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ABSTRACT 
 

Helping behavior and other acts of kindness are important in the business context as they lead 

to numerous positive outcomes for organizations and individuals and they can help form the 

foundation needed for meeting organizational goals. Acts of kindness can have a multiplying 

effect which can be achieved by kindness being paid back to the individual who conducted the 

act of kindness or paid forward to others. Paying it Forward (PIF) is a type of generalized social 

exchange behaviour that occurs when a person gives something of value to another person 

because they have in the past received something of value from someone else. PIF is forming a 

growing area of interest in business, yet to date PIF has received less attention in a Business-

to-Business (B2B) context than in Business-to-Consumer (B2C) and Consumer-to-Consumer 

(C2C). There are two key considerations that makes PIF important in the B2B marketing 

context, namely that marketing itself constitutes exchange and that the multiple responsibilities 

that the marketing manager often hold makes them actors in social exchange, both as 

participants of exchange relationships between firms and as facilitators of exchange through 

the responsibilities they hold within their firm. With this in mind, this dissertation identifies 

research gaps as it relates to PIF in the context of B2B marketing, and these gaps can be 

summarized by the research problem statement: How can marketing managers participate in 

and facilitate/encourage Paying it Forward in the B2B marketing context? This research 

problem statement was examined by four research questions, each addressed by a study 

producing an individual research article. 

 

The purpose of the first study was to address the research question: What is the role of the 

Generalized Social Exchange behaviour Paying it Forward in the Business-to-Business 

marketing context? The findings of this work serve to further situate PIF in the B2B marketing 

context and contribute a conceptual framework and several researchable propositions for PIF 
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in the B2B marketing context. Next, the purpose of the second study was to address the research 

question: How does Generalized Social Exchange such as Paying it Forward occur and drive 

value co-creation results for employer branding in a business ecosystem? This study extended 

knowledge of B2B marketing from an employer branding perspective by proposing the 

existance of an ecosystem-centric perspective and Ecosystem Citizenship Behaviour (ECB) as 

it relates to employer branding. Meaning that employer branding can be perceived and acted 

upon from the perspective of the ecosystem as a whole. Following this, the purpose of the third 

study was to address the research question: Does organizational commitment predict Paying it 

Forward behaviour in the workplace? This study conceptually confirmed that PIF is an 

organizational citizenship behavior distinct from other conceptualizations. It also further added 

to the literature by confirming that there exists a positive relationship between organizational 

commitment and PIF, and that age and gender are confirmed moderators of this relationship. 

Finally, the purpose of the fourth study was to address the research question: How can 

managers encourage Paying it Forward behaviour that contributes to strengthening the firm’s 

employer brand? Study 4 introduced a conceptual definition for a PIF mindset and described 

what it entails and the value it may bring. It also provided a summary of different examples, 

benefits and risks of how PIF occurs on a micro-, meso- and macro-level. Finally, it provided 

practical guidelines summarized as principles for managers regarding how to foster a PIF 

mindset among employees and the broader organization. Through these studies taken together, 

this dissertation is contributing to furthering B2B marketing literature by providing insights 

into how marketing managers can participate in, facilitate and encourage PIF in the B2B 

marketing context, by first providing a general assessment of PIF in this context, and then 

addressing specific areas to further our understanding of how actors engage in this context. 
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This dissertation is organized as follows: First, Chapter 1 provides an introduction and overview 

of the research area. Next, Chapter 2 provides a review of the literature relating to the key 

concepts and develops the research questions under examination in this dissertation. In Chapter 

3, the methodology undertaken to study the research area is discussed. Chapter 4, in turn, 

presents a summary of the findings of each research article. Finally, Chapter 5 presents the 

theoretical contributions and practical implications of each of the four studies, it also discusses 

limitations and proposes recommendations for future research. The four contributing research 

articles can be found in full length as appendices to this dissertation. 

 

 
Keywords: Paying it Forward; Ecosystem Citizenship Behaviour; Employer Branding; 

Generalised Social Exchange; Ecosystems; Paying it Forward Mindset, B2B Marketing, 

Kindness, Helping Behaviours 
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ABSTRAKT 

 

Hjälpande beteende och andra vänliga handlingar är viktiga i affärssammanhang eftersom de 

leder till många positiva resultat för organisationer och individer och dessa beteenden kan 

hjälpa till att bilda den grund som behövs för att uppfylla organisationens mål. 

Vänlighetshandlingar kan växa exponentiellt genom att vänlighet betalas tillbaka till den 

individ som utfört en vänlighetshandling eller betalas vidare till andra. Paying it Forward (PIF) 

är en typ av generaliserat socialt utbytesbeteende (Generalized Social Exchange) som uppstår 

när en person ger något av värde till en person för att de tidigare har fått något av värde från en 

annan person. PIF är ett växande område både inom affärs- och handelsforskning, men hittills 

har PIF fått mindre uppmärksamhet i Business-to-Business (B2B) forskning än i den för 

Business-to-Consumer (B2C) och Consumer-to-Consumer (C2C). Två nyckelaspekter gör PIF 

viktig i B2B-marknadsföringssammanhang, nämligen att marknadsföring i sig utgör utbyte och 

att det mångfaldiga ansvaret som marknadschefen ofta har gör dem till aktörer i sociala utbyten, 

både som deltagare i utbytesrelationer mellan företag och som någon som hjälper till att 

underlätta skapandet och utförandet av utbyten genom det ansvar de har inom sitt företag. 

Denna avhandling identifierar forskningsluckor relaterade till PIF i ett B2B-

marknadsföringssammanhang, vilka kan sammanfattas med ett övergripande syfte: Hur kan 

marknadschefer delta i och skapa förhållanden för/uppmuntra Paying it Forward i B2B-

marknadsföringssammanhang? Detta syfte undersöktes med hjälp av fyra forskningsfrågor, var 

och en ledande till studie som producerade en individuell forskningsartikel. 

 

Syftet med den första studien var att studera forskningsfrågan: Vilken roll spelar det 

Generalized Social Exchange-beteendet Paying it Forward i Business-to-Business 

marknadsföringssammanhang? Resultaten av detta arbete tjänar till att ytterligare placera PIF 
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i B2B-marknadsföringssammanhang, bidrar med ett konceptuellt ramverk och flera 

forskningsbara förslag för PIF i B2B-marknadsföringssammanhang. Därefter var syftet med 

den andra studien att ta itu med forskningsfrågan: Hur uppstår Generalized Social Exchange 

som Paying it Forward och driver värdesamskapande resultat för employer branding i ett 

affärsekosystem? Denna utökade kunskap om B2B-marknadsföring ur ett employer branding-

perspektiv genom att föreslå existensen av ett ekosystemcentrerat perspektiv och ett Ecosystem 

Citizenship Behavior (ECB) när det relaterar till employer branding. Detta innebär att employer 

branding kan uppfattas och ageras utifrån ekosystemets perspektiv som helhet. Efter detta var 

syftet med den tredje studien att ta upp forskningsfrågan: Förutsäger organisatoriskt 

engagemang Paying it Forward-beteende på arbetsplatsen? Studien bekräftade konceptuellt 

att PIF är ett organisatoriskt medborgarskapsbeteende som skiljer sig från andra 

konceptualiseringar. Den kompletterade också litteraturen ytterligare genom att bekräfta att det 

finns ett positivt samband mellan organisatoriskt engagemang och PIF, och att ålder och kön är 

bekräftade moderatorer för detta förhållande. Slutligen var syftet med den fjärde studien att 

studera forskningsfrågan: Hur kan chefer uppmuntra Paying it Forward-beteende som bidrar 

till att stärka företagets arbetsgivarvarumärke? Studie 4 introducerade en begreppsdefinition 

för ett PIF-tänk (PIF mindset) och beskrev vad det innebär och vilket värde det kan tillföra. Den 

gav också en sammanfattning av olika exempel, fördelar och risker för hur PIF uppstår på 

mikro-, meso- och makronivå. Slutligen gav den praktiska riktlinjer sammanfattade som 

principer för chefer om hur man främjar ett PIF-tänk bland anställda och den bredare 

organisationen. Genom dessa studier tillsammans bidrar denna avhandling till att främja B2B 

marknadsföringslitteratur genom att ge insikter i hur marknadschefer kan delta i, skapa goda 

förhållanden för och uppmuntra PIF i B2B marknadsföringssammanhang, genom att först ge 

en allmän genomgång av PIF i detta sammanhang, och sedan tar upp specifika områden för att 

främja vår förståelse av hur aktörer engagerar sig i detta sammanhang. 
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Denna avhandling är organiserad som följer: Först ger Kapitel 1 en introduktion till 

forskningsområdet. Efter detta ger kapitel 2 en översikt av litteraturen relaterad till 

nyckelbegreppen och utvecklar de forskningsfrågor som undersöks i denna avhandling. I 

kapitel 3 diskuteras den metodik som vidtagits för att studera forskningsområdet. Kapitel 4 

presenterar i sin tur en sammanfattning av resultaten av varje forskningsartikel. Avslutningsvis 

presenterar kapitel 5 teoretiska bidrag och praktiska implikationer av var och en av de fyra 

studierna, kapitlet diskuterar också begränsningar och föreslår rekommendationer för framtida 

forskning. De fyra bidragande forskningsartiklarna finns i full längd som bilagor. 

 

 

Nyckelord: Paying it Forward; Ecosystem Citizenship Behaviour; Employer Branding; 

Generalised Social Exchange; Ecosystems; Paying it Forward Mindset, B2B Marketing, 

Kindness, Helping Behaviours 
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1 CHAPTER ONE: OVERVIEW OF THE RESEARCH AREA 
 

At the end of the day, people won’t remember what you 
said or did, they will remember how you made them feel. 

~ Maya Angelou 
 
 
 
1.1 INTRODUCTION TO THE RESEARCH AREA 

 
This chapter introduces the subject area of this thesis, which is Paying it Forward within the 

B2B marketing context. First, Paying it Forward is introduced and defined, and then its 

relevance for the B2B marketing context is discussed. Following this, research gaps which 

provide opportunity to extend current knowledge are identified and discussed. Building on this, 

the research scope of this dissertation is delineated. Prior to concluding, the chapter also 

provides a brief overview of the remaining contents of the thesis.  

 
 

 INTRODUCING PAYING IT FORWARD (PIF) 

 
As the world around us changes marketing and sales must adapt (Rangarajan, Sharma, 

Lyngdoh, & Paesbrugghe, 2021; Rust, 2020). Recent challenges relating to the global pandemic 

have increased focus on helping behaviors in business in order for firms to remain competitive 

(Hartmann & Lussier, 2020). Helping behavior and other acts of kindness1 are important in the 

business context as they lead to numerous positive outcomes for organizations and individuals 

(Podsakoff, Whiting, Podsakoff, & Blume, 2009; Podsakoff & MacKenzie, 1997; Podsakoff, 

MacKenzie, Paine, & Bachrach, 2000) and they can help form the foundation needed for 

 
1 Acts of kindness entail benevolent acts that are intended to benefit and promote the welfare of other individuals 
(Curry et al., 2018), also referred to in the literature as prosocial behaviors (Grant & Dutton, 2012; Kelley & 
Hoffman, 1997; Yang et al., 2020). The subject matter of this thesis, paying it forward, is a type of prosocial 
behaviour (Grant & Dutton, 2012; Yang et al., 2020). 
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meeting organizational goals (Podsakoff, Whiting, Podsakoff, & Blume, 2009).  Recent 

research also shows that even helping activities that are unrelated to what a firm sells still lead 

to improved business performance (Bhattacharya, Good, Sardashti, & Peloza, 2021). Research 

further finds that such behaviors can lead to an increased perception of service quality (Kelley 

& Hoffman, 1997), increased salesperson performance (Shannahan, Bush, Shannahan, & 

Moncrief, 2015), an increased competitive advantage (Broström & Riandita, 2020), flexibility 

and mutual adaptation (Hallen, Johanson, & Seyed-Mohamed, 1991), smooth distribution of 

valued resources within a group (Blau, 1964; Flynn, 2005), increased quality and quantity of 

work (Podsakoff & MacKenzie, 1997; Podsakoff et al., 2000), protection against fluctuation in 

the availability of critical resources and reduced resource inequalities (Uehara 1990), 

facilitating cooperation (Baker & Bulkley, 2014; Chambers & Baker, 2020; Nowak & Roch, 

2007) and even an overall increase in social order (Gouldner, 1960). Further, acts of kindness 

can have a multiplying effect (Lévi-Strauss, 1969; Molm, 2010; Molm, Schaefer, & Collett, 

2007) which can be achieved by kindness being paid back to the individual who conducted the 

act of kindness or paid forward to others (Blau, 1964; Molm, 2003; Yoshikawa, Wu, & Lee, 

2019). Kindness is also becoming increasingly important and identified trait in leadership 

(Ross, 2021). Managers need to proactively create a sustainable culture of kindness and helping 

behaviour within their firms and with their business relations (Chambers & Baker, 2020; Wuyts, 

2007) and this is where Paying it Forward (hereinafter PIF)2 comes in to play (Baker & Bulkley, 

2014).  

 

 
2 To serve the reader experience, unless explicitly stated otherwise, PIF denotes positive behavior throughout this 
dissertation. Helping behaviours and other acts of kindness form positive PIF behaviors (Nowak & Roch, 2007; 
Tsvetkova & Macy, 2014), it is worth noting that not all PIF is positive and that greed and other negative 
behaviours can be paid forward to other individuals (Gray et al., 2014), however, as will also be clarified in the 
section titled ‘Research Scope’ the study of negative PIF falls outside the scope of this dissertation.   
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Simply described, PIF is a behaviour that occurs when a person gives something of value to 

another person because they have in the past received something of value from someone else 

(Baker & Bulkley, 2014; Blau, 1964; Gray, Ward, & Norton, 2014; Rankin & Taborsky, 2009; 

Tsvetkova & Macy, 2014; Yang, Janakiraman, Hossain, & Grisaffe, 2020; Yoshikawa, Wu, & 

Lee, 2018; Yoshikawa et al., 2019). Research shows that acts of kindness passed on to others 

through PIF (Molm, 2003; Yoshikawa et al., 2018) are better sustained in an organization than 

other reasons3 for engaging in acts of kindness (Baker & Bulkley, 2014). Engaging in PIF is a 

voluntary action by which a person goes above and beyond4 what can be formally expected 

from a contract or job description (Bateman & Organ, 1983; Wuyts, 2007). This is an important 

behaviour in both business and society at large (Blau, 1964; Gray et al., 2014; Rankin & 

Taborsky, 2009; Tsvetkova & Macy, 2014; Yoshikawa et al., 2019). It occurs commonly in 

society, with examples ranging from long-standing ceremonial gift exchange systems 

(Malinowski, 1922) and barn-raisings in farmer communities (Yamagishi & Cook, 1993), to 

academics peer-reviewing journal articles (Dolnicar, 2021; Lim, 2021; Simpson, Harrell, 

Melamed, Heiserman, & Negraia, 2018), individuals sharing information in online 

communities and making open-source code available to strangers  (Faraj & Johnson, 2011; 

Flynn, 2005). Importantly, PIF often also occurs in the business arena (Baker & Bulkley, 2014; 

Harris & Rae, 2009). Considering the long term and relational, rather than transactional, nature 

of B2B marketing (LaPlaca & da Silva, 2016; Morgan & Hunt, 1994), the behaviors of its actors 

are very important (Alexander, Jaakkola, & Hollebeek, 2018; Cortez & Johnston, 2020). Firms 

benefit from employees and partners that go above and beyond what is expected (Chambers & 

Baker, 2020; Wuyts, 2007) and need to encourage the desired behaviors (Alexander et al., 

 
3 E.g., Baker and Bulkley (2014) found that PIF has a stronger and longer lasting effect on sustaining helping 
behavior in an organization than that of individuals helping someone to reward a person’s reputation.  
4 Helping behaviours that can be viewed as ‘going above and beyond’ are also referred to as extra-role 
behaviours (Brief & Motowidlo, 1986; George, 1991; Wuyts, 2007). 
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2018). This is in particular relevant considering that exhaustive contractual definition of all 

possible contingencies often is impractical or impossible (Macaulay, 1963). Examples of PIF 

in a business context include introducing a new person to contacts in one’s business network 

(Tafesse & Skallerud, 2015), providing assistance to a colleague or business associate who 

needs help (Harris & Rae, 2009; Molm et al., 2007; Simpson et al., 2018; Steinert & Macdonald, 

2015; Westphal, Park, McDonald, & Hayward, 2012), a supplier sharing good quality 

information and advice with a customer in their network (Harris & Rae, 2009), or a senior 

employee who have themselves been mentored providing mentoring a junior employee 

(Westphal et al., 2012). Illustration of PIF in practice is for example provided by the 

organization Partnership Leaders, which is an industry association for partnerships, alliance, 

channel, and business development leaders (Partnership Leaders, 2021). It achieves a large part 

of its internal contributions based on members engaging in PIF through activities such as 

network introductions, mentoring and knowledge transfer (Partnership Leaders, 2021). Other 

examples in the B2B context include initiatives such as a crowdfunding website offering 

commission free fundraising for businesses that are being negatively impacted by the COVID-

19 pandemic (Crowdfund, 2021) and a call centre service provider which holds ‘Pay IT Forward 

Fridays’ when they set aside time to assist others with their call center, contact center, customer 

experience issues and questions (Pay IT Forward Fridays’, 2021).  

 

 PIF - A SOCIAL EXCHANGE BEHAVIOUR 

  

PIF5 is defined as a behaviour that occurs when an individual receives something of value from 

someone, and then therefore proceeds to give valued resources to someone else (Baker & 

 
5 In extant literature the paying it forward behaviour has over time been identified, examined and discussed using 
different, sometimes overlapping, conceptual terms (Baker & Bulkley, 2014; Molm, Schaefer, et al., 2007) 
including but not limited to “upstream reciprocity” (Nowak and Sigmund, 2005; Nowak & Roch, 2007), 
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Bulkley, 2014; Blau, 1964; Gray et al., 2014; Rankin & Taborsky, 2009; Tsvetkova & Macy, 

2014; Yang et al., 2020; Yoshikawa et al., 2018, 2019). These acts of receiving and giving 

together form an exchange6 (Baker & Bulkley, 2014; Molm, 2003; Yoshikawa et al., 2018) 

where the valued resource that is exchanged can be tangible or something intangible like a 

favour or access to information (Homans, 1961; Levine & Baker, 2021; Molm et al., 2007). 

Exchanges are based on a norm of reciprocity (i.e. repayment) which holds that an individual 

should give benefits to another in return for benefits they have themselves received (Gouldner, 

1960). Gouldner explained this norm as “obligations toward others on the basis of their past 

behavior” (Gouldner, 1960 p. 171). This repayment can be either direct or indirect (Bagozzi, 

1975a; Baker & Levine, 2013; Blau, 1964; Gray et al., 2014; Homans, 1958; Levine & Baker, 

2021; Molm, 2003; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959), leading to what is called direct or indirect (i.e. 

generalized) exchanges (Blau, 1964; Yoshikawa et al., 2019). Direct exchange7 (Figure 1 

below) are exchanges where something of value is given to someone and that person re-pays 

this act by giving something else back (Molm, 2003). To contrast indirect exchange (Figure 2 

below), which is also called generalized exchange8, is a type of multi-party exchange that 

happens in a group with three or more members by means of indirect re-payment (Blau, 1964; 

Thibaut & Kelley, 1959).  

 

Figure 1: Illustration of direct exchange 

 
 

“generalized indirect reciprocity” (Iwagami & Masuda, 2010) and “upstream tit-for-tat” (Boyd & Richerson, 
1989).  
6 In the literature the terms exchange (Baker & Levine, 2013; Blau, 1964; Kim & Baker, 2020b; Yoshikawa et 
al., 2019) and reciprocity (Baker & Bulkley, 2014; Gouldner, 1960; Molm, 2010; Molm et al., 2007; Yoshikawa 
et al., 2018) are often used as relates to PIF and the terms are sometimes used in an interchangeable fashion 
(Baker, 2012). 
7 Also referred to as dyadic exchange (Molm, 2003) 
8 Please note that other overlapping terms such as generalized reciprocity are prevalent in the literature 
(Gouldner, 1960; Molm, 2003; Molm et al., 2007) 
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Figure 2: Illustration of indirect / generalized exchange 

 

When it comes to indirect exchanges, the literature further delineates three different forms of 

indirect exchange namely “paying it forward”, “rewarding reputation” and “unilateral giving 

with an expectation of indirect reciprocation”  (Yoshikawa et al., 2019, p. 295), as can be seen 

illustrated in Figure 3 below.  

 

 

 

Figure 3: Illustration of different forms of generalized exchange (source: Yoshikawa et al., 2019) 

 

To aid clarity, Figure 4 below illustrates how the different terms introduced above fit together. 

This figure shows that PIF is a type of social exchange (e.g., Blau, 1964), which occurs 

indirectly between multiple actors (Blau, 1964; Molm, 2003; Yoshikawa et al., 2019). This 

means that instead of directly repaying (i.e. reciprocating) someone for giving something of 

value, which is what happens in direct/dyadic exchange (Blau, 1964), there instead is an indirect 

(i.e. generalized) repayment by giving value to another individual  (e.g., Blau, 1964; Gouldner, 

1960; Molm, 2003, 2010; Yoshikawa et al., 2019). In turn, depending on why the action takes 
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place, such indirect repayment can be made as a way to pay it forward (Yoshikawa et al., 2019), 

reward someone for their reputation of having given something of value to a third party 

(Yoshikawa et al., 2019), or happen as unilateral giving where the giving individual expects 

that they will receive indirect reciprocation from someone else.  

 

Figure 4: Paying it forward is a social exchange behaviour based on indirect (i.e., generalized) repayment (i.e., reciprocity) 

 

 WHY PIF MATTERS WITHIN B2B MARKETING  

 
While social exchange has been widely used by business scholars (Cortez & Johnston, 2020; 

Lambe, Wittmann, & Spekman, 2001; Mukherji & Francis, 2008; Sierra & McQuitty, 2005), 

generalized exchange remains a less studied and understood form (Baker & Levine, 2013; 

Chambers & Baker, 2020; Levine & Baker, 2020). There are two key considerations that makes 

PIF important in the B2B marketing context:  Firstly, that marketing itself constitutes exchange 

(Bagozzi, 1975a, 2018; Bontrager & Marshall, 2020; Kotler & Levy, 1969; Webster, 1992). 

Secondly, the multiple responsibilities that the marketing manager often hold (Alexander et al., 

2018) makes them actors in social exchange (Molm, 2003), both as participants of exchange 

relationships between firms (Bagozzi, 1975a; Cortez & Johnston, 2020; Morgan & Hunt, 1994) 
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and facilitators of exchange through the responsibilities they hold within their firm (Lusch, 

Brown, & Brunswick, 1992; Storbacka, 2019), for example the management of functional areas 

such as marketing and sales within the firm (Moorman & Day, 2016; Moorman & Rust, 1999; 

Webster, 1992). These considerations will now be further discussed. 

 

That marketing at its core is exchange has been long recognized by the literature (e.g., Morgan, 

1996; Bagozzi, 1975; Achrol and Kotler, 2012; Storbacka, 2019), and over time the focus of 

marketing research has shifted toward an exchange paradigm that goes beyond simply dyadic 

exchange to include a network (i.e., generalized) exchange perspective (Achrol & Kotler, 2012; 

Bagozzi, 1975b; Brodie, Fehrer, Jaakkola, & Conduit, 2019; Storbacka, 2019). In his work, 

Bagozzi (e.g. 1974, 1975b, 1977, 2018) has long argued for marketing to take a social system 

view of exchange and recently suggested “that we consider marketing exchanges writ small and 

writ large as social systems of exchange” (Bagozzi, 2018, p. 28). Many marketing related 

exchanges are indirect, (Bagozzi, 1975b, 1975a) which includes PIF (Obeng, Nakhata, & Kuo, 

2019; Westphal et al., 2012; Yoshikawa et al., 2019). This is of particular relevance for the B2B 

context, where relational nature of B2B marketing (Anderson & Narus, 1990) makes 

establishing and maintaining long-term business relationships (Morgan and Hunt 1994; LaPlaca 

and da Silva 2016; LaPlaca 2009) in which the involved parties go above and beyond simple 

baseline expectations of their business partners (e.g., Wuyts, 2007) critical. Non-financial 

exchange is crucial for such relationship development because exchange parties expect that 

outcomes from their relationships will be greater than with other business partners (Anderson 

& Narus, 1990; Håkansson & Östberg, 1975; Lambe, Wittmann, & Spekman, 2001). 

 
Further, marketing is process that requires both social and managerial activities (Kotler, 1991) 

and marketing practitioners often have multiple responsibilities (Alexander et al., 2018). Two 

primary responsibilities are to be the marketer for a firm,  where they are a participant in 
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exchange relationships between firms (Bagozzi, 1975a; Cortez & Johnston, 2020; Morgan & 

Hunt, 1994); and to be a manager of employees and teams and be responsible for functional 

areas such as marketing and sales within the firm (Moorman & Day, 2016; Moorman & Rust, 

1999; Webster, 1992), a role that in addition to participation explicitly can encourage and 

facilitate employees engaging in PIF (Baker & Bulkley, 2014). Encouragement of this behavior 

(Baker & Bulkley, 2014; Kim & Baker, 2020a) is increasingly paramount considering the 

workforce is increasingly distributed due to challenges relating to the global pandemic (e.g., 

Zaveri 2020).  

 

1.2 RESEARCH GAP IDENTIFICATION  

This section describes two research gaps relating to PIF within the B2B marketing context. 

 

1. Overall assessment of PIF within the B2B marketing context  

PIF is forming a growing area of interest in business settings (Yang et al., 2020), yet to date 

PIF has received less attention in a B2B context than in B2C and C2C (Kim & Baker, 2020b; 

Levine & Baker, 2020; Walker & Yip, 2018; Yang et al., 2020). Therefore, the first gap relates 

to conducting an overall assessment of PIF in the B2B marketing context. As discussed above, 

PIF can be classified as an indirect social exchange behaviour (Yoshikawa et al., 2018) and the 

literature recognizes that the B2B marketer benefits from comprehensive understanding and 

facilitation of social exchange (Cortez & Johnston, 2020; Håkansson & Östberg, 1975; LaPlaca 

& da Silva, 2016; Tanskanen, 2015). Over time a significant body of research has been 

conducted by marketing scholars to examine B2B related phenomena by studying direct 

exchange (e.g. Cortez & Johnston, 2020; Dwyer, Schurr, & Oh, 1987; Lambe et al., 2001), yet 

indirect exchange remains less studied (Bagozzi, 2018; Cortez & Johnston, 2020; Voss, Tanner, 

Mohan, Lee, & Kim, 2019). Attention to the topic is however increasing (Yang et al., 2020) 
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and just recently measurement scales that assess tendency to PIF were developed by business 

researchers (Yang et al., 2020; Yoshikawa et al., 2019).  

 

2. How actors engage in PIF in the B2B marketing context 

The next gap relates to how actors engage in PIF in the B2B context. Social exchange theory 

provides analytical concepts relating to actors, structures, resources and processes (Molm, 

2003). Actors are the individuals or organizations who engage in an exchange (Molm, 2003). 

Understanding how actors engage in PIF is crucial to effectively sustain the behavior (Baker & 

Bulkley, 2014) and of particular interest given that research has found that acts of kindness are 

contagious, and individuals who receive help are more likely to pay it forward and help others 

(Deckop, Cirka, & Andersson, 2003; Tsvetkova & Macy, 2014). Actor engagement is of 

particular interest in the B2B marketing context as it has the potential to elucidate how to 

navigate different relationships within and between firms (Cortez & Johnston, 2020; Storbacka, 

2019). To mitigate the impacts of a rapidly changing business environment research calls for 

proactive management of actor engagement to be a strategic priority (Storbacka, 2019). This 

engagement is directly dependent on exchanges that create value (Storbacka, 2019) and these 

exchanges are in large part informed by its actors. Research shows that engagement between 

the suppliers and buyers crucial for value creation (Conduit, Karpen, Plewa, & Kleinaltenkamp, 

2019; Ranjan & Read, 2016) and attention is shifting from a narrower customer engagement 

perspective to a broadened focus on overall actor engagement which includes individuals such 

as employees and business partners as well as other firms as a whole (Conduit et al., 2019; 

Kleinaltenkamp, Karpen, Plewa, Jaakkola, & Conduit, 2019; Storbacka, 2019). This broadened 

actor focus also calls for attention to indirect exchanges (Alexander et al., 2018) and overall 

highlights the importance of understanding how different types of actors engage (Wiersema, 

2013; Conduit et al 2019; Eggert et al., 2018; Keränen, 2017, Prior & Keränen 2020). 
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Understanding of how actors engage in exchanges has recently been requested for both between 

(Bondeli, Havenvid, & Solli-Sæther, 2018; Shanka & Buvik, 2019; Voss et al., 2019) and within 

firms (Bontrager & Marshall, 2020; Cortez & Johnston, 2020). Recent work suggests for 

research to focus on furthering knowledge related to social interaction in B2B relationships and 

complex business networks (Bondeli et al., 2018). Further, Voss et al (2019) stated that social 

exchange that takes place in relationships between firms improve a firm’s prospects for long 

term success and are therefore necessary to pursue. They suggest to further investigate 

relational behavior among business partners. Research in the B2B context also confirms that 

managers obtain benefits from strengthening bonds with social exchange partners and suggests 

for more research to be conducted into how relational behavior influences the indirect exchange 

relationship (Shanka & Buvik, 2019). Other recent work calls for research within firms to 

support effective indirect exchange from an internal marketing perspective (Bontrager, & 

Marshall, 2020). The need to expand knowledge relating to how actors engage within a firm is 

also supported by the recent suggestion of Cortez and Johnston (2020) to enhance employees’ 

morale by taking action that increases helping behaviors in the organization.  

 
 
1.3 RESEARCH SCOPE  

 
This PhD dissertation aims to advance knowledge by assessing PIF within the context of B2B 

marketing. The research scope, which will now be discussed, describes the degree to which this 

study explores the research area. As discussed in the ‘research gap identification’ section above, 

this area of research offers multiple opportunities for research (Bondeli et al., 2018; Bontrager 

& Marshall, 2020; Cortez & Johnston, 2020; Shanka & Buvik, 2019; Voss et al., 2019) and it 

is necessary to delineate what can be practically achieved as part of a PhD dissertation 

(Rudestam & Newton, 2014). 
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As described previously, PIF is a type of generalized social exchange (e.g., Blau, 1964) where, 

instead of directly repaying someone for giving something of value, an indirect repayment takes 

place by “paying forward” value to another individual (e.g., Blau, 1964; Gouldner, 1960; Molm, 

2003, 2010; Yoshikawa et al., 2019). Being characterized as a social exchange behaviour means 

that PIF can be studied from a social exchange perspective (Homans, 1958a; Molm, 2003; 

Yoshikawa et al., 2019). As also described previously, in applying a social exchange 

perspective there are four dimensions that can be assessed, these are the resources, processes, 

structures and actors (Molm, 2003). However, first, to examine PIF requires an understanding 

of what generalized exchange entails (Yang et al., 2020; Yoshikawa et al., 2019), especially 

considering that generalized exchange remains a less studied and understood form of social 

exchange (Baker & Levine, 2013; Chambers & Baker, 2020; Levine & Baker, 2020). Therefore, 

a foundation will first be created by providing a general assessment of PIF within the B2B 

marketing context. This general assessment is intended to provide a synthesis of PIF exchange 

in the B2B marketing context and provide a foundation upon which different aspects of how 

actors engage in PIF can be assessed. To delineate the scope to what can practically be achieved 

by a PhD dissertation (Rudestam & Newton, 2014) PIF is studied from the perspective of 

positive behavior throughout this dissertation and study of negative9 PIF (Gray et al., 2014)  is 

not included in the scope of this dissertation.  

 

Next, how actors engage in PIF in the B2B marketing context will be assesses. As previously 

discussed, over time the academic interest in actor engagement hence gained increased 

prominence, with the focus having moved from customers only to all types of actors involved 

(Conduit et al., 2019; Kleinaltenkamp et al., 2019; Storbacka, 2019). Today value-creation is a 

 
9 As mentioned previously, helping behaviours and other acts of kindness form positive PIF behaviors (Nowak & 
Roch, 2007; Tsvetkova & Macy, 2014), however not all PIF behaviour is positive and research has found that 
greed and other negative behaviours can also be paid forward (Gray et al., 2014). 
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major focus of the marketing discipline (Kotler, 2020; Mingione & Leoni, 2020; Sheth & Uslay, 

2007) and to achieve this it actors play different roles (Conduit et al., 2019; Ranjan & Read, 

2016; Storbacka, 2019). Given the many different actors engaging it is also important to further 

knowledge about how employees and business partners go above and beyond what can be 

expected by their formal roles (MacKenzie, Podsakoff, & Ahearne, 1998; Wuyts, 2007). 

Therefore, the scope of this research also focuses on the actor dimension provided by social 

exchange theory by assessing of how actors engage in PIF in the B2B context.  

 

To summarize, to examine how PIF occurs and how actors engage in it in the B2B marketing 

context this dissertation will focus on two aspects: First creating a foundation by providing a 

general assessment of PIF within the B2B marketing context. Following this, different aspects 

of how actors engage in PIF will be assessed. This research scope is deliberately limited in 

order to achieve a scope that is practically achievable (Rudestam & Newton, 2014). As 

described above, the research scope will provide an overall assessment of generalized social 

exchange and then more narrowly focus in on the actor dimension of social exchange theory. 

While the other three social exchange dimensions - resources, processes and structures (Molm, 

2003) - are to some degree intertwined (Cropanzano, Anthony, Daniels, & Hall, 2017) with the 

actors (Molm, 2003) these will not be directly assessed.  
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1.4 THESIS STRUCTURE 

Aiming to contribute toward above stated research area, the rest of this dissertation is organized 

as follows: Chapter 2 presents a review of relevant literature. In Chapter 3, the research 

methodology, including each contributing article, is described. Chapter 4, in turn, presents a 

summary of the findings of each research article and describes the theoretical and practical 

contributions this dissertation makes. Finally, Chapter 5 presents the theoretical contributions 

and practical implications of each of the four studies, it also discusses limitations and proposes 

recommendations for future research that this overall work provides. The four contributing 

research articles can be found in full length as appendices. 

 
1.5 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

 
This first chapter provided an introduction to this dissertation. This chapter was founded on the 

understanding that given that marketing constitutes exchange, often of a non-financial nature, 

understanding PIF can provide insight relevant to organizations, marketers, sellers and buyers. 

Specifically, this chapter outlined the relevance PIF for marketing scholars and marketing 

practitioners and discusses research opportunities identified by the literature. Based on the 

literature, opportunities to further expand our current knowledge with regard to this behaviour 

in marketing was identified and discussed. This discussion in turn created the foundation for 

the research scope of this dissertation was formulated. Before concluding the chapter, the 

remaining structure of the thesis was described. 
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2 CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 
This chapter provides a review of the literature relating to the key concepts under examination 

in this dissertation. To establish a foundation, the review first gives a general introduction to 

Social Exchange Theory (SET). Next follows an overview of the key concepts and the norms 

and forms of exchange – including PIF – as well as a description of how PIF is operationalized. 

This is followed by a review of SET in the B2B marketing context, its fundamental premises 

and a description of how exchange takes place between and within firms. This in turn is 

followed by the development of research questions relevant to the research scope and lastly a 

summary of the chapter is provided.  

 

2.1 GENERAL INTRODUCTION TO SET  

 
Social Exchange Theory (hereinafter SET) is a long-standing and widely used conceptual 

framework (Cropanzano et al., 2017; Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005) that provides a frame of 

reference to explain human behavior (Blau, 1964; Emerson, 1976) across many fields of social 

science research (e.g., Bagozzi, 2018; Cropanzano et al., 2017; Meng et al., 2019). Essentially, 

SET describes a mutually contingent process involving two or more parties who engage in 

transactions (i.e., exchanges) of something of value to another party (Blau, 1964; Homans, 

1961; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959b). These exchanges are voluntary actions motivated by expected 

returns (Blau, 1964), where actions are contingent on a rewarding response (Blau, 1964). This 

type of exchange is different from economic exchange (Blau, 1964). Economic exchanges are 

often of short term, tit-for-tat exchanges (Chiaburu, Diaz, & Pitts, 2011; Cropanzano et al., 

2017; Organ, 1988). To contrast, social exchanges require higher levels of trust and flexibility 
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and tend to last for longer durations (Chiaburu et al., 2011; Cropanzano et al., 2017; Organ, 

1988).  

 

George Homans (1958; 1974), John Thibaut and Harold Kelley (1959) and Peter Blau (1964) 

were some foundational theorists for SET. They provided different perspectives to the 

understanding of social exchange, drawing on principles of psychology, sociology and 

economics. Blau (1964) focused on an economic analysis perspective to analyze behaviors in 

small groups. Homans (1958; 1974) instead took a reductionist approach to analyzing the 

psychology of instrumental behavior, where he focused on behaviors of small groups to then 

draw conclusions about individuals. In his work, Homans (1958; 1974) highlighted 

reward/value as reinforcement that keeps transactions going. He also introduced several 

propositions, such as 1) a success proposition, positing that the more often a person is rewarded 

for an action, the more likely they are to execute the action; and yet, 2) a proposition of 

diminishing returns, stating that if a reward is received more often the perceived value of the 

reward diminishes. To contrast, Thibaut and Kelley (1959) built their theoretical perspective by 

analyzing building blocks of individual behaviors, applying this to dyadic interactions and small 

groups. Adding to SET, Emerson (1962) in turn researched the effect that power and 

dependence has on exchange relationships. His work proposed interdependence is a key factor 

in keeping social relationships going and that this is directly related to power because instability 

in relationships can be caused by an imbalance in power between actors.  Today, SET is used 

for analysis across many disciplines, such as management, human resources and marketing 

(Bagozzi, 2018; Cropanzano et al., 2017; Meng et al., 2019), and social exchange theory has 

been used to understand topics a wide range of topics such as political behavior, knowledge 

sharing, and employee-organization relationships (Ellen, Ferris, & Buckley, 2013; Tavares, van 

Knippenberg, & van Dick, 2016; Yan, Wang, Chen, & Zhang, 2016).  
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 KEY SET CONCEPTS  

As mentioned in the first chapter, while widely, and sometimes differently, used (Lambe et al., 

2001), fundamentally SET provides analytical concepts relating to the dimensions who, what, 

where and how (Molm, 2003). These can be explained as follows: the actors are individuals 

(e.g., employees, buyers, sellers), organizations or other groups who engage in social exchange 

(Molm, 2003); resources denote what can be exchanged, that is possessions (e.g., tangible 

goods) or behavioural capabilities (e.g., ability to provide status or approval) of value to other 

actors (Molm, 2003); the structures, where exchange takes place, are the relations or networks 

of mutual dependence within which social exchange can take place (Molm, 2003); and finally, 

the processes address how exchange takes place; entailing the activities of exchange, where 

actors seek to obtain valued outcomes that other actor(s) control (Molm, 2003).  

 

 NORMS AND FORMS OF EXCHANGE 

Norms (i.e., rules) of exchange 

In addition to the above-described concepts, norms (i.e., rules) of exchange are an important 

part of SET because they guide how exchanges should be conducted (Lawler, 2001; Molm et 

al., 2006). Norms can be explained as a set of mutually agreed upon rules that guide the 

exchange interactions (Blau, 1964; Homans, 1958a). They are an important way of having 

control within the interaction without using power (Thibaut & Kelley, 1959b). By forming 

agreement to how an interaction takes place – meaning what form of exchange is used –  norms 

also act to reduce uncertainity (Lambe et al., 2001; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959b). How individuals 

choose to engage in exchange differs, meaning that people vary in what type of social exchanges 

they tend to engage in (Eisenberger, Cotterell, & Marvel, 1987; Thomas, Ravlin, Liao, Morrell, 

& Au, 2016). Given that different types of social exchange are governed by specific norms, 

these differing tendencies can be explained by individual differences in what norms they tend 
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toward (Yoshikawa et al., 2019). Individual beliefs regarding how to apply these norms vary 

and is influenced by factors such as organizational culture and previous experiences 

(Yoshikawa et al., 2019). 

 

Forms of exchange 

In dyadic (i.e. direct) exchanges, which include negotiated (i.e. pre-agreement of the terms) or 

reciprocal exchange (i.e. repayment), each party’s outcomes are directly dependent on the other 

party’s behaviours (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; Molm, 2003; Tafesse & Skallerud, 2015). 

To contrast, generalized exchange is defined as social exchange that occurs in groups with three 

or more members through indirect reciprocation (Blau, 1964). This indirect form of exchange 

between multiple parties (Lévi-Strauss, 1969) can be studied distinct from other direct, dyadic 

social exchanges (Bagozzi, 1975a; Flynn, 2005; Molm, 2003; Yoshikawa et al., 2019). In their 

work, Yoshikawa, Wu & Lee (2019) demonstrated that generalized social exchange is distinct 

from other forms of social exchange. Specifically, generalized social exchange is founded on 

the rule of collective reciprocity, where individuals balance social debt at a collective, rather 

than dyadic, level (Yoshikawa et al., 2019). This type of behaviour, in turn can take the form 

of three lower-order rules: “paying it forward” (PIF), “rewarding reputation” (RR) and 

“unilateral giving with an expectation of indirect reciprocation” (UG) (Yoshikawa et al., 2019, 

p.3). The rules can be synthesized as follows: First, as already discussed in this dissertation, the 

rule of PIF basically means that someone will pass on benefit to others when they themselves 

have received one (Yoshikawa et al., 2019). Next, RR is a behaviour that happens in reward of 

someone’s behaviour (i.e., to reward the person’s reputation). It is followed when an individual 

gives benefit in recognition of someone else’s giving of resources  (Yoshikawa et al., 2019). 

Finally, UG builds on an individual’s expectation that giving resources in essence is a future 
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investment, expecting that at some point in the future having given a benefit to someone will 

lead to the giver receiving indirect reciprocation from someone else  (Yoshikawa et al., 2019).  

 

As discussed above, the scope of research for this dissertation is to conduct assessment of PIF 

in the B2B marketing context, therefore an overview of how PIF has been operationalized (e.g., 

Yang, Janakiraman, Hossain, & Grisaffe, 2020; Yoshikawa et al., 2019) in the research now 

follows.  

 

 OPERATIONALIZING PIF 

In the literature, different forms social exchange has often been studied using experiment-based 

studies (Gray et al., 2014; Tsvetkova & Macy, 2014; Yamagishi & Cook, 1993). Specifically 

as it relates to PIF, the first scales to measure PIF tendency have only recently been developed 

(Yang et al., 2020; Yoshikawa et al., 2019) and these are now described: 

 

2.1.3.1 Social exchange orientation scale 

In their work, Yoshikawa, Wu & Lee (2019) developed a social exchange orientation scale 

which provides a set of measurements for assessing an individual’s social exchange orientation. 

Using samples from the US and Japan, the authors developed a scale which to assesses 

individual social exchange orientations which could have tendencies toward engaging in 

negotiated, reciprocal or generalized exchange. Their multi-item scale captures the degree to 

which individuals follow different exchange rules. Their work also provided evidence that  

individual differences in the tendency to engage in exchange is an important factor in shaping 

generalized social exchange (Yoshikawa et al., 2019).  
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PIF tendency scale 

Around a similar time as when the social exchange orientation scale was introduced, Yang and 

colleagues (Yang et al., 2020) conceptualized the distinction between the tendency to PIF and 

the tendency to engage in direct (dyadic) reciprocity. Their work focused on conceptualizing 

this difference from a construal level perspective - meaning based on how an individual 

understands a particular situation or the world at large the world. They developed a multi-item 

PIF tendency scale, which they validated in both the US and India. During their work they 

found cultural differences in PIF and direct reciprocity they found that collectivists have a lower 

tendency to engage in PIF than in direct reciprocity, while individualists have similar levels of 

tendency to engage in either PIF or direct reciprocity. Further, they also found that PIF tendency 

is positively related consistency in behaviour that indicates donation intention.  

 

The above section sought to provide a general introduction to SET, an overview key concepts 

and the norms and forms of exchange, as well as a description of how PIF is operationalized. 

Next follows a review of the development of social exchange theory in the B2B marketing 

context, and description of how exchange takes place between and within firms. 

 

2.2 SOCIAL EXCHANGE THEORY IN B2B MARKETING  

 
 EARLY DEVELOPMENT OF SET IN B2B 

Marketing has long been focused on exchange between parties (Bagozzi, 1975b; Kotler & Levy, 

1969) and over time social exchange theory has been extensively used in B2B marketing 

research (e.g., Anderson & Narus, 1990; Dwyer, Schurr, & Oh, 1987; Lambe et al., 2001). This 

section will now provide an overview of the development of social exchange theory in 

marketing.  
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In the late 1960’s Kotler and Levy (1969) argued for a broadening of the contemporary view 

of marketing, and that marketing must be viewed as a social activity, rather than simply as a 

business activity. A few years later, building on the notion of broadening the view of marketing, 

Bagozzi (1974; 1975) contributed to the literature by describing how marketing engages in 

creating and maintaining exchange relationships. He has over time repeatedly highlighted how 

the exchange relationship is a distinct subject matter for marketing (Bagozzi, 1974, 1975b, 

1977, 2018) and introduced a framework of exchange to generate theory in marketing (Bagozzi, 

1974, 1975b). His work reflected the view that marketing exchange goes beyond than a two-

way transfer, and he specifically discussed and highlighted the relevance of generalized 

exchange in the marketing context (Bagozzi, 1975b).  

 

In the 1980’s, Shelby D. Hunt (1983), explored the possibility of a general theory of marketing 

that includes the exchange perspective. He summarized that “marketing science is the 

behavioural science that seeks to explain exchange relationships” (Hunt, 1983, p.13).  His work 

encouraged the pursuit of a general theory of marketing that explains behaviours of buyers and 

sellers relating to exchange, and provides an institutional framework relating to consummating 

and facilitating exchanges, and the consequences on society of these behaviors (Hunt, 1983). A 

few years later, Houston and Gassenheimer (1987) provided further in-depth examination and 

discussion of exchange theory as it pertains to the field of marketing (Houston & Gassenheimer, 

1987). Their work ties exchange, including generalized exchange, to the academic foundations 

of marketing and they proposed exchange as theoretical focus to integrate marketing theories 

around. Morgan (1996) provided a review of the nature of marketing and highlighted how the 

“the notion of an exchange relationship is central to understanding the foundation of the 

marketing concept” (p. 20). The work contributed that there is a universal principle indicating 

that marketing centers on exchange. To build theory, exchange is an area that must be 
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considered and needs to be depicted in a framework of interconnected variables (Morgan, 

1996).  

 

In addition, the European Industrial Marketing and Purchasing (IMP) research perspective, 

which encompasses the study of B2B interactions and exchange processes such as those 

between industrial buyers and suppliers (Håkansson, 1982; Johnsen, Miemczyk, & Howard, 

2017),  also took an exchange view to business (Håkansson, 1982; Johnsen et al., 2017). 

Research from this perspective viewed business relationships as ongoing exchange processes 

(Håkansson & Östberg, 1975; Håkansson & Snehota, 1995; Håkansson, 1982) that can lead to 

mutual adaptations and build commitment past simply the immediate tasks at hand (Håkansson 

& Snehota, 1995). This research perspective led to the introduction of the IMP interaction 

model in which social exchange is a key dimension  (Håkansson, 1982), this model was created 

to aid in the analysis of interactions between industrial buyers and suppliers (Håkansson, 1982). 

Also from the IMP perspective there has been a shift over time, from the study of dyadic 

exchange relationships (Håkansson & Östberg, 1975; Håkansson, 1982) to that of taking a 

broader network approach (Håkansson & Snehota, 1989) as well as seeking a broader 

understanding of the actors (Håkansson & Snehota, 1989) and the interconnectedness of 

exchange relationships when conducting analysis of business (Håkansson & Snehota, 1989; 

Möller & Halinen, 1999). This included building an understanding of how interdependencies, 

such as social relations, interaction and social exchanges contribute to mutual interdependence 

of business outcomes (Håkansson & Snehota, 1995).  

 

Following above bodies of work, foundational premises for SET in the context of B2B 

relational exchange were introduced (Lambe et al., 2001), and SET continued to be used for 
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both within and between firms (Das & Teng, 2002; Voss et al., 2019), these aspects will be 

reviewed next. 

 

 FUNDAMENTAL PREMISES OF SET IN B2B  

In their work, which reviewed SET in the context of B2B relational exchange, Lambe and 

colleagues (2001) synthesized four foundational premises of that apply to SET in the business 

context:  “(1) exchange interactions result in economic and/or social outcomes, (2) these 

outcomes are compared over time to other exchange alternatives to determine dependence on 

the exchange relationship, (3) positive outcomes over times increase firms' trust of their trading 

partner(s) and their commitment to the exchange relationship, and (4) positive exchange 

interactions over time produce relational exchange norms that govern the exchange 

relationship. “ (Lambe et al., 2001, p. 6). These fundamental premises can in the B2B context 

apply to exchange takes that place both between and within firms (Cortez & Johnston, 2020; 

Lambe et al., 2001). 

 

 EXCHANGE BETWEEN AND WITHIN FIRMS 

Already in the early 1960s Levine and White (Levine & White, 1961) sought to explain 

relationships of welfare and community health agencies by taking the perspective of them 

forming an exchange system. They suggested that organizational exchange constitutes “…any 

voluntary activity between two organizations which has consequences, actual or anticipated, 

for the realization of their respective goals or objectives” (Levine & White, 1961, p. 588). The 

notion of exchange taking place between organizations has gained attention over time (Das & 

Teng, 2002; Hallen et al., 1991; Levine & White, 1961; Lusch, Brown, & Brunswick, 1992; 

Voss et al., 2019). In the early 1990s, Hallen and colleagues (Hallen et al., 1991) based their 

model of inter-firm adaptation in part on a social exchange perspective, confirming that 
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interfirm adaptations are part of a social exchange process. At a similar time, Lusch et al., 

(1992) proposed a framework that explains why organizations engage in internal and external 

exchange. The framework sought to explains how internal exchange is used to satisfy needs 

within the organization, and to contrast external exchange serves to satisfy needs using sources 

outside the organization. Furthering the perspective of exchange between firms, Das and Teng 

(2002) developed a social exchange perspective of alliance constellations, which emphasized 

the role of generalized exchanges. It highlighted how alliances are made up by three or more 

firms rely on generalized reciprocity/exchange. They also discussed social control mechanisms 

for mitigating difficulties in managing constellations. Their work proposed a typology of 

constellations based on the dimensions of exchange horizon and type of generalized reciprocity. 

 

As discussed above, PIF is a behavior that entails going above and beyond what is formally 

expected or required. In their work, Wuyts (Wuyts, 2007) developed theory relating to this kind 

of behavior in buyer-supplier relationships between firms. This work confirmed that there is 

value to be gained by going above and beyond what is required in the marketing channel context 

and proposed that further attention is given to different categories of extra role behavior. 

Further, in their doctoral dissertation, Lund (2010) attempted to explicate the role of reciprocity 

in marketing exchange relationships based on an interpersonal vs. interorganizational 

interaction focus. This work provided a synthesis of the role of reciprocity in marketing 

relationships and suggested to help managers invest in relationship marketing programs, and 

that the role of reciprocity should serve to inform a firm’s communication strategies. 

 

Westphal et al. (2012) also highlighted the important role of reciprocity in relationships 

between firms. They studied how CEOs engage in generalized reciprocity by means of 

providing positive statements about another firm’s CEO’s leadership, and found that this 
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behavior results in positive impression management for the focal CEO (Westphal et al., 2012). 

They also found that CEOs who have received impression management support from other 

CEOs previously are likely to engage in generalized reciprocity and pay the support forward to 

another firm’s CEO (Westphal et al., 2012). 

 

More recently, Lusch and Watts, (2018) described the current marketplace and identify market 

complexities as a consequence of the circular relationship between exchange and shared 

understanding (exchange leads to understanding of the market). They showed how the circular 

relationship between exchange (including the exchange of ideas) and shared understanding can 

be expressed, to which degree understanding is shared between actors and how it changes over 

time. Further, in their work examining how reciprocity fits into social exchange models of inter-

firm relationships, Voss et al (2019) highlight that inter-firm relationships and social exchange 

provide value for improving the firm’s prospects for long term success and therefore are 

necessary to pursue. They suggest to further investigate how new opportunities may influence 

relational behavior among business partners. 

