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Sammanfattning 

  

Titel: Relationsmarknadsföring för revisorer: En kvalitativ studie om hur små- och 
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Bakgrund: Tidigare forskning visar ett behov för marknadsföringsstrategier i små- och 

medelstora företag som erbjuder professionella tjänster, så som revisionsbolag. Vidare är 

kombinationen av marknadsföring och revision ett relativt nytt koncept, till följd av juridiska 

och etiska förordningar. Revision och marknadsföring har även skilda affärsfunktioner, vilket 

kan göra det utmanande för revisorerna när det gäller att marknadsföra sig utan att 

misskreditera yrkesgruppen. Slutligen har den nya konkurrensen i branschen ökat behovet för 

revisionsbyråer att marknadsföra sig, men eftersom små- och medelstora företag har 

begränsade resurser kan relationsmarknadsföring vara en lämplig strategi eftersom det kräver 

få resurser att genomföra. 

  

Forskningsfråga: Hur arbetar små- och medelstora revisionsbyråer med 

relationsmarknadsföring? 

  

Syfte: Studien ska beskriva hur och varför små- och medelstora revisionsbyråer använder 

relationsmarknadsföring som marknadsföringsstrategi. 

  

Metod: Studien är baserad på en abduktiv ansats med semistrukturerade intervjuer utförda 

med tolv respondenter med olika positioner på byråer i Halland och Malmö. 

  

Teoretiskt ramverk: Teorin består av fyra block, som mestadels fokuserar på 

relationsmarknadsföring. Vidare presenteras också teori om små- och medelstora företag, 

serviceföretag och professionella serviceföretag till följd av valet av bransch och våra valda 

avgränsningar. 

  

Resultat: Studiens resultat visar att många små- och medelstora revisionsbyråer saknar 

formella planer och strategier för sitt arbete med relationsmarknadsföring, ofta till följd av 

bristfälliga resurser, samt avsaknad av intresse och kunskap. Däremot, praktiserar företagen 

relationsmarknadsföring även om de inte definierar det som det, genom att erbjuda 

värdehöjande aktiviteter och service till sina kunder som är utöver den grundläggande tjänst 

de erbjuder. 

 



 
 

Abstract 

  

Title: Relationship marketing for auditors: A qualitative study on how SME auditing firms 

practice relationship marketing 

  

Authors: Inez Nastasi & Sandra Granfeldt 

  

Level: Master thesis, 30 credits 

  

Keywords: Auditing, SME, Relationship marketing & Professional services 

  

Supervisor: Susanne Durst 

  

Examinator: Pia Ulvenblad 

  

Background: Previous research show that there is a need for marketing strategies in SMEs 

that offer professional services, such as auditing firms. Also, the combination of marketing 

and auditing is a fairly new concept, due to legal and ethical regulations. Besides, since 

marketing and auditing have different business functions, it can be challenging for the 

auditors to practice marketing that does not discredit the profession. Lastly, the new 

competitiveness in the industry, calls for a need for marketing but since these SMEs lack in 

resources it is believed that relationship marketing can be a beneficial strategy for these firms 

due to its low cost approach. 

  

Research question: How do SME auditing firms practice relationship marketing? 

  

Purpose: The study aims to describe how and why SME auditing firms use relationship 

marketing as a marketing strategy. 

  

Method: This study is based on an abductive approach with semi-structured interviews with 

twelve people with different positions at firms in Halland and Malmö. 

  

Theoretical Framework: The theory consists of four blocks, which mainly focus on 

relationship marketing. However, theory about SMEs, services and professional services 

marketing is also presented due to the choice of industry and delimitations. 

  

Findings: The findings show that many SME auditing firms lack formal plans and strategies 

for relationship marketing, often due to lack of resources, interest or knowledge. However, 

the firms practice relationship marketing even if they do not define it as such, through value 

adding activities or services for their customers, that lie on top of the fundamental service 

they offer. 
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1. Introduction 
 

In this introductory chapter, a background to the problem being studied is given. The 

problem background focus on the auditing profession and its relationship with marketing. 

The background leads to the problem discussion, that focus on the importance of relationship 

marketing for SMEs. Then, the discussion leads to the research question and purpose. Lastly, 

delimitations and central concepts are presented. 

 
 

1.1 Background 
Auditing is a profession that offers services tied to specific skills, accountability and 

professional practices (Mahdavi & Daryaei, 2017). Moreover, the main task of an auditor is 

to review financial reports and analyze how boards manage the organizations they represent 

(FAR, n.db.). Furthermore, as of February 2019, there are 161 auditing firms in Sweden and a 

well known concept within the auditing business is the Big Four, which are large 

international firms, consisting of KPMG, PwC, Deloitte and E & Y (Business dictionary, 

n.d.; Revisorsinspektionen, 2019). However, since 99,9 percent of all firms in Sweden are 

small and medium sized (SME), most auditing firms fall under the definition of SMEs 

(Ekonomifakta, 2018). In most SME firms, marketing activities tend to be overlooked, 

especially in the smallest SMEs. In contrast to large companies, SMEs are frequently limited 

in regards to marketing (Neneh, 2018; Reijonen & Laukkanen, 2010). Hence, due to a lack of 

resources, such as time, finance and marketing knowledge, SMEs do not have the capability 

to develop marketing strategies, and they often fail to perform marketing activities altogether 

(Reijonen & Laukkanen, 2010). 

  

However, research about auditing as a professional service and its relationship with 

marketing has emerged over the past decade as a response to changes in the business 

environment. Also, the scope of marketing has evolved to incorporate relationship marketing, 

and the importance of relationship marketing and its impact on the success of a firm can no 

longer be denied (Reid, 2008; Tareq, 2018). In other words, there is a need to create and 

deliver value, communicate and manage customer relationships in a way that is beneficial to 

the firm and its stakeholders (Reid, 2008). Besides, a large number of new auditing firms are 

entering the market and therefore creating a hypercompetition in the industry. In other words, 

this strong competition creates changes in the attitudes and practices regarding marketing by 

auditors, and consequently also reshaping the auditing business itself (Broberg, Umans & 

Gerlofstig, 2013). 

  

On the other hand, marketing for auditors have been strictly regulated for a long time, which 

has had strong implications on the attitudes towards marketing, as well as the overall 

practices of marketing within the business. When FAR, a Swedish bransch organisation for 

authorized auditors and accountants, started in 1923, they strictly regulated how marketing 

should be conducted within the profession and what activities that was allowed. However, 

finally in 1986 the organisation revoked the ban for auditors to market themselves and their 

services (Wennerberg, 2004). Also, until 1993 it was forbidden to take direct contact with 
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companies and ask to be their auditor. At that time, the lift of the ban was eased by the fact 

that the rules changed in other countries as well, such as the USA and Great Britain 

(Wennerberg, 2004). For example, prior to 1977, the auditing industry in the United States 

viewed marketing as highly unethical and subsequently, a firm would violate the code of 

ethics if they were to market themselves. So, before 1977 it was not ethically legal to 

advertise, but the Supreme Court in Arizona rewrote the professional ethical rules and from 

now on it is considered legal to use advertising in an auditing firm. (Clow, Stevens, William-

McConkey & Loudon, 2009). Meanwhile in Sweden, the only restriction remaining after 

1986 regarding marketing for auditors is that it should be in line with generally accepted 

accounting principles. These principles refers to the fact that the marketing has to be factual 

and not discredit the profession. However, according to the disciplinary board of FAR, there 

is not a big change in marketing practices, since it is only the free choice of commercial 

medium that has changed while the requirement for objectivity still exists (Wennerberg, 

2004). 

  

  

1.2 Problem discussion 
Previous research that is relevant for this study, has been focusing on a few different areas. 

The relationship between marketing and auditing (I), the auditors attitudes towards 

marketing (II), marketing practices for professional service SMEs (III). These different areas 

are important parts of this study. The knowledge gap will be presented as a result of a 

summary (IV) and a discussion of previous research. 

  

Research regarding the relationship between marketing and auditing (I) has only recently 

been given empirical attention (Opute & Madichie, 2017). According to Broberg et al. 

(2013), the empirical attention could be a result of changes in the business environment, such 

as increasing competition. Moreover, there is an increasing notion that the relationship 

between marketing and auditing, and their integration, could contribute to improved 

marketing strategies and overall organizational performance for a firm (Opute & Madichie, 

2017). Furthermore, it has been argued that due to the fact that auditing and marketing have 

diverse business functions, one being driven by rules and norms and one being more free, a 

consequence of this is conflict and tension between the departments (Opute & Madichie, 

2017). Also, the assumption of values and norms acting as an anchor in the auditing 

profession affect the relationship with the auditing firms and its stakeholders. The values and 

norms in the profession revolves around professionalism and objectivity and forces auditors 

to always act in a way that does not discredit the profession. However, according to Mahdavi 

and Daryaei (2017) marketing has disrupted the assumption of values and previous research 

has raised the question, whether competition in the market for auditing has undermined the 

professionalism and objectivity of the auditor (Hay & Knechel, 2010). Also, as stated by Hay 

and Knechel (2010), the deregulation of advertising forced auditors to become more 

competitive and this could have contributed to a loss of professionalism. 

  

This is also presumed by Broberg et al. (2013), who mean that the hypercompetition in the 

industry has lead to changes in the auditors attitudes towards marketing (II) and therefore 
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reshaping the practice itself. Besides, in a study by Menelec and Jones (2015) participants 

had a general dislike of marketing concepts which is in line with previous research that 

professional services businesses have a negative perception on marketing. Despite this, the 

auditors negative view on marketing is changing into a more positive attitude in recent years. 

Younger auditors who enter the auditing profession use different marketing activities to 

change their perception and to promote their services (Mahdavi & Daryaei, 2017). A study 

made by Broberg et al. (2013), had the purpose of understanding how the changes in the 

business environment affected the relationship between the auditing profession and 

marketing. In their survey they got 672 answers from auditors in Sweden. The results were 

concluded with the notion that if the auditor had a positive attitude toward marketing they 

also spent more time on marketing, compared to the people who did not have the same 

positive attitude and would spend less time on marketing. Besides, if the auditor thought that 

marketing was important and a valuable strategy, they also spent more time on that activity 

(Broberg et al., 2013). 

  

In Sweden, 99,9 percent of companies are considered to be small and medium sized and 

previous studies of marketing practices for professional service SMEs (III) show that the 

marketing does often not involve formal plans and tend to be reactive instead of proactive 

(Ekonomifakta, 2018; O’Donnell, 2011). Furthermore, in SMEs, a lack of resources also 

contribute to the lack of marketing activities. Besides, appreciation of marketing is 

considered to be a key factor in small firm growth and a lack of marketing is widely accepted 

as why so many small firms fail (O’Donnell, 2011). 

  

In 2010 the audit obligations for some companies was removed, which means that auditors 

are nowadays offering a professional service that a large amount of their clients can choose to 

pay for or not do at all (Bechwati, 2011). Therefore, the client will be probable to weigh a 

number of factors before deciding to pay for the professional service (Bechwati, 2011). 

Therefore, marketing plays a significant role in keeping the client needs close to the features 

of the service provided by a seller, which is intertwined with advertising and pricing 

(Mahdavi & Daryaei, 2017). The two factors, seller and buyer, are connected in the economic 

structure with a function like marketing (Mahdavi & Daryaei, 2017). Furthermore, since 

professional service firms such as auditing firms now have to compete more strongly in order 

to maintain their positions, growth these days often come from taking away clients from other 

firms. (Feldman Barr & McNeilly, 2003). However, it is often difficult to achieve 

differentiation in what is offered by the professional service firm, which is further 

challenging for auditing firms since they are operating in an already standardized business 

environment (Broberg et al., 2013). Moreover, a study by Menelec and Jones (2015) show a 

lack of both marketing and business strategies in firms that offer professional services. A 

hallmark for companies that offer professional services is that there is not a finished product 

that can easily be implemented, instead the benefit from the services is directed by the united 

action between the consultant and the client organisation (FAR, 2013). Moreover, due to 

dramatic changes in the nature of the professional service marketing environment, how 

marketing is practiced has gone from transactional to relational marketing (Reid, 2008). The 

changes in the environment revolve around physical distance from clients, economy, 



 

4 
 

globalization, client expectations, information technology, time, deregulation and, most 

importantly, competition. Many professions that offer services are adopting a market 

orientation and are therefore renewing their focus on the leveraging of client relationships 

and are working towards an improvement of the process of high quality service delivery 

(Reid, 2008). 

  

To summarize the discussion of previous research (IV), it can be concluded that there is a 

need for marketing strategies in SMEs that offer professional services, such as auditing firms. 

The combination of marketing and auditing is a fairly new concept, due to legal and ethical 

regulations. Besides, since marketing and auditing have different business functions, it can be 

challenging for the auditors to practice marketing that does not discredit the profession. Since 

auditing is a profession characterized by professionalism and objectivity, many consider 

marketing to be an activity that undermines the professionalism. Besides, as a result of this 

the auditors attitudes towards marketing has for a long time been negative. Nevertheless, 

whether the auditor has a positive or negative attitude towards marketing, it does not change 

the fact that with this new competitiveness in the industry, auditing firms now have to realize 

the significance of marketing (Broberg et al., 2013). However, due to the professionalism that 

characterize the industry, all marketing activities might not be appropriate. Furthermore, 

SME firms often lack the resources to conduct marketing activities at all. Moreover, due to 

changes in the business environment, such as client expectations and competition, client 

relationships are increasingly important and therefore a need to highlight marketing that 

emphasize the importance of relationships exists. Since the auditing industry is standardized 

it is also hard to differentiate the firm from competitors with traditional marketing. However, 

by offering high quality service and strong relationships, a firm operating in a standardized 

industry such as auditing can stand out. Also, relationship marketing has emerged in 

importance due to the fact that it costs less to keep long term customers, than to continuously 

gain new ones (Tareq, 2018). Since relationship marketing is a low cost approach and comes 

with the benefits of developing and retaining long term relationships it will be one of the 

most important aspects for success, especially in a SME, since they lack resources such as 

knowledge, finances and time (Tareq, 2018). Also, relationship marketing has recently been 

starting to focus on the interaction between customers, business and stakeholders since it is 

all the more important in the corporate world. So, in order for firms to survive the 

implications of this growing trend, they will need to review and standardize how they 

practice relationship marketing and focus on high quality customer service (Tareq, 2018). 

Besides, keeping and attracting successful customer relationships through relationship 

marketing is highly important since it has an impact on the overall success and retention of 

the firm. Also, due to the fact that the internet have become more prevalent and that the 

concept of word-of-mouth is strongly imprinted in today’s society, high quality customer 

service will be needed to survive the impact of this growing trend (Tareq, 2018). 

