basis (Gordon et al., 1993). Zeithalm and Bitner 

(1996) argue that no two services will be exactly the same and therefore it is difficult to 

ensure consistency in service quality across time, organizations, and people. Due to such 

complications it becomes hard for the service manager to know for sure if the service is being 

delivered in a way that is consistent with what was originally planned (ibid). Finally, 

Perishability is referred to as services which cannot be saved, stored, resold or returned 

(Gordon et al., 1993). Zeithalm and Bitner (1996) argue that one primary issue faced by 

marketers concerning the perishability of services, is the fact that services cannot be 

inventoried which implies that there is a need for strong recovery strategies when things go 

wrong.  

The above mentioned four factors characterize the difference between a service and a good. 

As regards to professional services, there are little agreement as to which services are 

considered to be in the professional services industry (Lowendahl, 1997). West (1997) makes 

a differentiation between „generic services‟ and „professional services‟. The author describes 

„generics‟ as those services which are characterized by low cost, low risks and therefore little 

value is given to the decision of purchasing such services. Professional services on the other 

hand, have much higher risks and profit opportunities and for this reason, the purchasing of 

such service adds significant value to the firm (ibid).  

Nachum‟s (1996) definition of professional services is the following: 

 “A professional service is a service where knowledge both in terms of input and output of the 

production process is fundamental and a service where the output is used as part of a client 

production process in an activity that is different from that of the service provider”.  

According to Thakor and Kumar (2000), a service is deemed professional if it satisfies the 

following five conditions: 

 It is based on expertise from the part of the provider; 

 The quality of the service cannot be easily evaluated by clients; 

 The delivered service is of utmost importance; 

 The client cannot easily identify the nature of the service he needs; and 

 „Word of mouth‟ is very important in the selection process of service providers. 
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Lowendahl, (1997) argues that in order for firms to be classified as offering professional 

services, they need to fulfill a few characteristics such as the following: 
 

 The service provided needs to be highly knowledge intensive, delivered by people 

with higher education, and frequently closely linked to scientific knowledge 

development within the relevant area of expertise; 

 The service provided needs to involve a high degree of customization; 

 The service provided needs to involve a high degree of discretionary effort and 

personal judgment by the expert(s) delivering the service; 

 The service provided typically requires substantial interaction with the client firm 

representatives involved; and 

 The service provided needs to be delivered within the constraints of professional 

norms of conduct, including setting client needs higher than profits and respecting the 

limits of professional expertise. 

 

Furthermore, Lowendahl (1997) provides a list of some of the services that are considered as 

professional services such as the following: law-firms/attorneys, accounting firms/auditors, 

management consultants, technology consultants, engineering consultants, insurance brokers 

and investment bankers, marketing and PR services, advertising agencies, architects, 

personnel and actuarial services, suppliers/sub-contractors delivering computer science 

consultants, economists and development planners, and finally, specialized designers 

delivering firm specific design of all kinds, for example computer systems, graphic and 

industrial designs. In APPENDIX C, a definition of the different types of firms is illustrated. 

 

1.2.  Problem discussion 

Sharma and Patterson (1999) argue that it is difficult for customers to evaluate professional 

services and the benefits of making such investments and therefore, customers need to place 

higher confidence on professional service providers (ibid).  The central characteristic of a 

professional service is that it is a product of the interaction between the providers and the 

clients (Thakor & Kumar, 2000). Hence, it becomes essential for firms to identify factors 

useful in service conception, provider selection and customer behavior prediction in such 

ways that are satisfactory for both parties involved in the relationship (ibid). Consequently, if 

one wants to study the success and failure determinants of any relationship, the study of both 

partners‟ behavior in the interactive process is necessary (ibid).  

One of the main characteristics of a professional service is the high degree of interaction that 

exists between the service provider and the client firm and also the high degree of uncertainty 

in terms of what is actually going to be delivered (Lowendahl, 1997).  Maister (1993) in 

Lowendahl (1997) argues that there are two major factors that make professional services 

interesting to look at. The first factor is that professional services involve a high degree of 

customization meaning that traditional management principles such as for instance 

standardization, routinization, and supervision are difficult to apply. The second factor is the 
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strong component of face-to-face interaction with the client, which leads to major challenges 

in quality assurance, and requires very special skills of top performers (ibid). 

Jobber (2001) argues that not all service encounters have the potential for a long-term 

relationship and that service providers must raise the following questions before applying any 

relationship marketing activities: “does the customer have any ongoing or periodic desire for 

the service? Can the customer control the selection of a service provider? Does the customer 

have any other alternatives?” It is important for service providers to understand why 

customers stay or leave and also what creates value for them. In other words, firms need to 

identify those customers with whom they wish to create long-term relationships.  

Winer (2001) argues that in building successful relational exchanges with the customers, there 

is a need to understand customer behaviors and to focus on those customers who can deliver 

long-term profits to the firm. However, no firm can hold on to all its customers and aim at full 

Customer retention (Egan, 2004). This is due to several factors; one factor is for example the 

fact that in highly competitive markets, customers may switch either temporarily or 

permanently to another product or service. Egan (2004) further argues that it is unprofitable to 

attempt to achieve total retention of the customers as the cost of doing so is likely to be 

prohibitive. As Egan (2004) puts it, firms must know when to „cut and run‟ (ibid).  Hence, 

firms are turning more and more towards seeing customer retention as a strategic tool (ibid). 

Further, Egan (2004) defines customer retention strategies as the strategies focusing on a 

firm‟s existing customers with the aim of securing a customer‟s loyalty over time.  

Eriksson and Vaghult (2000) argue that in order for firms to benefit from customer 

relationships, they need to understand the mechanisms behind it by studying already retained 

customers. The authors further argue that however, studying already retained customers is not 

an easy task as customer retention is relative to a firm‟s specific context. For instance, it is 

complicated for a firm to know when a customer should be considered as being „retained‟. In 

some cases, a customer is considered as retained when the customer makes repeated purchase 

however; it then becomes complicated to evaluate how often this customer is then expected to 

purchase the product/service (ibid). 

As today‟s markets and industries are characterized by high competition, it is crucial for firms 

to in such environments create new ways to gain competitive advantage over competitors 

(Morgan and Hunt, 1994). Recent studies have shown that strong customer relationships may 

provide such competitive advantages for firms. Although several studies have focused on 

relationship marketing, few studies have actually focused on how firms can create such 

advantages based on relationships (ibid). Moreover, according to Bejou and Palmer (1998), 

for many services the essence of marketing is the development of long-term and value-laden 

relationships with the customers. However, surprisingly little empirical research modeling the 

nature and the determinants of relationships in professional services exists (Sharma & 

Patterson, 1999).  
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1.3.  Purpose and research questions 

Ever since the 1990‟s, the area of customer retention has been the focus of much research. 

However few studies have been performed on how professional service firms actually retain 

their customers. This became the main motive for the present study. Thus, the overall purpose 

of this thesis is as follows: 

To gain a better understanding of how professional service providers retain their targeted 

customers over time.  

To reach the purpose outlined above, the following research questions shall be addressed: 

RQ1: How can the factors influencing customer retention as perceived by professional 

service providers be described? 

RQ2: How can the customer retention strategies employed by professional service providers 

be described? 

 

1.4.  Demarcation 

The author is aware of the broad context of customer relationship management and has 

therefore limited this study to the concept of relationship marketing as the retaining of 

customers, in other words, customer retention. Furthermore, this topic will be viewed from 

the supply side, namely through the perspective of professional service providers, and not 

through the perspective of their customers.  
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1.5. Outline of the thesis 

This thesis consists of six chapters including the introduction, the literature review, the 

methodology, the data presentation, the data analysis and finally, the conclusions and 

implications chapter. The outline of the thesis is illustrated in figure 1.1 here below.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.1: Illustration of thesis' outline 

 

The first chapter, introduction, already presented started with an overall background where 

the concepts of relationship marketing and professional services were introduced. The 

background further led to the problem discussion which was narrowed down to the overall 

purpose and research questions of the thesis. The second chapter, the literature review, 

presents the relevant literature around the topic of customer retention. First, theories regarding 

the factors influencing customer retention are presented followed by theories regarding the 

various customer retention strategies and processes employed by service firms. This is 

followed by the theoretical framework where theories relevant to the data analysis are 

selected. In the third chapter, the research method used to conduct this thesis is presented. The 

fourth chapter, data collection, includes the empirical data collected for this study. The 

collected data is then compared to the selected theories gathered in the conceptual framework 

in the fifth chapter, data analysis, where both within case and cross case analysis will be 

conducted. Finally, in the conclusions and implications chapter, the overall conclusions are 

drawn and these conclusions will then lead to the implications for future researches around 

the thesis‟ topic. 

Introduction 

Litterature Review 

Methodology 

Empirical Findings 

Data Analysis 

Conclusions & 

Implications 



Litterature Review 

7 
 

2. LITTERATURE REVIEW  
 

This chapter will present existing research on the thesis’ topic. First theories concerning 

research question one will be presented, followed by theories regarding research question 

two. Afterwards, a conceptual framework will be constructed, which will serve as the base for 

analyzing the empirical data.  
 

In order to better understand customer retention in professional services, the author believes 

that it is of utmost importance to have a deeper look into the characteristics of professional 

services and what make such services unique as opposed to generic services.  
 

Lowendahl (1997) summarizes those characteristics of professional services in terms of five 

I‟s namely Intangible inputs and outputs, Interaction, Individual judgment and local solutions, 

Innovation, and Information asymmetry.  
 

Intangible inputs and outputs - The inputs when it comes to professional services are 

intangible such as methods, procedures, and expertise of the individual professionals 

(Lowendahl, 1997). Also the outputs such as for example advertising concepts and new 

production processes are intangible. As Lowendahl (1997) writes in his book, the 

transformation from input to output of professional services is a process of creativity and new 

solution development which makes it rather difficult to objectively evaluate quality. The 

difficulties of evaluating service quality due to the intangibility of the services is also in 

accordance with Levitt (1981) in Bebko (2000), who argues that intangibility leads to quality 

control difficulties for the provider and to evaluate difficulties for the consumer. He further 

argues that intangibility of the services is the ground for service variability, inseparability and 

perishability.  Bebko (2000) also discusses the concept of physical evidence of the process as 

part of evaluation of intangibility and argues that the physical evidence of the service 

production process can be utilized in communicating service quality attributes and also create 

the service experience.  
 

Interaction - Professional services are highly customized to each individual client and because 

of that a close cooperation between the two parties is required. Lowendahl (1997) argues that 

close cooperation enables firms to determine the actual expectations of a given client, to 

understand the particular circumstances as well as to develop solutions that are compatible 

with the unique quality requirements of that client. Sharma and Patterson (1999) classify 

professional services as „medium-high contact‟ meaning that a high degree of interaction and 

interpersonal communication between clients and service professionals is required in order to 

deliver successful services. The authors further argue that it is reasonable that interactions as 

well as other form of communications take a higher importance when clients have difficulties 

in evaluating outcomes. This close contact enables clients to reduce dissonance and 

uncertainty around the selected service provider as well as enables them to have increased 

confidence in the providers (ibid).  Sharma and Patterson (1999) further points out that all 

interactions between the professional service firms and its clients are opportunities for the 

firm to portray a positive image or a negative one. They further state, “clients don’t care how 

much you know until they know how much you care”.  
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Individual judgment and local solutions – Professional service firms are highly dependent on 

the individual professionals who possess critical expertise as well as the ability to retain 

relationships of trust with clients. Lowendahl (1997) further identifies three different types of 

firms. Firm A has a high degree of interaction with its clients; Firm B has a high level of 

innovation while firm C reduces their dependence on the individual professionals to a 

minimum. Lowendahl (1997) argues that the resources of professional service firms resides in 

the professionals employed and their ability to solve whatever problems the clients may want 

them to solve. They bring to the firm their expertise, their experience, their skills in 

relationship building and maintenance, their professional reputation, their network of 

professional peer contacts, and their established relationships with past, present, and potential 

clients. (ibid) 
 

Innovation – The services delivered to each client in professional service firms are highly 

idiosyncratic. This means that the firm will to a large extent come up with new solutions for 

each new client. The higher is the degree of tailoring to each individual client‟s unique 

requirements. The more extreme the firm will be in terms of its inability to replicate and 

routinize its solutions. Hence, due to such challenges, professional firms focused on 

idiosyncrasy will find it difficult to apply strategic planning and control proposed in the 

traditional frameworks. (Lowendahl, 1997) 
 

Information Asymmetry – Lowendahl (1997) argues that professional service firms are unique 

due to the fact that their value added results from superior knowledge. These firms are hired 

by clients because they have experience and/or expertise beyond what is available in the client 

firm. Based on that, the firm needs to constantly learn and develop its knowledge in order to 

have valuable expertise to sell to clients who are educated in the process. The firm has to do 

so, fast enough in order to always be one step ahead of its clients (ibid). Hitt, Bierman, 

Shimizu and Kochhar (2000) argue that information asymmetries exist due to the fact that 

clients can determine the quality of the service only after it is has been delivered. Nayyar 

(1993) in  Hitt et al. (2000) discuss that this asymmetry can be even larger when firms adds 

new services or enter new markets in which the clients do not have any prior experience.  
 

To conclude, when dealing with professional services, the traditional strategic management 

frameworks and models cannot be applied without substantial adjustments. Lowendahl (1997) 

argues that in many cases, their standard advices are not only wrong but even damaging to 

firms operations. The authors further point out the fact that professional service firms not only 

differ from traditional manufacturing firms and traditional service firms but also between and 

within professional service industries. (ibid) 
 

Consequently, when gathering the relevant literature in performing this research, this author 

has kept in mind all the above prosposed by Lowendahl (1997). Furthermore, in several of the 

studies and researches conducted around customer retention, the concepts of customer 

retention and customer loyalty were interchangeable meaning that no significant differences 

were made between them (Richards, 1996; Zeithaml & Bitner, 1996; Reichhel, 1996; 

Ranaweera & Neely, 2003; Ranaweera & Prabhu, 2003). Hence, no differentiation will be 

made between these two terms in this study as well. 
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2.1. Theories regarding the factors influencing customer retention 

Most previous research conducted on the factors influencing customer retention has focused 

on the customers‟ point of view. This is mainly due to the fact that several researchers 

perceive customer retention as the propensity for customers to stay with their services 

providers, and is therefore viewed as a behavioral factor (Ranaweera & Prabhu, 2003). 

Therefore in this section of the thesis, frameworks and models illustrating the factors 

influencing customer retention based on the customers‟ point of view will be outlined. Based 

on that, the author will later on analyze this data and compare it with how professional service 

providers perceive these factors as influencing on customer retention.  

Four main theories have been selected including Sharma and Patterson‟s (1999) relationship 

commitment model, Ranaweera and Prabhu‟s (2003) holistic approach, Richard‟s (1996) 

conversion model as well as Ranaweera and Neely‟s (2003) holistic approach. 

2.1.1.  Factors in the Relationship Commitment Model 

Sharma and Patterson (1999) provide a model showing the determinants of relationship 

commitment. The model consists of three factors such as communication effectiveness, 

technical quality and functional quality, all affected by trust in the relationship which in turns 

affect relationship commitment. View figure 2.1. 

 

 

  Communication effectiveness 

 

 

 Functional Quality  Technical quality 

 

   

   Trust 

 

 

  Relationship Commitment 

 

 

Figure 2.1: Conceptual model of the determinants of relationship commitment 

Source: Sharma and Patterson, 1999. 

 

Trust - Trust is defined by the authors as the belief that the service provider can be relied on 

to behave in such a way that the long-term interests of the buyer will be served (Sharma & 

Patterson, 1999). This was the definition of Crosby et al., (1990). It implies reliance on, or 

confidence in, the process or person. Hence, the greater is the level of trust, the stronger is the 

relationship commitment (ibid). The factor of trust was also looked at by Morgan & Hunt 

(1994) who argues that trust has a positive relation to the extent through which the firms share 

similar values. Ganesan (1994)‟s studies showed that a trust booster for firms was customers‟ 

satisfaction with past exchanges with the firms.  
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Service quality - Service quality according to Sharma and Patterson (1999) is divided into two 

main components: technical quality and functional quality. Technical quality is related to the 

actual outcomes or the core service as perceived by the client. Here, the competency of the 

professionals in achieving the best return on investment for their client at acceptable levels of 

risks is viewed.  Technical quality is relevant to the promised service. Functional quality on 

the other hand is rather than concerned with „what‟ is delivered, deals with „how‟ the service 

is delivered. It is concerned with the interaction between the service provider and service 

receiver, and is assessed in a highly subjective manner. The authors further argue that trust 

had a great impact on how quality is delivered, both in terms of functional- and technical 

quality. Consequently, it is argued that the greater the perceived technical quality, the stronger 

is the trust in the relationship, and the greater the perceived quality of the advisor, the stronger 

is the level of trust in the relationship.  Consequently, the greater the quality is perceived, the 

stronger is the relationship commitment. (Sharma & Patterson, 1999) 

Communication effectiveness – communication effectiveness is referred to the formal as well 

as the informal sharing of meaningful and timely information between a client and an advisor 

in an empathetic manner. The purpose of such is to educate and keep clients informed about 

their investments in a language that they can understand. Strong communication skills are 

required to ensure that clients understand investments and thus become more confident in 

their ability to assess financial risks and outcomes. Effective communications also help 

customers through the unavoidable ups and downs of variable investment performances. 

Consequently, the greater is the communication effectiveness, the stronger is the relationship 

commitment. (Sharma & Patterson, 1999) 

2.1.2. A holistic approach to Satisfaction, Trust and Switching barriers  

Ranaweera and Prabhu (2003) drafted a holistic approach that examines the combined effects 

of satisfaction, trust and switching barriers on customer retention. The authors here define 

customer retention as the propensity for customers to stay with their services providers. The 

framework provided has two functions; its first function is to examine the main effects of the 

three variables on customer retention independently and its second function is to examine the 

interaction effects that trust and switching barriers has on customer retention in the presence 

of satisfaction. (ibid) 

Customer satisfaction – customer satisfaction is conceptualized by the authors as the 

evaluation of an emotion and proclaims that the higher is the satisfaction, the higher is the 

level of retention (Ranaweera & Prabhu, 2003). Several studies indicated that the more 

satisfied a firm‟s customers are, the more they remain loyal to the firm (Fornell, 1992). 

Hence, firms have devoted lots of efforts on managing and increasing customer satisfaction 

(Ranaweera & Prabhu, 2003).  

Patterson, Johnson and Spreng (1997) argue that satisfied customers are perceived as 

indispensable means of creating sustainable advantages in competitive environments. The 

authors further refer to Anderson & Sullivan (1993) who stated the following: “Investing in 

customer satisfaction is like taking out an insurance policy. If some hardship temporarily 

befalls the firm, customers will be more likely to remain loyal”. Patterson et al. (1997) further 
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look at customer dissatisfaction as the difference between an individual‟s pre-purchase 

expectations and post-purchase performance of the product or service.  

Ranaweera and Neely (2003) state in their article, it has been common earlier for research on 

service quality to be focused on measures of customer satisfaction. However today, mere 

satisfaction does not ensure customer retention and therefore, the focus in recent research has 

somewhat shifted from studying drivers of customer satisfaction to examining drivers of 

customer behaviors such as repurchase habits (ibid). Although customer satisfaction is a good 

base to start with when retaining customers, it not the only influencing factor. Richards (1996) 

argues that some customers even though they are satisfied will leave the firm while others 

who are dissatisfied will remain.  