 

Recent work has continued to highlight how social exchange can generate beneficial outcomes, 

in particular increased social capital, and suggest for research to focus on furthering knowledge 

related to social interaction in B2B relationships and complex business networks (Bondeli et 

al., 2018). Following this study close in time, other research in the B2B context confirms that 

managers obtain benefit from investing in strengthening bonds with social exchange partners 

and suggests for more research to be conducted into how relational behavior influences the 

exchange relationship from a network (i.e., generalized) perspective (Shanka & Buvik, 2019).  
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Complementing the lens of exchange between firms is that of exchange within a firm (Lusch et 

al., 1992). Current organizations need to adjust to effectively manage both a dynamic 

competitive landscape, and the increasing shift of employment norms toward an ever more 

geographically distributed workforce (e.g., Zaveri, 2020). Research is finding that these 

changing conditions are accelerating the need for B2B firms to develop and maintain social 

exchange within and outside the firm (Cortez & Johnston, 2020). In their recent work, Cortez 

and Johnston (2020, p. 125) observed that the disastrous effects the recent pandemic has had 

for B2B firms is leading to “intra-organizational and inter-organizational tension, requiring a 

new approach for managing firms' business operations”. They suggest key practices from a 

social exchange perspective that may aid managers in navigating the current situation, including 

the external perspective of using social exchange to leverage pre-existing buyer-seller 

knowledge, and the internal perspective of aiming to increase employees’ organizational 

citizenship behavior. Further, Bontrager and Marshall’s (2020) recent conceptual article 

reviewing corporate wellness programs and developing effective internal marketing 

recommends leveraging generalized exchange. They encouraged further to explore how 

generalized exchange can be encouraged and designed to be most effective (Bontrager & 

Marshall, 2020).  

 

The above section has provided a review of SET, including an overview key concepts and the 

norms and forms of exchange, as well as a description of how PIF is operationalized. This was 

followed by a review of social exchange theory in the B2B marketing context, its fundamental 

premises and a description of how exchange takes place between and within firms. Now, the 

next section discusses the development of the four research questions that form the core body 

of this dissertation. 
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2.3 DEVELOPMENT OF RESEARCH QUESTIONS (RQs) 

As discussed above, the scope of this research is to assess PIF within the context of B2B 

marketing. The first chapter of this dissertation identified two major research gaps as it relates 

to PIF in the context of B2B marketing, namely the need for 1) a general assessment of PIF in 

the B2B marketing context, as well as 2) further understanding of how actors engage in PIF in 

the B2B marketing context. This dissertation aims to contribute toward closing those gaps. 

Further, as described above in this chapter, the literature has highlighted the perspectives of 

exchange taking place both within and between firms (Cortez & Johnston, 2020; Das & Teng, 

2002; Lusch et al., 1992; Shanka & Buvik, 2019). Taken together with the stated research gaps 

this has contributed to the sequential development of four research questions, each addressed 

by a different research article prepared for a peer-reviewed academic journal. 

 

Further, as also discussed above, review of the extant literature shows that this type of behaviour 

can provide benefit from the perspective of the firm, its managers and individual employees 

(e.g., Lambe et al., 2001). Such benefits include, but are not limited to, increased quality and 

quantity of work (Podsakoff & MacKenzie, 1997; Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Paine, & Bachrach, 

2000); employee retention (Steinert & Macdonald, 2015), social capital in organizations (Das 

& Teng, 2002), increased organizational performance (Podsakoff & MacKenzie, 1997; 

Podsakoff et al., 2000), flexibility and mutual adaptation (Lambe et al., 2001), more effective 

internal marketing (Bontrager & Marshall, 2020), improved impression management (Westphal 

et al., 2012), and overall long term success of the firm (Voss et al., 2019). As such, overall 

attention on this topic is growing in the business context (Obeng et al., 2019; Yang et al., 2020; 

Yoshikawa et al., 2018), however to date PIF has received less attention in a B2B context than 

in B2C and C2C (Kim & Baker, 2020b; Levine & Baker, 2020; Walker & Yip, 2018; Yang et 

al., 2020). Additionally, in the B2B marketing context, the literature has long held the lens of a 
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broader focus on GSE (Das & Teng, 2002; Lambe et al., 2001) rather than specifically 

discussing PIF as a specific form of GSE (Yang et al., 2020; Yoshikawa et al., 2019).  

 

Therefore, as previously discussed in Chapter, 1 there remains a research gap that may 

contribute for furthering knowledge relating to needing a general assessment of PIF in the B2B 

marketing context. Knowledge development requires the researcher to first undertake a process 

of discovery (Yadav, 2010), which includes the domain and problem definition (Yadav, 2010), 

as well as the emergence of initial ideas (Yadav, 2010). Further, in a recent editorial, Vargo & 

Koskela-Huotari (2020) commented on how conceptual contributions to theory need to provide 

a synthesize of theory from literature relating to marketing and other areas, as well as 

identifying both theoretical and practical problems that need to be addressed (Vargo & Koskela-

Huotari, 2020). Examining the literature and narrowing the research scope to a specific context 

(Neuman, 2007) are important techniques for defining and appropriately narrowing research 

questions (Neuman, 2007). Therefore, with the aim to add further knowledge (Neuman, 2007; 

Stebbins, 2001; Yadav, 2010) to the area of PIF within the context of B2B marketing, the 

research gap that identifies a lack of general assessment of PIF in the B2B marketing context 

has informed the formulation of the first research question.  

 

The question explored in the first research article has in turn served to, as  Vargo & Koskela-

Huotari (2020) suggested, “…connect and synthesize theory from the literature (within and 

outside of marketing) with “problems” to be solved, both theoretical and practical.”(Vargo & 

Koskela-Huotari, 2020, p. 2) and this has informed the formulation of the remaining research 

the questions. Specifically, investigating the role of the PIF concept in the B2B marketing 

context in Research Article 1 - taken together with the stated research gap relating to further 

understanding of how actors engage in PIF in the B2B marketing context - led to surfacing 
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three different areas for further investigation and the formulation of the remaining research 

questions. Overall, these areas for research can be summarized by the research problem 

statement: How can marketing managers participate in and facilitate/encourage Paying it 

Forward in the B2B marketing context? The four research questions are next discussed in more 

detail below, including the background to the development of the specific research question 

and a brief overview of each accompanying article that together form the core of this research.  

 

 FORMULATION OF RESEARCH QUESTION 1  

Research question 1 addresses the assessment of the PIF concept as a whole to provide better 

understanding of it in the context (Neuman, 2007) of B2B marketing. As previously mentioned, 

over time attention toward PIF in the business setting has been receiving increased attention 

(Yang et al., 2020). However, most of the extant research has focused on the B2C and C2C 

contexts rather than B2B (Kim & Baker, 2020b; Levine & Baker, 2021; Walker & Yip, 2018; 

Yang et al., 2020). Yet, the literature has repeatedly recognized that the B2B marketer benefits 

from comprehensive understanding and facilitation of social exchange (Cortez & Johnston, 

2020; Håkansson & Östberg, 1975; LaPlaca & da Silva, 2016; Tanskanen, 2015), of which PIF 

is a specific form (Obeng et al., 2019; Westphal et al., 2012; Yoshikawa et al., 2019). Given 

that marketing exchanges often are indirect (Bagozzi, 1975b, 1975a), understanding the 

generalized exchange mechanism PIF helps to also derive value from it (Yoshikawa et al., 

2019). This applies to the marketer both as a manager of employees and teams who is be 

responsible for functional areas such as marketing and sales within the firm (Moorman & Day, 

2016; Moorman & Rust, 1999; Webster, 1992); and as a participant in exchange relationships 

between firms (Bagozzi, 1975a; Cortez & Johnston, 2020; Morgan & Hunt, 1994). Further, a 

large volume of of research related to direct exchange has been conducted by B2B marketing 

scholars (e.g., Cortez & Johnston, 2020; Dwyer, Schurr, & Oh, 1987; Lambe et al., 2001), and 
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to contrast indirect exchange remains less studied (Bagozzi, 2018; Cortez & Johnston, 2020; 

Voss, Tanner, Mohan, Lee, & Kim, 2019). That this areas warrants research was highlighted in 

LaPlaca and da Silva’s (2016) review of B2B relationship literature, resulting in their call for 

research which furthers the B2B marketer’s understanding and facilitation of social exchange 

for marketing outcomes (LaPlaca & da Silva, 2016). Taken together, this leads to the first 

research question: 

 

RQ1: What is the role of the Generalized Social Exchange behaviour Paying it Forward in the 

B2B marketing context? 

Research Article 1 

This first research question is addressed through an article titled ‘Growing through giving: The 

role of Paying it Forward in Business-to-Business Marketing’.  The purpose of this article is to 

provide B2B marketing with insights into the only recently explored (Yang et al., 2020) GSE 

dimension PIF (Yoshikawa et al., 2019). This conceptual article provides a synthesis of PIF, 

how it occurs and how it can be encouraged between and within firms in the B2B marketing 

contexts. By reviewing extant research this conceptual article provides a synthesis of the B2B 

relevant literature relating to the GSE dimension PIF, as well as proposes a researchable and 

practically applicable framework and a series of researchable propositions. It provides a 

synthesis PIF and outlines why and how it is relevant in a B2B marketing context, how it can 

be encouraged and what managers need to know to make use of its advantages and avoid its 

pitfalls. Further, as discussed above, the findings of Research Article 1, taken together with the 

stated research gap relating to further understanding of how actors engage in PIF in the B2B 

marketing context, in turn led to surfacing three different areas for further investigation and this 

informed the formulation of the remaining research questions.  
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In particular, the investigation undertaken for Research Article 1 led to the identification of a 

conceptual framework based on two dimensions 1) relational interdependence (Cook, 1977), 

and 2) the settings of between or within organizations (Bagozzi, 1975; Lusch, Brown, & 

Brunswick, 1992). First, relational interdependence between actors provides a key explanatory 

mechanism for SET (Cook, 1977), considering how an individual in part is defined by the 

relationships they engage in with others (Morris, 2001). Given the relationship-based nature of 

B2B marketing and sales (Lambe, Wittmann, & Spekman, 2001) relational interdependence 

provides effective powers of explanation in the B2B context (Zhang & Zhu, 2019). Next, the 

literature identifies how social exchange such as PIF can occur both within (i.e., intra-) and 

between (i.e., inter-) firms (Bagozzi, 1975). One example would be that a marketing manager 

can facilitate the behavior within a firm in their role as a manager of employees and teams who 

is responsible for functional areas such as marketing and sales within the firm (Moorman & 

Day, 2016; Moorman & Rust, 1999; Webster, 1992) and also participate in exchange 

relationships between organizations (Bagozzi, 1975a; Cortez & Johnston, 2020; Morgan & 

Hunt, 1994). Understanding of these complementary perspectives is highly relevant when 

developing comprehensive marketing theory (Lusch et al., 1992). Therefore, the second 

dimension, providing the setting of interactions occurring within or between firms, draws on 

Lusch et al.’s (1992) perspective of internal exchange applying internal resources directly 

toward a need within an organization, and external exchange using sources outside the 

organization (Lusch et al., 1992). Using these dimensions, the conceptual framework presents 

four different modes that may occur based on the type of interaction an individual is part of. As 

illustrated below in Figure 5, each intersection of the dimensions describes a different operating 

mode, namely 1) the Peer Mode (individual employee to employee relationships within the 

same firm), 2) Partnering Mode (individual to individual between firms), 3) Affiliation Mode 

(employee relationships within the organization with the manager, department or the 
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organization as a whole), 4) Alliance Mode (firm network relationships).  The framework holds 

that circumstances dictate the type of mode and that while an individual may operate in any of 

them, the mode means that there the key considerations to focus on differ between the modes. 

As discussed above, this work has informed the development of the subsequent research 

questions, and - as also mentioned above - these identified areas for research can be summarized 

by the research problem statement: How can marketing managers participate in and 

facilitate/encourage Paying it Forward in the B2B Marketing context? 

 

 

 

Figure 5: Conceptual framework for Paying it Forward in the B2B marketing context (modified from Eriksson, 2022) 

 
 FORMULATION OF RESEARCH QUESTION 2 

As discussed previously, the marketer plays an important role as a participant in exchange 

relationships between firms (Bagozzi, 1975a; Cortez & Johnston, 2020; Morgan & Hunt, 

1994), many of which are indirect exchanges (Achrol & Kotler, 2012; Bagozzi, 1975b; Brodie 

et al., 2019; Storbacka, 2019). Today the importance of indirect exchanges is increasingly 

highlighted (Bontrager & Marshall, 2020; Voss et al., 2019), as the conventional perceptions 

that value is created solely through dyadic exchanges between B2B buyers and sellers is being 

challenged (Rusthollkarhu, Hautamaki, & Aarikka-Stenroos, 2020). In recent B2B research, the 
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metaphor of an ecosystem has been used to describe the complex processes of exchange and 

value creation between networked organisations (Aarikka-Stenroos & Ritala, 2017; Vargo, 

Wieland, & Akaka, 2015). Ecosystems have been shown to facilitate the co-creation of value 

(Bacon, Williams, & Davies, 2020; Fuller, Jacobides, & Reeves, 2019; Hannah & Eisenhardt, 

2018; Jacobides, Cennamo, & Gawer, 2018; Valkokari, 2015), as business networks become 

interconnected and the health and performance of participating actors is dependent on the health 

and performance of the whole ecosystem (Iansiti & Levien, 2004). Within ecosystems, value is 

almost exclusively jointly created between members and no single firm would individually be 

able to create or deliver the value proposition (Iansiti & Levien, 2004; Kumar, Dass, & Kumar, 

2015). Ecosystem members coevolve over time, necessitating the redefinition of their 

capabilities and relations to others in order to keep pace with ever-changing and competitive 

market factors (Helfat & Raubitschek, 2018). Increased competitiveness and turbulent market 

conditions have led firms to invest in creating a strong employer brand as a means to attract and 

retain the right talent (Hackney, Al Habsi, & Dey, 2017). Further, Voss et al. (2019) recently 

highlighted a research gap, stating that reciprocity has been overlooked in social exchange 

models of inter-firm relationships. They posited that firms need to focus on relationships 

between firms and reciprocity to improve a firm’s prospects for long term success. One aspect 

thereof is understanding the role that PIF plays (Yang et al., 2020; Yoshikawa et al., 2019). 

Considering the importance of relationships in B2B (Buvik & Reve, 2002), the understanding 

of such behaviour is highly relevant in the contemporary business context (Sezer, Nault, & 

Klein, 2021). This has led to research question two: 

 

RQ2: How does Generalized Social Exchange such as Paying it Forward occur and drive value 

co-creation results for employer branding in a business ecosystem? 
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Research Article 2 

The second research question is addressed through an article titled ‘All for One and One for 

All: Encouraging Ecosystem Citizenship Behaviour to Strengthen Employer Branding.’ The 

purpose of research article 2 is to assess how forms of generalized social exchange, which 

includes PIF (Obeng et al., 2019; Westphal et al., 2012; Yoshikawa et al., 2019), occurs and 

drives value co-creation results for employer branding in a business ecosystem. This qualitative 

research article is founded on extant literature and exploratory interviews with individuals from 

firms operating in a business ecosystem. RQ2 primarily focuses research on the area that the 

conceptual framework in Research Article 1 refers to as the Alliance Mode, given that in this 

case PIF takes place in interactions with individuals within a firm ecosystem. The work presents 

a model that proposes how generalised social exchange can occur in the ecosystem, and what 

types of outcomes it can lead to for the individuals, firms and the ecosystem as a whole.  

 

 FORMULATION OF RESEARCH QUESTION 3  

As also discussed previously, marketing is a process that requires both social and managerial 

activities (Kotler, 1991) and one key responsibility of the marketer is often to be a manager of 

employees and teams and responsible for functional areas such as marketing and sales within 

the firm (Moorman & Day, 2016; Moorman & Rust, 1999; Webster, 1992). In addition to 

participation in exchanges the manager can explicitly encourage and facilitate employees 

engaging in PIF (Baker & Bulkley, 2014). It is desirable for organizations to have employees 

who go above and beyond their prescribed work duties (MacKenzie et al., 1998; Organ, 1988; 

Wuyts, 2007), resulting in positive outcomes and increased organizational performance 

(Podsakoff et al., 2009; Podsakoff & MacKenzie, 1997; Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Paine, & 

Bachrach, 2000). The critical role that organizational citizenship behavior (Organ, 1988) plays 

in providing benefits for the organization (Podsakoff et al., 2009; Podsakoff & MacKenzie, 
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1997; Podsakoff et al., 2000) highlights the importance of research in this field. Further, there 

is evidence that kind acts are contagious, meaning that individuals who receive help are more 

likely to pay it forward and help others (Deckop, Cirka and Andersson, 2003; Tsvetkova and 

Macy, 2014). PIF can occur both during in-person interactions and remotely through the use of 

collaboration platforms (Baker and Bulkley, 2020). This has the potential to create long-term 

value for the organization, considering the distinct value PIF behavior has in sustaining 

generalized exchange behavior in the organization (Baker and Bulkley, 2014). This is 

particularly important in today’s rapidly changing work environment (Cortez & Johnston, 

2020), where the global COVID-19 pandemic has suddenly and drastically forced businesses 

to rethink the ways in which their employees work (e.g., Zaveri 2020) and large organizations 

are shifting their employment norms (e.g., Kropp, 2021). 

 

Liu and Deng (2011) suggest that organizational commitment can be examined through the lens 

of social exchange theory, indicating that one’s commitment to an organization is 

fundamentally developed on the principles of social exchange. Organizational commitment is 

vitally important given its role in enhancing organizational performance and increasing the 

display of organizational citizenship behaviors (Mohammad & Habib, 2010; Nehmeh, 2009). 

One such organizational citizenship behavior that has received attention in the literature is 

indeed PIF, when an individual offers a benefit to another individual based on having received 

a benefit from a different individual (Yoshikawa et al., 2019). Research on organizational 

citizenship behavior has evolved from examining unrewarded behavior to recognizing that in 

some instances this type of behavior can result in significant workplace reward, however, little 

is known about the means through which unrewarded workplace behavior is maintained 

(Korsgaard, Meglino, Lester, & Jeong, 2010). This mechanism has the power to generate a 

number of positive outcomes both within and beyond the organization (Adler & Kwon, 2002; 
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Baker & Bulkley, 2014; Deckop et al., 2003). Therefore, understanding factors that predicts 

how actors engage in PIF is of interest for the marketer given how they in their role as a manager 

(Korsgaard et al., 2010) can explicitly encourage and facilitate employees engaging in PIF 

(Baker & Bulkley, 2014). This leads to the third research question: 

 
RQ3: Does organizational commitment predict Paying it Forward behaviour in the workplace? 

Research Article 3 

The third research question is addressed through an article titled ‘Who pays it forward the most? 

Examining organizational citizenship behavior in the workplace.’ The purpose of this article is 

to assess organizational implications of actors’ individual differences (Yoshikawa et al., 2019) 

in engaging in PIF. RQ3, in turn, primarily focuses research on the area that the conceptual 

framework in Research Article 1 refers to as the Peer Mode, given that in this case PIF is studied 

from the perspective of interactions of employees within the same firm.  This quantitative 

research addresses the RQ by examining how can firms encourage their employees’ PIF 

behavior. This research expands knowledge of individual tendencies to ‘pay it forward’, as a 

result of their commitment to the organization.  

 

 FORMULATION OF RESEARCH QUESTION 4  

Finally, a strong employer brand is of crucial importance today, in the wake of the highest 

number of resignations seen since the early 2000s (Cook, 2021). The employer brand is a 

product of the context within which it operates (Moser, Tumasjan, & Welpe, 2021), and in 

today’s rapidly changing business environment increased attention is directed toward the value 

of kindness in the business context (Sezer, Nault, & Klein, 2021). In business PIF (i.e., passing 

on acts of kindness) is a nascently explored area that is rapidly gaining attention (Yang et al., 

2020) and extant research shows that this behavior has the potential to create competitive 
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advantage for firms both from an employer branding perspective, serving to attract and retain 

talent (Osman, Noordin, Daud, & Othman, 2016), as well as in the broader market environment 

(Baker & Bulkley, 2014; Podsakoff & MacKenzie, 1997;  Podsakoff et al., 2000). One reason 

for this is that PIF contributes to building a positive corporate culture within an organization 

(Baker & Bulkley, 2014). Examples of PIF in the workplace include employees mentoring other 

employees because they themselves have been mentored (Westphal et al., 2012). Mentoring is 

an important factor important for employee retention (Nicola, 2019); recent statistics show that 

97% find the mentoring valuable and over 90% of surveyed employees said opportunities to 

learn and grow significantly increases the likelihood that they will stay at a company (Nicola, 

2019). Further, Cortez and Johnston (2020) suggest to that managers use social exchange 

practices including focusing on increasing employees’ organizational citizenship behavior, 

which includes PIF (Yoshikawa et al., 2019) to mitigate negative impacts of the changing 

business environment due to the recent pandemic(Mora Cortez & Johnston, 2017). How 

employees engage with each other is also of interest in the B2B marketing context as it has the 

potential to elucidate how to navigate different relationships (Cortez & Johnston, 2020; 

Storbacka, 2019). Taken together this leads to research question four: 

 

RQ4: How can managers encourage Paying it Forward behaviour that contributes to 

strengthening the firm’s employer brand? 

Research Article 4 

 

The fourth research question is addressed through an article titled ‘Crafting a paying it forward 

mindset in business: Five principles for a competitive employer branding advantage.’ RQ4, 

finally, can be applied across all four Modes presented in the conceptual framework in Research 

Article 1, given that RQ4 assesses how managers can encourage PIF behaviour that contributes 
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to strengthening the firm’s employer brand qualitative research builds on the premise that when 

a firm’s employees engage in PIF, the behaviour can aid to strengthen the firm’s employer 

brand and serve to attract and retain talent (Osman et al., 2016). This research provides a 

practical definition of what PIF behavior entails, insight into its benefits and potential pitfalls, 

as well as practical guidelines for managers on how to foster a PIF mindset.  

 

 SUMMARY OF RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The first chapter of this dissertation discussed two research gaps as it related to PIF in the 

context of B2B marketing: the need for 1) a general assessment of PIF in the B2B marketing 

context, and 2) further understanding of how actors engage in PIF in the B2B marketing 

context. This led to the delineation of the research scope (assessment of PIF within the B2B 

marketing context) of this dissertation, with the aim to contribute toward closing above stated 

gaps. In turn this led to first undertaking exploratory (Neuman, 2007; Stebbins, 2001) 

investigation of the role of the PIF concept in the B2B marketing context in Research Article 

1, which taken together with the stated research gaps,  led to surfacing three different areas for 

further investigation and the formulation of the remaining research questions. Taken together 

these areas for research can be summarized by the research problem statement: How can 

marketing managers participate in and facilitate/encourage Paying it Forward in the B2B 

Marketing context? Each of the above-mentioned four research questions are in turn addressed 

by a different research article, these were also in brief introduced and described above. To 

summarize, these research questions are: 

• RQ1: What is the role of the Generalized Social Exchange behaviour Paying it 

Forward in the Business-to-Business marketing context? 

• RQ2: How does Generalized Social Exchange such as Paying it Forward occur and 

drive value co-creation results for employer branding in a business ecosystem? 
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• RQ3: Does organizational commitment predict Paying it Forward behaviour in the 

workplace? 

• RQ4: How can managers encourage Paying it Forward behaviour that contributes to 

strengthening the firm’s employer brand?  

 

Further, Figure 6 below provides an illustrative overview of the process of formulating the 

four research questions, which also illustrates how these four respective research questions fit 

together to address the articulated research area and research problem statement. 

  

Figure 6: Overview of the process to formulate the four research questions and how they fit together to address the 
articulated research area and research problem statement 
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2.4 DELINEATION OF THE RESEARCH 

As discussed above, the research scope and therefore focal construct of this dissertation is an 

assessment of PIF within the B2B marketing context. Each contributing article in turn aims to 

address a research question associated with the research scope.  

 

As also previously discussed, the focal construct of this dissertation - PIF within the B2B 

marketing context – is a form of GSE (and a sub-set of SET) and as such it can be identified 

and studied separate from dyadic exchange (Yoshikawa et al., 2019). This behaviour can be 

assessed using the analytical concepts provided by SET, meaning the actors, structures, 

processes and resources (Molm, 2003). Given that there is a need to limit any research to what 

can be practically achieved (Rudestam & Newton, 2014), the research scope will be addressed 

by assessment using three of the four analytical concepts that SET provides: In alignment with 

above discussed research gap relating to how actors engage, the main analytical concept is the 

processes, assessing how actors engage in PIF. This is assessed using two different types of 

structures (context), between and within firms. At the highest level the unit of analysis is the 

actors involved in the exchange, for all four contribution articles the unit of analysis is the 

individual engaging in the exchange. Additionally, for the first article, which provides a general 

assessment of PIF within the B2B marketing context, the firm as a whole is studied as it relates 

to interactions between firms. 

 

Together with the description above, Figure 7 below is intended to provide further clarity on 

how the focal construct, main analytical concept, structures and units of analysis of each article 

fit together as it relates to this research scope.  
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Figure 7: Illustration of the delineation of the research 

 
2.5 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

This second chapter has provided a review of relevant, extant social exchange literature, to give 

an overview of the literature relating to the key concepts under examination in this dissertation. 

First a general introduction to SET was provided, followed by an overview key concepts and 

the norms and forms of exchange and a description of how PIF is operationalized. Next it 

provided understanding of how GSE/PIF is situated in the marketing literature. The chapter 

also described the development of the four research questions and provided an overview of the 

four article that form the center of this dissertation. Following this a delineation was provided 

to show how the construct, main analytical concept, structures and units of analysis of each 

article fit together as it relates to the stated research scope.  
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Next, the methodology of the four individual articles will be presented. This includes describing 

the research philosophy, research approach, research design and research strategy.   
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3 CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 
 

This chapter will discuss the methodology undertaken to study the research area. It explains the 

research philosophy, research approach, research design, and research strategy applied for this 

dissertation. The research scope that guides this dissertation and its associated research 

questions are illustrated below in Figure 8. Each research question is examined in an 

independent research article, these are further discussed in this chapter to explain how each 

research question was approached from a methodological perspective.  

 

  

Figure 8: Research problem statement and associated research questions 

 
3.1 RESEARCH PHILOSOPHY  

How research is planned and executed is influenced by the researcher’s beliefs (Guba, 1990) 

and their philosophical view the world (Creswell, 2013). Academic literature recognizes a range 

of different worldviews (i.e., paradigms) across a continuum between the quantitative and the 

qualitative, examples of these paradigms include positivism, post-positivism, interpretivism 



 44 

and social constructionism and these will be described in further detail below. The paradigms 

in turn encompass three important philosophical aspects: ontology (the philosophy related to 

the nature of the reality studied), epistemology (the philosophy related to the nature of 

knowledge and how to acquire it) and methodology used to study the world/reality (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1994; Ritchie, Lewis, Nicholls, & Ormston, 2013). How research is conducted is 

therefore guided by many aspects including the researcher’s beliefs related to the ontology and 

epistemology, as well as the purpose and goals of the research, the environment the researcher 

is in and previous experiences they have had (Ritchie et al., 2013; Seale, Gobo, Gubrium, & 

Silverman, 2004). The above leads to different choices and hence the application of different 

research methods (Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, & Turner, 2007; Ritchie et al., 2013; Runkel & 

McGrath, 1972; Sarkar & Pfeifer, 2006). With this in mind, before further discussing the 

choices made or this dissertation, first follows a brief description of prevalent worldviews and 

a brief primer on ontology and epistemology. 

 

Positivism and post-positivism 

The positivism and post-positivism worldviews both build on the notion of an evidence-based 

reality and holds the view that research shall be rationally justifiable assertions which verified 

through logical or mathematical evidence. Positivism in its strictest form allows for only 

reasoning that can be verified by means of empirical observation (Sarkar & Pfeifer, 2006). 

While positivists believe that researchers are able to (and therefore must) put aside bias and see 

the world perfectly and therefore conduct objective research, post-positivists reject this idea 

and instead see the researcher as an interpreter who needs to identify and work with their biases 

as they conduct their research (Creswell, 2013; Fox, 2008). Recognizing that these views hold 

that science is based on empirical evidence without subjective value judgement, through which 

the researcher can describe and explain phenomena, this research worldview relies more on 

quantitative rather qualitative data (Creswell, 2013). 
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Interpretivism and social constructionism  

Interpretivism  builds on the argument that that there are other avenues of exploring reality than 

only through direct observation, instead interpretation and meaning are core aspects of this 

worldview (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Knowledge is based in the context of the social world of 

the individuals being studied (Miles & Huberman, 1994). This relates to both perception 

through senses, as well human interpretations of said perceptions. Therefore, knowledge is 

founded in ‘understanding’ by reflecting on what happens and knowledge goes beyond basic 

empirical enquiry. Therefore, this research process is often inductive (i.e., generalization is 

formed as an outcome of detailed observations, rather than based on a pre-formed hypotheses; 

Neuman, 2007) . The world/reality studied is impacted by the research process and due to the 

reliance on interpretation and meaning it is not possible to conduct a truly objective research. 

This view takes into account historical and social context, as well as the influence of self-

determination and human creativity. It argues that social research should base inquiry and 

explanations on experiences that have been lived (Holloway & Wheeler, 2010; Willis, Jost, & 

Nilakanta, 2007). A related view, also putting emphasis on the viewpoint of the people living 

the experiences, is social constructionism10 which highlights the idea of a socially constructed 

nature of interpretation, where knowledge therefore is seen to be constructed by humans 

(Blaikie, 2007). Knowledge is dependent on context and the interaction of researchers and study 

participants can be expected to influences both parties to some degree (Cousins, 2002).  

 

Additionally, each paradigm has its ontological and epistemological philosophical aspects 

(Guba & Lincoln, 1994), what this entails is briefly described below. 

 
10 Constructivism is also different from constructionism, which holds that the mid of a person can be seen as a mirror of the 
reality (Galbin, 2014) 
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Ontology 

Ontology is concerned with whether a social reality exists independently of people’s 

interpretations (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Ritchie et al., 2013). Regarding the ontology key 

questions are for example ‘what reality looks like?’ and ‘what there is to know about this 

world?’ (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). It also deals with questions relating to whether there is a 

single shared reality or rather that there are multiple, context-specific ones (Ritchie et al., 2013). 

In addressing this, two overarching ontological positions are realism and idealism (Ritchie et 

al., 2013). Realism holds the view of an external reality existing independently of individual’s 

beliefs about it. This view draws a line between the way the world actually is and how it is 

interpreted by researchers. Idealism, in turn, holds the view that no reality exists independently 

from socially constructed meaning and human interpretations (Ritchie et al., 2013), or said 

differently our understanding of reality depends on our mind (Ritchie et al., 2013).  

 

Epistemology 

Originating from Greek words representing knowledge, understanding or acquaintance – 

episteme  –  and argument, account and reason – logos –, epistemology represents the 

philosophy of knowledge or how we come to know (Stanford, 2020). Philosophical questions 

relating to epistemology are concerned with how we explore reality and the acquisition of 

knowledge about the world (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Ritchie et al., 2013). It poses questions of 

the type ‘what is knowledge?’ and ‘how do we know what we know?’ (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; 

Ritchie et al., 2013). Epistemology also addresses how the world is viewed with regards to what 

it means to accept reasoning, interpretation and conclusions as true and accurate (Ritchie et al., 

2013). Approaches related to how to best gain knowledge of the world/reality include induction, 

deduction, retroduction and abduction (Blaikie, 2007; Ritchie et al., 2013). Induction holds that 

knowledge is acquired by beginning with observations and review of evidence which leads to 

theory creation; or said differently by first observing the world and then drawing conclusions 
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and creating theory (Ritchie et al., 2013). Inductive research is often exploratory and of an open-

ended nature (Ritchie et al., 2013). Deduction takes a more narrow, confirmatory approach and 

instead works from the general to the specific, and first requires a theory and the creation of 

logical arguments in form of propositions or hypotheses which then are tested to seek 

confirmation (or disconfirmation) by means of collecting observations (Creswell, 2013; Ritchie 

et al., 2013). Further, a retroductive approach involves trying and proposing a model to explain 

mechanisms that may produce similarities or patterns in data (Blaikie, 2007), while an 

abductive entails the researcher using their pre-existing knowledge to identify patters and 

proposes conclusions from  individuals accounts of ideas, beliefs or activities (Blaikie, 2007).   

 

Paradigm, ontology and epistemology guiding this research  

Now –  having above reviewed a set of different worldviews (i.e., paradigms) that a researcher 

may hold (Guba & Lincoln, 1994), as well as the ontology11 and epistemology12 (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1994; Ritchie et al., 2013) – follows an outline of the paradigm, ontology and 

epistemology as it relates to this research. This is followed by further discussion of the 

methodology used to study the world/reality (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Ritchie et al., 2013). 

 

Overarchingly, for this research an interpretivism worldview is applied. As discussed above, 

this takes into account that interpretation and meaning are core aspects of knowledge creation 

(Guba & Lincoln, 1994) and that knowledge is based in the context of the social world of the 

individuals being studied (Miles & Huberman, 1994). The ontology for this research is 

idealism, which holds that our understanding of reality depends on our mind (Ritchie et al., 

2013) and therefore reality is dependent on socially constructed meaning and human 

 
11 As mentioned above, this is the philosophy related to the nature of the reality studied (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Ritchie, 
Lewis, Nicholls, & Ormston, 2013) 
12 As also mentioned above, this is the philosophy related to the nature of knowledge and how to acquire it (Guba & Lincoln, 
1994; Ritchie, Lewis, Nicholls, & Ormston, 2013) 
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interpretations (Ritchie et al., 2013). Further, the approach to gaining knowledge, or the 

epistemology (Blaikie, 2007; Ritchie et al., 2013) for this research is overarchingly13 inductive, 

and beginnings with observing evidence which leads drawing conclusions and creating theory 

(Ritchie et al., 2013). 

 

Table 1: Summary of overall paradigm, ontology and epistemology as it relates to this research 

Consideration Research alignment 

Worldview (i.e., paradigm) Interpretivism 

Ontology Idealism 

Epistemology Induction 

 

 
3.2 RESEARCH APPROACH  

As discussed above, there is no single way of carrying out research and in conducting research, 

a researcher faces many decisions (Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, & Turner, 2007; Ritchie et al., 

2013; Runkel & McGrath, 1972; Sarkar & Pfeifer, 2006). During the process the researcher 

needs to choose an appropriate research approach (Neuman, 2007). Based on this the researcher 

conducts research design, and executes the research strategy, undertaking effort to ensure 

validity, reliability and high quality (Neuman, 2007). The researcher must make many decisions 

and each decision is associated with some sort of trade-off, with this in mind the objectives of 

the research serve to determine what research method to choose (McGrath, 1981; Ritchie et al., 

2013; Runkel & McGrath, 1972).   

 

 
13 The word ‘overarchingly’ is used here as a generalization, however as will be discussed further below, research article 3 
takes a deductive approach  
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3.2.1.1 Conceptual or empirical 

First, among these choices is to choose whether to conduct conceptual (Vargo & Koskela-

Huotari, 2020; Whetten, 1989; Yadav, 2010) or empirical research (Neuman, 2007; Ritchie et 

al., 2013; Rudestam & Newton, 2014). This is because research ranges from being fully 

conceptual, meaning reviewing literature, theoretically developing constructs, and using theory 

to reason and propose relationships (Vargo & Koskela-Huotari, 2020; Whetten, 1989; Yadav, 

2010); to being empirical, meaning that it is using primary or secondary data to conduct analysis 

and inform outcomes and conclusions (Neuman, 2007; Ritchie et al., 2013; Rudestam & 

Newton, 2014). 

 

3.2.1.2 Qualitative, quantitative or mixed methods 

Further, given that empirical  (Ritchie et al., 2013) research can be conducted using a 

qualitative, quantitative or mixed-method approach (Neuman, 2007; Ritchie et al., 2013; 

Rudestam & Newton, 2014), a major decision is which of these approaches to take when 

conducting empirical research (Neuman, 2007; Rudestam & Newton, 2014). Quantitative 

research is based on analysing numerical data, which can be used to analyse first and second 

order constructs (Neuman, 2007). Appropriate and sufficiently large samples of data can be 

collected for example by means of cross-sectional (i.e., one point in time) questionnaires (Hair, 

Black, Babin, & Anderson, 2010; Neuman, 2007).  Qualitative research, to contrast, is based 

on analysing data expressed as text, objects, visual images or sounds (Miles & Huberman, 1994; 

Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2014). Qualitative data can be collected for example by means 

of conducting interviews or by access to otherwise available text. The qualitative data can be 

analysed to determine patterns and themes (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Miles et al., 2014; 

Ritchie et al., 2013). What type of data is appropriate is determined depending on the research 

purpose (Neuman, 2007). Depending on the types of research question posed qualitative and 
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quantitative research methods can be used in a complementary manner, and a mixed method 

approach may well be appropriate to use (Johnson et al., 2007; Burke Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 

2004; Silverman, 2010). This approach entails combining the use of both quantitative and 

qualitative methods of inquiry (Neuman, 2007).   

 

3.3 RESEARCH DESIGN 

 
3.3.1.1 Exploratory, descriptive, or explanatory research  

The next set of decisions involve what type of research to conduct and what research design to 

employ (Creswell, 2013; Stebbins, 2001). Research can be conducted with an exploratory, 

descriptive, or explanatory purpose (Creswell, 2013; Stebbins, 2001). The type of research 

undertaken depends on the purpose of the research, as well as on the degree of already existing 

knowledge (Creswell, 2013; Stebbins, 2001). Exploratory research is often used for nascent 

research areas and to inquire into new phenomenon. It is in particular it is used with the purpose 

to create familiarity with basic facts, create a general understanding of conditions, create 

propositions or hypotheses, determining further research feasibility and formulating further 

research, understanding how to what techniques to use and how to measure data (Neuman, 

2007; Stebbins, 2001). An exploratory approach is appropriate to aid the researcher in 

establishing a foundation on which to base future work (Neuman, 2007; Stebbins, 2001). 

Descriptive research is appropriate when seeking a highly detailed and accurate understanding 

of a problem area, provide data that contradicts past findings, create classifications and 

categorizations, and document causal processes and mechanisms (Neuman, 2007). Finally, 

explanatory research is used to test predictions a theory makes, elaborate on a theory’s 

explanations, extend theory to new topics, support (or not) explanatory predictions, and 

determine best fit of explanation among multiple theories (Neuman, 2007). 
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3.3.1.2 Cross sectional vs. longitudinal  

Further, social research can be conducted as a cross-sectional study initiative, meaning that 

data is collected to analyse a single point in time, or as longitudinal research analyses units 

using data representing multiple points in times (Hair et al., 2010; Neuman, 2007). Cross-

sectional studies generally require less resources to conduct and are therefore more common in 

a social research context (Neuman, 2007). 

 
 
3.3.1.3 Sampling 

Sampling, meaning collecting a smaller set of cases with the aim to generalize to a larger 

population researchers (Neuman, 2007), is approached differently by qualitative and 

quantitative researchers (Neuman, 2007). Probability/random sampling is mainly used for 

quantitative research purposes, using this method a sample can be viewed as representative of 

a population when a smaller collection of units can be analysed to draw conclusions that can be 

accurately generalized to a larger group (Neuman, 2007). 

 
3.3.1.4 Quality Assessment 

 
Quality is a very important issue in research and to contribute to knowledge researchers must 

establish validity, reliability and replicability of their research. Therefore, these types of 

considerations are now described in further detail.  

 

Validity 

In research, validity is assessed using principles that serve to judge the quality of research and 

provide an approximation to the truth of a given hypotheses, inference or conclusion (Campbell 

& Stanley, 1966). Therefore, the term validity is concerned with ensuring that constructs, 

measurements and findings are accurately representing that which is being studied, or said 
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differently, the degree to which that constructs, measurements and findings do indeed measure 

what they intend to measure (Hair et al., 2010; Julie Pallant, 2013; Neuman, 2007). The notion 

of validity therefore also informs the ability to generalize findings beyond the sample of the a 

specific study (Neuman, 2007). There are multiple types of validity principles to assess (e.g., 

Calder, Phillips, & Tybout, 1982), and validity can further be discussed from several 

perspectives, including that of measurement validity, external validity and internal validity 

(Hair et al., 2010; Neuman, 2007). First, the measurement validity is concerned with the quality 

of fit between a conceptual definition of a construct and the empirical indicator that is intended 

to measure the construct (Neuman, 2007). Next, internal validity is concerned with supporting 

causal explanation for a cause-and-effect relationship by ruling out other possible (i.e., 

alternative) causal explanations (Darmon & Rouziès, 1994; Neuman, 2007). Finally, external 

validity addresses the ability to generalize from a specific study to occurrences happening under 

other conditions (Neuman, 2007; Winer, 1999).  

 

Reliability and Replicability  

Further, reliability represents how consistent or dependable a measure of a variable is (Hair et 

al., 2010). This notion can be compared to how a reliable speedometer of a car is expected to 

show the same speed each time the car is driving at a certain speed, to contrast an unreliable 

speedometer would show a different speed at different times when the car in actual fact is 

moving at the same speed and results should be the same  (Neuman, 2007). Given that it is 

important to ensure that study result are comparable (i.e., can be relied upon) when a study is 

conducted (i.e., repeated) with comparable methods (Hair et al., 2010), reliability is an 

important consideration when conducting a study (Hair et al., 2010). 
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Finally, replicability is a quality consideration that is concerned with the degree to which a 

study can be executed again and repeat its scientific findings (Neuman, 2007). It is a method 

that increases confidence that findings indeed are true (Neuman, 2007). In their work, Aguinis 

& Solarino (2019) describe how replication can be undertaken using different approaches, 

either 1) “exact replication (i.e., a previous study is replicated using the same population and 

the same procedures)”; or 2) “empirical replication (i.e., a previous study is replicated using the 

same procedures but a different population)”;  or 3) “conceptual replication (i.e., a previous 

study is replicated using the same population but different procedures)” (Aguinis & Solarino, 

2019, p. 1292). 

 
The above-described research considerations, as well as the decisions made for this study are 

summarized in Table 1 below. These research decisions will now next be discussed in more 

detail in the research strategy section below, as well as within each of the research articles. 

 

Table 2: Main research considerations and final research decisions 

Consideration Research decision 

Research approach: 
Conceptual vs empirical?   
 
Quantitative, qualitative or mixed 
methods? 

Overall, the dissertation takes a mixed method approach with each 
research article taking a distinct approach as follows: 
 
Research article 1 – Conceptual 
Research article 2 – Qualitative 
Research article 3 – Quantitative 
Research article 4 – Qualitative 

Research design: 
Exploratory, descriptive, or 
explanatory research?  
 

Mainly this dissertation is founded on an exploratory design, 
however research article 3 is descriptive in nature. 
 

Cross sectional vs. longitudinal?  Cross sectional  

Sampling type? Random/probability sampling for the quantitative research article 

Quality? Individual assessment of validity, reliability and replicability 
conducted as part of each research article. 
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3.4 RESEARCH STRATEGY 

This section further describes the methodological decisions made for each of the four 

contributing research articles. The undertaken research approach, design and method are also 

illustrated in Figure 9 below. 

 

 
Figure 9: Research methodology for each contributing research article 

 

 RESEARCH ARTICLE 1 

As previously discussed, the first research question that this dissertation sought to address is: 

What is the role of the Generalized Social Exchange behaviour Paying it Forward in the 

Business-to-Business marketing context? Now, the research method, data, analysis and quality 

criteria for the research to address this research question are next described and discussed 

below.  
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Research method 

This exploratory (Neuman, 2007; Stebbins, 2014), conceptual (Cropanzano, 2009; Gilson & 

Goldberg, 2015; Vargo & Koskela-Huotari, 2020; Yadav, 2010) research article theoretically 

addresses what PIF entails, and how it occurs and can be encouraged in the B2B marketing 

context. Given how the topic of PIF has received very little attention in a B2B compared with 

B2C and C2C (Kim & Baker, 2020b; Levine & Baker, 2020; Walker & Yip, 2018; Yang et al., 

2020), this research article used an exploratory research design (Stebbins, 2001). As discussed 

above, an exploratory research approach is appropriate for emerging research, given that the 

purpose of an exploratory approach is to create familiarity with basic facts, provide a general 

understanding of conditions, to determine further research feasibility and to lay the foundation 

for further research by creating propositions or hypotheses (Neuman, 2007).  

 

Data collection 

This conceptual research article is based on examination of secondary data sources, which were 

used to create a review of literature, and propose a conceptual model, as well as associated 

propositions and avenues for future research. When crafting a review it is of critical importance 

to not simply repeat findings of existing literature, but to “…provide an integration of 

literatures, offer an integrated framework, provide value added, and highlight directions for 

future inquiry” (Gilson & Goldberg, 2015, p. 127). This approach to theory building is an 

iterative process that requires a focus on using what disciplined rather than seeking validation 

(Weick, 1989). Conceptual articles do not need to contain any empirical data (Gilson & 

Goldberg, 2015; Vargo & Koskela-Huotari, 2020; Yadav, 2010), nor to propose new theory 

(Cropanzano, 2009). Instead conceptual articles should seek to to contribute to knowledge and 

broaden academic thinking by incorporate work from different disciplines and ways of thought 

(Gilson & Goldberg, 2015).  
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As mentioned above, for this research article, secondary data in form of extant academic 

literature was used to investigate the research question. To achieve this, relevant literature was 

identified by conducting automated database search using the Clarivate Analytics’ Web of 

Science ( Li, Rollins, & Yan, 2018). The Web of Science is a robust scientific research platform 

and an appropriate source to provide data for comprehensive and data-rich academic research 

studies (Li et al., 2018). Specifically, for this research the Web of Science Core Collection was 

used (Li et al., 2018) and an iterative process (Weick, 1989) was undertaken: First an overall 

search was conducted using very broad search terms, such as ‘pay it forward’, ‘paying it 

forward’, ‘generalized social exchange, and ‘generalized exchange’. These overarching 

searches served as a database for this research. Next, by adding further specificity to these broad 

search terms, a series of sequential searches were conducted where search terms included but 

were not limited to terms such as ‘“pay it forward” business to business marketing’, ‘“pay it 

forward” B2B marketing’, ‘“Paying it forward” industrial marketing’, and ‘generalized 

exchange marketing’. Following the searches, the results were automatically sorted by 

relevance and a manual analysis effort was undertaken to from this list identify the literature 

drawn upon in the final conceptual work.  

 

Analysis  

As mentioned above, the approch to literature when crafting a conceptual review needs to go 

beyond simply repeating findings of existing literature and integrate the literature in such way 

that provides value by creating an integrated framework and identifying possible directions for 

future research (Gilson & Goldberg, 2015). The outcomes of above-mentioned searches were 

used to identify the literature drawn upon in the final exploratory, conceptual work. Using this, 

a manual analysis effort was undertaken which included reading, taking notes, identifying key 

concepts and constructs and using these to iteratively drafting a proposed framework 

(Cropanzano, 2009; Gilson & Goldberg, 2015; Vargo & Koskela-Huotari, 2020; Yadav, 2010). 
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While there is not a prescribed outline for how to organize conceptual academic articles (Vargo 

& Koskela-Huotari, 2020), Vargo & Koskela-Huotari (2020) describe how the typical structure 

includes: 1) definition of the problem under review and the approach taken toward this problem; 

2) review of the appropriate literature and conceptual frameworks to address the problem; 3) 

synthesis of literature into a single theoretical framework to address the problem; 4) applying 

the framework to the problem and finally, describing the implications of the work (Vargo & 

Koskela-Huotari, 2020). As previously described, this work was executed by first identifying 

the area of research, then identifying and reviewing the relevant extant literature. Based on the 

synthesis of this review this work proposes a researchable framework, as well as a series of 

researchable propositions, and describes the implications of this work for the marketing 

academic and practitioner.   

 

Quality criteria 

The undertaken research method has its limitations. To begin, this research is limited to only 

using literature written in English, which may have led to the elimination of relevant literature 

written in any other language. Additionally, using the Web of Science database as the primary 

source for literature for this research will have limited search results to only the journals 

available that were available there. During this analysis effort, this second issue was in small 

part mitigated by also reviewing relevant literature that was cited in the literature identified by 

the original searches, however overarchingly this limitation of the research remains.  

 
 

 RESEARCH ARTICLE 2 

The second research question that this dissertation sought to address is: How does Generalized 

Social Exchange such as Paying it Forward occur and drive value co-creation results for 

employer branding in a business ecosystem? Next follows description and discussion of the 
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research method, data, analysis and quality criteria for the research to address this second 

research question. 

 

Research Method 

As discussed above, because the topic of PIF has received very little attention in a B2B 

compared with B2C and C2C (Kim & Baker, 2020b; Levine & Baker, 2020; Walker & Yip, 

2018; Yang et al., 2020) this empirical research article used an exploratory approach (Neuman, 

2007; Stebbins, 2001). An exploratory approach is deemed appropriate for social science 

exploration (Stebbins, 2014) because it is a purposive and systematic undertaking that has the 

purpose to maximize discovery that leads to understanding and description psychological or 

social life. An exploratory approach may lead to the emergence of many varied generalizations 

that provide a foundation for further research (Neuman, 2007; Stebbins, 2001). Further, 

exploration is appropriate to provide emergent insights into a phenomenon about which little 

scientific knowledge exists (Stebbins, 2001). This requires the researcher to approach inqury 

into the phenomenon with flexibility and open-mindedness about where and how to access data 

(Stebbins, 2001). 

 

Measurement instrument  

The research was conducted by undertaking qualitative in-depth interviews with participants 

from a business ecosystem14 that had been taking part in a project aiming to help local 

companies develop their employer brands and secure future supply of skills into their business 

region. The interviews were conducted using a consistent interview protocol and a pre-defined, 

semi-structured script (Neuman, 2007). The interview questions were developed based on 

 
14 In this context the word ecosystem is used as a metaphor that describes coordinated efforts of hierarchically 
independent organisations and individual actors to create value in different formations and across both physical 
or virtual spaces (Fuller, Jacobides, & Reeves, 2019; Hannah & Eisenhardt, 2018; Jacobides, Cennamo, & 
Gawer, 2018). 
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relevant, extant, academic literature (Lucas, 2014). The interviews were conducted in Swedish 

with individuals who speak Swedish as their first language, however given that all the literature 

that was drawn upon was in the English language, the questions were first developed in English 

(Brislin, 1970; Wadhwa, McCormick, & Musteen, 2017). Next followed translation, which is 

the process of tuning expression and meaning of one language with the meaning of another 

language (Armstrong, Gosling, Weinman, & Marteau, 1997). This process requires 

understanding of the relevant sociocultural context (Halai, 2015; Torop, 2002), given that a 

primary focus of this process is to achieve equivalence of interpretation and meaning (Brislin, 

1970). Further, one of the foremost methods of addressing translation in research (Brislin, 1970; 

Jones, Lee, Phillips, Zhang, & Jaceldo, 2001) suggests using two or more bilingual individuals 

to translate text and to then compare the translations for accuracy and equivalence (Brislin, 

1970). Following this approach, the questions were separately translated into Swedish by two 

different researchers who are both fluent in the Swedish language. One of the researchers is 

born in Sweden and has spent a significant time living abroad in English speaking countries, 

while the other was born abroad and has lived in Sweden for an extended period of time. Next, 

the interviews were conducted.  

 

Sampling & data collection 

A key aspect of qualitative research is to focus achieving a sample that gives insights to key 

feature of the phenomena that is being studied (Neuman, 2007). The  focus is to find cases that 

enhance knowledge about the phenomenon within a specific context (Neuman, 2007; Ritchie 

et al., 2013). Taken together, these are reasons why qualitative research tends to be conducted 

using a nonprobability sampling method (Neuman, 2007). Nonprobability sampling, also 

known as non-random sampling (Neuman, 2007) means that the participants (i.e., cases) are 

selected by the researcher using their judgement instead of randomly being selected by chance 

(Malhotra, 2010). When used for qualitative research, it also generally means that sample-size 
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is determined during the execution of the research rather than during its design (Neuman, 2007). 