  

Given the fact that relationship marketing for SME auditing firms are a relatively new 

combination of terms, previous research is limited. Particularly, little is known about how or 

if SME auditing firms work with relationship marketing. This means that an empirical 

problem exists. Also, even if SME marketing in services has been studied before, 
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relationship marketing particularly in SME auditing firms has not been studied before, hence 

a theoretical problem exists. In addition, managers of SMEs, seldom understand the 

importance of marketing and many auditors also have a negative attitude towards marketing. 

Also for an SME to survive and be successful these days, they need to consider relationship 

marketing in their practices, which implies that a practical problem exists. The importance 

of marketing for SMEs that offer professional services, such as auditors will continue to 

grow, especially considering the hypercompetition existing in the industry today, and how the 

customers expectations are increasingly higher these days. Also, since the audit obligation for 

some companies was removed in 2010, they can now choose to not hire an auditor at all 

which calls for marketing in order to attracts customers. Relationship marketing and 

networking is also increasingly important these days. However, less is known about how 

relationship marketing is used in SME auditing firms. This leads to the knowledge gap of 

how relationship marketing can be utilized as a marketing strategy in SME auditing firms. 

  

  

1.3 Research question 
Based on the background and problem discussion presented, the study will focus on 

answering the following research question: 

  

How do SME auditing firms practice relationship marketing? 

  

  

1.4 Purpose 
Against the background and problem discussion, this study aims to describe how SME 

auditing firms work with relationship marketing. Further, this study aims to provide a deeper 

understanding and explain why relationship marketing is an important marketing strategy for 

SME auditing firms. Today there is an ongoing discussion that point to the importance of 

relationship marketing and this study aims to highlight the importance and ease the 

understanding of relationship marketing in SME auditing firms. So, the study will describe 

how and why SME auditing firms use relationship marketing as a marketing strategy. 

  

  

1.5 Delimitation 
This study aims to describe how and why auditing firms work with marketing. In order to 

obtain a result in line with the regulations of a Master’s thesis a number of delimitations have 

been made. The study is limited to auditing firms that go under the Swedish definition of 

small and medium sized enterprises. The authors go further in the delimitation by focusing on 

auditing firms in the south of Sweden. Lastly, the study will specifically focus on how these 

auditing firms work with relationship marketing. 
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1.6 Definitions of key concepts 
SME 

SME is a categorization of companies where small and medium-sized companies are 

included. A small company has less employees than 50 and the net sales or total assets does 

not exceed EUR 10 millions. A medium-sized company has less than 250 employees and 

where the net sales does not exceed EUR 50 millions or where the total assets does not 

exceed EUR 43 millions (Europeans Commission, n.d.). 

  

Auditing 

In our study auditing follows the definition presented by FAR (n.db.), which is that auditing 

is a reviewing work that an auditor performs in a stock corporation and includes reviews of 

the corporate accounts and the company management. Therefore, auditing is divided into two 

categories, auditing of the annual reports and bookkeeping and also auditing of the 

management by the CEO and the board. Auditing also refers to creating credibility to the 

stakeholders, which can be investors, clients, suppliers, authorities, etc. If the auditors did not 

exist, the different stakeholders would be forced to do their own controls in order to create 

trust to the companies economical reports (FAR, n.da.) 

  

Professional services 

Professional services are defined as services related to specific skills, accountability and 

professional practices (Mahdavi & Daryaei, 2017). According to Reid (2008), the professions 

offer services that are highly complex, intangible, highly customized while also being created 

and delivered by highly qualified employees, over an ongoing stream of transactions or 

service encounters. Providers of professional services, are distinguished from regular services 

in terms of possessing a professional authority, being sanctioned by the community, being 

governed by ethical code and having a professional culture. Also, the service should be 

provided by qualified people while also being advisory, focusing on problem solving where 

the service is an assignment from the buyer to the seller (Reid, 2008). 

  

Relationship marketing 

In essence, theory about relationship marketing focus on adding value throughout the process 

of exchange (services for money), rather than merely as a result of delivery of a core product 

(Harwood & Garry, 2006). Relationship marketing is defined as a form of marketing that 

consists of interactions, relationships and networks (Grönroos, 2004). 
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1.7 Disposition 
 

  
  

Figure 1. Chapter overview, Source: Nastasi & Granfeldt 
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2. Theoretical framework 
 

In the theoretical framework theory about services marketing is presented which is followed 

by the 7P ́s marketing mix and the services marketing triangle. Moreover, theory about 

marketing of professional services is presented since auditing is defined as such. 

Furthermore, since the study is delimited to SMEs, theory regarding SME marketing is 

presented. Lastly, theory about relationship marketing and the key components in 

relationships are presented. 

 
  

  

Theoretical framework 

  
Figure 2. Overview of the theoretical framework, consisting of four blocks. 

  

  

2.1 Services 
In order to understand auditing and explore relationship marketing in small auditing firms, 

theory regarding services, professional services and SMEs need to be presented and 

understood. 

  

Services are performances and not objects, and can therefore not be felt, tasted, seen or 

touched, as goods can. An important part of services is the fact that the consumption of 

services is a process consumption rather than an outcome consumption (Grönroos, 2004). 

Besides, the determination of quality is considered to be harder than for goods and that higher 
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levels of collaboration is required between buyers and sellers (Van der Valk & Rozemeijer, 

2009). 

  

2.1.1 Characteristics of a service 

The key characteristics for services are inseparability of production and consumption, 

intangibility, heterogeneity and perishability (Van der Valk & Rozemeijer, 2009; Vargo & 

Lusch, 2004). The main driver in the difference from a product is the presence of a 

continuous interaction between buyer and seller during the exchange. As mentioned in the 

previous section, services are performances and services marketing therefore refers to the 

marketing of activities and processes rather than objects (Vargo & Lusch, 2004). 

  

Intangibility makes it harder for buyers to examine services in advance, and even sometimes 

after the purchase. Inseparability of production and consumption refers to the fact that 

simultaneous production and consumption in interaction between customer and provider 

characterize most services (Van der Valk & Rozemeijer, 2009; Zeithaml, Parasuraman & 

Berry, 1985). Goods are first produced, then sold and consumed, whereas services are first 

sold, then produced and consumed at the same time, which makes it difficult to decide the 

customer’s and the providers responsibility (Van der Valk & Rozemeijer, 2009). 

Heterogeneity refers to the fact that since services are related to the exchange of human 

knowledge and expertise there is a possibility for a high variability in the performance of 

services. Due to this it is difficult to provide services with consistent quality and 

characteristics, and the exchange of objects may fluctuate since quality of a service can vary 

from producer to producer, and different employees can be in contact with a single customer, 

which makes it even harder to be consistent in behavior (Van der Valk & Rozemeijer, 2009; 

Zeithaml et al., 1985). Also, service performance from the same individual can vary, since a 

person’s performance can fluctuate from day to day (Zeithaml et al., 1985). Perishability 

means that a service can not be stored or reclaimed since it only exist during the production, 

which makes it difficult to synchronize supply and demand. 

  

These key characteristics of services makes it hard for service marketers to specify the 

service, define the specific content of a service agreement and evaluate the performance (Van 

der Valk & Rozemeijer, 2009). Therefore, the main focus for a service provider should be to 

build relevant expectations and confirm that the client’s choice of service provider is correct. 

However, the marketing will not work successfully if they who provide the service does not 

perform accordingly. This is described by Grönroos (1998) in the service marketing triangle 

which will be presented further down. 

  

  

2.2 Services marketing and the service marketing triangle 
For a service firm, such as an auditing firm, both the scope and content of marketing is more 

complicated compared to a product firm. In many cases, what the customers expects and 

wants in the beginning of the service process is hard to define (Grönroos, 1998). As a result, 

what resources that should be used and how can be a struggle. In addition, many marketers 

have questioned if the traditional 4P marketing mix approach is enough to apply to services. 
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Therefore the expanded 7P model include additional elements; people, physical evidence and 

process, which describe the marketing dynamics of the service sector more adequately 

(Enerson, Mason and Corbishley, 2016). Enerson et al. (2016) summarize the 7P’s marketing 

mix of professional services and explain how they should be successfully implemented. 

  

 
Figure 3. The 7P:s marketing mix 

  

The product factor is the actual service that is offered. It is recommended that the firm has a 

clear understanding regarding the requirements of the target market and then design their 

offerings accordingly. Therefore, both service excellence and client centric behavior should 

be a priority (Enerson et al., 2016). Also it must provide value to a customer (Lin, 2011). 

Furthermore, price, includes the factors related to pricing of the firm’s services. Moreover 

the prices should match the competitors, while at the same time be relevant in the current 

economic climate (Enerson et al., 2016; Lin, 2011). Also, the marketing department need to 

have an understanding regarding what requirements and limitations exist in the other 

departments when planning marketing campaigns. The third factor is place and includes the 

physical location of the firm and its offices (Lin, 2011). The recommendations highlights that 

the location of the office should create a positive image and be situated in an area that is 

appropriate to the target market, to make it more accessible to clients. Furthermore, the 

promotion factor is all factors in relation to the promotion of the firm to the target market, 

which include all ways of communicating offerings to customers (Enerson et al., 2016; Lin, 

2011). Enerson et al. (2016) recommend that all marketing campaigns that origins from the 

top of the firm, should be communicated and implemented through the entire firm. Also, all 

employees are recommended to collaborate in marketing initiatives, which is also highlighted 

in the service marketing triangle presented below. Physical evidence is everything tangible 

and observable and the recommendations include that office design and environment should 

mirror a positive image for the firm. The sixth factor, people, is related to the customers, 

employees and management (Lin, 2011). The marketing is suggested to be viewed as 

everyone’s role since the reputation of the firm is in the people’s hands (Enerson et al., 2016; 
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Lin, 2011). Finally, the process factor includes all activities that involve marketing policy 

and procedures (Enerson et al., 2016). Enerson et al. (2016) recommend that the firm’s 

technological system should ease the marketing process and that marketing responsibility 

should be given to the correct employees. 

  

To reflect on these 7P’s, the services triangle was created to capture the marketing activities 

within a services firm (Baker & Magnini, 2016). The service marketing triangle is presented 

in the figure below and functions as a conceptualization of services marketing activities 

(Baker & Magnini, 2016). 

 

 
Figure 4. Service marketing triangle 

  

A key change from product marketing, aside from the product missing, is that when it comes 

to consumption of a process (service) there are no features that can be presented. Therefore, it 

is only the preparations for the service that can be made in advance (Grönroos, 1998). 

  

Also, the services marketing logic builds on a different view when it comes to the purpose 

and process of exchange (Baker & Magnini, 2016). Services represents the exchange process, 

where the service is what is always exchanged. If goods are used, they are merely aids to the 

service process (Baker & Magnini, 2016). However, the perceived value from a customers 

point of view comes from the firm’s customer-oriented view and successful management of 

resources that are relative to customer sacrifice. Hence, it does not come from the pre 

produced bundle of features (Grönroos, 1998). 

  

Furthermore, according to Baker and Magnini (2016) employees should be seen as marketing 

tools and the interaction between customers and the employees will determine the marketing 

success within services marketing. A firm can have a centralized marketing and sales staff, 

however, these do not represent all the marketers and salespeople existing in the firm. This is 

a result of the fact that in most service firms, the employees has direct contacts with its 

customers and information about the customers can be extracted on an individual level. 
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Besides, in many cases customers like to be treated more individual than before (Grönroos, 

1998). 

  

In the figure, the firm’s resources are divided into five groups; Personnel, technology, 

knowledge and information, customer’s time and the customer (Grönroos, 1998). 

Furthermore, the link between a firm and the personnel is referred to as internal marketing, 

which is conducted by the firm’s leadership when they train, develop and manage employees 

who are motivated and service-oriented (Baker & Magnini, 2016). In the triangle, the link 

between employees and customers is referred to as interactive marketing, which highlights 

that customers and employees are co-creators of the service. This is due to the fact that there 

is an ongoing interaction between the employees and the customer during the time the service 

is performed. Furthermore, external marketing is the link between the firm and the customers 

and involves the communication of the firm’s offerings to potential customers (Baker & 

Magnini, 2016). 

  

Moreover, the triangle explains that in various service processes, many employees 

representing the firm create value for customers since they are directly engaged in sales and 

cross-sales activity, such as delivery, customer training, service and maintenance. Therefore, 

this means that they function as part-time marketers and are therefore involved in the 

marketing process. Besides, in service businesses, these part-time marketers almost always 

outnumber the full-time marketers several times over. Moreover, the full time marketers in 

the marketing and sales departments, can only handle a limited amount of marketing, since 

their staff can not be at the right place at the right time with the right customers (Grönroos, 

1998). Also, in addition to these part-time marketers, other resources influence the value and 

quality perceived by the customers and are therefore important from a marketing perspective. 

Examples of these resources are technologies, the staff’s knowledge and how the firm 

manage the customers time. Moreover, the customers represent the organizations and 

becomes a value-generating resource (Grönroos, 1998). Lastly, the firm has to have 

competencies to develop the resources needed and implement the service process in a way 

that creates value for each and every customer. As a result, a system is needed for the 

resources and the management of the service process. Besides, promises made by external 

marketing and sales are consummated through the usage of the different resources. Therefore, 

a service firm has to have internal marketing which are all the activities that a firm use to 

educate, motivate and reward employees so they can deliver high quality service to the 

customer and also an ongoing development of competencies and the resource structure 

(Baker & Magnini, 2016). 

  

  

2.3 The marketing of professional services 
Since auditors work in a regulated and standardized industry, they are not only service 

providers, but also professional service providers. Providers of professional services are 

distinguished from regular services in terms of possessing a professional authority, being 

sanctioned by the community, being governed by ethical code and having a professional 

culture. Also, the service should be provided by qualified people while also being advisory, 
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focusing on problem solving where the service is an assignment from the buyer to the seller 

(Reid, 2008). 

  

According to Enerson et al. (2016) all professional services today practice some form of 

marketing, even if the activity is not presented as such. Professional service providers are 

extremely dependent on their ability to attract, mobilize, develop and transform the 

knowledge of the highly educated employees to create value for their clients (Sonmez & 

Moorhouse, 2010). 

  

According to Enerson et al. (2016), in regards to professional service marketing, the most 

important consideration is to understand how and why customers make decisions to choose a 

certain service provider. Besides making the wrong choice of provider will most likely result 

in unnecessary expenses and material disadvantage for all involved. Also, in professional 

services, legislation, professional and technical norms can be particularly constraining on 

marketing, and in some cases be obstacles. Since the offerings of professional services in 

most cases are unfamiliar to an average client, they will have difficulties separating 

competent and outstanding services work. Therefore, the client will struggle to identify the 

cues that provide insight into the quality and effectiveness of the service (Enerson et al., 

2016). 

