
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Network: Theory, Research & Application 
Ph.D. Course 2004 
 
 
 
 
 
The network as an asset – reflections on an industrial case 
 
 
Lars Almefelt  Chalmers University of Technology  

& Volvo Car Corporation 
Email: lars.almefelt@me.chalmers.se 

 
Oskar Brännström Luleå University of Technology  

& Volvo Aero Corporation 
Email: oskar.brannstrom@volvo.com 



Introduction 
 
Network theory is a wide area and it is hard to conceptualise it as one coherent body 
of theory. Instead, the networking viewpoint could be said to have spread to many 
areas. The network perspective adopted in this study puts focus on the exchange 
relationships between different parties in a business case and the effects of these 
relationships. We focus on two issues of special interest: How a network – and 
networking – can be a tangible asset leading to mutual benefits for the business parties 
involved, and how the network can be managed or – at least – stimulated. 
 
In order to establish a framework to investigate these two associated perspectives, we 
have selected what we consider the most appropriate articles for the purpose to get the 
present view of different scholars within the area. To complement this view we also 
report on a case where a company, Volvo Aero Corporation, actively begun 
promoting the network as an asset of the company. We have then analysed our 
theoretical framework in the light of our case findings. 
 

Frame of reference 
 
The references next presented constitute our subject-oriented base for analysing and 
discussing the industrial business case selected in the study. Suited the study’s scope 
and the network perspective adopted, the literature references presented generally 
emphasise social contacts and represent a belief in networking, or even discuss 
“relationalism” - a normative belief that interfirm relationships are valuable and 
important to the survival and success of the operations [e.g., Hausman, 2001]. The 
event-based network perspective, focusing events rather than exchange, for instance 
tackled by Hedaa and Törnroos [1997] is given less attention. 
 

Networks as an asset 
 
Awuah [2001] discusses exchange relationships in business networks and how that 
impinges on the firms’ competence development. Supported by insights through two 
empirical case studies, involving two basically dyadic business relationships, he 
concludes that a firm’s network of exchange is an asset that can be exploited to 
develop its competence. He argues that the development of competence over time is 
very often beyond the capabilities of a single firm. Rather, competence is developed 
as the result of, for example, linking together the organisation’s internal skills, 
activities, and resources to those of some external actors. Besides, Awuah emphasises 
that a company needs to define its core competence clearly in order to ensure that it 
can maintain a competitive advantage. In the overall sense, a firm’s competence 
development is influenced by three basic factors and the relationship between them: 

1. The transfer of elements of exchange (product/service, information, financial 
and social exchange) between interacting parties; 

2. the mutual learning undertaken by the parties; and 

3. the mutual adaptations the parties make. 



 
Supported by the empirical studies Awuah also concludes that a firms’ network of 
exchange relationships can form a total capacity. Thus, the firm’s internal capacity is 
complemented by external capacity in order to meet high demands on the 
marketplace. 
 
Having a more managerial approach to networking, Whipple and Gentry [2000] 
discuss and examine alliance motives for a firm. In doing that they present a 
categorisation scheme for examining alliance formation motives, see figure 1. 
Financial motives incorporate both economical performance and stability. 
Technological motives may have their origin in a lack of sufficient internal resources. 
By forming alliances with partners who offer new technologies the firms look to gain 
immediate competitive advantages. Managerial motives can be driven by the desire to 
ease the management of suppliers, for instance by reducing the number of suppliers. It 
can also be about increasing customer loyalty and service. Finally, Strategic motives 
is about maximising growth opportunities, e.g., by access to new markets or by letting 
firms’ core competencies and skills complement each other in order to gain 
competitive advantages.  
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Figure 1. Scheme for categorising alliance motives (Whipple and Gentry [2000]). 
 
Having, basically, the contextual focus on health care, Hill [2002] presents an 
extensive network literature review. Of special interest to our study are the rationales 
for joining networks summarised in the paper. These include, among other things: 

• Need to deal with complex problems. 
• Mutual trust. 
• Desire to change. 
• External financial stimuli. 
• Pooled resources and expertise. 
• Desire to enhance ability to adjust to rapid changes in technology and the 

market. 
• Need to develop new products and services. 