Further, nonprobability sampling can happen using different principles, such as purposive (i.e., 

colleting all cases that fit a pre-set criteria; Neuman, 2007), snowballing (i.e., use initial cases 

to get referrals for more and then use those cases to get further referrals; Neuman, 2007) cases 

or sequential (i.e., use cases until additional information ceases to surface; Guest, Bunce, & 

Johnson, 2006; Neuman, 2007). A convenience sample – meaning accessing samples that are 

non-randomly available to the researcher (Neuman, 2007) – is appropriate for exploratory social 

science studies (Neuman, 2007; Stebbins, 2014; Vandenbosch, Saatcioglu, & Fay, 2006) where 

access to experts is needed (Randall & Gibson, 1990) or the researcher’s access to interviewees 

makes random sampling impractical or impossible (Parsa, Tang, & Xiao, 2012). For this 

research a nonprobability sampling approach was taken, using a convenience sample. It was 

conducted using a sequential (i.e., data saturation) approach – meaning that repeated or 

redundant rather than new information is discovered (Francis et al., 2010; Guest et al., 2006) – 

to determine the appropriate sample size (Francis et al., 2010; Guest et al., 2006).  

 

Further, research shows that there are cultural differences in the tendency to PIF (Yang et al., 

2020) and that individuals in individualistic countries have a higher tendency toward engaging 

in PIF as compared to individuals in collectivist countries (Yang et al., 2020). Swedish 

employees tend to be highly individualistic (Lee, Kim, & Park, 2015), which given the 

importance of the social context where the study takes place (Lee et al., 2015; Ritchie et al., 

2013) made Sweden an appropriate location to do an exploratory study of the phenomenon 

under investigation (Neuman, 2007; Ritchie et al., 2013). In total six in-depth interviews were 

conducted, which is a sample size from which emergent themes can be ascertained (Guest et 

al., 2006). The interviews were conducted with individuals who speak Swedish as their first 

language. The interviewees all held senior/executive roles at their firms, where they were 
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leading functions such as sales and human resources. Their organizations were small and 

medium-sized enterprises, with up to 200 employees, in multiple different industries 

(technology, hospitality and tourism, laboratory, and the energy sector). Each interview lasted 

between 30-60 minutes and were all audio-recorded. 

 

Of further note regarding the methodology (and this will be observed again in the section for 

research article 4 further below) is that the data for research articles 2 and 4 were collected 

during the same in-depth interview sessions (Mansourian, 2008; Ward, Comer, & Stone, 2018). 

This was done in recognition that qualitative research by nature is exploratory (Mansourian, 

2008) and therefore embarking on qualitative research with one or two open-ended and broadly 

posed exploratory research questions can allow for truly exploratory study of a phenomenon to 

naturally take shape (Ward et al., 2018). Data collected using this approach can also provide 

the potential for generating yet further research questions when the data is analyzed (Ward et 

al., 2018)   Therefore, this approach is appropriate for exploratory research and aids the 

researcher in the quest to provide new academic and practical knowledge (Ward et al., 2018). 

With this in mind, the interview script was specifically created with the intent to ensure that the 

two distinct exploratory research questions could be addressed (Ward et al., 2018). 

 

Analysis 

Qualitative data can be distilled into themes by iteratively coding different parts of the 

interviews into different categories ( Gioia, 2021). Interviews provide a very rich data set to 

analyse (Gioia, 2021) and the first steps of analysing interview transcripts (i.e., first-order level 

of analysis; Gioia, 2021) can lead to the identification of an overwhelming amount of categories 

(Gioia, 2021). Therefore, to further analyse the data, the researcher needs reduce the number of  

categories by identify similarities and differences between the initially identified categories 

(Gioia, 2021) and join those categories under unified labels representing theoretical themes 
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(i.e., second-order level of analysis; Gioia, 2021).  Following this approach, the interviews were 

analysed, and the second-order level of analysis findings were organized into themes using the 

building blocks of SET (Molm, 2003) and the characteristics of ecosystems (Robertson, 2020). 

To ensure inter-rater reliability (Armstrong et al., 1997), the recordings were reviewed and 

coded by two independent researchers fluent in the Swedish language (Armstrong et al., 1997). 

The identified themes were in turn used to produce the aggregate dimensions presented in the 

findings section (Corley & Gioia, 2004; Gioia et al., 2013) and used to inform the management 

model and research propositions.  

 

Quality criteria 

This research has several limitations as it relates to the generalizability of the work. First, non-

probability sampling techniques such as using a convenience sample does not allow for broad 

generalization of findings relating to the phenomenon (Malhotra, 2010; Neuman, 2007). Further 

limitations are associated with the sample size (Neuman, 2007). While extant research holds 

that emergent themes can be ascertained from a total of six in-depth interviews (Guest et al., 

2006) and that with further probing a small sample (with probing questions) can be sufficient 

to collect most salient ideas (Weller et al., 2018). Hence, while both the exploratory research 

approach (Neuman, 2007) and a nonprobability, sequential sampling technique are deemed 

appropriate for identifying emerging themes for a phenomenon and context where little pre-

existing knowledge exists (Neuman, 2007; Stebbins, 2014), these findings would need to be 

further validated to broadly be able to generalize across a population.  

 
 RESEARCH ARTICLE 3 

 
The third research question that this dissertation sought to address is: Does organizational 

commitment predict Paying it Forward behaviour? Below follows a description and discussion 
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of the research method, data, analysis and quality criteria for the research to address this third 

research question. 

 
 
Research method 

This empirical, quantitative research article took a descriptive approach (Neuman, 2007). As 

discussed above, descriptive research is appropriate when seeking a highly detailed and 

accurate understanding of a problem area, provide data that contradicts past findings, create 

classifications and categorizations, and document causal processes and mechanisms (Neuman, 

2007). The decision to take a descriptive approach to address the research question “Does 

organizational commitment predict Paying it Forward behaviour?” was made after considering 

that there specifically is existing literature relating to PIF in the business arena that has 

conducted inquiry as it relates to interactions in the workplace (Baker & Bulkley, 2014; 

Chambers & Baker, 2020; Yoshikawa et al., 2018). The research therefore made use of a single 

cross-sectional descriptive research design (Neuman, 2007).  

 
 
Measurement instrument 

Following the above described design, survey data was collected via a using an internet-based 

survey provider (Aguinis, Villamor, & Ramani, 2021) by using an online questionnaire 

administered at a single time (Neuman, 2007). The measurement instrument was developed in 

a manner that sought to elicit reliable information from respondents. To achieve this, the two 

measures, namely PIF behavior (Yoshikawa et al., 2019) and organizational commitment 

(Hunt, Chonko, & Wood, 1985) were adapted from previous research which had previously 

established their psychometric properties of reliability and validity. The PIF scale was adapted 

from Yoshikawa et al. (2019) research, which - as previously discussed – developed a 

measurement scale for ascertaining an individual’s tendency toward engaging in PIF. The 

organizational commitment scale was adapted from Hunt et al. (1985) research that originally 
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developed the scale to assess an individual’s loyalty towards the organization in the face of a 

number of attractive incentives to leave. Both PIF and organizational commitment were 

assessed using four measurement items each evaluated on a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from 

1 being ‘strongly disagree’ to 7 being ‘strongly agree’. Demographic questions pertaining to 

the moderating variables were included to further evaluate the sample composition. Tenure was 

presented as an open-ended response, while gender and age were presented as ordinal and 

nominal response categories respectively. Control questions were incorporated into the 

measurement instrument to identify respondent fatigue or inattention (Aguinis et al., 2021; 

Berinsky, Margolis, & Sances, 2014). These screening questions instructed respondents to 

demonstrate that they are actively paying attention by requiring them to follow a specific set of 

instructions (Berinsky et al., 2014).  

 

Sampling & data collection 

As previously mentioned, research shows that there are cultural differences in the tendency to 

PIF (Yang et al., 2020) and that individuals in individualistic countries have a higher tendency 

toward engaging in PIF as compared to individuals in collectivist countries (Yang et al., 2020). 

Employees in both countries in North America (i.e., the USA and Canada) tend to be highly 

individualistic (e.g., Shao, Frederick, Haggard, Haggard, & Pace, 2020). Taken together with 

how previously mentioned studies of interactions in the workplace have taken place in North 

America (Baker & Bulkley, 2014; Chambers & Baker, 2020; Yoshikawa et al., 2018), North 

America was chosen as the location of this descriptive study. In order to take part in the 

research, respondents needed to be over 18 years of age. Further, they needed to indicate that 

they were currently in full-time employment, which was done by confirming a paid work 

commitment of at least 35 hours per week (Blyton, 2018). Beyond these two criteria, there were 

no further demographic constraints placed on participation. Through the use of a non-random 

sampling technique called non-probability sampling (Vehovar, Toepoel, & Steinmetz, 2016), 
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respondents were able to self-select (Vehovar et al., 2016) for the research provided that they 

met the above two criteria. While research has found that online probability sampling have 

higher reliability than that of non-probability sampling (Vehovar et al., 2016), it has also found 

that a drastic difference in cost and effort to achieve this makes the non-probability sampling 

approach appropriate for conducting research (Neuman, 2007; Vehovar et al., 2016). Further, 

throughout the data collection process research (Neuman, 2007; Vehovar et al., 2016), the input 

was controlled to ensure that respondents were only able to answer the survey once ensuring 

unique responses. During the data cleaning process, all responses that failed the control 

questions were eliminated from the dataset, together with incomplete responses and responses 

with excessive missing data research (Neuman, 2007; Vehovar et al., 2016). This resulted in a 

final realized sample of 171 responses, which was deemed an appropriate sample size compared 

to similar studies in the past15 (Bakhshi, Sharma, & Kumar, 2011; Devece, Palacios-Marqués, 

& Pilar Alguacil, 2016; O’Reilly & Chatman, 1986). The respondent in the final data set were 

from 19 to over 55 years old and made up by 102 male and 69 female respondents. 

 
Analysis 

 
In order to assess the moderation effects under investigation, the Hayes PROCESS macro, an 

extension for the IBM SPSS program was used. PROCESS is a freely available computation 

tool that examines a number of analytical problems that behavioral scientists are typically 

interested in including mediation, moderation and conditional processes (Hayes, 2012, 2017). 

PROCESS offers a number of the functions of other statistical programs, in addition to 

 
15 For the first study of their research on organizational commitment and prosocial behaviour O’Reilly & 
Chatman (1986) used a sample of 82 employees; while Bakhshi et al. (2011) used a sample of 77 employees for 
their work on organizational commitment as predictor of organizational citizenship behavior; and Devece et al. 
(2016) used a sample of 163 middle-managers for their work on the effect organizational commitment on 
organizational citizenship behaviour in a high-unemployment environment.   
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functionality specific to the inclusion of mediation and moderation (Hayes, 2012). Using Hayes 

PROCESS, all proposed moderating relationships were assessed. 

 

Quality criteria 

There are four major limitations of this research. First, the ability for respondents to self-select 

to take part in the research may have resulted in bias influencing the responses (Neuman, 2007; 

Vehovar et al., 2016). Second, whilst the research examined the moderating role of three 

individual-specific factors, it did not examine any cross-cultural differences that could 

influence the relationship between organizational commitment and organizational citizenship 

behavior (Yang et al., 2020). Third, the scale employed for PIF (Yoshikawa et al., 2019), only 

considers organizational citizenship behavior toward involved individuals and thus does not 

examine organizational citizenship behavior toward the organization itself (Yoshikawa et al., 

2019). The implication thereof is that one is not able to extend the identified relationship 

between organizational commitment and organizational citizenship behavior pertaining to 

individuals to organizational citizenship behavior directed at the organization itself. Fourth, 

while tenure is examined as a moderating variable, this is not indicative of an individual’s 

overall cumulative length of service (Ng & Feldman, 2010).  Research shows that although that 

an employee could have been employed within an organization for a long period of time, they 

may have a low role- or group-specific tenure due to reasons such as changing roles laterally 

or upward mobility through promotions (Ng & Feldman, 2010).    

 
 RESEARCH ARTICLE 4 

The fourth research question that this dissertation sought to address is: How can managers 

encourage Paying it Forward behaviour that contributes to strengthening the firm’s employer 

brand? Next follows a description and discussion of the research method, data, analysis and 

quality criteria for the research to address this final research question. 
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Research method 

This fourth research question was addressed through empirical research using an exploratory 

approach (Neuman, 2007; Stebbins, 2001). As previously discussed, the topic of PIF has 

received very little attention in a B2B compared with B2C and C2C (Kim & Baker, 2020b; 

Levine & Baker, 2020; Walker & Yip, 2018; Yang et al., 2020) As mentioned above, the 

approach entails a purposive and systematic undertaking that has the purpose to maximize 

discovery that leads to understanding and description psychological or social life  (Stebbins, 

2014). An exploratory approach is deemed appropriate for social science research into emergent 

areas of knowledge (Neuman, 2007; Stebbins, 2001) to provide emergent insights into a 

phenomenon about which little scientific knowledge exists (Stebbins, 2001). Further, using an 

exploratory approach may lead to the emergence of many varied generalizations that provide a 

foundation for further research (Neuman, 2007; Stebbins, 2001). Given that an exploratory 

approach entails nascent inqury into a phenomenon it requires the researcher to apply flexibility 

and open-mindedness about where and how to access data (Stebbins, 2001). 

 
Measurement instrument  

The inquiry was done by conducting exploratory, semi-structured, in-depth interviews with 

participants taking part in a project aiming to help local companies develop their employer 

brands and secure future supply of skills into their business region. As again discussed above, 

it is deemed appropriate to take an exploratory research approach when studying emergent areas 

of research (Stebbins, 2001), and given that PIF is a behavior that has received limited attention 

from a marketing and employer branding perspective, these principles have been crafted by 

using such an approach. Interviews were conducted sequentially until the same themes 

repeatedly surfaced in the interviews (Guest et al., 2006). The interviews were all guided by the 

same interview script with pre-defined, semi-structured questions that had been developed 

based on existing academic literature (Neuman, 2007).  The questions were first developed in 
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English, to establish an aligned understanding among the researchers. Then the questions were 

translated into Swedish, which was the language used during the interviews. Each interview 

was recorded, and the recordings were analyzed and coded by two different researchers who 

are both fluent in the Swedish language. Analysis was conducted using the main dimensions of 

social exchange theory (Molm, 2003) and ecosystems (Robertson, 2020). The coding used the 

Gioia Methodology which prescribes how to extract themes and constructs from the interviews 

(Corley & Gioia, 2004; D. A. Gioia et al., 2013). By following this process, it was possible to 

extract a number of themes and use these to propose the below principles guiding managers to 

create a PIF mindset in the business.  

 

Sampling & data collection 

 As previously discussed, qualitative research is concerned with ensuring that the sample used 

for study gives insights to key feature of the phenomena that is being studied (Neuman, 2007). 

As mentioned above, key  focus is to find cases that enhance knowledge about the phenomenon 

within a specific context (Neuman, 2007; Ritchie et al., 2013). With this in mind, qualitative 

research tends to be conducted using a nonprobability sampling method (Neuman, 2007). As 

mentioned above, nonprobability sampling (i.e., non-random sampling; Neuman, 2007) means 

that the participants are selected by the researcher using their judgement instead of randomly 

being selected by chance (Malhotra, 2010). With this in mind, this fourth research question was 

addressed by preparing for and conducting qualitative in-depth interviews with participants 

from a business ecosystem16 located in northern Sweden. This particular business ecosystem 

consists of representatives from different organizations, industries, and the local university. It 

originated as a means to collaboratively work towards the sustainable growth of the business 

 
16 As mentioned above, in this context the word ecosystem is used as a metaphor that describes coordinated 
efforts of hierarchically independent organisations and individual actors to create value in different formations 
and across both physical or virtual spaces (Fuller, Jacobides, & Reeves, 2019; Hannah & Eisenhardt, 2018; 
Jacobides, Cennamo, & Gawer, 2018). 
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region. Due to its northern location, where the population is lower than in other more urban 

areas of the country, access to talent is limited in the business region. Aiming to mitigate this 

situation the actors in this ecosystem have come together to support sustainable growth by 

focusing on attracting and retaining more talent. Fourteen regional organizations from different 

industries, many of them competitors, were selected to take part in the project.  

 

Further, research shows that there are cultural differences in the tendency to PIF (Yang et al., 

2020) and that individuals in individualistic countries have a higher tendency toward engaging 

in PIF as compared to individuals in collectivist countries (Yang et al., 2020). Swedish 

employees tend to be highly individualistic (Lee et al., 2015), which given the importance of 

the social context where the study takes place (Lee et al., 2015; Ritchie et al., 2013) made 

Sweden an appropriate location to do an exploratory study of the phenomenon under 

investigation (Neuman, 2007; Ritchie et al., 2013). In total six in-depth interviews were 

conducted, which is a sample size from which emergent themes can be ascertained (Guest et 

al., 2006). The interviews were conducted with individuals who speak Swedish as their first 

language. The interviewees all held senior/executive roles at their firms, where they were 

leading functions such as sales and human resources. Their organizations were small and 

medium-sized enterprises, with up to 200 employees, in multiple different industries 

(technology, hospitality and tourism, laboratory, and the energy sector). 

 

Finally, as mentioned above, the data for research articles 2 and 4 were collected during the 

same in-depth interview sessions (Mansourian, 2008; Ward et al., 2018). This was done in 

recognition of qualitative research by its nature being exploratory (Mansourian, 2008) and 

embarking on qualitative research with one or two open-ended and broadly posed exploratory 

research questions can allow for truly exploratory study of a phenomenon to naturally take 
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shape (Ward et al., 2018). Data collected using this approach can also provide the potential for 

generating yet further research questions when the data is analyzed (Ward et al., 2018)   

Therefore, this approach allows for exploratory research and aids the researcher to provide new 

academic and practical knowledge (Ward et al., 2018). With this in mind, the interview script 

was specifically created with the intent to ensure that the two distinct exploratory research 

questions could be addressed (Ward et al., 2018). 

 

Analysis 

 
As previously discussed above, qualitative data can be distilled into themes by iteratively 

coding different parts of the interviews into different categories (Gioia, 2021). Interviews 

provide a very rich data set to analyse (Gioia, 2021) and the first steps of analysing interview 

transcripts (i.e., first-order level of analysis; Gioia, 2021) can lead to the identification of an 

overwhelming amount of categories (Gioia, 2021). Therefore, to further analyse the data, the 

researcher needs reduce the number of  categories by identify similarities and differences 

between the initially identified categories (Gioia, 2021) and join those categories under unified 

labels representing theoretical themes (i.e., second-order level of analysis; Gioia, 2021). 

Following this approach, the interviews were analysed, and the second-order level of analysis 

findings were organized into themes using the building blocks of SET (Molm, 2003) and the 

characteristics of ecosystems (Robertson, 2020). To ensure inter-rater reliability (Armstrong et 

al., 1997), the recordings were reviewed and coded by two independent researchers fluent in 

the Swedish language (Armstrong et al., 1997). The identified themes were in turn used to 

produce the aggregate dimensions presented in the findings section (Corley & Gioia, 2004; 

Gioia et al., 2013) and used to inform the management model and research propositions.  
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Quality criteria 

As it relates to the generalizability of findings (Malhotra, 2010; Neuman, 2007) this research 

has several limitations. First, the use of a non-probability sampling techniques by using a 

convenience sample means that broad generalization of the findings cannot be drawn (Malhotra, 

2010; Neuman, 2007). In addition, while extant research has showed that that emergent themes 

can be ascertained from a total of six in-depth interviews (Guest et al., 2006), and that further 

probing of a small sample can be sufficient to collect most salient ideas relating to a 

phenomenon (Weller et al., 2018), the sample size (Neuman, 2007) used for this study mean 

that further research is required to broadly generalize these findings (Malhotra, 2010; Neuman, 

2007).   With this in mind, while both the exploratory research approach (Neuman, 2007) and 

a nonprobability, sequential sampling technique are deemed appropriate for identifying 

emerging themes for a phenomenon and context where little pre-existing knowledge exists 

(Neuman, 2007; Stebbins, 2014), the findings of this research article would need to be further 

validated to broadly be able to generalize across a population (Malhotra, 2010; Neuman, 2007).   

 
 

3.5 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

This third chapter discussed the methodology undertaken to study the research area. It explained 

the research philosophy, research approach, research design, and research strategy applied for 

the research articles that together form the body of this research. To do this, this chapter first 

discussed the research philosophy applied for this dissertation. First, it created a foundation by 

reviewing a set of different worldviews (i.e., paradigms) that a researcher may hold (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1994), as well describing what the terms research ontology17 and epistemology18 

 
17 As mentioned above, this is the philosophy related to the nature of the reality studied (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Ritchie, 
Lewis, Nicholls, & Ormston, 2013) 
18 As also mentioned above, this is the philosophy related to the nature of knowledge and how to acquire it (Guba & Lincoln, 
1994; Ritchie, Lewis, Nicholls, & Ormston, 2013) 



 72 

(Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Ritchie et al., 2013) entail. This was followed by a discussion of what 

paradigm, ontology and epistemology was applied to this dissertation. Namely that, for this 

research, an interpretivism worldview was applied, meaning that interpretation and meaning 

are core aspects of knowledge creation (Guba & Lincoln, 1994) and that knowledge is based in 

the context of the social world of the individuals being studied (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

Further, the ontology applied for this research was idealism, which holds that our understanding 

of reality depends on our mind (Ritchie et al., 2013) and therefore reality is dependent on 

socially constructed meaning and human interpretations (Ritchie et al., 2013). As well as that 

the epistemology (Blaikie, 2007; Ritchie et al., 2013) for this research was overarchingly 

inductive, meaning it takes the approach of observing evidence which leads drawing 

conclusions and creating theory (Ritchie et al., 2013). Next, this chapter discussed the notion 

of a research approach, and discussed how the researcher must make many decisions to 

determine what research method to choose (McGrath, 1981; Ritchie et al., 2013; Runkel & 

McGrath, 1972).  These include choosing if to conduct conceptual or empirical work and if to 

apply a qualitative, quantitative or mixed research method. It also discussed the notion of the 

research design, which includes decisions such as if to undertake exploratory, descriptive, or 

explanatory research; if to conduct it cross sectionally or longitudinally; how to address 

sampling; and how to conduct quality assessment as it relates to the research. Following this, 

the chapter described that this dissertation overall was conducted as exploratory research and 

took a mixed method approach, with each research article taking a distinct approach: Research 

article 1 took a conceptual approach, followed by research article 2 taking a qualitative 

approach, next research article 3 took a quantitative approach; and finally, research article 4 

also took a qualitative approach. Further, the chapter described that this dissertation is based on 

cross sectional, rather than longitudinal research, and that a random/probability sampling was 

applied for the quantitative approach taken for research article 3. Further, it also discussed the 
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need for quality assessment to be conducted to ensure of reliability, validity and replicability of 

each contributing study. Building on this, it finally discussed details of the research strategy for 

each of the contributing research articles, which in more detail described the methodology 

undertaken for each individual research article. Next, a summary of the findings of each 

research article is presented in Chapter Four.  
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4 CHAPTER FOUR: SUMMARY OF RESEARCH FINDINGS 
 
 

As previously discussed, this dissertation investigated the following research problem: How 

can marketing managers participate in and facilitate/encourage Paying it Forward in the B2B 

marketing context? To address this research problem studies were conducted and based on these 

the four distinct research articles were crafted. Each of the studies addressed a research question 

that served to study a different component of the research problem area. In the previous chapter 

the methodological decisions associated with each of the studies were discussed. Now, this 

chapter will now provide a summary of the key findings as it relates to each research question. 

The chapter is structured as follows: there are four distinct sections, one for the findings of each 

study. These sections all follow the same structure by first stating the stated research question 

that the study addresses and then providing a summary of the findings of the study.   

 

4.1 FINDINGS OF STUDY 1 

The purpose of the first study was to address the research question: What is the role of the 

Generalized Social Exchange behaviour Paying it Forward in the Business-to-Business 

marketing context? Based on review of extant literature this conceptual study identified seven 

factors that influence individual’s likelihood to engage in PIF, the study further situates PIF 

into the B2B marketing context by proposing a conceptual framework and positing a series of 

researchable propositions as it relates to PIF within and between firms.  Next, these findings 

can be found summarized below. 

 

 Factors that influence an individual’s likelihood to engage in PIF 

 



 75 

1. Receiving something of value – It is not sufficient for an individual to simply observe 

interactions in which others give or receive favors (Baker and Bulkley 2014), rather 

individuals choose to engage in PIF because they have received something of value by 

a known or anonymous giver (Baker & Levine, 2013; Gintis, Bowles, Boyd, & Fehr, 

2003; Westphal et al., 2012). 

 

2. Individual orientation toward exchange relationships - An individual’s likelihood to 

PIF is in part predicted by their orientation toward exchange relationships (Eisenberger 

et al., 1987). Tendency toward engaging in PIF is guided by the belief that when one 

receives something of value it should lead to providing something of value to others 

(i.e., receiving a favor creates a need to repay the debt by doing a favor for someone 

else; Yoshikawa et al., 2019). To contrast, a high degree of reciprocity wariness, which 

is a belief that one should be cautious in offering or returning help to avoid being used 

by others (Eisenberger et al., 1987), decreases the likelihood of engaging in PIF 

(Yoshikawa et al., 2019).  

 

3. Individual personality traits and experiences – Different individual personality traits, 

such as extraversion (Bauer, Erdogan, Liden, & Wayne, 2006), a leaning toward 

individualism or collectivism (Zhong, Wayne, & Liden, 2016), conscientiousness 

(Orvis, Dudley, & Cortina, 2008), altruism (Baker & Levine, 2013) and an individual’s 

previous experiences (Ballinger & Rockmann, 2010; Dinolfo, Silva, & Carter, 2020; 

Flynn, 2005) also influences the likelihood that they will engage in engage in the 

behavior. 
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4. Feeling gratitude, being thanked (or feeling obligation) – feelings of gratitude 

(DeSteno, Bartlett, Baumann, Williams, & Dickens, 2010; Gouldner, 1960; Nowak & 

Roch, 2007) or obligation (Ekeh, 1974) also influences the tendency to engage in the 

behavior. A person who has been thanked for helping is more likely to respond to a 

request for help by another individual than one who had not received an expression of 

gratitude (Grant & Gino, 2010). Being thanked (i.e. receiving gratitude) because of 

having provided something of value influences and sustains the behavior over time 

(Baker and Bulkley 2014). 

 

5. Experiencing a positive mood - Positive mood increases the likelihood of PIF (Sheldon 

& Lyubomirsky, 2006) because it improves a person’s view of others and decreases 

belief in obstacles to helping (Carlson, Charlin, & Miller, 1988).  

 

6. Having trust, openness, a sense of belonging and shared values -  Key characteristics 

associated with business relationships, such as openness to giving and receiving help, 

trusting that another party will provide reciprocation (i.e., pay forward kindness and 

helping  behaviours), respect, integrity and honest communication, contribute toward 

increasing the likelihood that PIF will occur (Baker & Bulkley, 2014; Baker & Levine, 

2013; Ekeh, 1974; Flynn, 2005; Håkansson & Snehota, 1989; Mainous, 2021). In 

addition, belonging to a shared social group and identifying oneself at a collective level 

increases the probability of PIF taking place (Ekeh, 1974; Flynn, 2005). An individual’s 

decision to engage in PIF is underpinned by the values that individual holds, rather than 

by strategic considerations or the potential for future self-benefit (Baker & Bulkley, 

2014; Baker & Levine, 2013). An individuals can be expected to behave in a way that 

aligns with their overall set of values and it follows that those with other-regarding 
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values are more likely to give (Baker and Levine 2011). PIF is also associated with 

seeking fairness and having an aversion to social inequity, meaning an individual will 

pass on fair and positive treatment to ensure that a collective balance remains (Westphal 

et al., 2012). 

 

7. Positive regard for, and commitment to,  the organization, its culture and norms – The 

likelihood that an individual will engage in extra-role behavior is influenced by an 

individual’s positive regard for, and commitment to, their organization (Tavares et al., 

2016). Further, an organization’s culture and norms also influence how individuals act 

to maintain reciprocity (Flynn, 2005). These factors may substitute for both direct 

reward and the influence of personal relationships in motivating people to help others 

(Constant, Sproull, & Kiesler, 1996).  

 

Next, based on review of extant literature, a conceptual framework for PIF in the B2B 

marketing context emerged. Extant literature brought forth that PIF not exclusive to a specific 

setting and can be expected to happen in different contexts (Baker & Bulkley, 2014; Yang et 

al., 2020; Yoshikawa et al., 2018), including in marketing and sales relationships (Bagozzi, 

1975a; Lambe et al., 2001), with different key drivers and focus outcomes (Adler & Kwon, 

2002; Baker & Dutton, 2007; Deckop et al., 2003; Dinolfo et al., 2020; Podsakoff & 

MacKenzie, 1997; Podsakoff et al., 2000; Westphal et al., 2012; Yoshikawa et al., 2018).  

Therefore, in review of the extant literature emerged a conceptual framework, with different 

modes the marketing manager may engage with based on the type of interaction undertaken. 

This emerged conceptual framework will next be discussed. 
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 Emerged conceptual framework and associated researchable propositions 

This emerged conceptual framework introduces four that different modes the marketing 

manager may engage in. The framework illustrated in Figure 10 presents two dimensions; 1) 

relationship interdependence type; and 2) differentiating interactions within (i.e., intra-) and 

between (i.e., inter-) firms. As illustrated by the four different quadrants in Figure 10, the 

intersections of the dimensions form the different operating modes. These modes are next 

summarized below. 

 

 

Figure 10: Conceptual framework for PIF in the B2B marketing context   

 

Peer  

The peer mode occurs between individual employees within the same firm, for example in a 

firm’s marketing, sales or procurement department (e.g., Moorman & Day, 2016; Moorman & 

Rust, 1999; Webster, 1992). In this mode, PIF may be characterized for example by resource 

sharing, peer-mentoring or sponsorship (i.e., when an individual of influence advocates for 

another individual; e.g., Westphal et al., 2012). For managers to facilitate and encourage PIF 

as it relates to this mode there is a need to understand and consider individual employee’s 

exchange orientations (Yoshikawa et al., 2019). This is important given that PIF can contribute 
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toward increased work team effectiveness and work quality, job satisfaction and employee 

retention (Dinolfo et al., 2020; Podsakoff & MacKenzie, 1997; Podsakoff et al., 2000). In 

addition, extra-role behavior such as PIF (i.e., behaviour not defined in a job description or 

contract) is often not recognized and rewarded by organizations despite the many positive 

contributions it makes (Korsgaard et al., 2010); and is fragile to negative implications of 

competition between employees, such as the potential disruptive effects of performance 

rankings (Chambers & Baker, 2020). Therefore, this work posits that employing individuals 

with higher high PIF orientation and providing recognition (for example in form of 

compensation and/or promotion) for employees who demonstrate PIF, over time will aid in 

increasing the quality and overall effectiveness of the B2B marketing initiatives (e.g., marketing 

campaigns) a team creates. This is summarized in two researchable propositions: 

 

P1. There is a positive relationship between employing individuals with high 

PIF orientation on marketing teams and the performance of the firm’s 

marketing team. 

 

P2. There is a positive relationship between proactively compensating 

marketing employees who demonstrate paying it forward behavior and the 

performance of the firm’s marketing team. 

 

Partnering  

The partnering mode occurs between individuals from different firms, such as an 

individual commercial construction material salesperson and an individual buyer of a 

construction firm, or a commercial software salesperson and their individual buyer at a 

marketing agency. It can take the form of information sharing above and beyond what a 
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contract prescribes (Bateman & Organ, 1983; Wuyts, 2007), or sharing business 

connections and enabling business networking (Tafesse & Skallerud, 2015). The 

behavior is encouraged by recognizing and rewarding the behavior and expressing (non-

financial) gratitude in interactions (Simpson et al., 2018). This work also posits that a 

seller demonstrating PIF may influence both a buyer’s tendency toward positive word 

of mouth (WOM) and their loyalty. This is summarized in two researchable propositions: 

 

P3. There is a positive relationship between paying it forward behavior 

demonstrated by a seller and the buyer’s positive WOM intention.  

 

P4. There is a positive relationship between paying it forward behavior 

demonstrated by a seller and increased buyer loyalty. 

 

Affiliation Mode  

The Affiliation Mode reflects the employee’s relationship with their manager, department and 

firm as a whole and contributes toward elevated organizational performance (Bhattacharya et 

al., 2021; Shannahan et al., 2015). It reflects exchange that for example occurs when members 

from different departments come together and PIF by using their experience and skills to be a 

resource that helps a customer support department solve a previously unknown problem or 

escalation or provide resources who beyond their regular job help a marketing department to 

quickly launch a new type of campaign in response to an unexpected event. Mangers can 

encourage the likelihood of engaging in PIF in this mode by aligning the organizations’ norms 

and values with visible management action. Specific areas of focus for creating an 

organizational culture which encourages PIF encompass planning for diversity and inclusion in 

the workforce, balancing permanent employees and temporary workers and considering the 
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impact of cultural and generational differences. In addition to organizational culture and 

workforce considerations, managers also need to facilitate venues and tools to aid the exchange. 

Additionally, in this mode, perceived organizational support influences the likelihood that an 

individual chooses to engage in PIF (Yoshikawa et al., 2018), and this work posits that this in 

turn can aid in forging closer connection and therefore lead to more active sharing of resources 

in the organization, for example between for sales, marketing, strategy, procurement and 

customer success departments. This is summarized as the following proposition:  

 

P5. There is a positive relationship between the degree of paying it forward 

behavior demonstrated by members of a marketing team and the number of 

cross-departmental resources they have access to. 

 

Alliance mode 

The final emerged mode is the Alliance mode. Firms engage in exchange with each though 

direct and indirect relationships which form business networks or alliances (Anderson, 

Hakansson, & Johanson, 1994; Das & Teng, 2002). The alliance mode reflects the exchange 

that occurs between firms in such structures, where the exchange can lead to long term positive 

outcomes and elevated performance of firms in the network (e.g. Lambe, Wittmann, and 

Spekman 2001). This exchange mode happens as a firm (vs. individual) initiative and could for 

example entail temporary resource sharing from a software vendor to a consulting service 

provider, who in turn pay forward this type of received value to another firm in the network. 

Another avenue is sharing information and resources with firms in need, and encouraging 

mentoring and coaching outside of the firm, for instance by proactively putting aside paid 

volunteer time for a firm’s employees to pay learning forward by providing education and 

mentoring to others in the business community.  
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PIF behavior in form of information, mentoring and resource sharing, forms a key aspect of this 

mode, which in turn can lead to elevated firm performance including via the formation of a 

broadened network horizon (which is defined as ‘‘how extended an actor’s view of the network 

is’’, Anderson, Hakansson, and Johanson 1994 p. 4) and by means of increased tendency toward 

interfirm adaptation in the network. This is summarized as two propositions: 

 

P6. The higher the degree of paying it forward behavior demonstrated in a 

business network the broader the focal firm’s network horizon. 

 

P7. There is a positive relationship between the degree of paying it forward 

behavior demonstrated in a business network and the tendency for firms in 

the network to conduct interfirm adaptations. 

 

Table 3 below provides a summary of the emerged researchable propositions for each mode.  
 
 
  



 83 

Table 3: Summary of emerged researchable propositions 

Mode of interaction Researchable Proposition 

Peer 
Employee to employee relationships 

within the same firm 

P1. There is a positive relationship between employing individuals 
with high PIF orientation on marketing teams and the performance 
of the firm’s marketing team. 

P2. There is a positive relationship between proactively 
compensating marketing employees who demonstrate PIF 
behavior and the performance of the firm’s marketing team. 

Partnering 
Individual to individual between firms 

P3. There is a positive relationship between PIF behavior 
demonstrated by a seller and the buyer’s positive WOM intention. 

P4. There is a positive relationship between PIF behavior 
demonstrated by a seller and increased buyer loyalty. 

Affiliation 
Employee relationships with 
manager, department and the 

organization as a whole 

P5. There is a positive relationship between the degree of PIF 
behavior demonstrated by members of a marketing team and the 
number of cross-departmental resources they have access to. 

Alliance 
Firm network relationships 

P6. The higher the degree of PIF behavior demonstrated in a 
business network the broader the focal firm’s network horizon. 

P7. There is a positive relationship between the degree of PIF 
behavior demonstrated in a business network and the tendency for 
firms in the network to conduct interfirm adaptations. 

 
 
 

Above gave a summary of the main findings of study 1 and to visually summarize the details 

of the emerged conceptual framework. Figure 11 below illustrates examples of the actors (who 

engage in the exchange), resources (what of value to other actors is available to be exchanged), 

structures (where exchange takes place) and the processes (how exchange takes place) of this 

emerged conceptual framework.  
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Figure 11: Actors, resources, structures and processes for PIF in the B2B marketing context 

 
 
4.2 FINDINGS OF STUDY 2 

The purpose of the second study was to address the research question: How does Generalized 

Social Exchange such as Paying it Forward occur and drive value co-creation results for 

employer branding in a business ecosystem? Findings in the study are founded on extant 

literature as well as exploratory interviews with individuals from firms seeking to strengthen 

their employer brand by interdependently operating in a business ecosystem. The analysis 

related to the second research question led to the emergence of a conceptual model which 

proposes factors related to how and why indirect social exchanges such as PIF can occur in an 

ecosystem, and what types of outcomes it can lead to for the individuals, firms and the 

ecosystem as a whole. Further, study 2 introduces an ecosystem-centric perspective and 

proposes an Ecosystem Citizenship Behaviour (ECB). These will all in turn be discussed in 

further detail below. First the proposed factors of the conceptual model will be summarized, 

following this an illustration of the emerged conceptual model with the proposed factors can be 

found in Figure 12, and this is followed by further details as it relates to ECB.  

 

 Emerged conceptual model and associated factors 
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These findings are structured according to the characteristics of the business ecosystems (actors, 

activities, alignment and artifacts; Robertson, 2020) and an illustration of the conceptual model 

can be found in Figure 12 following the below discussion of the proposed factors. 

 

1. Actors - Intrinsic influencing factors 

This first theme relates to intrinsic influencing factors of the individual which influences GSE 

behaviour for employer branding outcomes within the business ecosystem. While the 

interviews indeed underscored a number of existing literature-identified factors that encourage 

individuals to engage in GSE behaviour, such as receiving something of value (Baker & Levine, 

2013; Westphal et al., 2012), the feeling of gratitude (DeSteno et al., 2010; Nowak & Roch, 

2007), obligation (Ekeh, 1974), trust (Morgan & Hunt, 1994), and a higher degree of 

organisational commitment (Eriksson & Ferreira, 2021), the findings of this study focused on 

additional intrinsic influencing factors. The identified factors were labelled behavioural buy-in, 

belief in a mutual mission, and certain aspects of personality traits.  

 

Behavioural buy-in, or said differently, the belief in the behaviour itself in essence represents a 

belief that the behaviour simply ‘is the right thing to do’. This extends to both the act of giving 

and receiving something of value. Indeed, the respondents echoed previous findings of the 

literature (Baker & Levine, 2013; Westphal et al., 2012) that the act of receiving a GSE benefit 

from individuals or firms in the ecosystem creates value both for the individual (e.g. building 

knowledge) and the firm (e.g. application of new practices employed by other participants). 

Additionally, the interviews highlighted also how the act of giving and sharing in itself creates 

value for the individual who engages in this behaviour by providing the benefit. The fact that 

one is able to engage in GSE to the benefit of others was discussed as a factor equally important 

to that of receiving a benefit. While they believed that it was important for all actors to share 
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and not just receive, they personally found the act of helping so important to their character 

(and organisation) that it outweighed the observed behaviour of others.  

 

Belief in a mutual mission - The interviews also highlighted the importance of having a belief 

in the common goal or cause. In this case, it manifested as the belief in the business potential 

of the region that motivated the participants not only to work together, but to help each other in 

a way that entails engaging in an extra-role, indirect exchange behaviour. The mission was to 

attract outside talent to the ecosystem, or otherwise competing organisation would only end up 

“stealing” from one another. One respondent also specifically brought forth that the belief in 

the common mission meant that they felt they had more in common with the other firms of the 

ecosystem than they did with other subsidiaries within their own firm. 

  

Personality traits - In addition to the personality traits that the literature already identified the 

importance of, such as extraversion (Bauer et al., 2006), conscientiousness (Orvis et al., 2008) 

and altruism (Baker & Levine, 2013), the interviews also highlighted the importance of being 

not only “humble enough to give, but also to receive”. The interviews demonstrate a recurring 

theme of genuine willingness by each individual to help and aid others, and that this could only 

be successfully executed when an individual was also willing to be helped or to receive other 

benefit.  

 

2. Activities: Externally focused 

The respondents discussed that GSE was continuously manifesting as an extra-role behaviour 

that extended beyond the boundary of their own firm. This was labelled as interdependent 

activities that are collaboratively complimentary. 
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Interdependent activities that are collaboratively complimentary - With regards to how the 

behaviour takes place, the respondents brought forth three primary manifestations, which are 

also reflected in extant literature, namely information and resource sharing (Kelley & Thibaut, 

1978), mentoring (Westphal et al., 2012) and making introductions to individuals in one’s own 

network (Tafesse & Skallerud, 2015). The respondents discussed contributing in terms of both 

individual (e.g., helping particular individuals) and at a firm-to-firm level (e.g., sharing best 

practice advice that could help the region develop). The respondents also specifically discussed 

how the actors choose to engage in a type of mentoring activity with some of the other project 

participants or sharing specific practices because they have themselves experienced the same 

and have enjoyed the benefit of it, therefore they choose to pay it forward. Some of the 

participants also spoke about how they contributed with resources in other initiatives that 

contribute toward employer branding as well. One example discussed was that of judging case 

competitions, where one respondent commented on the notion of giving value together with 

their competitors for the greater good of the industry and the region, commenting on how value 

would be returned in the longer term. This theme also speaks to how GSE behaviour can create 

a positive, self-reinforcing cycle. There were many indications by the respondents that GSE 

behaviour in itself creates a self-reinforcing cycle. Experiencing the behaviour and its 

experiencing positive outcomes were aspects indicated to keep this going. One individual 

summarized this as “The fact that people choose to engage is very important, so it is not just 

one way, it is more cyclical, you contribute and you learn and then you contribute again.” 

 

3. Alignment: External influencing factors  

The next theme relates to factors that influence the alignment of the ecosystem, which in turn 

appear to influence the tendency to, and likelihood of, engaging in GSE behaviour, namely: 

aligning to the ecosystem social norms, and the rules of engagement. 
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Ecosystem social norms - A key external factor influencing the tendency to engage in GSE was 

related to the social group itself and the behaviour of individuals within it. It was highlighted 

that a heterogeneous group compilation was highly important for the success of the initiative, 

given that it created a breadth and depth in terms of perspectives and competences. The 

respondents discussed how they were affected by the actions of others in the group. Echoing 

findings of extant literature with regards to how norms of reciprocity encourage engaging in 

generalised exchange (Deckop et al., 2003; Nowak & Sigmund, 2005), this factor was mostly 

discussed in terms of wanting to help as one had received help from the group, or seen others 

contribute. Some respondents commented on a perceived complexity and potentially limiting 

factor with regards to demonstrating this type of the exchange behaviour the social group is 

made up by individuals who represent firms that are to some degree competitors in the market. 

Despite this, respondents commented that while they might feel somewhat hesitant to directly 

share their own firm’s issues, it did not prevent them from helping others: Finally, having a 

corporate culture that supports this type of behaviour at the participating firms was also 

highlighted as an important influencer in forming the ecosystem social norms. 

 

Rules of engagement - Yet another important factor was made up by the notion of having roles 

of engagement, which provides a code of conduct and helps outline what is expected of the 

participants. The respondents expressed that this created trust and commitment in the group, 

something that was discussed as being essential for creating an arena for sharing both problems 

as well as advice.  

 

4. Artifacts – the outcomes that GSE behaviour drives 
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Artifacts represent the outcomes that the GSE behaviour drives, meaning the particular 

resources and benefits that were born from the actors engaging in GSE activity. As also 

illustrated in figure 12, the findings relating to these outcomes are organized into three different 

levels, the individual outcomes (micro), the outcomes for the individual firms (meso) and the 

outcomes for the ecosystem (macro). 

 

Expanded growth and knowledge which is driven by diversity - One important aspect 

highlighted in the interviews was the expanded growth and knowledge development that the 

helping behaviour of the participants led to. The respondents discussed how this outcome led 

to benefits both on a personal level for the participants themselves, and on an organisational 

level for the participating firms. Specifically, it was acknowledged that by bringing together a 

group of people from different industries and backgrounds, it was possible to build a knowledge 

base or knowledge bank that is very difficult to tap into otherwise. Further, outcomes that are 

of benefit for the entire ecosystem were highlighted by the respondents. The respondents 

explained that the results from the project would be turned into a resource that could be used 

by other organisations in the region. The regional perspective was clear to all the respondents 

and they all believed that there was a need for the region to be perceived positively to attract 

employees and residents.  

 

Successes are mutually created and mutually shared - While the purpose of the project was to 

work on developing employer branding, where the focus was to create benefits for the 

organisations and the ecosystem as a whole, there were positive outcomes even for the 

individuals themselves. Working collaboratively towards a shared goal, allowed the actors to 

gain concrete tips and tricks of what had previously been successful for the other participants 

when working with their employer brands. Overall, the participation in the ecosystem and the 
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new knowledge gained led to the individuals further developing skills needed in the business 

context, which was particularly positive for the newer and less seasoned managers. 

Participating was also often described as “inspirational”, as the participants were exposed to 

different perspectives that allowed them to view even their own organisations from a different 

angle.  

 

5. Ecosystem and structural factors 

This theme addresses the impact of structural or contextual factors that may limit the likelihood 

for a GSE behaviour to occur. Many of the respondents believed that this type ecosystem 

imitative needs a specific type of setup, since the participants are expected to co-create content 

and value. While some of the respondents specifically stated that they believed these types of 

initiatives would work better in smaller cities or regions, others believed it was a question of 

curating the right type of social group no matter the context or size of the city. Additionally, 

the project was started in 2020, meaning that it was highly affected by the global pandemic. 

Practically this meant that the initiative held two in-person meetings and the remainder of the 

interactions occurred virtually. Thus, the initiative was conducted by both meetings in person 

and online. This is something that was discussed in depth by the participants, and they expressed 

that the physical meetings in the beginning had been important to establish a feeling and a 

climate in the social group, and it was suggested that not having had this opportunity could 

have limited the success of the ecosystem initiative.  

 

Finally, as mentioned above, based on the findings of this study a conceptual model emerged 

which contains the above proposed factors, this model can be found illustrated in Figure 12 

below.  
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Figure 12: Emerged framework for GSE behaviour relating to employer branding outcomes in a business ecosystem 

 

 Emerged ecosystem-centric perspective and Ecosystem Citizenship Behaviour 

(ECB)  

 
As briefly  mentioned above, in study 2 an ecosystem-centric perspective emerged as it relates 

to employer branding. It holds that employer branding can be perceived from the perspective 

of the ecosystem as a whole and for study 2 it manifested by individuals from different firms 

working together and helping each other above and beyond the base expectations of the 

initiative. With regards to “going above and beyond”, extant literature has provided the 

perspectives of both employee and partner extra-role behaviours (e.g., Organ, 1988; Wuyts, 

2007). Adding to this, in study 2 an Ecosystem Citizenship Behaviour (ECB) also emerged. 

ECB can be summarized as an ecosystem-based extra-role behaviour that can be beneficial for 

joint employer branding initiatives between different firms in an ecosystem. How these three 

extra-role perspectives fit with eachother can be seen illustrated in Figure 13 below. Study 2 

proposed ECB to be made up by positive, constructive actions undertaken by ecosystem actors 
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(individuals, firms or ecosystem as a whole) that go above and beyond formal agreements that 

define or bind the ecosystem. With this in mind, Figure 13 shows an emerged layering of extra-

role behaviour (i.e., going above and beyond) from the individual to the ecosystem perspective. 

Therefore, in addition to ECB, this illustration includes both OCB (i.e., employee extra-role 

behaviour) and partner extra-role behaviours (Organ, 1988; Wuyts, 2007). 

 

 
Figure 13: The emerged layering of extra-role behaviour (going above and beyond) from the individual to the ecosystem 
perspective 

 
 
4.3 FINDINGS OF STUDY 3 

The purpose of the third study was to address the research question: Does organizational 

commitment predict Paying it Forward behaviour? To address the research question, this third 

study first reviewed extant literature and conceptually confirmed that PIF is an organizational 

citizenship behavior distinct from other conceptualizations. Next in this study, a conceptual 

model emerged that examined individual tendencies to engage in PIF within organizations, this 
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model was then empirically tested. The model included multiple distinct hypotheses, which will 

be described next. 

 
First, organizational commitment has been found to directly influence how employees view 

their work responsibilities (Coyle-Shapiro et al., 2004) and therefore positively influences the 

degree to which individuals engage in organizational citizenship behavior (Morrison, 1994) 

Organizational commitment also leads to other important outcomes, such as increased firm 

performance (Morris & Sherman, 1981; Mowday, Steers, & Porter, 1979) and organizational 

adaptability (Angle & Perry, 1981), increased employee satisfaction (Hunt et al., 1985) and 

employee motivation (Farrell & Rusbult, 1981), decreased turnover (Porter, Steers, & Boulian, 

1974) and increased organizational citizenship behavior including PIF (Williams & Anderson, 

1991; Yoshikawa et al., 2019) (Williams and Anderson, 1991). This leads to the first 

hypothesis:  

 

H1: Organizational commitment is a predictor of paying it forward behavior in the workplace. 

 
Next, one cannot assume that the above hypothesis, if true, would hold in the same manner 

across employee groups, given that individual-specific factors may influence the magnitude of 

this relationship (Alizadeh, Darvishi, Nazari, & Emami, 2012). Therefore, this research also 

sought to examine the potential moderating role of the three variables age, gender and tenure 

(Alizadeh et al., 2012), which led to the three hypotheses below. For further discussion of how 

these were developed please refer to the full research article which is included in the appendix 

of this dissertation.  

 

H2: Age moderates the relationship between organizational commitment and paying it forward 

behavior in the workplace. 
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H3: Gender moderates the relationship between organizational commitment and paying it 

forward behavior in the workplace. 

 

H4: Tenure moderates the relationship between organizational commitment and paying it 

forward behavior in the workplace. 

 

The proposed relationship of above four hypotheses is illustrated in the conceptual model 

presented in Figure 14 below. The model allows for examination of the central relationship 

between organizational commitment and PIF (H1), as well as examination of the role of the 

three moderating variables (H2, H3 and H4) 

 

 

Figure 14: Emerged conceptual model 

 

Following the research methodology previously discussed both in chapter 3 of this dissertation 

and in the full research article, which is included in the appendix of this dissertation, led to the 

following results. First, the sample composition, as it relates to of gender and average tenure 

per age group of the 171 respondents, is presented in Table 4 below. As can be seen in the table, 

with regards to the age breakdown of respondents, a majority of them were in the age group 
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from 26-35 years old, with a higher degree of male (n = 102) than female respondents (n = 69). 

The average tenure of the sample was 6.4 years with a standard deviation of 4.5 years. The 

average tenure for older age cohorts was longer than younger age cohorts.  

 

Table 4: Sample composition (n = 171) 

 Male Female Average Tenure 

Age 

19-25 20 9 3.3 (s.d. = 1.8) 

26-35 49 34 5.4 (s.d. = 2.6) 

36-45 25 14 8.1 (s.d. = 5.0) 

46-55 8 12 11.6 (s.d. = 6.6) 

 

 Result of Hypothesis 1 - organizational commitment is a significant predictor of 

PIF 

The first hypothesis sought to confirm whether organizational commitment was a predictor of 

PIF. The overall model was significant (F = 4.72; p = 0.03), with organizational commitment 

explaining 2.5% of the variation in PIF. The ! coefficient of 0.16 indicates that organizational 

commitment is a significant (p = 0.04) predictor of PIF, indicating a relatively weak, positive 

relationship. Therefore, the null hypothesis was rejected, and it was concluded that 

organizational commitment is a significant predictor of PIF.  