Trust – trust is conceptualized as existing when one party has confidence in the other party‟s 

reliability and integrity. The authors argue in the article that several studies have recognized 

that even though firms manage to properly satisfy their customers, they may be unable to 

retain them. Hence, satisfaction alone is inadequate to ensure long-term customer 

commitment to a single provider.  Due to costs related to the termination of the relationship, 

once trust has been built, the probability of each party ending the relationship decreases. 

(Ranaweera and Prabhu, 2003) 

Gounaris (2003) argues that trust is a vital element in any type of relationship. The more a 

customer trusts a supplier, the higher is the perceived value of the relationship. Consequently, 

the greater the chances that the customer remains in the relationship will be. Furthermore, 

trust is an important factor in the perceived quality of services, especially in business to 

business services (ibid). Trust is developed successively as a result of gradual dependence on 

the relationship resulting from mutual adaptation to the other party‟s needs (ibid).  

Perceived switching barriers - The perceived switching barriers are conceptualized as the 

consumers‟ evaluation of the resources and opportunities needed to perform the act of switching as 

well as the constraints preventing it (Ranaweera and Prabhu, 2003). Hence, the authors argue that 

the higher the level of perceive cost is, the higher is the probability for the customer to remain 

(ibid). The factor of switching or termination costs is also identified by Morgan and Hunt 

(1994) as contributing to the maintaining of relationships. However, the authors view 

switching costs as being only of economical nature. Sharma and Patterson (2000) discuss of 

switching cost as being in addition of economical nature, of both psychological- and 

emotional nature. The authors further present a few examples of switching costs such as 

social bonds, personal rapport and trust which have been built over time. The authors argue 

that switching costs may act as a present psychological exit barrier even when performance of 

the core service is less than satisfactory. Other exist barriers proposed by the authors are the 

difficulties in evaluating professional services, that clients cannot evaluate the service before 

purchasing it (ibid).  
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2.1.3. Factors in the Conversion Model 

The conversion model provided by Richards (1996) is based on the fact that it is not enough 

to satisfy customers as satisfaction alone does not predict customer behavior. Richards (1996) 

argues that satisfied customers will leave, dissatisfied customers will remain and therefore, 

rather than discussing customer satisfaction, firm should discuss customer commitment. 

Further, the author agrees that customer satisfaction helps to make the customers committed, 

however the building of committed customers involves more than merely satisfying them. 

Other than customer satisfaction, Richards (1996) identifies three factors as drivers of 

commitment.  

Level of involvement - The first factor is the level of involvement in the brand and the 

category. The more people are involved in a given choice, the more carefully they will choose 

and once they have made their choices they often stick to it. Hence, if the customer is 

dissatisfied but involved, his primary strategy will be to try and repair the relationship rather 

than seeking other alternatives.  If the customers are both dissatisfied and uninvolved, they 

would not even care about fixing the relationship but simply switch providers. Involvement 

creates a willingness to tolerate dissatisfaction. (Richards, 1996) 

 

Becket et al. (2000) argues that consumers‟ involvement in the buyer-seller interchange 

integrates several subsets such as customer control, customer participation and level of 

contact. The more a customer is involved, the more he/she has confidence in the service 

provider and also in the outcomes. (ibid) 

Attraction of alternatives - The second factor is the attraction of the alternatives. One of the 

arguments of Richards (1996) is that the more the alternatives attract, the more dissatisfied 

customers will converse, meaning switch service provider. If the alternatives available are not 

considered as being „good‟ conversion may then be delayed in spite of dissatisfaction. On the 

other hand,  if the alternatives attract, customers may converse even though they are highly 

satisfied (ibid). Sharma and Patterson (2000) state that when customers are not aware of the 

available substitutes or competing alternatives they may continue in a service relationship 

even though it is a less satisfactory one.  Patterson and Smith (2000) in their study conclude 

that when customers are aware of, and perceive other suppliers as offering a differentiated 

service in terms of price, service and/or quality of technical outcomes, they tend to be less 

committed to one supplier.  

The extent of ambivalence - The third factor is the extent of ambivalence meaning insecurity 

caused by the range of choices. The author argues in his article that the advantages 

respectively the disadvantage of each alternative should be compared and reviewed. Being in 

a state of ambivalence according to the author is when the customers are in a state in which 

they will wave whether to stay or leave. Ambivalence makes the customers less committed, 

although conversion is delayed as neither choice offer obvious advantages. (Richards, 1996) 
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2.1.4.  A holistic approach to Quality, Price, Indifference and Inertia 

Ranaweera and Neely (2003) drafted a holistic approach to customer retention incorporating 

service quality perceptions, price perceptions, customer indifference, and inertia.  

Service quality - Several studies have shown that there is a direct positive link between 

perceived service quality and customer repurchasing intentions (Ranaweera & Neely, 2003, 

Reichheld, 1996; Zeithalm & Bitner, 1996; Zeithalm, 1988).  When defining service quality, 

Ranaweera and Neely (2003) follows the definition of Zeithaml (1988) that service quality is 

a consumer‟s appraisal of a service‟s overall excellence or superiority. The authors further 

conclude that service customers may place a greater importance on the quality of the service 

rather than on the cost of acquiring that service.  

 

Price - Ranaweera and Neely (2003) hold the hypothesis that the better the perceived price is, 

the greater is the level of repurchase intentions. However, little research has been conducted 

on the correlation between price perceptions and customer retention and therefore, they argue 

that future research is needed in the area. In their study, they found that there was a direct 

relation between price perceptions and customer behavioral intentions. (ibid)  

 

Inertia – Ranaweera and Neely (2003) further argue that the higher the level of inertia is, the 

greater is the level of repurchase intentions.  Ranaweera and Neely (2003) base their 

definition of inertia in their study as the one of Huang and Yu (1999), a non-conscious form 

of retention. Huang and Yu (1999) according to Ranaweera and Neely makes a distinction 

between inertia and loyalty by the level of consciousness involved in the decision to continue 

to purchase from the same provider. Therefore, they argue that consumer research should not 

be limited in researching conscious decisions but also non-conscious ones or involuntary 

customer relationships.  Gupta et al. (1996) in Ranaweera and Neely (2003), argue that the 

greater the degrees of inertia, the more likely the customers are to be sensitive to promotions 

or similar attempts by competitors to attract them.  

 

Customer indifference - Finally, the authors propose that the higher the level of customer 

indifference, the greater is the level of repurchase intentions. Ranaweera and Neely (2003) 

argue that those who have positive perceptions of the service and also show a certain level of 

indifference, are the least likely to leave as their service expectations are fulfilled, and at the 

same time, they see no gains from switching.  The authors further state that literature on 

measuring  customer indifference is rather scarce and has sometimes been used in the 

marketing literature in relation to consumer‟s attitude towards advertising, described as 

neither positive nor negative. (ibid) 
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2.2.  Theories regarding customer retention strategies and processes 

Customer relationship as mentioned previously is an area which has gained increased interest 

in recent years (Morgan & Hunt, 1994; Grönroos, 1996). Acording to Reichheld (1996), this 

has led to studies focusing on metrics such as customer retention rates and customer share in 

customer relationship management also known as CRM. Further, the ways that firms retain 

their customers are highly dependent on the goals, philosophies and the context of each firm 

and once the firm knows who their customers are, they tend to use specific tactics to 

accomplish the goal and retaining the customers (Zeithalm & Bitner, 1996).  

2.2.1. Value Creating Processes 

In order to better understand the strategies used to retain customers in professional service 

sectors, here the processes involved in the value creation of such services will be viewed. 

These processes are summarized and are illustrated in figure 2.2.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.2: Value creating processes 

Source: Lowendahl, 1997, p. 42 

 

The ability of the firm to sell a credible promise – Process number one looks at the ability of 

the firm to sell a credible promise to the client firm. In professional services, credibility is 

essential as it is difficult for customers to evaluate the services. The credibility of the promise 

made by the firm is affected by the firm‟s reputation, its ability to present documented success 

from previous projects, and also by the professionals assigned to the project. In this first 

process, also the negotiation of the contract takes place as well as the evaluated efforts 

employed to develop appropriate levels of expectations in the client firm. Service providers 

need to only make promises which they know they can keep. (Lowendahl, 1997) 
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The set of activities required to deliver the promise – In the second process, the set of 

activities required to deliver the promises is viewed, involving both the client and the 

professionals assigned to the project. Here, the professional service firm looks at both the 

actual quality of what is delivered, the perceptions of the quality by all relevant client firms‟ 

representatives as well as the efficiency of the delivery. (ibid) 

 

The learning from the project – In the third process, learning from the project and 

institutionalizing this learning to the extent that it can be used for both improved service 

quality and improved efficiency with future clients is viewed. Lowendahl (1997) argues that 

this process is commonly neglected by professional service firms.  

 

The author argues that these three processes exist in all service sectors, however, the 

complexity of the processes increases substantially in professional service firms mainly due to 

the fact that such service are highly customized, require deep interaction with the client and 

also because of the asymmetric information involved, the credibility of the promises are 

extremely difficult for the client to evaluate. Furthermore, such services require substantial 

dependence on the individual and non-interchangeable professionals in all three processes. 

(Lowendahl, 1997) 

2.2.2. The three level of Retention Strategies 

In Zeithalm and Bitner (1996), a framework for understanding types of retention strategies 

created by Berry and Parasuraman (1991) is presented. As can be viewed in table 2.1, the 

framework displays three levels and each successive level ties the customer a bit closer to the 

firm. Furthermore, at each level, a greater level of customization of the services is required.  

Table 2.1: Three levels of retention strategies 

Level Types of 
 bond(s) 

Marketing 
Orientation 

Degree of 
service 

customization 

Primary 
marketing mix  

Element 

Potential for 
sustained 

competitive 

differentiation 

1 Financial Customer Low Price Low 

2 Financial & 
 Social 

Client Medium Personal 
communications 

Medium 

3 Financial, 
Social &  

structural 

Client Medium to  
High 

Service delivery High 

Source: Berry & Parasuraman (1991) in Zeithalm & Bitner (1996, p. 191) 
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Level 1 

At this level the customer‟s primary tie to the firm is through financial incentive and this can 

be for instance customers wanting lower prices for high amount purchases or lower prices for 

those customers who have been with the firm a longer time (Berry & Parasuraman, 1991). 

One example provided in the book is the following, Frequent flyers aiming at providing 

financial incentives and rewards for those customers who bring more of their business to a 

particular airline (ibid). One reason why firms employ these measures is because they are 

rather inexpensive and they enable the firm to achieve short-term gains. However, such 

incentives generally do not provide long-term advantages to firms and the authors argue that 

although price and other financial incentives are usually important to customers, they are not 

that hard for competitors to imitate as the only customized part of the marketing mix is the 

price. (In Zeithalm and Bitner, 1996) 

Level 2 

Strategies at this level, ties the customers to the firm through both financial and social 

incentives. Here, the customers are perceived as clients meaning that they are individuals 

whose needs and want, the firm tries to understand. The services provided by the firm are 

customized and marketers here find ways to stay in touch with their customers, hence 

developing social bonds with them. Further, the authors argue that social bonds are especially 

important and common among professional service providers and their clients as well as 

personal care providers (In Zeithalm & Bitner, 1996).  

Moreover, technology can help in creating social bonds, technologies such as for instance 

personalized customer information systems which are updated regularly. This will be viewed 

in more details later in this chapter. The authors continue to argue that relationships among 

the customers of a firm are important over time and they keep them from switching to another 

provider. It is not guaranteed that social bonds will tie the customer permanently to a firm, 

however it creates difficulties for competitors to imitate than are financial incentives alone. 

Also, when customers do not have strong incentives to shift to another provider, it is the 

social bonds that can encourage customers to stay. (In zeithalm & Bitner, 1996) 

Level 3 

Strategies employed by firms which are at this level, are the most difficult to imitate. Other 

than financial and social bonds, it also includes structural bonds which are created by 

providing services that are highly customized and frequently designed right into the service 

delivery system for that client. By tying into one of the systems of a customer, the firm may 

save time as well as keeping a better track of the customer; however, customers may the fear 

that tying them too much to one provider will lead to them missing other opportunities and 

advantages from other providers in the future. ( In Zeithalm & Bitner, 1996).    



Litterature Review 

17 
 

2.2.3.  Monitoring Customer Relationships 

Zeithalm and Bitner (1996) state that thoroughly monitoring and evaluating of relationships is 

one of the basic strategies employed by firms to retain customers over time. Two basic ways 

of monitoring customer relationships employed by firms are identified by the authors: 

„relationship surveys‟ and „customer data bases‟. These are further usually combined with 

other types of marketing research instruments such as trailer calls, complaint monitoring, and 

lost-customer surveys, customer visits and so on. This enables the firm to create a profile of 

its customer relationships. (ibid)  

Relationship surveys – Many firms conduct annual relationship surveys on their customers. 

The current customers of a firm need to be surveyed in order to establish their perceptions on 

the received value, quality, satisfaction with services, and satisfaction with the service 

provider as opposed to competitors (Zeithalm & Bitner, 1996). A good and constant 

communication should be established between the firm and its „best‟ customers, and this 

could be performed with face to face or over the telephone (ibid).  

Customer data bases - Zeithalm and Bitner (1996) argue that a well-established customer data 

base is a foundation to creating effective customer retention strategies. The data base could 

include information such as the firms‟ current customers (their names, their addresses, their 

phone numbers and so on), their purchasing behaviors, their revenue rate, their related cost, 

their preferences and so on. Also when customers leave the firm, information on the 

termination of the relationship should be included in the database.  

2.2.4.  Loyalty Programs and Customer Clubs 

Loyalty programs - In order to maximize customer retention metrics, many firms use 

relationship marketing instruments such as loyalty programs also known as frequency reward 

programs and direct mailings (Waarden, 2008). Yi and Jeon (2003) argue that loyalty 

programs‟ aim is to reward customers for repeated purchases thus building customer 

retention.  

Bolton, Kannan and Bramlett (2000), argue that loyalty rewards program has become 

common in several service industries. The authors argue that generally, the aim of such 

programs has been to increase customer retention in profitable segments by providing 

increased satisfaction and value to certain customers. One argument used by managers for 

these programs is that increased satisfaction and loyalty leads to increased profitability 

(Fornell, 1992 ; Reichheld, 1996). Bolton et al. (2000) state, that loyalty reward programs 

have become widespread across several service industries. For example in the transportation 

and hospitality industries, reward programs based on service usage levels have become 

common, General Motors has launched a credit card allocating five percent of spending 

toward the purchase or lease of a new car, American Express has offered airline tickets for 

heavy card usage during a six month period and so on (ibid).  
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O‟Brien and Jones (1995) state that managers usually believe that it is desirable as well as 

expected that the loyalty reward program is properly executed in order to increase retention 

rate. Therefore, a firm needs to quantify the program‟s influence on future purchase behavior 

(ibid). Additionally, firms need to verify that the financial outcomes of the rewards programs 

exceed the investments made in the programs.  

Customer clubs - Several service providers use customer clubs as a way of retaining their 

customers over time. Blomqvist, Dahl and Haeger (1993) argue that although this is a 

common phenomenon in many service firms, marketing literature around the subject is still 

scarce.  The authors further argue that customer clubs formalizes the relations with the 

customers, however not all customers are part of a customer club, only those that the firm 

finds as being important and of value to invest in.  

The term customer club is according to Elinder (1993, p. 21) “ a gathering name of different, 

more or less formalized gatherings of individuals where the common denominator for 

membership is that the individual is or has been a customer to the company”. Stauss, 

Chojnacki, Decker, and Hoffmann (2001) argue that customer clubs are one of the most 

important and cost-intensive elements of customer retention systems and continue to argue 

that by constantly offering specific advantages to club members, they are supposed to increase 

customer satisfaction and loyalty. The aim of a customer club is to offer club member 

different benefits and in that way increase customer satisfaction which in turn will lead to 

loyalty. However, the setting up and the development of a customer club requires 

considerable investments.  Stauss et al. (2001) continue to propose that the retention effect of 

a customer club is to be achieved by the following: customer interaction effect, customer 

knowledge effect, and customer benefit effect. 

The customer interaction effect refers to the frequency of the interactions between the firm 

and its customers (Stauss et al., 2001). This is done by creating contact and feedback 

opportunities. The author further argues that a close contact around the client throughout the 

customer relationship life cycle is vital in increasing the customer retention rate.  

The customer knowledge effect refers to the firm increasing its knowledge about the customer. 

The firm obtains detailed information about the personal situation, the interests and the 

demand structures of its members directly from the beginning of the relation; this means that 

each customer contact starts directly from the registration which provides the firm with 

relevant information around the members (Stauss et al., 2001). This information is then 

collected in a global member data base and is constantly updated. This member data base is 

the ground for the customized and individualized marketing measures used by the firm 

(Butscher, 1998). Butscher (1998) states that the more the customer knowledge effect is more 

reachable, the more the firm will update the data base through various interactions. Therefore, 

the customer interaction effect is a requirement and a precondition for the customer 

knowledge effect (Stauss et al., 2001). 

The customer benefit effect refers to whether the members of the club receive a specific 

advantage or a specific benefit from the firm. Stauss et al. (2001) argue that a customer is 

willing to actively participate in the „club life‟ only if their cost-benefit calculation is positive 
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which means only if the benefits exceeds the costs. Hence, the firm needs to provide the club 

member with offers and services that are attractive to the target group and these can be either 

financial, material or communicative. The authors further argue that the customer interaction 

effect is an integral part of the customer benefit effect when the offered chances for 

interaction can be perceived as advantages by the members.  

2.2.5. Effective Recovery Systems 

Zeithalm and Bitner (1996) argue that even though firms need to „do it right the first time‟ as 

it is what customers prefer; it is still quite inevitable for failures and mistakes to occur. It is 

when mistakes and failures occur that customers usually have a good reason to switch 

providers and also to tell others not to use the service. Therefore, effective recovery becomes 

essential in maintaining the relationship. If the firm fails in recovery, it will deceive the 

customer twice and therefore, some of the essentials that are vital in creating an effective 

delivery are the following according: 

Track and anticipate recovery opportunities - Firms need to create systems which enables 

them to identify failures and they also need to view this as an opportunity to save and retain 

customer relationships rather than a problem. It is those customers who complain that is the 

„friend‟ of the firm as those who do not complain generally do not come back. Only 

monitoring the complaints is not enough, the firm also needs to listen to the customers and be 

active in the searching of potential failure points. (Zeithalm & Bitner, 1996) 

Take care of customer problems on the front lines - According to the customers, one of the 

most effective recoveries is when they receive direct on spot problem solving by a front-line 

worker. This can be achieved by for instance apologizing to the customer and by giving an 

explanation or a solution to the problem such as a refund. No matter what the solution, the 

customers usually want it right away without having to make a lot of phone calls and so on. 