• Enables an organisation to remain autonomous while acquiring needed 
resources. 

• Desire to increase political power within community/policy domain. 
 
By extracting network concepts from several literature references, Hausman [2001] 
presents a summary construct for increasing the understanding about relationship 
strength and its impact on performance and satisfaction in a business case. According 
to her construct, relationship strength is composed of interfirm trust, relationship 
commitment, and relationalism. Figure 2 intends to contain many of empirically 
tested linkages between constructs comprising relationship strength and a variety of 
positive relational outcomes. 
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Figure 2. Antecedents and consequences of relationship strength (Hausman [2001]). 
 

To manage a network 
 
Evident from history and the literature referred, a network can be a tangible asset in a 
business case. The question then is how the network comes into existence and if – and 
how – a network as a whole, and the underlying factors and prerequisites, can be 
actively managed, manipulated, and stimulated. The views in literature differ 
regarding that. 
 
Ford [1980], cited by Turnbull et al. [1996], suggests that relationships in business-to-
business markets evolve over time. It is, furthermore, suggested that such relationships 
follow a five-stage evolution process – pre-relationship, early, development, long 
term, and final stage. In the overall sense, the development of the relationships can be 
seen as an evolutionary process in terms of: 

• The increasing experience of both partners; 
• the reduction in their uncertainty and all kinds of distance in the relationship; 
• the growth of both actual and perceived commitment; 



• the formal adaptations, and investment and savings involved in both sides’ 
organisations. 

 
Awuah [2001] mean that building up durable and strong exchange relationships takes 
time and maintaining them requires considerable investment in time, resources and 
skills. Similar to Ford, he also has the opinion that a relationship and its outcomes is 
something that evolves over time, basically through inter-organisational personal 
contacts and teamwork. 
 
In comparison to Awuah, Whipple and Gentry [2000] have a more deterministic view 
on networking and what makes a network successful. Thus, they emphasise the 
importance of carefully identifying and defining motives, performance objectives, and 
relation channels before going into a partnership. 
 
Following Hill [2002], process is what the network does to fulfil its vision and 
existence. Examples of process functions include: configuring, interacting, 
coordinating, learning, identifying (e.g., risk factors), developing, supporting, 
collaborating, planning, and evaluating. Central issues associated with the process 
include: trust, the need to develop and sustain relationships (c.f. Awuah), time, 
dealing with conflict, communication strategies (c.f. Whipple and Gentry), and the 
need for quick wins. 
 
Holmen and Pedersen [2003] represent a relatively strong belief in the possibilities to 
actively control a network and the exchange between its parties. In their paper, they 
bring mediating functions into the foreground as a means to gain efficient network 
exchange. Based on their study, they distinguish three such mediating functions: 

• A joining function enabling direct coordination on some issues (e.g., product 
adaptations between the focal firm and a complementary supplier). 

• A relating function enabling coordination between the focal firm and a third 
party via the counterpart (e.g., synchronising production plans between the 
focal firm and the counterpart’s customer). 

• An insulating function enabling coordination between the focal firm and the 
third party without them having any knowledge of each other (e.g., handling 
inventory management between different sub-suppliers and the focal firm). 

 
Zolkiewski and Turnbull [2002] review the notion of portfolio analysis in the context 
of network theory. They suggest that portfolios can be an efficient means to identify 
and manage strategic relationships. Following their review, portfolios can be managed 
according to the following (rather positivistic) step-wise manner: 

1. Identify individual portfolio constituents and allocate their position within the 
portfolio. This step involves: 

• Identify the relationships that are important to the firm (this could be end 
customers, intermediaries, suppliers, government, trade associations, etc.). 

• Analyse each set of relationships according to pre-determined dimensions, 
e.g. relationship value, cost to serve and net price for customer 
relationships. 

• Building up a map of each portfolio. 



• Reflect on the analysis and confirm that individual relationships are 
appropriately placed on the map. 

• Ensure that appropriate relationship management strategies are in place. 