 

 Result of Hypothesis 2 - age is a moderator of the relationship between 

organizational commitment and PIF 

The second hypothesis sought to confirm whether age moderated the relationship between 

organizational commitment and PIF. The overall model was significant (F = 2.42; p = 0.02), 

with the independent variables explaining 9.4% of the variation in PIF, the change in R² as a 
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result of the interaction is 6.2%. Three of the interaction effects (each representing a different 

age group) were noted as significant. In particular, we found that 26-35; 36-45 and 45-55-year 

olds exhibited significantly less PIF than the 19-25-year old. These results are presented in 

Table 5 where we find that the standardized ! coefficient for organizational commitment is 

only significant in the youngest age category. The null hypothesis was therefore rejected, and 

it was concluded that age is a moderator of the relationship between organizational commitment 

and PIF.  

 

Table 5: Organizational commitment and PIF relationship by age category 

Age group Standardized ! coefficient regressing 

organizational commitment on PIF 

19-25 0.61 (p <.005) 

26-35 0.23 (p = 0.04) 

36-45 -0.16 (p = 0.35) 

46-55 0.10 (p = 0.70) 

 

 Result of Hypothesis 3 - gender is a moderator of the relationship between 

organizational commitment and PIF 

The third hypothesis examined whether gender was a moderator of the relationship between 

organizational commitment and PIF. Using Hayes PROCESS, the overall model was significant 

(F = 6.07; p <.005), with the independent variables explaining 9.8% of the variation in PIF, the 

change in R² as a result of the interaction is 6.3%. The gender moderator variable was 

significant (p <.005) with a coefficient of -0.41. This indicates that females tend to exhibit 

significantly less PIF than males. Examining the standardized ! coefficients, we find that the 
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coefficient of organizational commitment for males is 0.40 (p <.005) and -0.08 (p = 0.53) for 

females. The null hypothesis was therefore rejected, and it was concluded that gender is a 

moderator of the relationship between organizational commitment and PIF. 

 

 Result of Hypothesis 4 - tenure is not a moderator of the relationship between 

organizational commitment and PIF 

The final hypothesis sought to examine whether tenure was a moderator of the relationship 

between organizational commitment and PIF. Employment tenure is used in addition to an 

individual’s age because reflects the length of time an individual has been employed by their 

current organization (McEnrue, 1988). The employment tenure was deemed of interest in this 

context, since longer tenured, more committed employees have been found more likely to 

engage in other types of organizational citizenship behavior than employees with shorter tenure 

(Chou & Pearson, 2011; Ng & Feldman, 2010). As was shown in Table 4 further above, in this 

sample older employees on average had longer employment tenure than younger employees. 

However, using Hayes PROCESS, the results indicated that the overall model was not 

significant (p = 0.14), thus the interaction between organizational commitment and tenure was 

negligible. It was therefore not possible to reject the null hypothesis and it was concluded that 

tenure is not a moderator of the relationship between organizational commitment and PIF.  

 

As discussed above, the findings of this analysis led to support of hypotheses H1, H2 and H3 

and this was also summarized in the final research model illustrated in Figure 15 below. 
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Figure 15: Final emerged research model  

 
 
4.4 FINDINGS OF STUDY 4 

Finally, the purpose of the fourth study was to address the research question: How can 

managers encourage Paying it Forward behaviour that contributes to strengthening the firm’s 

employer brand? To address the fourth research question, study 4 takes a three-fold approach, 

first it introduces a conceptual definition for a ‘paying it forward mindset’ (herein after referred 

to as PIF mindset), describes what it entails and explains the value it may bring; second the 

study discusses different examples, benefits and risks of how PIF occurs on a micro-, meso- 

and macro-level; and third, it provides practical guidelines summarized as principles for 

managers regarding how to foster a PIF mindset among employees and the broader 

organization. Next follows a summary of each of these three components. 

 

 Conceptual definition of a PIF mindset 

First, PIF and the many shapes in which it has been presented in the literature is summarized to 

gain clarity on its defining characteristics. Table 6 below summarizes the defining 

characteristics of paying it forward. 
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Table 6:  Defining characteristics of paying it forward 

 Paying it Forward 
 

Definition Behavior where individuals, such as employees and business partners, give something of 
value to a third party because they have in the past received something of value themselves 
(Yoshikawa et al., 2019). 

 
Type of 

Behavior Indirect (i.e., generalized) social exchange. 

 
 

Premise Social exchange builds on a foundation of a cost/benefit analysis and social debt, where the 
cost of giving needs to balance with the benefit received in order for a social debt to have 
been repaid (Homans, 1958b; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959b). 

 
Type of social 

debt repayment Collective, the expected reward (i.e., repayment of the social debt) is given by someone else 
than the recipient rather than as a direct return from the individual who benefited from the 
first act (Blau, 1964; Yang et al., 2020). 

 
 

Resource flow A à B à C 

 
Examples of 

why individuals 
choose to pay it 

forward 

Organizational culture and norms (Flynn, 2005).  

Feeling or receiving gratitude (DeSteno et al., 2010; Gouldner, 1960; Nowak & Roch, 
2007).  

Feeling obligation (Ekeh, 1974).   

Organizational commitment (Eriksson & Ferreira, 2021).  

Trust, openness, shared values, a sense of belonging (Baker & Bulkley, 2014; Baker & 
Levine, 2013; Ekeh, 1974; Flynn, 2005). 

 
 

Other 
categorizations 

Extra-role behavior - helping behaviors that are not prescribed by being part of a contract or 
formal job requirements (Bateman & Organ, 1983); 

Organizational citizenship behavior -  voluntary behaviors of individuals that are not 
explicitly recognized or rewarded and that contributes toward positively promoting the 
effective functioning of an organization (Organ, 1988) 

Pro-social behavior - a social behavior that benefits and produces well-being and integrity 
for other individuals or the society as a whole (Brief & Motowidlo, 1986) 

 
 

 

With a foundation of what PIF is and the benefits it brings, we turn our attention to what having 

the mindset entails. A PIF mindset is defined as a clear tendency and intention of someone to 

give benefit to another person when they themselves receive something of value. 
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 How PIF occurs on a micro-, meso- and macro-level 

The results of the analysis toward the fourth research question concludes that PIF occurs at 

three levels, the micro-, meso- and macro-level. To summarize, examples of how PIF occurs at 

the micro-level entails that a cycle can starts with one individual, such as an employee or a 

firm’s leader, who engages in a value exchange with another individual. Common ways of 

engaging in PIF in an organization include providing colleagues help through online knowledge 

sharing and other platforms for virtual collaboration (Baker & Bulkley, 2014; Yoshikawa et al., 

2018); making valued introductions into one's network (Tafesse & Skallerud, 2015); or 

providing others in the organization with services using a time-banking approach (Whitham & 

Clarke, 2016). At the meso-level PIF takes place between organizations or communities. In this 

context, a firm or community, rather than the individual themselves, engages in the behavior. 

To aid PIF to happen firms can both provide the structure where the process is possible and 

encourage the behavior to happen. In this context engaging in PIF can for example take the 

form of different firm or community initiatives (e.g., Better, 2020) or temporary information or 

resource sharing (e.g., Galloway, Kuhn, & Collins-Williams, 2021). These type of acts can help 

create a network environment that allows for both cooperation and coopetition (Galloway et al., 

2021).  Finally, the macro-level context is where business ecosystems fit in. At this level 

ecosystem actors for example support the positive image management of other firms (Westphal 

et al., 2012). It also serves to give access to a breadth and depth of knowledge, competencies 

and experiences across and between firms. This is for example manifested in communities, such 

as the entrepreneurial community of Silicon Valley (Ready, 2012), where PIF is part of the 

business culture and engaging in it simply is the norm. Further examples, benefits and risks of 

how PIF occurs on a micro-, meso- and macro-level are summarized in Table 7 below. 

  



 101 

Table 7: Paying it forward behavior at a micro-, meso- and macro-level (illustrative rather than exhaustive list) 

Context / who Manifestations 
  

Value created Risks 

Micro: 
Individual 
employees, 
leadership 
  

Mentoring, 
making 
introductions 
into one’s 
network, 
writing positive 
social media 
comments re: 
individuals (e.g., 
LinkedIn) 

Skills development: 
Improved ability to set goals and sequence work, 
solve problems, level up staff 
 
Access to network 
Improved access to resources and information 
Increased understanding of how other companies 
work and how that can be applied in their own work 
Commitment 
Increased trust in, and engagement with, the 
organization 
 Creates a better work environment 
Strengthened organizational commitment encourages 
the behavior and thereby supports a positive cycle of 
kindness 

The risk of free riding 
(only taking without 
paying something 
forward) 

Meso: 
Organizations, 
communities 

Community 
initiatives 
Sharing 
information and 
advice 
Referrals 
Paid time to do 
volunteering 
  

Knowledge bank: 
Improved performance 
Improved ability to communicate and explain 
corporate values 
Increased knowledge of how to take care of 
employees 
Improved change management abilities 
Stronger relationships & networks 
Reputation & Brand: 
Reputation as a giver 
Increased brand value/attractiveness 
Increased ability to attract individuals to the firm 

Lack of belief that this 
is, or should be 
happening between 
competitors or in 
business at large (and 
therefore not engaging 
in the behavior) 

Macro: 
Ecosystems 

Sharing 
information and 
best practices, 
supporting 
positive image 
management of 
other firms in 
the ecosystem 

Aggregated level of knowledge: 
Access to a breadth and depth of knowledge, 
competencies and experiences/ transfer of 
competencies and experiences between firms 
Business culture reputation: 
Paying it forward is the norm 
Competitiveness: 
Improved performance 
Ability to attract individuals to the region/ecosystem 
Ability to offer long term careers in a business region 
Ecosystem robustness 

Sharing best practice 
(or other resources) can 
include a sense of 
anonymity. The giver 
might not receive 
feedback, remaining 
unaware of the 
impact/value created, 
potentially ending the 
cycle.  

 
 Principles for how to foster a PIF mindset 

Finally, to address the further research question, the study provides five practical managerial 

principles for creating a PIF mindset in an organization. These principles can be summarized 

as: 
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§ Principle 1: You need to believe in it and start doing it! 

§ Principle 2: Make the behavior known and understood 

§ Principle 3: Recognize and reward the behavior  

§ Principle 4: Curate the group and give them the needed tools 

§ Principle 5: Be humble enough to receive  

 

Given that employees do not only work within the firm but are also the representatives that 

interact with other firms, the principles are intended to be applied across the phases of the 

employee journey. This includes from attracting talent before they are hired, through their 

onboarding and daily work performance, and even at the stage of farewell and being an alumnus 

of the firm. Because of this the notion that ‘how you do anything is how you do everything’ is 

overarching all principles. Further details of the principles are summarized in Figure 16 below.
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Figure 16: Principles for fostering a PIF m
indset 
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4.5 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

This chapter presented the findings of the four studies that taken together contribute toward 

forming this dissertation. Study 1 identified seven factors that influence individual’s likelihood 

to engage in PIF and situated PIF into the B2B marketing context by proposing a conceptual 

framework and positing a series of researchable propositions as it relates to PIF within and 

between firms. As previously discussed, the findings of study 1 also informed the formulation 

of the remaining research questions which were addressed by studies 2 - 4. Next, study 2 

provided a conceptual model which proposes factors related to how and why indirect social 

exchanges such as PIF can occur in an ecosystem, and what types of outcomes it can lead to for 

the individuals, firms and the ecosystem as a whole. In turn, study 3 conceptually confirmed 

that PIF is an organizational citizenship behavior distinct from other conceptualizations, next a 

conceptual model that examined individual tendencies to engage in PIF within organizations 

emerged and was empirically tested. Study 3 found that organizational commitment predicts 

PIF and that this relationship is moderated by both an individual’s age and gender, however not 

by their tenure. Finally, study 4 hade a three-fold approach to results, first a conceptual 

definition for a ‘paying it forward mindset’ emerged as well as a summary of what it entails 

and the value it may bring; second the study discussed different examples, benefits and risks of 

how PIF occurs on a micro-, meso- and macro-level; and to conclude, third, it provided practical 

guidelines summarized as principles for managers regarding how to foster a PIF mindset among 

employees and the broader organization. 

 

Following next, Chapter Five presents the theoretical contributions and practical implications 

of each of the four studies. The chapter will also discuss limitations related to each study and 

propose recommendations for future research.  
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5 CHAPTER FIVE: CONTRIBUTIONS AND IMPLICATIONS, 
LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter will present the key theoretical contributions and practical implications of each 

individual study, as well as for the overall dissertation research being comprised of all the 

studies taken together. A theoretical contribution is formed by making an addition to the 

literature that advances the existing understanding of a particular phenomenon (Corley & Gioia, 

2011). Said theoretical contribution can be made across several dimensions that pertain to the 

particular phenomenon, such as what, how, why, where, and when (Whetten, 1989). Further, 

Corley and Gioia (2011) highlight that a theoretical contribution also needs to have both 

originality and utility (Corley & Gioia, 2011). This aligns with how Whetten (1989) outlines 

that a theoretical contribution should be assessed using several key questions, including and not 

limited to ‘what’s new?’, ‘so what?’, ’who cares?’ and ‘why now?’ (Whetten, 1989). Adding 

to this, a theoretical contribution should also offer practical implications (Vargo & Koskela-

Huotari, 2020), discuss the limitations associated with the research (Webster & Watson, 2002) 

and identify avenues for future research (Webster & Watson, 2002). With this in mind, practical 

implications, limitations and avenues for future research will also be discussed in this chapter 

both as it pertains to each individual study and for overarching the dissertation research which 

is comprised of all the studies taken together.    

 

5.2 THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS AND PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS FROM EACH 
STUDY 

This section will discuss the practical implications, limitations and avenues for future research 

as it pertains to each individual study. 
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 CONTRIBUTIONS FROM STUDY 1 

The contributions of study 1 are four-fold. First, while extant research recognizes the important 

role of social exchange and reciprocity in inter-firm B2B relationship development (e.g. Voss 

et al. 2019), this work further contributes to the field by situating PIF in the B2B marketing 

context. Specifically, by providing a synthesis based on extant literature of what PIF is, how it 

occurs and how it can be encouraged in the B2B marketing context. As part of this literature 

synthesis seven factors emerged that influence an individual’s likelihood to engage in PIF. 

Second, study 1 contributed to the B2B marketing and social exchange literature by 

contributing a conceptual framework for PIF in the B2B marketing context. In it four different 

modes (peer, partner, affiliation and alliance) emerged under which marketers can facilitate or 

participate in PIF. This framework may aid researchers in the transition from description of the 

phenomenon to generalizing about specific aspects of the phenomenon. Third, study 1 

introduced seven researchable propositions to the to the B2B marketing literature, as it relates 

to PIF in the B2B marketing context. These researchable propositions contribute research 

avenues toward further exploring the value PIF may provide for different modes of the 

marketing B2B context. Fourth, study 1 contributed from a practical perspective, by proving 

practitioners with insights to why and how employees and business relations act in an extra-

role fashion and choose to go above and beyond what is simply expected.  

 

5.2.1.1 LIMITATIONS OF STUDY 1 

As mentioned previously, the undertaken research method has limitations. First, this research 

was limited to only using literature written in English. This may have have led to the elimination 

of relevant literature written in any other language. Further, using the Web of Science database 

as the primary source for literature for this research will have limited search results to only the 

journals available that were available there. As also mentioned previously, during the analysis 
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effort, this second issue was in some part mitigated by also reviewing relevant literature that 

was cited in the literature identified by the original searches, however overarchingly this 

limitation of the research remains.  

 

 

5.2.1.2 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH FROM STUDY 1 

Study 1 provides multiple avenues for future research. From the study emerged a conceptual 

framework and seven researchable propositions as it relates to PIF in the B2B marketing 

context. Future research can empirically test the framework and propositions presented in this 

work, for example through using a cross-sectional or longitudinal quantitative survey method. 

Insights may also be further qualitatively developed by means of experiments or in-depth 

interviews. In addition the dimensions of the conceptual framework are not fully exhaustive, 

and there may be other dimensions worth exploring, future research may for example examine 

the influence of relationship strength of ties (Granovetter, 1973). Study 1 does also not 

comprehensively address influence of certain cultural differences, this could for example be 

examined by using Hofstede and colleagues’ (1990) cultural dimensions (e.g., power-distance). 

Finally, another potential avenue for future research may be to study PIF happening in a group 

that is explicitly formed for group-generalized exchange (i.e., resource pooling)19.  

 

 CONTRIBUTIONS FROM STUDY 2 

Study 2 made three primary contributions. First, it proposed a conceptual model structured 

according to the characteristics of the business ecosystems, it can be used by both academics 

and practitioners to organize and analyse insights relating to PIF. The model included five 

proposed factors relating to how and why indirect social exchanges such as PIF can occur in an 

 
19 Group-generalized behavior means that an individual benefits from a group because group members pool 
resources and receive benefits generated by this resource pooling (Ekeh, 1974; Yamagishi & Cook, 1993), 
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ecosystem, and what types of outcomes it can lead to for the individuals, firms and the 

ecosystem as a whole. Second, study 2 also extended knowledge of B2B marketing from an 

employer branding perspective by proposing the existance of an ecosystem-centric perspective 

as it relates to employer branding. Meaning that employer branding can be perceived and acted 

upon from the perspective of the ecosystem as a whole. Third, study 2 proposed an Ecosystem 

Citizenship Behaviour (ECB), meaning an ecosystem-based extra-role behaviour that can be 

beneficial for joint employer branding initiatives between different firms in an ecosystem.  

 

 

5.2.2.1 LIMITATIONS OF STUDY 2 

As previously discussed, study 2 has several limitations as it relates to the generalizability of 

the work. First, non-probability sampling techniques such as using a convenience sample does 

not allow for broad generalization of findings relating to the phenomenon (Malhotra, 2010; 

Neuman, 2007). Further limitations are associated with the sample size (Neuman, 2007). While 

extant research holds that emergent themes can be ascertained from a total of six in-depth 

interviews (Guest et al., 2006) and that with further probing a small sample (with probing 

questions) can be sufficient to collect most salient ideas (Weller et al., 2018). Hence, while both 

the exploratory research approach (Neuman, 2007) and a nonprobability, sequential sampling 

technique are deemed appropriate for identifying emerging themes for a phenomenon and 

context where little pre-existing knowledge exists (Neuman, 2007; Stebbins, 2014), these 

findings would need to be further validated to broadly be able to generalize across a population.  

 
 

5.2.2.2 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH FROM STUDY 2 

Study 2 offers multiple avenues for future research. First, the proposed conceptual model may 

be used by both academics and practitioners to organize and analyse further insights relating to 

PIF. For example, by undertaking qualitative research in further business ecosystems thereby 
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increasing the ability to generalize the findings. Further, study 2 proposes an ecosystem-centric 

perspective as it relates to employer branding, which provides avenues for future further 

research both in terms of using quantitative and qualitative approaches, and also in terms of 

researching using different types of ecosystems. Finally, given that this research was conducted 

at a single point in time, longitudinal research to follow the artifacts and outcomes over time 

may provide additional knowledge. 

 

 

 CONTRIBUTIONS FROM STUDY 3 

Study 3 makes two major contributions. First, it conceptually confirmed that PIF is an 

organizational citizenship behavior distinct from other conceptualizations. This extends the 

academic literature by providing evidence that it PIF falls in to the organizational citizenship 

behavior category, yet that it can be studied discrete from other conceptualizations such as 

altruism, courtesy, sportsmanship, conscientiousness or civic virtue (Moorman, 1991). Second, 

it proposed and empirically tested a conceptual model which examined individual tendencies 

to engage in PIF and organizational citizenship behavior in organizations. This further added 

to the literature by confirming that there exists a positive relationship between organizational 

commitment and PIF, and that age and gender are confirmed moderators of this relationship. 

These findings were summarized in a final research model which forms a further contribution 

toward our academic understanding of individual tendencies to engage in social exchange and 

organizational citizenship behavior, as a result of their commitment to the organization. Further, 

there are several practical implications from this study as it relates to furthering the 

understanding of individual tendencies to engage in organizational citizenship behavior, as a 

result of their commitment to the organization. This provides managers insight that may aid in 

fostering desired behavior, which assists with the creation of a self-reinforcing, positive 

behavioral cycle. Organizational citizenship behaviors are expected to strengthen 
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organizational performance (Organ, 1988, 1997), and to contrast lack thereof may have 

detrimental effects and when employees engage strictly in the activities required by them by 

their employment contract an organization risks failure (Katz and Kahn, 1978). Therefore, it is 

of high practical value to understand factors that significantly contribute toward organizational 

citizenship behavior. 

 

 

5.2.3.1 LIMITATIONS OF STUDY 3 

As also discussed above, there were four major limitations of this research. First, the ability for 

respondents to self-select to take part in the research may have resulted in bias influencing the 

responses (Neuman, 2007; Vehovar et al., 2016). Second, whilst the research examined the 

moderating role of three individual-specific factors, it did not examine any cross-cultural 

differences that could influence the relationship between organizational commitment and 

organizational citizenship behavior (Yang et al., 2020). Third, the scale employed for PIF 

(Yoshikawa et al., 2019), only considers organizational citizenship behavior toward involved 

individuals and thus does not examine organizational citizenship behavior toward the 

organization itself (Yoshikawa et al., 2019). The implication thereof is that one is not able to 

extend the identified relationship between organizational commitment and organizational 

citizenship behavior pertaining to individuals to organizational citizenship behavior directed at 

the organization itself. Fourth, while tenure is examined as a moderating variable, this is not 

indicative of an individual’s overall cumulative length of service (Ng & Feldman, 2010).  

Research shows that although that an employee could have been employed within an 

organization for a long period of time, they may have a low role- or group-specific tenure due 

to reasons such as changing roles laterally or upward mobility through promotions (Ng & 

Feldman, 2010).   
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5.2.3.2 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH FROM STUDY 3 

Future research may consider several research avenues. First, to conduct inquiry into the role 

of cultural-specific factors as it relates to the relationship between organizational commitment 

and organizational citizenship behavior. Second, an expansion of the operationalization of 

organizational citizenship behavior to include behavior that is directed toward the organization 

as opposed to involved individuals could provide further insight into the social exchange upon 

which organizational commitment is developed. Third, incorporating potential negative 

behaviors associated with PIF behaviors could offer further insight into the multidimensional 

operationalization of PIF. Fourth, given that many types of working arrangements are becoming 

ever common today, research to assess the impact of different types of employment contracts 

may be timely. This is specifically relevant in the light of findings indicating that temporary 

employees demonstrate less organizational commitment than permanent employees (De 

Cuyper, Notelaers and De Witte, 2009). Fifth, a further expansion of organizational citizenship 

behavior to those beyond the organization, in particular considering customers or suppliers of 

the organization, could examine the extent to which these behaviors are able to effect broader 

change. This broader effect could be of particular relevance to B2B markets which represent a 

much larger market with a key focus on the relational component and the role of a multitude of 

stakeholders (Conduit et al., 2019). Lastly, future researchers should consider additional drivers 

may be of PIF behavior in the workplace, particularly for older, female employees, given that 

this study found that organizational commitment was not a strong driver of PIF behavior 

amongst these individuals 

 

 CONTRIBUTIONS FROM STUDY 4 

The contributions of study 4 are three-fold. First, study 4 introduced a conceptual definition for 

a PIF mindset and described what it entails and the value it may bring. This forms an extension 

of the academic literature that serves to advance our existing academic understanding of PIF, 
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in particular this is of interest given that PIF over time has been forming a growing area of 

interest in business settings (Yang et al., 2020), yet the topic of PIF had received comparably 

less attention in a B2B context than in B2C and C2C (Kim & Baker, 2020b; Levine & Baker, 

2020; Walker & Yip, 2018; Yang et al., 2020). Second, the study provided a summary of 

different examples, benefits and risks of how PIF occurs on a micro-, meso- and macro-level. 

This contributes to broadening our understanding of how actors engage in exchanges, which 

recently has been requested for both between (Bondeli et al., 2018; Shanka & Buvik, 2019; 

Voss et al., 2019) and within firms (Bontrager & Marshall, 2020; Cortez & Johnston, 2020). 

Finally, third, it provided practical guidelines summarized as principles for managers regarding 

how to foster a PIF mindset among employees and the broader organization. This again aligns 

with how a theoretical contribution should also offer practical implications (Vargo & Koskela-

Huotari, 2020) and specifically aids the manager in both forming a broadened understanding of 

what can influence an individual’s likelihood to engage in PIF, and to take practical steps 

toward encouraging and facilitating this. 

 

5.2.4.1 LIMITATIONS OF STUDY 4 

As previously discussed, this research has several limitations. First, the use of a non-probability 

sampling techniques by using a convenience sample means that broad generalization of the 

findings cannot be drawn (Malhotra, 2010; Neuman, 2007). In addition, while extant research 

has showed that that emergent themes can be ascertained from a total of six in-depth interviews 

(Guest et al., 2006), and that further probing of a small sample can be sufficient to collect most 

salient ideas relating to a phenomenon (Weller et al., 2018), the sample size (Neuman, 2007) 

used for this study mean that further research is required to broadly generalize these findings 

(Malhotra, 2010; Neuman, 2007). With this in mind, while both the exploratory research 

approach (Neuman, 2007) and a nonprobability, sequential sampling technique are deemed 
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appropriate for identifying emerging themes for a phenomenon and context where little pre-

existing knowledge exists (Neuman, 2007; Stebbins, 2014), the findings of this study would 

need to be further validated to broadly be able to generalize across a population (Malhotra, 

2010; Neuman, 2007).   

 

 

5.2.4.2 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH FROM STUDY 4 

Finally, there are also several avenues for future research associated with this study. First, given 

that the study provides a snapshot in time, taking a longitudinal approach could provide even 

more valuable insights into how a chain of PIF can develop and what concrete outcomes it has. 

Further, this research was undertaken in a specific region (Northern Sweden) appropriate for 

this exploratory research due to the issues relating to attracting and retaining talent related to 

its rural location, and this opens up the potential avenue for further research into exploring the 

topic in different contexts and locations to gain insights into if and how PIF can manifest itself 

in other ecosystems that face both similar and different challenges.   

 

5.3 OVERALL RESEARCH CONTRIBUTIONS 

This section will discuss how this dissertation, which comprises of inquiry into four individual 

research questions, has contributed to furthering the B2B marketing literature.  

 

As discussed above, the overall scope of this research was to assess PIF within the context of 

B2B marketing. As discussed throughout this dissertation, PIF has been forming a growing area 

of interest in business settings (Yang et al., 2020), however, yet the topic of PIF had received 

comparably less attention in a B2B context than in B2C and C2C (Kim & Baker, 2020b; Levine 

& Baker, 2020; Walker & Yip, 2018; Yang et al., 2020). Further, the first chapter of this 

dissertation identified two major research gaps as it relates to PIF in the context of B2B 

marketing, namely the need for 1) a general assessment of PIF in the B2B marketing context, 
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as well as 2) further understanding of how actors engage in PIF in the B2B marketing context. 

Adding to this, as also previously discussed, the literature has highlighted the perspectives of 

exchange taking place both within and between firms (Cortez & Johnston, 2020; Das & Teng, 

2002; Lusch et al., 1992; Shanka & Buvik, 2019) and that marketing is a process that requires 

both social and managerial activities (Kotler, 1991). This means that marketing practitioners 

often have multiple responsibilities (Alexander et al., 2018), of which primary responsibilities 

are to be the marketer for a firm,  where they are a participant in exchange relationships between 

firms (Bagozzi, 1975a; Cortez & Johnston, 2020; Morgan & Hunt, 1994); and to be a manager 

of employees and teams and be responsible for functional areas such as marketing and sales 

within the firm (Moorman & Day, 2016; Moorman & Rust, 1999; Webster, 1992), a role that 

in addition to participation explicitly can encourage and facilitate employees engaging in PIF 

(Baker & Bulkley, 2014). With the stated research gaps these perspectives contributed to the 

sequential development of four research questions, each addressed by a study which led to 

research article prepared for a peer-reviewed academic journal. Taken together, these areas for 

research were summarized by the research problem statement: How can marketing managers 

participate in and facilitate/encourage Paying it Forward in the B2B marketing context? 

 

 

Considering the above, this dissertation has contributed to furthering B2B marketing literature 

by providing insights into how marketing managers can participate in and facilitate/encourage 

Paying it Forward in the B2B marketing context. It does this taking a two-fold approach by: 1) 

providing a general assessment of PIF in the B2B marketing context; and 2) furthering our 

understanding of how actors engage in PIF in the B2B marketing context. A more detailed 

discussion of this now follows:  
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 Providing a general assessment of PIF in the B2B marketing context. 

First, study 1 contributed to extending the academic literature by advancing our existing 

academic understanding PIF by situating it in the B2B marketing context, providing a synthesis 

based on extant literature of what PIF is, how it occurs and how it can be encouraged in the 

B2B marketing context. Further from this study emerged seven factors that influence an 

individual’s likelihood to engage in PIF and contributed a conceptual framework it relates to 

PIF in the B2B marketing context. From the study there also emerged seven researchable 

propositions as it relates to PIF across four different modes (peer, partner, affiliation and 

alliance) in the B2B marketing context, which serve to also advance our existing academic 

understanding of PIF. It further provided practitioners with insights to why and how employees 

and business relations act in an extra-role fashion and choose to go above and beyond what is 

simply expected. The findings of study 1 also led to surfacing three different areas for further 

investigation and the formulation of the remaining research questions relating to how actors 

engage in PIF in the B2B marketing context. 

 

 Furthering our understanding of how actors engage in PIF in the B2B marketing 
context 

As also previously discussed, given that over time the academic interest in actor engagement 

has gained increased prominence, and the focus having moved from customers only to all types 

of actors involved (Conduit et al., 2019; Kleinaltenkamp et al., 2019; Storbacka, 2019), this 

dissertation focused on the actor dimension provided by social exchange theory to assess how 

actors engage in PIF in the B2B context. As previously mentioned, value-creation is a major 

focus of the marketing discipline (Kotler, 2020; Mingione & Leoni, 2020; Sheth & Uslay, 2007) 

and to achieve this it actors play different roles (Conduit et al., 2019; Ranjan & Read, 2016; 

Storbacka, 2019). Given the many different actors engaging it is important to further knowledge 

about how employees and business partners go above and beyond what can be expected by their 
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formal roles (MacKenzie et al., 1998; Wuyts, 2007). This applies in the context of two of a 

marketer’s primary responsibilities, which are to be the marketer for a firm,  where they are a 

participant in exchange relationships between firms (Bagozzi, 1975a; Cortez & Johnston, 2020; 

Morgan & Hunt, 1994); and to be a manager of employees and teams and be responsible for 

functional areas such as marketing and sales within the firm (Moorman & Day, 2016; Moorman 

& Rust, 1999; Webster, 1992), Therefore, studies 2 – 4 elucidated different aspects of how 

actors engage in it in the B2B marketing context as follows:  

 

Study 2 proposed a conceptual model structured according to the characteristics of the business 

ecosystems, it can be used by both academics and practitioners to organize and analyse insights 

relating to PIF and employer branding in an ecosystem context. The conceptual model included 

five proposed factors relating to how and why indirect social exchanges such as PIF can occur 

in an ecosystem, and what types of outcomes it can lead to for the individuals, firms and the 

ecosystem as a whole.  Study 2 also proposed proposed the existance of an ecosystem-centric 

perspective as it relates to employer branding. Meaning that employer branding can be 

perceived from the perspective of the ecosystem as a whole. Finally, it proposed an Ecosystem 

Citizenship Behaviour (ECB), meaning an ecosystem-based extra-role behaviour that can be 

beneficial for joint employer branding initiatives between different firms in an ecosystem. Next, 

study 3 first contributed by conceptually confirming that PIF is an organizational citizenship 

behavior distinct from other conceptualizations. It then proposed and empirically tested a 

conceptual model which examined individual tendencies to engage in PIF and organizational 

citizenship behavior in organizations. This confirmed that there exists a positive relationship 

between organizational commitment and PIF, and that age and gender are confirmed 

moderators of this relationship. These findings were summarized in a final research model. 

Finally, study4 introduced a conceptual definition for a PIF mindset and described what it 
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entails and the value it may bring. It contributed to the literature by providing a summary of 

different examples, benefits and risks of how PIF occurs on a micro-, meso- and macro-level. 

It also provided practical guidelines summarized as principles for managers regarding how to 

foster a PIF mindset among employees and the broader organization. In addition to these 

contributions, several recommendations for future research were made which provides future 

researchers with multiple avenues for further inquiry into the area of PIF in the B2B marketing 

context. 

 

 

5.4 OVERALL RESEARCH LIMITATIONS 

The limitations associated with each individual study have already been discussed above, 

however in addition to this there are limitations relating to the overarching scope of this 

dissertation. Specifically, this dissertation is made up by exploratory research which limits on 

the ability to generalize the findings. As previously discussed, exploratory research is often 

undertaken for nascent research areas and to inquire into new phenomenon, it is used with the 

purpose to create familiarity with basic facts, create a general understanding of conditions, 

create propositions or hypotheses, determining further research feasibility and formulating 

avenues for further research (Neuman, 2007; Stebbins, 2001). An exploratory approach can aid 

the researcher in establishing a foundation on which to base future work (Neuman, 2007; 

Stebbins, 2001). The exploratory taken for this dissertation has allowed for the creation of 

several  recommendations for avenues for future research that can be executed using descriptive 

or explanatory approaches (Creswell, 2013; Stebbins, 2001). 

 

5.5 CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this dissertation was to conduct an assessment of PIF in the B2B marketing 

context by examining the research statement: How can marketing managers participate in and 
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facilitate/encourage Paying it Forward in the B2B marketing context? The research statement 

was addressed through four research questions, each examined by a study. By addressing this 

research statement, this dissertation is contributing toward the B2B literature as it pertains to 

multiple factors related to PIF within and between firms, and how this behaviour can be 

facilitate/encouraged in this context. First, this dissertation has contributed to the B2B 

marketing literature by situating PIF in the B2B marketing context, elucidating what PIF is, 

how it occurs and how it can be encouraged in the B2B marketing context. Next, it has identified 

factors that influence an individual’s likelihood to engage in PIF and contributed a conceptual 

framework and several researchable propositions as it relates to PIF behaviour within and 

between firms. This framework can be used for academic and practical purposes. The 

dissertation has also contributed a management framework structured according to the 

characteristics of the business ecosystems, which can be used by both academics and 

practitioners to organize and analyse insights relating to PIF and employer branding in an 

ecosystem context. Adding to this, the dissertation conceptually confirmed that PIF is an 

organizational citizenship behavior distinct from other conceptualizations. Further, it has 

proposed the existance of an ecosystem-centric perspective as well as a Ecosystem Citizenship 

Behaviour (ECB). ECB refers to an ecosystem-based extra-role behaviour that can be beneficial 

for joint employer branding initiatives between different firms in an ecosystem. The dissertation 

also provided a research model which confirms that that there exists a positive relationship 

between organizational commitment and PIF, and that age and gender are confirmed 

moderators of this relationship. It also introduced a conceptual definition for a PIF mindset and 

described what it entails and the value it may bring, provided a summary of different examples, 

benefits and risks of how PIF occurs on a micro-, meso- and macro-level and provided practical 

guidelines summarized as principles for managers regarding how to foster a PIF mindset among 

employees and the broader organization. Finally, as discussed throughout this dissertation, there 
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are boundaries to what can be practically achieved in a single dissertation and therefore multiple 

avenues for future research are offered to hopefully further contribute toward further knowledge 

in this field of study.  

 

5.6 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

This final chapter of the dissertation first presented the key theoretical contributions, practical 

implications, limitations and recommendations for future research of each study, this was 

followed by a discussion relating to the overall contributions and limitations for the dissertation 

research as a whole, being made up of all the studies taken together. 
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Growing through Giving: The Role of Paying it Forward in Business-to-Business 
Marketing
Theresa Eriksson
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ABSTRACT
Purpose: Providing B2B marketing with insights into the nascently explored generalized social 
exchange dimension paying it forward. Marketing is an ongoing exchange relationship of particular 
signi!cance in the B2B context, where exchanges often are indirect. Therefore, understanding the 
generalized exchange mechanism paying it forward is important in order to derive value from it, 
both as a manager of marketing teams (intra-!rm) and as a participant in inter-!rm exchange 
relationships.
Methodology/Approach: By reviewing extant research, this conceptual paper provides a synthesis 
of paying it forward exchange, how it occurs and can be encouraged in the inter- and intra-!rm B2B 
marketing contexts and proposes a researchable and practically applicable framework, as well as 
a series of researchable propositions.
Findings: Founded on the understanding that paying it forward is an extra-role behavior (i.e., not 
de!ned by a job description or contract) that occurs both within and between !rms, this work 
presents a conceptual framework as well as a series of researchable propositions with regard to the 
bene!ts that can be derived from paying it forward behavior. The framework proposes four 
di"erent modes (peer, partner, a#liation, and alliance) under which marketers can facilitate or 
participate in the paying it forward type of exchange. The dimensions of the framework are 
relational interdependence and the intra-and inter-!rm settings. These di"erent modes emerge 
naturally based on the type of interaction. Depending on the circumstances, an individual could 
operate in any of the four modes, however depending on mode they operate in there are di"erent 
key considerations to focus on.
Originality/value: Makes contributions to literature by providing a synthesis of the generalized 
social exchange dimension paying it forward, drawing conclusions, and developing 
a comprehensive framework and researchable propositions for marketing related intra- and inter- 
!rm paying it forward exchange behavior. Academics and practitioners bene!t from understanding 
the value paying it forward may provide and improve the role marketers play in both facilitating 
and participating in this type of exchange, yet to date this behavior has received scant attention.
Practical implications: Provides practitioners a synthesis of paying it forward exchange and 
outlines why and how it is relevant in a B2B marketing context, how it can be encouraged and 
what managers need to know to make use of its advantages and avoid its pitfalls.

KEYWORDS 
Business-to-business 
marketing; paying it forward; 
relationships; B2B; 
generalized social exchange

Introduction

The relational nature of B2B marketing (Anderson 
and Narus 1990) makes establishing and main-
taining long-term business relationships (LaPlaca 
2009; LaPlaca and da Silva 2016; Morgan and 
Hunt 1994) where the involved parties go above 
and beyond baseline expectations (e.g., Wuyts 
2007) critical. Non-financial exchange is crucial 
for such relationship development, and exchange 
parties expect that outcomes from their relation-
ships will be greater than with other business 
partners (Anderson and Narus 1990; Håkansson 

and Östberg 1975; Lambe, Wittmann, and 
Spekman 2001). Many marketing exchanges are 
indirect, i.e. generalized (Bagozzi 1975b, 1975a), 
and founded on the rule of collective reciprocity. 
This means that individuals balance social debt 
collectively rather than directly (Yoshikawa, Wu, 
and Lee 2019). One important tendency is to ‘pay 
it forward.’ This behavior, which provides both 
individual and organizational benefits, occurs 
when an individual o!ers value/benefit to another 
individual based on having received something of 
value from a third individual (Gray, Ward, and 

CONTACT Theresa Eriksson maria.theresa.eriksson@ltu.se Department of Business Administration, Technology and Social Sciences, Luleå University of 
Technology, Luleå SE-971 87, Sweden

JOURNAL OF BUSINESS-TO-BUSINESS MARKETING 
https://doi.org/10.1080/1051712X.2022.2058543

© 2022 The Author(s). Published with license by Taylor & Francis Group, LLC.  
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc- 
nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built 
upon in any way.



Norton 2014; Rankin and Taborsky 2009; 
Tsvetkova and Macy 2014). Further, paying it for-
ward is an extra-role behavior, meaning it is not 
defined by a contract or a job description, which 
occurs both between (Wuyts 2007) and within 
firms (Eriksson and Ferreira 2021). While this 
type of behavior can take place both between 
actors who are in a relationship with each other 
and between strangers, it is worth to note that 
many characteristics of an e!ective employee or 
partner in the B2B context serve as antecedents to 
this type of behavior (e.g., Yamagishi and Cook 
2017; Baker and Levine 2013; Baker and Bulkley 
2014). This is in particular relevant in an inter- 
firm context, where exhaustive contractual defini-
tion of all possible contingencies often is imprac-
tical or impossible (Macaulay 1963).

There are many examples of how paying it for-
ward behavior occurs between individuals within 
and between firms, for example by mentoring, 
engaging in extra-role sharing of information, sup-
porting the reputation of executives of other firms, 
or making introductions at conferences and busi-
ness meetings (Harris and Rae 2009; Tafesse and 
Skallerud 2003; Westphal et al. 2012). This type of 
behavior enables positive outcomes both within 
and beyond a firm (Adler and Kwon 2002; Baker 
and Dutton 2007; Deckop, Cirka, and Andersson 
2003; Westphal et al. 2012), yet attention to its 
potential in the B2B marketing context is relatively 
untapped. Considering how paying it forward can 
positively influence work- and marketplace adapt-
ability, for example through facilitating positive 
outcomes such as increased organizational perfor-
mance (Podsako! and MacKenzie 1997; Podsako! 
et al. 2000) and strength in facilitating cooperation 
(Baker and Bulkley 2014; Chambers and Baker 
2020; Nowak and Roch 2007), academics and prac-
titioners alike benefit from understanding and 
improving the role marketers play in both facilitat-
ing and participating in this type of reciprocity. 
This research aims to in part respond to LaPlaca 
and da Silva’s (2016) call for research that furthers 
the B2B marketer’s understanding and facilitation 
of social exchange for marketing outcomes. Today, 
firms and their managers are facing a rapidly chan-
ging world with impacts within and outside the 
firm. Economic conditions, the competitive land-
scape, and the workplace environment itself (e.g. 

Zaveri 2020) are all impacted by current events. 
Organizations need to adjust to e!ectively manage 
a dynamic competitive landscape, and we are seeing 
a shift of employment norms toward an ever more 
remote and distributed workforce. These changing 
conditions are proliferating the need to develop and 
maintain social exchange within and outside the 
firm. With this in mind, the current work concep-
tually examines the role of paying it forward beha-
vior is in the B2B marketing context.

The work proceeds as follows: first key literature 
is reviewed and synthesized to provide a theoretical 
understanding of the generalized social exchange 
dimension paying it forward and describe why and 
how it is relevant in the B2B marketing context. 
Next, how paying it forward exchange can be 
encouraged are described, as well as how to make 
use of its advantages and avoid pitfalls. Following 
this a framework and researchable propositions for 
paying it forward exchange is presented and dis-
cussed. Finally, implications and avenues for 
further research are identified.

Social exchange theory

Social Exchange Theory (SET) examines and 
explains interaction behavior as a mutually contin-
gent process in which two or more parties engage in 
exchange of something of non-financial value (Blau 
1964; Emerson 1976). This type of exchange is 
voluntary and motivated by a rewarding response 
(Blau 1964). Social exchanges are generally open- 
ended and built on high levels of trust and flexibil-
ity (Chiaburu, Diaz, and Pitts 2011). This di!ers 
from economic exchanges (Blau 1964), which are 
often of short term and quid pro quo, founded on 
lower levels of trust and therefore requiring active 
monitoring (Chiaburu, Diaz, and Pitts 2011). 
Further, relational exchange transpires and devel-
ops over time (Ganesan 1994). Each transaction can 
be viewed on a relational continuum, taking both 
the past and the future into account. In essence, 
exchange undertaken today creates the foundation 
for future collaboration.

While di!erent perspectives have informed SET, 
its frame of reference is based on a share set of 
analytical concepts describing who, what, where 
and how (Molm 2003). These concepts include 
actors, resources, structures, and process. The 
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actors are the individuals, groups, and organiza-
tions who engage in social exchange. Resources 
express what possessions (e.g., tangible goods) or 
capabilities (e.g., ability to provide status or 
approval) of value to other actors are available to 
be exchanged. The structures denote where 
exchange takes place. These are made up by the 
relations or networks of mutual dependence within 
which social exchange can take place. Finally, the 
processes address how exchange takes place; form-
ing the activities of exchange where actors seek to 
obtain valued outcomes that other actor(s) control. 
Individuals actors di!er in their tendencies to 
engage in social exchange and these di!erences 
define an individual’s specific exchange orientation 
(Eisenberger, Cotterell, and Marvel 1987; Thomas 
et al. 2016). The di!erent forms of social exchange 
are governed by specific regulating rules, depending 
on which regulating rule is followed a negotiated, 
reciprocal, or generalized form of exchange arises 
(Yoshikawa, Wu, and Lee 2019) (Yoshikawa, Wu, 
and Lee 2019).

Dyadic and generalized exchanges

Direct, dyadic exchange happens when each actor’s 
outcomes are directly dependent on the other 
actor’s (Molm 2003). This directly dependency 
can take the form of negotiated and reciprocal 
exchange. Negotiated exchange occurs when the 
actors go through a joint decision process (negoti-
ate) to agree on the terms of the exchange. An 
example of negotiated exchange occurs when two 
coworkers explicitly agree to help each other by 
exchanging work shifts (Flynn 2005). Reciprocal 
exchanges are non-negotiated and performed sepa-
rately. In this form of exchange, beneficial acts are 
contingent on each other and happen sequentially, 
for example when A does a favor for B, and 
B subsequently assists A with something.

Generalized exchange, also known as general-
ized reciprocity, or indirect reciprocity (Baker and 
Dutton 2007; Das and Teng 2002) is defined as 
social exchange that occurs in groups with three 
or more members through indirect reciprocation. 
As mentioned above, it is an extra-role behavior 
that can happen between strangers, however 
many characteristics associated with e!ective 

employee or business partner relationships – 
such as commitment, trust, positive emotions, 
and honest communication (Baker and Bulkley 
2014; Håkansson and Snehota 1989; Mainous 
2021) – form antecedents to the behavior. 
Following a brief description of generalized social 
exchange antecedents will be discussed further 
under the heading ‘What encourages individuals 
to pay it forward.’ Generalized social exchange is 
distinct from the direct, dyadic exchange forms 
(e.g. Flynn 2005; Yoshikawa, Wu, and Lee 2019). 
Generalized social exchange entails an indirect 
mutual dependence. This means that benefit 
given by A is not directly reciprocated by B, rather 
indirectly given by another actor, C, in the group 
or network. Hence, the behavior forms an 
ongoing process of interlocked behaviors, mean-
ing one actor’s behavior is contingent on another 
actor’s, which is contingent on yet another, and 
yet another . . .. (Baker and Bulkley 2014). In 
society engagement in generalized exchange can 
range from taking part in neighborhood watch 
activities, or conducting academic journal peer- 
reviews, to making contributions to open-source 
software development, or making e!orts toward 
non-contractual information or knowledge shar-
ing (Flynn 2005; Molm, Collett, and Schaefer 
2007; Takahashi 2000). In the business context, 
it is important to note that while roles played by 
individuals in both inter- and intra-firm B2B set-
tings (e.g., employee, supplier, buyer) are founded 
on the desire or need to achieve business-related 
outcomes, paying it forward is a behavior that 
goes beyond the defined expectations for actors 
in such roles.

Paying it forward

Building on the understanding that individual dif-
ferences in beliefs regarding the rule of collective 
reciprocity guide an individual’s exchange orienta-
tion, Yoshikawa, Wu, and Lee (2019) recently 
defined generalized exchange orientation as 
a higher-order construct reflecting rules of indirect 
reciprocation in social structures of three or more 
actors. In extant literature paying it forward has 
also been referred to as chain-generalized recipro-
city (Baker and Levine 2013; Lévi-Strauss 1969; 
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Molm, Collett, and Schaefer 2007; Takahashi 2000), 
upstream reciprocity (Nowak and Roch 2007), and 
upstream tit-for-tat (Boyd and Richerson 1989).

In addition to the discussion of specific 
aspects of the literature review below, Table 1 
below provides insight into key extant literature 
relevant social exchange literature over time. 
This summary illustrates theoretical develop-
ment of generalized exchange and paying it for-
ward over time, and its role in marketing. To 
summarize, the study of social exchange has 
over time developed from initial insights into 
how individuals regularly engage in dyadic 
exchange (e.g., Homans 1958; Thibaut and 
Kelley 1959), and identifying how dyadic and 
generalized forms of exchange are distinct from 
each other (Blau 1964; Ekeh 1974), to recogniz-
ing and examining its importance in the busi-
ness context (e.g., Baker and Dutton 2007; Das 
and Teng 2002). Despite this, much generalized 
exchange research appears to be focusing on 
relationships in the workplace, while research 
situating it in the B2B marketing context 
remains nascent.

Outcomes of paying it forward

In both society at large and the business context 
paying it forward has been evidenced to lead to 
a wide range of positive outcomes, including: 
increased social order (Gouldner 1960); 
increased work team e!ectiveness, increased 
quality, and quantity of work and elevated over-
all organizational performance (Podsako! and 
MacKenzie 1997; Podsako! et al. 2000); smooth 
distribution of valued resources to people in the 
group when they need them (Blau 1964; Flynn 
2005); cooperation (Nowak and Roch 2007); 
career advancement (Dinolfo, Silva, and Carter 
2020); employee retention (Steinert and 
Macdonald 2015); flexibility and mutual adapta-
tion (Lambe, Wittmann, and Spekman 2001); 
emergence and maintenance of helping and 
altruistic behavior (Iwagami and Masuda 2010). 
The exchange can occur both during in-person 
interactions and remotely through the use of 
collaboration platforms (Baker and Bulkley 
2014). Importantly, the behavior can create 
a positive, self-reinforcing cycle and the 

exchange behavior can be contagious (Deckop, 
Cirka, and Andersson 2003; Tsvetkova and Macy 
2014), it first tends to occur in hubs in 
a network and then it disseminates from there 
(Iwagami and Masuda 2010). Westphal et al. 
(2012) examined this type of behavior and 
found that it indeed leads to a self-reinforcing 
positive cycle, where CEOs who had received 
impression management support from other 
CEOs previously were likely to engage in gener-
alized reciprocity and pay the support forward to 
another firm’s CEO in the future.

What encourages individuals to pay it forward

Drivers behind generalized exchange behavior are 
complex and cannot be explained by individual 
rationality alone (Granovetter 2002). Below follows 
a summary of key underlying drivers for why indi-
viduals to pay it forward.

Receiving something of value
First, paying it forward exchange is driven by hav-
ing received something of value by a known or 
anonymous giver (Baker and Levine 2013; Gintis 
et al. 2003; Westphal et al. 2012). Simply for an 
individual to observe interactions in which third 
parties give or receive favors is not su"cient to 
trigger the behavior (Baker and Bulkley 2014).

Individual orientation toward exchange relationships
The likelihood to pay it forward is correlated with 
an individual’s exchange ideology (Eisenberger, 
Cotterell, and Marvel 1987), meaning their orienta-
tion toward exchange relationships. On one hand, 
a high degree of reciprocity wariness, meaning the 
belief that it is necessary to be cautious in o!ering 
or returning help to avoid exploitation in 
a relationship (Eisenberger, Cotterell, and Marvel 
1987), can be expected to decrease the likelihood to 
engage in the exchange. To contrast, tendencies 
toward paying it forward are prompted by belief 
that support received should lead to providing sup-
port to others, the notion that if someone has been 
kind or made extra e!orts ‘for me’ generates think-
ing about ‘what I can do for others,’ and the notion 
that receiving a favor creates a need to repay the 
debt by doing a favor for someone else (Yoshikawa, 
Wu, and Lee 2019).
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Table 1. Overview of literature development over time.
Source Key theme Relevant key finding

Homans (1958) Described social exchange by drawing on theory from al 
psychology, economics, dynamics of influence, and 
structure of small groups.

Compares social exchange behavior with the exchange of 
goods behavior, foundational for social exchange theory- 
development, however, mainly addresses dyadic 
relationships.

Thibaut and Kelley (1959) Examines the role of interdependence in understanding the 
social behavior of groups and developed concepts for 
assessing the adequacy or acceptability of outcomes of 
social interactions.

Proposed the concepts of 
CL (rewards in the relationship) and CLalt (rewards in 
another relationship) to explain how parties in the 
exchange relationship assess the benefits of an exchange 
relationship and determine their degree of dependence on 
the relationship and commitment to the relationship.