(Zeithalm & Bitner, 1996) 

Solve problems quickly - Once the problem has been identified, the firm needs to act quickly 

and try to solve it because if the problem is not solved, it can escalate rather quickly. The best 

solution is to anticipate the problem before it actually occur and in that way surprise the 

customers. (ibid) 

Empower the front line to solve problems - Recovery training may be vital for service 

providing employees. As customers generally want the problem to be handled right away, it 

becomes important for the front line employees to be skilled, to have authority and also to be 

motivated to engage in effective recovery. (ibid) 

Learn from recovery experiences - Problem resolution experiences also provide information 

on ways to improving customer service and should therefore not be ignored. (ibid) 
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2.3.  The conceptual framework of the thesis 

A conceptual framework also known as a theoretical framework is defined by Miles and 

Huberman (1994, p.18) as “something that explains either graphically or in narrative form, 

the main things to be studied – the key factors, constructs or variables- and the presumed 

relationships among them.”. The gathered literature from the previous chapter was reviewed 

and the most appropriate theories were selected in order to properly answer the stated research 

questions. These selected theories will form a conceptual framework through which the 

empirical data collected will be analyzed. First, conceptualization of the first research 

question (RQ1) will be performed where theories concerning the factors influencing customer 

retention will be displayed followed by the conceptualization of the second research question 

(RQ2) where theories concerning the strategies of customer retention will be viewed. When 

conducting this conceptualization, the author has taken into consideration Lowendahl‟s 

(1997) argument that traditional strategic management frameworks and models cannot fully 

be applied to professional services without substantial adjustments due to the many 

differences that exist among professional service firms (ibid).  
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2.3.1.  Conceptualization of RQ1: How can the factors influencing customer 

retention as perceived by the professional service providers be described? 

The purpose of the first research question is to provide a better understanding of the factors 

influencing customer retention as perceived by service providers. Based on the reviewed 

literature, a combination of previous research will be used to conceptualize this research 

question. As mentioned previously, the existing literature on the factors influencing customer 

retention mostly takes into account customers‟ point of view and therefore, the author will 

based on these factors look at how professional service providers perceive these factors as 

influencing customer retention.  

Further, as the theories provided by the researchers often overlap each other, the author made 

the choice to single out theories that together contributes to an extensive scope in order to 

minimize the risk of neglecting important factors connected to customer retention. The 

following factors have been chosen as the one most likely to affect professional service firms.  

 

Table 2.2: Theories and key elements on the factors influencing customer retention 

Key elements of factors affecting CR Connected Authors 

- Customer satisfaction 
Fornell (1992); Ranaweera & Prabhu (2003), Patterson 
et al. (1997) 

- Customer trust Ranaweera & Prabhu (2003), Sharma & Patterson 

(1999), Gounaris (2003) 

- Level of involvement Richards (1996) 

- Attractiveness of alternatives & Switching barriers Richards (1996); Ranaweera & Prabhu (2003), Sharma 
& Patterson (2000) 

- Service quality Ranaweera and Neely (2003), Sharma & Patterson 

- Price Ranaweera and Neely (2003) 

- Communication effectiveness Sharma and Patterson (1999) 

 

The following factors, ambivalence, indifference and inertia were not taken into account 

when conceptualizing research question one because they are hard to evaluate by the service 

provider. Only a study conducted with both service providers (e.g. professional service firms) 

and service receivers (e.g. client firms) will be able to determine if such factors affect 

customer retention. As in this study, only service providers were reviewed, the author 

concluded that it would be most appropriate to not include them in the conceptualization of 

research question one. 
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2.3.2. Conceptualization of RQ2: How can the customer retention strategies 

employed by service firms be described. 

The purpose of the second research question is to provide a better understanding of the 

different strategies and processes employed by firms to retain their customers. Based on the 

reviewed literature, the following theories have been selected to conceptualize this research 

question. These theories have been selected because the author argues that they are most 

likely to affect professional service providing firms.  

Table 2.3: Theories and key elements on customer retention strategies 

Key elements of customer retention strategies Connected Authors 

- Value creation processes 
   - Ability to sell a credible promise 

   - Set of activities required to deliver the promise 

   - Learning from projects  

 

Lowendahl (1997) 

- Bonds binding the customer to the firm 
  - Financial, social & structural bonds 

Berry & Parasuraman (1991) 

- Monitoring of relationships 
   - Relationship surveys & customer data bases 

Zeithalm and Bitner (1996) 

- Effective recovery systems 
(Zeithalm & Bitner, 1996) 

- Loyalty programs & customer clubs 
(rewards increasing satisfaction & value) 

Yi and Jeon (2003); Bolton et al. (2000); Stauss et al. 
(2001); O‟Brien and Jones (1995) 

 

As mentioned previously, professional services are usually distinguished by idiosyncracy, 

complexity and by being unique both within and among professional service firms 

(Lowendahl, 1997; Eriksson & Vaghult, 2000; Sharma & Patterson, 1999). According to 

Lowendahl (1997) this leads to professional service firms having difficulties to apply any 

form of traditional management principles such as standardization, routinization and 

supervision. The author argues that it is of importance to have a look at all the above 

mentioned factors despite Lowendahl‟s arguments against processes involving 

standardization, routinization and supervision.  



Litterature Review 

23 
 

 

2.3.3.  The conceptual framework 

The conceptual framework shows the interconnectedness between the research questions 

stated in the first chapter and the conceptualized theories in the second chapter. Both research 

questions stated in this thesis are focused around the topic of customer retention. The first 

research question looks at the factors influencing customer retention while the second looks at 

the strategies of customer retention employed by firms. Depending on the results of question 

one, the second research question is likely to be affected. In other words, the factors 

influencing customer retention is likely to affect the strategies employed by professional 

service providers. The graphical presentation of the conceptual framework is shown in figure 

2.3.  

 

 

 

Figure 2.3: Graphic presentation of the conceptual framework  
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3. METHODOLOGY 

This chapter will present the methodological framework applied to solve the research 

problem and to answer the research questions. The chapter starts with the chosen research 

purpose, research approach and research strategy. Afterwards, the sample selection and the 

data collection methods will be presented followed by a discussion around the validity and 

reliability of the study.  

 

3.1.  Research purpose  

According to Robson (2002), the three purposes of conducting research are generally the 

following: explorative, descriptive and explanative. Explorative research is characterized as 

the seeking of new insights, the „looking around‟, and the asking of questions or the bringing 

of some phenomenon into new light. Descriptive research is characterized as the depicting of 

accurate profiles of people, events or situations. Finally, explanative research aims at gaining 

an explanation of a specific situation or problem, generally in the form of causal relationships.  

(ibid)  

Primarily, this research has been of descriptive nature, as it also looked at how firms actually 

do. A description of how the firms do to retain their customers and also what factors they 

believed affected their choice of retention strategies was performed. Furthermore, how 

previous research has described the factors influencing customer retention and customer 

retention strategies has been viewed in order to provide the study with the theoretical 

framework through which the cases have been studied.  

To some extent, this research is also explorative in the sense that the purpose of this thesis has 

been to gain a better understanding of how professional service providers retain their targeted 

customers over time. According to Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2007), explorative 

research is practical when the aim is to clarify one‟s understandings of a specific problem. 
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3.2.  Research approach 

According to Saunders et al. (2007), the two overall approaches to conducting research are 

through induction and deduction. When data is first collected and then, after analyzing the 

data a theory is developed consequently, the approach is of inductive nature. On the other 

hand, if a theory or hypothesis is first developed and then, later a research strategy is designed 

to test the hypothesis, the approach is of deductive nature (ibid). In this thesis, the framework 

through which the data collected was analyzed has been created through looking at existing 

literature on the topic. Therefore, a deductive approach was applied to this study. Analyzing 

previous research on the thesis topic provided a better understanding of the factors 

influencing customer retention and the strategies used by firms to retain their customers; this 

has resulted in a better empirical research.  

Now that the overall approach of the research is known to be of deductive nature, also the 

approach to the collected data had to be selected. Bryman, Bell and Björn (2005) argued that a 

research can be either of qualitative or of quantitative nature. Qualitative research often lays 

more emphasis on words rather than numbers and is also more likely to be of inductive and 

interpreting nature (ibid). Denscombe (2000) argued that qualitative research is preferable 

when the research concerns human activities and behavioral patterns and also when small 

scale research is conducted.  

As in qualitative data the emphasis is more on words rather than numbers and also is more 

preferable when dealing with human activities and small scale research, this study consist of 

first and foremost qualitative data. The conclusions in this thesis were drawn from the 

information gathered during the interviews which is non-quantifiable data as it is full of 

values, beliefs and perceptions. Qualitative as the selected research method ought to be 

effective in collecting the data needed to answer the research questions.  

 

3.3.  Research strategy 

According to Yin (2003), research strategies include experiments, histories, surveys, archival 

analysis and case studies. Case studies, histories and experiments are usually used in studies 

focusing on answering “why” or “how” questions (ibid). Yin (2003) further agues that, case 

studies are of distinct advantage when a study‟s objective is to examine current event where 

the researcher does not have control over the behavioral events and cannot influence or 

manipulate the process. Based on those characteristics, case studies were considered as most 

appropriate for conducting this study. The research questions formulated in this study are both 

stated as “how” questions and the aim of the study is to gain a deeper understanding of the 

area of research. The author found the research purpose as well as the research design of the 

study to be in line with a case study strategy.  

Furthermore, according to Yin (2003) case studies are divided into single or multiple case 

studies. The author defined argues that an advantage with multiple case studies is that they are 

often considered as having more credible and convincing findings however, they are more 
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time consuming than single case studies. A multiple case study design was performed in this 

study in order to gain more information and to increase the validity of this research.  Hence, 

more detailed and valid conclusions on the professional service sector could be drawn from 

the findings. Further, Yin (2003) argues that a multiple case design means an increased 

possibility of delivering a good case study as opposed to a single case design.  

 

3.4.  Sample selection 

According to Miles and Huberman (1994), when conducting research one cannot study 

everybody, everywhere, doing everything. Usually, when conducting qualitative research, one 

usually selects a small sample of people, nested in their context and studied in-depth. Rather 

than being random, the selected samples should be purposive and when doing the sampling, 

the decisions involved should be not only about who should be observed or interviewed but 

also about the settings, events and social processes (ibid). 

When choosing which industry to study, the author sought an industry in which customer 

relationships was of high importance and also in which the service provider has a close 

interaction level with its customers. The industry that the author found as most appropriate in 

fulfilling these requirements was the professional services industry. As Lowendahl (1997) 

mentioned, professional services involves a high degree of interaction between the provider 

and the client. This was also confirmed by Maister (1993) in Lowendahl (1997), which stated 

that professional services involves both a high level of customization and also a high level of 

face-to-face interaction with the client. Additionally, as little research has been conducted 

about customer retention within this industry, this author believed that investigating this topic 

in such an industry would give increased understanding and knowledge around the subject. 

This study looked at whether the general customer retention strategies applied in the service 

industry also applied for professional services. The case studies chosen in this topic were all 

advertising agencies and the author decided to view solely firms offering the same types of 

services so that the data gathered from the firms would be more generalizable. The agencies 

that were investigated in this thesis were the following: Lowe Brindfors, Favör Reklambyrå, 

Holy Diver and Vinter Reklambyrå.  

Having selected the industry and the firms necessary in order to perform this study, also the 

people to interview had to be selected. The interviewee had to hold a good level of 

information on the firms‟ relationships to its customers. This selection was done once the 

author took the first contact with the firms. Those interviewed were mostly the managing 

directors of the agencies 
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3.5.  Data collection method 

According to Yin (2003), concerning case studies, six commonly used sources exists for 

colleting data from including documentations, archival records, interviews, direct 

observations, participant observations and physical artifacts. The data in this study was 

collected through interviews and through documentations from Lowe Brindfors, Favör 

Reklambyrå, Holy Diver and Vinter Reklambyrå.  

Yin (2003) further states that, interviews are important methods for collecting primary 

empirical data and that they further allow the researcher to be well focused on the specific 

research topic. Furthermore, according to Denscombe (2000), the respondents can provide 

valuable information that others cannot which increases the value as well as the quality of the 

information. He further states that information gathered from interviews is often more in-

depth and detailed than information gathered through other methods.  

Yin (2003) further argues that there are three types of interviews such as open-ended, focused 

and survey interviews. The interviews performed in this study were open-ended which is 

according to Yin (2003) a commonly used type of interview is as the interviewer may ask 

both about facts and opinions.  Further, the open-ended interviews were semi-structured, 

based on a pre-prepared list of questions in an interview guide. Having semi-structured 

interviews enabled the respondents to answer freely and to develop the answers further. 

Denscombe (2000) state that semi-structured interviews offer the researcher flexibility and 

increased validity by asking clarification questions on any obscurities. Furthermore, the 

interviews were conducted through the telephone mostly due to the fact that the firms were 

situated in different regions in Sweden. The telephone interviews lasted approximately 30 

minutes per firm and the interviews were recorded. The constructed interview guide was sent 

to the respondents a few days before the actual interview which enabled them to be well-

prepared and for any uncertainties around the questions to be cleared out.  

 

Moreover, the interviews were complemented with information gathered from the firms‟ 

Webpages and annual reports used as documentations to gather information from. Yin (2003) 

argues that interviews are often further supported by information gathered from other sources. 

He further argued that documents are relevant to any case study and are useful even though 

they are not always accurate and also even though they may be biased.  

 

3.6.  Analysis of data 

The overall strategy to analyzing the data gathered in the empirical findings has been relying 

on theoretical propositions such as previous theories and studies around customer retention. 

Further, according to Miles and Huberman (1994) there are three ways through which the 

processing of qualitative data can be done. The first one is data reduction which concerns the 

arranging and focusing of the collected data in a way that relevant conclusions can be drawn 

from them. The second one is data display which helps the researcher to understand what is 

happening and enables him to move forward based on that understanding. Finally, the last one 

is conclusion drawing and verification, which is a process that starts already at the beginning 
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of the data collection process and as the research proceeds, the conclusions drawn are 

verified. When performing this thesis, all the previous recommendations of Miles and 

Huberman (1994) were taken into account when collecting and analyzing the data. As the 

author started the data collection process, the conclusions were drawn and at the beginning, 

theses were rather vague and unclear, however in the end, they became clearer and more 

grounded which eventually led to the final conclusions.  

Further, according to Yin (2003), there are two ways of analyzing data for case studies. The 

first way is through within-case studies and the second way is through cross-case studies.  

Within-case studies consist of comparing the collected data with relevant theories and cross 

case studies consist of comparing the data collected with several case studies. In this thesis, 

both a within-case and a cross-case study were conducted. The within-case study was chosen 

as comparing the collected data from the case study to the relevant theories provided a better 

understanding of how firms do in reality compared with how they do in theory. After 

comparing the reality to theories, the two case studies have been compared to one another in 

order to see to what extent they differ from one another. 

 

3.7.  Quality standards 

According to Yin (2003), researches are supposed to represent a logical set of statements and 

can therefore be judged according to logical assets.  Yin (2003) further argues that four tests 

are commonly used to verify the quality of a research. The first one is construct validity, 

meaning the constructing of operational measures that are valid considering what topic that is 

being studied. McNeill and Chapman (2005) state that, construct validity is concerned with 

whether the findings portray an accurate image of what is being studied. The second one is 

internal validity, which is only applied for explanatory or causal studies, when a causal 

relationship is established. The third one is external validity: the establishing of the domain in 

which the results from the research may be generalized. Bryman et al. (2005), state that 

validity is concerned with the suitability of the indicators. The fourth and final test is 

reliability, demonstrating the possibility of repeating the study and thus gaining the same 

results.  

When looking at the construct validity of this study, in order to not let the data collection 

method affect the possible samples, the sample selection for the study was performed before 

the research method. In order to verify that the interpretations made from the interviews were 

performed correctly, the interviews were recorded. This further decreased the risk for 

misunderstanding the answers. To complement the interviews, other documents such as the 

agencies‟ WebPages and other documents about the agencies. Some of the information 

gathered in the interviews was compared to the information gathered in the documents which 

contributed to the construct validity of the study. Furthermore, as advertising agencies are 

rather small and have a limited number of employees, finding out the person within the 

agency, who was most appropriate for conducting the interviews with was not difficult. 

However, a possible threat to the validity of this study is the interviewees not responding 
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accurately if they believe the results were unfavorable to them. This has been taken into 

consideration and also the time for the interviews was carefully selected.  

Considering the internal validity of the study, the patterns found in the data was matched with 

the theories selected in the conceptual framework. The conclusions drawn in this thesis was 

based on those comparisons.  

Looking at the external validity of the study, this study has been of qualitative nature but 

rather a small scale looking at only four firms within the professional service sector which 

made it difficult to claim that the results of this study are generalizable. However, the cases 

were tested against existing theories in order to see whether the cases practices are in-line 

with existing theories.  

Bryman et al. (2005), state that reliability is concerned with the stability of the measures 

employed in the thesis. In order to make this thesis as reliable as possible, the following 

measures have been taken. First of all, the procedures employed in this study have been well-

documented in the methodology chapter for any other who wishes to repeat or review this 

study. Further, in order to avoid observer bias, for instance that the respondents were 

interpreted differently, a structured interview guide was constructed. To facilitate the 

reproduction of this study, the interview guide is attached to this thesis and can be found in 

APPENDIX A. The interviews were recorded in order for the data not be forgotten and in 

order to not miss any vital information. Both the researcher and the respondents spoke 

Swedish which reduced the risk of misunderstandings. Afterwards, the data was then 

translated to English which may have affected the reliability of the study.  

In the interviews, an interview guide was followed in order to offer support for the 

respondents as well as a structure to the interview. Before, the actual interviews, the interview 

guide was presented to the supervisor who commented on the structure, the wordings as well 

as the content of each questions. The questions presented in the interview guide matched the 

theories selected in the conceptual framework. Further, the interview guide was sent to the 

respondents in advance.  

Furthermore, the author is aware that as in any research, there is always some level of 

subjectivity in interpreting the data collected. Hence, no guarantee can be given that other 

researchers would come to the exactly same conclusions as the ones done in this thesis. 
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4. EMPIRICAL FINDINGS 

This chapter will present the data gathered from the interviews with Lowe Brindfors, Favör 

Reklambyrå, Holy Diver and Vinter Reklambyrå. Each case starts with a brief background on 

the agencies and in the end; the cases will be summarized emphasizing the data that is most 

relevant to the thesis’ topic. The empirical data collected in this chapter was gathered 

through interviews with the agencies as well as from additional information collected from 

the firm’s WebPages. The sections where the data gathered does not come from the interviews 

will be indicated.  

 

 

4.1.  Case one: Lowe Brindfors 

The data for this case study was gathered through a telephone interview with Malin Sävstam 

who is the project manager of Lowe Brindfors, a position which she has held since 2001. 

Additional information to complement the data collected from Malin Sävstam was gathered 

from the agency‟s homepage as well as from other internet articles concerning the agency. 

Lowe Brindfors is a Swedish advertising agency which was first founded in 1978. Today the 

agency has become one of Sweden‟s biggest advertising agencies with approximately 180 

employees and has also launched its activities internationally (indikatinternet.se). Lowe 

Brindfors has worked with clients such as Vattenfall, Electrolux, Coop, Nokia, Skanska, Saab 

Automobile/GM, and SEB (Feed.ne). The agency is situated in the city of Stockholm.  