2. Identify other interactions within the portfolio. 

3. Identify all portfolios (customer portfolio, supplier portfolio, etc.) and 
interactions between the portfolios. 

 

The industrial case 
 

Case introduction 
 
Alongside his PhD studies one of the authors work at the marketing department of 
Volvo Aero Corporation in Trollhättan. One of his recent tasks was to head up a 
project to create a common marketing platform for all aviation activities within the 
Volvo group. It included three internal Volvo Aero companies plus Volvo Finance 
and Volvo Logistics. During this work two things became evident. 
 
First of all, resources for the customer offering were often found outside the group’s 
own set of companies – not as suppliers in the traditional sense, but as business 
partners. We also noted that the same actor in a network that was a supplier in one 
solution was the purchaser in another solution. One of our companies in the Volvo 
Aero group, Volvo Aero Services, had realized this early on and created what they 
named the “Aero Partner Network”. The name on purpose did not include the Volvo 
brand as they recognized that the network had to benefit all the actors, not only 
themselves. Secondly, we found that our network, and our role in that network, was so 
strong that we started to look upon it as a tangible value, and as such something we 
needed to market. 
 

The transition of business 
 
The traditional position of Volvo Aero Services was that of a trader in aircraft and 
aircraft engine parts and accessories. It meant buying when the opportunities aroused, 
trying to sell those same parts when the time and price was right. It was a very 
traditional transactional way of operating. However, even at these early days the 
network of relationships, and the knowledge about who was who in the market 
embedded in the minds of individuals of the company, was one of its cornerstones. 
The business model however was extremely capital intense as it meant sitting on a lot 
of financial assets. 
 
As the industry as such was becoming less and less profitable this business model was 
increasingly difficult to uphold. To secure and stabilise business one started to create 
long-time agreements with customers. It meant that instead of “sitting by the phone” 
one became responsible for providing these customers with the appropriate flow of, or 
guaranteed level of, parts. It meant strengthening the relationship with these 
customers and an increasing level of integration. For some customers the company 



also cooperated to sell surplus inventory, splitting the profit between themselves and 
the customer. 
 
In parallel the company was providing other services, among those financial services 
like leasing, and asset management services, assets typically being aircraft or aircraft 
engines. In total the company found itself interacting with many different actors on 
the market. It also realised that it had a fair knowledge about everyone’s needs and 
resources. This opened up the opportunity to use other companies’ resources to fulfil 
the needs of yet other companies. The line between customer and supplier was 
becoming increasingly fuzzy and meaningless. Having gone from “part trader” to 
“long time agreements” the company now redefined itself as a “service provider” and 
an “integrator”. 
 
Eventually the network became so important that it was actually given a name – the 
Aero Partner Network. To avoid the risk of offending any partners, and to signal the 
dual benefit nature, the name Volvo was excluded. The trick is that by giving it a 
name, one is perceived as a coordinator and an integrator - not out of power, but out 
of initiative. 
 
In the end, this was a move from a financial asset based business towards a 
knowledge-based business. Or, it was a move from a business model where the word 
asset was no longer used to describe aircraft and aircraft engine parts and accessories, 
but to describe knowledge. In many ways the transition of business in the case 
described is representative for Leek’s [2003] view on the changing nature of industry 
– basically meaning a transition from manufacturing to service. 
 

The network’s value for Volvo Aero’s customers 
 
Everyone seemed convinced that the network was a real value, both for Volvo Aero 
and for our customers. The problem from a marketing point of view was to 
communicate those values to our customers. We choose to describe it as a background 
value, as opposed to the direct values of our individual services and products. Below 
we describe some of those values. 
 
Access to & coordination of resources 
In a time when outsourcing and partnerships are the lead words of the day it is our 
experience that companies faces a growing challenge of managing an ever-increasing 
number of increasingly complex relationships. The flipside of outsourcing and 
strategic partnerships become apparent when increasing time and management 
attention has to be spent at managing these relationships. It is a double burden. Not 
only do you tend to have more relationships, many of them also become “strategic” 
and as such they require attention from high level personnel. One of the most 
important values to our customers seems to be the ability to coordinate resources and 
create control in this flora of relationships.  
 