Gouldner (1960) Examined di!erent aspects of the concept of reciprocity. Hypothesized reciprocity to be a universal principal 
component of moral codes.

Blau (1964) Examined the role of exchange and power in social 
interactions.

Exchange of social resources is a fundamental form of human 
interaction. Individuals’ voluntary, non-financial actions are 
motivated by their expected returns. 
Recognition of the relevance of generalized exchange to 
organizations and for the performance of actors other than 
the contributor.

Ekeh (1974) Aims to explain central ideas about exchange from the 
collectivistic and individualistic perspectives.

Dyadic and generalized forms of exchange are distinct from 
each other. Generalized exchange has positive influence on 
bonding of individuals in groups.

Bagozzi (1974) Describes how marketing engages in creating and engaging in 
exchange relationships.

Defines core concepts of exchange and introduce a framework 
of exchange to generate theory in marketing.

Emerson (1976) Reviews and discusses of extant literature on social exchange 
theory.

Discusses multi-party and network exchanges. Suggests that 
social exchange theory is a frame of reference, defined by 
the assumption that the exchange can only continue if 
something of value is gained by the exchange.

Bagozzi (1977) (See also 
Bagozzi 1974; Bagozzi 
1975a; Bagozzi 1975b)

Seeks to clarify the author’s earlier arguments related to 
exchange relationship as a subject matter for marketing.

The exchange relationship is a distinct subject matter for 
marketing. Marketing exchange goes beyond than a two- 
way transfer, it includes generalized exchange. The 
marketing relationships constitute a subset of all 
relationships.

Houston and Gassenheimer 
(1987)

Examination and discussion of exchange theory as it pertains 
to the field of marketing.

Ties exchange theory, including generalized exchange, to the 
academic foundations of marketing. Proposes exchange as 
theoretical focus to integrate marketing theories around.

Lusch, Brown, and 
Brunswick (1992)

Propose a framework that explains why organizations engage 
in internal and external exchange.

Framework explains how internal exchange is used to satisfy 
needs within the organization, while external exchange 
serves to satisfy needs using sources outside the 
organization.

Yamagishi and Cook (1993) Studies the occurrence of the negative concept free riding as 
a social dilemma which generalized exchange behavior may 
be susceptible to.

Network-generalized exchange (when individuals provide 
benefits to someone in the network who gives benefit to 
another participant) promotes higher levels of participation 
and cooperation than group- generalized exchange (when 
individuals pool their resources and draws benefit from the 
group’s pooled resources). In network-generalized 
exchange systems mutual trust promotes a higher level of 
participation and cooperation.

Constant, Sproull, and 
Kiesler (1996).

Examines the role of weak ties in promoting the likelihood of 
providing useful technical advice.

Regard for the organization at large may serve as substitute for 
personal relationships and direct incentive as motivating 
factor for people to help others. Organizational culture 
sustains useful information exchange in the presence of 
weak ties, as demonstrated when employees provide advice 
and solve the problems of others despite a lack of personal 
connection.

Takahashi (2000). Attempts to explain how generalized exchange, characterized 
by unilateral resource giving, emerges.

Identifies pure-generalized exchange, in which each actor 
gives resources to recipient(s) of their own choice. Proposes 
a fairness-based selective-giving strategy. Finds that pure- 
generalized exchange can emerge without collective norms 
in societies in which individuals have limited information 
about others.

Das and Teng (2002) Develop a social exchange perspective of alliance 
constellations, emphasizing the role of generalized 
exchanges.

Highlights how alliances made up by three or more firms rely 
on generalized reciprocity. Discusses social control 
mechanisms for mitigating di"culties in managing 
constellations. Proposes a typology of constellations based 
on the dimensions of exchange horizon and type of 
generalized reciprocity.

Deckop, Cirka, and 
Andersson (2003)

Uses social exchange theory to investigate why employees 
help other employees.

Suggests that a significant cause of an employee’s helping is 
based on the norm of reciprocity, and the helping behavior 
is explained by how much organizational citizenship the 
employee has received from coworkers.

(Continued)
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Table 1. (Continued).
Source Key theme Relevant key finding

Flynn (2005) Attempt to explain why employees prefer di!erent forms of 
social exchange by proposing that such preferences align 
with their identity orientations.

Develops a model and identifies linkages between identity 
orientations and forms of social exchange. 
Describes how identity orientations play an important role 
in developing employee exchange relations, and how 
identity orientations may help predict the consequences of 
exchange dynamics.

Nowak and Sigmund (2005) Model and analyze indirect reciprocity. Find that individuals provide help to others who have 
provided help, even if the help is never directly returned.

Nowak and Roch (2007) Examine how upstream reciprocity influences cooperation. While gratitude makes people give, upstream reciprocity 
(paying it forward behavior) alone does not create 
cooperation. Upstream reciprocity can however evolve and 
or increase levels of cooperation.

Molm, Collett, and Schaefer 
(2007).

Develop a theory of solidarity through generalized exchange. Found support to indicate that generalized (indirect) exchange 
produces greater social solidarity than restricted (direct) 
exchange. Identified how structural characteristics of 
reciprocity a!ect the emergence of and distinguish among 
forms of social exchange. Findings predict the ordering of 
subjective dimensions of solidarity across the di!erent 
forms of exchange.

Baker and Dutton (2007) Define generalized reciprocity as a form of social capital in 
organizations.

Identify key practices that create opportunity structures for, 
and enable, generalized reciprocity.

Rankin and Taborsky (2009) Analyze a model for the evolution of generalized reciprocity, 
(incorporating assortment of encounters, to investigate the 
conditions under which it will evolve.

Show that under certain conditions of cooperation and 
defection generalized reciprocity cannot evolve. The 
evolution of generalized reciprocity is favored when 
indiscriminate cooperation and defection are unstable.

Iwagami and Masuda 
(2010)

Examine generalized indirect reciprocity as a mechanism for 
emergence and maintenance of altruistic in social dilemma 
situations.

Heterogeneous networks (where nodes have the same 
function, e.g. employees, neighbors) considerably enhance 
cooperation. In heterogeneous networks actors initiate 
helping and help other actors upon having been being 
helped. This behavior first occurs in hubs in a network and 
then disseminates further.

Lund (2010) Attempts to explicate the role of reciprocity in marketing 
exchange relationships based on an interpersonal vs. 
interorganizational reciprocal interaction focus.

Provides a synthesis of the role of reciprocity in marketing 
relationships, which is suggested to help managers invest in 
relationship marketing programs, and 
informs communication strategies.

Baker (2012) Develops a model of reciprocity in organizations by bringing 
together mainstream reciprocity theory (individuals are self- 
regarding) and positive organizational scholarship 
(individuals are other regarding).

Most people in organizations have mixed motives, 
simultaneously concerned for self and for others explains 
that generalized reciprocity is not just explained by 
kindness, it has a selfish goal as well though an expectation 
that there will be repayment by the group.

(Willer, Flynn, and Zak 
2012)

Argue that benefits received through exchange foster group 
identification and solidarity. This e!ect is stronger in 
generalized exchange systems than direct exchange 
systems.

Support for the hypotheses that when o!ering low benefit to 
recipients, both generalized and direct exchange systems 
will produce low levels of group identification; however, at 
high levels of benefit generalized exchange will result in 
relatively higher levels of group identification. Higher levels 
of group identification lead individual members to view the 
group as higher in solidarity. 
The results further suggest that generalized exchange is 
likely to emerge where a critical mass of exchange benefits 
creates positive sentiments toward the group, sentiments 
that help fuel further contributions in the exchange system.

Westphal et al. (2012). CEOs engage in generalized reciprocity by means of providing 
positive statements about another firm’s CEO’s leadership, 
resulting in positive impression management for the focal 
CEO.

Impression management support is in part founded on norms 
of reciprocity among CEOs. 
CEOs who have received impression management support 
from other CEOs previously are likely to engage in 
generalized reciprocity and pay the support forward to 
another firm’s CEO.

Baker and Levine (2011) Presents and tests an integrated model of generalized 
exchange that combines strategic reputation building, 
fairness-based selective-giving, the obligation to pay it 
forward, and heterogeneous social preferences (values).

Find that that each mechanism (including the obligation to 
pay it forward) of generalized exchange is robust and has 
significant e!ect. Individuals behave in alignment with their 
values and reciprocate to a system from which they 
benefited. Some generalized exchange mechanisms have 
stronger influence than others and no single mechanism 
cannot account for all generalized exchange. Di!erent 
combinations of mechanisms lead to a range of generalized 
exchange.

(Continued)
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Individual personality traits and experiences
Individual personality traits, such as extraversion 
(Bauer et al. 2006), conscientiousness (Orvis, 
Dudley, and Cortina 2008) and leaning more 
toward individualism or collectivism (Zhong, 
Wayne, and Liden 2016), Altruism (Baker and 
Levine 2013) and an individual’s previous experi-
ences (Ballinger and Rockmann 2010; Dinolfo, 

Silva, and Carter 2020; Flynn 2005) influence the 
likelihood that they will engage in pay it forward 
exchange.

Feeling or receiving gratitude
Further, feeling gratitude – i.e. feeling thankful – 
(DeSteno et al. 2010; Gouldner 1960; Nowak and 
Roch 2007) or obligation (Ekeh 1974) can 

Table 1. (Continued).
Source Key theme Relevant key finding

Baker and Bulkley (2014) Develop a causal model of the multiple mechanisms that 
sustain generalized reciprocity in an organization.

Generalized reciprocity occurs in an organization for multiple 
reasons (e.g. positive emotions and positive mood, 
gratitude, positive mood borne from reflecting on benefits 
received over time). 
Paying it forward had stronger and more lasting e!ects than 
rewarding reputation in sustaining generalized exchange.

Gray, Ward, and Norton 
(2014).

Executed experiments where participants received greedy, 
equal, or generous divisions of money or labor from an 
anonymous person and then divided additional resources 
with a new anonymous person.

While equal treatment was paid forward in kind, greed was 
paid forward more than generosity. This asymmetry was 
driven by negative a!ect, such that a positive a!ect 
intervention (e.g. reading a cartoon) disrupted the tendency 
to pay greed forward.

Tsvetkova and Macy (2014) Tested two mechanisms for the social contagion of generosity 
among strangers.

Receiving help can increase the willingness to be generous 
toward others, however observing help can have the 
opposite e!ect, especially among those who have not 
received help and observing widespread generosity may 
attenuate the belief that one’s own e!orts are needed.

Yoshikawa (2017) Proposed that the rule of collective reciprocity is the 
fundamental regulating mechanism of generalized 
exchange.

Introduce the concept of generalized exchange orientation 
(GEO) as an individual characteristic that motivates 
individuals to engage in generalized exchange. Suggested 
a theoretical framework on the antecedents and 
consequences of GEO and conduct three empirical studies 
to examine the propositions. Provides insights into the 
occurrence of generalized exchange in organizations and 
the development of individual orientation toward 
generalized exchange.

Yoshikawa, Wu, and Lee 
(2017)

Provide a review of generalized exchange across various social 
science disciplines and highlight its increasing relevance to 
organizations

Synthesize literature; identify opportunities for future research 
including: individual di!erences in GE, how contextual 
factors shape individuals’ engagement in GE, impact of 
social structures on individuals’ engagement in GE, impact 
of organizational practices on individuals’ willingness to 
engage in GE, and the expectation that “more innovative 
methodological approaches to emerge from investigations 
of GE in organizations” (p.8).

Voss et al. (2019) Highlight how reciprocity has been overlooked in social 
exchange models of inter-firm relationships and to propose 
a model which includes reciprocity.

Combine reciprocity and its antecedents into a social exchange 
model that contains trust and commitment. Model provides 
insight into how firms develop long-term relationships with 
their partner firms. 
Highlight that firms need to develop the perspective that 
partnering is a valuable method for improving the firm’s 
prospects for long term success and therefore necessary to 
pursue.

Ito, Suzuki, and Arita (2019) Created a computational model of cooperation, evaluating 
predispositions concerning di!erent forms reciprocity and 
how the predispositions evolve.

Findings indicate that generalized reciprocity is a partial factor 
in the development of cooperation.

Chambers and Baker (2020) Examines how cooperation is maintained in the face of 
potentially disruptive forces.

Employee paying it forward behavior can be disrupted by the 
presence and use of performance rankings. 
Organizations need to develop methods to reward team 
member’s extra-role/prosocial contributions.

ter Hoeven and van Zoonen 
(2020)

Tests the influence of spatial workplace flexibility on helping 
and engagement.

The results demonstrate that spatial workplace flexibility can 
be detrimental to engagement because it reduces helping. 
Provides insights into the independent e!ects of spatial and 
temporal flexibility on helping and supports the notion that 
doing good may lead to feeling good, as helping is 
positively associated with engagement.
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generate tendencies toward the behavior. 
Receiving gratitude (i.e. being thanked), in recog-
nition of having provided something of value, is 
another key factor that sustains the behavior over 
time, and unlike most other types of social 
exchange it does not involve consideration of 
a future self-benefit (Baker and Bulkley 2014). 
A person who has been thanked for helping is 
more likely to respond to a request for help made 
a day later by a third party than one who had not 
received an expression of gratitude (Grant and 
Gino 2010). This again highlights the potential 
for a positive cycle, when these individuals get 
more help, they pay it forward even more.

Experiencing a positive mood
The exchange behavior is also motivated by the 
a!ective state of the person who pays it forward 
(DeSteno et al. 2010). Overall, positive emotions 
provide benefits both in an inter- and intra-firm 
context. From an inter-firm perspective, emo-
tions impact organizational buyer’s decision- 
making throughout the buying cycle (Kemp 
et al. 2018) and can tie buyers and sellers together 
or push them apart (Bagozzi 2006). From the 
intra-firm perspective, positive mood has 
a positive impact on job satisfaction and turnover 
intention (George and Jones 1996) and positively 
influences the performance extra-role prosocial 
organizational behaviors beyond the e!ects 
attained by fairness cognitions (George 1991). 
Specifically, positive mood and the action of 
‘counting one’s blessings’ promote paying it for-
ward (Sheldon and Lyubomirsky 2002). This can 
be explained by positive mood by increasing 
a person’s view of others and decreasing believed 
obstacles to helping (Carlson, Charlin, and Miller 
1988).

Having trust, openness, a sense of belonging and 
shared values
Paying it forward is driven by individual values 
rather than strategic considerations or the potential 
for future self-benefit (Baker and Bulkley 2014; 
Baker and Levine 2013). Key characteristics asso-
ciated with business relationships, such as trust, 
openness, respect, integrity and honest communica-
tions, contribute toward increasing the likelihood 
that paying it forward behavior will occur (Baker 

and Bulkley 2014; Håkansson and Snehota 1989; 
Mainous 2021). Further, individuals can be expected 
to behave in a way that aligns with their overall set 
of values and it follows that those with other- 
regarding values are more likely to give (Baker and 
Levine 2011). Additionally, belonging to the same 
group increases the probability of paying it forward 
(Ekeh 1974; Flynn 2005). Paying it forward is also 
encouraged by seeking fairness and having an aver-
sion to social inequity, meaning an individual will 
pass on fair and positive treatment to ensure that 
there is a collective balance (Westphal et al. 2012).

Positive regard for – and commitment to – the 
organization, its culture, and norms
An individual’s commitment to, and positive 
regard for the organization are also antecedents of 
the behavior. An individual’s level of organizational 
identification influences the probability they will 
engage in extra-role behavior (Tavares, van 
Knippenberg, and van Dick 2016). The organiza-
tional culture and norms also influence go indivi-
duals act to maintain reciprocity (Flynn 2005). 
These factors may substitute for direct reward and 
personal relationships in motivating people to help 
others (Constant, Sproull, and Kiesler 1996).

Pitfalls and factors that may decrease the 
probability of engaging in paying it forward

While the drivers behind paying it forward are 
multiple and complex, there are of course also 
factors that may contribute toward a decrease the 
likelihood of paying it forward. Naturally, the 
absence of one or multiple of the above- 
described driving factors contributes to this. 
Additionally, a key factor that may contribute 
toward a decrease the likelihood of engaging in 
paying it forward is the negative influence of a “us 
and them”-feeling, or perceived status di!erences 
among coworkers. This feeling may be exacer-
bated by specific employment practices, such as 
the di!erentiation between permanent employees 
and temporary workers such as contract workers, 
or outsourcing practices (Yoshikawa, Wu, and Lee 
2017). Also, this feeling may be caused by cultural 
and generational di!erences (Yoshikawa, Wu, and 
Lee 2017). Further, it can also be negatively 
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influenced by some type of employee competition, 
such as that caused by performance rankings 
(Chambers and Baker 2020).

Finally, while paying it forward may intuitively 
carry a reassuring notion, there is also potential risk 
and pitfalls associated with it. These include the risk 
of free riding in form of simply acquiring the ben-
efit and not contributing toward passing it on 
(Yamagishi and Cook 1993), passing on greed and 
other ‘mean’ behaviors (Gray, Ward, and Norton 
2014) and indivertibly the risk of breaking 
a positive paying it forward chain (Baker and 
Levine 2013; Yoshikawa 2017) (Baker and Levine 
2013; Yoshikawa 2017), for example if an employee 
or business associate moves on to another 
organization.

Founded on the above discussion of literature, 
next a framework and associated propositions for 
paying it forward exchange is presented and 
discussed.

Conceptual framework for modes of paying it 
forward

Given above review, we can now summarize that 
paying it forward behavior is not exclusive to 
a specific setting and can be expected to happen 
in di!erent contexts, including in marketing and 
sales relationships, with di!erent key drivers and 
focus outcomes. This enables us to add building 
blocks together to delineate between di!erent 
modes the marketing manager may engage with. 
The proposed framework for paying it forward in 
the B2B marketing context contributes to knowl-
edge by articulating two relevant dimension types 
and discussing paying it forward behavior in the 
relation to these, as well as positing propositions 
related to what value can be enabled from the 
exchange. The framework described in Figure 1 
presents the dimensions relationship interdepen-
dence type and intra- vs. inter-firm interactions. 
The intersections of the dimensions describe di!er-
ent operating modes, as illustrated by the four 
di!erent quadrants in Figure 1, and further 
described below.

First, relational interdependence between actors 
is drawn upon as it is a key explanatory mechanism 
for SET (Cook 1977), given that an individual is in 
part defined by the relationships they have with 

others (Morris 2001). Specifically, due to the rela-
tionship-based nature of B2B marketing and sales 
(Lambe, Wittmann, and Spekman 2001) relational 
interdependence has strong powers of explanation 
in the B2B context. A relationship between 
exchange partners serves as a non-contractual gov-
ernance mechanism, which forms a non- 
negotiated, non-documented agreement of the rela-
tionship between the firms (Lambe, Wittmann, and 
Spekman 2001). This is significant as it relates to 
paying it forward behavior, given that collective 
reciprocity norms decrease uncertainty and help 
providing control without the use of power 
(Thibaut and Kelley 1959). Using power to govern 
a relationship may appear e!ective at a single 
instance, however it has negative long-term conse-
quences, and generally cannot sustain positive out-
comes over time.

Next, paying it forward exchange can occur 
both within (intra-) and between (inter-) firms 
(Bagozzi 1975b). For example, a marketing man-
ager can facilitate the behavior in the intra-firm 
context in their role as a leader of a marketing 
team, while their role in the inter-firm context 
may be as an exchange relationship participant. 
Understanding of these complementary perspec-
tives are needed to develop comprehensive mar-
keting theory (Lusch, Brown, and Brunswick 
1992). Therefore, the second dimension, describ-
ing the inter-vs. intra-firm context, draws on 
Lusch, Brown, and Brunswick (1992) perspective 
of internal exchange applying internal resources 
directly toward a need within an organization, and 
external exchange using sources outside the orga-
nization. The intra-and inter-firm perspectives 
also reflect the roles the B2B marketer plays in 
participating in generalized exchange within their 
own firm (e.g., as an employee); and facilitating 
generalized exchange for individuals within and 
external to the firm (e.g., as a manager of employ-
ees in the firm, as an individual in a buyer–sup-
plier relationship) and between firms at an 
aggregated level (e.g., the firm as a participant in 
a network of interconnected firms). The di!erent 
modes emerge naturally based on the type of 
interaction undertaken. In the inter-firm B2B con-
text, this behavior can be exemplified by a supplier 
sharing good-quality information and advice with 
a customer in their network (Harris and Rae 
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2009), while in the intra-firm context, it may take 
the form of a senior employee who have them-
selves been mentored providing mentoring 
a junior employee (Westphal et al. 2012). 
Depending on the circumstances, an individual 
could operate in any of the four modes (albeit 
not simultaneously), however depending on 
mode they operate in there are di!erent key con-
siderations to focus on.

Figure 2 illustrates examples of the proposed 
framework’s actors (who engage in the exchange), 
resources (what of value to other actors is available 
to be exchanged), structures (where exchange takes 
place) and the processes (how exchange takes 
place). Next follows an in-depth discussion of the 
modes.

Peer

The peer mode occurs between individual employ-
ees within the same firm. The intra-firm nature of 
this mode is relevant in the B2B context consider-
ing the benefits it can o!er an organization. In this 
mode, paying it forward exchange may be charac-
terized for example by resource sharing, peer- 
mentoring or sponsorship (i.e., when an individual 
of influence advocates for another individual) that 
occurs between individuals who for example work 
in a firm’s marketing, sales or procurement depart-
ment. In this mode, positive paying it forward 
behavior can contribute toward increased work 
team e!ectiveness and work quality, job satisfac-
tion, and employee retention (Dinolfo, Silva, and 
Carter 2020; Podsako! and MacKenzie 1997; 
Podsako! et al. 2000). For managers to facilitate 
and encourage paying it forward exchange in this 
mode there is a need to understand and consider 
individual employee’s exchange orientations. This 
understanding combined with considering indivi-
dual personality traits and experiences can contri-
bute toward curating work teams made up by 
complementary individuals. An additionally 
important activity is to plan for, and craft, an 
ongoing positive work environment and team cul-
ture. This includes allowing and encouraging 
employees to take time to focus on nurturing indi-
vidual relationships and providing mindfulness 
opportunities to increase positive mood. 
Following the lead of firms such as Apple, Google, 

and Microsoft (Savage 2020) in giving employees 
the opportunity to pause, reflect, and ‘count their 
blessings’ can contribute toward encouraging pay-
ing it forward exchange behavior. Additionally, 
extant research indicates (Korsgaard et al. 2010) 
that extra-role behavior (which is not defined in 
a job description or contract) is often not recog-
nized and rewarded by organizations, despite the 
many positive contributions it makes. Awareness of 
this can aid managers and organizations in proac-
tively developing symbolic or financial mechanisms 
to reward the desired behavior. An example of how 
this is undertaken is provided by Southwest 
Airlines’ agent of the month awards, which are 
given to individuals in recognition of extra-role 
helping behavior (Gittell 2003). There are also soft-
ware solutions available to aid recognition, for 
example the business communications platform 
Slack provides a function for individuals to give 
colleagues ‘shout outs’ and these integrates with 
the people management platform Lattice to provide 
the manager direct feedback of the praise (Koslow 
2020). Finally, it is worth noting that paying it 
forward is fragile to negative implications of com-
petition between employees, such as the potential 
disruptive e!ects of performance rankings 
(Chambers and Baker 2020).

Taken together, the above insights may highlight 
a need to review and update managerial practices 
related to areas such as sta"ng, training, coaching, 
compensating, and promoting employees. 
Specifically, with regard to the manager’s role, this 
work posits that employing individuals with higher 
high paying it forward orientation, and providing 
recognition (for example in form of compensation 
and/or promotion) for employees who demonstrate 
paying it forward behavior, over time will aid in 
increasing the quality and overall e!ectiveness of 
the B2B marketing initiatives (e.g., marketing cam-
paigns) a team crafts. This can be summarized as:

P1. There is a positive relationship between employing 
individuals with high paying it forward orientation on 
marketing teams and the performance of the firm’s 
marketing team.

P2. There is a positive relationship between proactively 
compensating marketing employees who demonstrate 
paying it forward behavior and the performance of the 
firm’s marketing team.
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Partnering

The partnering mode occurs between individuals 
from di!erent firms, such as an individual com-
mercial construction material salesperson and an 
individual buyer of a construction firm, or 
a commercial software salesperson and their 
individual buyer at a marketing agency. It can 
take the form of information sharing above and 
beyond what a contract prescribes, or sharing 
business connections and enabling business net-
working, for example by make introductions at 
conferences and business meetings. The business 
networking settings can range from small, local 
events to international events like Salesforce’s 
Dreamforce, which in 2019 attracted over 
170,000 attendees and for which attendees can 
access an ROI calculator to determine the overall 
return on investment of their attendance 
(Planner 2020). The behavior is encouraged by 
recognizing and rewarding the behavior and 
expressing (non-financial) gratitude in interac-
tions. Managers can support this exchange by 
adopting a relationship-based sale, and corporate 
buying, methodology which supports growing an 
authentic sense of belonging between individuals 
of the di!erent firms and encourages employees 
to engage in altruistic behavior. This can also 
inform managers how to invest in relationship 
marketing programs, and tailor communication 
strategies.

In this mode, paying it forward provides ben-
efit by allowing firms and its employees 
expanded access to valued resources, increased 
flexibility, and access to insights that can guide 
for proactive adaptation. Further, this work 
posits that a seller demonstrating paying it for-
ward behavior may influence both a buyer’s loy-
alty and their tendency toward positive word-of- 
mouth (WOM). First, extant research confirms 
the positive e!ects of trust and commitment on 
the formation loyalty in the B2B context, high-
lighting the benefits of investing in on trust and 
commitment as pillars of a relationship (Caceres 
and Paparoidamis 2007). Loyalty indicates the 
buyer intention to continue doing business 
with a supplier, as well as leads to the intention 
of recommending the supplier to a partner. 

Positive WOM is a behavioral intention regard-
ing the likelihood that a buyer will recommend 
a seller to another potential buyer, which attracts 
people to the organization and influences posi-
tive firm performance (Berry, Parasuraman, and 
Zeithaml 1994; Palmatier et al. 2006). WOM is 
an important behavior which positively influ-
ences purchase intentions, decision making 
(Dichter 1966; Olaru, Purchase, and Peterson 
2008; Packard and Berger 2017) and a firm’s 
ability to maintain long-term customers 
(Swanson and Davis 2003). Relationships have 
a stronger influence on WOM intention than 
the objective performance of a seller (Palmatier 
et al. 2006). Crucially, the likelihood to provide 
positive WOM is influenced by trust and com-
mitment (Hennig-Thurau, Gwinner, and 
Gremler 2002; Hennig-Thurau et al. 2004; 
Palmatier et al. 2006). Recognizing the strong 
positive correlation between positive WOM and 
customer loyalty, this work contends that 
a seller’s paying it forward behavior leads to 
increased trust and commitment in the seller/ 
buyer relationship and in turn to both increased 
buyer loyalty and positive WOM intention:

P3. There is a positive relationship between paying it 
forward behavior demonstrated by a seller and the 
buyer’s positive WOM intention.

P4. There is a positive relationship between paying it 
forward behavior demonstrated by a seller and 
increased buyer loyalty.

A!liation mode

The A"liation Mode reflects the employee’s rela-
tionship with their manager, department and firm 
as a whole and contributes toward elevated organi-
zational performance. It reflects exchange that for 
example occurs when members from di!erent 
departments come together in an extra-role fashion 
and use their experience and skills to help 
a customer support department solve a previously 
unknown problem or escalation or provide 
resources who beyond their regular job help 
a marketing department to quickly launch a new 
type of campaign in response to an unexpected 
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event. In this mode, perceived organizational sup-
port influences the likelihood that an individual 
chooses to engage in paying it forward 
(Yoshikawa, Wu, and Lee 2017). Managers can 
encourage this by aligning the organizations’ 
norms and values with visible management action. 
Specific areas of focus for creating an organiza-
tional culture which encourages paying it forward 
behavior encompass planning for diversity and 
inclusion in the workforce, balancing permanent 
employees and temporary workers and considering 
the impact of cultural and generational di!erences. 
In addition to organizational culture and workforce 
considerations, managers also need to facilitate 
venues and tools to aid the exchange. This can aid 
in forging closer connection and more readily 
accessible resource sharing between for example 
sales, marketing, strategy, procurement, and custo-
mer success departments. This type of benefit may 
play a significant role in aiding in cultural align-
ment situations, such as vertical integration or 
working in an on-and o!shore fashion or other 
scenarios when the firm has employees who are 
significantly geographically distributed, therefore 
this work posits:

P5. There is a positive relationship between the degree 
of paying it forward behavior demonstrated by mem-
bers of a marketing team and the number of cross- 
departmental resources they have access to.

Additionally, a firm as a whole is well served by 
adopting performance and recognition systems that 
prevents negative employee competition. 
Considering how a positive cycle of paying it for-
ward behavior can be broken when employees leave 
the organization, managers also need to focus on 
developing practices that encourage long-term 
employee retention and encouraging positive rela-
tionships with alumni.

Alliance mode

Firms engage in exchange with each though direct 
and indirect relationships which form business net-
works or alliances (Anderson, Hakansson, and 
Johanson 1994; Das and Teng 2002). The alliance 
mode reflects the exchange that occurs between 
firms in such structures, where the exchange can 
lead to long-term positive outcomes and elevated 

performance of firms in the network (e.g. Lambe, 
Wittmann, and Spekman 2001). This exchange 
mode happens as a firm (vs. individual) initiative 
and could for example entail temporary resource 
sharing from a software vendor to a consulting 
service provider, who in turn pay forward this 
type of received value to another firm in the net-
work. Another avenue is sharing information and 
resources with firms in need, and encouraging 
mentoring and coaching outside of the firm, for 
instance by proactively putting aside paid volunteer 
time for a firm’s employees to pay learning forward 
by providing education and mentoring to others in 
the business community. One recent example of 
this is the Brands for Better’s Come-back 
Campaign (Better 2020) who connect local business 
professionals to provide “skills for good by contri-
buting to a local business’s success as they emerge 
from a challenging time.” Additionally, networking 
and engaging with firms that hold shared values 
plays a role in setting the foundation for paying it 
forward, as does openly supporting and recogniz-
ing the success of other firms. An example of this is 
the Yellow Page’s Shop the Neighborhood cam-
paign (Pages 2020), where Yellow Pages encourage 
buying from small businesses in the communities. 
This increases the likelihood for these small busi-
nesses to survive and thrive, which in turn provides 
both economic and social impact (e.g., injects capi-
tal into the local economy, provides a wider range 
of jobs, helps create and retain a neighborhood 
feel). The supported local businesses also in turn 
encourage buying from other small, local busi-
nesses, for example by digital banner on their web-
site or displaying a ‘Shop the Neighbourhood’ 
sticker in the storefront. Further, to mitigate cur-
rent pandemic impacts on small businesses, one 
software as a service firm (Unbounce 2020) col-
lected and provided a set of free resources, such as 
direct access to technology discounts, government 
subsidies, and marketing advice. They also o!ered 
businesses in front-line industries, such as health 
care, government, nonprofit and education-free use 
of their product, enabling these businesses to pass 
on benefit by in turn launching online health-, and 
education campaigns as well as government and 
non-for-profit support programs. Finally, also 
recently, an online software provider (Thinkific 
1959) who provides businesses with a platform to 
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create, market, sell, and deliver their online courses 
made a $1 M commitment to support over 2,000 
entrepreneurs with both funding and mentorship 
to create their online courses.

Paying it forward behavior in the form of 
information, mentoring and resource sharing, 
forms a key aspect of this mode, which in 
turn can lead to elevated firm performance 
including via the formation of a broadened net-
work horizon and by means of increased ten-
dency toward interfirm adaptation in the 
network. For a B2B firm to remain valuable 
and e!ective in their business network the 
firm needs to understand the network it is 
part of and act upon the specific dynamics at 
play. Specifically, successful firm’s strategy is 
dependent on a firm’s understanding of, and 
ability to change in accordance with, the net-
work (Holmen and Pedersen 2003). The busi-
ness network is made up by three parts, the 
environment, the horizon and the context. 
Actors in the business environment have 
bounded knowledge of the environment they 
operate in (Anderson, Hakansson, and 
Johanson 1994) and the full network environ-
ment o!ers opportunities that may be far too 
plentiful and complex for any single entity to 
fully assess and act on (Håkansson and Snehota 
1989). To counteract this cognitive load, firms 
have a network horizon, which is defined as 
“how extended an actor’s view of the network 
is” (Anderson, Hakansson, and Johanson 
1994, 4). Said di!erently, the network horizon 
is made up by the direct and indirect relation-
ships a focal firm is actively able to perceive 
and form opinion about. The network horizon 
is a foundational component of e!ective strat-
egy creation and execution network (Holmen 
and Pedersen 2003) and a firm use this as 
a focal lens to determine their network context, 
meaning the part of the network horizon it 
chooses to act on. E!ective marketing strategy 
necessitates an accurate understanding of 
broader environmental opportunities and 
threats (Moorman and Day 2016). In order to 
create and execute successful strategy, managers 
need to analyze, understand and influence the 

firm’s network horizon network (Holmen and 
Pedersen 2003). Changes in the network hori-
zon in turn influences changes in a firm’s strat-
egy. Therefore, firms benefit from 
understanding and monitoring di!erent per-
spectives, dynamics and interfaces that a broad 
horizon gives them access to (Håkansson and 
Ford 2002):

P6. The higher the degree of paying it forward behavior 
demonstrated in a business network the broader the 
focal firm’s network horizon.

Further, interfirm adaptation is a key element in 
the social exchange process occurring in business 
relationships (Hallen, Johanson, and Seyed- 
Mohamed 1991). An interfirm adaptation may 
for example entail a supplier executing product 
adaptation, or a customer adopting their produc-
tion process to better fit the raw materials of 
a specific supplier. Adaptation is an important 
aspect of marketing strategy, as it allows firms to 
seek ongoing and specific fit to its market seg-
ments (Chakravarthy 1982; Keegan 1969). Both 
customers and suppliers need to adapt to achieve 
fit between needs and capabilities, to enable scal-
ability and gain optimal value from their business 
relationships (Hallen, Johanson, and Seyed- 
Mohamed 1991). Of specific interest for the alli-
ance mode, paying it forward behavior creates 
trust and commitment that are key enablers of 
adaptation (e.g., Blau 1964). Here initial trust, 
such as that created by firm A demonstrating pay-
ing it forward behavior, is needed for a firm (firm 
B) to choose to adapt to the needs of another (firm 
A). By doing this, firm B confirms its trustworthi-
ness in form of the adaptations it executes, creat-
ing initial trust for firm C, which in turn puts in 
place adaptations and so on the cycle is rein-
forced. Therefore, this work posits that the pre-
sence of paying it forward behavior will positively 
influence the likelihood of interfirm adaptations 
between firms in a business network, said 
di!erently:

P7. There is a positive relationship between the degree 
of paying it forward behavior demonstrated in 
a business network and the tendency for firms in the 
network to conduct interfirm adaptations.
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Academic implications, limitations, and avenues 
for future research

This work has several implications for theory 
and research. Extant research recognizes the 
important role of social exchange and reciprocity 
in inter-firm B2B relationship development (e.g. 
Voss et al. 2019) and this work contributes to 
the field by describing why and how paying it 
forward is relevant in a B2B marketing context, 
encompassing both intra-firm aspects as well as 
that between firms on a network, e.g. that of 
organizational selling and buying. The literature 
review describes and explains the meaning, nat-
ure, and challenges associated with the paying it 
forward behavior. The proposed framework then 
further synthesizes our understanding of theory, 
organizes concepts from the literature to explore 
the relationship between the concepts that are 
relevant to the topic. It aids the transition from 
description of the phenomenon to generalizing 
about specific aspects of the phenomenon. 
Further, the researchable propositions contribute 
research avenues toward further exploring the 
value paying it forward exchange may provide 
for di!erent modes of the marketing B2B 
context.

Hopefully, the findings from this work contri-
bute to incrementally move the proverbial needle of 
knowledge related to paying it forward, however, 
like any work it has its limitations, and o!ers sev-
eral avenues for future research. First, the dimen-
sions in the framework are not fully exhaustive, and 
there may be other dimensions worth exploring, 
future studies can, for example, examine the rela-
tionship strength of ties (Granovetter 1973). The 
work also does not comprehensively address the 
influence certain cultural di!erences, which may 
be examined by for example by Hofstede et al. 
(1990) cultural dimensions (e.g., power-distance). 
Another potential avenue for future studies is to 
contrast paying it forward behavior in group- 
generalized vs. network-generalized dimensions 
(Ekeh 1974; Yamagishi and Cook 1993), where the 
group-generalized aspect behavior means that an 
individual benefit from a group, and entails group 
members pooling resources and receive benefits 
generated by this resource pooling (e.g. work e!orts 
to deliver as a team). In turn, network-generalized 

behavior means that an individual receives benefit 
from another individual (rather than from the 
group), it entails an individual giving benefit 
another individual in the network, who provides 
receives benefits from some other actor in the 
network.

Further, the framework and propositions pre-
sented in this work can be empirically tested by 
means of a cross-sectional or longitudinal quanti-
tative survey method, and have insights further 
qualitatively developed by means of experiments 
(e.g., a version of prisoner’s dilemma) or in-depth 
interviews. In conducting a quantitative survey pre-
existing scales exist which may be used, for example 
for an individual’s tendency toward paying it for-
ward behavior (Yoshikawa, Wu, and Lee 2019), 
interfirm adaptations (Hallen, Johanson, and 
Seyed-Mohamed 1991), WOM (Harrison-Walker 
2001) and buyer loyalty (Lages, Lancastre, and 
Lages 2008; Sirdeshmukh, Singh, and Sabol 2002).

In designing a study to test these propositions, 
the risk of potential endogeneity challenges needs 
to be considered. Endogeneity arises when the 
e!ect of x on y cannot be reliably interpreted 
because potential causes have been omitted 
(Sajons 2020). It is important to correctly model 
causal relations to be able to explain phenomena. 
Social science researchers need to plan for and 
facilitate design and estimation conditions that 
support the ability to make causal claims 
(Antonakis et al. 2010). Researchers need to design 
studies in such way that they can claim that an 
observed correlation between y and x (an e!ect 
and a presumed cause) is causal, meaning that 
a change in a dependent variable can only from 
the manipulated variable (Shadish, Cook, and 
Campbell 2002). To measure causal e!ects three 
conditions must exist (Kenny 1979): x must pre-
cede y in time; x must be beyond chance (reliably) 
correlated with y; and the relation between x and 
y must not explained by other causes.

While not immune to this problem (Sajons 
2020), the “gold standard” for study design to 
avoid this issue is to conduct randomized experi-
ments (Antonakis et al. 2010). However, experi-
ments can be costly, time-prohibitive, or simply 
impossible to design in such a way that the phe-
nomenon can be generalized from what is observed 
in a laboratory to what actually happens in the real 
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world (e.g., Cook, Shadish, and Wong 2008). With 
this in mind, Antonakis et al. (2010) presented 
a framework for researchers to design and evaluate 
studies. The recommendations of this framework 
include to prevent omitted variable bias by includ-
ing su"cient control variable; preventing common- 
methods bias modeling fixed e!ects with dummy 
variables; using a Hausman test to ensure the esti-
mator is consistent; undertaking activities to 
demonstrate that the independent variables are 
exogenous. These recommendations may be kept 
top of mind when testing the propositions included 
in this work.

Implications for business marketing practice

This work also has several implications for business 
marketing practice. Social exchange is 
a fundamental aspect of human interactions in 
both business and private life, and reciprocity is 
a core tenant of such exchange. Not only are the 
marketing manager and related other actors 
involved and surrounded by this type of exchange 
in their private life, but marketing is in itself an 
ongoing exchange relationship. Keeping in mind, 
for example, how the B2B buyer–seller relationship 
forms an important exchange system, this exchange 
is especially significant in the B2B context. Indeed, 
establishing and maintaining long-term business 
relationships is an important feature of B2B mar-
keting, and the outcomes the exchange parties 
achieve is expected to be greater than what may 
be gained with di!erent business partners. It is 
therefore of particular value for the marketing 
manager to understand why and how both employ-
ees and business relations act in an extra-role fash-
ion and choose to go above and beyond what is 
simply expected in a relationship. This includes 
understanding what encourages the behavior and 
what detracts from it.

As discussed under the di!erent modes, this 
work posits that there are multiple types of value 
to be derived from encouraging and facilitating 
paying it forward behavior. For example, in the 
peer mode positive paying it forward behavior can 
contribute toward increased work team e!ective-
ness and work quality, job satisfaction and 
employee retention (Dinolfo, Silva, and Carter 
2020; Podsako! and MacKenzie 1997; Podsako! 

et al. 2000); while in the alliance mode it can con-
tribute toward elevated performance of firms in the 
network (e.g. Lambe, Wittmann, and Spekman 
2001).

With this in mind, what is a manager to do now? 
First, commit to focus on this extra-role behavior 
within and outside of the firm. A foundational 
assumption for this work is that the paying it for-
ward behavior can be viewed from two important 
and related aspects for the marketing manager: 1) 
utilizing paying it forward as a marketing approach 
in inter-firm situations, and 2) paying it forward as 
an intra-firm, organizational approach. In inter- 
firm settings, this requires marketing managers to 
have an understanding of paying it forward in the 
role they play as a marketing subject matter and 
business expert. This is founded in the relationship- 
driven nature of the B2B business network of inter-
connected companies (Anderson, Hakansson, and 
Johanson 1994; Anderson and Narus 1990). The 
latter perspective, paying it forward as a part of 
the firm’s organizational approach, requires under-
standing of paying it forward, from the perspective 
that managers need to ‘know it when they see it’ in 
order to support it. It is also important to keep in 
mind that paying it forward is a behavior that goes 
above and beyond baseline expectations of 
a relationship, and that key characteristics of 
a desired employee or business partner increase 
the likelihood to engage in the behavior. To encou-
rage and achieve value of this type of behavior 
managers may need to create changes. Achieving 
successful change requires awareness of if and how 
the behavior exists, as well as what may need to 
change to encourage the behavior further. To, in 
turn, create such awareness, managers can use the 
proposed framework and its modes to evaluate 
currently existing and future desired forms of 
exchange. The proposed framework forms as 
a diagnostic tool to systematically understand the 
exchange context in which individuals and the firm 
at large operates. The understanding can then serve 
as a foundation for prioritization and development 
of a strategy to drive toward desired exchange 
behavior. This includes implementing practices, 
procedures, and systems that activate the antece-
dents discussed above, as well as avoiding potential 
shortcomings. Additionally, managers need to 
proactively choose to lead by example and 
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encourage reciprocity by making visible and rein-
forcing norms of asking for help, giving help, and 
reciprocating help. Deliberate and thoughtful 
investment in collaboration technologies can also 
aid to facilitate the behavior (Baker and Bulkley 
2014; Baker and Dutton 2007). These technologies, 
some of which are described in the discussion of the 
modes, are today readily available – often as 
a Software as a Service (SaaS) o!ering that requires 
no investment in infrastructure and overall is avail-
able at relatively low cost.

Importantly, paying it forward behavior is not an 
enforceable job requirement (Lepine, Erez, and 
Johnson 2002). Therefore, managers need to 
enable, monitor, and reward this behavior. 
Understanding paying it forward in their role as 
a leader and people manager aids in enabling 
employees to do ‘their best work,’ leading to posi-
tive organizational outcomes, such as elevated per-
formance, employee excellence, and retention (e.g. 
Dinolfo, Silva, and Carter 2020; Podsako! and 
MacKenzie 1997; Podsako! et al. 2000). 
Additionally, mentoring and sponsorship of indivi-
duals enables the leaders to take a “support the 
leaders that come after you” approach (Dinolfo, 
Silva, and Carter 2020), further enabling the posi-
tive, self-reinforcing cycle (Lambe, Wittmann, and 
Spekman 2001).

Further, this work provides insights into pay-
ing it forward exchange, describes how paying it 
forward can be encouraged, and provides 
a primer for what managers need to know to 
make use of paying it forward’s advantages and 
avoid its pitfalls. Specifically, management and 
operational practices can a!ect work perfor-
mance, work quality, as well as both customer 
and employee loyalty, retention, and growth. 
These insights can provide an additional guiding 
aspect for managers toward adjusting or putting 
in place new practices in areas such as sta"ng, 
training, and coaching, development of financial 
and non-financial compensation, and making 
decisions relating to employee retention and 
promotion. In a successful social exchange, all 
involved exchange parties can be expected to 
benefit (Jap 1999; Lambe, Wittmann, and 
Spekman 2001). This increases the exchange 
partners’ desire to continue a relationship and 
increases their commitment to that relationship 

(Thibaut and Kelley 1959). Selecting the right 
exchange partners (both inter- and intra-firm) 
is critical, as there is an opportunity cost asso-
ciated with the exchange in the form that the 
parties forfeit the opportunity to be in another 
(Lambe, Wittmann, and Spekman 2001). 
Further, to facilitate the exchange managers 
need to ensure that goals and expectations in 
the relationships are reasonably understood and 
aligned (Lambe, Wittmann, and Spekman 2001). 
For example, individual sellers (as well as firms 
as a whole) need to ways in which they can 
connect with organizational buyers on 
a personal level. It highlights the need to craft 
marketing communications that fosters positive 
emotion. Finally, while some research highlights 
the negative implications of geographic disper-
sion (e.g. ter Hoeven and van Zoonen 2020; 
Yoshikawa, Wu, and Lee 2017) and the action 
needed to implement practices and tools that 
encourage individuals to pay it forward may 
feel more di"cult when managing a distributed 
team or having online only interactions only 
with customers or suppliers (which certainly is 
way more prevalent following the recent pan-
demic outbreak) paying it forward exchange 
can successfully happen over distance, for exam-
ple via collaboration platforms (Baker and 
Bulkley 2014) and other software o!erings dis-
cussed above. Therefore, managers should not 
use geographic or social distance as a reason 
for the lacking or not encouraging paying it 
forward exchange. Rather managers hopefully 
choose to embrace and reward the behavior 
and benefit from its outcomes.

To summarize, there is great practical value in 
understanding and improving the role marketers 
play in both facilitating and participating in paying 
it forward exchange, yet to date this behavior has 
received nascent attention. With this in mind, this 
conceptual paper provides B2B insights into the 
generalized social exchange dimension paying it 
forward. It provides a synthesis of extant literature 
and outlines why and how paying it forward is 
relevant in a B2B marketing context, describes 
how paying it forward can be encouraged, and 
what managers need to know to make use of paying 
it forward’s advantages and avoid its pitfalls. 
Building on this foundation, the work contributes 
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a framework and researchable propositions for 
marketing related paying it forward behavior and 
identifies avenues for further research.
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A B S T R A C T   

This research investigates how employer branding can be strengthened by taking a business ecosystem approach 
that encourages and leverages indirect social exchanges, such as the behaviour of paying it forward. This work is 
founded on extant literature and exploratory interviews with individuals from firms seeking to strengthen their 
employer brand by interdependently operating in a business ecosystem. A model is developed that proposes how 
indirect social exchanges can occur in an ecosystem, and what types of outcomes it can lead to for the in-
dividuals, firms and the ecosystem as a whole. As far as can be ascertained, this is the first study that combines 
these perspectives. The work suggests that there is value for firms in taking an ecosystem-focused approach to 
employer branding. The findings highlight that indirect or generalized social exchanges can provide value for 
individual firms when they form a group of interdependent collaborators rather than simply being competitors. 
Further, this work adds to the literature related to employee and partner extra-role behaviour by proposing the 
perspective of an Ecosystem Citizenship Behaviour. Ecosystem Citizenship Behaviour is an extra-role behaviour 
that occurs in the business ecosystem and as such can be beneficial for joint employer branding initiatives of 
participating firms.   

1. Introduction 

To attract and recruit talent, a strong employer brand is more 
important today than ever before (Ahmad, Khan, & Haque, 2020). For 
years increased competitiveness and turbulent market conditions have 
led firms to invest in creating a strong employer brand to attract and 
retain the right talent (Hackney, Al Habsi, & Dey, 2017). Now, in light of 
the “war for talent” the magnitude of the challenge has increased the 
difficulty to access the right employees (Backhaus, 2018, p. 381). 
Employer branding is critical to both finding and retaining talent, yet it 
is a complex undertaking that requires a thoughtful approach (Itam, 
Misra, & Anjum, 2020). In regions where talent has already been scarce 
to start with (e.g., due to a smaller population) the question of talent 
attraction becomes even more important, and not just a question for 
individual organizations but the region at large. Because of this a need 
for joint value co-creation and collaboration between firms arises, which 
this work posits can be addressed through an ecosystem approach that 
encourages and leverages non-financial, i.e., social exchange, behaviour 
such as paying forward received acts of kindness, between multiple 
actors. 

Social exchange behaviour relates to how individuals behave in the 
process of resource exchange (Blau, 1964; Emerson, 1976), and the so-
cial exchange is often focused on building long-term relationships of 
interest rather than one-off benefits (Blau, 1964). To describe these 
complex processes of exchange and value creation between networked 
organisations for inter-firm relationship building in a 
business-to-business (B2B) setting, the metaphor of an ecosystem has 
often been used (Aarikka-Stenroos & Ritala, 2017; Vargo, Wieland, & 
Akaka, 2015). An ecosystem perspective broadens the scope of actors, 
relationships and mechanisms that contribute to the creation and 
sharing of value (Anggraeni, Hartigh, & Zegveld, 2007; Soltani, 2021). 
Engaging in social exchanges form an important part of acting in an 
ecosystem (Ju, Liu, & Feng, 2018). Ecosystem actors engage in acts that 
in turn create and repay social debt (Homans, 1958; Thibaut & Kelley, 
1959b). Value exchange and expected rewards are directly related to 
actor alignment to the ecosystem’s mission (Benitez, Ayala, & Frank, 
2020). If there is alignment regarding a common goal and comple-
mentary outcomes, stakeholders’ willingness to join the ecosystem and 
collaborate with others is higher. Furthermore, successful social ex-
changes may also lead to heightened commitment among participants, 
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which in turn is beneficial to enhance relationships within the ecosystem 
(Ju et al., 2018). 

There are different ways of engaging in social exchange. In addition 
to direct exchange between two actors, generalized social exchange 
(GSE) is an indirect exchange which occurs between multiple actors. It 
can for example manifest as paying forward acts of kindness, which can 
be described as A giving to B and B in turn giving to C. This form of 
exchange works on a norm of reciprocity (Gouldner, 1960) where value 
received is paid forward in a way that balances social debt collectively 
(Yoshikawa, Wu, & Lee, 2019). Considering the importance of re-
lationships in the B2B context (Buvik & Reve, 2002), understanding such 
behaviours is highly relevant to contemporary business, particularly 
when using an ecosystem perspective. However, to date, GSE behaviour, 
like paying it forward, has received less mainstream attention in a B2B 
context than in consumer-to-consumer settings (e.g., Baker & Bulkley, 
2014; Harris & Rae, 2009; Pels, 1999), with some proposing that reci-
procity has been overlooked in social exchange models of inter-firm 
relationships (Voss, Tanner, Mohan, Lee, & Kim, 2019). From a B2B 
perspective, firms need to focus on inter-firm relationships and reci-
procity to improve their prospects for long term success. One aspect 
thereof is understanding the role that GSE plays in ecosystem value 
co-creation. 

In recent years, the area of employer branding has received increased 
scholarly attention for its potential to contribute towards joint value 
creation (Gambetti & Graffigna, 2015; Huang, 2019; Wolf, Sims, & 
Yang, 2015). Ecosystem members co-evolve over time, necessitating the 
redefinition of their capabilities and relations to others in order to keep 
pace with ever-changing and competitive market factors (Helfat & 
Raubitschek, 2018). Recently, Macalik and Sulich (2019) examined the 
employer branding landscape of a particular business ecosystem, pro-
posing that shared efforts and expectations guide positive outcomes. Yet, 
little is known about actual employer branding processes, and instead of 
seeing it as a universal process that begins with formulating an employer 
value proposition and then communicating it externally and internally, 
there have been calls to investigate the complexities connected to 
employer branding (M!olk, 2018; M!olk & Auer, 2018). The employer 
branding literature has treated employer branding as a universal and 
easily controlled process, without considering differences in organiza-
tional practices and struggles with employer branding (M!olk & Auer, 
2018). 