  

Even as early as 1977, Kotler and Conner (1977) pinpointed the importance of marketing for 

professional services providers. Furthermore, Reid (2008) listed a number of issues that have 

impacts on business related to the professional service market environment. These issues 

include; 

  

● Increase in market players and therefore growing levels of price-based competition 

creating more dynamic and less profitable markets. 

● Some sectors have reached maturity and have limited potential for growth in others. 

● Increase of niche players and so called specialists. 

● Increase in aggressive promotion strategies, which are threatening existing 

relationships. 

● The differentiation of products and services is based less on technical service and 

more on relationship quality. 

● Increase in staff/client interface efforts, which require a raise in the cost of doing 

business and securing and retaining clients. 

  

These issues are trends that pose as evidence of long-term changing patterns in the 

professional service environment. Subsequently, marketing is one way of addressing these 

trends since marketing enable the service provider to create a sense of value for the customer. 

In order for a professional service to be a competitive provider, they must offer relevant, 

expert support and creating added value over time. To do so, a professional service provider 

need to display this to the customer target through marketing strategies and marketing mix 

(Enerson et al., 2016). 
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2.4 SME marketing 
In today’s economic landscape, the competitive nature has put enormous pressure on smaller 

businesses (Neneh, 2018). SMEs are a vital part of the economy and marketing within SMEs 

is an important business activity (Resnick, Cheng, Simpson & Lourenço, 2016). Due to the 

increasing competitiveness, SMEs have to adopt vital strategic choices in order to reach 

success (Neneh, 2018). In addition, marketing is one of the most important activities within 

the business, related to the survival and growth of SMEs (Reijonen & Laukkanen, 2010). 

SMEs have unique characteristics and context. However, their marketing activities are often 

limited by restricted resources and a lack of marketing knowledge. Besides, the owner can be 

a huge obstacle to marketing since they have difficulties with strategic implementation. Also, 

the level of owner engagement in marketing can in many cases decide if the firm will 

implement any kind of marketing strategy (Reijonen & Laukkanen, 2010). 

  

2.4.1 Small firm marketing activities 

Marketing in small firms is often used for the current needs and plans while strategies and 

analysis are not paid much attention. According to O’Donnell (2011) and Stokes (2000), the 

key marketing activities for small firms and the characteristics connected with each are as 

presented below: 

  

Marketing planning 

Small firm managers are known to seldom make and work with formal plans, besides they are 

described to work with reactive marketing instead of proactive, with none or little planning 

involved (Hills, Hultman & Miles, 2008). Moreover, when they have long term marketing 

plans, they are mostly spontaneous and informal being expressed through ideas and words. 

Also, small firms often work with a bottom-up view on marketing, which is when they begin 

to serve the needs of just a few customers and then expand gradually in a way that their 

resources and experience allow (O’Donnell, 2011; Stokes, 2000). 

  

Managing limited resources 

The severe constraint of resources is something that small firms are constantly subjected to 

and something that has specific implications for their marketing (Berthon, Ewing & Napoli, 

2008). One of the key constraints of resources in small firms is considered to be that 

regarding cash, which will make it difficult to attract personnel with the right knowledge and 

skills. Besides, marketing is one of the specific skills that often is missing as a result of cash 

limitations (O’Donnell, 2011). 

  

Keeping existing customers 

Small firms are considerable dependent on a small amount of customers that repeatedly give 

the firm its business. Generally the portfolio of existing customers in small firms are their 

most valuable asset and the small firms with a high success rate, set aside a large amount of 

cost and effort in order to satisfy their existing customers preferences (Hills et al., 2008; 

O’Donnell, 2011). Therefore, customer service is an important attribute in the marketing 

activities of small firms and is regarded to be a way to keep customers. Moreover the owners 
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often put emphasis on personal interaction such as direct communication with customers, in 

order to ensure that business will repeat itself (O’Donnell, 2011). 

  

Acquiring new customers 

Since promotional activities are linked to resources, the small firm limitations will restrict 

such meaningful activities (O’Donnell, 2011). Moreover, advertising is in many cases 

rejected due to the high cost and that the effectiveness of advertising is difficult to quantify. 

Besides, most small firms rely on word-of-mouth recommendations from existing customers 

in order to gain new customers (Stokes, 2000). However, aside from personal interaction 

previously mentioned, personal selling is also highlighted as a means of acquiring new 

customers (O’Donnell, 2011). 

  

Gathering information about customers 

A substantial difference between large and small firm marketing, is that small firms does not 

carry out formal marketing research to the same extent as large firms (Hills et al., 2008). The 

perceived and actual cost, both considering time and money is what results in a lack of formal 

marketing, combined with the fact that owners and managers does not fully understand its 

value to their business. Often, information regarding their customers are instead gathered 

through verbal exchanges. Besides, many owners and managers in small firms, find it easy to 

gain and access market information since they maintain close links with both their customers 

and staff (O’Donnell, 2011; Stokes, 2000). 

  

Gathering information about competitors 

Small business gain information about their competitors most often through their customers, 

employees, suppliers and advertisements. Also, in some cases they gather information 

directly from the competitors, while they utilize a rather more passive approach to market 

intelligence (O’Donnell, 2011; Stokes, 2000). However, in small firms the importance of 

competitor information vary substantially, but at the same time it is stated that all firms have 

some sort of strategy for observing competitive activity, which can be anything from 

collection of price list to more refined ways (O’Donnell, 2011). 

  

Managing the product offering 

Small firms are often founded on the strength of what they offer and providing services of 

high quality is a key factor in achieving competitive advantage for small firms. However, 

change in what is offered is generally gradual and often comes from personal interaction with 

the existing customers (O’Donnell, 2011). 

  

Managing pricing 

Smaller firms are considered to be more flexible when it comes to pricing and often change 

the price depending on who is the customer. Also, they tend to base their price on what the 

competitor is charging (O’Donnell, 2011). 
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Other influences on small firm marketing 

Small firm marketing is influenced by norms in the industry they belong to and also, the life 

cycle stage of the firm (Carson & Gilmore, 2000). The firm’s industry sector is considered to 

be the key influence on how the firm is managed but also on how marketing is conducted. 

Marketing is applied on each industry sector through specific practices that over time have 

been developed to suit the needs. Furthermore, small firms will most often conform to the 

already established industry norms, due to the fact that breaching these norms would require 

significant differentiation in aspects of their business (O’Donnell, 2011). 

  

  

2.5 Relationship marketing 
Due to limited resources in SME services, marketers highlight the importance of building 

long lasting and sustainable relationships with customers. Therefore, these firms need to 

understand the impact a loyal customer base has on profit (Eisingerich & Bell, 2007). More 

and more firms are trying to capitalize on strong relationships with their customers, in order 

to gain information on the best way to serve customers and keep them from choosing a 

competitor. Besides, relationship marketing has an ability to create loyal customers since a 

firm then can understand a customer’s needs (Ndubisi, Kok Wah & Ndubisi, 2007). In 

addition, relationships with customers creates mutual rewards with benefits for both parts of 

the relationship (Ndubisi, 2007). 

  

Also, relationship marketing and its increasing popularity comes from the assumption that if a 

firm successfully builds customer relationships, it will result in increased benefits for the 

organizations, such as loyalty, word-of-mouth, customer satisfaction and increased purchases 

(Eisingerich & Bell, 2007). 

  

2.5.1 Loyalty 

Loyalty is defined as a customer’s commitment to increase both the breadth and depth of the 

relationship with a firm (Eisingerich & Bell, 2007). A customer is often defined as loyal if 

they take part in repeated or regular consumption of a service at a specific firm (Casidy & 

Wymer, 2016; Tareq, 2018). Also, it is the willingness the customers has to speak positively 

about a service and firm. Often, loyalty is said to be one of the most important fundamentals 

of a firm’s long term financial performance since loyal customers are less likely to switch to 

another firm because of price adjustments, while at the same time being more likely to 

increase their own purchase behaviour (Bowen & Chen, 2001; Eisingerich & Bell, 2007). 

From a manager point of view, there is a need to understand that the firm can not just 

establish relationships with customers and seek to satisfy them, they must also define 

strategies and invest resources to deepen those relationships, in order to stimulate retention 

and loyalty, which in the end will improve company profit (Milan, Slongo, Eberle, De Toni 

& Bebber, 2018). According to Bowen and Chen (2001), if a firm retains only 5 percent more 

of their customers, profits increase from 25 percent to 125 percent. 

  

Furthermore, the most important way to predict future company growth is said to be a 

customers willingness to act as a reference and recommend a service to someone in their 
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network (Eisingerich & Bell, 2007). Besides, loyal customers provide strong word-of-mouth, 

provide business references and referrals (Bowen & Chen, 2001) Recommendations does not 

only indicate that the customer got good value from a firm, but also put the customers 

reputation on the line, which indicates that they are also more likely to continue to use the 

specific firm and their services for their needs (Eisingerich & Bell, 2007). 

  

2.5.2 Word-of-mouth 

”Satisfied customers talk to five others, while dissatisfied customers talk to 15 others” (Lang, 

2011, p. 583). 

  

WOM are informal communications about a service or product that takes place between two 

or more customers. Often, WOM is in the interest of a firms since it allows the firm to do 

more with less, since WOM can reach a large group of potential customers for just a fraction 

of the cost of traditional marketing. WOM has a long lasting impact on not only sales and 

financials, but also customer lifetime value (Lang, 2011). Positive WOM is also considered to 

be a key in relational outcomes since it stands out from other types of marketing as a highly 

trusted source of information. Furthermore, in services, customers rely heavily on suggestions 

and advice from others who have bought a specific service and customers often trust each 

other more than they trust communication efforts from firms (Ng, David & Dagger, 2011). 

Lastly, customer satisfaction is considered to be a key component in WOM (Lang, 2011). 

  

2.5.3 Customer satisfaction 

Higher competition and the need to fulfill the customer’s needs and desires, causes the 

service provider to have customer satisfaction as the most important goal. Customer 

satisfaction is defined as a judgement of the consumer, that decides if the service feature or 

the service itself provides a high level of fulfillment related to the consumption (Gonçalves & 

Sampaio, 2012). Also, many believe that the delivery of quality services will bring 

satisfaction and value to customers. Furthermore, customer satisfaction has a very close 

relationship to customer loyalty. If a customer, after evaluating the services, has a high level 

of satisfaction this will strongly impact their loyalty to the services (Solimun & Fernandes, 

2018). 

  

2.5.4 Service quality 

The quality of a service is an important part of both customer satisfaction and word-of-mouth 

communication (Lang, 2011). Also, a determining factor of a company’s success is its ability 

to deliver services to its customers and the service quality approach has an important impact 

on achieving competitiveness. However the service quality is highly customer centered, since 

the services have to meet or exceeded the expectations, needs and requirements of the 

customer (Solimun & Fernandes, 2018). 

  

2.5.5 Quality of relationships in services 

“Relationship quality describes the overall depth and climate of a relationship” (Johnson, 

1999, p. 6). The quality of a relationship can also be linked to the customers perception of 

how and if the relationship lives up to their goals, expectations and desires regarding the 
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relationship (Ndubisi, Kok Wah, et al., 2007). Furthermore, there are according to Wong and 

Sohal (2002) two crucial parts that characterize the relationship quality in a service: social 

relations and professional relations. The social relations are based on the service provider’s, 

in this case the auditors, social interactions with the customer. The professional relation is 

how well an auditor demonstrate competence in their work. Furthermore, according to 

Holmlund (2001), there are three types of ways the quality perception is viewed upon by the 

customer in a relationship connected to the business, social, technical and economic aspects. 

The social aspect relates to social interaction on both individual and firm levels while the 

technical relates to the service offering at the core in a relationship. Lastly, the economical 

aspect is related to costs and benefits (Wong & Sohal, 2002). 

  

2.5.6 The relationship marketing perspective 

The relationship marketing perspective is based on the statement that on top of the value that 

the services themselves offer, the existence of relationships between parties creates additional 

value to both the customer and the service provider (Harwood & Garry, 2006). Relationship 

marketing can be defined as marketing seen as interactions, relationships and networks 

(Grönroos, 2004). In the corporate world, there has been an undeniable growing popularity of 

relationship marketing (Tareq, 2018). There is a strategic value of business relationships, 

since they have the ability to create loyal customers due to the fact that a firm can better 

understand and serve a customer’s needs (Ndubisi, Kok Wah, et al., 2007). Besides, strong 

working relationships are intangible assets, whether they are in the supply chain or in 

alliances with competitors. In addition, the firm’s development of a relationship with its 

customers have a large potential to be a sustainable competitive advantage, since they are 

hard for rivals to replicate, can not be traded and have unique characteristics that are tied to 

the specific parts in the relationship (Karantinou & Hogg, 2009; Schertzer, Schertzer & 

Dwyer, 2013). Also, serving one loyal customer will require less financial resources, than 

attracting and serving a new one (Ndubisi, Kok Wah, et al., 2007). So, instead of spending a 

great amount of money on attracting new customers through marketing campaigns and 

marketing, one benefit of retaining long term customers is that retention costs less. Therefore 

relationship marketing is not only beneficial when it comes to recurring business and 

financial gain, but the firm will not have the same need to spend money on other forms of 

marketing (Tareq, 2018). A strong, close or high quality relationship with customers also 

offers the firm resistance to competitive efforts such as price breaks and convenience (Bove 

& Johnson, 2001). Developing ongoing relationships with returning customers is therefore an 

approach with low cost benefits that can result in a low cost competitive advantage, since it 

can directly reduce logistic-marketing- and distribution costs (Ndubisi, Kok Wah, et al., 

2007; Tareq, 2018). Furthermore, a study by Bove and Johnson (2001) showed that the 

quality, strength and closeness of a relationship, can all be linked both indirectly or directly to 

customer loyalty and can be a catalizator for business repeating itself. 
  

The relationship factor view, suggest that successful relationship marketing is a result of 

certain aspects of the relationship that characterize successful relational exchanges. The six 

factors include trust, commitment, cooperation, keeping promises, shared values and 

communications (Hunt, Arnett & Madhavaram, 2006). According to Schertzer et al. (2013) 
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however, the characteristics of a relationship that make them successful and strategic depends 

mostly on trust and credibility. Trust, which is confidence in the partners reliability and 

integrity is tied to a specific partner and have to be developed over time. Besides, 

organizational cultures often differ, staff gets moved and joint action plans take place in 

changing environments and therefore it may take years for parties to create working 

relationships in an exchange situation. Also, to create and maintain relationships, some 

commitment is required. Commitment is defined as ”an enduring desire to maintain valued 

relationships” (Schertzer et al., 2013, p. 608). 