Customer retention at Lowe Brindfors 

At Lowe Brindfors, more effort is placed on keeping the existing clients satisfied and making 

them loyal than on attracting new ones. This is mainly due to the fact that Lowe Brindfors 

values the advantages that a loyal client brings to the agency. One of the examples given by 

the respondent is the advantages of pinpointing the marketing activities directly to that client 

as significant information is already available on that client. Further, the overall strategy of 

the agency is satisfying the individual clients‟ needs. Malin Sävstam argues that satisfaction 

in turn leads to the client remaining loyal to the agency. She further affirms that as all the 

employees are more or less involved with the clients, they are all well aware that the client 

comes first. “All the employees at the agency are well aware that it is the clients who pay our 

wages”.  Hence, in all the meetings and contacts that the agency performs with its clients, the 

employees of the agency are always on their best behaviors. 

At Lowe Brindfors, the clients are highly involved in the creation process of the services, 

where constant contact is present throughout the project. Malin Sävstam argues that his help 

in avoiding dissatisfied clients. If and when a complaint arises at Lowe Brindfors, the person 

responsible for initiating contact with the dissatisfied client is immediately consulted. If for 

instance a client is dissatisfied with the account manager, it is then the managing director of 

the agency that will take contact with that client and try and fix the problem, if the client is 

dissatisfied with someone within the project group, it is then the account manager that takes 

http://indikatinternet.se/
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contact with the client. In a long and thorough conversation, the person responsible then try to 

find the ground for this dissatisfaction and apart from seriously apologizing to that client, the 

agency also makes arrangements to fix the problem encountered so that the client would not 

leave the agency unpleased. However, Malin Sävstam states that the agency does not have 

any formal and systematized program for the handling of customer complaints mainly due to 

the fact that each client is unique and has unique needs. The main aim of Lowe Brindfors is to 

in the first place prevent that a client would turn dissatisfied which it does by constantly 

trying to exceed clients‟ expectations.  

The clients of Lowe Brindfors can be described as being a handful meaning that they are 

relatively few as opposed to for instance manufacturing firms. Because of that, Malin 

Sävstam argues that close personal contacts and good relationships with clients are of critical 

importance. She says, “We cannot sell any service at all if we do not meet the clients and 

create a special relationship with that client. And if a client does not like us, no further 

business can be done either”. At Lowe Brindfors, knowledge on the individual client is very 

important.  The agency therefore feels that it is vital to create a good relation to its clients so 

that it can gather as much information as possible on them in order to best satisfy their needs. 

Malin Sävstam states, “We know our clients very well, for example we know if a client 

representative is culture interested, what types of books he/she reads and so on; simply 

knowing the clients on a more personal basis than only knowing that they are purchasing 

services from us”. Other than close personal contacts with clients, Lowe Brindfors also value 

the long-sightedness of its relationships. Malin Sävstam states, “We do not have any client 

who enters the door and wants to purchase just one service”. The agency persistently aims at 

creating long-term relationships with all its clients, with some the relationship lasts up to 20 

years. She further argues that the building of strong personal relationships is a prerequisite in 

such industries offering consulting services.  

At Lowe Brindfors, the employees are aware of the fact that interpersonal relationships are 

essential. However, when building client relationships, the employees need to make sure that 

the ties that they create are tied to the client firm and not to the representatives of that firm 

alone. The respondent argues that this is a tricky thing to do in firms offering consulting 

services. Such bonds need to be created because in advertising agencies, the coworkers come 

and leave all the time and therefore, getting the clients to like the agency more than just the 

people they encounter is crucial. Also, as the long-sightedness of the client relationships is 

important at Lowe Brindfors, a requirement is that the coworkers are trustworthy and loyal so 

that they constantly promote the agency rather than themselves alone.  

The respondent at Lowe Brindfors argues that the only difference that the agency makes when 

it comes to the clients lies in the pricing list. New clients, who come to the agency and only 

seek one service, will receive a higher hourly price than will for instance a firm that has a 

long-term relation to the agency. This is according to Malin Sävstam, due to the fact that 

clients who have been with the agency for a longer time have the ability to negotiate for better 

prices.  
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As mentioned earlier, Lowe Brindfors has clients that are multinational such as for example 

Saab, Nokia and Electrolux and the reason why they can handle such big projects is due to the 

well organization of the systems employed by the agency. Malin Sävstam argues that such big 

projects cannot be handled by small agencies as it requires that the agency has good and well 

functioning processes. The respondent views this as one of the competitive advantages that 

the agency has and she further describes this as something that a working group or team 

cannot just steal, quit the agency and starts its own agency. However, she argues that there are 

always such risks involved as the knowledge lies with the co-workers. She further states that 

one of the reasons to why Lowe Brindfors has succeeded so well is due to its strategy of 

always seeking long-term clients. Another capability that the respondent views as a 

competitive advantage is the agency‟s ability to adapt to its clients.  

As lowe Brindfors has been present in the advertising sector for such a long time, it has 

managed to create a strong brand name which gives the agency a competitive edge compared 

with many other advertising agencies in Sweden. Malin Sävstam argues that the agency is one 

of the biggest communication agencies in Sweden and it has been on the market for over 30 

years which has also given the agency an advantage in terms of level of experience. Because 

the agency has been present in the advertising sector for such a long time, it is easier for the 

agency to portray confidence towards their existing clients as well as towards their potential 

clients. Further, Malin Sävstam affirm clearly that what they want their clients to value the 

most at Lowe Brindfors is that they rather than offering their clients what they „want‟, they  

offer what the clients „need‟. 

 

When looking at Confidence, it is a vital element for Lowe Brindfors. The agency wants its 

clients to have confidence towards the agency as well as towards the co-workers of the 

agency. According to Malin Sävstam, it is a prerequisite for all operations dealing with 

consultancy. If the clients do not have confidence in the agency, they would according to the 

respondent not come back. She further points that this is especially true when it comes to 

industries proving intangible services. Furthermore, if a client has a good relation and 

confidence in its advertising agency, if a problem arises it is easier to repair it by for instance 

acknowledging the fact that a mistake has actually been made and that they now will take 

specific measures to repair it.  

At Lowe Brindfors, all the time spent with the clients is registered in a data base called 

Maraton. This is where the agency keeps all its economical follow-up. Malin Sävstam argues 

that as the number of clients in advertising agencies is rather small, as described previously, a 

handful, no special systems showing for example the agency‟s most valuable clients and so on 

are necessary. Hence, the agency does not have any formal monitoring of their clients. Lowe 

Brindfors has conducted a few client surveys along the years; however this is not formalized 

in their systems. After a terminated project, the agency keeps a constant and on-going 

relationship with its clients.  
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One of Lowe Brindfors‟ competitive advantages is as mentioned previously its ability to adapt 

to its individual clients. The agency focuses on the client‟s different needs to which it then 

adapts to. This adaptation is highly dependent on the value that the clients has to the agency; 

Larger clients with bigger projects would receive more adaptations than would for instance a 

client purchasing a single and „small‟ service. As everything that the agency offers to its 

clients depends on the clients‟ unique needs, no formal types of programs or processes can be 

offered to them. Hence, when considering loyalty programs and customer clubs, they are too 

formal to be applied at the agency. Rather than customer clubs, the agency at times invites 

some of its clients to specific events such as for example sports events in order for them to 

have a better relation to the agency.  

 

4.1.1. Lowe Brindfors summary 

 Focuses its activities on existing clients. 

 Customer satisfaction as its overall strategy. 

 High level of customer involvement in the creation process of its services. 

 Informal handling of customer complaints and works proactively rather than 

reactively. 

 Values close personal contacts as well as deep and long-term relationships with 

clients. 

 Offers price reductions based on volume purchased. 

 Larger agency which allows them to take in larger projects a well as well-functioning 

systems. 

 Capacity of adapting to individual client‟s needs. 

 Strong brand name and extensive experience. 

 Recommendation from clients important. 

 Values that clients have confidence in the agency. 

 Keep an economical follow-up on all clients and no formal monitoring of the clients. 

 On-going relationship even after terminated project. 

 Neither formal loyalty programs nor customer clubs. 

 Informal invitations of clients to specific events.  
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4.2. Case two: Favör Reklambyrå 

The data for this case study was gathered through a telephone interview with Pasi Mäkeläinen 

who is the managing director and the co-founder of Favör Reklambyrå.  Additional 

information to complement the collected data from the interview was gathered from the 

agency‟s homepage as well as from other internet articles connected to the agency.  

Favör Reklambyrå AB is a Swedish advertising agency situated in the city of Luleå, in the 

northern part of Sweden. The agency first started in 2005 and consists today of approximately 

ten employees and has a turnover of nearly 4 271 tkr (allabolag.se, 1). Some of the agency‟s 

clients are Bravida, Luleå technical university and Lumiora (favorreklambyra.se).  

Customer retention at Favör Reklambyrå 

Favör Reklambyrå spends approximately the same amount of time on attracting new clients as 

it does on maintaining the ones that it already has. Although the agency‟s focus is on both 

retaining existing clients and on attracting new ones, Pasi Mäkeläinen argues that the agency 

sees the advantages of sublimating existing clients over attracting new ones. Sublimating 

existing clients is both easier and more cost-effective. This is mainly due to fact that it is 

easier to understand a client on whom the agency already has knowledge about. When 

defining a loyal customer, Pasi Mäkeläinen argues that it consist of the following two 

features. First, a loyal customer is a client who thinks of coming back and second, a loyal 

customer is a client who recommends the agency to others within its network of contacts. 

Several of the clients that the agency has today are the results of the recommendations made 

by clients satisfied with the services provided by the agency.  

The satisfaction of clients is a significant factor affecting the overall strategies that Favör 

Reklambyrå employs to retain its clients. Pasi Mäkeläinen argues that in order to create client 

satisfaction, the agency needs to find out the needs and the demands of the clients and at 

Favör Reklambyrå, this is done by making a thorough and complete analysis of the problem 

together with representatives from the client firms before the actual start of the project. This 

process is carried out in order to avoid any type of client dissatisfaction. The respondent states 

that as the agency‟s number of employees are rather small, it is relatively easy for the agency 

to ensure that they all know about both the written and the unwritten rules on how to turn the 

client satisfied; hence, everybody within the agency is aware of the employed strategies to 

create client satisfaction.  

Favör Reklambyrå works proactively so that no client in the end would be dissatisfied with 

the delivered services. Pasi Mäkeläinen states, “If we have an unsatisfied client it means that 

we have failed with what we were supposed to do. Therefore, what we try to do is to work 

proactively instead”. The agency is very meticulous when it comes to that and therefore 

constantly has contact reports with the clients to ensure that they are on the right track in 

delivering what the client has ordered in terms of costs, quality and so on. In cases in which 

the clients would be dissatisfied in spite of all the proactive work, the agency does what it can 

to find out the reasons why they are unsatisfied and also try to find out what went wrong and 

fix the problem. Pasi Mäkeläinen states the following, “an unsatisfied client will tell it to 

http://allabolag.se/
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approximately 15 other potential clients around its network of contacts. Hence if they 

constantly fail, it will not result positively for the firm when attracting new clients. The 

respondent states however that the agency does not have any specific routines on how the 

people within the agency should react when there is a complaint, as each individual complaint 

is handled differently.  

Pasi Mäkeläinen argues that statistically, every 5
th
 client firm changes advertising agency 

every three years due to the fact that they want to try something new and to have fresh and 

new ideas. The reason why a firm may change agency also depends on whether or not the 

agency has managed to create good relations to the firm, whether or not the agency can 

deliver what it has promised and also whether or not they have references to show clients 

from previously carried out projects. 

Favör Reklambyrå seeks to create close and long-term relationships with all its clients. 

Whether the clients are small or big ones, the agency tries to treat all its clients similarly, 

offering them the same amount of professional help. Pasi Mäkeläinen argues that particularly 

in the North of Sweden, it is hard to divide clients into specific categories. Furthermore, he 

argues that without close customer contacts it is difficult to identify the needs of the clients 

and to know what the client really desire from the agency. Further, in the creation of close 

customer relations, delivering good quality services is essential.  

Furthermore, Pasi Mäkeläinen argues that in order to create loyal and satisfied clients, it is 

important to create trustful relationships with them. This is mainly due to the fact that trust 

and confidence are vital elements for conducting business with Favör Reklambyrå as the 

clients and the agency work closely with one another. Pasi Mäkeläinen states:”if the clients 

do not have confidence in us, we will not manage to win them over. The clients need to know 

that we can deliver what we promise. They need to know that we have good ideas that we can 

deliver to them on time.” Pasi Mäkeläinen argues that Favör Reklambyrå wants its clients to 

value the competences of the employees and the quality of the service provided in the first 

place. Further, other than competence and quality, the agency also wants clients to value the 

relationship that they have with the agency. Price does not even come on the agency‟s 

listings. However, the respondents acknowledges the fact that the building of strong client 

relationship is time demanding and is therefore important to consider in any strategy designed 

for creating close client relationships. 

At Favör Reklambyrå, all the time spent with the clients is registered in a database and this is 

the agency‟s economical follow-up of. Also after terminated projects, the agency keeps a 

follow-up of the clients. This follow-up is important for Favör Reklambyrå as it enables the 

agency to find out how to create more advantages towards its clients. This follow-up is carried 

out by continuous personal contacts and meetings with the clients. Further, Pasi Mäkeläinen 

argues that the meetings organized by the agency are not always for business purposes, it can 

also be in terms of informal meetings such as going to a basket ball game, an ice hockey 

game, playing some golf and so on; simply doing something fun together with the clients to 

create better relations to them. Further the agency has its own client data base, its own CRM 

program.  
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Favör Reklambyrå does not provide any formal or programmed benefits to its clients. 

According to the respondent, providing such benefits is considered as being unsuccessful in 

such agencies where the needs of the clients are unique and specific. All clients cannot 

receive the same benefits and therefore, any formal loyalty program and customer clubs does 

not exist at Favör Reklambyrå. The respondent further argues that the number of clients that 

the agency has is too small for them to apply such formal strategies.  

 

4.2.1. Favör Reklambyrå summary 

 Focuses its activities on both existing clients and attracting new ones though 

sublimating existing clients is both easier and cost-effective. 

 Customer satisfaction affecting its overall strategies. 

 Informal handling of customer complaints and works proactively rather than 

reactively.  

 Values close, long-term and trustful relationships with all clients. 

 Values competence of employees and quality of its services over price. 

 References and recommendations from clients important.  

 Views trust and confidence as essential. 

 Keep an economical follow-up on all clients and no formal monitoring of the clients. 

 On-going relationship even after terminated project. 

 Neither formal loyalty programs nor customer clubs. 

 Informal invitations of clients to specific events.  
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4.3. Case three: Holy Diver  

The data for this case study was gathered through a telephone interview with Andreas 

Grimlund, the agency‟s managing director and planner as well as co-founder. Additional 

information to complement the data collected from the interview was gathered from the 

agency‟s homepage as well as from other internet articles connected to the agency. 

Holy Diver is a Swedish as agency which was first founded in 1998 and was formerly known 

as Inte Rio. The agency is situated in Stockholm and has approximately 15 employees with a 

turnover of about 19 434 tkr (allabolag.se, 2). Some of the agency‟s clients are JM, Fazer 

Bageri, Jetpak, Naturskyddsföreningen, MariaBingo and Dometic (resume.se).  

 

Customer retention at Holy Diver 

The respondent at Holy Diver acknowledges the fact that it is much more difficult to attract a 

new client than to focus on the existing ones. He further argues that it is also easier to work 

towards existing clients as a relation has already been established with them. However, an 

agency cannot only work with the existing clients as there are always many different macro 

factors affecting the choices that the clients make on a daily basis. One example that the 

respondent gives is the situation that the economy is in today; the low conjuncture which the 

agencies have no control over, for instance some of Holy Diver‟s clients who planned projects 

before cannot really fulfill them today due to change in their macro environment. Hence, Holy 

Diver spends approximately the same amount of time on keeping their existing clients 

satisfied and loyal, as on attracting new ones.  

According to Andreas Grimlund, a loyal customer is defined as a customer who is loyal 

towards everything that is related to the firm; loyal on all aspects and on all levels. One 

example given by the respondent is a client recommending the agency to others in its 

surrounding. Customer satisfaction is the agency‟s overall goal and it is something that Holy 

Diver wants all its employees to always keep in mind. In order to satisfy the clients‟ needs, it 

is important for the agency to find out the needs of its clients. This is done by performing 

effective analysis and evaluations of the clients‟ current positions, where they are going, how 

they will get there, their short-term as well as their long-term planning and so on. These 

analysis and evaluations are conducted to avoid that a client would become dissatisfied with 

the services provided by the agency and also to make sure that the clients receive what they 

need and not necessarily what they seek.  

 

If a client at Holy Diver would become dissatisfied, the agency then tries to find out the 

ground for this dissatisfaction, and try to find out if they can change something in their way of 

working or if they need to get rid of a specific person within the working group. When 

looking at specific routine for the handling of customer complaints, the agency does not have 

any. When a problem arises the clients usually contact the project director and it is then up to 

him/her to handle the problem. The respondent argues that people do not always say what 

they really think; some may say that they are please although they are not and vice versa. It is 

the project director‟s job to catch up the said as well as the unsaid signals.  

http://www.allabolag.se,/
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Andreas Grimlund argues that clients usually select an advertising agency based on a few 

criteria. Some of these criteria are the agency‟s capacity and its size which shows if it can 

handle the needs of the clients. Holy Diver is not too big but not too small either; this is 

something which they evaluate before taking in a new client. References from previously 

carried out projects are important as well as knowledge and experience within the advertising 

sector. Holy Diver always performs a „test job‟ before making the final decision.  

Further, that clients exhibit confidence towards the agency is very important at Holy Diver. 

Andreas Grimlund argues, “Without trust and confidence, the agency would not be able to 

sell any service”. The respondent further argues that trust is especially important as the clients 

invest a lot of money in the agency; therefore they need to trust that the agency will deliver 

the desired outcome. In the building of confidence, the respondent argues that references are 

very important especially in the beginning, however afterwards, the agency need to maintain 

and increase this confidence. “Not everything will go exactly as you want, sometimes things 

will go wrong, and then it becomes essential to have a confidence capital from which you can 

take from”.  

 

When looking at the level of involvement that the client has in a project, at Holy Diver it is 

completely up to the clients. Andreas Grimlund argues that some clients prefer to leave 

everything in the hand of the agency while others prefer to be present throughout the process. 

He further argues that all clients are offered the same level of engagement from the agency 

even though with some, face to face meetings occur only once while with others, the meeting-

up every single day is required. Hence, the relationships that the agency has with its clients 

are different although they do not categorize them in any way.  

Holy diver‟s work towards its clients can be described as being long-term and very close.  

According to the respondent, advertising agencies are one of the consultants standing closest 

to its clients. He states, “If we do not work closely to the clients, we cannot do a good job”. 

He further describes that as with any consulting firm, the relationship that it has with the 

clients are often very deep, however not all consulting firms stay with the clients for a longer 

period of time. But at Holy Diver, they often have long-term relationships with the clients. 

The average time spent with a client is 3 years which the respondent describes as being rather 

short in an international perspective and further state that this average time becomes longer as 

time passes. This is according to the respondent, due to the fact that advertising and 

communication means are becoming more and more important to customers.  