In addition, Theurer, Tumasjan, Welpe, and Lievens (2018) point out 
that research on employer branding and stakeholders beyond potential 
and current employees is lacking and suggest that including other 
groups could create value both within and outside the organization. 
Therefore, considering a global shortage of talent and the fact that 
certain regions and industries are more affected, this work investigates 
employer branding value co-creation, by taking a business ecosystem 
approach that encourages and leverages indirect social exchanges, such 
as paying it forward behaviour between firms. 

Specifically, the purpose of this paper is to investigate how employer 
branding outcomes can be co-created in a business ecosystem using in-
direct social exchanges such as paying it forward. To address this pur-
pose, the research objectives of this study are two-fold. Firstly, the study 
aims to investigate why and how indirect social exchange behaviour (i. 
e., GSE) occurs within a business ecosystem, and secondly, how GSE 
drives value co-creation of employer branding outcomes within a busi-
ness ecosystem. 

Founded on a review of extant literature and exploratory interviews 
with different business representatives operating in a business 
ecosystem, this work contributes a management framework toward this 
area. As far as can be ascertained, this is the first study to conduct an 
inquiry into how GSE manifests in a business ecosystem, focusing in 
particular on employer branding outcomes. To achieve these objectives, 
the article first provides a theoretical foundation by presenting a review 
of employer branding, followed by a discussion on the characteristics of 
ecosystems as a tool for value co-creation, and finally contextualises the 

pertinence of GSE in this setting. Thereafter, a description and expla-
nation of the qualitative research methodology is provided. This sets the 
stage for the discussion of results and findings, including the develop-
ment of a management framework. The article then provides the 
research implications, some concluding remarks and a discussion of 
limitations and suggestions for future research. 

2. Employer branding 

As a concept, employer branding is the application of marketing 
principles to human resource management activities (Edwards, 2009). 
The employer brand was first defined by Ambler and Barrow (1996) as 
the ”package of functional, economic and psychological benefits pro-
vided by employment, and identified with the employing company” 
(p.187). The purpose is to create a positive image of employers, to 
attract new talent or create commitment among current employees 
(Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004). The main objective of employer branding is 
to highlight employers in the job market and attract the most talented 
employees (Monteiro et al., 2020). The employer brand has a major 
strategic significance to an organisation, as attracting and retaining 
talent is essential in building competitive advantage. Employer branding 
entails the process of building a unique employer identity that stands out 
from competitors, targeting both potential and prospective employees 
(Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004). The employer brand is considered to have 
both instrumental attributes, referring to functional elements like 
advancement and pay, and symbolic attributes that relate to the values 
and personality of the brand. 

The purpose of the employer brand is not only to attract new talent 
into the organisation, but also to motivate and retain existing employees 
(Backhaus, 2016). Thus, there is both an external and internal 
perspective and the employer brand encapsulates the promise it makes 
to these groups. The employer brand attempts to attract and commu-
nicate with the right talent to ensure person-organisation fit (Cable & 
Edwards, 2004). The organisational affiliation and the symbolic features 
of the brand, in particular, create value as they allow the employees to 
express themselves and belong to a social collective. Employer branding 
has been found to advance an emotional bond to the organisation 
(Lievens & Slaughter, 2016) and enable identification and satisfaction 
(Schlager, Bodderas, Maas, & Cachelin, 2011). Therefore, it can be 
concluded that the employer brand creates value both to the individual 
employees of the organisation, as well as the organisation itself. 

Employer branding is also often connected to the concept of 
employer attractiveness (Berthon, Ewing, & Hah, 2005; Theurer et al., 
2018), which is regarded an antecedent to the employer brand (Berthon 
et al., 2005). Berthon et al. (2005, p.156) define employer attractiveness 
as “the envisioned benefits that a potential employee sees in working for 
a specific organisation” and it is key to becoming the employer of choice. 
Employer branding differentiates the brand offering from competitors 
(Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004), and ultimately aims to create employer 
brand equity, defined as the “favorable employee response to employer 
knowledge” (Theurer et al. 2018, p.156), or recruitment equity during 
pre-employment phase (Theurer et al., 2018). 

Despite a vast interest in employer branding, both in practice and in 
research, the area is still growing and offers potential for new knowledge 
(Ahmad et al., 2020; Theurer et al., 2018). Employer branding is often 
discussed in terms of becoming an ‘employer of choice’ and the lack of 
human capital, has lead to a ‘war for talent’ (Backhaus, 2016, 2018). 
Meaning, when the talent pool is limited, organizations are left to fight 
over the same talent. This has become a particularly prevalent issue in 
many regions, as there is a talent flow and brain drain from rural cities to 
larger metropolitan areas (Zhou et al., 2018; Vazzana & Rudi-Polloshka, 
2019), thus employer brands are highly affected by political and eco-
nomic trends such as migration and labour supply (Minchington, 2017). 

Additionally, while the concept of employer branding builds on the 
assumption that employers should stand out from competitors to be 
successful, very little research has assessed employer branding in 
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relation to labour market competition (Theurer et al., 2018). Further, 
some criticize the current perceptions of employer branding literature, 
as it tends to treat employer branding strategies as a universal process, 
rather than products of multiple actors with varying motivations in 
different contexts (M!olk, 2018). In particular, M!olk (2018, p.327) states 
that “employer branding research largely neglects the impact of strate-
gists’ (inter)actions, as well as the contextual embeddedness and orga-
nisation of the strategy development in employer branding”. 

Location is considered as part of the attributes an organisation offers 
to potential and current employees (Lievens & Highhouse, 2003). From 
a regional perspective, the question of talent becomes even more 
important, as access to competence is important for attracting, and 
keeping, investors. As an organisational function, employer branding 
has therefore been further elevated in importance as not only firms, but 
also regions struggle to find talent, thus impacting the whole ecosystem. 

3. Ecosystems as a tool for value co-creation 

The ecosystem metaphor provides a vehicle to describe the coordi-
nated efforts of hierarchically independent organisations and individual 
actors to create value, across physical or virtual spaces and in different 
formations (Fuller, Jacobides, & Reeves, 2019; Hannah & Eisenhardt, 
2018; Jacobides, Cennamo, & Gawer, 2018). In most ecosystems, 
member relationships combine aspects of both collaboration as well as 
competition, where complementarity between capabilities and 
ecosystem-level output is central (Fuller et al., 2019). Ecosystems thus 
entail a big shift from static, company-centric and traditional perspec-
tives of strategy and competitive advantage, to dynamic and collabo-
rative value creation activities (Kapoor, 2018). 

The literature asserts that this loosely connected configuration of 
relationships creates options for new path exploration and exploitation, 
that a traditional company might not have the time, risk tolerance or 
resources to create and capture independently (Kapoor, 2018). Drawing 
from the extant literature on ecosystems, four distinct ecosystem char-
acteristics are identified. These characteristics describe the nature of 
ecosystems as it relates to value co-creation, focusing in particular on the 
1) actors in ecosystems, 2) the activities among these actors, 3) and the 
alignment of activities that lead to 4) artifacts, or ecosystem output. 

3.1. Actors 

Ecosystems mostly comprise a diverse and interconnected set of ac-
tors, that formally and informally interact in a non-hierarchical manner 
to co-create mutual benefits, i.e., ‘value’ (Autio & Thomas, 2020; 
Granstrand & Holgersson, 2020; Jacobides et al., 2018). The actors can 
consist of innovative organisations (e.g., research institutes, science and 
technology parks, universities, industry partners), entrepreneurial or-
ganisations (e.g., start-ups, venture capitalists, public sector agencies), 
or innovative and entrepreneurial processes (e.g., new business model 
platforms, service or digital platforms). Ecosystems typically bring 
together multiple networks and actors from different industries and sizes 
to create, scale, and serve markets in ways that are beyond the capacity 
of any single organisation or any traditional industry (Greeven & Yu, 
2020). The diversity and collective ability of each member in the 
ecosystem to learn, adapt, and innovate together, are key determinants 
of long-term success (Birkinshaw, 2019). 

3.2. Activities 

To meet increasing market demands and ensure the long-term health 
of the whole ecosystem, all ecosystem members need to collaborate, so 
that all can derive mutual benefit (Peltier, Dahl, & Swan, 2020). In-
terests, goals and values are aligned for the materialisation of a focal 
value proposition (Akaka, Vargo, & Lusch, 2013). The concurrent 
presence of complementarities and interdependencies between the 
diverse set of actors are key characteristics of ecosystems (Kapoor, 

2018). Actor complementarity creates or enhances the value proposition 
and therefore facilitates an economic relationship between offers 
(Adner, 2017). In turn, interdependence implies a structural relationship 
between offers relating to how they are connected for the purpose of 
value creation (Kapoor, 2018). Change in one offer may thus impact on 
the value that is contributed by the other, as the actors’ respective offers 
are often connected through system-level architecture (McColl-Ken-
nedy, Cheung, & Coote, 2020). 

3.3. Alignment 

Jacobides et al. (2018, p.2257) conceive the ecosystem as “an eco-
nomic community of interacting actors that all affect each other through 
their activities, considering all relevant actors beyond the boundaries of 
a single industry”. This implies dynamic relationships where a respon-
siveness to changes, both on a micro- and macro-level, would impact on 
the performance of not only individual ecosystem members, but also the 
community as a whole (Iansiti & Levien, 2004). Teece (2007) contends 
that this environment affects the ecosystem’s dynamic capabilities and 
also its ability to build sustainable competitive advantage. No 
pre-defined blueprint exists for ecosystem management (Autio & 
Thomas, 2020), rather, the emergence and evaluation of opportunities 
for value creation and capturing necessitates adaptive strategies to 
achieve competitive advantage. Similarly, when collaborating with 
others and co-evolving based on a responsiveness to changes in one’s 
environment, the indirect influence of others on the ecosystem as well as 
the influence that the ecosystem exerts on others, are important con-
siderations (Fuller et al., 2019). 

Although limited in its empirical support, previous research has also 
explored ecosystem management from the point of view of ‘hub’ or 
‘keystone’ firms, who serve to provide network stability through man-
aging knowledge mobility and appropriating innovation (Azzam, Dang, 
& Ayerbe, 2017; Dhanaraj & Parkhe, 2006). Adner (2017, p.42) pro-
poses that “the ecosystem is defined by the alignment structure of the 
multilateral set of partners that need to interact in order for a focal value 
proposition to materialise”. Alignment structure is defined as “the extent 
to which there is mutual agreement among the members regarding po-
sitions and flows,” which then becomes the objective, pursued through a 
firm’s “ecosystem strategy” to “secure its role in a competitive 
ecosystem” (Adner, 2017, p. 47). 

3.4. Artifacts 

An artifact represents the products, services, intangible resources, 
technological and non-technological resources, or business models and 
solutions that serve as ecosystem outputs (Granstrand & Holgersson, 
2020). The purpose of an ecosystem is to create or exploit the connection 
between a core product or solution, its components, and the comple-
mentary products or services, that would jointly provide value for its 
customers (Jacobides et al., 2018). An ecosystem may thus consist of 
collaborative actors that co-evolve through complementary and 
competitive activities, to provide artifacts that address customer needs 
(Granstrand & Holgersson, 2020). As new ways are forged to create 
value, ecosystems lead to the discovery of new ways in which to create 
and capture value (Subramaniam, 2020). Central to this process of value 
co-creation is an understanding of how to advance the whole ecosystem 
through the interplay of the various actors’ dynamic capabilities, the 
coordination of relational resources, or the implementation of strategic 
mechanisms inherent to an ecosystems approach (Bacon, Williams, & 
Davies, 2020). To describe these interactive relational exchange pro-
cesses among ecosystem actors, the social exchange theory is used, 
focusing in particular on GSE behaviour. 

4. Generalised social exchange (GSE) 

Social exchange theory (SET) forms a frame of reference though 
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which human behaviour can be studied (Blau, 1964; Homans, 1974; 
Thibaut & Kelley, 1959a). It encompasses both direct (i.e., dyadic, 
meaning between two actors) and GSE (i.e., indirect, takes place be-
tween three or more actors) (Blau, 1964; Ekeh, 1974). Overall, SET is 
based on the premise that people regularly engage in exchange of a 
non-financial type, instead trading in social currency such as exchanging 
favours (Blau, 1964; Homans, 1958). Exchange will only occur if 
something of value is deemed to be gained by the interaction (Emerson, 
1976). When engaging in GSE, reciprocation (i.e., repayment) is ex-
pected not to occur directly, but rather indirectly by other individual(s) 
of the social group (Blau, 1964). Generalised exchange forms a system of 
exchange (Baker & Dutton, 2007) which has a positive influence on 
individuals bonding in groups (Ekeh, 1974), and provides organisations 
or members of a network or group with access to resources such as in-
formation, advice, ideas, knowledge, opportunities, goodwill and 
emotional support (Adler & Kwon, 2002). This generalised exchange 
could lead to outcomes such as overall increased cooperation (Nowak & 
Roch, 2007), quicker problem solving, improved efficiency and 
increased capacity (Baker & Dutton, 2007), and positive impression 
management (Westphal, Park, McDonald, & Hayward, 2012). 

To organise a social exchange model, SET provides four distinct di-
mensions (Molm, 2003), namely actors, resources, structures and pro-
cesses. Actors (i.e., who) are the individuals (e.g., employees, buyers, 
sellers), firms or other constellations who engage in social exchange. The 
resources (i.e., what) are that which can be exchanged. While often 
intangible (e.g., advice, information, ability to provide status or 
approval), resources may also be possessions. Of importance is that the 
resources are of value to other (receiving) actors. The structures denote 
where exchange takes place. These can be relations, networks or eco-
systems of mutual dependence within which social exchange takes 
place. In turn, the processes denote how exchange takes place; entailing 
the activities of exchange, where actors seek to obtain valued outcomes 
that other actors are in control of. 

Further, relating to why and how, the rule of collective reciprocity is 
the fundamental regulating mechanism of generalised exchange (Yosh-
ikawa, 2017). An individual’s generalised exchange orientation aids to 
explain what motivates individuals to engage in generalised exchange, 
and under which form, or how, they choose to engage. Specifically, 
Yoshikawa et al. (2019) identified different, distinct manifestations of 
social exchange behaviours, which they described as lower-level rules of 
an overall generalised social exchange orientation. These behaviours are 
“paying it forward” (PIF), “rewarding reputation” (RR) and “unilateral 
giving (UG) with an expectation of indirect reciprocation” (Yoshikawa 
et al., 2019, p.3). These manifestations of the GSE can be synthesized as 
follow: PIF entails an individual passing on benefit to others when they 
themselves have previously benefitted. It occurs when a person, who has 
received a valued resource from another individual, gives a benefit to a 
third person in their shared social group. As the name indicates, RR 
occurs as a reward of someone else’s behaviour. It happens when an 
individual gives benefit to reward someone else having given something 
of value to other individuals in the shared social group. The UG 
behaviour in turn is triggered by an individual’s expectation that giving 
resources forms a future investment, expecting that at some point in the 
future having given a benefit to someone will lead to the giver receiving 
indirect reciprocation from someone else. With this theoretical foun-
dation in place, we will next describe the methodology applied for this 
work. 

5. Methodology 

The purpose of this study is to investigate how mutual employer 
branding outcomes can be co-created in a business ecosystem using in-
direct social exchanges such as paying it forward. It does this by 
assessing why and how GSE manifests from a business ecosystems 
perspective, with the aim to gauge how it specifically drives value co- 
creation relating to employer branding outcomes within a particular 

business ecosystem in northern Sweden. Inquiry into how GSE plays out 
within business ecosystems is a nascent research area, with this study 
being the first to our knowledge to assess the influence of GSE on 
employer branding in an ecosystem context. An exploratory research 
approach is thus appropriate for this research area (Stebbins, 2001), 
considering that its purpose is to create familiarity with basic facts, to 
create a general understanding of conditions, to formulate further 
research by creating propositions or hypotheses, and to determine 
further research feasibility (Neuman, 2007). 

The research design entails exploratory, qualitative, in-depth in-
terviews with participants taking part in a project aiming to help local 
companies develop their employer brands and secure future supply of 
skills into their business region. Situated in northern Sweden, this 
business ecosystem consists of representatives from different organisa-
tions, industries, and the local university. The shared purpose of this 
ecosystem is the sustainable growth of the region, where the growth is 
brought forth with the help of employer branding. The project was 
owned and lead by a municipality-owned company in charge of business 
and destination development. It was financed by the local municipality 
and The Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth, and all 
practical project management was done by external consultants with 
previous experience in topics such as recruitment, employer branding 
and organisational development. Fourteen local organisations from 
different industries (including several competing organisations), were 
chosen by the project managers among multiple organisations that had 
applied. The project itself consisted of five full-day workshops, as well as 
individual meetings between consultants and participating organisa-
tions. All participating organisations were invited to participate in in-
terviews, and the interviews took place during the final two weeks of the 
project. The interviewees held senior or executive roles at their firms, 
leading functions such as sales and human resources, and their length of 
tenure ranged from one to six years in that role. The organisations were 
small and medium-sized enterprises, ranging from 6 to 200 employees, 
and they represented multiple different industries and areas of expertise: 
technology, hospitality and tourism, laboratory, and the energy sector. 

Due to its northern location, access to talent is limited in the business 
region, and as such, the actors in this ecosystem have the shared aim of 
attracting and retaining more talent. Although each organisation is 
primarily motivated to attract talent for themselves, there is a shared 
conviction that it would be beneficial to all in the region to attract and 
retain more talent – even if that means that the talent is recruited by a 
competitor later on. It is worth noting that the interviews indeed 
confirmed that the ecosystem metaphor was appropriate to describe this 
initiative. In the case of the initiative multiple actors came together to, 
by means of resource-integrating interactions (Frow, McColl-Kennedy, 
& Payne, 2016; McColl-Kennedy et al., 2020), co-create (Hannah & 
Eisenhardt, 2018) an employer branding framework that is usable 
beyond the individual firm (Adner, 2017; Peltier et al., 2020). These 
actors were representatives from multiple firms from overlapping net-
works of networks (Fuller et al., 2019; Kapoor, 2018). The collaborative 
nature of these activities informed the ecosystem strategy to follow 
(Trischler, Johnson, & Kristensson, 2020). 

The produced, co-owned (Akaka et al., 2013; Vargo & Lusch, 2017) 
employer branding artifacts are intended to provide the firms and the 
region value beyond the capacity of any single organisation or individ-
ual (Autio & Thomas, 2020; Granstrand & Holgersson, 2020). The ini-
tiative’s aim was to jointly create a framework based on the different 
best practice examples from the participating organisations. The arti-
facts, or materials were made freely accessible to all organisations 
wishing to improve their employer branding practices. This relates to 
alignment, that describes that value is not created only for individual 
ecosystem members, but the community as a whole (Iansiti & Levien, 
2004). 

In conducting the interviews, a data saturation approach was used to 
ascertain appropriate sample size, meaning data saturation was reached 
when the same themes were re-surfacing repeatedly (Guest, Bunce, & 
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Johnson, 2006). This saturation occurred after six interviews had been 
conducted. Past evidence shows that meta theme data saturation may 
occur within the first twelve interviews (Guest et al., 2006). The in-
terviews were conducted using a consistent interview protocol and a 
pre-defined, semi-structured script. The interview questions were 
developed based on the reflected literature. 

To ensure alignment and consistency among the researchers, the 
questions were first developed in English, and iteratively revised and 
updated until all researchers agreed on the script. Next, the questions 
were translated into Swedish, as this was the language in which the 
interviews were conducted. Each interview lasted between 30 and 60 
min and were all audio-recorded. To ensure inter-rater reliability, the 
recordings were reviewed and coded by two independent researchers 
fluent in the Swedish language. The interviews were analysed, and 
findings organized using the building blocks of SET (Molm, 2003) and 
the characteristics of ecosystems (Robertson, 2020). Coding was con-
ducted using the Gioia Methodology (Corley & Gioia, 2004; Gioia, 
Corley, & Hamilton, 2013) to identify common themes by first identi-
fying first order concepts, which were grouped into second order 
themes. These second order themes were in turn used to produce the 
aggregate dimensions presented in the findings section to follow (Corley 
& Gioia, 2004; Gioia et al., 2013) and used to inform the management 
model and research propositions. Fig. 1 below provides an illustration of 
the undertaken research methodology. 

6. Findings 

Next, we will first describe, and then discuss, the findings from the 
interviews relating to how GSE behaviour occurs and drives value co- 
creation results for employer branding for firms in a business 
ecosystem. The findings are structured according to the characteristics 
of ecosystems (actors, activities, alignment and artifacts; Robertson, 
2020), to highlight how GSE behaviour manifests within business eco-
systems to deliver co-created employer branding value outcomes. The 
underlying sub-themes also further highlight employer branding out-
comes as they relate to co-created value propositions that benefit the 
whole ecosystem. From the aggregate dimensions of the interviews six 
main themes were identified. Next, these themes will be described in 
further detail. 

7. Actors 

7.1. Intrinsic influencing factors 

This first theme relates to intrinsic influencing factors that encourage 
GSE behaviour for employer branding outcomes by individual actors 
within the business ecosystem. The respondents were specifically asked 
to discuss what motivated them to engage in helping the other partici-
pants to advance their employer branding practices and employer image 
in a way that goes beyond simply undertaking the baseline expected 
collaborative activities. First, it is worth noting that the interviews 
underscored a number of existing literature-identified factors that 
encourage individuals to engage in GSE behaviour, such as receiving 
something of value (Baker & Levine, 2013; Westphal et al. 2012), the 
feeling of gratitude (DeSteno, Bartlett, Baumann, Williams, & Dickens, 
2010; Nowak & Roch, 2007), obligation (Ekeh, 1974), trust (Morgan & 
Hunt, 1994), and a higher degree of organisational commitment 
(Eriksson & Ferreira, 2021). Considering that these factors have already 
been discussed by extant literature, this theme focuses on additional 
intrinsic influencing factors that surfaced based on GSE behaviours that 
were identified. The identified sub-themes are behavioural buy-in, belief 
in a mutual mission, and certain aspects of personality traits. 

7.2. Behavioural buy-in 

First, the belief in the behaviour itself in essence represents a belief 
that the behaviour simply ‘is the right thing to do’. This extends to both 
the act of giving and receiving something of value. Indeed, the re-
spondents echoed previous findings of the literature (Baker & Levine, 
2013; Westphal et al., 2012) that the act of receiving a GSE benefit from 
individuals or firms in the ecosystem creates value both for the indi-
vidual (e.g. building knowledge) and the firm (e.g. application of new 
practices employed by other participants). Additionally, the interviews 
highlighted also how the act of giving and sharing in itself creates value 
for the individual who engages in this behaviour by providing the 
benefit. The fact that one is able to engage in GSE to the benefit of others 
was discussed as a factor equally important to that of receiving a benefit. 
The interviews also surfaced a belief that engaging in GSE creates ben-
efits to all involved parties, even though the ‘how’ is not explicitly 
defined upfront. One respondent summarized this as: “I generally think 
that if things go well for others they will go well for me, and vice versa. If you 
give to others you will get it back many times over.” Another respondent 
synthesized this as: “Irrelevant whether or not it’s a competitor, if I can 
contribute something, if I can help it is important. After all, it’s not like it is 
about business or trade secrets.” This belief was viewed as so important 
that it not only forms a factor that encourages GSE but extends further 
than this to act as an effective counterweight to factors that may 
discourage the behaviour - in particular offsetting seeing a negative (or 
non-existent) GSE behaviour demonstrated by others. Specifically, the 
respondents commented on how the belief in the behaviour itself meant 
that they did not need to see a GSE behaviour or experience a benefit to 
be willing to engage in the exchange themselves. While they believed 
that it was important for all actors to share and not just receive, they 
personally found the act of helping so important to their character (and 
organisation) that it weighed more than the behaviour of others. 

Further, multiple respondents discussed how they perceived that the 
likelihood to engage in GSE behaviour was an important part of their 
own individual personality. In addition to the personality traits that the 
literature already identified the importance of, such as extraversion 
(Bauer, Erdogan, Liden, & Wayne, 2006), conscientiousness (Orvis, 
Dudley, & Cortina, 2008) and altruism (Baker & Levine, 2013), the in-
terviews also highlighted the importance of being not only “humble 
enough to give, but also to receive”. The interviews demonstrate a recur-
ring theme of genuine willingness by each individual to help and aid 
others. The interviews identified a strong sense of wanting to contribute 
and help others in multiple ways such as providing advice, sharing Fig. 1. Illustration of the undertaken research method.  
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experiences and lending or giving resources to other individuals or firms 
in a way that means that the giving individual does not immediately 
receive an explicit benefit back. 

7.3. Belief in a mutual mission 

Finally, with regards to intrinsic factors, the interviews also high-
lighted the importance of believing in what one is contributing towards, 
in other words, belief in the common goal or cause. One respondent said 
this as Believing that what is being contributed toward is important “Believing 
that what is being contributed toward is important - not just giving for the sake 
of giving.” In this case, it was the belief in the business potential of the 
region that motivated the participants not only to work together, but to 
help each other in a way that is GSE behaviour. One of the respondents 
explained that “contributing to something larger than oneself is important.” 
Another respondent stated that they wished to contribute to the region 
itself by helping to attract talent, even if it meant that the talent would 
go to a different firm, perhaps even a competitor. It seemed to be 
considered key to be able to attract outside talent to the ecosystem, or 
otherwise competing organisation would only end up “stealing” from 
one another. This was said by one respondent as: “It is better for the region 
to gain talent and then have to fight to hire it, but at least the talent is here.” 
Another respondent discussed that they felt they had much more in 
common with the other firms participating in the project, than they did 
with other subsidiaries within the same group. The respondents also 
highlighted that firms in the region were battling with similar types of 
questions connected to talent attraction and retention. 

8. Activities: externally focused 

The respondents discussed that GSE was continuously manifesting as 
a behaviour that extended beyond their own organisational boundaries. 
It was important to focus on activities that would involve or in some way 
benefit all in the social group, to ensure that the behaviour could play 
out among all the stakeholders and actors. The project resulted in ma-
terial that could be freely used by other firms, consisting of the aggre-
gated results. This meant that there was an expectation that the 
participants would contribute and that these contributions should be of 
value to all actors in the ecosystem. 

8.1. Interdependent activities 

With regards to how the behaviour takes place, the respondents 
brought forth three primary manifestations, which are also reflected in 
extant literature, namely information and resource sharing (Kelley & 
Thibaut, 1978), mentoring (Westphal et al., 2012) and making in-
troductions into one’s own network (Tafesse & Skallerud, 2015). The 
respondents discussed the ways of contributing in terms of helping 
particular (often more junior) individuals, the firms they represented, 
but also sharing best practice advice that could help the region develop. 
Firstly, the respondents discussed how the actors choose to engage in a 
type of mentoring activity with some of the other project participants or 
sharing specific practices because they have themselves experienced the 
same and have enjoyed the benefit of it. This sentiment was felt by in-
dividuals involved in giving as well as in actors receiving benefit, as one 
respondent summarized: “Some individuals took me under their wing.”, 
while another said “By experiencing positive outcomes one keeps it going. 
When you see the benefits you ’make it keep rolling’. Having an ongoing 
sounding board is important and when it works well you keep it going…and 
you have to start somewhere.". 

In addition to the exchange that happened between individual ac-
tors, there was firm-level engagement. One respondent described how 
they had shared information about an employer branding- activity they 
had developed, with very successful results. They mentioned that 
sharing this information with other firms felt positive, and they felt 
happy giving the details on how to succeed with this type of an activity. 

Further, they believed that even if someone were to do the exact same 
thing, it would still be unique to that organisation. 

8.2. Collaboratively complimentary 

Some of the participants also talked about how they contributed with 
resources in other initiatives as well. One example discussed was that of 
judging case competitions, where one respondent commented on the 
notion of giving value together with their competitors for the greater 
good of the industry and the region, commenting on how value would be 
returned in the longer term: “This helps capture the attention of students, 
makes the area of work seem more attractive, in the long run this helps the 
region and the contributing firms.” 

Lastly, this theme also speaks to how GSE behaviour can create a 
positive, self-reinforcing cycle. There were many indications by the re-
spondents that GSE behaviour in itself creates a self-reinforcing cycle. 
Experiencing the behaviour and its experiencing positive outcomes were 
aspects indicated to keep this going. One individual summarized this as 
“The fact that people choose to engage is very important, so it is not just one 
way, it is more cyclical, you contribute and you learn and then you contribute 
again.” 

9. Alignment: external influencing factors 

The next theme relates to factors that influence the alignment of the 
ecosystem, which in turn appear to influence the tendency to, and 
likelihood of, engaging in GSE behaviour, namely: aligning to the 
ecosystem social norms, and the rules of engagement. 

9.1. Ecosystem social norms 

In addition to the multiple factors of internal nature discussed above, 
a key external factor influencing the tendency to engage in GSE was 
connected to the social group and their behaviour. Firstly, it was 
generally agreed that the group compilation was highly important for 
the success of the initiative. The differences between the organisations 
(sizes, industries) as well as the individuals participating (age, experi-
ences) created a breadth and depth in terms of perspectives and com-
petences. It is important to note that some of the project participants 
were competitors from the same industry. While the respondents stated 
that they believed their main motivation to engage in GSE behaviour 
was connected to their own personality and belief in the activity and the 
common goals, they also discussed how they were affected by the ac-
tions of others in the group. Echoing findings of extant literature with 
regards to how norms of reciprocity encourage engaging in generalised 
exchange (Deckop, Cirka, & Andersson, 2003; Nowak & Sigmund, 
2005), this factor was mostly discussed in terms of wanting to help as 
one had received help from the group, or seen others contribute. To 
exemplify this, one respondent said “You want to share something, because 
you have been given to by others. It creates value to be able to share…”. 
While another expressed it as: “The openness of others to share has really 
aided the sharing behaviour. The definition of core ’rules’ related to sharing 
(e.g., confidentiality) really helped create a foundation. But without 
watching/seeing other people’s sharing behaviour I think I would have been 
less likely/more hesitant to share.” 

Some respondents commented on a perceived complexity and 
potentially limiting factor with regards to demonstrating this type of the 
exchange behaviour when being in a context where there is an under-
lying theme of competition or when the social group is made up by in-
dividuals who represent firms that are at least to some extent 
competitors in the market. One commented "Sure you can compete, but no 
organization acts alone, you can’t just work along and invent your own 
wheels…”. They did however comment on how this really adds a layer of 
complexity, by comments like “However, some of us compete with each 
other and it can be difficult to be transparent in some questions, but not in 
others.” However, it was mentioned that while they might feel somewhat 
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hesitant to share their firm’s issues, it did not restrain them from helping 
others: “Because of competitors in the project, I have not shared everything 
about our company. but I have shared tips with everyone but we have not 
gained as much as we could have.” While another said “My competitors are 
so different from me that somehow, I think sharing is just fine, we will all 
benefit. Additionally, the corporate culture of the participating firm was 
also highlighted as an important factor. 

9.2. Rules of engagement 

Throughout the interviews the role of the external consultants 
leading the project was mentioned as facilitating the overall collabora-
tion. On respondent commented: "It is important to have someone who can 
lead an initiative and having some rules of how interactions work.” When 
asking about this it was discussed that there is a need for leading these 
types of initiatives, in order to guide the workshops and to set the scene. 
A sort of code of conduct or rules of engagement had been established, 
connected to what was expected of the participants. The respondents 
expressed that this created trust and commitment in the group, some-
thing that was discussed as being essential for creating an arena for 
sharing both problems as well as advice. This was expressed by one 
respondent as: “Rules of engagement were defined explicitly and upfront. 
This created trust. People were asked if they could commit, if they could buy 
in. When we said yes it changed things. We were able to be a little vulnerable, 
it helped create trust.” 

10. Artifacts – the outcomes that GSE behaviour drives 

Artifacts represent the outcomes that the GSE behaviour drives, 
meaning the particular resources and benefits that were born from the 
actors engaging in GSE activity. 

Overall, the findings relating to these outcomes could be organized 
into three different levels, the individual outcomes (micro), the out-
comes for the individual firms (meso) and the outcomes for the 
ecosystem (macro). 

10.1. Expanded growth and knowledge – driven by diversity 

One important aspect highlighted in the interviews was the 
expanded growth and knowledge development that the helping behav-
iour of the participants led to. The respondents discussed how this 
outcome led to benefits both on a personal level for the participants 
themselves, and on an organisational level for the participating firms. 
Specifically, it was acknowledged that by bringing together a group of 
people from different industries and backgrounds, it was possible to 
build a knowledge base or knowledge bank that is very difficult to tap 
into otherwise. As said by one respondent: “A network gives you knowl-
edge you cannot simply learn by reading about it". This was something they 
considered would be lacking if they had only been working with an 
outside employer branding consultant. 

Further, outcomes that are of benefit for the entire ecosystem were 
highlighted by the respondents. The respondents explained that the re-
sults from the project would be turned into a resource that could be used 
by other organisations in the region. The regional perspective was clear 
to all the respondents and they all believed that there was a need for the 
region to be perceived positively to attract employees and residents. Five 
of them specifically stated that they actively aim to contribute to 
regional attractiveness. One respondent commented on how this type of 
collaboration in the region was crucial to collectively show the oppor-
tunities in the region as well as the individual employers that together 
form the employment market. They also believed that engaging in 
collaboration and GSE could create a positive business environment, or 
culture, that also benefits the individual employees in a positive way. 
R3, who had been involved in numerous regional development pro-
grams, expressed that these types of initiatives must be packaged in the 
right way to be successful and have an effect on the firms in the region. 

10.2. Successes are mutually created and mutually shared 

Working collaboratively towards a shared goal, allowed the actors to 
gain concrete tips and tricks of what had previously been successful for 
the other participants when working with their employer brands. A 
successful employer brand then again was perceived to lead to more 
engaged and proud employees. While the purpose of the project was to 
work on developing employer branding, where the focus was to create 
benefits for the organisations and the ecosystem as a whole, there were 
positive outcomes even for the individuals themselves. As stated by 
another respondent “My firm at large has benefitted from this, and I have 
developed and learned as an individual”. Another said, “This group has 
created a ’knowledge bank’ which is difficult to beat. Together we all have 
different competencies and experiences. There is very long-term experience 
too, people have worked on things for a long time.” The participation and 
new knowledge developed their skills, which was particularly positive 
for the newer and less seasoned managers. Participating was often 
described as “inspirational”, as one was exposed to different perspec-
tives that allowed them to view even their own organisations from a 
different angle. 

11. Ecosystem and structural factors 

This theme addresses the impact of structural or contextual factors 
that may set limitations for making the behaviour work, or in thinking 
about ’how the behaviour does not occur’. Many of the respondents 
believed that this type of project or activity needs a specific type of 
setup, since the participants are expected to co-create the content. While 
some of the respondents specifically stated that they believed these types 
of initiatives would work in smaller cities or regions, others believed it 
was a question of curating the right type of social group no matter the 
context or size of the city. It was speculated that it is easier in a smaller 
city, partially since they were tackling similar problems connected to 
talent attraction, but also as bigger cities might have different priorities 
and somewhat more egotistical behaviour. 

Lastly, the project was conducted in 2020, meaning that it was highly 
affected by the Covid-19 pandemic. In practice it meant that the project 
had two actual physical in-person meetings, while the remainder of the 
interactions occurred virtually (using online video conferencing soft-
ware). Thus, the project was conducted by both meetings in person and 
online. This is something that was discussed by the participants, and 
they expressed that the physical meetings in the beginning had been 
important to establish a feeling and a climate in the social group. “It has 
been beneficial for us to be able to meet in person before the pandemic met. It 
is possible to continue using video conferencing but it is more difficult.” 
Another participant said that “It is a bit more difficult to add and contribute 
when on video conference. If others have already spoken, you may feel like 
‘they already got three pieces of advice, that is enough’.” 

12. Discussion 

This section discusses implications of the above findings. First, the 
extant employer branding literature has been lacking studies consid-
ering the context where the brand exists (M!olk, 2018) and the nature of 
labour market competition (Theurer et al., 2018). The “war for talent” 
tends to highlight the individual organisations, but as it was discussed by 
respondents, in order to create long-term growth both for the region and 
the individual companies it is important to attract new talent. Other-
wise, there is a risk due to the lack of available talent, organisations turn 
to poaching employees from each other, which was not considered a 
long-term sustainable approach by the respondents. Organisations and 
employer brands are thus intertwined, and factors relating to how these 
relationships can be navigated need to be elucidated. Aiming to become 
an “employer of choice” has to date reflected a highly firm- or 
ego-centric view and set of activities intended to deliberately serve and 
provide benefit only for the focal firm itself. 

T. Eriksson et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                



6FDQGLQDYLDQ -RXUQDO RI 0DQDJHPHQW �� ������ ������

�

The findings of this study serve to introduce an ecosystem-centric 
perspective, meaning that employer branding can be perceived from the 
perspective of the ecosystem as a whole. In this case this manifests by 
individuals from different firms working together and helping each 
other beyond the base expectations of the initiative. By doing this they 
achieve not only improved marketing of the firms in the region, but also 
serve to makes the region as a whole seem more attractive to potential 
employees. In particular, by the insights the interviews provided we 
propose that firms can and may draw additional benefit from addressing 
employer branding through an ecosystem approach, and a generalised 
social exchange behaviour lies in the heart of it. To summarize our 
findings, we present a management framework, illustrated by Fig. 2 
below, which provides a way of organizing an understanding of how 
GSE behaviour occurs and drives value co-creation results for the indi-
vidual firms’ employer brands, as well as the business ecosystem. The 
management framework is organized and presented by overlaying the 
SET and ecosystem dimensions/characteristics. 

The interviews suggest that there is a strong intrinsic motivation of 
wanting to help others and believing in GSE as being “the right thing to 
do”. The value that is driven from the social exchange builds on co- 
creation, where the individual actors need to engage both by 
disclosing what they felt needed fixing within their organisation, as well 
as offering advice to others on what to do. Seeing others engage in GSE 
seemed to be an important factor as well, regardless of whom would be 
benefitting. In order to create trust and commitment that was the 
foundation of the project, alignment and the establishment of rules was 
discussed as important. Methods of facilitation and rules of engagement 
set the stage for relationships and capacities that could coevolve rather 
than remain static (Moore, 1996; Quero Gervilla, Díaz-Mendez, & 
Gummesson, 2020). 

Further, in combination with extant literature the findings lead us to 
suggest that GSE behaviour manifests at an individual, firm and 
ecosystem level in the studied ecosystem. The presence of GSE behav-
iour allows actors in the ecosystem to access resources in a fashion that 
creates value both for both contributing as well as receiving actors. GSE 
and joint efforts can bring together competences from different parts of 
the ecosystem forming a knowledge repository, a valuable resource that 
allows the individuals to bring back that knowledge to their individual 
organisations and thus, strengthen the employer brand. These are things 
like knowledge of how competitors work with employer branding, and 
what best practice activities one should adopt and how. This then 
strengthens the ecosystem through the success of the individual 

employer brands that are a part of the ecosystem, meaning the 
ecosystem benefits from the success of its actors. It is important to note 
that while the individual companies can benefit from an ecosystem 
approach and engaging in SET can help to find and create similarities 
between organizations, the focus is still in creating a unique value 
proposition for the individual organization. However, managers can 
choose to engage employer branding activities by undertaking inter-firm 
collaboration in an ecosystem, and even without the presence of GSE 
there is value in this approach. 

While collaboration can lead to positive outcomes, GSE goes beyond 
formal agreements, where the actors in the ecosystem share resources 
with others (including competition) without the expectation of direct 
reciprocity. In the literature this has, depending on context, in the past 
been described as Organizational Citizenship Behaviour (OCB; Organ, 
1988) or partner extra-role behaviour (Wuyts, 2007). OCB describes an 
extra-role behaviour, demonstrated as positive and constructive 
employee actions that go above and beyond their job description and 
employee contract (e.g. Organ, 1988; Podsakoff & MacKenzie, 1997). 
Adding to this, a partner-extra role behaviour denotes a behaviour of a 
supplier toward a buyer firm that goes beyond what can be contractually 
or otherwise formally expected (Wuyts, 2007). Now, the findings of this 
work indicate value in taking an ecosystem focused approach, high-
lighting how GSE supports the individual firms when they form a group 
of interdependent actors rather than simply being competitors. 

Adding to extant perspectives with regards to “going above and 
beyond” provided by employee and partner extra-role behaviour, this 
work proposes an Ecosystem Citizenship Behaviour (ECB), which is an 
ecosystem-based extra-role behaviour that can be beneficial for joint 
employer branding initiatives of such firms. The layering of these extra- 
role perspectives can be seen illustrated in Fig. 3 below. We propose ECB 
to entail positive and constructive actions undertaken by ecosystem 
actors (individuals, firms or ecosystem as a whole) that go above and 
beyond formal agreements that define/bind the ecosystem. Thus, GSE 
behaviour can also increase a sense of belonging in a social collective, 
which in the employer branding literature relates to the symbolic value 
the brand creates for its’ members. Recognizing that ECB exists (and 
represents the difference between only being a collaboration and the 
presence of GSE) managers need to understand how it occurs, how to 
encourage it and set up conditions suitable for it. Said differently, this 
can equip managers with ways to encourage ECB in a way that serves to 
strengthen the employer brand. Further, if facilitated properly where 
activities and goals are aligned, it can create an ecosystem-wide business 

Fig. 2. Management framework for GSE behaviour relating to employer branding outcomes in a business ecosystem.  
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culture that builds on these social exchanges. 

13. Implications 

This work further our understanding of how GSE behaviour occurs in 
the ecosystem setting and can aid in the achievement of employer 
branding outcomes. The work proposes a framework which academics 
and practitioners alike can use to organize and analyse insights with 
regards to why and how individuals engage in a GSE behaviour. As 
employer branding aims to develop a unique employer brand that stands 
out from competitors (Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004; Lievens & Highhouse, 
2003), it can seem counterintuitive to engage in GSE to help others, 
especially ones’ competitors. However, the employer brand can be seen 
as an interconnected entity that is part of a larger ecosystem, where it 
both competes for (human capital) resources but also co-creates the 
image of the ecosystem to outside talent. Previous research has sug-
gested that there is a strong competition of talent between certain re-
gions that lead to talent flow, and ultimately, imbalance in regional 
development (Zhou et al., 2018). Approaching employer branding from 
an ecosystem’s perspective and strengthening it through GSE behaviour 
can help with this concern. This study suggests that engaging in GSE can 
indeed have positive outcomes for all actors in the ecosystem and create 
cohesion in the ecosystem itself. The respondents believed that even if 
one adopts best practice activities from other organisations, it would still 
be made unique as they differ in terms of culture and resources. Thus, 
helping one’s competitors to become attractive employers can create 
indirect benefits, as the ecosystem grows stronger and can attract more 
talent to the region. We posit that GSE can be seen as a type of ECB that 
extends on the OCB and other extra-role literature, adding it to the 
ecosystem context. Managers can use this insight and the proposed 
model as a tool to assess and set up conditions that encourage the 
behaviour. For example, the intrinsic factors are of particular value in 
regard to hiring and promotion decisions, and when deciding who to put 
forward as an active actor in an ecosystem. Additionally, managers can 
take steps to influence the external factors to facilitate conditions that 
encourage the behaviour. 

Further, when collaborating or co-creating the employer brand(ing), 
it can be of relevance to ask what the points-of-parity and points-of- 
differences are between the organisations. In cases where 

organisations have a common goal and come together to strengthen the 
ecosystem, not merely the individual employer brands, the points-of- 
parity could potentially play a major role in brand building. In cases 
where the intention is to attract outside talent to the region, there should 
be a joint understanding of the value that the ecosystem plays as a 
whole. If there are components that are shared by the actors or members 
of the ecosystem, but not found in competing ecosystems (for example 
other regions), they could offer valuable input into the individual 
employer brands, but also to the ecosystem. This could be connected to 
the symbolic aspects of the employer brand, relating to how value is 
being created from belonging to this particular ecosystem that builds on 
helping one another. However, it is also important to stand out within 
the ecosystem and therefore find meaningful points-of-difference. 
Enabling GSE and collaboration within the ecosystem can therefore be 
a viable option to discovering what unites them, as well as sets them 
apart from others (both within the ecosystem, but also between different 
ecosystems). As different (employer) brands aim to attract different 
types of target markets, it is important to find meaningful ways to create 
a unique employer identity within the ecosystem that speaks to that 
particular target employee. Thus, the activity is a form of coopetition, 
where it builds on both cooperation and competition. 

14. Conclusion 

To summarize, this study proposes a model that both academics and 
practitioners can use to organize and analyse insights of how GSE can 
occur in the ecosystem they are a part of, and what types of outcomes it 
can lead to for the individuals, firms and the ecosystem as a whole. The 
study confirms that in regions with scarce access to talent firms may find 
that while they are indeed competing for talent, the stark reality is that 
having the talent in the region overall - and hence potentially securing 
future access to talent - is better than not having it at all. It contributes to 
the literature by reinforcing how the employer brand can be seen as an 
interconnected entity that is part of a larger ecosystem, where it both 
competes for (human capital) resources and at the same time also co- 
creates the image of the ecosystem to outside talent. It also highlights 
how GSE behaviour such as paying it forward can form a self-reinforcing 
cycle, and that the act of engaging in this activity creates meaning both 
for the individuals who give and the receivers. This study also contrib-
utes to a tighter connection of the ecosystem and employer branding 
literature by introducing the notion of taking an ecosystem-centric 
perspective on employer branding. This is a small contribution toward 
further broadening the view of the current literature on employer 
branding, which to date tends to look at the brands as individual 
competitive entities, rather than interdependent actors. In the Scandina-
vian context, where many rural cities and regions struggle to attract and 
retain talent, there could be benefit derived approaching employer 
branding from an ecosystem’s perspective and strengthening it through 
encouragement of GSE behaviour, as one of the respondents com-
mented: “Nothing is easy, but this [exchange] helps. It is like turning on a 
light and being able to follow it.” 

15. Limitations and future research 

This exploratory study interviewed six representatives from different 
firms located in Northern Sweden. While offering valuable insights 
about how generalised social exchange can occur in an ecosystem in the 
context of employer branding, the limitations of the study warrant the 
need for future research. The study proposes a new perspective that 
needs further research both in terms of quantitative and qualitative 
approaches in different types of ecosystems (regions, countries and/or 
industries). The relationships between different activities and outcomes 
can be studied quantitatively, but even qualitative approaches are 
needed to create a holistic picture of how different types of GSE be-
haviours can occur in an ecosystem, and how they can be applied to 
build stronger brands. This study also suggested that the nature of the 

Fig. 3. The layering of extra-role behaviour (going above and beyond) from the 
individual to the ecosystem perspective. 
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ecosystem, in this case the region, can have an effect on the success of 
these types of co-opetitive initiatives. More research is needed to study if 
this indeed is the case, and what the necessary contextual components 
are to create a success story. Such research may include how ecosystem 
and structural factors affect the actors’ intrinsic factors. Additionally, 
this research was conducted at a single point in time and follow-up study 
relating to this initiative to assess the specific artifacts and outcomes 
over time may provide insights from a longitudinal perspective. 
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If you can't pay it back, pay it forward.
- Catherine Ryan Hyde
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This work examines individual employee's tendencies to engage in 
social exchange and organizational citizenship behavior, as a result of 
their commitment to the organization. It is desirable for organizations 

to have employees who go above and beyond their prescribed work 
duties, leading to a number of positive outcomes, such as increased 
work team effectiveness, increased quality, and quantity of work 
and elevated overall organizational performance (Podsakoff & 
MacKenzie, 1997; Podsakoff et al., 2000). This is a behavior that or-
ganizations should seek to enable and there is evidence that kind 
acts are contagious, meaning that individuals who receive help are 
more likely to pay it forward and help others (Deckop et al., 2003; 
Tsvetkova & Macy, 2014). Paying it forward (hereinafter referred to 
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This research expands knowledge of individual tendencies to “pay it forward,” as a 
result of commitment to the organization. It is desirable for organizations to have 
employees who go above and beyond their prescribed work duties, resulting in posi-
tive outcomes and increased organizational performance. The critical role that or-
ganizational citizenship behavior plays in providing internal and external benefits for 
the organization highlights the importance of research in this field. This is particularly 
important in dynamic work environments with an increase in non-traditional (e.g., 
decentralized and remote) working arrangements. This work conceptually confirms 
that the generalized social exchange driven behavior of paying it forward (PIF) is an 
organizational citizenship behavior distinct from other conceptualizations. The re-
search proposes and empirically tests a conceptual model contributing to literature 
examining individual tendencies to engage in social exchange and organizational citi-
zenship behavior in organizations. The research uses a single, cross-sectional descrip-
tive research design and data are analyzed using regression analyses. The findings 
confirm that a positive relationship exists between organizational commitment and 
PIF. Age and gender are confirmed moderators of this relationship, with younger re-
spondents and males exhibiting the highest levels of PIF. Key practical implications 
from this research relate to furthering the understanding of individual tendencies to 
engage in organizational citizenship behavior, as a result of their commitment to the 
organization. This provides managers insight into fostering desired behavior, which 
assists with the creation of a self-reinforcing, positive behavioral cycle.
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as PIF) is a generalized social exchange that can occur both during 
in-person interactions and remotely through the use of collaboration 
platforms (Baker & Bulkley, 2014). This has the potential to create 
long-term value for the organization, considering the distinct value 
PIF behavior has in sustaining generalized exchange behavior in the 
organization (Baker & Bulkley, 2014). This is particularly important 
in today's rapidly changing work environment. The global COVID-
19 pandemic has suddenly and drastically changed the employment 
landscape (Cheng, 2020; Conger, 2020; Horwitz, 2020), with busi-
nesses around the world forced to rethink the ways in which their 
employees work. In light of the changing nature of work and the 
need to maintain organizational citizenship behaviors, understand-
ing the role of relationships and this type of social exchange is critical 
for organizations.

Overall, social exchange is distinctly different from an economic 
exchange (Blau, 1964). Social exchange participants aim to maxi-
mize rewards while minimizing any cost (Bagozzi, 1974), as these 
interactions generate obligations (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; 
Homans, 1974). Today, social exchange theory is used for analy-
sis across many fields and disciplines (Bagozzi, 2018; Cropanzano 
et  al., 2017; Ellen et al., 2013; Meng et al., 2019; Tavares et al., 2016; 
Yan et al., 2016). Liu and Deng (2011) suggest that organizational 
commitment can be examined through the lens of social exchange 
theory, indicating that one's commitment to an organization is 
fundamentally developed on the principles of social exchange. 
Organizational commitment concerns “the relative strength of an 
individual's identification with, and involvement in, a particular or-
ganization” (Caruana & Calleya, 1998, p. 109). The reciprocal ex-
change occurs whereby the organization provides a good working 
environment and employment security for employees, who in turn, 
show commitment to the organization (Bansal et al., 2001; Liu & 
Deng, 2011). Organizational commitment is vitally important given 
its role in enhancing organizational performance and increasing the 
display of organizational citizenship behaviors (Mohammad et al., 
2010; Nehmeh, 2009).

One such organizational citizenship behavior that has received 
attention in the literature is PIF, meaning when an individual offers 
a benefit to another individual based on having received a benefit 
from a different individual (Yoshikawa et al., 2019). This mechanism 
has the power to generate a number of positive outcomes both 
within and beyond the organization (Adler & Kwon, 2002; Baker 
& Bulkley, 2014; Baker & Dutton, 2007; Deckop et al., 2003; Güth 
et al., 2000; Nowak & Roch, 2007). Research on organizational citi-
zenship behavior has evolved from examining unrewarded behavior 
to recognizing that in some instances this type of behavior can re-
sult in significant workplace reward, however, little is known about 
the means through which unrewarded workplace behavior is main-
tained (Korsgaard et al., 2010). Furthermore, while the relationship 
between organizational commitment and organizational citizenship 
behavior has been established in the literature (see, e.g., Mohammad 
et al., 2010; Nehmeh, 2009), the current research aimed to further 
deconstruct organizational citizenship behavior to examine a partic-
ular behavior, notably the reciprocity displayed by paying it forward. 