  

According to Tareq (2018), there is however also problems with relationship marketing, since 

there will be limitations of corporation application. Some businesses might implement the 

idea of relationship marketing but not emphasize or focus enough on the customers and the 

different needs and situations that will be based and varied depending on the clients 

individuality, both the new ones and the returning. Besides, over the past ten years, there 

have been a power shift in the consumer influence within relationships, where the customers 

have most of the power (Tareq, 2018). Furthermore, relationship marketing strategies can in 

some cases require considerable effort and time to implement and sustain. Also, taking part in 

relationship marketing strategies is only valuable if the reward is bigger than the costs. 

Therefore, firms need to make a strategic decision on whether or not they should implement 

such strategies (Hunt et al., 2006). 

  

As stated previously auditors are providers of a professional service, which will brings us into 

relationships in professional services. 

  

2.5.7 Relationships in professional services 

In a professional service context, the value creation between buyer and seller is critical for 

competitive advantage. Besides, the concept of value co-creation is increasingly important in 

professional services and encouraging customers to be co-creators of value is considered to 

be effective competitive wise (Cambra-Fierro, Melero-Polo & Sese, 2018). In professional 

services, the customer is often a co-producer and therefore an active participant in the 

relationship exchange (Schertzer et al., 2013). For a long time, customers were a passive 

audience, but these days they are active players and desire have a more important role in the 

value-creation process (Cambra-Fierro et al., 2018). However, the creation of relationships 

does not happen overnight, instead it develop slowly over time. The longer a professional 

service provider and client do business, the stronger the relationship in general. Furthermore, 

customers who have had a relationship with a firm for varying lengths of time, often value 

different attributes. Besides, over time the importance of an attribute varies when it comes to 

determining the overall satisfaction, value and retention (Schertzer et al., 2013). 
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3. Methodology 
 

In this chapter the methodology used for the study is presented. The most suitable method 

choice for this thesis was made based on the research question and purpose. Firstly, the 

research approach is presented, then the literature review, empirical data, credibility and 

ethical considerations are accounted for. 

 
  

3.1 Research approach 
This thesis is based on an abductive approach and alongside a qualitative study is performed, 

with qualitative interviews. The authors chose the abductive approach to eliminate the 

weaknesses of both inductive and deductive approaches. Hence the abductive approach lies 

midway between deductive and inductive approaches, however, even though the abductive 

approach works alternately between the two it is not seen as a simple combination. 

 

Also, to create an understanding for examined data, a hermeneutic approach is used, where 

the authors interpret the collected data from a subjective point of view (Bryman & Bell, 2013; 

Eriksson & Widersheim-Paul, 2011). These choices have been made in order to fulfill the 

purpose of the study and get  an overview of the field.The concepts and choices will be 

accounted for below.  

 

3.1.1 Abductive approach 

 In line with the abductive approach the authors begin by starting from empirical facts, which 

is classed close to induction, however, the authors do not reject theoretical pretenses that lie 

close to deduction. This alternation between the two approaches happens several times during 

the thesis (Söderbom & Ulvenblad, 2016). To fulfil the purpose of the study, the authors 

concluded that there was a need to look at the SME auditing firms from an inside point of 

view and get both the managers and the employees point of view. Firstly, the study will have 

an inductive approach and based on the interviews, an analysis will be made to understand 

how the theoretical and empirical parts impact each other. Also, the authors start the study 

without any expectation. By doing so the authors can get a correct view of reality that they 

can use and go back and forth between the theory and the empirical data (Jacobsen, 2002). 

Therefore, to be able to go back and forth between theory and empirical data, this study take 

on an abductive approach. For this type of study, it is impossible to maintain an objective 

perspective, which is why a pure deductive approach is not possible. This means that 

consequently, this study will have a subjective perspective and will together with a qualitative 

approach offer an explanatory and overall understanding result (Söderbom & Ulvenblad, 

2016).  

 

As mentioned previously, by using an abductive approach, some weaknesses of both 

inductive and deductive approaches can be eliminated. The inductive approach has 

weaknesses when it comes to the amount of data. Therefore, the deductive part of the study 

will consequently contribute to a more reliable result when moving from theory to empirical 
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data. In this study, the authors are aware that the deductive approach limits the possibility to 

have an open-minded attitude when doing research, but concluded that in order to fulfil the 

purpose of the study, this is the best suitable way of conducting the study. 

 

3.1.2 Qualitative research 

The aim of this study is to explain and understand why and how SME auditing firms practice 

relationship marketing. Therefore, a qualitative research will be done in order to answer the 

research question. The decision to perform a qualitative research was based on the purpose to 

explain and describe, and as Jacobsen (2002) states, a qualitative approach is often suitable to 

create a greater clarity in a subject and also get a nuanced description of it. Besides, by using 

a qualitative approach, the authors avoid the weaknesses of a quantitative approach in the 

study, which includes limitations due to a lack of supplementary explanations and questions. 

Therefore, using a qualitative approach results in the possibility of a more open, unique and 

situational empirical data (Jacobsen, 2002). In this study, the authors believe that the 

advantages of a high amount of data that comes from a qualitative approach, will be 

beneficial to the research since it is flexible (Bryman, 2013). Also, a quantitative research 

would not be beneficial for this study, since it includes measuring and correlation analysis 

which means that it is highly objective. Since the authors have an exploratory problem in this 

study, it requires focus on a few units and a qualitative approach can focus on the details and 

the unique aspects of each and every participant, which is in line with this study, where each 

respondent will contribute to the study with different views (Jacobsen, 2002). 

 

3.1.3 Qualitative interviews  

In this study, the authors used a semi structured interview guide in order to keep the 

openness, flexibility and to get out the most of each interview. The authors want to open up 

to the possibility of gaining a deeper understanding, in this case, relationship marketing from 

a SME point of view, which is made possible by a semi-structured approach to the 

interviews. Besides, by using semi-structured interviews there is room for supplementary 

questions as well as the respondent will be able to speak more openly and give a broader 

view and insight, compared to if the interview was to be structured (Jacobsen, 2002). Besides, 

it also helps to ensure that all areas are covered in each interview. 

 

The authors, chose not to perform unstructured interviews since it can become too complex 

and be harder to analyze. Besides, this study require comparable interviews, which makes it 

even more unsuitable. So, using semi-structured is suitable for the chosen subject, 

relationship marketing for SME auditing firms, since it includes perceptions and thought. 

Besides, this interview approach give the respondent the opportunity to explain their point of 

view more freely. 
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3.2 Literature review 
The main sources in this thesis are scientific articles, mainly collected through Halmstad 

University database Onesearch, Emerald Insight and Google scholar. Also, the collection of 

data evolved over time, by the referrals in the chosen articles which was utilized in the thesis. 

Besides, the aim of the literature review is to prove what is already known about the topic 

(Bryman, 2016). Therefore, theories for the theoretical framework is based on previous 

research, where in some cases well established theories is used despite their age, due to a lack 

of recent theoretical models and also for the validity for more used theories. However, the 

quality of the scientific articles was assured by using peer-reviewed articles. Moreover, 

different search words have been used, both on their own and in different combinations; SME, 

SME marketing, professional services, marketing for auditors, connection auditing and 

marketing, relationship marketing, networks, marketing, auditing, services and services 

marketing. 

  

  

3.3 Empirical data 
In this study, a convenience sampling was used, due to different factors, such as time 

limitation and geographical distance. Also, due to the fact that the companies had to fulfil the 

criteria for interviews. Bryman (2011), explain convenience sampling as choosing 

respondents and companies that are easy for the authors to access and interview. The data in 

this study will be collected through semi-structured interviews with chosen SME companies. 

Moreover, the selection of respondents will be presented below. 

 

3.3.1 Choice of firms and respondents 

The selection of respondents in this thesis is based on a few requirements. Firstly, due to the 

authors limitations and to be able to fulfill the purpose of the study, they had to be active as 

auditors in a SME firm in the south of Sweden. Hence, the respondents could be working at a 

very small firm or a medium sized firm that is part of a bigger partnership, to allow the 

authors to compare differences due to access to resources. The authors looked into the firm’s 

web pages and social media, to receive a first impression in how and if they work with 

marketing. Thereafter, the authors looked up the firms on allabolag.se, which is a web page 

where you can see business services and the last ten years of financials, number of employees 

and the members of the board etc. Here, the authors checked if the firms suited the 

delimitation which is firms who categorize as SMEs. Furthermore, the initial thought was to 

find enough firms in Halmstad and Malmö, in order for this to be a delimitation, but when the 

authors found out that there was not enough firms and therefore extended the search to firms 

in Falkenberg and Varberg. Therefore, the final locational limitation became Halland and 

Malmö. 

  

When the authors were to choose the right person to interview at each firm, the authors 

researched their web pages since some of the firms have the employees and their 

responsibilities on display at the sites. Moreover, in some cases, finding the correct contact 

information and the appropriate interview candidate was tricky. Suitable respondent for the 
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thesis are either employees or managers at auditing firms, that in some way have a 

considerably high position in the hierarchy of the firm. The respondent, does not have to be 

very knowledgeable about marketing itself, however they need to know the industry and have 

a good insight in how their firm operates in day to day activities. In addition, to be able to 

answer the research question, the authors chose to interview different people with different 

experience in the chosen industry to explore how they work with marketing. 

  

Then, the authors contacted the potential respondent via email (appendix 3) to see if they 

would be able to help the authors in their study and set up for an interview. As a follow up, if 

a response to the email did not come, the authors called instead. At last, the authors conducted 

twelve interviews, however in total 20 potential respondents were contacted, which means 

that eight people said no. The people who said no had the reason: “we have to much to do 

right now, and have no time for this”. This was however something the authors knew before 

they reach out to firms, since this industry has its peak in business this time of year. 
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The authors have named the respondents as company and the number in which order they 

were interviewed, and they are all anonymous. 

 

Company Total amount  

of employees 

Position Type of 

interview 

Date 

1 25 Auditor assistant, Authorized 

accounting consultant 

Personal 

communication 

12 March 

2019 

2 10 Authorized public accountant Personal 

communication 

13 March 

2019 

3 3 Authorized public accountant, 

Partner 

Personal 

communication 

21 March 

2019 

4 15 Administrator Personal 

communication 

26 March 

2019 

5 6 Authorized accounting 

consultant, Partner 

Personal 

communication 

27 March 

2019 

6 34 Authorized public accountant, 

Partner 

Personal 

communication 

3 April 

2019 

7 10 Authorized accounting 

consultant, Partner 

Personal 

communication 

4 April 

2019 

8 14 Authorized public accountant, 

Partner, Managing director 

Personal 

communication 

4 April 

2019 

9 29 Authorized public accountant, 

Partner 

Personal 

communication 

5 April 

2019 

10 18 Authorized public accountant, 

Office Manager 

Personal 

communication 

5 April 

2019 

11 13 Authorized public accountant, 

Partner 

Personal 

communication 

5 April 

2019 

12 25 Auditor assistant Personal 

communication 

23 April 

2019 

  

Table 1. Interview overview 
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3.3.2 Data collection 

There are different data instruments available (Söderbom & Ulvenblad, 2016). In order to 

gain understanding which is the goal of the theoretically-generating, interpretative framework, 

one uses a qualitative method for data capture and analysis. As mentioned above, the authors 

collected the data used in this thesis through semi-structured, qualitative interviews because in 

these types of interview the authors could be flexible and able to vary the sequence of 

questions (Bryman, 2016). The authors wanted the respondent to feel free to talk about their 

experience on the subject and therefore thought semi-structured was most suitable for our 

study. Besides, the authors strongly believed that if they were to use the structured method of 

interviews, they might have missed out on important information that the respondent share if 

the interview is more of a conversation than a questioning limited to only the prepared 

questions. 

  

David and Sutton (2016) say that a negative part of qualitative research is that it can be more 

difficult to repeat as it does not give a clear track to follow. Another negative aspect 

mentioned by Jacobsen (2002) is that with interviews it takes time to implement. However it 

also has benefits, since there is an element of openness, doing interviews makes the authors 

flexible in their view of the fact that it is possible to change the problem afterwards if needed. 

  

Before the interviews, an interview guide (appendix 1) was created by the authors. The 

development of questionnaires is according to Jacobsen (2002) the process of making an 

abstract concept measurable by designing concrete questions. The research question that the 

authors wanted to answer in the study was: How do SME auditing firms practice relationship 

marketing? To make this achievable, the interview guide was based on the presented 

theoretical framework, to make sure that the same areas are covered in each interview, which 

is accounted for in the operationalization scheme (appendix 2). 

  

The authors chose not to send out the questions for the interview in advance to the 

respondents. This decision was based on the fact that it was believed that the respondents 

would talk more freely about their work methods, and not prepare answers that they think the 

authors would like to hear because it sounds good. Besides, after conducting the interviews 

the authors stand by this decision since it enabled an open conversation, where new aspects 

were brought up that the authors sometimes had not considered. 

  

The interviews started with the authors explaining the thesis subject and what the interview 

was going to be about. Secondly, the authors asked if the respondent could explain how their 

firm practice marketing activities. During their account of their work, the authors got a better 

understanding of the firm, which helped the authors continue and adjust the interview based 

on their knowledge and activities. 

  

To make the process during our thesis more efficient, the authors divided the duties. Due to 

location, the first eight interviews was conducted by one of the authors. However, interview 

nine, ten and eleven was carried out together, but the last one did one author by herself again. 

In order to ease the process for the author who interviewed alone, the respondents were asked 
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if it was possible to record the interview. By doing so, the interview would feel more like a 

dialogue since the author did not have to write everything down. It was just one respondent, 

interview number eleven that did not want to be recorded. However, since both the authors 

were both present it was solved by one of the authors writing everything down on the 

computer and the other author held the interview. In the end of every interview the respondent 

was asked if they wanted to read the transcribed text to see if anything was misinterpreted or 

if any other concerns were there. Here, it was only four of the respondents who wanted the 

transcribed text and none one of them have given us any comments regarding if something 

was misunderstood during the interview or should be changed. 

 

The collected data will be presented in chapter 4 and will be presented and strucutred 

separately for each company. Furthermore, the data related to our theoretical framework will 

be presented after a presentation of the company. 

  

3.3.3 Data analysis 

The analysis of the collected qualitative data in this thesis is based on a process that includes 

description, systematisation & categorization and lastly combination (Jacobsen, 2002). 

  

Firstly, the authors use description to get an in depth and detailed description of the data 

collection without putting in subjective options in the data. The interviews were therefore 

transcribed carefully by both authors to not miss anything important and make sure personal 

interpretations was not an issue. 

  

Afterward, systematisation and categorization was used, which means that the authors 

organize and reduce the collected data to what is relevant and related to the research question. 