Access to information 
Combat is often used as an aphorism for business, perhaps because many CEOs rather 
would see themselves as generals, or perhaps because the inherent manly business 
culture we work in. Using this aphorism one could say that “intelligence is 



everything”. By knowing more than your partners you create a situation where you 
are in a position to spot synergies in the network before anyone else. This let you 
create business opportunities for other companies as well as yourself.  
 
Access to market 
This is an important value for several types of partners. Some may be small partners 
that do not have the resources to act on the market, or in certain segments or 
geographical regions thereof, with efficiency. Others may be large companies that are 
not specialists in a certain area. One example could be an airline, they may be experts 
in flying their passengers, but they are hardly experts in selling their surplus material. 
They have nor the distribution network, neither the resources to do it. And also, it is 
not their core business. Hence, by current business practice they should not do it. 
 
Access to competence 
Through the knowledge of its partners’ capabilities and resources Aero Partner 
Network can provide the desired competence to competencies lacking a certain 
competence or capability. In a time when “focus on the core business” is what makes 
sense to most companies the immediate access to the right competencies is extremely 
vital. Without the external knowledge this is sometimes difficult, especially in areas 
where you lack experiences. Companies can find the experiences they looking for, by 
means of today’s information explosion that is no longer an issue, one could find a 
specialist company in Omaha or Taiwan by means of a click on a button. The problem 
is: Do you trust them? And how do you choose between many companies that from 
the outside look similar? This is where Volvo Aero adds value by means of 
facilitating a relationship. Customers trust Volvo Aero, and they also trust we have a 
working relationship with the company that represents the desired competence. 
 
Access to brand 
The Volvo Aero brand is a value in its own. One of our main partners that also 
possess a strong brand once said that they would never been involved with us if we 
had not had a strong brand. We are actually the only partner to them with which they 
share common marketing material, featuring both brands. An interesting detail is that 
we have joint working teams. These teams carry clothing featuring both brands. 
Access to brand is closely coupled to the point above, access to market. Many smaller 
companies benefit greatly from Volvo acting as a marketing channel to them and their 
products and services. 
 

The network’s value for Volvo Aero 
 
There are a number of direct and indirect advantages for Volvo Aero. Several of these 
are pure mirroring of the customer/partner benefits already mentioned above. Some 
are specific to the network integrator perspective. 
 
Information 
As for our partners, our network of partners is our most important source of 
information. And, information in a way is an asset to be traded, or something to be 
used as a means to find and facilitate business opportunities.  
 



Resources 
As mentioned in the beginning Volvo Aero Services moved from a capital asset based 
business model to a knowledge based business model. In practice it means being the 
middleman, using one company’s inventory of parts to satisfy the need for the same 
inventory at another company. The value added as a middleman is reflected in the 
previous section. 
 
However, this principle is not only reflected in inventory solutions. Like the gorilla 
companies may like to look bigger than they actually are. By being an expert in 
managing the resources of other companies and having the appropriate knowledge 
about these competencies the company looks a lot bigger than it actually is. Hence, 
any number of different services provided by different companies may be part of your 
offer to other companies. The network of relationships is a vital pool of resources. 
 
Competence & corporate learning 
Knowing where specific competencies can be found is sometimes vital. Having found 
appropriate sources of competence and having working relationships makes for good 
corporate learning. Sometimes this is a problem, more than once one can feel that 
competence goes the other way. There is always a risk of us learning our clients and 
partners to do what we today do better than them. But it is a game that can be played 
in both directions and will always be part of an open network based approach to 
business. One can only hope that if we are highly valuable as a partner our partners 
and customers will not begin competing with us too much as they need us as a 
partner. 
 
Adaptability 
The sum of right information, appropriate competencies and sufficient resources 
creates adaptability, i.e. the ability to constantly and rapidly meet market demands. A 
company’s adaptability is often, at least in the short run, closely associated with its 
ability to partner with other companies since building the competence internally or 
make the necessary investments is likely an impossible burden. 
 
Market access 
As well as Volvo Aero helps other companies to open up new markets we get the 
same help from our partners. If a partner has the developed relationships with a 
certain type of customers, or with customers in a certain region of the world, then it is 
better in most situations to support that company in its business than to invest in 
marketing. 
 