The only type of formal monitoring of the clients that Holy Diver does is follow-up 

conversations. Other than that, the agency keeps a constant dialog with its clients and from 

time to time, also different benchmarking surveys are conducted to see how satisfied the 

clients are. As the amount of clients that the agency has is rather limited, they do not have any 

special database in which information on the clients are updated. He states, “When one has 20 

customers within which 7-10 are big customers, meaning highly active ones, a data base is 

not necessary”. Further, Holy Diver does not offer any loyalty program nor customer club to 

its clients. The only type of benefits that the clients receive is price reductions based on the 

purchased volumes. The more services the clients purchase, the higher are the chances that 
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they will receive price reductions.  Holy Diver seeks to always take care of its clients, both on 

a professional and on a social level. Andreas Grimlund state that each client is unique and 

especially when it comes to advertising agencies, he argues that they need to be creative in 

everything they do. Therefore, formality and systematizing of processes are rather impossible. 

At times, the agency invites a few clients to some events in order for them to meet and 

socialize. This is solely of social nature not of business nature.  

The factors that Holy Diver wants its clients to value the most with the agency is not of 

economical nature. Andreas Grimlund states,”We are more than willing to be very expensive 

as long as the results are very good in the end”. At Holy Diver, they want the clients to feel 

that they receive positive effects from their advertising investments. This is considered as the 

agency‟s final goal.  

 

4.3.1. Holy Diver summary 

 Focuses its activities on both existing clients and attracting new ones though easier to 

work towards existing clients as a relation has already been established. 

 Customer satisfaction is its overall goal. 

 Informal handling of customer complaints and works proactively rather than 

reactively.  

 A medium sized agency. 

 References and recommendations from clients important. 

 Always performs a „test job‟ before taking in a new client. 

 Values that clients have confidence in the agency. 

 Level of customer involvement varies from client to client. 

 Values close and long-term relationships with all clients. 

 Values effect on clients‟ business over price. 

 Price reductions based on volume purchased. 

 Keep follow-up conversations with all clients and no formal monitoring of the clients. 

 On-going relationship even after terminated project. 

 Neither formal loyalty programs nor customer clubs. 

 Informal invitations of clients to specific events.  
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4.4. Case four: Vinter Reklambyrå 

The data for this case study was gathered through a telephone interview with Ronny 

Olovsson, the managing director of the agency. Additional information to complement the 

data collected from the interview was gathered from the agency‟s homepage as well as from 

other internet articles connected to the agency.  

Vinter Reklambyrå AB is a Swedish advertising agency situated in Luleå which was first 

started in 1982. Today the agency has approximately 20 employees and has a turnover of 

roughly 26 887 tkr (allabolag.se, 3).  Further, the agency is known as being one of the 

„regional giants‟ of Northern Sweden with its biggest clients from the county. The agency has 

a few clients in Västerbotten as well as a few in the Stockholm region however the majority 

of the clients are in Norrland.  

Customer retention at Vinter Reklambyrå 

A strategy that Vinter Reklambyrå has had in recent years has been to sell themselves as the 

new Vinter advertising agency first and foremost to its existing clients.  This is due to the fact 

that the agency has recently started with a new digitally based program which it wants its 

clients to adapt to. However, although the agency‟s focus is first and foremost on their 

existing client, they each year try to meet new clients as well. Ronny Olovsson argues that a 

constant goal that the agency has had is to grow and to move forward, and to meet new 

customers although it is very important but also easier to nurture and hold the existing 

customers. Approximately 80% of Vinter Reklambyrå‟s activities are focused on their 

existing clients. 

According to Ronny Olovsson, loyal customers are critical for firms providing consulting 

services. He describes a loyal customer as a client who comes back to the agency and also 

who speaks well of the agency to others. When Vinter Reklambyrå takes in a new client, a 

working team is assigned to that client.  The assignment of this working team is to first and 

foremost deliver the service required and to satisfy the needs of that client. This is due to the 

fact that customer satisfaction is the agency‟s core value. In order to best satisfy the individual 

client‟s needs, the agency makes a complete analysis of the client in order to find out what the 

client really needs. Based on that analysis, the agency then makes a thorough problem 

description on that client. The better this problem description is the more are the chances that 

the client will be satisfied with the end results.  

When Vinter Reklambyrå takes in a new client, it wants to develop the long-term relations 

with that client, which the agency considers as being the most cost-effective and profitable 

way. Each time a new customer comes in, the agency then need to learn about that client in a 

„learning process‟. With existing clients it is easier to move forward and fulfill their needs as 

the basic knowledge on them already exists within the agency. The agency does not have any 

formal way of sorting its clients out; however it does go forward in different ways depending 

on how new the client is to the firm. One natural division is for instance when they receive a 

new client, they have a learning phase where the aim is to establish as many contacts as 

possible and therefore the focus is stronger on the establishment of a relationship. It is easier 

http://www.allabolag.se/5562609585
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to be distant when the confidence has already been built. With the new customers, the agency 

has to maybe be there and create a much stronger connection. Towards the biggest clients that 

the agency has, they employees make sure that the relations towards them are good at all time 

and therefore, more efforts are put on keeping them satisfied.  

Ronny Olovsson argues that firms should keep in mind that if one client has been mistreated, 

it is very difficult to win them back. If a client at Vinter Reklambyrå would be dissatisfied 

with a service, the agency then makes all it can to compensate for it. If a complaint arises, it 

then means that the agency has not performed as the clients wanted them to do. This 

according to Ronnt Olovsson can be due to the fact that the client has built up an expectation 

that is not realistic. If this is the case, the agency then tries to resonate with that client. Vinter 

Reklambyrå always tries to compensate and to make sure that this does not affect the 

relationship that the agency has with that client in a negative manner.  In order to avoid such 

situations, the employees at Vinter Reklambyrå are very perceptive and they always listen to 

what clients have to say. However, the agency does not have any routine procedure which it 

follows when a complaint arises; each case is handled in its own individual way.  

Other than the satisfaction of client needs, employees at Vinter Reklambyrå also need to show 

courage and passion towards accomplishing the required service as well as try to create a 

personal effect with that client. Ronny Olovson state, “The employees at the agency need to 

have courage to for instance say to a client, yes, we hear what you are saying but try and see 

things in this way instead”. The employees also need to get the clients involved and to show 

passion so that the clients feel that Vinter Reklambyrå „feels passionate about what it does‟. 

When looking at the level of involvement that clients have in a project, it varies. Smaller 

projects sometimes need few dialogs whereas the larger ones, especially the digitally based 

ones require constant meeting-ups with clients. When delivering the final results, Vinter 

Reklambyrå wants its clients to feel that they are receiving what they have been expected and 

more. Due to this, the agency sends constant reports and materials to the clients throughout 

the project in order to ensure that they are on the right track. In order to deliver what the 

clients expect and more, the employees of the agency always try to exceed clients‟ 

expectations in a way that show effect on the clients‟ businesses.  

Close personal contact and good client relationships are factors that Vinter Reklambyrå finds 

essential for conducting business in the consulting sector. Ronny Olovsson argues that it is 

more profitable and more rewarding to work with a client whom the agency knows 

completely and knowing the clients well enables the firm to make much better 

communications and ads. Further, the activities of Vinter Reklambyrå are always built around 

the creation of long-term relationships with clients. The agency tries to build long-term 

relationships with most of its clients however from times to times some customers are looking 

for only defined and limited projects which do not have any long-sightedness in them. In such 

cases, Vinter Reklambyrå does not invest in the relationship in the same ways. If the agency 

on the other hand aims at creating a long-term strategy with a customer, like for instance, 

writing a three year contract, then it becomes quite natural for the firm to invest more in the 

relationship.  
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Ronny Olovsson states that many firms, especially in bigger cities, have the idea that they 

should change advertising agencies regularly in order to always have fresh and new ideas. 

This is particularly true when for instance a firm changes managers as they often wants to 

have a new beginning; starting with something new. The respondent argues that this may be 

good sometimes however it is not at all sure that it is better because the new agency then in 

many circumstances needs to start over from scratch. Vinter Reklambyrå is attractive in the 

advertising sector due to its competence but also due to the fact that it can today offer services 

which many other advertising agencies in the north of Sweden cannot as it has a broad 

knowledge in different areas.  

Other than their competence, Vinter Reklambyrå also values its level of experience and its 

brand name which gives the agency a competitive edge. Ronny Olovsson states, “Our clients 

sell us to others”, meaning that several of their new clients are results of recommendations 

made from existing satisfied clients. Vinter Reklambyrå also aims at offering services of good 

quality as well as offering a good and unique relationship. Ronny Olovsson states that the 

clients of Vinter Reklambyrå should feel that it is a little bit funnier and more worthwhile to 

work with them.  

That clients have confidence in, and trust the agency is something that Vinter Reklambyrå 

tries to create and maintain. Ronny Olovsson states, “We can be as good as possible but 

without trust and confidence, all these competences and knowledge are worthless. The 

relations are of 80-90% of value, one can have the knowledge but if confidence is lacking in 

the relationships, it will not mean anything to the clients”. As advertising agencies play an 

important role in the client‟s business, confidence is a vital element. This is mainly due to 

importance of the client having a good relationship to its service provider.   

Vinter Reklambyrå has a follow-up on all completed projects. The agency is also on the 

process of creating a digital survey, known as „Nöjd kund index (NKI) which will to be sent 

to clients once a year to find out what the agency should improve. Furthermore, the agency is 

part of REGI, a research firm that is part of „dagens industri‟ and together they have 

something called „Årets reklambyrå‟ each year where the aim is to measure different 

advertising agency‟s performances nationally. Vinter Reklambyrå is part of this in order to 

see how the agency has evolved, how they are positioned towards other advertising firms and 

also what it can do to improve itself. The agency constantly tries to find out what the 

customers think about the agency.  

In terms of customer database, the digital program NKI that is created is meant to also do the 

follow up of the projects where the agency can easily see in time the different projects and 

also see what the customers think about them. Ronny Olovsson state that traditionally this is a 

point on which many firm is lacking, specially the part on the follow-up of the clients.  

Vinter Reklambyrå finds it advantageous and rather natural to for example offer special 

benefits in form of more advantageous prices to its long-term clients. However, those benefits 

are not formal and pre-programmed in the agency‟s system. Because clients‟ needs are 

different from one another, the agency does not apply any formal types of benefits or 

program. Hence, they do not offer any form of customer clubs to clients either. Further, the 
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agency has approximately 10 to 15 big customers towards which it tries to build and maintain 

in various ways a good relationship. One of the agency‟s strategies is to invite their clients to 

special events; for instance a couple of years ago the agency had „Vinter OS” where it offered 

food and different activities to its clients. The aim of this, other than portraying a good image 

of the agency was to get the clients in the same place so that they also get to know each other, 

thus being a platform where clients meets. Other than inviting clients to special events, the 

agency also takes them at times various sports activities for instance ice hockey games.  

 

4.4.1. Vinter Reklambyrå summary 

 Focuses its activities on existing clients (80%). 

 Views loyal clients as critical for consulting firms. 

 Customer satisfaction is its core value but employees should also show courage and 

passion. 

 Informal handling of customer complaints and works proactively rather than 

reactively.  

 It has a „learning process‟ on all its new clients. 

 Values close and long-term relationships with all clients. 

 Values its competence, its broad knowledge as well its renowned brand name and its 

level of experience. 

 Values quality over price. 

 Values that clients have confidence in the agency. 

 Level of customer involvement varies from project to project. 

 Recommendations from clients important. 

 Advantageous prices for long-term clients. 

 A yearly digitally based survey NKI that also work as a customer data base as well as 

part of Årets reklambyrå.  

 On-going follow-ups on all terminated project. 

 Neither formal loyalty programs nor customer clubs. 

 Informal invitations of clients to specific events.  
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5. ANALYSIS 
In this chapter, an analysis of the empirical data presented in the previous chapter will be 

presented. This analysis includes a within-case analysis on each of the presented cases as 

well as a cross-case analysis in the end of the chapter.  

5.1. Within-case analysis of Lowe Brindfors  

Here follows a within-case analysis of the advertising agency Lowe Brindfors where the 

theories selected in the frame of reference are compared against the agency‟s practices in 

order to see how these two correlates with one another.  

5.1.1. Factors influencing customer retention 

Creating customer satisfaction – Ranaweera and Prabhu (2003) as well as Fornell (1992) 

argue that the more the customer is satisfied, the higher is customer retention and therefore 

many firms devote lots of efforts on creating and maintaining customer satisfaction. At Lowe 

Brindfors, the satisfaction of the individual clients and the avoidance of dissatisfaction are of 

high priorities. Lowe Brinfors believe that a satisfied customer will remain loyal to the 

agency.  

Creating customer trust - Ranaweera and Prabhu (2003) argue that once trust has been built 

in a relationship, the probability of each party ending the relationship diminishes and this is in 

accordance with Sharma and Patterson (1999) as well as with Gounaris (2003) who argue that 

trust is a vital element and that it increases the chance that the customer will remain in the 

relationship. This is also something that Lowe Brindfors has taken into consideration. At 

Lowe Brindfors, it is vital that the clients show confidence and trust in the agency as well as 

in the co-workers within the agency. At the agency, confidence is viewed as a prerequisite for 

all consultancy firms. Even if a problem would arise, when confidence is in place, the client 

would be more willing to stay if the agency repairs the problem. Ganesan (1994)‟s studies 

showed that a trust booster for firms was customers‟ satisfaction with past exchanges with the 

firms. At Lowe Brindfors, the employees make sure that clients are satisfied with the services 

so that they will gain increased confidence in the agency. 

Customer involvement – Richards (1999) argues that the more the customers are involved, 

the greater is the probability that they will remain loyal to the firm. Further, if the customers 

are dissatisfied but involved, they would try to fix the problem rather than instantly thinking 

of switching supplier. At Lowe Brindfors, the clients are highly involved in the creation of 

their required services; one reason for this is to avoid customer dissatisfaction. Beckett, 

Hewer and Howcroft (2000) argue that subsets of customer involvement are customer control, 

customer participation and level of contact and that involvement increase confidence in the 

service provider. The agency seems to focus on all these three subsets of customer 

involvement as the clients are in constant contact throughout the project.  

Creating switching barriers – Richards (1996) argues that the more the alternatives attract, 

the more dissatisfied customers will switch service providers and vice versa, the less attractive 

they are, the more those dissatisfied customers will stay in the relationship. Even satisfied 
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customers may switch if the alternatives attract; this is also in accordance with Patterson and 

Smith (2000). Sharma and Patterson‟s (2000) argument that when customers are not aware of 

the substitutes, they remain in the relationship even if they are dissatisfied. At Lowe 

Brindfors, the agency always tries to satisfy its clients and to always exceed their 

expectations. This is their main strategy on getting the customer to remain in the relationship. 

However, the respondent during the interview stated that within the advertising sector, clients 

have a tendency to switch supplier every 3 years mainly due to the fact that they want to try 

something new.  

Ranaweera and Prabhu (2003) argue that the higher is the level of perceived switching cost, 

the higher is the probability of the customer to remain loyal. Lowe Brindfors wants its clients 

to feel bound with the agency by valuing its close and personal relationship and by its ability 

of adapting to clients‟ individual needs. Also as the agency is renowned in the sector and has 

a strong brand name and experience, clients have more confidence in them. When looking at 

Sharma and Patterson‟s (2000) argument that switching costs are of economical, 

psychological and of emotional nature, Lowe Brindfors switching barriers are mostly of 

psychological and emotional nature. The agency does not focus of economical barriers as it 

may offer a higher price as long as the clients are satisfied with results.  

Service quality and price – Both Ranaweera and Neely (2003), and Sharma and Patterson 

(2000) argue that the better is the perceived quality of a service, the more loyal customers will 

be to the firm. Sharma and Patterson made a distinction between technical quality and 

functional quality. At Lowe Brindfors, they always seek to satisfy the „needs‟ of their clients, 

not their „wants‟. As the agency has lots of experience within its sector of activities, the 

clients usually trust them in delivering services of high quality. When looking at the technical 

quality of the service, Lowe Brindfors always try to exceed client‟s expectations and when 

looking at the functional quality, the processes within the agency are well organized and each 

client is evaluated so that the best suited working team is assigned to that client. Ranaweera 

and Neely (2003) argue that the better is the perceived price; the greater is the level of 

repurchase intentions although little research has been done on the correlation between price 

perceptions and customer retention.  

Communication effectiveness – Sharma and Patterson (1999) argue that communication 

effectiveness is referred to the formal as well as the informal sharing of meaningful and 

timely information between a client and an advisor in an empathetic manner. At Lowe 

Brindfors, before taking on a new project, the potential clients and representatives of the 

agency in an hourly priced meeting discuss about the potential clients‟ needs and wants. 

Having knowledge on individual clients is considered as a vital element within the agency and 

therefore, a close and good relation to clients is one of the priorities of the agency as this 

enables the agency to gather valuable information on the clients.  Sharma and Patterson 

(1999) further argue that the purpose of such communication effectiveness is to educate as 

well as keep clients informed about their investments in a language that they can understand.  

The more effective is the communication skills of a firm, the stronger is the relationship 

commitment of its clients (ibid). Further, Lowe Brindfors always make sure that the clients 

have a reasonable expectation on the final outcomes so that no client would become 
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dissatisfied. Additionally, in all the meetings and contacts that the agency performs with its 

clients, the employees of the agency are always on their best behaviors. At Lowe Brindfors, 

the clients are highly involved in the creation process of the services, where constant contact 

is present throughout the project. 

 

5.1.2. Customer retention strategies and processes 

Creating value processes – The value creation processes consists of three factors. The first 

factor is the ability to sell a credible promise. Lowendahl (1997) argues that firms need to 

have the ability of selling a credible promise and in professional services, credibility is vital. 

This credibility can be affected by the firm‟s reputation, its ability to present documented 

success as well as the professionals assigned to the project. The respondent at Lowe Brindfors 

states that in the advertising sector, the presenting of references from previous project is 

essential as this is one of the only ways of evaluating advertising agencies‟ performances. 

Further, in order to sell its promises, Lowe Brindfors relies on its strong brand name within 

the sector as well as on the years of experience that it has.  

 

The second factor is the set of activities required to deliver the promise. Lowendahl (1997) 

argues that the set of activities required to deliver the promise made is viewed and this part 

involves both the client and the professionals assigned to the project. Lowe Brindfors has well 

functioning processes that many smaller agencies do not have, their amount of employees 

enable them to allow the agency to find the best suited employees to work with a specific 

client.  

The third and final process is the learning from projects. Lowendahl (1997) argues that the 

learning from the project and the institutionalizing of this learning to the extent that it can be 

used for both improved service quality and improved efficiency with future clients is 

important. At Lowe Brindfors, the employees constantly learn from the projects that they are 

handling. This according to the respondent at Lowe Brindfors, is specially important in order 

for them to always exceed customer expectation. However, Lowe Brindfors does not 

institutionalize this learning.  

Creating bonds binding the customer to the firm – Berry and Parasuraman (1991) argue that 

the primary tie that customers have to a firm is through financial incentives. This does not 

seem to be the case of Lowe Brindfors, the primary tie that the agency wants its clients to 

have is close interpersonal relationships at the same time as the clients should feel tied to the 

agency and not to the employees alone. Berry and Parasuraman (1991) argue that the 

secondary bonds tying clients to firms are of social nature. They further ague that customers 

at this level are perceived as clients whose needs and wants the firm tries to understand. This 

is the case of Lowe Brindfors, the bonds that they create with their clients are foremost of 

social nature. The third bonds tying the clients to the firm according to Berry and 

Parasuraman (1991) is of structural nature. Lowe Brindfors does not have any structural 

bonds with their clients.  
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Monitoring of customer relationships – Zeithalm and Bitner (1996) state that thoroughly 

monitoring and evaluating of relationships are basic strategies employed by firms to retain 

customers. Two of the monitoring and evaluating of customer tools are relationship surveys 

and customer data bases (ibid). Lowe Brindfors has a data base named Maraton where the 

economical follow-up is kept. This is the only monitoring of the clients that the agency has in 

its systems. At times, the agency also conducts customer surveys and after a terminated 

project, the agency keeps contacts with its clients.  