The authors chose to color the transcription, where different colors represented a theme from 

the interview guide related to a specific theory from the theoretical framework. With the help 

of this categorization, the authors could later in the analysis, see if there are similarities or 

differences between the answers from the various respondents. 

  

Lastly, when the data had been systematized and categorized, the authors could begin to 

interpret the data. Here the authors could begin to see the reasons behind the data and produce 

interesting conditions. One big advantage of making a qualitative study is that the difference 

between planning, implementing interviews and analysis is not that big, ie. Over time the 

authors could adapt the method to plan, carry out interviews and analyze them, in order to be 

able to go back to the planning later and adjust the structure for upcoming interviews etc. 

Over time, some coding and categorization takes place, which means that the three 

components in the analysis do not follow each other strictly (Jacobsen, 2002). 

  

  

3.4 Validity 
Validity is whether an indicator is devised to gauge a concept and really measure that concept 

(Bryman, 2016; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2014). The term validity, as well as reliability, comes 

originally from quantitative studies. However, they can be used in a qualitative study when 
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collecting data through interviews. Besides, they both concern a study’s credibility 

(Söderbom & Ulvenblad, 2016). 

 

3.4.1 Internal validity  
A high level of internal validity is achieved when the study successfully measures what was 

intended to be measured (Söderbom & Ulvenblad, 2016). There is an impact of subjectivity 

that should be considered since it can not be avoided. Due to the impact of subjectivity, it is 

important to go through the entire process with the fact in mind that a study only can reach 

close to the truth, when several people agree that the description is correct (Jacobsen, 2002). 

Besides, this means that the idea of providing one objective perspective and description has 

been rejected. Instead, a qualitative study, like this one, concern intersubjectivity rather than 

the only truth. 

 

In this thesis, validity is relevant in order to describe how the authors systematically have 

done during the design building process of the study and also when creating an interview 

schedule; what kind of questions have been asked and in the end how the empirical data is 

analyzed (Söderbom & Ulvenblad, 2016). 

 

Furthermore, the operalization was developed from the theoretical framework, in order to 

assure that what is supposed to be measured actually is measured.  Moreover, the authors 

initial questions was introductional questions to understand how they are working with 

marketing at the firm. However, this was changed to a more free approach where the 

respondent was asked if they could explain shortly how they are practicing marketing at their 

firm. With this start, the authors got an understanding on how knowledgeable the respondent 

was on the subject, marketing and how deeply they are practicing marketing. In interviews, 

the validity is about measuring the individual and personal comments in different 

phenomenons/relationships (Jacobsen, 2002). 

 

3.4.2 Generalizability  

Generalizability, is a term that should be mentioned in a thesis. However, the purpose of 

qualitative studies is not necessarily to generalize to a larger unit. This study aims to describe 

and explain how and why SME auditing firms work with relationship marketing in order  to 

create a deeper understanding of this in practice. Therefore, the aim of this study is not to 

generalize the result to every other company. Instead, as in line with the statement from 

Jacobsen (2002), it is more about creating an understanding of general phenomenon. In 

addition, with qualitative studies there is no way to ensure the selected units are 

representative for the whole population, especially when the study considers personal 

interpretations about relationships. However, if several independent units indicate the same 

thing, it can be generalized to larger picture with higher certainty (Jacobsen, 2002). 

 

Furthermore, by having 12 different responding units in the study’s qualitative interviews, the 

possibility to generalize the results increased. Therefore, this study seeks external validity by 

generalizing results to the theory, where the conclusions are more analytical generalizable 
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than statistical (Bryman, 2011). Also, the results and conclusions in the thesis can be used in 

future research in order to create a deeper understanding of the subject. 

 

 

3.5 Reliability  
Moreover, reliability is about the credibility of the study, which means that a question can be 

reproduced on another occasion and by other researchers (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2014). If it 

turns out that a question is interpreted differently each time it is asked, the answers cannot be 

said to be reliant (David & Sutton, 2016; Jacobsen, 2002). To increase the reliability of this 

study the methods and processes of the research is presented clearly as well as the interview 

guide (appendix 1) to be able to repeat the same research in other contexts (Bryman, 2011). 

Also, the authors tried during the interviews to make every respondent understand the 

questions and if there was any confusion the authors tried to clarify. Furthermore, one thing 

that could make the respondents perceive the questions differently, is in which order the 

authors asked the questions. However, since the authors tried to have more of a dialogue with 

the respondents, the order in which the question came could vary. In some interview the 

authors started to talk about one basic assumption in relationship marketing theory because it 

was the most natural development in the conversation and in some cases, customer 

relationships would be the first topic discussed. 

  

The structure and strategy of the interviews increased the reliability. This is since there are 

mainly two problems concerning reliability; interviewer effect and context effect. Overall, it 

is impossible to avoid subjectivity and therefore there are different factors affecting the 

interviews. These factors can be both how the interviewers presents themselves and due to the 

fact that the underlying expectations are individual, which makes it hard to replicate the study 

in an identically way. In order to decrease this interview affect the author conducting the 

interviews kept an as possible neutral attitude where the opinions and views of the respondent 

was in focus. Furthermore, in three interviews both authors were present. The previsous 

strategy and structure of interviews was used in the same way even though both were present. 

In the end, there were no noticeable difference in the collected data if both authors were 

present or not other. 

 

Moreover, the context effect was prevented by in all but one case being held in the 

respondent’s natural environment, their offices, to avoid changed behavior and to keep the 

respondent comfortable (Silverman, 2015). One interview was however held at a lunch 

restaurant  but this interview was not different in a noticeable way compared to the eleven 

others. 

 

 

3.6 Ethical considerations 
In a qualitative research, there are advocates who speak good about collecting data and doing 

it in a way that is ethical for those who are interviewed. Interviews and collection of data can 

be sensitive and private for the respondents. Therefore, with ethical respect for the 

respondents, the authors would not include a specific example in this study that the 
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respondent disclose about their business since it can harm their business. (David & Sutton, 

2016). Furthermore, Jacobsen (2002) explain three basic requirements for avoiding ethical 

dilemmas which the authors of this study have followed. The requirements include informed 

consent, privacy requirements and requirements to be correctly reproduced. Each respondent 

is participating voluntary and is informed with the purpose of the stuft and how their data will 

be used in the study before starting the interview. Besides, the authors chose to keep all the 

respondents anonymous. Furthermore, the recorded data is stored safe and only until the 

purpose of the thesis is fulfilled. 

  

When transcribing, the concepts of validity and reliability also have to be considered. With 

the help of the recordings from the eleven interviews, the authors transcribed what had been 

said. Also, to ensure that reliability is achieved, the two authors independently transcribe the 

same recording of an interview and as accurate as possible to eliminate possible misleading 

interpretations. (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2014). Lastly, in order to clarify what the respondents 

have said was consistent with their truth, they got the opportunity to read their part which the 

authors compiled after the interview was conducted and transcribed. 
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4. Empirical findings 
 

This chapter provides the collected empirical data, retrieved from interviews with twelve 

respondents working at SME auditing firms. In addition, a short presentation of data 

retrieved from web pages and social media is presented. Each company is presented 

separately, where first general information is presented, followed by the empirical findings 

related to the theoretical framework. Besides, the company will be held anonymous for the 

privacy of the respondents. The aim is to present both the views and perspectives of the 

auditors related to marketing, specifically relationship marketing. 

 
  

4.1 Company presentation and findings 

4.1.1 Company 1 

Company 1 is a firm with 25 employees and offers services revolving around auditing and 

accounting. The interview was conducted at their office in Halland and the respondent works 

as an authorized accounting consultant and an auditor assistant. The firm is included in a 

partnership, consisting of multiple offices around Sweden and include an international 

membership. 

  

Findings related to our theoretical framework 

Since the firm is included in a partnership, they are responsible for their own activities, 

however, if needed, they can rely on the expertise from the other offices. Moreover, the 

respondent is one of three employees who manage the firm’s Facebook and LinkedIn 

activities. The firm’s web page is managed and controlled by the headquarters, which means 

that the firm does not have any control over how it looks. This is why the firm has chosen to 

be present on both Facebook and LinkedIn, in order to be able to reach out to local customers 

in a way they find most suitable for their customers. 

  

Every year, the firm sets up a budget for marketing activities and discuss ideas they want to 

realize, for example regarding customer activities. Furthermore, a substantial amount of 

money is invested in Google Ads and Eniro, in order to be highly relevant in searches within 

the industry and city. They also have a membership in a local network, that arrange breakfast 

gatherings with different guests that give lectures and opportunities to mingle afterwards. 

  

“Networking is however an activity that we often do not utilize since it is time consuming.” 

 

The respondent states, that their best marketing is word-of-mouth. Also, the respondent 

means that some relational marketing activities sometimes have to be pushed aside due to 

time restained. The firm had for example planned a breakfast meeting with customers, which 

had to be pushed aside. However, they had an information lecture regarding GDPR, where 

they had to rent another location since it became so popular. 

 

“These events are vital for keeping customers” 
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Lastly, the respondent says that they work hard with transforming their customer’s daily 

activities into digital. By doing so, and also offering tips on how customers can improve their 

business, they show that they care. In addition, it also lessens their work burden and increase 

the chance of selling another service. 

  

4.1.2 Company 2 

The second firm in Halland has ten employees, where the authors interviewed the owner of 

the firm, who is an authorized public accountant. This respondent was of all the respondents, 

the one that had the biggest interest in marketing as a subject. A specialty for this company, is 

that they manage and help develop many gasell-companies, which they have been awarded 

for internationally. 

 

Finding related to our theoretical framework 

Every year, a marketing budget is set up, which varies depending on what platforms they 

work with. Furthermore, the firm is involved in and support different organizations, where 

some are charity organisations which makes this firm’s involvement unique according to the 

respondent. The events that are held at the firm are always fully booked, which the 

respondent means show the appreciation from the customers. Also, the respondent states that 

it is the engagement that makes the difference when it comes to the relationship with their 

customers, both in real life and on social media. 

 

The respondent, who does all marketing on their own claims there are two reasons why they 

work with marketing and social media, where they are present on both Facebook, Instagram 

and LinkedIn. 

  

“Firstly we want to be an attractive employer and secondly, we want to strengthen our brand 

awareness and presence.” 

 

Also, they have a web page that the respondent say they use to secure and sustain a good 

relationship with their customers, by offering information videos and service standards. In 

addition they also state that they see their customers as a collaborative partner, which is also 

presented on the web page. When working with social media, the firm tries to offer extended 

value to potential and existing customers. Every day they post two articles for their followers 

to read. 

 

Furthermore, the respondent believes that on an average, it would require 6-8 times more 

resources to acquire a new customer than to keep an existing one. Since it is much cheaper to 

keep an existing customer, the firm tries to encourage their employees to feel like every time 

they meet a customer they are performing on a stage in order for them to perform on a higher 

level. 

  

4.1.3 Company 3 

The third interview was held with an authorized public accountant who is the owner of the 

firm which is a small firm with only three employees. Previously, before starting this firm, 
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the respondent worked at one of the Big Four firms in Halland. Furthermore, the firm’s 

customers are all SMEs. 

  

Findings related to our theoretical framework 

The respondent, reveals a clear uninterest in networking and a lack of knowledge in 

marketing. 

  

“My uninterest and lack of knowledge in marketing and networking is why we only have a 

web page, that has not been updated in awhile.” 

  

This firm has according to the respondent, no marketing per se at all. Moreover, the firm does 

not have a marketing strategy and does not actively work with any marketing activities but 

they sponsors some local athletic clubs. However, the respondent mean that it is not for the 

purpose of marketing but for supporting the club. In addition, they pay a minimum amount to 

the search engine “Hitta.se”, to be somewhat relevant in potential customer’s searches. 

 

“When we ask them how they found the firm, it is often from satisfied customers, bankers or 

from searches online.” 

 

Since the firm, according to the respondent, has a continuous inflow of new customers, the 

firm is described as a self playing piano. The respondent says that he enjoys this since they 

can then concentrate on what they are good at and not marketing which they either do not 

know or enjoy. The respondent also states that if they do a good job in this particular industry 

the customer will actually stay for many years since it is hard for the customer to separate 

what the competing firms offer. However, the firm tries to keep a high standard in every 

aspect of their work and the respondent believes that the customer satisfaction is a mutual 

feeling that you have, and if a customer is not satisfied they are encouraged to communicate 

it. When it comes to large customers, the respondent visits them once a year, in order to 

“show of yourself” and offer that extra value to the customer. In addition, the respondent, 

who is the owner tries to have regular phone contact with all the customers, even though an 

employee is the responsible auditor for the customer, in order to show extra engagement.  

 

“I do not see this as marketing, but instead as a collection of facts and an update for myself 

regarding our customers”. 

  

4.1.4 Company 4 

The fourth interview was held at a firm in Halland with 15 employees who offers services 

within auditing and accounting. The company is included in a partnership that meet once a 

year and stay in contact during the year when needed. Moreover, the firm bought another 

firm a couple of years ago and afterwards they started to expand quickly. The respondent is 

responsible for all administrative tasks at the firm, HR and also does some accounting 

activities. 
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Findings related to our theoretical framework 

This firm has had a special work with marketing, since after a quick expansion and 

development of the firm, the employees quickly went from three to twelve. Therefore, it was 

just recently last year, a position as a marketer/administrator was created. As a marketing 

effort, they have produced products with the firm’s logo, such as pens and umbrellas of high 

quality that they offer to both potential and existing customers as a gift. Furthermore, the 

owner of the firm has worked closely with a web designer that helped develop a web page, 

which is a marketing activity that they have spent a lot of money on. On their web page they 

try to reach out to customers twice a month with current and relevant information. However, 

they have actively decided, in consultation with the same web designer, not to be present on 

Facebook and Linkedin. This is since the web designer means that in order for the presence 

on these platforms to be profitable, there is a need for a strategy. However, the respondent 

says that the firm has gotten multiple new customers through the web page, where they have 

a call-to-action function that encourage the potential customer to fill in the contact 

information. 

 

In addition, how the firm works with networking has also gone through a change lately. 

  

“Previously, the owner did not find networking valuable, but realized that our main 

competitors were present at the local network gatherings and then decided to network in 

order to be known and relevant.” 

 

The respondent says that their owner is not present at the network events, but instead give the 

employees the trust to represent the firm. However, the networking is something the firm has 

plans to do more of in the future and have already noticed that it gives positive results for the 

firm’s reputation. 

 

“Even though we celebrate 10 years as a firm, we still have a lot to learn when it comes to 

marketing since it is something new for this business.” 

