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A B S T R A C T

Initiation is still an unclear phase of B2B relationship development. Here, we build on existing theoretical
knowledge derived from relationship development, project marketing and international business literature. We
use this to analyze three cases of business relationship initiations between Norwegian and South Korean actors in
the shipping industry. By piecing together theoretical and empirical insights, we develop a dynamic model of the
relationship initiation process that highlights the role of initiation contributors in international project business.
The developed model reveals that multiple entities— such as contacts, rituals and standards—serve as initiation
contributors. These trigger or facilitate the focal dyadic relationship initiation, while also preparing future in-
itiations in the focal context. Thus, our key contribution is to bring processual and contextual dimensions to
business relationship initiation. Our research also suggests practical insights as to which actors and entities
suppliers need to mobilize, in order to initiate new business relationships in international project business
contexts.

1. Introduction

Business relationship initiation has increasingly interested B2B
marketing researchers (Edvardsson, Holmlund, & Strandvik, 2008;
Valtakoski, 2015). Yet, even though business globalization requires
knowing how to initiate new business relationships in international
contexts, this particular aspect has remained under researched. Indeed,
the very action of beginning the relationship—as per the definition of
initiation—is not well documented in B2B marketing and related re-
search streams.

In B2B relationship–oriented research, initiation is conventionally
depicted as the simple first phase or stage of the relationship (Dwyer,
Schurr, & Oh, 1987; Ford, 1980). Building on the long tradition of using
the matrimonial metaphor to account for B2B relationships (de
Monthoux, 1975), we see initiation in light of Knapp's (1978) stage
model of romantic relationships. This model assumes that the re-
lationships escalate in five distinct stages: initiating, experimenting,
intensifying, integrating, and bonding. Initiating is defined as the first
interaction between two individuals. It occurs immediately upon
meeting someone and involves making a first impression. In the B2B
context, building on the research developed thus far, we argue that
initiation can be defined as the period of first contact before any

business development. This period starts when two business actors in-
teract for the first time even if only in an ephemeral and/or superficial
way and lasts until the actors seek more in-depth information as a
means of determining whether they could fit together (Fox,
Warber, &Makstaller, 2013).

The unpredictable and processual nature of the initiation phase in
the business context has been pointed out (Aarikka-Stenroos, 2011;
Mandják, Szalkai, Neumann-Bódi, Magyar, & Simon, 2015). A re-
lationship may start from the point of first contact, or it may require a
long warm-up period (Edvardsson et al., 2008; Halinen, 1997). Parties
may be aware of one another for some time before the actual initiation;
informal social events and episodes may occur before transactions, and
third parties may contribute to the “opening” of more direct interac-
tions between the two parties (Aarikka-Stenroos, 2011; Ritter, 2000).
Consequently, initiation is an unclear and indefinite period that tends to
involve many contributing actors across different episodes. However,
thus far, researchers have not clearly examined the role of these actors
in the process.

Initiation of relationships and the related contributing actors is also
a concern of international business (IB) research, which has studied
how firms enter international markets (Aaboen & Löfsten, 2015;
Coviello &Munro, 1995; Ellis, 2007), and that networks and social
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contacts play an important role in that entrance (Chetty & Blankenburg
Holm, 2000; Mainela, 2007). Yet this research falls short, when it comes
to providing insights into how such facilitative social relationships and
business networks contribute to the initiation process by advancing it in
international contexts.

The initiation of relationships is also an important topic in project
business research. Since the discontinuity of relationships is inherent to
project activities (Hadjikhani, 1996), project business requires re-
peatedly building new relationships. Indeed, each project typically oc-
curs in a networked local business environment referred to as “the
milieu” (Cova, Mazet, & Salle, 1996), which is territorial by nature, due
to its domination by local actors (Skaates, Tikkanen, & Alajoutsijärvi,
2003). Relationship development in the local milieu is necessary to
anticipate projects, position oneself for projects and prepare for bidding
(Cova et al., 1996). While the research stream on project business fo-
cuses on project construction and project implementation mechanisms
(Aspara, Hietanen, Mattila, Sihvonen, & Tikkanen, 2013), it seldom
details the mechanism of initiating relationships in a local milieu.

The three literature streams of relationship development, interna-
tional business and project marketing provide fragmented knowledge
on particular contributors, such as social and organizational contacts
that serve as “gate-openers” (Batonda & Perry, 2003; Mainela, 2007;
Mainela & Ulkuniemi, 2013) and thus facilitate the emergence of a
business relationship. Here, we use the term “initiation contributor” as
an overarching term to refer to different entities—including persons,
organizations and things—that contribute to relationship initiation.
Thus far, the research has analyzed such contributors either in general
or separately, and has not yet generated a comprehensive view on how
they contribute to the full initiation process of business relationships by
triggering or advancing the process. Some have even evoked the notion
of serendipity to explain it (Ellis, 2000; Perna, Runfola,
Guercini, & Gregori, 2015).