Use of loyalty programs and customer clubs – Yi and Jeon (2003) as well as Bolton et al. 

(2000) argue that loyalty programs is used by firms  to reward customers for repeated 

purchases which in turn leads to increased customer retention rate. At Lowe Brindfors, no 

formal loyalty programs exist mainly due to the agency‟s few amount of clients as well as due 

to the clients‟ individual and unique needs and requirements.  The agency does not offer any 

customer clubs to its clients either, due to the same reasons. However Stauss et al. (2001) 

discuss of the customer interaction effect, the customer knowledge effect and the customer 

benefit effect as incorporating elements of customer clubs. Although Lowe Brindfors does not 

have any customer club it does have activities focusing on the customer interaction effect as 

well as the customer knowledge effect. When looking at the customer interaction effect, Lowe 

Brindfors keeps a constant contact with its clients throughout their relationships, even after 

terminated projects. When looking at the customer knowledge effect, the more Lowe 

Brindfors interacts with its clients the more they find out information about them both on a 

business and a social level. However, at Lowe Brindfors, only the economical information on 

the clients is kept in a database. Stauss et al. argue that the customer interaction effect is a 

precondition for the customer knowledge effect, this seems to co-relate with the agency‟s 

practices. When looking at the customer benefit effect, Lowe Brindfors offer price reductions 

to its clients based on the purchased volumes as well as inviting the clients to special social 

events organized by the agency.  

Use of effective recovery strategies – According to Zeithalm and Bitner (1996), although 

firms need to do it right the first time, mistakes may occur. And in such cases, firms need to 

have effective recovery systems in order to maintain its relationship with its customers. Lowe 

Brindfors‟ aims when it comes to mistakes is to in the first place avoid it, therefore they 

constantly work proactively in order to always exceed clients expectations. The agency does 

not have any formal system for the handling of customer complaints as they consider that 

each client should be treated uniquely.  
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5.2. Within-case analysis of Favör Reklambyrå 

Here follows a within-case analysis of the advertising agency Favör Reklambyrå where the 

theories selected in the frame of reference are put against the agency‟s practices in order to 

see how these two correlates with one another.  

5.2.1. Factors influencing customer retention 

Creating customer satisfaction – At Favör Reklambyrå, the satisfaction of the clients is a 

critical factor of doing business; therefore, the agency constantly tries to find out the needs of 

their clients so that they can satisfy them. The agency‟s partial goal with satisfying clients is 

for them to remain loyal to the agency.  This is in accordance with Ranaweera and Prabhu 

(2003) who argues that the more a customer is satisfied, the more he/she will remain loyal 

thus firms devote many efforts on the creation and maintaining of customer satisfaction.  

Creating customer trust – Trustful relationships are important at Favör Reklambyrå as it 

leads to loyal and satisfied clients. This is in accordance with Sharma and Patterson (1999), 

Ranaweera and Prabhu (2003), and Gounaris (2003) who argued that the higher the level of 

trust, the more loyal the customer is to the firm. The respondent at Favör Reklambyrå further 

argues that trust and confidence is critical as clients and agencies work closely to one another.  

Customer involvement – Richards (1999) argues that the more the customers are involved, 

the greater is the probability that they will remain loyal to the firm. Further, if the customers 

are dissatisfied but involved, they would try to fix the problem rather than instantly thinking 

of switching supplier. At Favör Reklambyrå, the level of involvement that the clients have in 

a project varies. Some clients require rare meetings while others requires meeting up 

regularly. Although this varies, the agency seeks to create close and long-term relationships 

with all its clients which in turn increase the level of confidence that clients have in the 

agency. Further, Favör Reklambyrå keeps constant contacts reports with its clients to avoid 

dissatisfaction. Beckett et al. (2000) argue that subsets of customer involvement are customer 

control, customer participation and level of contact and that involvement increase confidence 

in the service provider.  

Creating switching barriers – Sharma and Patterson (2000) argue that when customers are 

not aware of the substitutes, they remain in the relationship even if they are dissatisfied. The 

respondent at Favör Reklambyrå argues that client firms changes advertising agencies rather 

regularly, approximately every three years. This may be due to the fact that they wish to try 

something new, whether they have good relations to the agency, and whether the agency can 

deliver what they promise. Ranaweera and Prabhu (2003) argue that the higher is the level of 

perceived switching cost, the higher is the probability of the customer to remain loyal . Favör 

Reklambyrå seeks to constantly work proactively so that the client would not be dissatisfied 

and leave the agency, and exceed client‟s expectation of the required service. Furthermore, 

the agency creates and builds close and deep relationships with its client. When looking at 

Sharma and Patterson‟s (2000) argument that switching costs are of economical, 

psychological and of emotional nature, Favör Reklambyrå‟s switching barriers are mostly of 

psychological and emotional nature.  
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Service quality and price – The main factors that Favör Reklambyrå wants its clients to value 

the most does not include price. Ranaweera and Neely (2003) argues that the better is the 

perceived price; the greater is the level of repurchase intentions although little research has 

been done on the correlation between price perceptions and customer retention. Rather than 

price, Favör Reklambyrå focuses on the competences of its employees and the quality of the 

services that it provides to its clients. The focus on the competences of the employees can be 

related to Sharma and Patterson‟s (2000) functional quality while the actual quality of the 

provided services, can be related to the authors‟ technical quality.   

Communication effectiveness – Sharma and Patterson (2000) argue that the greater the 

communication between the agency and the client, the stronger will be the client‟s 

commitment in the relationship. Further, communication effectiveness is referred to the 

formal as well as the informal sharing of meaningful and timely information between a client 

and an advisor in an empathetic manner. At Favör Reklambyrå, a throurough and complete 

analysis of the clients‟ needs is done before the actual start of the project. This process is 

carried out in order to avoid any type of client dissatisfaction. Sharma and Patterson (1999) 

further argue that the purpose of such communication effectiveness is to educate as well as 

keep clients informed about their investments in a language that they can understand. Favör 

Reklambyrå constantly works proactively so that no client in the end would be dissatisfied 

with the delivered service and they always seek to create close and long-term relationships 

with all its clients, offering them the same amount of professional help.  The respondent at the 

agency argues that without close customer contacts it is difficult to identify the needs of the 

clients and to know what the client really desire from the agency. 

5.2.2. Customer retention strategies and processes 

Creating value processes – When looking at the first factor, the ability of the agency to sell a 

credible promise, Favör Reklambyrå have references which it shows to potential clients and 

also existing clients satisfied with the agency usually recommends the agency to others in its 

network. Lowendahl (1997) argues that this credibility can be affected by the firm‟s 

reputation, its ability to present documented success as well as the professionals assigned to 

the project. Favör Reklambyrå places high value on the competences of its employees as well 

as on the quality of its delivered services.  When looking at the second factor, the set of 

activities required to deliver the promise, Favör Reklambyrå seems to be aware of its 

capacities. The agency only takes in projects that it knows it can deliver and they always seek 

to exceed clients‟ expectations in order to avoid dissatisfaction. When looking at the third and 

final process, the learning from projects, the respondent at the agency does not discuss much 

about it. However, when mistakes occurs, the agency tries to ensure that it does not happened 

again, thus one can say that the agency learns from its mistakes. Lowendahl (1997) further 

states that the learning from the project and the institutionalizing of this learning to the extent 

that it can be used for both improved service quality and improved efficiency with future 

clients is important.  
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Creating bonds binding the customer to the firm – Berry and Parasuraman (1991) argue that 

the primary tie that customers have to a firm is through financial incentives. This is not the 

case for Favör Reklambyrå, the tie that the agency wants its clients to have is first and 

foremost close trustful relationships. Berry and Parasuraman (1991) argue that the secondary 

bonds tying clients to firms are of social nature. They further ague that customers at this level 

are perceived as clients whose needs the firm tries to understand. The bonds that the agency 

creates with its clients are foremost of social nature. The third bonds tying the clients to the 

firm according to Berry and Parasuraman (1991) is of structural nature. Favör Reklambyrå 

does not seem to have any structural bonds with its clients.  

Monitoring of customer relationships – Favör Reklambyrå does not monitor its clients in any 

formal way. The only follow-up that the agency performs is of economical nature. This seems 

to go against Zeithalm and Bitner (2006) theories that firms should thoroughly monitor and 

evaluate its relationships. However, Favör Reklambyrå keeps a continuous follow-up of its 

clients even after a terminated project in form of personal contact meetings. These meetings 

are not necessarily for business purposes.  

Use of loyalty programs and customer clubs – Yi and Jeon (2003) as well as Bolton et al. 

(2000) argue that loyalty programs is used by firms  to reward customers for repeated 

purchases which in turn leads to increased customer retention rate. Favör Reklambyå does not 

have any formal loyalty programs due to its clients‟ unique needs and requirements.  The 

agency does not offer any customer clubs to its clients either, due to the same reasons. When 

looking at Stauss et al.‟s (2001) different factors, Favör Reklambyrå keeps contact with its 

clients even after a terminated project, although the level of interaction that the agency has 

with its clients varies. When looking at the customer benefit effect, the agency at times invites 

its clients to social events.  

Use of effective recovery strategies – Zeithalm and Bitner (1996) firms should have effective 

recovery systems in order to maintain its relationship with its customers. Favör Reklambyrå 

work proactively to avoid that such mistakes take place. Their aim is to keep constant contact 

reports with the clients and in that way avoid dissatisfaction. Further, Favör Reklambyrå does 

not have any formal system for the handling of customer complaints; each individual case is 

handled individually.  
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5.3. Within-case analysis of Holy Diver 

Here follows a within-case analysis of the advertising agency Holy Diver where the theories 

selected in the frame of reference are put against the agency‟s practices in order to see how 

these two correlates with one another.  

5.3.1. Factors influencing customer retention 

Creating customer satisfaction – The overall goal of Holy Diver is customer satisfaction. In 

order to ensure that its clients are satisfied with the end results, the agency makes thorough 

analysis and evaluations of the clients‟ needs. If the clients are satisfied, the agency believes 

that they will maintain their relationships with the agency and will further most likely 

recommend its services to others in its network. This seems to be in accordance with 

Ranaweera and Prabhu (2003) who argues that firms devote many efforts on the creation and 

the maintaining of satisfied clients as customer satisfaction create customer loyalty.   

Creating customer trust – According to Ranaweera and Prabhu (2003), Sharma and Patterson 

(1999) as well as Gounaris (2003) trust is an important element in the creation of successful 

relationships. For Holy Diver, without trust and confidence, the agency cannot do any 

business. The respondent at Holy Divers argues that references are good beginning in the 

creation of confidence however afterwards, this confidence need to be maintained in order for 

clients to stay. Ganesan (1994) argue that a trust booster for firms is satisfaction with past 

exchanges with the firms. At Holy Diver, the employees always try to exceed clients‟ 

expectation and keep constant dialog or constant contact report with the clients so that no 

clients‟ will be satisfied with the end results.  

Customer involvement – The level of involvement that clients have in a project at Holy Diver 

is completely up to the individual clients. Some prefer to leave everything in the hands of the 

agency while others require constant meetings. According to Richards (1999), the more the 

customers are involved, the greater is the probability that they will remain loyal to the firm. 

The agency leaves this up to the clients; however all the agency‟s clients receive the same 

level of engagement from the agency. Further, according to Richards (1999) customers are 

dissatisfied but involved; they would remain and fix the problem rather than directly switch 

supplier. Holy Diver works proactively so that no clients would be dissatisfied.  

Creating switching barriers – Richards (1996) argues that the more the alternatives attract, 

the more dissatisfied customers will switch service providers and vice versa, the less attractive 

they are, the more those dissatisfied customers will stay in the relationship. According to the 

respondent, clients select advertising agencies for instance based on its size and its capacity. 

Holy Diver is a medium sized agency and before delivering a promise it evaluates whether or 

not it can handle the project. Further, the agency has references from previously carried out 

projects and it also always carry out a „test job‟ for its clients. Further, Richards (1996) and 

Patterson and Smith (2000) argue that even satisfied customers may switch if the alternatives 

attract. Sharma and Patterson‟s (2000) argument that when customers are not aware of the 

substitutes, they remain in the relationship even if they are dissatisfied.  
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Ranaweera and Prabhu (2003) argue that the higher is the level of perceived switching cost, 

the higher is the probability of the customer to remain loyal. After acquiring a client, Holy 

Diver needs to increase clients‟ confidence in the agency as well as increase the bonds that it 

has with them. The agency constantly tries to build personal and close relationships with its 

clients so that they will feel more tied to the agency. For instance, the agency at times 

performs informal meetings with the clients which solely are of social nature. When looking 

at Sharma and Patterson (2000) argument that switching costs are of economical, 

psychological and of emotional nature, Holy Diver‟s switching barriers are mostly of 

psychological and emotional nature.  

Service quality and price – Ranaweera and Neely (2003) argue that the better is the perceived 

price; the greater is the level of repurchase intentions although little research has been done on 

the correlation between price perceptions and customer retention. Holy Diver does not 

compete on price; they are willing to be more expensive as long as the end results are very 

good. This shows that the agency values quality over price. According to both Ranaweera and 

Neely (2003), and Sharma and Patterson (2000) the better is the perceived quality of a 

service, the more loyal customers will be to the firm. Sharma and Patterson made a distinction 

between technical quality and functional quality. As Holy Diver always wants to exceed 

clients‟ expectations, this can be viewed as the technical quality of the service, when looking 

at the functional quality of the services, the agency always select a working team assigned to 

each individual client.  

Communication effectiveness – Sharma and Patterson (1999) argue that communication 

effectiveness is referred to the formal as well as the informal sharing of meaningful and 

timely information between a client and an advisor in an empathetic manner. At Holy Diver, 

an effective analysis and evaluations of the clients‟ current positions, where they are going, 

how they will get there, their short-term as well as their long-term planning is carried out 

before the start of the projects. These analysis and evaluations are conducted in order to avoid 

that a client would become dissatisfied with the services provided by the agency and also to 

make sure that the clients receive what they need and not necessarily what they seek. Sharma 

and Patterson (1999) further argue that the purpose of such communication effectiveness is to 

educate as well as keep clients informed about their investments in a language that they can 

understand. The more effective is the communication skills of a firm, the stronger is the 

relationship commitment of its clients (ibid). Additionally, Holy Diver work proactively to 

always make sure that clients have reasonable expectations on the required services and to 

always exceed clients‟ expectations. Further, Holy diver‟s work towards its clients can be 

described as being long-term and very close.   
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5.3.2. Customer retention strategies and processes 

Creating value processes – When looking at the first factor, the ability of the agency to sell a 

credible promise, Holy Diver has references which it shows to its potential clients and also 

existing clients satisfied with the agency usually recommends the agency to others in its 

network. Lowendahl (1997) argues that this credibility can be affected by the firm‟s 

reputation, its ability to present documented success as well as the professionals assigned to 

the project.  When looking at the second factor, the set of activities required to deliver the 

promise, Holy Diver knows about its limitations, it is a medium sized advertising agency and 

before taking in a new client the agency evaluates if it can handle it. The third factor, the 

learning from projects, the respondent at the agency does not discuss much about it. 

Lowendahl (1997) further states that the learning from the project and the institutionalizing of 

this learning to the extent that it can be used for both improved service quality and improved 

efficiency with future clients is important. Holy Diver‟s aim is to take care of its clients both 

on a professional level and on a social level.  

Creating bonds binding the customer to the firm – Berry and Parasuraman (1991) argue that 

the primary tie that customers have to a firm is through financial incentives and the secondary 

tie of social nature. The bonds that the agency has with its clients are primarily of social and 

emotional nature. Deep and long going relationships are what Holy Diver aim at achieving, 

the employees at the agency seeks to take care of their clients both on a professional level and 

on a social level. The third bonds tying the clients to the firm according to Berry and 

Parasuraman (1991) is of structural nature. Holy Diver does not seem to have any structural 

bonds with its clients.  

Monitoring of customer relationships – Zeithalm and Bitner (1996) state that thoroughly 

monitoring and evaluating relationships are basic strategies employed by firms to retain 

customers. Holy Diver keep follow-up conversations with all its clients and this is the only 

formal monitoring form of clients that the agency performs. Other than that, the agency keeps 

a constant dialog with all its clients throughout the projects, they at times make benchmarking 

surveys however none of these are formalized in the agency‟s systems. Further the agency has 

no customer database other than the one in which the economical follow-up is kept.  

Use of loyalty programs and customer clubs – Yi and Jeon (2003) as well as Bolton et al. 

(2000) argue that loyalty programs is used by firms to reward customers for repeated 

purchases which in turn leads to increased customer retention rate. Holy Diver does not have 

any formal loyalty programs nor customer clubs mainly due to its small amount of clients and 

also due to their different needs. When looking at Stauss et al.‟s (2001) different factors, Holy 

Diver keeps contact with its clients even after a terminated project, although the level of 

interaction that the agency has with its clients varies. When looking at the customer benefit 

effect, the agency provides price benefits based on the purchased volumes as well as invites its 

clients to social events.  
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Use of effective recovery strategies – According to Zeithalm and Bitner (1996) although 

firms need to do it right the first time, mistakes may occur and in such cases, firms need to 

have effective recovery systems in order to maintain its relationships. When customer 

complaint arises at Holy Diver, the primary objective is to immediately fix the problem. 

However the agency does not have any formal handling of customer complaints though they 

work proactively to detect both the spoken and the unspoken signals sent from the clients. In 

order to do that, the employees of the agency are according to the respondent perceptive at all 

time.
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5.4.  Within-case analysis of Vinter Reklambyrå 

Here follows a within-case analysis of the advertising agency Vinter Reklambyrå where the 

theories selected in the frame of reference are put against the agency‟s practices in order to 

see how these two correlates with one another.  

5.4.1. Factors influencing customer retention 

Creating customer satisfaction – At Vinter Reklambyrå, a working team is assigned to all 

clients in order to best satisfy their needs as satisfaction is the agency‟s core value. A 

complete analysis of the client‟s needs is conducted and put in a problem description report 

and the better is this description the better is the chances that the clients will be satisfied with 

the end results. This is in accordance with Ranaweera and Prabhu (2003) who argues that 

firms devote many efforts on the creation and maintaining of customer satisfaction which in 

turn leads to customer loyalty. The respondent at Vinter Reklambyrå argues that its aim is to 

satisfy all clients as if one client is mistreated, it is difficult to win them back. 

Creating customer trust – When the agency receives a new client, it is more difficult in the 

beginning as confidence and trust between the two parties has not been built yet. Trust and 

confidence builds up throughout a relationship according to Vinter Reklambyrå and it is 

something that the agency constantly tries to build and maintain so that the clients would 

remain. This is in accordance with Sharma and Patterson (1999), Ranaweera and Prabhu 

(2003), and Gounaris (2003) who argued that the higher the level of trust, the more loyal the 

customer is to the firm. Vinter Reklambyrå views confidence and trust as vital elements for 

conducting business.  