 

The respondent mean that even though the relationship with customers is very important, the 

firm is not afraid to lose a customer since these days the customers are more likely to have a 

change in heart and sometimes you as a firm give and give to a customer but get nothing in 

return which makes it not worth it. 

 

“Sometimes a customer costs us more than they are worth.”  

 

Furthermore, the respondent also says that their owner has a habit of calling customers 

instead of just sending an email, which makes the customers feel valuable and appreciated, 

but also makes them more likely to give straight answers instead of ignoring an email. 

 

Lastly, the firm works hard to maintain a professional reputation and offers an extended value 

to its customers by being a full-service firm that offers every service in their field. 
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“We even have a lawyer now, so we can really help our clients with everything.” 

  

4.1.5 Company 5 

The fifth interview was held with a partner at the firm, who works as an authorized 

accountant consultant. Previously, the respondent has owned an accounting firm and has also 

worked at one of the Big Four. At the firm in Halland, they have six employees and offers 

services within both accounting and auditing. 

  

Findings related to our theoretical framework 

The respondent said that at the firm, they set up a marketing budget, but stated that when it 

comes to marketing activities they tend to focus on themselves. 

  

“Our main focus is almost always our own profit and what we think is fun.” 

  

As for marketing activities, they sponsor the local football club, which they also use as a fun 

activity when they invite customers to watch games. In their budget, there is a post for 

products with their logo on, such as beach chairs, umbrellas and clothes. Besides, this 

interview was conducted during a lunch, where the respondent was wearing a shirt with the 

company logo, that clearly show which company he represents. According to the respondent, 

a good way that they market themselves is that they have their office at the town’s most 

trafficked street and that their company name does not state exactly what they offer, which 

can attract more customers. Furthermore, the three partners at the firm, have all worked in the 

industry for a long time and the respondent mean that people within the industry know who 

they are and what they do. 

  

Regarding networks, the respondent has for a long time been active in different network 

gatherings. However, lately, the firm have felt that these gatherings does not add any value to 

the business, more than the fact that their company name is shown and the fact that it is a fun 

activity. Therefore, they recently created their own network, where they meet up with a few 

hand picked people, that are active within banking, real estate and insurance. This network is 

a personal one, where professionals can discuss informally about our issues. It also allows 

them to get new business since the members in the network are not in the same industry and 

therefore not competitors. 

  

“The purpose of the network is to help each other with customers and lift customer questions 

to ease future issues.” 

 

The respondent states that it is of high importance to keep loyal customers. The firm tries to 

create happy customers, and then keep them that way in order to make them recommend the 

firm to others. When older customers retire, their children come in the picture, which also is a 

way to see if the customers are happy. 

 

“I have lost two clients since 1989, and those two died.” 
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The respondent also says that the most important aspect of the relationship with customers is 

trust, that they trust the firm and that the firm trust the client. The firm is always honest with 

their customers ang tries to tell them how it really is, which increases the trust further. In 

addition the firm tries to be proactive and solution oriented in their services, by for example 

contacting the bank or a lawyer if a client needs it. 

  

4.1.6 Company 6 

The sixth interview was held with an authorized public accountant who also work with 

human relations at the firm and is one of the partners. The firm in Halland which is included 

in a partnership in both Sweden and internationally, has 34 employees and offer services such 

as auditing, accounting, insurance, corporate finance, legal services and HR. 

  

Findings related to our theoretical framework 

The respondent says that the firm does not have a budget for marketing, instead they put up a 

marketing plan with the board and try to work 18 months forward with that plan. Besides, the 

firm does not believe in advertising in magazines, but still works a lot with traditional 

marketing such as banners and logos on shirts. Furthermore, the firm decided a couple of 

years ago to support clubs that their employees are involved with. 

  

“For example, if an employee or their kids are involved with football, we try to support the 

club since the employees get recognition by doing so, and due to the fact that it is local.” 

  

They have Facebook for their own office where they share information which is also included 

in the newsletter. Two times a year they distribute their own magazine to their clients and all 

limited companies in the city. 

  

In addition, the firm practice a substantial amount of networking, mostly to make it possible 

for their clients to network with them, so that they see a benefit with choosing this particular 

firm instead of a competitor. Also, they have sporting events where their current clients can 

sport with them. The firm noticed that this opens up for even more questions from clients 

regarding business. By doing different events, they also market their employees with what 

they believe to be beneficial to the firm. Furthermore, by promoting themselves like this, in a 

non-selling way, they activate word-of-mouth. If a client meets with a friend or contact, they 

are more likely to tell this person about the auditor if there is a fun context, for example 

sporting. The firm does not want to be seen as a boring auditing firm, and therefore makes 

strategic choices in how they choose to market themselves in order to not be seen as stiff. The 

firm tries to be modern, keep up with news and arrange parties in order to attract more 

customers and change the image of the boring auditor. For example they had a tax and beer 

event a couple of months ago, and every year they host an oktober-party.  

The respondent says “it is an auditing firm’s Achilles heel that many staffers quit after some 

years” and means that their clients are happier and more satisfied if there is only a few 

staffers involved on each case. Also, trust is the most important component in the firm’s 

relationship with the customers, if they do not believe the firm to be competent enough they 

would not be hired anymore and loose their competitiveness. 
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Furthermore, the firm believes in personal contact and still values personal meetings in this 

digital world. The firm features pictures of all their employees on the web page and does not 

want to just market auditors, but also the person behind the auditor title. Lastly, they strongly 

believe that they can be competitive with their knowledge and engagement. 

  

4.1.7 Company 7 

The seventh interview was held with a firm partner in their office in Halland. The respondent 

is an authorized accountant consultant and has ten years of experience in the auditing 

business and this specific firm has been active for 30 years and has 14 employees. The 

respondent says that due to many active years in the business, the firm is very traditional, but 

that him and the other partner who have worked at one of the Big Four is offering modern 

inputs to the firm. Since the respondent has previous experience with marketing and sales, the 

respondent naturally got the responsibility to manage the same in this firm. 

  

Findings related to our theoretical framework 

The respondent mean that they do not have a budget or a plan for their marketing, and 

therefore there is no structure or strategy revolving their marketing activities. Furthermore, 

since the firm is small and has a sufficient inflow of new customers, they do not have time for 

more customers and therefore does not market themselves in a promotional or salesy way. 

However, the respondent is aware of the fact that marketing is not only about attracting 

customers, but also to compel the existing customers to stay. The respondent says that the 

firm has a strong brand awareness and presence. Moreover, the firm tries to create strong 

relationships with customers. 

“If we have strong relationships with customers, we can charge a good amount for our 

services.” 

 

The respondent says that since it requires a large amount of resources to gain new customers, 

they put efforts in retaining their existing customers and believe that this is highly important 

for their firm. 

“Having a strong brand, can increase your chances for attracting and keeping the right 

employees which is just as important as the right customers.” 

  

Furthermore, the respondent says that many clients within this industry, have a negative 

attitude towards spending money on these types of services. The clients often sees the service 

as a cost that is hard to motivate and therefore there is a need for the firm to deliver extended 

value, which they work with over time since the clients are hard to keep happy for a long 

time if something new does not happen. Also, a part of the firm’s marketing is to stay 

relevant and updated about what happens in the world, which also is a way to offer extended 

value. 

When talking about engagement, the respondent mean that sometimes they might care too 

much and get so involved with their customers that it consumes all their free time as well. 

The firm believes that engagement is very important in order to keep customers and states 

that:“we really care for our customers'.' 
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The respondent, personally does not like to network and lack sufficient knowledge to conduct 

it successfully. However, the firm allows the employees to attend network lunches and events 

during work hours if they are interested in it. 

As a bonus, the company name offers them free search engine marketing, since the name 

involves what they do and where. This means that they do not have a need to spend money on 

Google Ads. Lastly, they have a Facebook page updated periodically and a LinkedIn which 

they do not updated. 

  

4.1.8 Company 8 

The eight interview was held with an authorized public accountant which also is managing 

director and partner at the firm. The firm is placed in Halland and has 14 employees. 

  

Findings related to our theoretical framework 

First and foremost, the respondent states “we do not practice any marketing activities at all”. 

The respondent has previous experience with marketing at a Big Four, but at this particular 

firm has never practiced any direct marketing according to him. Instead, they rely on indirect 

marketing, such as recommendations from existing customers in form of word-of-mouth. 

Besides, the firm has a good reputation with local banks and lawyers, which contribute too 

many new customers by recurrent recommendations. However, during the interview the 

authors learn that even if they say they do not practice marketing, they participate in a few 

marketing activities. The firm appears on the local industry lunch which can be considered as 

a networking activity. They also have a tax day with another firm and a web page, but the 

respondent believes that it is only a few people that reads the information on the page. The 

firm have a LinkedIn which only is an overview of the firm and is connected to their web 

page. 

  

Furthermore, the respondent said that the firm has a higher work burden than they have the 

capability to perform and therefore this firm does not feel the need to further market 

themselves. However, the respondent always tries to make the auditing experience a bit more 

exciting for the client, by offering extended value with personal presence. 

  

“I often hear: You are not like other auditors! It is fun when you come here.” 

  

4.1.9 Company 9 

The eight interview was conducted on a firm in Malmö with 29 employees and the 

respondent was an authorized public accountant and a partner at the firm. The respondent has 

not been working for the firm for a long time, but has previous experience from a Big Four. 

  

Findings related to our theoretical framework 

Since this firm is connected to a partnership in Sweden and international they have a 

marketing team in Stockholm that manage all marketing campaigns. Therefore, the 

respondent sees very little marketing in the daily work at the office. Besides, the marketing 

plan and strategy for the firm’s marketing activities are set up by the business executives 
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which includes the directors within audits & assurance, tax, advisory and business services. 

These departments are also examples of the services that the firm offer their customers. 

  

“The biggest part of marketing for our firm is that we do a good job.” 

  

Also, the respondent states that their other marketing activities are a little bit semi-structured. 

Mostly, they get new customers from word-of-mouth, but they also do some strategic 

networking, for example the local football club were they actually get new customers. They 

also offer seminars to existing customers, were they have some influence but is mostly run by 

higher managers. The respondent means that this is a huge benefit for the firm, since in their 

partnership, they always have someone who is a specialist at a certain topic. When offering 

these types of seminars to existing customer, it also boosts increased purchase behaviour. 

Furthermore, all employees are encouraged to engage in the customer when they are out on a 

job, for example if the client has issues with taxes, the auditor should always try to identify 

the problem. The client always appreciate this extra engagement. 

 

“The client will be pleased with our engagement, but in this case we also have the ability to 

sell other services.” 

  

As of networking, the respondent does not have an interest in it and therefore does not take 

part in such activities. Moreover, the respondent says that the easiest way to see if a customer 

is happy and the relationship is valuable is the way the client reacts when you meet. The 

respondent believes that the clients find it enjoyable when they meet and always get a smile 

from the clients and says “however, you can also look at a customer-satisfaction-index, we 

have been in top three many years in a row”. 

  

Lastly, the firm is active on LinkedIn where all partnership offices in Sweden are represented. 

Also, their Facebook, Instagram and Twitter shares all the content from the LinkedIn page. 

  

4.1.10 Company 10 

The tenth interview was held with an authorized public accountant who also is the office 

manager at the local office in Malmö. This firm has 18 employees and the office is the 

headquarters in Sweden. The firm is included in a partnership with multiple offices in 

Sweden and internationally. The firm offers services such as auditing, accounting, tax and 

corporate finance for their customers. 

  

Findings related to our theoretical framework 

The respondent said that at the firm they conducts a marketing plan together with other 

employees who have an interest in marketing. Besides, the respondent just recently was 

assigned office manager at the firm and came from a Big Four firm beforehand. The plan is to 

restructure how they work with marketing among other things, since the respondent wants 

every activity at the firm to have a clear purpose. 
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Furthermore, the firm is involved in various networks, for example the local football club and 

the business network Handelskammaren. Besides, some of the employees are also involved in 

other networks they find suitable for the firm. Also, the firm offers a magazine that is 

distributed twice a year, which they send to both customers and prospects. The firm is active 

on social media, they use Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn and Twitter. On these channels they 

show everything in their daily work, for example when they participate in various bank 

events, exhibit at trade shows, and show of employees at offices around Sweden and offer 

information about their monthly newsletter. 

  

The respondent talked about the relation between the firm and their customers, in the industry 

there is an index where digital measurements are done by “Svenskt Kvalitetsindex” every 

year. The respondent said “our firm was ranked highest in trust by all the customers, and we 

talk about that we should keep that ranking continuously”. They work hard on their quality in 

every service they offer for the customers. 

 

Furthermore, the respondent says that it takes a lot of time and effort to maintain customers 

and mean that in the end it is not about the money. 

 

“The money is not important, it is the relationship that should be interesting” 

  

Lastly, with the respondents experience from a Big Four-firm and talked about the fact that 

these firms also work with local marketing and it is not just organized from the head office or 

from above. Therefore, there are no restrictions for the employees to take part in different 

networks. 

“So if you want to participate in an activity or choose to be part of a network of your own 

choice, you are free to do so.” 

  

4.1.11 Company 11 

The eleventh interview was held with one of the three partners at this firm, who is an 

authorized public accountant. They are a total of 13 employees at the firm and the firm is 

included in a partnership that has three offices in Sweden and offices in over 100 countries 

which are all included in the network membership. In Sweden, this firm is in the top ten if 

you look at revenues. 

  

Findings related to our theoretical framework 

The respondent talked about how they work at the firm, and says that they all do the various 

tasks, everything from marketing, sales and the standard work tasks that is included in the job 

as an auditor. Marketing wise, even though they are part of a brand, they are allowed to 

conduct marketing activities they think is best suitable for the local firm, since they know 

their own market. Therefore they budget their activities on what feels suitable at the moment. 

Furthermore, some years ago they change their name to the well known brand name, but the 

respondent states that there were no revolutionary changes that came from this, since they 

believe that their customers choose them for their auditors and the personal relationship and 

service and not for the brand. 
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Moreover, the respondent talked alot about acknowledgement in various ways and gave an 

example; when they get a new customer they mean that the existing customer give them 

acknowledgement that the firm is doing a great job since they are willing to spread the word 

to others. 

  

As for specific marketing activities, they are part of a network that they think is beneficial for 

their firm. However, the respondent said that they are not members in the big local football 

club which is a big network in the city that many other auditing firms are supporting, because 

the people there are not the right customers for them. Besides, they sponsor different events 

and sport clubs but more in a charitable way. The respondent meant that they do not earn 

money on sponsoring, and if they choose to sponsor a club it could easily take a few years 

before they can secure a deal with the right persons or companies involved in the same club. 

 

Furthermore, the respondent says that since they are a smaller firm they often lose biddings 

on customers. This is due to the fact that the big four has cheaper prices but often adds to the 

price over the course of time, and this firm wants to build open and honest relationships and 

therefore they can not take pride in doing the same.  