First, in order to confirm the findings of Podsakoff et al. (2000) we 
examined the ability of organizational commitment to predict an or-
ganizational citizenship behavior, in this instance the particular or-
ganizational citizenship behavior selected was PIF much the same as 
that examined by Baker and Bulkley (2014). The research was guided 
by the following primary research question: Does organizational com-
mitment predict paying it forward behavior in the workplace? In addi-
tion, we sought to examine whether individual-specific variables of 
employees could moderate this relationship, with certain individuals 
potentially being more inclined to engage in organizational citizen-
ship behavior than others. As such, the following secondary research 
question was assessed: Do age, gender and tenure moderate the re-
lationship between organizational commitment and paying it forward 
(PIF)? The remainder of this paper is structured as follows.

In the next section the literature review is presented examining 
the core constructs as they pertain to social exchange, in particular 
the concepts of paying it forward and organizational commitment. 
Thereafter the methodology and results are presented followed 
by a discussion of the results, conclusions and implications, finally 
addressing the study's limitations and recommendations for future 
research.
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Social exchange theory, as a frame of reference to explain human 
behavior (Blau, 1964; Emerson, 1976), provides the theoretical 
framework for this research. Homans (1958, 1974), Thibaut and 
Kelley (1959) and Blau (1964) were foundational theorists for social 
exchange theory. They provided different perspectives to the un-
derstanding of social exchange, drawing on principles of psychol-
ogy, sociology, and economics. Blau (1964) focused on an economic 
analysis perspective to analyze behaviors in small groups. Homans 
(1958, 1974) took a reductionist approach to analyzing the psychol-
ogy of instrumental behavior, where he focused on behaviors of 
small groups to then draw conclusions about individuals. In his work, 
Homans (1958, 1974) highlighted reward/value as reinforcement 
that keeps transactions going. He also introduced several proposi-
tions, such as (1) a success proposition, positing that the more often 
a person is rewarded for an action, the more likely they are to ex-
ecute the action; and yet, (2) a proposition of diminishing returns, 
stating that if a reward is received more often, the perceived value 
of the reward diminishes. To contrast, Thibaut and Kelley (1959) built 
their theoretical perspective by analyzing building blocks of individ-
ual behaviors, applying this to dyadic interactions and small groups.

Social exchange theory addresses the mutually contingent pro-
cess by which two or more parties engage in exchanging something 
of non-financial value. The exchanges are voluntary and contingent 
actions, driven by expected returns in the form of a rewarding re-
sponse (Blau, 1964). While economic exchanges are often short-
term and quid pro quo, requiring lower levels of trust and increased 
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active monitoring (Chiaburu et al., 2011), social exchanges are 
built on higher levels of trust, flexibility and are more open-ended 
(Chiaburu et al., 2011). In the workplace, the presence of reciprocal 
exchange can lead to outcomes such as strengthened organizational 
citizenship behavior and increased commitment to organizations (Liu 
et al., 2018; Meyer et al., 2002).
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Generalized exchange is founded on the rule of collective reciprocity 
(see e.g., Baker & Bulkley, 2014; Nowak & Sigmund, 1998) and occurs 
as indirect reciprocation in social groups with three or more mem-
bers (Lévi-Strauss, 1969). Generalized exchange is a continuously 
contingent process, where one individual's behavior is continuously 
contingent on that of other individuals (Weick, 1979). Following gen-
eralized exchange rules, individuals expect to balance social owings 
at a collective level (Yoshikawa et al., 2019). While a direct exchange 
(Figure 1) can be demonstrated by two coworkers explicitly agree-
ing to help each other by exchanging work shifts as part of a nego-
tiated exchange (Flynn, 2005), or by employees cooperating even 
when they lack authority over one another indicating a reciprocal 
exchange. These exchanges presented in Figure 1 present a direct, 
dyadic exchange between party A and party B. In contrast, gener-
alized exchange (Figure 2) may include activities such as neighbor-
hood watch activities (Molm et al., 2007), academics peer reviewing 
journal articles (Takahashi, 2000), or contributions to open-source 
software development (Flynn, 2005).

Generalized exchange is viewed as a foundation for human co-
operation (Nowak & Sigmund, 2005; Takahashi, 2000), and a driver 
of human moral systems (Alexander, 1987). Originating in work by 
anthropologists (Lévi-Strauss, 1969; Malinowski, 1922), an enhanced 
focus on the implications of generalized exchange for organizations 
commenced in the 1960’s (Blau, 1964). This focus remains relevant, 
as recent research indicates the scope of this behavior, suggest-
ing that individuals engage in generalized exchange both within 
an organization and across organizational boundaries (Adler & 
Kwon, 2002; Baker & Bulkley, 2014; Baker & Dutton, 2007; Deckop 
et al., 2003; Güth et al., 2000; Nowak & Roch, 2007; Westphal 
et al., 2012). Furthermore, social exchange plays an important role 
in the work environment, whereby giving and receiving favors 
over time, employees can gain valued resources and increase pro-
ductivity (Flynn, 2005). Specifically, generalized exchange enables 
access to more resources via the network, more rapid resource ex-
change, elevated trust and confidence in help-repayment, and the 

ability to combine and recombine resources (Baker & Dutton, 2007). 
Generalized exchange is also foundational for the development of 
organizational social capital (Adler & Kwon, 2002), and enhances 
one's understanding of their organization through interactions with 
other employees (Conway & Briner, 2005). These exchanges further 
increase an individual's group identification (Molm et al., 2007) and 
helps individuals identify with the organization and its goals (Adler 
& Kwon, 2002). Extant research shows mutual trust promotes 
higher levels of participation in generalized exchange (Yamagishi & 
Cook, 1993). Furthermore, positive emotions boost an individual's 
psychological resources, enhancing their perception of others, while 
decreasing the perceived cost of helping others (Carlson et al., 1988; 
Fredrickson & Cohn, 2008).
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In recent work, Yoshikawa and colleagues (2019) developed and 
tested a social exchange orientation scale, which captures individual 
tendencies toward different types of social exchange. This scale 
was proposed to form a comprehensive scale to assess the degree 
to which individuals are inclined to favor the different rules of reci-
procity and exchange. In their work, the generalized exchange ori-
entation is conceptualized as a higher order factor, based on three 
distinct generalized exchange constructs: PIF, rewarding reputation, 
and unilateral giving with an expectation of indirect reciprocation. 
PIF occurs when an individual offers a benefit to a third party in their 
social group based on the fact that they themselves have received a 
benefit from another person in the group. Rewarding reputation is a 
benefit given as a reward for someone's behavior and occurs when 
a person offers a valued resource to an individual in recognition of 
the receiving individual having given benefits to other people in the 
shared social group. Finally, unilateral giving occurs when an indi-
vidual gives resources expecting that they will receive benefit in the 
future by means of indirect reciprocation from someone else in the 
social group. Baker and Bulkley (2014) found that PIF has a stronger 
and longer lasting sustaining effect than it's generalized exchange 
counterpart rewarding reputation. The current research will specifi-
cally expand inquiry into the generalized exchange behavior of PIF 
given its importance in sustaining generalized exchange behavior in 
organizations.
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As discussed above and illustrated in Figure 2, PIF occurs when an 
individual offers a benefit to another individual based on having re-
ceived a benefit from another individual in the social group. Together 
with other dimensions, such as altruism, conscientiousness, civic 
virtue, courtesy, individual initiative, organizational compliance, and 
sportsmanship (Moorman, 1991; Podsakoff et al., 2000), this type of 
multi-party (non-dyadic) interaction is an organizational citizenship be-
havior (Baker & Bulkley, 2014; Podsakoff et al., 2000). Organizational  ��&!� �ƐՊDirect exchange
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citizenship behavior leads to a number of positive outcomes, such as 
increased organizational performance, increased work group effec-
tiveness and performance as demonstrated both by quality and quan-
tity of work (Podsakoff & MacKenzie, 1997; Podsakoff et al., 2000). 
Individual tendencies to engage in organizational citizenship behav-
ior have been found to be directly related to how the individual per-
ceives to be treated by their organization (Organ, 1990). Additionally, 
engaging in PIF behavior is voluntary, and like other organizational 
citizenship behaviors is not an enforceable part of a job, which may 
lead to traditional and guaranteed rewards for the employee engaging 
in it (Baker & Bulkley, 2014; Coyle-Shapiro et al., 2004; Organ, 1988). 
This being said, over time organizational attitudes toward such or-
ganizational citizenship behavior has evolved, from being viewed as 
something that falls outside of the individual's role (Organ, 1988) and 
not being seen as an organizational value-add, to something that is 
observed and rewarded by organizations (Podsakoff et al., 2000). The 
behavior is recognized, for example, by being included in performance 
evaluations, compensation decisions, training allocation, and work-
force reduction decisions (Podsakoff et al., 2000).

Whilst the establishment of organizational citizenship behavior 
has a multitude of benefits both within the organization and beyond, 
it is prudent to examine the fundamental building blocks of this be-
havior. One such building block identified in the literature (Coyle-
Shapiro et al., 2004; Mohammad et al., 2010; Nehmeh, 2009) is that 
of organizational commitment.
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To understand employee's organizational citizenship behavior, it 
is important to examine the nature of the relationship that an in-
dividual has with their organization. Berry and Parasuraman (1991) 
expressed the view that relationships are founded on mutual com-
mitment. Organizational commitment is an employee's attitude and 
behavioral intentions toward an organization, reflected by identifi-
cation with the organization and its’ goals, willingness to be involved 
with and exert additional effort for the organization, as well as an 
emotional attachment and a desire to remain with the organization 
(Allen & Meyer, 1990; Porter et al., 1974; Scholl, 1981; Steers, 1977). 
Organizational commitment can be described as a psychological 
bond, which influences a person to act in the interests of the organi-
zation (Mowday & McDade, 1979). This commitment may continue 
as long as the person's reward of commitment is higher than the per-
ceived cost of and feeling of obligation toward remaining with the 
organization (Allen & Meyer, 1990), even under circumstances when 
the person may feel like their expectations of the organization may 
not have been met (Scholl, 1981).

Extant research identifies a range of antecedents of organiza-
tional commitment, such as organizational characteristics (e.g., size 
and local decision-making autonomy), job-specific characteristics 
(e.g., job boundaries and challenges), the state of their role (e.g., in 
conflict, ambiguous), personal characteristics (e.g., age and work ten-
ure), and attractiveness of available alternatives and tendency toward 
compliance (Mathieu & Zajac, 1990; Morgan & Hunt, 1994; Whitener 
& Walz, 1993). Additionally, organizational commitment can to some 
degree be influenced by the firm. Increased organizational commit-
ment can result from activities that are within the realm of a firm's 
influence and control, such as a firm's recruiting and training prac-
tices (Caldwell et al., 1990) and perceived organizational support 
(Eisenberger et al., 1990). Research also indicates that the firm's top 
management team, and in particular the CEO, plays an important role 
in shaping collective organizational commitment (Colbert et al., 2014).

Organizational commitment has been found to directly in-
fluence how employees view their work responsibilities (Coyle-
Shapiro et al., 2004). Organizational commitment leads employees 
to be more likely to view their work commitments more broadly, 
and therefore positively influences the degree to which individu-
als engage in organizational citizenship behavior (Morrison, 1994). 
Organizational commitment also leads to other important outcomes, 
such as increased firm performance (Morris & Sherman, 1981; 
Mowday et al., 1979) and organizational adaptability (Angle & 
Perry, 1981), increased employee satisfaction (Hunt et al., 1985) and 
employee motivation (Farrell & Rusbult, 1981), decreased turnover 
(Abelson, 1983; Porter et al., 1974), and increased organizational cit-
izenship behaviors (Williams & Anderson, 1991), such as PIF. In light 
of the above, we therefore hypothesize that:

H1: Organizational commitment is a predictor of 
paying it forward (PIF) behavior in the workplace. 
[Correction added on 20 February 2021, after initial 
publication on 02 February 2021; the displayed quote 
in the section entitled “Organizational commitment” 
was initially omitted due to a production error and has 
been reinstated.]

One cannot assume that the above hypothesis, if true, would 
hold in the same manner across employee groups, as individu-
al-specific factors may influence the magnitude of this relation-
ship. Whilst previous research has found that organizational 
commitment is a predictor of organizational citizenship behavior 
(see, e.g., Podsakoff et al., 2000), the role of individual-specific 
factors in influencing this relationship remain a gap in the litera-
ture. As such, this research seeks to examine the potential mod-
erating role of three variables, namely age, gender and tenure, 
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identified by Alizadeh et  al. (2012) as fertile ground for future 
researchers. Salami (2008) has further established that age and 
tenure influence organizational commitment.

ƑĺƓĺƑՊŇՊ�];

Existing literature does not demonstrate conclusive findings with re-
gards to the influence of age on the relationship between organiza-
tional commitment and PIF. As such, this research sought to address 
this apparent dearth of literature and examine how this individual-
specific factor is able to influence the relationship between these 
constructs. Existing literature has examined the individual effects that 
age may exert on organizational commitment (Ajayi, 2017; Brimeyer 
et al., 2010; Cohen, 2010) and organizational citizenship behavior 
respectively, however the existence of a potential moderating effect 
on the relationship between organizational commitment and organi-
zational citizenship behavior has not been examined. When examin-
ing the effect of age on either organizational commitment (see, e.g., 
Ajayi, 2017; Brimeyer et al., 2010) or organizational citizenship be-
havior, literature has indicated contradictory results at best (see e.g., 
Ajayi, 2017; Brimeyer et al., 2010). Wagner and Rush (2000) suggested 
that employee age may impact the motivations for organizational citi-
zenship behavior, positing that older individuals’ life experience helps 
them to internalize the value an organization achieves by employees 
helping others. Ng and Feldman (2008) also found that age relates to 
differences in engaging in organizational citizenship behavior. This 
may be explained by the notion that different age groups have differ-
ent expectations for what behavior is desirable or inappropriate for 
the age group (Settersten & Mayer, 1997; Wood & Roberts, 2006). 
If we examine PIF from the perspective that it entails the notion of 
both reciprocity and selfless giving, existing research suggests that 
individuals start viewing reciprocity as a crucial normative principle 
at an early age. For example, young children tend to respond con-
tingently to prosocial acts (House et al., 2013), and research shows 
that children already at an age of five actively endorse and reinforce 
reciprocity norms (Wörle & Paulus, 2019). Yet, from this stage onward, 
results appear seemingly contradictory. While research on charitable 
activities by older adults is nascent (Hargis & Oppenheimer, 2016), 
Bjälkebring et al. (2016) found support for the increased probability 
of older adults, than young adults, engaging in charitable giving. In an 
organizational context, O'Driscoll and Roche (2015) as well as Wagner 
and Rush (2000) suggest that older workers are more inclined to en-
gage in organizational citizenship behavior than younger workers, this 
relationship may be aligned to the notion that a positive correlation 
could exist between age and organizational commitment (Brimeyer 
et al., 2010). In addition, the ability for organizational commitment to 
drive organizational citizenship behavior may either be strengthened, 
or eroded, over time. In light of research suggesting that both organi-
zational commitment and organizational citizenship behavior are in-
fluenced by age, we sought to examine how age may moderate the 
relationship between organizational commitment and organizational 
citizenship behavior by investigating the following hypothesis:

H2: Age moderates the relationship between organi-
zational commitment and paying it forward behavior 
in the workplace. [Correction added on 20 February 
2021, after initial publication on 02 February 2021; 
the displayed quotes in the section entitled “Age” was 
initially omitted due to a production error and has 
been reinstated.]

ƑĺƓĺƒՊŇՊ�;m7;u

Next, we address gender differences as a moderator of the rela-
tionship between organizational commitment and organizational 
citizenship behavior. Gender entails shared beliefs about individuals 
ascribed to them based on their socially identified sex (Eagly, 1987). 
These beliefs form social norms which inform expectations and ste-
reotypical perspectives, such as what emotions and activities are 
more 'aligned' to a particular gender (Eagly, 2009). For example, 
women are often believed to have stronger communal attributes 
and other-oriented behaviors, such as concern for others, empathy 
and selflessness, while men are expected to have self-oriented be-
haviors, agentic attributes, such as independence and assertiveness 
(Eagly, 2009; Spence & Helmreich, 1980). Consequently, communal 
(other-oriented) prosocial behaviors are more commonly associated 
with women, and agentic (self-oriented behaviors) prosocial behav-
iors with men (Eagly, 2009; Kidder & Parks, 2001). Further research 
by Eckel and Grossman (1998) suggests that women are more socially 
oriented and are expected to perform helping behaviors to a greater 
extent than men (Allen & Rush, 2001). The implication thereof, is 
that women are anticipated to engage in organizational citizenship 
behavior, such as PIF (as a prosocial communal behavior) to a greater 
extent than men. Specifically related to giving, Lo and Tashiro (2013) 
found that that both gender and age influence giving, with older 
�ol;m�lou;� ruo0-0Ѵ;� |o� ]b�;� |_-m� �o�m];u�l;mĺ� �ѴѴ;m� -m7� �-m]�
(2016) encourage researchers to further examine gender differences 
associated with organizational citizenship behavior. Hence, to exam-
ine the degree to which gender moderates the relationship between 
organizational commitment and organizational citizenship behavior, 
specifically PIF, we propose the following hypothesis:

H3: Gender moderates the relationship between orga-
nizational commitment and paying it forward behavior 
in the workplace. [Correction added on 20 February 
2021, after initial publication on 02 February 2021; 
the displayed quotes in the section entitled “Gender” 
was initially omitted due to a production error and has 
been reinstated.]
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Finally, we address the moderating influence of employment tenure, 
which pertains to the length of time employed by the organization 
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(McEnrue, 1988), on the relationship between organizational com-
mitment and PIF behavior. The employment tenure is of interest in 
this context, since longer tenured, more committed employees are 
more likely to engage in extra-role and organizational citizenship be-
havior than employees with shorter tenure (Ng & Feldman, 2010). 
Ng and Feldman (2010) suggested that employees with longer 
tenure put more of their resources toward social-oriented activi-
ties, such as helping others, than toward technically oriented tasks. 
Furthermore, in studying information technology professionals' or-
ganizational citizenship behavior, Chou and Pearson (2011) echoed 
Hunt's (2002) finding that tenure significantly predicts the likelihood 
that employees will engage in organizational citizenship behavior. 
Organizational employment tenure is associated with a wider set 
of work skills and increased knowledge about the organization the 
employee works for (Bird, 1996), possibly leading to the individual 
‘having more to offer’ in a PIF scenario. It is worth noting that long 
employment tenure does not necessarily equate to having a more 
senior job, as the length of an employee's job tenure (e.g., time in 
their role) does not equal their employment tenure, however organi-
zational tenure supports the development of an affective bond be-
tween an employee and their organization (Delle & Kumassey, 2013). 
This affective bond in turn leads to positive attitudes and a feeling 
of belongingness (Rousseau & McLean Parks, 1993). Furthermore, a 
longer tenure may demonstrate good individual fit with the organi-
zation (Schneider et al., 1995), specifically longer tenure can serve 
to more closely align the employee's interests with organizational 
goals, leading to an increased degree of individual motivation (Bretz 
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the relationship between an individual's organizational commitment 
and organizational citizenship behavior is likely to be moderated by 
their organizational tenure. Therefore, we propose the following 
hypothesis:

H4: Tenure moderates the relationship between orga-
nizational commitment and paying it forward behavior 
in the workplace. [Correction added on 20 February 
2021, after initial publication on 02 February 2021; 
the displayed quote in the section entitled “Tenure” 
was initially omitted due to a production error and has 
been reinstated.]

The above four hypotheses are summarized in the conceptual 
model presented in Figure 3 below. The model allows us to examine 
the central relationship between organizational commitment and PIF 
(H1), before examining the role of the three moderating variables (H2, 
H3, and H4).

The section to follow will detail the methodology employed to 
assess the conceptual model.
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The research made use of a single cross-sectional descriptive re-
search design. The survey data were collected by means of an online 
questionnaire administered at a single time using an internet-based 
survey provider. In order to take part in the research, respondents 
needed to be over 18 years of age and they needed to indicate that 
they were currently in full-time employment, indicating a work 
commitment of at least 35 hr per week. Beyond these two criteria, 
there were no further demographic constraints placed on partici-
pation. Through the use of a non-probability sampling technique, 
respondents were able to self-select for inclusion in the research 
provided that they met the above two criteria. The respondents 
were employed in industries such as Manufacturing, Finance, 
Human resources, Technology and Agriculture. Respondents ages 
ranged from 19 to over 55 years, and in the final data set there were  
102 male and 69 female respondents.

The measurement instrument was developed in a manner that 
sought to elicit reliable information from respondents. The two 
measures, namely PIF behavior and organizational commitment 
were adapted from previous research which had established their 
psychometric properties of reliability and validity. The PIF scale was 
adapted from the research of Yoshikawa et al. (2019) that devel-
oped a scale to assess social exchange orientation, using PIF as a 
sub-dimension thereof. Examples of this measurement scale's items 
include respondents rating their agreement (or disagreement) with 
statements such as “when I receive support from a colleague, I should 
provide support to others in the workplace” and “when I receive some-
one's favor at work, I want to repay the debt by doing a favor for others.” 
The organizational commitment scale was adapted from the research 
of Hunt et al. (1985) that originally developed the scale to assess 
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one's loyalty toward the organization in the face of a number of at-
tractive incentives to leave. Examples of this scale's items include 
rating one's agreement with statements such as “I would be willing 
to change companies if the new job offered a 25% pay increase” and “I 
would be willing to change companies if the new job offered more sta-
tus.” Both PIF and organizational commitment were assessed using 
four measurement items each evaluated on a 7-point Likert scale, 
ranging from 1 being “strongly disagree” to 7 being “strongly agree.” 
Demographic questions pertaining to the moderating variables were 
included to further evaluate the sample composition. Tenure was 
presented as an open-ended response, while gender and age were 
presented as ordinal and nominal response categories respectively. 
Control questions were incorporated into the measurement instru-
ment to identify respondent fatigue. These questions, referred to 
as screeners, instructed respondents to demonstrate that they are 
actively paying attention by requiring them to follow a specific set of 
instructions (Berinsky et al., 2013). Throughout the data collection 
process, the input was controlled to ensure that respondents were 
only able to answer the survey once ensuring unique responses. 
During the data cleaning process, all responses that failed the con-
trol questions were eliminated from the dataset, together with in-
complete responses and responses with excessive missing data. This 
resulted in a final realized sample of 171 responses.
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In order to assess the moderation effects, the Hayes PROCESS 
macro, an extension for the IBM SPSS program was used. 
PROCESS is a freely available computation tool that examines 
a number of analytical problems that behavioral scientists are 
typically interested in including mediation, moderation and con-
ditional processes (Hayes, 2012, 2017). PROCESS offers a num-
ber of the functions of other statistical programs, in addition to 
functionality specific to the inclusion of mediation and moderation 
(Hayes, 2012). Using Hayes PROCESS, all proposed moderating re-
lationships were assessed.
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The sample composition, in terms of gender and average tenure per 
age group of the 171 respondents, is presented in Table 1 below. 
As identified, with regards to the age breakdown of respondents, 

a majority were in the age group from 26 to 35 years old, with a 
bias toward male respondents (n = 102), with fewer female respond-
ents (n = 69). The average tenure of the sample was 6.4 years with 
a standard deviation of 4.5 years. The average tenure for older age 
cohorts is longer than younger age cohorts.
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The first hypothesis sought to confirm whether organizational com-
mitment was a predictor of PIF. The overall model was significant 
(F = 4.72; p = .03), with organizational commitment explaining 2.5% 
of the variation in PIF. The ! coefficient of .16 indicates that organi-
zational commitment is a significant (p = .04) predictor of PIF, indi-
cating a relatively weak, positive relationship. As such, we reject the 
null hypothesis and conclude that organizational commitment is a 
significant predictor of PIF.
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The second hypothesis sought to confirm whether age moder-
ated the relationship between organizational commitment and 
PIF. Given that age was categorized as an ordinal variable, dummy 
variables were created that identified the six different age cat-
egories using Hayes PROCESS. The overall model was significant 
(F = 2.42; p = .02), with the independent variables explaining 9.4% 
of the variation in PIF, the change in R2 as a result of the interac-
tion is 6.2%. Three of the interaction effects (each representing 
a different age group) were noted as significant. In particular, we 
found that the 26–35, 36–45 and 45–55-year old exhibited sig-
nificantly less PIF than the 19–25-year old. These results are pre-
sented in Table 2 where we find that the standardized ! coefficient 
for organizational commitment is only significant in the youngest 
age category.

We, therefore, reject the null hypothesis and conclude that age is 
a moderator of the relationship between organizational commitment 
and PIF.
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The third hypothesis examined whether gender was a moderator 
of the relationship between organizational commitment and PIF. 
For the purposes of examining this hypothesis, only those that ex-
plicitly specified their gender were included in the analysis. Using 
Hayes PROCESS, the overall model was significant (F = 6.07; 
p < .005), with the independent variables explaining 9.8% of the 
variation in PIF, the change in R2 as a result of the interaction is 
6.3%. The gender moderator variable was significant (p < .005) 
�b|_�-�1o;==b1b;m|�o=�ƴĺƓƐĺ�$_bv�bm7b1-|;v�|_-|�=;l-Ѵ;v�|;m7�|o�;�-
hibit significantly less PIF than males. Examining the standard-
ized ! coefficients, we find that the coefficient of organizational 

$���� �ƐՊSample composition (n = 171)
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Age 19–25 20 9 3.3 (SD = 1.8)

26–35 49 34 5.4 (SD = 2.6)

36–45 25 14 8.1 (SD = 5.0)

46–55 8 12 11.6 (SD = 6.6)
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commitment for males is .40 (p <� ĺƏƏƔő�-m7�ƴĺƏѶ�Őp = .53) for fe-
males. We, therefore, reject the null hypothesis and conclude that 
gender is a moderator of the relationship between organizational 
commitment and PIF.

ƓĺƓՊ|Պ��ro|_;vbv�Ɠ

The final hypothesis sought to examine whether tenure was a mod-
erator of the relationship between organizational commitment and 
PIF. Using Hayes PROCESS, the results indicated that the overall 
model was not significant (p = .14), thus the interaction between or-
ganizational commitment and tenure was negligible. We, therefore, 
fail to reject the null hypothesis and conclude that tenure is not a 
moderator of the relationship between organizational commitment 
and PIF.
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Overall, the results of this study confirm that organizational commit-
ment is a significant predictor of an employee's PIF behavior. This 
is an important finding as it is desirable for organizations to have 
employees who act in an extra-role fashion and go above and be-
yond their prescribed work duties. This type of behavior promotes 
the welfare of both employees and the organization at large (Lovell 
et al., 1999; Slocombe & Dougherty, 1998). As such, enhancing or-
ganizational commitment amongst employees through the social 
exchange principles upon which it is built, should be a priority for 
organizations. Specifically, PIF is one such organizational citizen-
ship behavior, where employees perform activities that exceed their 
minimum prescribed work requirements. Organizational commit-
ment represents commitment that extends beyond simple passive 
loyalty, rather requiring the employee and the organization maintain 
an active relationship (Mowday et al., 1979). As mentioned previ-
ously, current changes in the world are rapidly leading to working 
from home becoming the new norm, even at large organizations 
(Cheng, 2020; Conger, 2020; Horwitz, 2020). Evidence shows that 
PIF can occur both during in-person interactions and remotely 
through the use of collaboration platforms (Baker & Bulkley, 2020). 
The findings of our study are, therefore, important to be considered 
both for a centralized (i.e., in person) and a distributed (i.e., remote) 

work environment. Remote work through its very nature provides 
employees with fewer in-person encounters, and risks leading to 
decreased engagement and a potential negative impact on the de-
gree to which employees can engage in organizational citizenship 
behavior (ter Hoeven & van Zoonen, 2020). Furthermore, despite 
access to required collaboration technology, remote working set-
ups can lead to communication difficulties making it more difficult 
for managers to know how to satisfy employees' needs, this type 
of challenge enhances the importance of the appropriate training 
and organizational support (Cascio, 2000). Additionally, trust and 
communication have a significant effect on organizational commit-
ment (Watson & Papamarcos, 2002). To encourage organizational 
commitment both in the contact-based and the remote workplace, 
organizations need to focus on enhancing their leaders' interper-
sonal communication skills, their ability to develop and maintain 
trusting relationships and prevent employees from feeling isolated 
(Cascio, 2000). Organizational commitment as an antecedent to PIF 
behavior in the workplace is also important as this can result in a 
virtuous circle in an organization. Research shows that kind acts are 
contagious, individuals who receive help are more likely to pay it for-
ward and help others (Deckop et al., 2003; Tsvetkova & Macy, 2014). 
This has the potential to create long-term value for the organiza-
tion, especially considering the distinct value that PIF behavior has in 
sustaining generalized exchange behavior in the organization (Baker 
& Bulkley, 2014). Recognizing the value and drivers of this type of 
generalized exchange, organizations can aim to create an organiza-
tional environment and culture where helping is viewed as a positive 
and rewarded behavior. In light of this, an organizations' leadership—
composed not only by the top leadership team but also by other 
managers and supervisors throughout the organizational hierarchy—
needs to understand this finding and the underlying organizational 
commitment mechanisms, and continuously act to ensure, support 
and enhance organizational commitment.

Importantly, to effectively influence organizational commit-
ment, managers need to understand what mechanisms underlie 
organizational commitment, allowing them to ensure the pres-
ence and maintenance of underlying mechanisms which posi-
tively influence organizational commitment. This includes a range 
of dimensions such as pre-organizational needs (e.g., the future 
employee's motivational needs and attitude toward change), job 
characteristics (e.g., person-job fit, job scope and challenges, so-
cial involvement and integration and rewards and costs) and per-
sonal/organizational goal congruence, as well as aspects such as 
employees' overall job satisfaction and feelings of job security 
(Chusmir, 1988; Duffy et al., 2012). Furthermore, feelings of em-
powerment, demonstrated by the ability to get things done and 
having access to or being able to mobilize resources also influences 
employee's organizational commitment (Ahmad & Oranye, 2010). 
In addition, positive relationships have also been found between 
autonomy, variety, appropriate feedback, and organizational com-
mitment (Hunt et al., 1985).

Recognizing that organizational commitment is a significant pre-
dictor of an employee's PIF behavior, organizations need to act to 

$���� �ƑՊOrganizational commitment and PIF relationship by 
age category
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19–25 .61 (p < .005)

26–35 .23 (p = .04)

36–45 ƴĺƐѵ�Őp = .35)

46–55 .10 (p = .70)
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enhance organizational commitment. Leaders influence their em-
ployees and play a crucial role in shaping organizational commitment 
(Colbert et al., 2014). Extant research shows that organizational 
commitment to some degree can be influenced by the organization 
itself, for example, by tailoring its recruiting and training practices 
(Caldwell et al., 1990) and providing sufficient organizational support 
(Eisenberger et al., 1990). Appropriate leadership is pivotal for cre-
ating and sustaining a culture and organizational environment which 
cultivates organizational commitment. Employees pay attention to 
their leaders' behaviors, and leaders, therefore, need to model the 
behaviors they expect exhibited in the organization. For example, a 
leaders' perceived fairness and self-sacrifice influences employees' 
organizational commitment (Vianello et al., 2010). A feeling of em-
powerment can be increased by appropriate leadership, increased 
self-efficacy and by increasing employees' ability for intrinsic moti-
vation (Ahmad & Oranye, 2010).

Managers need to develop and communicate the organization's 
mission, vision, and goals. Developing an organizational environment 
that demonstrates harmony between what is said about how people 
are viewed, and what behavior is actually expressed by management 
is also important. A dissonance between these messages can lead to 
a situation where employees feel like the workplace is transactional, 
with emphasis put on profit and ROI without consideration for the 
employees. This would likely result in lower organizational commit-
ment, discourage relationships and lead to employees striving only 
to achieve minimum prescribed work requirements. Additionally, 
research provides evidence of job stress impacting organizational 
commitment (Abdelmoteleb, 2019; Antón, 2009; Cropanzano 
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prevent factors, for example, role conflict and role ambiguity (Antón, 
2009), that cause undue stress.

Furthermore, to encourage organizational commitment, man-
agers need to proactively work to create a culture that emphasizes 
the importance of collaboration and teamwork, encourages rela-
tionship building and social support, and discourages pitting people 
against one another. This could include reviewing how practices that 
may encourage internal competition are applied to ensure they still 
allow and encourage collaboration and teamwork. An example is to 
review the effects of organizations performance ranking systems 
and bonus payment calculations being conducted on a curve, which 
limits the ability for managers to give more than a certain number 
of employees the highest performance rating. A further important 
consideration is that in order to engage in generalized exchange be-
havior, individuals need to consider themselves and their colleagues 

as members of a shared social group (Westphal et al., 2012; Willer 
et al., 2012). Understanding this phenomenon can have implications 
for how new employees are onboarded, and what type of work re-
sources are considered. For example, organizations need to consider 
the possibility that contract staff are not viewed as part of the so-
cial group with the understanding that this othering could influence 
generalized exchange behavior amongst and toward this group of 
individuals. Further considerations such as geographic location and 
dispersion may also lead individuals to focus their behavior toward 
only a particular sub-team (or department) rather than the entire 
organization.

Encouraging organizational commitment is important in all 
stages of the employment cycle, including the pre-hiring phase. 
The identification of potential candidates and the manner in which 
the recruitment process is undertaken, for example, via employee 
referrals (Van Latham & Leddy, 1987), has significant influence on 
the employee's subsequent organizational commitment. Managers 
need to communicate what is important for organizational commit-
ment during the hiring process and use value-based hiring practices 
ensuring that only those that align with the intended culture and 
goals are employed. Proactively curating career growth opportuni-
ties is of further importance to enhance organizational commitment. 
Providing employee training and development, clarifying possible 
career avenues (e.g., developing work family trees matrices) and 
promoting from within when possible and appropriate are amongst 
some of the key components that could be used to curate career 
growth opportunities.

While the importance of the relationship between organizational 
commitment and PIF behavior has been clarified, the moderators of 
the relationship indicate that enhancing organizational commitment 
may have a stronger effect on PIF behaviors for certain individuals in 
the workplace. In particular, the study concluded that the youngest 
age category of employees in the study (19–25-year olds) appeared 
to exhibit the greatest influence of organizational commitment on 
PIF behavior. In fact, for the two oldest age cohorts in the sample, 
organizational commitment was not a significant predictor of PIF be-
havior. This is not to say that older employees do not engage in PIF 
behavior, but rather that their PIF behavior is not driven by organi-
zational commitment, but potentially by other factors. In light of this 
finding, establishing strategies to enhance the PIF behavior exhib-
ited in the workplace through a focus on organizational commitment 
would likely only be effective amongst younger age cohorts in the 
workplace. The results further identified that gender was a mod-
erator of the relationship between organizational commitment and 

 ��&!� �ƓՊFinal research model



ƑƑƓՊ�|Պ ՊՍ ERIKSSON aNd FERREIRa

PIF behavior. In particular, the results indicate that organizational 
commitment is a strong driver of PIF behavior amongst males, but 
this relationship was insignificant for females. Again, this is not to 
suggest that females do not engage in PIF behavior, but rather that 
this behavior is not strongly guided by organizational commitment 
for females. Tenure was not a moderator of the relationship between 
organizational commitment and PIF behavior. This indicates that re-
gardless of one's length of service in their role, the relationship be-
tween organizational commitment and PIF behavior was unchanged.

This work makes several academic and practical contributions. 
First this research conceptually confirms that PIF is an organiza-
tional citizenship behavior distinct from other conceptualizations. 
Organizational citizenship behavior, such as PIF behaviors, are 
expected to strengthen organizational performance and contrib-
ute toward maintaining social systems (Organ, 1988, 1997), while 
a lack thereof may have detrimental effects. For example, when 
employees engage strictly in the activities required of them by 
their employment contract, an organization risks failure (Katz & 
Kahn, 1978). Therefore, it is of high value for organizations to 
understand factors that significantly contribute toward organiza-
tional citizenship behavior. This work highlights the importance 
for managers and organizational leaders to devote the attention 
to the underlying mechanisms that support the development and 
sustainment of organizational commitment as an antecedent to 
organizational citizenship behavior. Addressing such mechanisms 
can aid managers in fostering the desired behavior and could assist 
with the creation of a self-reinforcing, positive cycle. Despite this, 
there is only nascent research on PIF (Baker & Bulkley, 2014), and 
the empirically confirmed research model (see Figure 4) contrib-
utes to furthering literature relating to social exchange and organi-
zational citizenship behavior. Specifically, the evidence brought to 
light by this study contributes toward an academic understanding 
of individual tendencies to engage in social exchange and organi-
zational citizenship behavior, as a result of their commitment to 
the organization.
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The limitations of this research are five-fold. First, the ability for re-
spondents to self-select to take part in the research may have re-
sulted in biased responses. Second, whilst the research examined 
the moderating role of three individual-specific factors, it did not 
examine any cross-cultural differences that could influence the re-
lationship between organizational commitment and organizational 
citizenship behaviors. Third, the scale employed for PIF only consid-
ers organizational citizenship behavior toward involved individuals 
and thus does not examine organizational citizenship behavior to-
ward the organization itself. The implication thereof, is that one is 
not able to extend the identified relationship between organizational 
commitment and organizational citizenship behavior pertaining to 

individuals to organizational citizenship behavior directed at the or-
ganization itself. Fourth, while we do examine tenure as a moderating 
variable, this is not indicative of one's cumulative length of service. 
Ng and Feldman (2010) established that an employee could have 
been employed within an organization for a long period, however, 
they may have a low role- or group-specific tenure due to chang-
ing roles or promotions. Fifth, in this research, PIF was addressed 
only as a positive notion. However, to be fully comprehensive the 
notion of PIF does not only relate to positive reciprocity. A PIF type 
of behavior could also have negative implications, such as passing on 
petty behavior such as that associated with greed (Gray et al., 2014).

In order to overcome the limitations of this research and fur-
ther expand knowledge in this field, future researchers should 
consider a number of aspects. First, the role of cultural-specific 
factors in affecting the relationship between organizational com-
mitment and organizational citizenship behavior. An expansion of 
the operationalization of organizational citizenship behavior to in-
clude behavior that is directed at the organization as opposed to 
involved individuals could provide further insight into the social 
exchange upon which organizational commitment is developed. 
Incorporating potential negative behaviors associated with PIF 
behaviors could offer further insight into the multidimensional 
operationalization of PIF behavior. Additionally, given that many 
types of working arrangements are becoming ever common today, 
research to assess the impact of different types of employment 
contracts may be timely. This is specifically relevant in the light 
of findings indicating that temporary employees demonstrate less 
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et al., 2009).

Further expansion of organizational citizenship behavior to those 
beyond the organization, in particular considering customers or sup-
pliers of the organization, could examine the extent to which these 
behaviors are able to effect broader change. This broader effect 
could be of particular relevance to business-to-business markets 
which represent a much larger market with a key focus on the rela-
tional component. Lastly, future researchers should consider addi-
tional drivers of PIF behavior in the workplace, particularly for older, 
female employees as the current research found that organizational 
commitment was not a strong driver of PIF behavior amongst these 
individuals.
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The important role that organizational citizenship behavior plays in 
providing internal and external benefits for the organization high-
lights the importance of research in this field. This research sought 
to examine the primary relationship between organizational com-
mitment and organizational citizenship behavior, in particular the 
behavior of PIF, further examining the moderating role of three indi-
vidual-level factors on this relationship. The findings confirmed the 
positive relationship between organizational commitment and the 
organizational citizenship behavior of PIF toward other individuals 
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in the organization. Two of the three individual-specific variables 
namely age and gender were found to be moderators of this relation-
ship, while tenure was not found to have any significant moderating 
impact. Academic implications of this work include conceptual con-
firmation that PIF is an organizational citizenship behavior distinct 
from other conceptualizations, as well as a research model contribut-
ing to literature examining individual tendencies to engage in social 
exchange and organizational citizenship behavior in organizations. 
Key practical implications from this research relate to furthering the 
understanding of individual tendencies to engage in organizational 
citizenship behavior, as a result of their commitment to the organiza-
tion. This provides managers insight into fostering desired behavior, 
which assists with the creation of a self-reinforcing, positive be-
havioral cycle. This is particularly relevant considering the current, 
dynamic work environments that have seen a dramatic increase in 
distributed and remote working arrangements.
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Crafting a paying-it-forward mindset in business:  

Five principles for a competitive employer branding advantage 
 
Abstract 
Kindness can strengthen your employer brand. The business environment is changing and today, 
increased attention is directed toward the value of kindness in the corporate world. Paying it 
forward is a way of passing on acts of kindness to others. It is a behavior where individuals, such 
as employees and business partners, go above and beyond what is expected of their formal roles 
in a way that not only benefits the individuals involved, but also the businesses they represent. 
The behavior has the potential to create competitive advantage for firms both from an employer 
branding perspective, serving to attract and retain talent, as well as in the broader market sense. 
In business this is a nascently explored area that is rapidly gaining attention. As this is a behavior 
that can serve to strengthen the employer brand in a range of different and effective ways it is 
important for managers to understand, engage in and encourage the behavior. Therefore, our 
research helps the manager on this journey by defining what a paying-it-forward business 
mindset entails and explaining its value. We practically discuss different examples, benefits and 
risks of how paying forward kindness plays out on a micro-, meso- and macro-level.  Once this 
foundation has been set, we provide practical guidelines for managers on how to foster a paying-
it-forward mindset among employees and the broader organization. 
 
KEYWORDS: Employer branding; Kindness; Paying it forward; Brand attractiveness; 
Corporate culture 
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1. Paying forward kindness can strengthen your employer brand!  
Kindness is having a moment – and organizations in the transformed, post-pandemic world are 
catching on. Research shows that organizations that actively foster kindness in the workplace do 
not only enjoy the warm and fuzzy effects that accompany acts of kindness, but also benefit from 
the multiplying up- and downstream payoffs that it creates (Sezer, Nault, & Klein, 2021). When 
on the receiving end of an act of kindness, one can choose to pay it back, or better yet – pay it 
forward. Paying it forward entails a person doing or giving something of value to someone 
because they have themselves received something of value in the past and, as such, keep a cycle 
of kindness going. By paying forward kindness a cycle of positive behavior can be sustained in 
social groups, such as at workplaces and between business partners for a long time (Baker & 
Bulkley, 2014).  
 
Paying forward positive behavior is something that happens every day. In the business arena it 
includes business associates sharing information and advice (Harris & Rae, 2009), making 
introductions to others in one’s network (Tafesse & Skallerud, 2015) and employees mentoring 
other employees (Westphal, Park, McDonald, & Hayward, 2012). From sharing expertise with 
competitors and giving business referrals, to helping colleagues or investing time and money in 
community projects, selfless actions without the expectation of a direct “return on investment” 
has sparked a train of kindness and built social connections in recent years. More importantly, it 
has also created competitive advantage for firms through facilitating virtuous cycles of 
cooperation, collaboration, camaraderie, and clout, which benefits all parties involved (Grant, 
2013; Spaulding, 2018). In business, this behavior is becoming more prevalent. Apart from being 
heart-warming and carrying health benefits (Chang, Lin, & Chen, 2012), giving something of 
value to another as a consequence of having benefited from the goodwill of someone else, has 
been shown to lead to increased social capital (Magnani & Zhu, 2018), heightened reputational 
value (Baker & Bulkley, 2014), and financial endowment on the part of the giver (Gray, Ward, & 
Norton, 2014). The behavior has the potential to create competitive advantage for firms both 
from an employer branding perspective, serving to attract and retain talent (Osman, Noordin, 
Daud, & Othman, 2016) and increase both collaboration and quality of work (Baker & Bulkley, 
2014; Podsakoff & MacKenzie, 1997; Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Paine, & Bachrach, 2000). As 
such, it can strengthen the employer brand in a range of different and effective ways. 
 
A strong employer brand is of crucial importance today, in the wake of the highest number of 
resignations seen since the early 2000s (Cook, 2021). Harnessing the power of kindness to 
strengthen the employer brand does not only entail action taken by the individual firm. To create 
a strong employer brand, a firm should stand out from others, but, a firm is also a product of the 
context in which it operates (Moser, Tumasjan, & Welpe, 2021). The image of an entire industry 
is often reflected in an employer brand (Bajde, 2019; Burmann, Schaefer, & Maloney, 2008) and 
talent attraction can be approached not only from the firm level, but also on regional and even 
country levels. Thus, the employer brand represents elements of its context, or, its ecosystem, 
which consists of different actors that are interconnected with each other. A strong employer 
brand is said to have multiple benefits for both the business brand as well as its wider ecosystem, 
as it helps to attract and retain the right employees, and therefore builds competitive advantage 
on a broader scale.  
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Building on a number of in-depth interviews with business representatives, we propose that 
paying it forward can build the reputational value of the giver, strengthening the organization’s 
employer brand in the process. More importantly, by adding an ecosystem perspective, helping 
the actors (yes, that means even competitors) in your ecosystem to become attractive employers 
can increase the value of your own employer brand even further. In other words, the stronger the 
image of and associations with the ecosystem, the better the potential benefits for all employer 
brands within that ecosystem. This is a behavior that is important for managers to understand, 
engage in and encourage especially as part of crafting an attractive employer brand. Despite its 
prevalence, the understanding and knowledge of how to encourage a paying-it-forward behavior 
appears limited among business leaders.  
 
With the above in mind, this article frames the opportunity that a paying-it-forward mindset 
presents to managers and business. First, paying-it-forward behavior and the many shapes in 
which it has been presented in the literature is summarized to gain clarity on its defining 
characteristics. This is followed by a discussion on what a paying-it-forward mindset entails and 
the value it brings. Examples are then presented of how the behavior has provided beneficial 
value on a micro-, meso- and macro-level in a business context. These examples also include a 
discussion of risks to look out for. We finally present management principles on how to cultivate 
and nurture a paying-it-forward mindset among employees. 
 
 
2. What is paying-it-forward behavior? 
Paying it forward is a social exchange behavior where individuals, such as employees and 
business partners, give something of value to a third party because they have in the past received 
something of value themselves (Yoshikawa, Wu, & Lee, 2019). In the business environment, 
engaging in this behavior would mean that an individual would go above and beyond what is 
expected of them in their formal roles in a way that not only generates individual rewards but 
also creates business benefits (Baker & Bulkley, 2014; Blau, 1964; Gray et al., 2014; Wuyts, 
2007; Yoshikawa et al., 2019). Broadly seen, social exchange builds on the foundational 
principles of a cost/benefit analysis and social debt, where the cost of giving is balanced with the 
benefit received in order for a social debt to have been repaid (Homans, 1958; Thibaut & Kelley, 
1959). Giving something that benefits someone else without expecting something directly in 
return, can generally be categorized as an indirect exchange (Baker & Bulkley, 2014). Such 
exchanges can take different forms (Molm, 2003; Yang, Janakiraman, Hossain, & Grisaffe, 
2020; Yoshikawa et al., 2019), with one of them being to pay it forward. Indirect exchange is 
different from direct exchange in that the expected reward (i.e., repayment of the social debt) is 
given by someone else than the recipient rather than as a direct return from the individual who 
benefited from the first act (Blau, 1964; Yang et al., 2020). Although paying it forward belongs 
in the overarching group of indirect exchanges, it is different from the other forms of indirect 
exchange, namely ‘rewarding reputation’ and ‘unilateral giving with an expectation of indirect 
reciprocation’ (Yoshikawa et al., 2019). ‘Rewarding reputation’ happens when someone gives 
something of benefit to someone else in order to reward them for having done something good to 
a third person (Yoshikawa et al., 2019); while ‘unilateral giving with an expectation of indirect 
reciprocation’ refers to the act of giving something of value to someone else with the expectation 
that the giver will eventually be indirectly rewarded for this by a third person (Yoshikawa et al., 
2019).  
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It is important to note that these behaviors are not simply manifestations of altruism, or “personal 
sacrifice on behalf of others” (Gintis, Bowles, Boyd, & Fehr, 2003, p. 154) and the differences in 
these forms of behavior are related to why the person engages in it. The terms exchange and 
reciprocity are key to understanding these differences (e.g., Baker, 2012; Baker & Bulkley, 2014; 
Blau, 1964; Gouldner, 1960; Molm, Collett, & Schaefer, 2007). While these terms are sometimes 
used interchangeably (e.g., Baker, 2012), exchange is a give and take transaction (Homans, 
1961), which, in this case, forms the act of paying it forward, while reciprocity forms a set of 
norms (Gouldner, 1960) that informs why and how this act of giving and receiving happens. A 
person thus engages in paying it forward because they have received something of value in the 
past. From a behavioral perspective, paying it forward is categorized as an extra-role behavior, 
meaning  helping behaviors that are regarded as going above and beyond, and as such, are not 
prescribed by being part of a contract or formal job requirements (Bateman & Organ, 1983). 
Such behavior can be further discussed under two labels. First, organizational citizenship 
behavior, which is voluntary behaviors of individuals that are not explicitly recognized or 
rewarded and that contributes toward positively promoting the effective functioning of an 
organization (Organ, 1988). Second, pro-social behavior, which is social behavior that benefits 
and produces well-being and integrity for other individuals or the greater society (Brief & 
Motowidlo, 1986).  
 
Paying it forward can occur in a defined social group, like the workplace, or between strangers 
(Yang et al., 2020). Research shows that people have a higher willingness to pay for something 
when asked to pay it forward to benefit another – even if that person is a stranger (Jung, Nelson, 
Gneezy, & Gneezy, 2012). While a person may not always be able to recognize that the behavior 
they are engaging in is an act of paying it forward, the tendency toward engaging in this behavior 
to balance social debt can be ascertained (Yang et al., 2020; Yoshikawa et al., 2019). For 
example, relating to the workplace, the tendency can be identified by responding in agreement 
with statements that indicate that receiving support from a colleague should lead to the individual 
providing support to others, and that receiving kindness from a person makes the receiver feel 
like they should do something for others (Yoshikawa et al., 2019).  
 
When this behavior occurs between individuals familiar with each other, it is still characterized 
as ‘going above and beyond’ the expected role of an individual. In fact, many of the 
characteristics of a good business partner and a good relationship are likely to be associated with 
the behavior, such as trust, commitment, and feeling gratitude toward the individual (Baker & 
Bulkley, 2014; Baker & Levine, 2013; DeSteno, Bartlett, Baumann, Williams, & Dickens, 2010; 
Ekeh, 1974; Flynn, 2005; Gouldner, 1960; Nowak & Roch, 2007). Paying it forward can create a 
virtuous cycle of giving, where an initial act of kindness is passed on in such a way where all 
involved actors benefit from the exchange and pass the benefit on, and by doing so create a 
multiplying effect. For example, when a supervisor’s positive experience in a work-life context 
is paid forward it not only benefits subordinates but also increase their overall performance 
(Carlson, Ferguson, Kacmar, Grzywacz, & Whitten, 2011). Also, for clarity it is worth noting 
that while there are similarities, paying it forward is not directly the same as Corporate Social 
Responsibility. However, given that  engaging in Corporate Social Responsibility happens for 
either strategic or morally motivated  reasons (Graafland & van de Ven, 2014), employees and 
firms as a whole may choose to engage in Corporate Social Responsibility because they want to 

Jo
urn

al 
Pre-

pro
of



 

5 
 

pay a prior received benefit forward. Table 1 below summarizes the defining characteristics of 
paying it forward. 
 

[Insert Table 1 About Here] 
 
 
3. What a paying-it-forward business mindset entails and the value it brings  
With a foundation of what constitutes paying it forward and the benefits it brings, we turn our 
attention to what having the mindset entails. A paying-it-forward mindset can be summarized as 
a clear tendency and intention of someone to give benefit to another person when they 
themselves receive something of value. Here our focus is specifically on the different types of 
social group settings within and between firms. Given the uncertainty of recent world events, 
managers and other decision-makers are grappling with the challenge of striking a balance 
between nurturing a supportive business environment whilst simultaneously creating a profitable 
and economically sustainable business. In this context, paying-it-forward behavior has an 
important role to play.  
 