The purpose of this study, then, is to investigate the question of:
what are the initiation contributors throughout the relationship initia-
tion process in the international project business realm? To achieve that
aim, this paper provides a detailed analysis of the full process of in-
itiation. We will contribute to relationship initiation and development,
project business and international business literatures by identifying
and conceptualizing the initiation contributors and developing a model
for a initiations process.

The paper is organized as follows. First, we review literature and
develop an a priori integrative framework. In the method section, we
explore our choice of the abductive case method, the multiple case
strategy and the research context Initiation is a rather under-researched
lower-order mechanism of project marketing processes; as such, the
deepening of its understanding requires the use and comparison of
several cases (Aspara et al., 2013). Therefore we display three different
initiation process with different initiation contributors, yet in the same
context: Norwegian and South Korean actors operating in the shipping
industry. Based our case analyses we develop and suggest the final
model. Finally, we discuss the contributions and implications of this
study.

2. Theoretical background: initiation contributors and the
initiation process

We start by detecting the initiation contributors and the features of
the initiation process, relying on pertinent literature around relation-
ship development, IB and project marketing. We then piece together an
integrative framework for the initiation process, via initiation con-
tributors, in the international project business realm.

2.1. A relationship development approach to initiation and contributors

In B2B marketing research, the initiation of a business relationship
is understood as a dyadic process at the organizational level—one that

begins with awareness and ends in an agreement, an order or an as-
signment that may lead to a business relationship (see Edvardsson et al.,
2008). We acknowledge that there are several different definitions of
the starting point: whereas Edvardsson et al. (2008) consider “re-
cognition” as the starting point, earlier research has also stated other
actions, such as the need of, motivation for, interest in, search for, or
awareness of a feasible exchange partner (Dwyer et al., 1987; Frazier,
1983; Wilson, 1995).

An extensive literature review of the relationship development of
customer/supplier relationships or interfirm network relationships
(Ford, 1980; Dwyer et al., 1987; Halinen, 1997; Wilson, 1995;
Polonsky, Gupta, Beldona, & Hyman, 2010; Batonda & Perry, 2003;
Frazier, 1983; Ring & Van de Ven, 1994; Wilkinson, Young, & Freytag,
2005) and initiation of customer/supplier relationships or business re-
lationships (Edvardsson et al., 2008; Mandják et al., 2015; Valtakoski,
2015) reveals that these different models have suggested very different
features for initiation and its associated relationship development
process. In particular, conventional models suggest straightforward
movements via stages and states, whereas more recent studies suggest
more multidirectional movements among more unstructured and un-
predictable states and statuses. Some models also propose less active
periods in the process, such as the dormant phase (Batonda & Perry,
2003), implying that the relationship may be “initiated” between actors
that have previously been in contact, and the de-actualization phase
(Polonsky et al., 2010), suggesting that relationships can move to and
from any phase of the relationship. All these models, despite their dif-
ferent emphases, assume that an initiation is the first stage(s), state(s)
or phase(s) of a long-term relationship.

Based on a detailed literature review of the above-mentioned stu-
dies on relationship development and initiation, the initiation includes
diverse actions and episodes that build the early relationship interac-
tion. Here we apply the terminology introduced by Holmlund (2004),
where actions refer to the shorter initiatives of the firms (e.g., a visit),
whereas episodes are formed from several interconnected actions (e.g.,
a negotiation process). As the literature analysis shows, these initiation-
related interactions include searching processes that lead to awareness-
building; accessing via introductions and getting linked; compatibility
testing and building preconditions that lead to social bonds and trust
building; and mutual negotiation processes that lead to definitions of
expectations and common goals.

Literature has indicated that, in some of these episodes of in-
itiation—for example, in “search” and “getting linked”—prior relations
are crucial, as are referrals, references and introductions by third par-
ties (Aarikka-Stenroos &Makkonen, 2014; Batonda & Perry, 2003;
Mandják et al., 2015). Ritter (2000) conceptualizes a mediation effect,
showing how other actors can trigger or facilitate the dyadic initiation
of new relationships through references and introductions. In brief, we
see that the literature has suggested indirectly that many entities— such
as persons, organizations and references—can facilitate the emergence
of interactions for initiating. We compile these entities into the con-
ceptual category of initiation contributors. Such contributors can assist,
for example, as awareness builders, need creators, access providers,
accelerators, advocate sellers, matchmakers, trust builders, evaluation
assistants, expectation builders, risk reducers, and providers of concrete
evidence (Aarikka-Stenroos &Halinen, 2007). Such contributors may
facilitate the initiation process actively or passively, and at the dyad
level or at the network level.

2.2. Project marketing approach to initiation and initiation contributors

The project marketing literature takes an interest in relationship
initiation, since new relationships must be formed for every project.
Their discontinuous nature makes the relationships' time-frames rather
short, rendering long-term relationship development challenging.
Project marketing research has highlighted “sleeping contacts”
(Hadjikhani, 1996), which can be revived for a future project or
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