 

“We focus on openness and honesty, that is how you build a long term relationship.” 

 

Also, the respondent mean that if they focus on engagement, relations and availability, the 

price will in the end be unimportant for the customers. 

 

In addition, the respondent tells us that they have high demands on the customers as well. The 

firm does not want anyone as a client and would rather choose to have less customers than 

many bad ones. 

  

Lastly, the company is on Twitter and LinkedIn but does not update it actively. The office in 

Malmö also have an Instagram which they update more frequently with their daily work and 

what they are doing. 

  

4.1.12 Company 12 

The twelfth interview was held with a respondent who has been with this firm since 2011, 

working with all different tasks and now works as an auditor assistant with an employment as 

an intern controller waiting in the near future. The current tasks of the respondent include 

working with personnel questions, the strategies of the firm etc. The firm in Halland has 25 

employees and a sister company in another city in Sweden. 

  

Findings related to our theoretical framework 

The firm conducts some tasks for their sister company, but they do their own marketing with 

the reason that they know their own market the best. 
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At the firm they do not set up a budget for the marketing. However, they sponsor different 

sports club where the employees are involved, in some ways where they practice the sport or 

where the employees children are practicing the sport. They also pay for Google Ads, where 

they should be in the top three when you search for an auditing firm in this city or if you are 

near the city. Every month they send out a newsletter to their customers, which is something 

they outsource in order for it to be good. The respondent said that they do not work actively 

with their web page, they have all the employees on display and the contact information but 

nothing else to read. When they search for new employees they either use their LinkedIn and 

sometimes they use traditional advertising in the daily newspaper to show that they want to 

recruit new staff. 

  

They are not involved in any networks, except for Timbanken where new companies can get 

assistance with corporate finance tasks from the firm and the firm gets some compensation 

for this. Mostly, new customer comes through recommendations from existing customers 

through word-of-mouth. 

 

The respondent says that they have had customers that has stayed around since the beginning. 

These customers, the long time loyal ones, are very profitable for the firm. 

 

“If we have a long time customer, we are more capable to help them plan for the future, 

which makes it a win-win situation for us and the customers” 

 

The respondent also says that the culture at the company is to give as much and as good 

service as possible, without putting a strain on the personal life of the staffers. The firm mean 

that after all it is a service industry and that means that the customers have higher 

expectations. The respondent says that since they are a service and have so many long time 

customers, they become very involved in their customers. 

“I believe that our customers really trust us, they even tell us too much about their personal 

life sometimes.” 
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5. Analysis 
 

In this chapter, an analysis of the collected data and the theoretical framework is presented. 

Firstly, a summary of the similarities and differences found in the collected empirical data is 

presented. The analysis is then divided into different themes based on the theory to make it 

easier for the reader. The analysis will focus on marketing strategies, word-of-mouth and 

relationships since these themes are central for this thesis and the research question. 

 
 

5.1 Similarities and differences 
In this section the authors will compare the similarities and differences between the 

companies with regard to marketing approaches, which the authors gathered through the 

empirical data collection. 

  

5.1.2 Similarities 

An empirical finding similar for all respondents was related to the six factors from Hunt et al. 

(2006). All respondents mention that these six factors are important for their relationship with 

their customers. The respondents mean that trust is an important factor in this industry when 

the firm is helping their customers with their business, since they have laws and regulations 

they need to take in account. A majority of the respondents said that they do not need to talk 

about these factors since the employees at the firm know about it and this is included in their 

daily work. Most of the respondents also mean that communication is important to avoid 

misunderstanding between the firm and the customer. 

  

A majority offer their customers different forms of knowledge building activities, such as tax 

days or seminars on a specific topic. For example, one company is planning on a seminar on 

the generation shift in companies. 

  

All companies have a newsletter that they send out to their customers via email, which they 

also publish on their web page. In several companies they outsource this specific service, for 

it to be as good as possible. 

  

Eleven of the twelve companies has their employees featured with pictures on their web page. 

The respondent from company 6 said “We believe in personal contact, in this digital world 

we still believe in the personal meetings” (personal communication, 3 April 2019). 

  

All respondents agree that word-of-mouth is an important part of their marketing and that it is 

an indicator of the fact that their marketing activities and hard work pays off. 

For all companies it is important to do a good job with high quality for their customers, and 

when the customers are satisfied they also talk to other people, company 10 said “a satisfied 

customer generates new customers” (personal communication, 5 April 2019). 
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5.1.3 Differences 

One thing that can vary between the companies is how they talk openly about new and lost 

customer at their firm. Most of the companies talk openly about their new customer, with the 

reason that the employees not should be near the new customer and it would be bias. All 

respondents mean that there is not often a customer quit or change firm with a reason like 

dissatisfaction. The most common reason which all the firm accept is when the customer is 

bought by another company, and this company have contact with another firm. There is also 

customer who quit when they put down their own activity. 

  

But when they talk about customer who leave, they do not talk about this in front of all the 

employees. Here all firms agreed that they talk about this on partner level, and of course with 

the employee who has worked with the customer. Company 8 means that “it is incredibly 

important, to talk about the lost customer, but it is more sensitive” (personal communication, 

4 April 2019). He also means that they can learn something if the reason was dissatisfaction, 

or if the relation between the customer and the employee at the firm was not good. 

  

There is a difference between how the firm work with marketing, four companies does not set 

up a marketing budget at all. Besides, five firms plan their marketing activities and set up a 

budget for it. Two firms does not plan all their activities on their own due to being part of a 

partnership were the activities are planned higher up. Furthermore, company 6 only plan their 

marketing activities, but choose not to budget for it in advance. 

 

 

5.2 Marketing in SME auditing firms 

5.2.1 Marketing strategies 

As has been shown, some of the companies neither budget or plan their marketing activities 

which is in line with the fact that marketing for SMEs is considered to often not involve 

formal plans (O’Donnell, 2011). However, if the eight companies that strategically plan or 

budget for their activities are studied, company 1 and 10, have 25 respective 18 employees 

which means that they have a larger amount of employees than most of the other respondents. 

SMEs often fail to strategically plan and perform marketing activities due to a limited amount 

of resources, such as knowledge, time and finance which can explain why the firms with a 

larger amount of employees put more effort in their marketing planning (O’Donnell, 2011). 

Also, two of the eight firms who plan are part of a partnership which means that their 

activities are planned at a higher level and they therefore have access to a greater amount of 

resources than those firms who operate on their own, such as company 9 that states “I see 

very little of marketing in my daily work since we have a marketing team in Stockholm that 

does all our marketing campaigns” (personal communication, 5 April 2019). However, 

company 12 has 25 employees but does not have either a budget or a strategy which indicates 

that resources in the form of employees is not the only reason behind planning and 

strategizing. In some cases, knowledge or solely interest in marketing as a subject can make 

or break whether a firm choose to strategize (Broberg et al., 2013). This is shown in company 

7 and also company 3, where the respondent stated: “my uninterest and lack of knowledge in 
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marketing and networking is why we only have a web page, that has not been updated in 

awhile” (personal communication, 21 March 2019). 

  

When discussing with company 4 and 11, they solely conducted marketing activities on 

impulse and what feels right at the time. That indicates that marketing in SMEs often is 

reactive instead of proactive (Ekonomifakta, 2018; O’Donnell, 2011). 

  

Company 2, which is a smaller company with 10 employees, does set up a budget even 

though small in resources. In this case however, the respondent has a very high interest in 

marketing and work strategically with marketing since they; “want to be an attractive 

employer and secondly, we want to strengthen our brand awareness and presence” (personal 

communication, 13 March 2019). 

  

As seen, a key factor in small firm growth is the appreciation of marketing (O’Donnell, 

2011). Also, as Broberg et al. (2013) stated, if the auditor has a positive attitude toward 

marketing they also spend more time on different marketing activities which can explain why 

company 2 operate as they do. In addition, if the auditors think that marketing is important 

and a valuable strategy, they also spend more time on that activity (Broberg et al., 2013). 

  

5.2.2 Relationships and relationship marketing 

In professional services marketing it is important to understand how and why customers 

make the decision to choose a specific service provider (Enerson et al, 2016). Even though it 

was hard for the respondents to pinpoint what made them different from their competitors, 

many stated that in an industry that is so standardized, the personal meeting and relationships 

is what both attracts and keeps customers. Company 7 have come to realize the benefits that 

comes with relationship marketing “if we have strong relationships with customers, we can 

charge a good amount for our services”, which often gets overlooked by managers in smaller 

firms (personal communication, 4 April 2019; Reijonen & Laukkanen, 2010). 

  

According to company 7 “clients often sees this type of service as a cost that is hard to 

motivate” (personal communication, 4 April 2019). This was made clear by many 

respondents, and is an indicator to why they try to deliver extended value aside from the 

service they offer and the competence related to that service. “We practice a substantial 

amount of networking, mostly to make it possible for our clients to network with us, so that 

they see a benefit with choosing our particular firm instead of a competitor” (company 6, 

personal communication, 3 April 2019). Company 8 states that even though they do not have 

the need to further market themselves, since they already have a high work burden, they 

always try to make the auditing experience more exciting for the customer, by offering 

extended value with personal presence. Since relationship marketing is not only about 

attracting new customers, this statement indicates that even though a firm already have a 

substantial amount of existing customers, firms can still use this type of marketing to nurture 

existing relationships (Eisingerich & Bell, 2007). 
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Furthermore, two firms are as mentioned, involved in a partnership and their main marketing 

activities are therefore controlled from the top of the firm. Enerson et al. (2016) however 

recommend that marketing activities and campaigns that originates from a higher level, 

should be communicated and implemented throughout the firm which can explain why these 

firms implement these previously decided activities but are also allowed to conduct their own 

local activities since they are most likely to know their own market the best. “For example, if 

an employee or their kids are involved with football, we try to support the club since the 

employees get recognition by doing so, and due to the fact that it is local” (company 6, 

personal communication 3 April 2019). 

  

This and the fact that many of the respondents let employees network if they want to, can be 

explained through the service marketing triangle where employees are recommended to 

collaborate in marketing activities (Baker & Magnini, 2016). According to company 10, they 

do not have any restrictions when it comes to their employees choice of marketing activities 

“so if you want to participate in an activity or choose to be part of a network of your own 

choice, you are free to do so” (personal communication, 5 April 2019). The same company 

allows the employees who have an interest in marketing to take part in the planning of future 

marketing activities which is in line with the service marketing triangle theory. 

In addition, the expanded 7P model include people as an additional element in order to be 

able to describe the marketing dynamics of a service sector like auditing more adequately 

(Enerson et al., 2016). The people factor, as explained previously, is related to customer, 

employees and management (Lin, 2011). As seen in the data collected, many respondents 

highlight that the reputation of their firm is in the people, and therefore the marketing 

activities, even if it is not defined as such, should be viewed as everyone’s role (Enerson et 

al., 2016; Lin, 2011). As the service triangle states, the customers along with the employees, 

co-create the service since there is an ongoing interaction between employees and the 

customer. A clear indicator of the importance of a functioning ongoing interaction between 

the employee and the customer is among others, company 6 that states: “it is an auditing 

firm’s Achilles heel that many staffers quit after some years” and mean that their clients are 

happier and more satisfied if there are only a few recurring employees involved on each case 

(personal communication, 3 April 2019). Moreover, as the services marketing triangle 

explains, in various service processes, many employees representing the firm create value for 

customers since they are directly engaged in sales and cross-sales activity, such as delivery, 

customer training, service and maintenance. Even though some of the respondents say their 

marketing is managed from above or is non existing, they still believe that the relationship 

between employees and clients are a fundamental aspect in their business. “The biggest part 

of marketing for our firms is that we and all of our employees do a good job“ (company 9, 

personal communication, 5 April 2019). Therefore, this means that the employees function as 

part-time marketers and are therefore involved in the marketing process even if they do not 

have the title of a marketer (Baker & Magnini, 2016; Enerson et al., 2016; Lin, 2011). 

  

However, the personal relationships can even sometimes take over much of the business 

relationships, since the auditor and the customer work closely and therefore form personal 

relationships on top of the professional relationship. A service like auditing is characterized 
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by the fact that there is an ongoing interaction between service provider and customer (Vargo 

& Lusch, 2004). Company 7 stated that “we become so close to our customers, that it can 

sometimes consume our private time, but still this engagement is what keeps the customers 

around” (personal communication, 4 April 2019). This indicates that the relationship quality 

in a service is, as stated in the theoretical framework, characterized by two crucial parts; 

social and professional relations (Wong and Sohal, 2002). Company 6 said “if the customer 

do not believe us to be competent enough, they would not hire us anymore and we would lose 

our competitiveness” (personal communication, 3 April 2019). However, competence is not 

the only determining factor of a high quality relationship. In a standardized and regulated 

industry like auditing, the competence has to be high, however the social relations are a big 

part of a successful, high quality relationship. 

  

“You are not like other auditors! It is fun when you come here” (company 8, personal 

communication, 4 April 2019). Many respondents state that their customers think it is fun 

when they come out to them, and the firms try to not be seen as a stiff accountant and 

therefore make strategic marketing decisions to engage with their customers on both a 

professional and social level. Company 7 said “we really care for our customers” (personal 

communication, 4 April 2019). 

  

Furthermore, small firms are often considerable dependent on a small amount of customers 

that repeatedly give the firm its business (Hills et al., 2008; O’Donnell, 2011). This is shown 

in the empirical data collected were nurturing existing customer relations is highlighted as 

important by many respondents due to the fact that keeping existing customers is less 

expensive than acquiring new ones. Company 1 said “a long time customer is loyal and we 

therefore try to nurture these relationships by offering digitalisation, advice and staying in 

touch with them over time” (personal communication, 12 March 2019). 

  

This also indicates that in professional services, offering added value to the main service can 

be highly important for competitiveness, since many customers struggle to identify cues that 

give them insight into the quality and effectiveness of the service, since it is difficult to 

separate outstanding service work from competent work (Enerson et al., 2016). Also owners 

often put emphasis on personal interactions such as direct communication with customers, in 

order to ensure that business will repeat itself, which indicates that offering advice and 

staying in touch can be a competitive way to attract and keep customers (O’Donnell, 2011). 

Company 9 said “the client will be pleased with our engagement, but in this case we also 

have the ability to sell another service” (personal communication, 5 April 2019). Also, firms 

who nurture their relationships will have an easier way with increasing purchase behaviour, 

activating word-of-mouth, customer satisfaction and loyalty (Eisingerich & Bell, 2007). For 

example company 6 states: 

We noticed that during our sporting events, where current customers can sport with 

us, it opened up for business questions that we do not have time for otherwise, which 

increase purchase behaviour and makes the customer more satisfied with our 

relationship” (personal communication, 3 April 2019). 
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Also, some respondents offers seminars to customers, which is a form of marketing were the 

overall value and service quality is increased due to the fact that it is a non selling, educating 

form of marketing that strengthens the professional relationship (Wong & Sohal, 2002). 