Customer involvement – At Vinter Reklambyrå, the level of involvement that clients have in 

a project is completely up to the individual clients. According to Richards (1999), the more 

the customers are involved, the greater is the probability that they will remain loyal to the 

firm. The employees at Vinter Reklambyrå always try to get its clients involved in the 

projects however, some smaller projects sometimes need fewer dialogs whereas the bigger 

ones needs constant meeting ups. In either case, the agencies aim is to always satisfy the 

needs of the clients and to exceed their expectations. The agency also keeps constant contact 

with its clients, through contact reports or materials. Further, according to Richards (1999) 

customers are dissatisfied but involved; they would remain and fix the problem rather than 

directly switch supplier.  

Creating switching barriers – Sharma and Patterson (2000) argue that when customers are 

not aware of the substitutes, they remain in the relationship even if they are dissatisfied. The 

respondent at Vinter Reklambyrå argues that clients have the idea that they should change 

advertising agencies regularly in order to get fresh idea, however new agencies need to start 

from scratch which is not necessarily a good thing for the clients. Vinter Reklambyrå wants 

its clients to value the competences of its employees, as well as its high experience within the 

advertising sector. Further, the employees of the agency always meet clients with passion and 
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courage. When looking at Sharma and Patterson (2000) argument that switching costs are of 

economical, psychological and of emotional nature, Vinter Reklambyrå‟s switching barriers 

are mostly of psychological and emotional nature. 

Service quality and price – Ranaweera and Neely (2003) argue that the better is the perceived 

price; the greater is the level of repurchase intentions although little research has been done on 

the correlation between price perceptions and customer retention. Vinter Reklambyrå does not 

compete on price. Other than price, the agency wants its clients to be pleased with the end 

results of the service delivered as well as to value the unique relations that they have with the 

agency. The respondent at the agency states that clients should feel that it is more fun working 

with Vinter Reklambyrå. According to both Ranaweera and Neely (2003), and Sharma and 

Patterson (2000) the better is the perceived quality of a service, the more loyal customers will 

be to the firm. Sharma and Patterson made a distinction between technical quality and 

functional quality.  

Communication effectiveness – Sharma and Patterson (2000) argue that the greater the 

communication between the agency and the client, the stronger will be the client‟s 

commitment in the relationship. Further, communication effectiveness is referred to the 

formal as well as the informal sharing of meaningful and timely information between a client 

and an advisor in an empathetic manner. When Vinter Reklambyrå takes in a new client, a 

working team is assigned to that client.  The assignment of this working team is to first and 

foremost deliver the service required and to satisfy the needs of that client mainly due to the 

fact that customer satisfaction is the agency‟s core value. In order to best satisfy the individual 

client‟s needs, the agency makes a complete analysis of the client in order to find out what the 

client really needs. Sharma and Patterson (1999) further argue that the purpose of such 

communication effectiveness is to educate as well as keep clients informed about their 

investments in a language that they can understand. Vinter Reklambyrå seeks to create close 

personal contact and good client relationships which the agency describes as essential for 

conducting business in the consulting sector. Further, the agency work proactively in order to 

keep clients expectations on a reasonable level and to always try and exceed this expectation.  

 

5.4.2. Customer retention strategies and processes 

Creating value processes – When looking at the first factor, the ability of the agency to sell a 

credible promise, Vinter Reklambyrå has references from previously carried out projects and 

also satisfied clients often recommends the agency to others in its network. Other than that, 

the agency also has its good reputation in the north of Sweden. Lowendahl (1997) argues that 

this credibility can be affected by the firm‟s reputation, its ability to present documented 

success as well as the professionals assigned to the project.  When looking at the second 

factor, the set of activities required to deliver the promise, as the agency‟s overall goal is to 

create customer satisfaction, they fully evaluate the service demanded beforehand and create a 

working team around that client in order for the agency to best satisfy their needs. The third 

factor, the learning from projects, the agency constantly after each terminated project makes 

follow-up conversations with clients and from this they learn from the projects. Lowendahl 
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(1997) further states that the learning from the project and the institutionalizing of this 

learning to the extent that it can be used for both improved service quality and improved 

efficiency with future clients is important.  

 

Creating bonds binding the customer to the firm – When looking at Berry and Parasuraman 

(1991) arguments that customers ties to a firm is first of financial nature and second of social 

nature, the ties that Vinter Reklambyrå has to its clients are of social nature.  They further 

argue that customers which have a social bond to a firm are perceived as clients whose needs 

and wants the firm tries to understand. This is the case of Vinter Reklambyrå which aims at 

creating close personal contacts and good relationships with its clients.  When looking at the 

third type of bonds tying the clients to the firm according to Berry and Parasuraman (1991) is 

of structural nature. Vinter Reklambyrå does not have any structural bonds with its clients.  

Monitoring of customer relationships – Zeithalm and Bitner (1996) state that thoroughly 

monitoring and evaluating of relationships are basic strategies employed by firms to retain 

customers. Vinter Reklambyrå keeps a follow-up on all its completed projects and it has a 

digitally based survey sent once a year to clients to see how satisfied the clients are with the 

agency. However the agency does not have any other standardized monitoring of clients 

which they keep in a database.  

Use of loyalty programs and customer clubs – Yi and Jeon (2003) as well as Bolton et al. 

(2000) argue that loyalty programs is used by firms to reward customers for repeated 

purchases which in turn leads to increased customer retention rate. The only type of 

economical reward that Vinter Reklambyrå offers its clients is in term of more favorable 

prices for long-term clients. Further, the agency does not have any formal loyalty programs 

nor customer clubs which it offers to its clients. At times, the agency meets up with its clients 

for social purposes but this is not included in any customer club‟s benefits. The reason why 

the agency does not have such programs is due to the fact its clients are a few and they have 

different needs which needs to be met individually. 

Use of effective recovery strategies – Looking at Zeithalm and Bitner‟s (1996) arguments that 

firms need to have effective recovery systems in order to maintain its customer relationships. 

Vinter Reklambyrå does not have any formalized systems for the handling of complaints. 

However, the agency works proactively so that the clients would not have an unrealistic 

expectation over the end results.  
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5.5.  Cross-case analysis 

In order to compare the data gathered from Lowe Brindfors, Favör Reklambyrå, Holy Diver 

and Vinter Reklambyrå to one another, a cross-case analysis will be conducted. In this 

analysis, the similarities as well as the differences between the cases will be outlined. The 

conceptual framework will be used as a basis for structuring the comparative data. These 

comparisons can be visualized in table 5.1 and in table 5.2.  

5.5.1. Factors influencing customer retention 

Customer satisfaction – When it comes to creating customer satisfaction, all four advertising 

agencies views this as a high priority. Lowe Brindfors believe that a satisfied customer will 

remain loyal to the agency and therefore work proactively in order to avoid dissatisfaction. At 

Favör Reklambyrå, the satisfaction of the clients is viewed as a critical factor of doing 

business and therefore, the agency constantly tries to find out the needs of its clients in order 

to satisfy those needs. At Holy Diver in order to ensure that clients are satisfied with the end 

results, the agency makes thorough analysis and evaluations of the clients‟ needs. Finally, at 

Vinter Reklambyrå, the aim is to satisfy all clients due to the fact that if one client is 

mistreated, it is difficult for the agency to win them back. 

Creating customer trust – When looking at customer trust, all four agencies perceived this as 

critical for conducting business in industries characterize by high level of interactions. Lowe 

Brindfors views confidence and trust as a prerequisite for conducting business for all 

consultancy firms and argues that clients should portray confidence in the agency but also in 

the co-workers within the agency. For Favör Reklambyrå, trustful relationships are perceived 

as vital for creating loyal and satisfied clients and the respondent argues that confidence is 

critical as clients and agencies work closely to one another. Also the respondent at Holy Diver 

argues that confidence need to be maintained in order for clients to remain with the agency as 

well as the respondent at Vinter Reklambyrå who argues that confidence and trust are vital for 

conducting business and further state that trust and confidence is built-up throughout the 

relationship.  

Getting customers to be involved – When looking at customers‟ level of involvement in 

projects, at Lowe Brindfors the clients are highly involved in the creation of the services and 

the agency always try to get its clients involved in order to avoid dissatisfaction. At the other 

three advertising agencies, all the clients are not involved in the projects in the same ways. At 

Favör Reklambyrå for instance, the level of involvement that clients have in projects varies 

from clients to clients. However, the agency constantly seeks to create close and long-term 

relationships with all its clients as well as keep contact reports with them which in turn 

increase the level of confidence that the clients have in the agency. Holy diver‟s clients‟ 

involvement also varies from project to project, although all clients receive the same level of 

engagement from the agency. Finally, although Vinter Reklambyrå constantly tries to get its 

clients involved in projects, their level of involvement varies. Although the level of 

involvement varies, the agency always keeps contact reports with the clients.  
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Creating switching barriers – When looking at the switching barriers, Lowe Brindfors 

constantly tries to satisfy its clients and to always exceed their expectations. Further, the 

agency always tries to create close and personal bonds with its clients in order for them to 

remain with the agency. Another strong switching barrier that the agency has is its renowned 

brand name and its level of experience within the sector which is a psychological bond tying 

the clients to the agency. Also, Favör Reklambyrå seeks to constantly work proactively so that 

the client would not be dissatisfied and leave the agency, and exceed client‟s expectation of 

the delivered service. Furthermore, the agency creates and builds close and deep relationships 

with its clients. Holy Diver constantly tries to build personal and close relationships with its 

clients so that they will feel more tied to the agency and always work towards keeping the 

clients satisfied. Finally, Vinter Reklambyrå also work on creating close and personal 

relations to its clients as well as keeping them satisfied by always exceeding clients‟ needs. 

Further all four advertising agencies‟ switching barriers are mostly of psychological and 

emotional nature.  

Service quality and price – When looking at service quality and price, at Lowe Brindfors, 

clients according to the respondent usually trust them in delivering services of high quality. 

When looking at the technical quality of the service, Lowe Brindfors always try to exceed 

client‟s expectations and when looking at the functional quality, the processes within the 

agency are well organized and each client is evaluated so that the best suited working team is 

assigned to that client. The main factors that Favör Reklambyrå wants its clients to value are 

the competences of its employees (functional quality) and the quality of the services 

(technical) that it provides to its clients. As Holy Diver always wants to exceed clients‟ 

expectations, this can be viewed as the technical quality of the service, when looking at the 

functional quality of the services, the agency always select a working team assigned to each 

individual client. Finally, Vinter Reklambyrå wants its clients to be pleased with the end 

results of the delivered service as well as to value the unique relations that the clients have 

with the agency. Further, none of the four advertising agencies compete on the basis of price 

although they all offer advantageous benefits to clients in term of purchased quantities.  

Communication effectiveness – When looking at the communication effectiveness, all four 

advertising agencies seek to ensure that the communication that they have with their clients 

work in an effective manner.  All four advertising agencies have some sort of gathering with 

their clients before the actual start of a project in order to clarify the needs and wants of the 

clients; this process is needed in order for the clients to know what is expected from the 

agency but also so that the services can be delivered an effective way. Further the four 

agencies seek to ensure that the clients have reasonable expectations on the services but also 

seek on exceeding those expectations.  Further at Lowe Brindfors, the clients are highly 

involved in the creation process of the services, where constant contact is present throughout 

the project. The respondent at Favör Reklambyrå argues that without close customer contacts 

it is difficult to identify the needs of the clients and to know what the client really desire from 

the agency. When looking at Holy diver, its work towards its clients can be described as being 

long-term and very close and also Vinter Reklambyrå seeks to create close personal contact 

and good client relationships.   
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Table 5.1: Summarized analysis of the factors influencing customer retention 

 Lowe Brindfors Favör 

Reklambyrå 

Holy Diver Vinter 

Reklambyrå 

- Creating 

customer 

satisfaction 

 

-  A high priority. 

 

- A high priority.  

 

- A high priority. 

 

- A high priority. 

 

- Creating 

customer trust 

- A vital factor, a 

prerequisite for 

consultancy.  

- Critical as clients 

and providers work 

close to one 

another.  

- Vital for 

conducting 

business. 

- A vital element 

for conducting 

business. 

 

- Getting 

customers to be 

involved  

- Clients are highly 

involved in 

projects. 

- Clients 

involvement varies 

however the agency 

keeps continuous 

contact reports with 

all clients.  

- Clients 

involvement varies 

however the agency 

gives the same level 

of engagement to 

all clients. 

- Clients 

involvement varies 

although the agency 

tries to get clients 

involved. Also 

constant contact 

reports are 

conducted. 

 

- Creating 

Switching barriers 

 

- Switching barriers 

created by always 

satisfying clients, 

exceeding 

expectations, 

creating close and 

personal 

relationships, its 

experience and 

brand name 

- Emotional and 

psychological 

barriers.  

- Switching barriers 

created by always 

satisfying clients, 

exceeding 

expectations, by 

creating close and 

deep relationships. 

- Emotional and 

psychological 

barriers. 

- Switching barriers 

created by always 

satisfying clients, 

exceeding 

expectations, by 

creating personal 

and close relations 

with clients.  

- Emotional and 

psychological 

barriers. 

- Switching barriers 

created by always 

satisfying clients, 

exceeding 

expectations, by 

creating close and 

unique 

relationships. 

- Emotional and 

psychological 

barriers.  

 

- Service quality 

and price 

- Seeks to offer 

good quality 

services. 

- Both functional 

and technical 

quality 

- Better prices 

based on purchased 

volume  

- Seeks to offer 

good quality 

services. 

- Both functional 

and technical 

quality.  

- Better prices 

based on purchased 

volume 

- Seeks to offer 

good quality 

services. 

- Both functional 

and technical 

quality. 

- Better prices 

based on purchased 

volume 

- Seeks to offer 

good quality 

services. 

- Both functional 

and technical 

quality. 

- Better prices 

based on purchased 

volume. 

- Communication 

effectiveness 

- Effective 

communication. 

 

- Effective 

communication. 

- Effective 

communication. 

- Effective 

communication. 
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5.5.2. Customer retention strategies and processes 

Creating value processes – When looking at the ability to sell a credible promise, all four 

agencies use references from previously carried out projects as well as recommendations 

made by clients. In addition this, Lowe Brindfors has its strong brand name as well as its level 

of experience which helps in portraying a good image as well as sell its services. Also Vinter 

Reklambyrå has a good reputation within the advertising sector which helps the agency to sell 

its services.  

Regarding the set of activities required to deliver the promise, all four advertising agencies 

value different aspects. Lowe Brindfors for instance has well functioning processes that many 

smaller agencies do not have; it has its large amount of employees which enable them to 

match the best suited employees to work with the individual clients. Favör Reklambyrå seems 

to be aware of its capacities. The agency only takes in projects that it knows it can deliver. 

Holy Diver also knows about its limitations, it is a medium sized advertising agency and 

before taking in a new client the agency evaluates if it can handle the client. Finally, Vinter 

Reklambyrå also evaluates the projects beforehand and then creates a working team around 

that client and works accordingly.  

Looking at the last factor, the learning from projects, all four advertising agencies agree that 

the learning from previously carried out projects is essential. All four agencies keep a follow-

up on carried out projects which enables them to always improve themselves. The respondent 

at Lowe Brindfors states that the learning from projects is especially important in order to 

always exceed customers‟ expectation. 

Creating bonds binding the customer to the firm – The bonds that all four advertising 

agencies has with their clients are foremost of social nature. The primary tie that Lowe 

Brindfors seeks with its clients is close interpersonal relationships at the same time as the 

clients should feel tied to the agency and not to the employees alone. Favör Reklambyrå on 

the other hand wants its clients to be tied by first and foremost close trustful relationships. 

When looking at Holy Diver, the agency seeks deep and long-going relationships with its 

clients and finally, Vinter Reklambyrå aims at creating close personal contacts and good 

relationships with its clients.  

Monitoring customer relationships – All four advertising agencies conduct an economical 

follow-up on their clients as well as a follow-up on all terminated projects. Further, Lowe 

Brindfors at times, conducts customer surveys to see how satisfied the clients are and how to 

improve their activities. Holy Diver at times makes benchmarking surveys however none of 

these are standardized in the agency‟s systems. Further the agency has no customer database 

other than the one in which the economical follow-up is kept. Vinter Reklambyrå on the other 

hand has a digitally based survey which it sends once a year to its clients to see how satisfied 

the clients are with the agency.  
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Use of loyalty programs and customer clubs – none of the advertising agencies has any 

standardized loyalty programs nor customer clubs mainly due to the fact that the agencies 

have a few amount of clients and also due to the fact that the services are highly customized 

to each individual client. Although the agencies do not have any customer clubs, the three 

sub-effects of customer clubs provided by the researchers can be identified in the agencies‟ 

practices. For instance, when looking at the customer interaction effect, all four agencies keep 

a constant contact with its clients throughout their relationships, even after terminated 

projects. This contact can be through face to face interactions but it can also be through 

contact reports. When looking at the customer knowledge effect, the agencies always aim at 

finding out the more as possible on their clients both on a professional level and on a social 

level. Regarding the last factor, the customer benefit effect, although  none of the agencies 

compete on price, they do offer price benefits to customers based on the amount of purchased 

services. This can be for instance in terms of cheaper hourly consultation prices. Other 

benefits offered to clients are invitations to special social events.  

Use of effective recovery strategies – None of the four advertising agencies have any 

standardized or routinized procedure which they follow when a complaint arises. For instance 

Lowe Brindfors does not have any standardized system for the handling of customer 

complaints as they consider that each client should be treated uniquely. This is the case for all 

four advertising agencies.  
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Table 4.2: Summarized analysis of the factors influencing customer retention 

 Lowe Brindfors Favör Rekl. Holy Diver Vinter Rekl. 

- Creating Value 

processes 

 

Ability to sell a 

credible promise 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Set of activities 

required to deliver 

the promise 

 

 

Learning from 

projects 

 

 

 

- References from 

previous projects. 

- Recommendations 

from other clients. 

- Its strong brand 

name 

- Its level of 

experience. 

 

- Well functioning 

processes. 

- Its size. 

 

 

- Follow-ups on 

terminated projects. 

 

 

 

 

- References from 

previous projects. 

- Recommendations 

from other clients. 

 

 

 

 

 

- Only accepts 

projects which it 

knows it can 

handle. 

 

- Follow-ups on 

terminated projects. 

 

 

 

- References from 

previous projects. 

- Recommendations 

from other clients. 

 

 

 

 

 

- Only accepts 

projects which it 

knows it can 

handle. 

 

- Follow-ups on 

terminated projects. 

 

 

 

- References from 

previous projects. 

- Recommendations 

from other clients. 

- Its reputation  

 

 

 

 

- Only accepts 

projects which it 

knows it can 

handle. 

 

- Follow-ups on 

terminated projects. 

 

- Creating bonds 

binding the 

customer to the 

firm 

- Foremost social 

bonds (close 

interpersonal 

relationships) 

- Foremost social 

bonds (trustful 

relationships) 

- Foremost social 

bonds (deep and 

long-going 

relationships) 

- Foremost social 

bonds (personal 

contacts and good 

relationships) 

 

- Monitoring 

customer 

relationships  

- Economical 

follow-up. 

- Follow ups on 

terminated projects. 

- Customer surveys 

at times. 

- Economical 

follow-up. 

- Follow ups on 

terminated projects. 

 

- Economical 

follow-up. 

- Follow ups on 

terminated projects. 

- Benchmarking 

surveys at times. 