The act of paying it forward has shown to be beneficial and commonly occurring among high-
performance organizations (Caldwell, 2017), however, it is not an enforceable job requirement, 
making it critical for managers to understand how to encourage and support it within the 
workplace. Common ways of paying it forward in an organization include providing colleagues 
help through online knowledge sharing and other platforms for virtual collaboration (Baker & 
Bulkley, 2014; Yoshikawa, Wu, & Lee, 2018); or providing others in the organization with 
services using a time-banking approach (Whitham & Clarke, 2016). Having employees and 
business partners who go above and beyond what is expected in their specific job role can add 
internal benefits, such as contributing to a strong employer brand, as well as external business 
advantages, for example accelerated innovation and business agility (Yoder-Wise, Crenshaw, & 
Wilson, 2021).   
 
Not only can paying it forward strengthen relationships between firms and business partners, it 
also offers major potential to building a positive corporate culture within an organization (Baker 
& Bulkley, 2014). The central premise to paying it forward in the workplace is employee well-
being, which, if implemented effectively, would lead to increased productivity and innovation 
performance. The domino-effect of a positive corporate culture would be the attraction and 
retention of talent to the organization, who then contribute even further to innovation and 
business growth. To help business leaders and managers harness the potential of a paying-it-
forward mindset in the workplace, we provide actionable insights, together with considerations 
for how to avoid pitfalls. Encouragement of this behavior is even more paramount at the 
moment, considering the workforce is increasingly distributed due to challenges relating to the 
global pandemic. To further illustrate this, examples of how this behavior plays out on a micro-, 
meso- and macro-level are presented. In addition, an illustrative summary of paying-it-forward 
behavior on these various levels are presented in Table 2. 
 

[Insert Table 2 About Here] 
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4. Example cases of paying-it-forward behavior in business 
 
4.1. The micro-level: Paying-it-forward behavior between individuals within and between 
firms 
Paying-it-forward behavior often starts at the micro-level with one individual, such as an 
employee or a firm’s leader, who engages in a value exchange with another individual. That very 
first act of kindness can in turn spark a chain. It can lead to a number of positive outcomes such 
as improved ability to set goals and sequence work, increased ability to do work in a systematic 
way, improved access to resources and information and increased trust in, and engagement with, 
the organization. There are indeed organizations and groups who rely on this type of behavior for 
their success, this includes non-profit organizations such as food banks and other community 
groups such as those doing volunteer firefighting. Common ways of paying it forward in an 
organization include providing colleagues help through online knowledge sharing and other 
platforms for virtual collaboration (Baker & Bulkley, 2014; Yoshikawa, Wu, & Lee, 2018); 
making valued introductions into one's network (Tafesse & Skallerud, 2015); or providing others 
in the organization with services using a time-banking approach (Whitham & Clarke, 2016).  
 
Another prevalent example is mentoring. Many firms offer the opportunity to partake in 
mentoring (giving or receiving) as a voluntary activity and in these cases the role of paying it 
forward is to provide a reason to why individuals choose to partake in mentoring. Mentoring is 
important for retention; recent statistics show that 97% of employees find mentoring valuable 
and over 90% of surveyed employees said opportunities to learn and grow significantly increases 
the likelihood that they will stay at a company (Nicola, 2019). Over 70% of Fortune 500 
companies report that they have mentoring programs in place (Nicola, 2019). Millennials' 
intention to stay with their organization for over five years doubles when they have a mentor 
(Nicola, 2019). Importantly, 89% of those who have been mentored will over time go on to 
mentor others (Nicola, 2019). Mentoring programs can help develop senior employees into 
leaders and serve to support talented managers and technical experts early in their careers to 
accelerate learning and reach their potential. While a more official mentorship can be part of a 
person’s job description, not all mentors are created equal. Where some mentors merely “check 
the boxes”, others can develop meaningful relationships and help their mentees to develop (Tjan, 
2017).  It is also important to note that not all mentoring happens within a specific program or 
with the help of a platform. Instead, it can be informal and be seen as a type of culture that 
promotes ways to help newcomers or more junior employees. 
 
A behavioral risk that management and others need to pay attention to and mitigate, is that of 
free riding, or someone using resources for their own benefit and not passing on the benefit to 
others. This free riding behavior can lead to the end of a paying-it-forward cycle. Research 
shows that the risk of free riding is affected by the internal structure and norms of the group in 
which the giving takes place (Yamagishi & Cook, 1993). To mitigate this risk, it is important for 
the members of the group to not only understand negative consequences of free riding 
(Yamagishi & Cook, 1993), but also for managers to visibly enforce norms related to giving and 
asking for help (Baker & Bulkley, 2014). Team-building type of activities that help the group 
bond and strengthen their network ties can also be helpful in mitigating this risk (Yamagishi & 
Cook, 1993).  Further, it is possible that it is not only kindness that is paid forward, but negative 
behaviors such as greediness or dark side behaviors (Gray et al., 2014). The role of good 
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management is crucial here, as employees who perceive that their firm has broken a promise may 
pay forward their negative experience by acting negatively toward other innocent parties, 
including customers and colleagues (Coyle-Shapiro & Deng, 2018). 
 
4.2. The meso-level: Paying-it-forward behavior between organizations or communities 
Meso-level paying-it-forward behavior takes place between organizations or communities. In 
this context, a firm or community, rather than the individual themselves, engages in the behavior. 
To aid paying it forward to happen firms can both provide the structure where the process is 
possible and encourage the behavior to happen. This can take the form of different community 
initiatives, firms giving other firms referrals, firms giving their staff paid time to volunteer, or 
temporary resource sharing from a software vendor to a consulting service provider, who in turn 
pays forward this type of received value to another firm in the network. Another avenue is 
sharing information and resources with firms in need and coaching outside of the firm. An 
example of this is proactively putting aside paid volunteer time for a firm’s employees to pay 
learning forward, by providing education and mentoring to others in the business community or 
offering mentorship to university students. One recent example of this is the ‘Brands for Better’s 
Come-back’ campaign (Better, 2020). which connects local business professionals to provide 
“skills for good by contributing to a local business’s success as they emerge from a challenging 
time”. Additionally, networking and engaging with firms that hold shared values plays a role in 
setting the foundation for paying it forward, as does openly supporting and recognizing the 
success of other firms.  
 
Paying-it-forward behavior can thus lead to improved firm performance, strengthen the ability to 
communicate and explain corporate values, lead to increased knowledge of how to take care of 
employees, improved change management abilities, stronger relationships and networks. Further, 
having the reputation of being a giver can directly influence a firm’s reputation and brand. 
Leading to outcomes such as increased brand value/attractiveness and an increased ability to 
attract individuals to the firm. A risk, in this case, is the lack of belief that this behavior should 
take place between competitors or in business, which in turn can lead to free riding behavior and 
end the cycle of giving. To mitigate this risk, an approach of leading by example – e.g. by 
sharing advice that start a cycle of giving (Galloway, Kuhn, & Collins-Williams, 2021) – 
combined with the cost/benefit thinking of social exchange can be leveraged (Blau, 1964). This 
means that the giving and receiving must balance, cost must not outweigh benefit or vice versa, 
therefore neither giving nor asking competitors for more than they can give. Doing this can help 
create a network environment that allows for both cooperation and coopetition (Galloway et al., 
2021).  
 
Recent examples in the B2B context include initiatives such as a crowdfunding website offering 
commission-free fundraising for businesses that are being negatively impacted by the COVID-19 
pandemic (“Crowdfund”, 2021); and a call center service provider which offers ‘Pay IT Forward 
Fridays’ when they set aside time to assist others with their call center, contact center, customer 
experience issues and questions (“Pay IT Forward Fridays”, 2021). Yet, another example is the 
Yellow Pages’ ‘Shop the Neighbourhood’ campaign (Yellow Pages, 2020). This campaign is a 
paying-it-forward initiative that encourages purchasing from small businesses in the local 
communities. This increases the performance of these small businesses and thereby positively 
impacts the community economically and socially.  
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4.3. The macro-level: Business ecosystems, alliances and other communities 
The macro context is where business ecosystems fit in. In this context ecosystem actors act to 
share information and best practices to support the positive image management of other firms. It 
provides an aggregated level of paying it forward by giving access to a breadth and depth of 
knowledge, competencies and experiences across and between firms. There are communities, 
such as the entrepreneurial community of Silicon Valley (Ready, 2012), where paying it forward 
is part of the business culture and engaging in the behavior simply is the norm. In Silicon Valley 
entrepreneurs meet to share ideas, advice and help each other along, while simultaneously being 
competitors. The whole community benefits from this behavior and it aids the development of 
ecosystem robustness. Another example is the Naramata Bench Wineries Association (Naramata 
Wineries, 2021), a community of winemakers that work closely together, helping each other and 
sharing experiences and best practices for the benefit of the individual wineries but also for the 
benefit of the region. Yet another example is the organization ‘Partnership Leaders’, an industry 
association for partnerships, alliance, channel, and business development leaders, who’s 
members engage in paying-it-forward behavior through activities such as network introductions, 
mentoring and knowledge transfer (“Partnership Leaders,” 2021).  
  
There are, however, risks with this context too. As previously discussed, social exchange builds 
on the principle of a cost/benefit analysis, where these elements need to be balanced for a social 
debt to have been repaid (Homans, 1958; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959). This makes balancing one’s 
giving the most important factor here, irrespective of the overall value of what is given, as 
research shows that individuals appreciate small and large acts of kindness equally (Klein, Epley, 
Porter, Shaw, & Westmorland, 2014). On a macro-level, sharing best practice or other resources 
can happen anonymously, carrying the risk that the giver shares but does not receive any 
feedback on the sharing. Remaining unaware of the impact and value created may lead to the 
giver not choosing to share the next time they are asked, or the opportunity arises, and thereby 
potentially decreasing the chance that the individual will engage in the behavior again. Helping 
individuals understand the value of what they have given  (Homans, 1958; Thibaut & Kelley, 
1959) can help mitigate this risk, in particular when coupling it with the establishment of norms 
that align with the behavior (Baker & Bulkley, 2014). The manager has an important role to play 
here (Baker & Bulkley, 2014), both by helping to highlight the value of acts of giving and by 
working to establish values and norms that encourage acts of giving outside of the confines of 
the firm. Lastly, it is worth noting that some of these ecosystem initiatives might require 
coordination of activities, as well as resources in form of time and effort. This might be an issue 
for SMEs with resource constraints. However, some of this risk could be eliminated if such 
initiatives are coordinated by industry or regional developmental organizations, who have the 
connections and structures to facilitate them – and a lot to gain from a strong and attractive 
ecosystem! The next section gives information about such initiative, together with tips and tricks 
to creating a paying-it-forward mindset.   
 
 
5. Creating a paying-it-forward mindset  
This next section provides the manager with several practical principles to use to create a paying-
it-forward mindset in their organization. These principles can be applied across the phases of the 
employee journey, from attracting talent (pre-hire) through to onboarding and daily performance 
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tasks, and even at the stage of farewell and being an alumnus of the firm. Because employees do 
not only work within the firm, but are the representatives that interact with other firms, our work 
brings forth the importance of having a paying-it-forward mindset across all phases of the 
employee journey.  
 
To develop these principles, participants in a business ecosystem were interviewed. The business 
ecosystem is located in northern Sweden, consisting of representatives from different 
organizations, industries, and the local university. The ecosystem originated as a means to 
collaboratively work towards the sustainable growth of the business region. Due to its northern 
location, where the population is lower than in other more urban areas of the country, access to 
talent is limited in the business region. Aiming to mitigate this situation the actors in this 
ecosystem have come together to support sustainable growth by focusing on attracting and 
retaining more talent. Financed by the local municipality and The Swedish Agency for Economic 
and Regional Growth, a project was initiated to address topics such as recruitment, employer 
branding and organizational development. Fourteen regional organizations from different 
industries, many of them competitors, were selected to take part in the project. Although each 
organization’s primary goal was to attract talent for themselves, a shared understanding existed 
that it would be beneficial for the region at large to attract and retain more talent – even if that 
meant that the talent is recruited by a competitor.  
 
The inquiry was done by conducting exploratory, semi-structured, in-depth interviews with 
participants taking part in a project aiming to help local companies develop their employer 
brands and secure future supply of skills into their business region. It is deemed appropriate to 
take an exploratory research approach when studying emergent areas of research (Stebbins, 
2001), and given that paying it forward is a behavior that has received limited attention from a 
marketing and employer branding perspective, these principles have been crafted by using such 
an approach.  Interviews were conducted one-by-one until the same themes repeatedly surfaced 
in the interviews (Guest, Bunce, & Johnson, 2006). In total, six in-depth interviews were 
conducted with representatives in senior roles (e.g., CEO, head of business, head of HR) 
spanning the fields of technology, hospitality, laboratory (chemical testing) and the utility 
industries. The interviews were all guided by the same interview script with pre-defined, semi-
structured questions that had been developed based on existing academic literature. The 
questions were first developed in English, to establish an aligned understanding among the 
researchers. Then the questions were translated into Swedish, which was the language used 
during the interviews. The interviews were 30-60 minutes long, each interview was recorded, 
and the recordings were analyzed and coded by two different researchers who are both fluent in 
the Swedish language. Analysis was conducted using the main dimensions of social exchange 
theory (Molm, 2003) and ecosystems (Robertson, 2020). The coding used the Gioia 
Methodology which prescribes how to extract themes and constructs from the interviews (Corley 
& Gioia, 2004; Gioia, Corley, & Hamilton, 2013). By following this process, it was possible to 
extract a number of themes and use these to propose the below principles guiding managers to 
create a paying-it-forward mindset in the business.  
 
 
6. Five principles to foster a paying-it-forward mindset  
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Overarching the principles is the notion that ‘how you do anything is how you do everything’, 
meaning that the behavior needs to be incorporated in every part of the employee journey even 
though the implementation thereof may differ throughout the stages. Importantly, the behavior 
needs to be aligned with the company’s overall values and goals, so that it happens as part of, 
and not despite, the overall company culture. 
 
6.1. Principle 1: You need to believe in it and start doing it! 
This first principle is all about starting and continuing a positive cycle of paying forward kind 
acts. There is value in doing this – not only for the ones benefiting from the kindness, but also 
for the individual themself. Many of the interviewees who engaged in this type of behavior 
commented about the desire to contribute and strengthen something beyond themselves and their 
firm, in their case their entire business region. Importantly, they would even engage in paying-it-
forward kindness when it meant strengthening the employer brand of another firm. They 
reasoned that it is better for the region to gain the talent first and then compete to get them hired. 
That way, the talent would be adding value to the region and could potentially be accessed in the 
future.  
 
For managers to be able to create and sustain a paying-it-forward mindset the behavior must not 
only be desired, but it also actually has to start, and someone must begin. Simply said, given that 
someone needs to start, it may as well be you. This principle therefore reflects how managers 
must lead by example and start the cycle. It is important to understand how the behavior 
manifests but also the actions managers take must be deliberate. This may include simply asking 
for kindness to be passed on, by saying “I did this for you, now you pay it forward please”. The 
behavior can happen and be made visible both inside and outside the organization. Consider 
things like offering official mentorship programs. Not only may individuals engage in this as an 
act of paying it forward, but it also encourages generalized giving by helping to set up a positive 
environment, sending the message ‘here employees help one another’ that can become a valuable 
part of the employer brand. Even in cases where employees decide to leave, make sure to focus 
on creating a positive “exit” experience. Alumni can continue to be a great ambassador for your 
organization, but also educate their new employers of the mindset. Paying help forward presents 
a cognitively light load for a person given that it simply requires an individual to be aware of 
their own experience (Baker & Bulkley, 2014). When implementing this behavior with outside 
actors, try to find at least one outlet where you can do good. These could be things like corporate 
volunteering programs, where employees get to get involved with a project during working hours 
or helping other organizations through different initiatives.    
 
6.2. Principle 2: Make the behavior known and understood––Set expectations and rules of 
engagement 
The second principle is about scaling the behavior. When the behavior becomes part of the 
cultural DNA of the organization a positive cycle of kindness can sustain itself somewhat 
effortlessly. For it to occur at a larger scale it simply needs to be known and understood, and 
rules of engagement need to be set up front. It is imperative to create circumstances where 
everyone is able to, and also expected, to contribute. Setting the expectation also serves to 
mitigate the risk of free riding, meaning taking without paying something forward and thereby 
ending the cycle. Educate your employees on the meaning and value of paying forward kind 
actions and include conversation about the behavior in regular check-ins with employees and 
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peers. Show what you do not only in terms of your corporate social responsibility activities, but 
also in your everyday practices. This is important on a day-to-day basis, and also it is crucial to 
communicate about the behavior when attracting new talent in order to find employees that are 
willing to have the mindset. Educate other organizations in your ecosystem of the benefits. One 
way of paying forward kindness within the ecosystem is to give help and share valuable 
information, another is to make positive statements about individuals and firms on social 
platforms such as LinkedIn or to the media. Related, another important aspect in scaling the 
behavior is that alumni can continue to teach other organizations to do the same and refer talent 
with a shared mindset to your organization, thereby continuing the positive cycle.  
 
6.3. Principle 3: Recognize and reward the behavior  
Past research has shown that this type of behavior often goes unrewarded (Korsgaard, Meglino, 
Lester, & Jeong, 2010). By recognizing and rewarding the behavior and its positive outcomes 
managers can work to strengthen the expectations and work to make the extra-role behavior an 
in-role behavior that is expected and rewarded. The interviewees discussed how achieving good 
results makes it more likely they will partake again. They also observed how seeing and directly 
experiencing others' willingness to give impacted the likelihood that the interviewee themselves 
would give. And what does reward and recognition look like? It can range from simply saying 
thank you – something that has been proven to provide benefit (Ali & Ahmed, 2009), to being 
reflected in performance reviews and leading to financial compensation. It can take the form of 
sharing recognition stories, and importantly tying them to the company’s values or goals. And 
recognition cannot, and should not, only come from the top. Actively work to implement peer to 
peer recognition. Reality is that peers are much closer to what someone is doing on a day-to-day 
basis, and this may elevate the value of a "thank you" or other recognition.  
 
It is also possible to include forms of gamification and digital tools that allow social interaction 
and employee engagement: Today there are multiple recognition apps available that let someone 
in a company recognize someone else when an employee goes above and beyond to help others. 
One multi-disciplinary technology, accounting and consulting that company scores highly on 
being a ‘great place to work’ have put in place a way for employees that are recognized for 
having gone above and beyond in servicing their customers and have put in place a pay it 
forward program, where that individual can pay the recognition forward to other employees 
(Crowe, 2021). Another example is provided by a Canadian bank, which ran a campaign 
named ‘Pay it Forward’, where employees are encouraged to pay a recognition received forward 
by recognizing another employee’s achievement or good work (Wong, 2018). 
 
6.4. Principle 4: Curate the group and give them the needed tools 
The interviewees also observed the importance of having a curated, yet heterogeneous group. 
This would mean that people have been selected to be there to provide different, yet 
representative perspectives. This was highlighted by quite a few of the interviewees that it really 
adds to both what benefit and the degree of benefit can be attained. To achieve this, managers 
need to hire, nurture and provide space for diversity of thought, even when it is uncomfortable. 
To nurture such space, it is important to provide multiple avenues for thoughts to be shared, so 
that dialogue and discussion can take place in group and individual settings. In environments 
where trust is particularly low this may even mean setting up an anonymous ideas and feedback 
forum, and then to review and act on the shared thoughts.  
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Further, especially in the post-pandemic, distributed, remote or hybrid work environment, it is 
important to provide the needed appropriate tools to promote digital collaboration tools. 
Facilitation and having a common, shared collaboration tool are aspects all interviews 
highlighted. Other research shows that paying it forward is a behavior that can happen and be 
sustained using a collaboration tool (Baker and Bulkley, 2014). While this can be easier to 
achieve within one’s own organization, it can be done on macro-level within an ecosystem too. 
However, this requires careful consideration in choosing an appropriate forum or platform, as 
well as setting guiding rules, goals and expectations. Give people the skills, if you expect them to 
share their network with others then show and tell them how. Help them identify what is 
important information, when and how to share but also to know what is confidential and when 
not to share/help – otherwise the behavior may entail some risk. 
 
6.5. Principle 5: Be humble enough not only to give but also to receive  
The next principle relates to proactively creating psychological safety and thereby creating an 
environment where employees or business partners in the ecosystem not only are willing to give 
but also are humble enough to receive. Openness and ability to receive help can be viewed as 
equally important to simply sharing a problem that one may need help with. This requires an 
environment where the individual can relax, trust, drop 'prestige' and operate in a humble way. In 
the business environment of the past many senior leaders and employees alike have found 
themselves ‘standing alone’(Wright, 2012), but today the benefit of not only giving but also 
accepting help is really important. This was something the interviews clearly highlighted. The 
value of being humble enough to receive addresses not only the value of being generous to give, 
but also courageous enough to ask for and receive help. To create this, it is critical to create 
psychological safety in the team and firm as a whole. It was stated that being able to help 
someone also meant that the other partner must be willing to share their problems openly in order 
to not only give, but also to be able to take. It was acknowledged that sharing best practice was 
positive, as well as somewhat risky, but the ultimate test of being courageous was connected to 
being bold and humble enough to receive help.   
 
To create such an environment there are multiple things a manager can do. First, importantly, to 
demonstrate concern for team members as people and understand what a safe space looks like to 
be able to create and maintain it. Devote meeting time to meaningful conversation and 
connection. Actively solicit feedback and ask questions. Encourage and promote self-awareness 
both of oneself and of the team. Show value and appreciation for ideas. This can be done by 
providing methods, tools and sometimes coaching for an individual to be able assess themselves 
as objectively as possible. Activities may include goal setting and prioritizing, practicing 
mindfulness habits (for example try providing employees with access to a mindfulness app and 
set aside a certain amount of paid work time during which they can use it), taking personality and 
psychometric tests and discussing the outcomes, and including time for regular self-reflection. 
 

[Insert Figure 1 About Here] 
 
 
7. Paying it forward: Your new competitive advantage 
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To build and benefit from a paying-it-forward mindset, leaders must take action both within their 
own organization as well as the external business environment. There are multiple opportunities 
connected to development of the individual employees as well as business development. 
However, the major potential seems to lie in the reputational value of creating a positive 
organizational culture that creates the employer brand. In addition, it can also become a culture 
that characterizes an entire business culture on a regional level, which will also create value to 
the individual businesses in that ecosystem and a sense of belonging and commitment for 
employees. We sincerely hope that this work will contribute to evolving leadership skills by 
providing understanding of what a paying-it-forward business mindset entails and the value it 
can bring. We leave you with a call to action to take the first step in encouraging and engaging in 
paying-it-forward behavior in a way that is tailored for your organization’s current 
circumstances.  
 
 
8. Limitations and opportunities for future research   
This paper approached a new, and rapidly growing area (Yang et al., 2020) and in order to gain 
insights about paying-it-forward behavior as a basis for creating competitive advantage, it 
required exploring the phenomenon qualitatively (Ormston, Spencer, Barnard, & Snape, 2014). 
This was done by interviewing six business professionals in Northern Sweden, and while it has 
allowed the discovery of different themes, there are limitations. This study provides a snapshot in 
time, drawing on insights from a limited number of senior managers. A more longitudinal 
approach could provide even more valuable insights into how a chain of paying it forward can 
develop and what concrete outcomes it has. Northern Sweden provided an appropriate start, due 
to the issues relating to attracting and retaining talent related to its rural location. However, this 
leaves the need to still explore the topic in different contexts and countries to gain insights into if 
and how paying it forward can manifest itself in other ecosystems with both similar and different 
difficulties.   
 
 
 
 
  

Jo
urn

al 
Pre-

pro
of



 

14 
 

References  
 
Ali, R., & Ahmed, M. S. (2009). The Impact of Reward and Recognition Programs on 
Employee’s Motivation and Satisfaction. International Review of Business Research Papers, 
5(4), 270–279. 
 
Bajde, D. (2019). Branding an industry? Journal of Brand Management, 26(5), 497–504. 
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41262-019-00152-y 
 
Baker, W. (2012). A Dual Model of Reciprocity in Organizations: Moral Sentiments and 
Reputation. The Oxford Handbook of Positive Organizational Scholarship, (January 2012), 412–
422. https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199734610.013.0031 
 
Baker, W., & Bulkley, N. (2014). Paying it forward vs. rewarding reputation: Mechanisms of 
generalized reciprocity. Organization Science, 25(5), 1493–1510. 
https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.2014.0920 
 
Baker, W., & Levine, S. S. (2013). Mechanisms of Generalized Exchange: Towards an 
Integrated Model. SSRN Electronic Journal, October, 1, 1-43 Available at SSRN: 
https://ssrn.com/abstract=. https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.1352101 
 
Bateman, T. S., & Organ, D. W. (1983). Job Satisfaction and the Good Soldier: The Relationship 
Between Affect and Employee “Citizenship.” Academy of Management Journal, 26(4), 587–595. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/255908 
 
Better, B. for. (2020). Brands for Better Come-back Campaign. Retrieved August 17, 2020, from 
https://www.brandsforbetter.ca/the-comeback-apply-volunteer/ 
 
Blau, P. M. (1964). Exchange and Power in Social Life. New York:NY. John Wiley & Sons Inc. 
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203792643 
 
Burmann, C., Schaefer, K., & Maloney, P. (2008). Industry image: Its impact on the brand image 
of potential employees. Journal of Brand Management, 15(3), 157–176. 
https://doi.org/10.1057/palgrave.bm.2550112 
 
Caldwell, C. (2017). Understanding Kindness – A Moral Duty of Human Resource Leaders. The 
Journal of Values-Based Leadership, 10(2), 2–18. https://doi.org/10.22543/0733.102.1188 
 
Carlson, D. S., Ferguson, M., Kacmar, K. M., Grzywacz, J. G., & Whitten, D. (2011). Pay it 
forward: The positive crossover effects of supervisor work-family enrichment. Journal of 
Management, 37(3), 770–789. https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206310363613 
 
Chang, Y. P., Lin, Y. C., & Chen, L. H. (2012). Pay It Forward: Gratitude in Social Networks. 
Journal of Happiness Studies, 13(5), 761–781. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10902-011-9289-z 
 
Cook, I. (2021). Who Is Driving the Great Resignation. Retrieved October 20, 2021, from 

Jo
urn

al 
Pre-

pro
of



 

15 
 

Harvard Business Review website: https://hbr.org/2021/09/who-is-driving-the-great-resignation 
 
Corley, K. G., & Gioia, D. A. (2004). Identity ambiguity and change in the wake of a corporate 
spin-off. Administrative Science Quarterly, 49(2), 173–208. https://doi.org/10.2307/4131471 
 
Coyle-Shapiro, J. A., & Deng, H. (2018). When firms break promises, employees may’pay it 
forward’to colleagues and clients. 
 
Crowdfund. (2021). Retrieved May 20, 2021, from https://crowdfund.ca/pay-it-forward 
 
Crowe. (2021). Crowe. Retrieved December 10, 2021, from Great Place To Work website: 
https://www.greatplacetowork.com/certified-company/1000069 
 
DeSteno, D., Bartlett, M. Y., Baumann, J., Williams, L. A., & Dickens, L. (2010). Gratitude as 
Moral Sentiment: Emotion-Guided Cooperation in Economic Exchange. Emotion, 10(2), 289–
293. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0017883 
 
Ekeh, P. (1974). Social Exchange Theory: The Two Traditions. London, UK.: Heinemann 
Educational. 
 
Eriksson, T., & Ferreira, C. (2021). Who pays it forward the most? Examining organizational 
citizenship behavior in the workplace. Journal of Theoretical Social Psychology, (00), 1–14. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/jts5.87 
 
Flynn, F. J. (2005). Identity orientations and forms of social exchange in organizations. Academy 
of Management Review, 30(4), 737–750. https://doi.org/10.5465/AMR.2005.18378875 
 
Galloway, T. L., Kuhn, K. M., & Collins-Williams, M. (2021). Competitors as advisors: Peer 
assistance among small business entrepreneurs. Long Range Planning, 54(2), 101929. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lrp.2019.101929 
 
Gintis, H., Bowles, S., Boyd, R., & Fehr, E. (2003). Explaining altruistic behavior in humans. 
Evolution and Human Behavior, 24(3), 153–172. https://doi.org/10.1016/S1090-5138(02)00157-
5 
 
Gioia, D. A., Corley, K. G., & Hamilton, A. L. (2013). Seeking Qualitative Rigor in Inductive 
Research: Notes on the Gioia Methodology. Organizational Research Methods, 16(1), 15–31. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1094428112452151 
 
Gouldner, A. W. (1960). “The Norm of Reciprocity: A Preliminary Statement”, American 
Sociological Review. American Sociological Review, 25, n(4), 161–178. 
 
Graafland, J., & van de Ven, B. (2014). Strategic and Moral Motivation for Corporate Social 
Responsibility. Journal of Corporate Citizenship, 2006(22), 111–123. 
https://doi.org/10.9774/gleaf.4700.2006.su.00012 
 

Jo
urn

al 
Pre-

pro
of



 

16 
 

Grant, A. (2013). In the company of givers and takers. Harvard Business Review, 91(4), 90–97. 
 
Gray, K., Ward, A. F., & Norton, M. I. (2014). Paying it forward: Generalized reciprocity and 
the limits of generosity. Journal of Experimental Psychology: General, 143(1), 247–254. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0031047 
 
Guest, G., Bunce, A., & Johnson, L. (2006). How Many Interviews Are Enough?: An 
Experiment with Data Saturation and Variability. Field Methods, 18(1), 59–82. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1525822X05279903 
 
Harris, L., & Rae, A. (2009). Social networks: The future of marketing for small business. 
Journal of Business Strategy, 30(5), 24–31. https://doi.org/10.1108/02756660910987581 
 
Homans, G. C. (1958). Social Behavior as Exchange. American Journal of Sociology, 63(6), 
597–606. https://doi.org/10.1086/222355 
 
Homans, G. C. (1961). Social Behavior. New York:NY: Harcourt, Brace and World. 
 
Jung, M. H., Nelson, L. D., Gneezy, A., & Gneezy, U. (2012). People Pay More When They 
Pay-It-Forward. NA - Advances in Consumer Research, 40, 405–408. 
 
Klein, N., Epley, N., Porter, M., Shaw, E., & Westmorland, W. (2014). Supplemental Material 
for The Topography of Generosity: Asymmetric Evaluations of Prosocial Actions. Journal of 
Experimental Psychology: General, 143(6), 2366–2379. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/xge0000025.supp 
 
Korsgaard, M. A., Meglino, B. M., Lester, S. W., & Jeong, S. S. (2010). Paying You Back or 
Paying Me Forward: Understanding Rewarded and Unrewarded Organizational Citizenship 
Behavior. Journal of Applied Psychology, 95(2), 277–290. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0018137 
 
Magnani, E., & Zhu, R. (2018). Does kindness lead to happiness? Voluntary activities and 
subjective well-being. Journal of Behavioral and Experimental Economics , 77(February), 20–
28. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socec.2018.09.009 
 
Molm, L. D. (2003). Theoretical comparisons of forms of exchange. Sociological Theory, 21(1), 
1–17. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9558.00171 
 
Molm, L. D., Collett, J. L., & Schaefer, D. R. (2007). Building solidarity through generalized 
exchange: A theory of reciprocity. American Journal of Sociology, 113(1), 205–242. 
https://doi.org/10.1086/517900 
 
Moser, K., Tumasjan, A., & Welpe, I. M. (2021). What is the Right Mix? Toward a 
Compensatory Theory of Employer Attractiveness. SSRN Electronic Journal, 1–52. 
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3819131 
 
Naramata Wineries. (2021). The Naramata Bench Wineries Association. Retrieved September 

Jo
urn

al 
Pre-

pro
of



 

17 
 

21, 2021, from https://naramatabench.com/about/ 
 
Nicola, C. (2019). The Importance of Mentoring in the Workplace. Retrieved September 19, 
2021, from Guider website: https://www.guider-ai.com/blog/why-everyone-needs-mentoring-in-
the-workplace 
 
Nowak, M. A., & Roch, S. (2007). Upstream reciprocity and the evolution of gratitude. 
Proceedings of the Royal Society B: Biological Sciences, 274(1610), 605–609. 
https://doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2006.0125 
 
Organ, D. W. (. (1988). Issues in organization and management series. Organizational 
citizenship behavior: The good soldier syndrome. Lexington:MA: Lexington Books/D. C. Heath 
and Com. 
 
Ormston, R., Spencer, L., Barnard, M., & Snape, D. (2014). The foundations of qualitative 
research. Qualitative research practice: A guide for social science students and researchers. In 
SPE Proceedings - Gas Technology Symposium. https://doi.org/10.2118/40002-ms 
 
Osman, I., Noordin, F., Daud, N., & Othman, M. Z. (2016). The Dynamic Role of Social 
Exchange and Personality in Predicting Turnover Intentions among Professional Workers. 
Procedia Economics and Finance, 35(October 2015), 541–552. https://doi.org/10.1016/s2212-
5671(16)00067-8 
 
Partnership Leaders. (2021). Retrieved June 14, 2021, from https://www.partnershipleaders.com/ 
Pay IT Forward Fridays’. (2021). Retrieved May 20, 2021, from 
https://thetaylorreachgroup.com/pay-it-forward-friday/ 
 
Podsakoff, P. M., & MacKenzie, S. B. (1997). Impact of organizational citizenship behavior on 
organizational performance: A review and suggestions for future research. Human Performance, 
Vol. 10, pp. 133–151. https://doi.org/10.1207/s15327043hup1002_5 
 
Podsakoff, P. M., MacKenzie, S. B., Paine, J. B., & Bachrach, D. G. (2000). Organizational 
citizenship behaviors: A critical review of the theoretical and empirical literature and suggestions 
for future research. Journal of Management, 26(3), 513–563. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/014920630002600307 
 
Ready, K. (2012). Paying It Forward: Silicon Valley’s Open Secret to Success. Retrieved 
September 20, 2021, from Forbes website: 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/kevinready/2012/08/23/paying-it-forward-silicon-valleys-open-
secret-to-success/?sh=4130ecad2ec3 
 
Robertson, J. (2020). Competition in knowledge ecosystems: A theory elaboration approach 
using a case study. Sustainability (Switzerland), 12(18), 7372. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/SU12187372 
 
Sezer, O., Nault, K., & Klein, N. (2021). Don’t Underestimate the Power of Kindness at Work. 

Jo
urn

al 
Pre-

pro
of



 

18 
 

Retrieved June 14, 2021, from Harvard Business Review website: https://hbr.org/2021/05/dont-
underestimate-the-power-of-kindness-at-work 
 
Spaulding, J. (2018). Science Proves Kindness Is Your Competitive Advantage. 
Stebbins, R. A. (2001). Exploratory research in the social sciences (Sage Unive). Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Sage. 
 
Tafesse, W., & Skallerud, K. (2015). Towards an exchange view of trade fairs. Journal of 
Business and Industrial Marketing, 30(7), 795–804. https://doi.org/10.1108/JBIM-05-2014-0090 
 
Thibaut, J., & Kelley, H. H. (1959). The Social Psychology of Groups. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781107415324.004 
 
Tjan, A. K. (2017). What the best mentors do. 
 
Westphal, J. D., Park, S. H., McDonald, M. L., & Hayward, M. L. A. (2012). Helping other 
CEOs avoid bad press: Social exchange and impression management support among CEOs in 
communications with journalists. Administrative Science Quarterly, 57(2), 217–268. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0001839212453267 
 
Whitham, M. M., & Clarke, H. (2016). Getting is Giving: Time Banking as Formalized 
Generalized Exchange. Sociology Compass, 10(1), 87–97. https://doi.org/10.1111/soc4.12343 
 
Wong, K. (2018). Using Recognition to Drive Engagement: Inside Scotiabank’s Pay It Forward 
Campaign. Retrieved December 3, 2021, from Achievers website: 
https://www.achievers.com/blog/using-recognition-to-drive-engagement-inside-scotiabanks-pay-
it-forward-campaign/ 
 
Wright, S. (2012). Is it lonely at the top? An empirical study of managers and nonmanagers 
loneliness in organizations. Journal of Psychology: Interdisciplinary and Applied, 146(1–2), 47–
60. https://doi.org/10.1080/00223980.2011.585187 
 
Wuyts, S. (2007). Extra-role behavior in buyer-supplier relationships. International Journal of 
Research in Marketing, 24(4), 301–311. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijresmar.2007.05.002 
 
Yamagishi, T., & Cook, K. S. (1993). Generalized Exchange and Social Dilemmas. Social 
Psychology Quarterly, 56(4), 235–248. https://doi.org/10.2307/2786661 
 
Yang, Z., Janakiraman, N., Hossain, M. T., & Grisaffe, D. B. (2020). Differential effects of pay-
it-forward and direct-reciprocity on prosocial behavior. Journal of Business Research, 
121(December 2018), 400–408. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2018.11.050 
 
Yellow Pages. (2020). Shop the Neighbourhood. Retrieved August 18, 2020, from 
http://www.shoptheneighbourhood.yp.ca/ 
 
Yoder-Wise, P. S., Crenshaw, J. T., & Wilson, R. C. (2021). Leading With Agility and Grace 

Jo
urn

al 
Pre-

pro
of



 

19 
 

When the Path Is Unclear. Nurse Leader, 19(3), 259–263. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.mnl.2021.02.008 
 
Yoshikawa, K., Wu, C. H., & Lee, H. J. (2018). Generalized Social Exchange and Its Relevance 
to New Era Workplace Relationships. Industrial and Organizational Psychology, 11(3), 486–
492. https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2018.100 
 
Yoshikawa, K., Wu, C. H., & Lee, H. J. (2019). Generalized Exchange Orientation: 
Conceptualization and Scale Development. Journal of Applied Psychology., 105(3), 294–311. 
 
  

Jo
urn

al 
Pre-

pro
of



 

1 

Fi
gu

re
 1

. 
Pr

in
ci

pl
es

 f
or

 f
os

te
ri

ng
 a

 p
ay

in
g-

it
-f

or
w

ar
d 

m
in

ds
et

 
  

 
     

      

Jo
urn

al 
Pre-

pro
of



 

2 

Ta
bl

e 
1.

 D
ef

in
in

g 
ch

ar
ac

te
ri

st
ic

s 
of

 p
ay

in
g 

it
 f

or
w

ar
d 

 
 

Pa
yi

ng
 it

 F
or

w
ar

d 
 

De
fi

ni
ti

on
 

Be
ha

vi
or

 w
he

re
 in

di
vi

du
al

s,
 s

uc
h 

as
 e

m
pl

oy
ee

s 
an

d 
bu

si
ne

ss
 p

ar
tn

er
s,

 g
iv

e 
so

m
et

hi
ng

 o
f 

va
lu

e 
to

 a
 t

hi
rd

 p
ar

ty
 b

ec
au

se
 t

he
y 

ha
ve

 in
 t

he
 p

as
t 

re
ce

iv
ed

 s
om

et
hi

ng
 o

f 
va

lu
e 

th
em

se
lv

es
 

(Y
os

hi
ka

w
a 

et
 a

l.
, 

20
19

).
 

 
T

yp
e 

of
 

Be
ha

vi
or

 
In

di
re

ct
 (

i.
e.

, 
ge

ne
ra

liz
ed

) 
so

ci
al

 e
xc

ha
ng

e.
 

 
 

Pr
em

is
e 

So
ci

al
 e

xc
ha

ng
e 

bu
ild

s 
on

 a
 f

ou
nd

at
io

n 
of

 a
 c

os
t/

be
ne

fi
t 

an
al

ys
is

 a
nd

 s
oc

ia
l d

eb
t,

 w
he

re
 t

he
 

co
st

 o
f 

gi
vi

ng
 n

ee
ds

 t
o 

ba
la

nc
e 

w
it

h 
th

e 
be

ne
fi

t 
re

ce
iv

ed
 in

 o
rd

er
 f

or
 a

 s
oc

ia
l d

eb
t 

to
 h

av
e 

be
en

 r
ep

ai
d 

(H
om

an
s,

 1
95

8;
 T

hi
ba

ut
 &

 K
el

le
y,

 1
95

9)
. 

 
T

yp
e 

of
 s

oc
ia

l 
de

bt
 

re
pa

ym
en

t 

Co
lle

ct
iv

e,
 t

he
 e

xp
ec

te
d 

re
w

ar
d 

(i
.e

.,
 r

ep
ay

m
en

t 
of

 t
he

 s
oc

ia
l d

eb
t)

 is
 g

iv
en

 b
y 

so
m

eo
ne

 
el

se
 t

ha
n 

th
e 

re
ci

pi
en

t 
ra

th
er

 t
ha

n 
as

 a
 d

ir
ec

t 
re

tu
rn

 f
ro

m
 t

he
 in

di
vi

du
al

 w
ho

 b
en

ef
it

ed
 f

ro
m

 
th

e 
fi

rs
t 

ac
t 

(B
la

u,
 1

96
4;

 Y
an

g 
et

 a
l.

, 
20

20
).

 
 

 
Re

so
ur

ce
 f

lo
w

 
A 
Æ

 B
 Æ

 C
 

 
Ex

am
pl

es
 o

f 
w

hy
 in

di
vi

du
al

s 
ch

oo
se

 t
o 

pa
y 

it
 f

or
w

ar
d 

O
rg

an
iz

at
io

na
l c

ul
tu

re
 a

nd
 n

or
m

s 
(F

ly
nn

, 
20

05
).

  
Fe

el
in

g 
or

 r
ec

ei
vi

ng
 g

ra
ti

tu
de

 (
De

St
en

o 
et

 a
l.

, 
20

10
; 

G
ou

ld
ne

r,
 1

96
0;

 N
ow

ak
 &

 R
oc

h,
 2

00
7)

. 
 

Fe
el

in
g 

ob
lig

at
io

n 
(E

ke
h,

 1
97

4)
. 

  
O

rg
an

iz
at

io
na

l c
om

m
it

m
en

t 
(E

ri
ks

so
n 

&
 F

er
re

ir
a,

 2
02

1)
. 

 
Tr

us
t,

 o
pe

nn
es

s,
 s

ha
re

d 
va

lu
es

, 
a 

se
ns

e 
of

 b
el

on
gi

ng
 (

Ba
ke

r 
&

 B
ul

kl
ey

, 
20

14
; 

Ba
ke

r 
&

 L
ev

in
e,

 
20

13
; 

Ek
eh

, 
19

74
; 

Fl
yn

n,
 2

00
5)

. 
 

 
O

th
er

 
ca

te
go

ri
za

ti
on

s 

Ex
tr

a-
ro

le
 b

eh
av

io
r 

- 
he

lp
in

g 
be

ha
vi

or
s 

th
at

 a
re

 n
ot

 p
re

sc
ri

be
d 

by
 b

ei
ng

 p
ar

t 
of

 a
 c

on
tr

ac
t 

or
 

fo
rm

al
 j

ob
 r

eq
ui

re
m

en
ts

 (
Ba

te
m

an
 &

 O
rg

an
, 

19
83

);
 

O
rg

an
iz

at
io

na
l 

ci
ti

ze
ns

hi
p 

be
ha

vi
or

 -
  v

ol
un

ta
ry

 b
eh

av
io

rs
 o

f 
in

di
vi

du
al

s 
th

at
 a

re
 n

ot
 

ex
pl

ic
it

ly
 r

ec
og

ni
ze

d 
or

 r
ew

ar
de

d 
an

d 
th

at
 c

on
tr

ib
ut

es
 t

ow
ar

d 
po

si
ti

ve
ly

 p
ro

m
ot

in
g 

th
e 

ef
fe

ct
iv

e 
fu

nc
ti

on
in

g 
of

 a
n 

or
ga

ni
za

ti
on

 (
O

rg
an

, 
19

88
) 

Pr
o-

so
ci

al
 b

eh
av

io
r 

- 
a 

so
ci

al
 b

eh
av

io
r 

th
at

 b
en

ef
it

s 
an

d 
pr

od
uc

es
 w

el
l-

be
in

g 
an

d 
in

te
gr

it
y 

fo
r 

ot
he

r 
in

di
vi

du
al

s 
or

 t
he

 s
oc

ie
ty

 a
s 

a 
w

ho
le

 (
Br

ie
f 

&
 M

ot
ow

id
lo

, 
19

86
) 

 
   

 

Jo
urn

al 
Pre-

pro
of



 

3 

Ta
bl

e 
2.

 P
ay

in
g-

it
-f

or
w

ar
d 

be
ha

vi
or

 a
t 

a 
m

ic
ro

-,
 m

es
o-

 a
nd

 m
ac

ro
-l

ev
el

 (
ill

us
tr

at
iv

e 
ra

th
er

 t
ha

n 
ex

ha
us

ti
ve

 li
st

) 
 Co

nt
ex

t 
/ 

w
ho

 
M

an
if

es
ta

ti
on

s 
  

Va
lu

e 
cr

ea
te

d 
Ri

sk
s 

M
ic

ro
: 

In
di

vi
du

al
 

em
pl

oy
ee

s,
 

le
ad

er
sh

ip
 

  

M
en

to
ri

ng
, 

m
ak

in
g 

in
tr

od
uc

ti
on

s 
in

to
 o

ne
’s

 
ne

tw
or

k,
 

w
ri

ti
ng

 
po

si
ti

ve
 s

oc
ia

l 
m

ed
ia

 
co

m
m

en
ts

 r
e:

 
in

di
vi

du
al

s 
(e

.g
.,

 
Li

nk
ed

In
) 

Sk
ill

s 
de

ve
lo

pm
en

t:
 

Im
pr

ov
ed

 a
bi

lit
y 

to
 s

et
 g

oa
ls

 a
nd

 s
eq

ue
nc

e 
w

or
k,

 s
ol

ve
 p

ro
bl

em
s,

 le
ve

l u
p 

st
af

f 
 A

cc
es

s 
to

 n
et

w
or

k 
Im

pr
ov

ed
 a

cc
es

s 
to

 r
es

ou
rc

es
 a

nd
 in

fo
rm

at
io

n 
In

cr
ea

se
d 

un
de

rs
ta

nd
in

g 
of

 h
ow

 o
th

er
 

co
m

pa
ni

es
 w

or
k 

an
d 

ho
w

 t
ha

t 
ca

n 
be

 a
pp

lie
d 

in
 

th
ei

r 
ow

n 
w

or
k 

Co
m

m
it

m
en

t 
In

cr
ea

se
d 

tr
us

t 
in

, 
an

d 
en

ga
ge

m
en

t 
w

it
h,

 t
he

 
or

ga
ni

za
ti

on
 

 C
re

at
es

 a
 b

et
te

r 
w

or
k 

en
vi

ro
nm

en
t 

St
re

ng
th

en
ed

 o
rg

an
iz

at
io

na
l c

om
m

it
m

en
t 

en
co

ur
ag

es
 t

he
 b

eh
av

io
r 

an
d 

th
er

eb
y 

su
pp

or
ts

 a
 

po
si

ti
ve

 c
yc

le
 o

f 
ki

nd
ne

ss
 

Th
e 

ri
sk

 o
f 

fr
ee

 r
id

in
g 

(o
nl

y 
ta

ki
ng

 w
it

ho
ut

 p
ay

in
g 

so
m

et
hi

ng
 f

or
w

ar
d)

 

M
es

o:
 

O
rg

an
iz

at
io

n
s,

 
co

m
m

un
it

ie
s 

Co
m

m
un

it
y 

in
it

ia
ti

ve
s 

Sh
ar

in
g 

in
fo

rm
at

io
n 

an
d 

ad
vi

ce
 

Re
fe

rr
al

s 
Pa

id
 t

im
e 

to
 

do
 

vo
lu

nt
ee

ri
ng

 
  

Kn
ow

le
dg

e 
ba

nk
: 

Im
pr

ov
ed

 p
er

fo
rm

an
ce

 
Im

pr
ov

ed
 a

bi
lit

y 
to

 c
om

m
un

ic
at

e 
an

d 
ex

pl
ai

n 
co

rp
or

at
e 

va
lu

es
 

In
cr

ea
se

d 
kn

ow
le

dg
e 

of
 h

ow
 t

o 
ta

ke
 c

ar
e 

of
 

em
pl

oy
ee

s 
Im

pr
ov

ed
 c

ha
ng

e 
m

an
ag

em
en

t 
ab

ili
ti

es
 

St
ro

ng
er

 r
el

at
io

ns
hi

ps
 &

 n
et

w
or

ks
 

Re
pu

ta
ti

on
 &

 B
ra

nd
: 

Re
pu

ta
ti

on
 a

s 
a 

gi
ve

r 
In

cr
ea

se
d 

br
an

d 
va

lu
e/

at
tr

ac
ti

ve
ne

ss
 

La
ck

 o
f 

be
lie

f 
th

at
 t

hi
s 

is
, 

or
 s

ho
ul

d 
be

 h
ap

pe
ni

ng
 

be
tw

ee
n 

co
m

pe
ti

to
rs

 o
r 

in
 b

us
in

es
s 

at
 la

rg
e 

(a
nd

 
th

er
ef

or
e 

no
t 

en
ga

gi
ng

 in
 t

he
 b

eh
av

io
r)

 

Jo
urn

al 
Pre-

pro
of



 

4 

In
cr

ea
se

d 
ab

ili
ty

 t
o 

at
tr

ac
t 

in
di

vi
du

al
s 

to
 t

he
 

fi
rm

 

M
ac

ro
: 

Ec
os

ys
te

m
s 

Sh
ar

in
g 

in
fo

rm
at

io
n 

an
d 

be
st

 
pr

ac
ti

ce
s,

 
su

pp
or

ti
ng

 
po

si
ti

ve
 im

ag
e 

m
an

ag
em

en
t 

of
 o

th
er

 f
ir

m
s 

in
 t

he
 

ec
os

ys
te

m
 

A
gg

re
ga

te
d 

le
ve

l o
f 

kn
ow

le
dg

e:
 

Ac
ce

ss
 t

o 
a 

br
ea

dt
h 

an
d 

de
pt

h 
of

 k
no

w
le

dg
e,

 
co

m
pe

te
nc

ie
s 

an
d 

ex
pe

ri
en

ce
s/

 t
ra

ns
fe

r 
of

 
co

m
pe

te
nc

ie
s 

an
d 

ex
pe

ri
en

ce
s 

be
tw

ee
n 

fi
rm

s 
Bu

si
ne

ss
 c

ul
tu

re
 r

ep
ut

at
io

n:
 

Pa
yi

ng
 it

 f
or

w
ar

d 
is

 t
he

 n
or

m
 

Co
m

pe
ti

ti
ve

ne
ss

: 
Im

pr
ov

ed
 p

er
fo

rm
an

ce
 

Ab
ili

ty
 t

o 
at

tr
ac

t 
in

di
vi

du
al

s 
to

 t
he

 
re

gi
on

/e
co

sy
st

em
 

Ab
ili

ty
 t

o 
of

fe
r 

lo
ng

 t
er

m
 c

ar
ee

rs
 in

 a
 b

us
in

es
s 

re
gi

on
 

Ec
os

ys
te

m
 r

ob
us

tn
es

s 

Sh
ar

in
g 

be
st

 p
ra

ct
ic

e 
(o

r 
ot

he
r 

re
so

ur
ce

s)
 c

an
 in

cl
ud

e 
a 

se
ns

e 
of

 a
no

ny
m

it
y.

 T
he

 g
iv

er
 m

ig
ht

 n
ot

 r
ec

ei
ve

 
fe

ed
ba

ck
, 

re
m

ai
ni

ng
 u

na
w

ar
e 

of
 t

he
 im

pa
ct

/v
al

ue
 

cr
ea

te
d,

 p
ot

en
ti

al
ly

 e
nd

in
g 

th
e 

cy
cl

e.
  

      
Jo

urn
al 

Pre-
pro

of



DOCTORA L  T H E S I S

T
heresa E

riksson - G
O

IN
G

 A
B

O
V

E
 A

N
D

 B
E

Y
O

N
D

Department of Social Sciences, Technology and Arts
Division of Business Administration and Industrial Engineering (Industrial Marketing)

ISSN 1402-1544
ISBN 978-91-8048-137-3
ISBN 978-91-8048-138-0

Luleå University of Technology 2022

GOING ABOVE AND BEYOND

AN ASSESSMENT OF PAYING IT 
FORWARD BEHAVIOUR IN THE B2B 

MARKETING CONTEXT

Theresa Eriksson

Industrial Marketing

SV
ANENMÄRKET

Trycksak
3041 3042

Print: Lenanders Grafiska, 445677

5495425_Omslag.indd   35495425_Omslag.indd   3 2022-09-13   06:492022-09-13   06:49