There are several examples where a certain niche of a market develops a behaviour in 
terms of how they choose suppliers. It becomes a “truth” that a certain supplier is the 
best supplier. In those situations such suppliers deliver a true value to the network. 
 
Image & marketing 
Associating the company to strong players in the industry helps building a useful 
image and is hence a useful marketing tool. In a way, you are not better than your 
references. And if the market place constantly is exposed to the fact that Volvo Aero 
does business with the “big and serious” players in different segments – it is definitely 
good for our brand and for our ability to market ourselves and our ability to new 
customers. 



 

Management & utilisation in practice 
 
You really cannot manage the network. The inherent nature of it is that it consists of 
independent parties. Even so there are certainly possibilities to influence and create a 
certain amount of control or stimuli. 
 
Conceptualise and communicate the network 
Did the Aero Partner Network exist before we started to communicate it? The answer 
is both yes and no. While nothing really happened, something happened in the minds 
of people. After the idea of the Aero Partner Network was launched in an article in 
our customer magazine (see figure 3) we were immediately contacted by one of the 
industries top five companies, an industrial giant larger than the Volvo group 
combined. They were annoyed – because they were not mentioned as part of the Aero 
Partner Network. 
 
The worst fear had been that it would backfire, that companies would be annoyed by 
the fact that they were included in our Aero Partner Network. Because even though 
the name was “neutral”, Volvo was still at the centre of the picture… 
 
So, by conceptualising and communicating the idea of the Aero Partner network we 
had established something people could talk about. We had given people an image 
that they could comprehend. 
 

 
Figure 3 – The Aero Partner Network (from a booklet part of the “Our Aviation 
Offer” campaign ’04, original in colour).  
  



Take the initiative 
Obviously there is a pressure on someone that claims to be at the centre of a network. 
Being trustworthy is dependent on the initiatives you take to make things happen in 
the network. It is so important that we sometimes create opportunities without 
involving our own company. That serves a vital marketing purpose. But more 
important is that we are perceived as a source for business, and a source for business 
you like to keep close.  
 
Manage the relationships 
In the beginning of this case it was described how the whole ability to work as a 
network integrator was the inherent relationships of many individuals in the company. 
That is, and will always be, the base for success in a networking scenario. 
Continuously managing the relationships is the very essence and we have adopted the 
company to that situation by creating a key account driven marketing organization. 
And also by starting to choose who our partners, clients and customers are. 
 
One of the hardest decision to make is to end relationships that you do not believe are 
long time profitable. It is not always good for your image. What we have done is to let 
other companies take over part of our clients in situation where we, and them, see that 
is a better fit. Unfortunately there is also a group of clients we simply discourage to 
work with us by setting rules in actions that makes it, if not difficult for the client, at 
least possible for us to ease our administrative burden. 
 
To thoroughly understand both costs and benefits of individual relationships are 
absolutely vital to make it all work. As many has experienced before and after us that 
is not always as easy as may seem.  
 

Case reflections 
 

The network as an asset 
 
Both the case and the work of different scholars described in the framework section 
suggest that the network is a true asset. Figure 4 below is a summary from the case on 
different reasons for the respective parties to joint the network. 
 
Volvo Aero Customers/Partners 
Access to resources  Access to and coordination of resources 
Access to information Access to information 
Access to market  Access to market  
Competence & Corporate learning  Access to competence 
Adaptability Access to brand 
Image & Marketing  
 
Figure 4 – Summary of networks value for Volvo and customers/partners. 
 
Resources and competencies are mentioned by Awuah [2001] and can be seen as part 
of both strategic and technological formation reasons in the model of Whipple & 
Gentry [2000]. Hill [2000] refers to solving of complex problems. Getting 



complementary resources and competencies must however be understood as two 
different but complementary perspectives. There is a strategic rationale as well as an 
operative rationale. Reading the mentioned scholars one gets the impression that they 
are focused on the strategic rationale. 
 
With the strategic rationale we refer to companies that as part of their long time 
strategic plans choose what competencies and resources they will keep as a core and 
what they might get from their present or future network of suppliers. The operative 
rationale is more seldom mentioned. On an operative level faced with day-by-day 
business decisions one seldom has time to build either resources or competencies. 
Sometimes both headcount and sheer competence can be bought on the open market. 
But often enough you are faced with the problem of answering a request for proposal 
in a short time and it is then, while building the tender, people in the organization who 
start calling their contacts. 
 