- Economical 

follow-up. 

- Follow ups on 

terminated projects. 

- A digitally based 

survey and 

database. 

 

- Use of loyalty 

programs 

including 

customer clubs 

 

- No standardized 

loyalty programs. 

- The sub-effects of 

customer clubs are 

present. 

- No standardized 

loyalty programs. 

- The sub-effects of 

customer clubs are 

present. 

- No standardized 

loyalty programs. 

- The sub-effects of 

customer clubs are 

present. 

- No standardized 

loyalty programs. 

- The sub-effects of 

customer clubs are 

present. 

 

- Use of effective 

recovery strategies 

- No standardized 

recovery strategy. 

- Adapted to 

individual clients. 

- Work proactively 

to avoid mistakes. 

- No standardized 

recovery strategy. 

- Adapted to 

individual clients. 

- Work proactively 

to avoid mistakes. 

- No standardized 

recovery strategy. 

- Adapted to 

individual clients. 

- Work proactively 

to avoid mistakes. 

- No standardized 

recovery strategy. 

- Adapted to 

individual clients. 

- Work proactively 

to avoid mistakes. 
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6. DISCUSSIONS, CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

In this chapter, first the discussions and the conclusions drawn from this research will be 

presented and the research questions will be answered based on the findings of this research. 

Afterwards, the implications that this research has for management, theory as well as for 

future research will be stated.  

 

6.1.  How can the factors influencing customer retention as perceived by 

professional service providers be described? 

First of all, it is essential to note that although the stated question looks at how the 

professional service providers perceive the factors influencing customer retention, the existing 

literature deals mostly with clients‟ perceptions. This is as mentioned previously, due to the 

fact that customer retention looks at a behavioral pattern. However, although literature deals 

with the clients‟ perspective, the author has decided to select the most important factors 

influencing customer retention and view how these are perceived by the service providers. 

These selected factors are as follows: Customer satisfaction, Customer trust, Customer 

involvement, Switching barriers, Service quality, Price and Communication effectiveness.  

Regarding customer satisfaction, findings indicate that professional service providers perceive 

customer satisfaction as a key factor impacting on customer retention. All four agencies have 

customer retention as a key strategy and further, in order to create satisfaction the agencies 

work proactively and always aim at exceeding clients‟ expectations so that they would not 

become dissatisfied in the first place. Hence, here the agencies practices are in accordance 

with theory.  

Findings further indicate that trust and confidence are perceived as vital elements by 

professional service providers. Several of the respondents argued that without trust, no 

business can be done, mostly due to the fact that clients cannot evaluate performances before 

hand. As clients cannot trust an agency which they have not worked with earlier they demand 

to see references from previously carried out projects. Some of the clients choose a special 

agency based on the recommendations made by other clients. In building trust, all the four 

agencies agreed that personal contact is very important both on a business and on a social 

level. Furthermore, the level of experience that an agency has also helps in building trust in 

the beginning of a relationship.  

The level of involvement that clients have in a project seems to vary from clients to clients as 

well as from projects to projects. However, there seem to be evidence showing that the bigger 

projects requires more involvement from the clients as more is at stake. Therefore it may be 

concluded that the more money the clients invest in the agency, the more they will be willing 

to participate in the creation of the services. Further, evidence also show that professional 

service providers always try to get the clients involved in the different projects, whether it is 

through face to face interactions or though material contact reports. Hence, findings indicate 
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that professional service providers perceive customer involvement as having a positive impact 

on customer retention.  

Evidence shows that the switching barriers within the professional service sector are foremost 

focused around the creation of deep and personal relationships. Professional service providers 

seem to perceive that by tying clients to the agency on a more personal level, it will become 

harder for clients to switch as they will have to start over from scratch building the confidence 

and the relationship all over again. Therefore, the findings of this research concerning 

switching barriers indicate that professional service providers perceive that the stronger 

switching barriers they build, the more committed to the relationship will be their clients.  

Theory shows that there is a positive relationship between price and customer retention. The 

empirical evidence in this research however indicates that when it comes to professional 

services, providers perceive price as not having any impact on customer retention although all 

four agencies offer price reductions to its clients. Quality on the other hand, is perceived as 

having a positive effect on customer retention. The agencies aim at delivering effect for 

clients no matter what the economical cost might be. Other than service quality, the agencies 

want clients to value the relationships that they have with the agencies, as well as the 

competences of its employees.  

Regarding the effectiveness of communications, the findings indicates that professional 

service providers perceive that the stronger is the communication with the clients, the more 

committed they will be in the relationship. All four advertising agencies have a meeting with 

the clients before the projects starts to make sure that both the agency and its clients are on the 

same page and also so that no one will become dissatisfied with the end results. Further a 

common strategy is for clients to never have unrealistic expectations on projects and to 

always ensure to exceed those expectations. Furthermore, the findings indicate that close and 

personal client relationships are essential for professional service firms to gain information on 

the clients and also to create effective communication.  

Having analyzed the different factors influencing customer retention, the findings of this 

research indicates that professional service providers perceive these factors as influencing 

their clients‟ choice of remaining with the agencies individually but also in a holistic manner. 

First of all, in all the activities of the agencies they always seek on creating customer 

satisfaction and satisfaction is wanted as the end results of all the different factors. Further, 

when looking at customer trust, it is something that is built throughout a relationship and in 

everything that the agencies do, they want their clients to convey trust in them. Further, close 

and personal relations seem to be the core strategy that the agencies seek and value as in all 

the factors, the agencies use the personal and good client relationships to increase the 

customer retention rate within the agency. 
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Based on the discussions above, the following specific conclusions can be drawn concerning 

professional service providers‟ perception of the different factors:  

 Professional service providers perceive customer satisfaction as a key element 

influencing customer retention.  

 Professional service providers perceive trust and confidence as vital elements 

influencing customer retention. Further, factors such as references, recommendations, 

the creation of personal contacts, and the level of experience increases clients‟ 

confidence in the firms. 

 Professional service providers perceive customer involvement as having a positive 

impact on customer retention; however firms need to create more ways on how to get 

clients more involved in the different projects. 

 Professional service providers perceive that the stronger the switching barriers they 

build, the more committed to the relationship will be their clients. Further, firms need 

to create and increase switching barriers by for example strengthening the social bonds 

binding the clients to the firms. 

 Professional service providers does not perceived price as influencing on customer 

retention. One of the firms‟ main arguments is that they are willing to charge high 

prices as long as the end results are acceptable.  

 Professional service providers perceived high service quality as a key factor 

influencing customer retention. Clients‟ need to be satisfied with the end results and 

factors such as competence of employees and the exceeding of clients‟ expectations 

increases the quality of the service delivered. 

 Professional service providers perceive communication effectiveness as important in 

order to deliver a good service but also in order to strengthen client relationships.  
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6.2.  How can the customer retention strategies employed by professional 

service providers be described? 

In this study, a few theories around the strategies and processes employed by firms to retain 

customers were outlined. These theories were Value creation processes, Bonds binding the 

customer to the firm, Monitoring of customer relationship, Use of Loyalty programs including 

customer clubs as well as Use of recovery strategies.   

Regarding the value creation processes, the findings of this research indicate that professional 

service providers have all the tree elements of the process in the creation of their customer 

retention strategies. When looking at the ability to sell a credible promise, evidence shows 

that references and recommendations from clients are the main strategies employed by 

professional service firms to sell a credible promise. Further some professional service firms 

can also use their experience and reputation to attract potential clients. Concerning the set of 

activities required to deliver the promise, the findings of this research indicate that the firms 

do not accept a project if they are not fully certain that they can deliver what they promise. 

Findings also indicate that firms which have a larger amount of employees can handle more 

demanding and larger projects. Finally, regarding the learning from projects, the findings 

indicate that professional service firms have an objective of always getting out the best from 

the projects and therefore they conduct follow-ups with the clients also after terminated 

projects. These follow-ups enable the firms to improve their activities as well as their 

behaviors towards future clients.   

Further, the conducted research indicates that firms need to work proactively in order to avoid 

customer dissatisfaction and to create customer satisfaction. Most of the agencies studied 

have grasped that aspect by for instance making sure that the clients have realistic 

expectations and to make sure that they always exceed that expectation when delivering the 

end-service. Other proactive work that firms can do in order to avoid that clients would leave 

the agency is to create switching barriers. Most of the agencies studied, do that as well by 

creating special bonds between the agency and its clients. These bonds are mostly of social 

such as for instance unique, deep, trustworthy and long-term relationships.  

When looking at the monitoring of customer relationships, the findings of this research 

indicate that the only types of monitoring that the firms have are economical follow-ups as 

well as terminated projects follow-ups. From time to time, the agencies may conduct some 

sort of surveys however these are not standardized in the firms‟ systems. When looking at 

monitoring the clients in term of behaviors, preferences and such, the agencies do not apply 

this sort of monitoring and they argue that their small amount of clients lead to them not 

needing such data bases.  

Existing theories indicate that in industries characterized by a few number of customers, a 

high level of interaction between customers and firms, and where customers are perceived as 

clients, no formal management processes can exist. According to theory, this is due to the fact 

that firms in such industries need to customize their activities and processes to each individual 

client‟s needs and wants. The agencies studied do not have any standardized loyalty program, 
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customer club nor recovery strategy towards their clients. Evidence seems to indicate that 

professional service firms cannot have any standardized procedure towards their clients which 

is in accordance with theory. 

Furthermore, the findings of this research indicate that employees within the professional 

service sector have a great amount of responsibility on their shoulders, as they are the face of 

the agency towards the clients. They are in constant contact with the clients and as one of the 

respondents stated, they need to always be on their best behaviors. Further, the employees are 

those possessing the competences required to deliver a good service. Therefore, based on this 

discussion the author argues that it may be concluded that firms need to place more efforts on 

employee training in order for them to better communicate with the clients in a way that 

benefits the client relationships.  

Based on the discussions above, the following specific conclusions regarding the strategies 

employed by professional service firms to retain their customers can be drawn: 

 Professional service providers implement all the three factors of the value creation 

processes in its activities which in turn lead to higher customer loyalty. 

 Professional service providers‟ primary bond to their customers is foremost of social 

nature. Further to increase those bonds so that their clients will remain, professional 

service firms need to create and increase switching barriers. 

 The monitoring of clients those professional service providers conducts are 

economical follow-ups and terminated projects follow-ups.  

 Professional service providers do not apply any standardized nor routinized procedure 

towards their clients. Instead, they need to customize their activities and processes to 

each individual client in order to retain them.  

 As employees within the professional service sector are the face and the muscles of 

the agency, the firms should place efforts on employee training in order for them to 

better communicate with clients; in a way that benefits the client relationships.  
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6.3.  Final Conclusions 

The purpose of this research was to gain a better understanding on how professional service 

providers retain their targeted customers over time. The findings of this study first of all 

indicate that professional service providers do not have any formal nor standardized 

procedure which they follow when it comes to retaining clients. In the professional service 

sector the amount of clients is relatively few, which many providers describe as being a 

handful. Due to this, the normal standardized procedures employed by many service firms 

cannot be fully applied to the professional service industry without substantial adaptations. 

The findings of this research show that adaptation is the keyword for professional service 

providers as they need to adapt all their activities and management practices to the individual 

clients. Furthermore, the findings of this research indicates that creating close, deep, 

trustworthy and long-term relationships are the key factors in retaining customers within the 

professional advertising sector. These combined with the creation of customer satisfaction and 

the creation of switching barriers are the main strategies employed by professional service 

firms for keeping their customers within the agencies. The findings here indicates that 

professional service providers need to work towards creating more personal relationships with 

its clients in order to retain them over time. 

Further, when it comes to generalizing the conclusions made in this thesis, the author argues 

that they are generalizable to all professional service firms which have a few amount of 

clients. The findings may differ when looking at professional service firms which have a 

larger number of clients. However, in order to verify these statements more research on the 

topic is needed.  
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6.4.  Implications and Recommendations 

In this part of this thesis, implication for managers and theory will be presented followed by 

some recommendations for future research. These implications and recommendations are 

based on the conclusions dawn in the above section.  

6.4.1. Implications for theory 

The contribution that this research has made to existing research is to provide insight into how 

professional service providers retain their targeted customers over time. The purpose and the 

research questions of this thesis are based on the theories selected in the frame of reference of 

the study. The author has come to the conclusions that regarding the factors affecting 

customer retention, theory is quite in line with the empirical findings except for the 

conception on price. However, regarding customer retention strategies and processes, several 

of the practices of the agencies studied are not in line with the theories used. For instance, the 

agencies do not apply any standardized monitoring of clients, any loyalty programs nor 

customer clubs as well as any standardized recovery strategy.   

6.4.2. Implications for management 

The conclusions drawn from this study indicates that there are a few matters that managers 

within the professional service sector need to take into account when planning customer 

retention strategies: 

 Managers should continuously nurture the relationships that it has with its clients, this 

nurturing should be both on a professional and on a social level. 

 Managers should always aim at creating deep and long-term relationships with its 

clients and as professional service providers only have a handful of clients, they need 

to customize their activities to each individual client.  

 Mangers need to educate and train their employees on how to interact with employees 

and on how to be „on their best behavior‟ as they are the face and the competence of 

the agency.  

 Most of the agencies studied did not have any database in which information on 

clients were stored, the author recommends that managers should continuously update 

information on clients, both professional and private information, in a data base in 

order for the firms to improve its relationships. 

 Further, managers should constantly create switching barriers for the clients so that 

they would not switch service providers. 
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6.4.3. Implications for future research  

Through the process of creating this thesis, the author has increased the body of research 

concerning how professional service providers retain their clients over time. While working 

on this thesis, a few areas that would benefit from future research were encountered: 

 This study consisted of four firms within the advertising industry. Further research 

connected to this thesis‟ topic would be of interest with professional service firms 

within other industries. This, in order to see if the results are applicable to other 

industries within the professional service sector as well.  

 This study was small, looking at customer retention only from the professional service 

providers‟ side. In order to better understand the factors affecting customer retention, 

also client firms would be of interest to investigate. A study showing both providers‟ 

and clients‟ perspective would give a more accurate picture of the reality. 

 The agencies selected seem to focus their activities around customer satisfaction 

hoping that it will lead to customer loyalty. A study looking at the connection between 

these two factors would be of interest.  

 The thesis was conducted under a 10 weeks timeframe. A broader research conducted 

under a longer period of time would, according to the author gives more realistic 

results.  
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APPENDIX A 

Interview Guide (Swedish Version) 

 

Generella frågor: 

 Vad innebär en lojal kund för er byrå? 

 Anser ni att det finns fördelar med lojala kunder? I sådana fall, vilka? 

 Vad lägger byrån mer tid på, att behålla sina existerande kunder lojala eller att 

locka till sig nya kunder? 

 

Frågor kring de faktorer som påverkar kundbibehållning: 

 Hur går ni tillväga för att ta reda på vilka behov kunden har? 

 Hur hanterar ni otillfredsställda kunder? 

– Hur tillfredställs dessa behov? 

– Anser ni att detta bidrar till ökat kundlojalitet? 

 Hur pass involverad är kunderna i skapandet av de tjänster ni erbjuder? 

– Är de med från början av ett projekt tills slutet? På vilket sätt?  

 Hur anser ni att tillit mellan kund och byrå har påverkat relationen ni har med 

era kunder? 

 Varför tror ni att era kunder väljer er byrå framför andra? 

– Har er byrå några specifika strategier för att förhindra att kunder byter reklambyrå?  

 Vad vill ni era kunder ska värdera högst hos er? 

– kvalitet? Service? Pris? Kompetens? Kundrelation…?  

 

Frågor kring strategier för kundbibehållning: 

 Hur skulle du beskriva den relation som ni har med era kunder? 

 Hur viktigt är nära kundrelationer för byrån? 

– Anser ni att kundrelationer är lika viktig som de tjänster ni erbjuder kunderna? 

 Vill ni ha långsiktiga relationer med alla era kunder? 

 Delar ni upp era kunder i olika grupper beroende på vilken relation ni har till 

dem? I sådana fall hur arbetar ni mot de olika grupperna? 
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 Har ni någon form av kundövervakning? (det kan vara i form av 

enkätundersökningar, skapandet av en kunddatabas uppdaterat regelbundet eller annan 

form) 
 

 Har byrån någon typ av lojalitetsprogram de erbjuder sina lojala kunder? (i form 

av speciella förmåner...?) 
 

 Har byrån någon form av kundklubbar som de erbjuder sina kunder? 

 – Har det påverkat relationen ni har med era kunder? 

 – Har det bidragit till att ni fick ökat kunskap om era kunder? 

 – erbjuds de som ingår i klubben specifika fördelar/förmåner? 
 

 Är alla inom byrån medvetna om de strategier ni använder för att skapa 

kundnöjdhet och kundlojalitet? 

 

 Hur hanterar ni otillfredsställda kunder? 

– Hur tillfredställs dessa behov? 

– Anser ni att detta bidrar till ökat kundlojalitet? 

 Finns det rutiner för hur klagomål ska hanteras? I sådana fall, anser ni att det 

leder till ökat kundlojalitet och ökat kund tillfredställelse? 
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APPENDIX B 

Interview Guide (English Version) 

 

General questions: 

 What does a ‘loyal customer’ mean to your agency? 

 Do you believe that loyal customers bring any advantages? Motivate why!  
 

 Does the agency place more weight on keeping their existing customers or on 

attracting new ones? 

 

Questions on the factors influencing customer retention: 

 How does the agency go about to find out the needs of its customers? 

 How does the agency handle dissatisfied customers? 

– How does the agency meet those needs? 

– Do you believe that it has led to increased customer satisfaction? 

 How involved are the customers in the creation of the offered services? 

– Are they involved from the beginning of a project until the end? Motivate how!  

 How has ‘trust’ between the customer and the agency affected the relationship 

that the firm has with its customers? 

 Why do you believe customers choose your firm over others? 

– Does the agency have any specific strategies for preventing the customers from 

switching agencies?  

 What does the agency want its customers to value the most? 

– Quality, Service, Price, Competence, Customer relationships…?  

 

Questions on customer retention strategies and processes: 

 How would you describe the type of relationship that the agency has with its 

customers? 

 How important is close customer relationships to the agency? 

– Do you see customer relationships as important as the services provided by the firm? 

 Does the agency seek to create long-term relationships with all its customers? 

 Does the agency divide its customers in different groups depending on the type of 

relationship it has with them? In such cases, how does the agency work towards 

the different groups? 
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 Does the agency monitor its customers in any way? (It can for instance be in form 

of surveys, creation of a customer data base, and so on) 
 

 Does the agency offer any type of loyalty programs to its customers? (It can for 

instance be in the form of special benefits/advantages…?) 
 

 Does the agency offer any type of customer clubs to its customers? 

– Has customer clubs affected the relationship that the firm has towards its customers? 

– Has it led to increased customer knowledge? 

– Do the club members receive specific advantages/benefits? 
 

 Is everybody within the agency aware of the strategies used to create customer 

satisfaction and customer loyalty? 

  

 How does the agency handle dissatisfied customers? 

– How are those needs met? 

– Do you believe that it has led to increased customer satisfaction? 

 Are there any routines for handling complaints? In such cases, do you believe 

that it has led to increased customer loyalty and increased customer satisfaction? 
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APPENDIX C 

 

Types of Organizations 

 

 

 
 

Source: Lowendahl (1997) 

 