Both perspectives referred are important, but we argue that they are important to 
distinguish as they are driven by different reasons (long time strategic intent versus 
daily business reality). Decisions in these different processes are also mainly made at 
different levels in the organization. 
 
An operative fast cyclic need for resources and competencies is foremost driven by a 
need for fast adaptability. Adaptability is mentioned by Hill [2000] in terms of desire 
to change, and desire to enhance ability to adjust to rapid changes in technology and 
the market.  But it is not sure whether Hill has a short or long time perspective. As far 
as our case is concerned, one of the main reasons for a networking approach is 
actually fast/short cyclic adaptability. 
 
In general the framework presented by Whipple & Gentry [2000] dividing alliance 
motives into four groups (financial, strategic, technological and managerial) fits well 
with our presented case. There are a couple of additions or complements to that 
framework we like to emphasize. It could be interesting to add the dimension of 
operative versus strategic intent. The three categories financial, technological and 
managerial intent can be both strategically and operatively driven. Future studies 
could enhance their resolution by realizing this. Consider for example the strategic 
category alliances motive presented by Whipple & Gentry [2000]: Access to new 
markets and Core competence. It is obviously a huge difference between establishing 
a formal alliance to enter a new market where the company does not operate and to 
enter new markets on the operative level where it may mean simply access to a 
customer base where someone else have better relations. The same apply for core 
competences. It is a huge difference between on one side establishing an alliance to 
cooperate on building something that incorporates a new technology, say if Volvo 
Aero would cooperate with a small high-tech company to build a new rocket nozzle 
and on the other side Volvo Aero needs access to someone that can evaluate the status 
of a certain aircraft individual prior to a lease. 
 
We are aware that the authors’ model is strategically oriented. At least the word 
alliances as used in this context implicitly suggest so. However, and this is the 
problem. In a networking perspective, as described in the case above, one cannot 
neglect all the personal alliances that exist on all levels in a company. These 



alliances, however informal, are what a true asset is for the company when instant 
adaptability is needed. 
 
Our conclusion is that when talking about the network as an asset it must be 
understood from both the operative and the strategic perspective – simultaneously. It 
becomes even clearer when examining the next issue: can the network be managed? 
 

Can the network be managed? 
 
The obvious follow up questions to the headline are: In what perspective? By whom? 
At what level? We like to take the discussion into the strategic versus operative 
context once again. But we will also look at the mechanisms used by Volvo Aero in 
the case above and compare them with current contributions by scholars in the area.  
The mechanisms referred to in the case description were: 

• Conceptualise and communicate 

• Take the initiative 

• Mange the individual relationships 
 
The current set of network literature proposes mediating functions [Holmen & 
Pedersen, 2003] and points to a number of processes the network has to do to evolve 
[Hill, 2002]. Relationships that have reached a certain level of maturity are probably 
likely to be formalized by means of mediating functions like those described by 
Holmen and Pedersen. And a lot of the processes mentioned by Hill are likely taking 
place in most relationships in a network, at least implicitly. Two companies that need 
or like to interact will probably try to develop, control, learn, and identify risk factors 
and much more. It is not that any of these findings are wrong – but if one likes to 
understand the control mechanisms associated with managing a network one must 
understand the motives and the driving forces. The processes and the mediating 
functions mentioned are all control mechanisms in a relationship. But they are the 
chicken, not the egg. Or they are not the very core causes that make a relationship and 
thus a network develop. They are not what makes the networks grow, but 
administrative functions in the process. 
 
Ford [1980], Turnbull et al. [1996], and Awuah [2001] argue that relationships evolve 
over time and Turnbull et al. also present an evolutionary four step process, starting 
with building trust and experiences and ending with formalization. This is not 
opposing some of our experiences as presented above, however there is an air of 
superstition in the possibility for rationalistic management of these relationships. It is 
important that the dynamics between the operatively driven network developments 
that take place on a daily basis all across the organization, and the upper management 
strategic intent is taken into account. It may be so that a new relationship is actually 
the result of rational choice (strategic intent), but more likely is it the result of people 
in the organization trying to solve daily problems or answering request for proposal 
within a tight time frame. These daily business relationships will likely develop more 
by Darwinism than active management – and in the end some of them will become 
strategic. The obvious question then is if one can manage this dynamic Darwinist 
jungle of relationships? 



 
When Whipple and Gentry [2000] argues for defining careful objectives and define 
motives and performance objectives this as well must be understood from an operative 
versus strategic perspective. These activities are probably at most times done as part 
of the work of defining a contract at the operative level when individual businesses 
are set up, and not at the strategic overarching level. And that is important, because it 
means that the overarching relationship is built from the individual parts rather than 
the other way around. And that have important implications from a management 
perspective. It suggests that management gets a coaching function unless wanting to 
micromanage. This is not, however, a suggestion that management should not be 
involved. Figure 5 below visualizes two levels of management between which we like 
to distinguish. 
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Figure 5 – Two different levels of and three different categories of management 
involvement. 
 
With internal management we refer to the activities that create the possibilities for the 
operational level to act and develop relationships. It could range from creating a 
culture and vision within the company that promotes the desired type of relationship 
building. And it could be to provide the right type of organizational support and 
education. As mentioned in the case Volvo Aero changed to a key account oriented 
marketing organization. Also important could be the use of portfolio analysis to guide 
how resources are utilized and distributed within the organization. This was seen in 
the case where we described the prioritisation and even down selecting of different 
groups of customer accounts. The model presented by Zolkiewski and Turnbull 
[2002] is interesting to consider as a tool to support that activity. It has strength in that 
it not only relates to customer accounts, but any group of accounts in the network. 
However we deem their model as complex and raise doubt about its practical 
applicability.  
 



External management refers to outside-company activities. An important aspect is to 
market the network by means of conceptualizing and communicating the network. 
This may be outside the scope of intention for the scholars cited earlier. But we like to 
emphasize the importance of being able to market the network, because in a situation 
where the network – and the ability to integrate capabilities of its parties – is a true 
asset of the firm there is a need to market it like you would market any other asset. 
 
The other important aspect of external management is lead by taking initiatives. As 
mentioned in the case, having the initiative is important. As the other parties in the 
network are independent companies one cannot lead in traditional ways, but show 
opportunities and take initiatives that benefit several parties. 
 
Awuah [2001] argues for the need to clearly define ones core capability. The case 
suggests that companies try to find complementary partners to overcome the 
adaptability problem. As relationships with these partners develop the desire to 
compete with them is likely low. In that context one must wonder if a company can 
define its own core or if it is something that simply grows out of informal consensus 
with other partners in the network? It is likely a combination. But even so, a 
cooperative networking concept does create numerous interdependencies. This is one 
of the more interesting. It is outside the scope of this article, but we would consider 
research interesting that studies if competitive clusters grow together in a consensus-
like fashion. 
 

Concluding remarks 
 
There are a lot of similarities between our theoretical frame of reference and the 
findings of our case. Contributions of different scholars do seem to describe the 
phenomenon with some accuracy. Since this is a single case, too strong arguments 
should not be made from it. However, there are some comments we like to make to 
the present body of theory. 
 
Perhaps the most important finding of our single case is the importance of taking into 
account the dynamics between the operational and the strategic level – and to make a 
distinction between them when analysing relationships between companies in a 
networking context. This is not a critique against present contributions. We simply 
belief that the phenomenon as such is better understood if these two levels are taken 
into the analysis. 
 
When reading some of the literature it is easy to get the impression that networks are 
tangible assets that are controllable in a very rational manner. We do not believe that, 
we believe that networks could be lead and stimulated by means of vision and 
initiative – but not actually controlled. And that is a very vital insight as it strongly 
affects how practicing managers can address the problem/opportunity. 
 
Many articles on the subject are also too abstract to be useful for practitioners. Even 
though they may serve an academic purpose – which is totally fine, that is their 
purpose – a lot of the models presented are not fit for implementation. It may be that a 
lack for understanding of the strategic versus operational perspective is a contributing 
factor. 
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