Generally the existing customers in small firms, are their most valuable asset and those small 

firms with a high success rate set aside a large amount of cost and effort in order to satisfy 

their existing customers preferences (Hills et al., 2008; O’Donnell, 2011). So, when 

networking, seminars and different events take time, a majority of the respondents understand 

how this strengthens and deepens the relationship and the customer’s perception of their 

competence. Since the quality of a relationship can be linked to the customer’s perception of 

how the relationship lives up to their goals, expectations and desires, it will take a big amount 

of cost and effort to accomodate the preferences of every single customer (Ndubisi, Kok 

Wah, et al., 2007). However by offering these types of value adding activities, relationship 

quality can easily be strengthened. For example company 9, takes part in strategic networking 

and offers both seminars and other events and states that “you can look at a customer-

satisfaction-index, we have been in top three many years in a row” (personal communication, 

5 April 2019). 

  

A majority of the firms market themselves, and then mostly through networking and 

sponsoring. However, company 8 specifically said that they do not conduct any marketing 

activities, and a substantial amount of the respondents said they did not do what they referred 

to as direct marketing. However, during the interviews, the authors often concluded that this 

was not the case, since the majority at least network or sponsor sport clubs. Often, 

professional services such as auditors practice some form of marketing, even if the activity is 

not presented as such (Enerson et al., 2016). The firms might not necessarily see it as 

relationship marketing, some do it solely because they think it is fun. While some understand 

the importance and have an interest in marketing, many overlook the long term benefits of 

having a relationship marketing strategy. “We only do marketing for our own profit, and take 

part in activities we think is fun, such as sports” (company 5, personal communication, 27 

March 2019). However some realize the importance of relationship, company 7 said “I am 

aware that marketing is not only about attracting customers, but also to compel the existing 

ones to stay. If we have a strong relationship with customers, we can charge a good amount 

for our services”, (personal communication, 4 April 2019). 

  

Relationship marketing strategies can also take time to implement, which can be seen with 

some respondents who think that networking is time consuming or boring. “Networking is 

however an activity that we often do not utilize since it is time consuming” (company 1, 

personal communication, 12 March 2019). 

Also, some companies stated that they do not personally like or have time to take part in 

business network, but still choose to sponsor sport clubs, which shows that there is a need to 

have an interest in the specific marketing activity, in order to be likely to spend time on it 

(Broberg et al., 2013). However, as for company 5 who did not get any value from their 

previous networking, created their own network in order to reach those long-time benefits 

that come from relationship marketing such as the creation of loyal customers (Ndubisi, Kok 

Wah, et al., 2007). “The purpose of the network is to help each other with customers and lift 
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customer questions to ease future issues” (company 5, personal communication, 27 March 

2019). 

  

Lastly, one company chose for a long time to not network, but soon realised that their 

competitors were active with these activities. “Previously, the owner did not find networking 

valuable, but realized that our main competitors were present at the local network gatherings 

and then decided to network in order to be known and relevant” (company 4, personal 

communication, 26 March 2019). This indicates that the strong competition in the industry 

creates changes in the attitudes and practices regarding marketing by auditors, and 

consequently also reshaping the auditing business itself (Broberg et al., 2013). 

  

5.2.3 Relationship marketing in social media 

Since relationship marketing also can be conducted through social media channels, the 

authors analyzed the social media channels of the interviewed companies. 

  

As stated previously, according to Wong and Sohal (2002) two crucial parts that characterize 

the relationship quality in a service are social relations and professional relations. The social 

relations are social interactions with the customers which can be communicated through 

social media. As for social media activities, a majority of the firms are present on different 

platforms. However, most of them are not active or frequent in their updates and therefore 

miss out on these social interactions. Company 4, made an active choice to not be on different 

platforms since their web designer pointed to the importance of a strategy. In line with other 

marketing activities in SMEs, a majority of the respondent lack strategies and formal plans in 

their social media marketing which can be why they are not frequent in updates (Hills et al., 

2008). Besides, company 2 even go against recommendations for social media and believe in 

quantity instead of quality, which is a clear indicator that marketing activities even in social 

media tend to be spontaneous and informal and expressed through ideas (Hills et al., 2008; 

O’Donnell, 2011; Stokes, 2000). 

  

Since high quality service delivery is closely linked to a successful relationship, a service 

firm has to have internal marketing, which include activities that a firm use to educate, 

motivate and reward employees so they can deliver high quality service to the customer 

(Baker & Magnini, 2016). This is in line with the fact that company 1 often presents 

employee of the month on their social media, and company 10 that uses their channels for 

employer branding were they present staffers and inform potential employees on how they 

can evolve with them. Also, company 7 states that “having a strong brand, can increase your 

chances for attracting and keeping the right employees which is just as important as the right 

customers” (personal communication, 4 April 2019). In line with this, company 2 stated as 

mentioned previously that “firstly we want to be an attractive employer and secondly, we 

want to strengthen our brand awareness and presence” and mean that these are the main 

reasons they are present on both Facebook and LinkedIn (personal communication, 13 March 

2019). 
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Furthermore, the two companies, 3 and 5 does not have social media at all, which can be in 

line with the fact that a lack of resources. Since these companies have only 3 respectively 6 

employees this indicates that promotional activities are linked to resources and the limitations 

in smaller firm will restrict such meaningful activities (O’Donnell, 2011). Moreover, 

advertising is in many cases rejected due to the high cost and that the effectiveness of 

advertising is difficult to quantify. 

In line with this is the fact that the company most active on social media, company 10, also 

has a substantial more amount of employees than company 3 and 5. 

  

In addition to the social relation, the professional relation is an important part of a 

quantitative relationship. Company 1 is part of a partnership, and therefore do not have any 

control over their web page and therefore made a strategic choice to create local profiles on 

both Facebook and Linkedin. They believe that in this way, they can reach out to local 

customers in the most suitable way for their particular customers, which demonstrates their 

competence that straightens the professional relation (Wong & Sohal, 2002). Another 

example of competence being portrayed through social media, is company 10 that show 

participation in various bank events, when they exhibit at trade shows, and show of 

employees and their competences. 

  

5.2.4 Word-of-mouth as a result of relationship marketing 

Company 3, 5 and 8 mentioned Word-of-mouth as an important part of their marketing 

without being asked by the authors. However a majority of the respondents highlighted the 

impact their satisfied customers had on their reputation. As seen in the theoretical framework, 

promotional activities are linked to resources of different kinds and are often rejected by 

SMEs due to the high costs (O’Donnell, 2011). Therefore, most small firms, as seen in the 

empirical data collected, rely on word-of-mouth from existing customers, to acquire new 

customers (Stokes, 2000). WOM will allow the firm to do more with less since it can reach a 

large amount of potential customers for a fraction of the cost of traditional marketing (Lang, 

2011). However, high quality customer service will be needed to survive the impact of the 

growing trend word-of-mouth (Tareq, 2018). Company 3 conducts no marketing activities, 

but still has a medium inflow of new customers due to recommendation by customers or 

people in their network. “When we ask them how they found the firm, it is often from satisfied 

customers, bankers or from searches online” (company 3, personal communication, 21 

March 2019). This also indicates that their existing customers are satisfied since satisfied 

customers tend to recommend these types of services to their network (Lang, 2011). Lang 

(2011) also stated that satisfied customers talk to five others, while those who are dissatisfied 

will talk to 15. Besides, most of the firms that rely completely or partly on WOM said that 

their customer satisfaction is very high and that they work hard to keep it that way, and also 

that recommendations from existing clients are very valuable for them which indicates that, 

as stated in the theoretical framework, satisfaction is a key component in WOM (Lang, 

2011). Also, as stated by company 10, in order to keep customer satisfaction and activate 

WOM, the quality of the service provided is highly important. However this is a factor that is 

solely based on the opinion of the customer, which means that every firm has to meet the 

expectations and needs of the customer on an individual level (Solimun & Fernandes, 2018). 
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Furthermore, company 8 rely solely on WOM from existing customers since they do not 

practice any marketing activities at all. Since they have the option to only rely on WOM, it 

indicates that they have loyal customers, since if a customer is willing to be a reference and 

recommend a specific service and firm they put their own reputation on the line. Besides, if a 

customer choose to recommend them, it indicates that they have gotten good value from the 

firm and are satisfied with the overall experience (Eisingerich & Bell, 2007). 

  

Company 6 arrange different events that promotes their knowledge and value in a non selling 

way, in this way they activate word-of-mouth through their marketing. If a client meets with 

a friend or contact, they are more likely to tell this person about the auditor if there is a fun 

context, for example sporting. Also, as stated in the theoretical framework by Ng et al. (2011) 

services customers rely most on both advice and suggestions from other customers who have 

bought the same service, and also trust another customer more than marketing efforts from 

the firm itself. 

  

Company 9 also strongly believes that the biggest part of their marketing is that they do a 

good job and they continually get new customers from WOM, which might be very important 

for them since the respondent stated that their marketing activities are only semi-structured. 

Since their main goal is to do a good job, customer satisfaction is a big part of their everyday 

job. Customer satisfaction is achieved when the customer considers that the services delivers 

a high level of fulfilment (Gonçalves & Sampaio, 2012). This is also applicable to company 

11 stated that they get a large amount of acknowledgement from the fact that their existing 

customers are willing to spread the word to others, since they then must consider the firm to 

do a good job. 
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6. Conclusion and future implications 
 

In this concluding chapter, the authors have chosen to in a concluding manner answer the 

research question based on the discussion in the previous chapter, in order to provide a clear 

picture of the thesis results. Also, implications and further studies are presented.

 
  

6.1 Conclusion 
The purpose of this study was to describe how SME auditing firms practice relationship 

marketing. The study took of in theories about services, professional services, SMEs and 

relationship marketing with the goal to provide a new theoretical framework contribution. 

Also, the previous research functioned as a basis and starting point for the remaining of the 

study. Moreover, empirical data from twelve respondents from SME auditing firms has in 

combination with the theory has been analyzed in order to draw conclusions and answer the 

study’s research question. 

  

How do SME auditing firms practice relationship marketing? 

  

After analyzing the data findings, it can be concluded that many of the interviewed firms 

practice relationship marketing activities, even though they are not defined as such by the 

firms. Due to the fact that their activities are not defined as marketing by themselves, this will 

also impact the possibility to strategically plan and budget for it. Hence, many firms work 

reactively with marketing instead of proactively. Even the firms that do plan their marketing 

activities, have a semi structured approach that does not take every aspect of relationship 

marketing in account, such as social media. 

  

In addition, a majority of the firms rely on, and value, positive word-of-mouth from their 

existing customers, and therefore seek to satisfy them in order for them to be loyal. 

  

Therefore, it can be concluded that the interviewed SME auditing firms practice relationship 

marketing by offering extended value to their customers. Even if the firms lack strategies 

revolving relationship marketing, a majority still tries to offer value on top of the service they 

provide. For some firms it is answering a phone call on their free time and for others it is 

offering value through knowledge building seminars. Besides, a deep involvement in the 

customers and the development of their businesses seem to be a method of retaining and 

satisfying customers. 

  

Furthermore, it can be concluded that relationship marketing should be seen as the job of all 

employees, due to the fact that all the auditors at the firm are representatives of the firm, who 

in most cases outnumber the traditional marketers and carry out the professional and social 

relationships with customers on a daily basis. In order for this to be possible, an auditing firm 

has to have internal marketing which are all the activities that a firm use to educate, motivate 

and reward employees so they can deliver high quality service to the customer 
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Also, the authors can conclude that marketing activities in SME auditing firms, are not only 

linked to resources but also to the sole interest in marketing that in some cases can determine 

if the firm will practice any marketing activities at all. Besides, an understanding of the 

benefits of relationship marketing has on the overall performance will also have a large 

impact on the efforts put into marketing. However, resources will also impact marketing 

activities, and the authors can conclude that the firms involved in partnerships or with a 

higher amount of employees generally work more strategically with relationship marketing 

and incorporate multiple aspects of relationship marketing such as networking, value building 

activities and social media. Whether smaller companies choose to conduct only one activity 

such as sponsoring football clubs, due to time constraints. As a result, limited resources in 

combination with a lack of interest or knowledge on marketing, will greatly impact how and 

if SME auditing firms work with relationship marketing. 

  

  

6.2 Practical and theoretical implications 
SME auditing firms are dependent on their often small portfolio of existing customers. 

Besides, no matter the industry, all firms should vest interest in the relationship with their 

customers, since it is closely linked to satisfaction, loyalty, positive word-of-mouth and 

increased purchase behaviour. 

 

6.2.1 Theoretical implications 

As stated in the introduction, the combination of marketing and auditing is fairly new, due to 

their diverse business functions. This study, together with previous research, provide a deeper 

understanding in marketing for auditors. The different topics in the study, such as SMEs and 

marketing, are separately, well studied in themselves. However, this study combines auditing 

with SME marketing which makes the study theoretical valuable to the field.  

 

When it comes to theoretical implications, most aspects of the result are previously known 

since the result correlate with previous research about marketing for SME service firms, and 

these results can therefore also be applied to SME auditing firms. The study shows that most 

SME auditing firms practice relationship marketing even if they do not define the activities as 

such. Also, to which extent these relationship marketing activities are conducted, is strongly 

dependent on the amount of resources available in the firm, such as time and finance. Since 

these results are in line with previous research, these theoretical implications function as 

strengthening the theory and previous results in the field. The study has combined fields and 

gives a deeper understanding of the concept of relationship marketing for auditors. 

 

6.2.2 Practical implications 

This study contributes to managers looking to learn more about the benefits of adopting a 

strategic approach to relationship marketing.Also how they practically can emphasize the 

importance of relationship marketing in order to implement it in their business. From a 

managerial point of view, there is a need to understand that the firm can not just establish 

relationships with customers and seek to satisfy them, they must also define strategies and 

invest resources to deepen those relationships, in order to stimulate retention and loyalty, 
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which in the end will improve company profit. The managers of auditing firms can then pass 

on the knowledge from this SME auditing study to their employees since they are a vital part 

of relationship marketing. With this knowledge, firms can together with their employees raise 

awareness and see practical benefits from proactive marketing planning such as the retention 

of customers and an increase in selling. 

  

Auditing firms can also use the findings from this study to strengthen social and professional 

relations in their social media communication efforts. Having a formal marketing plan 

alongside with a clear understanding of the value relationships has on the business can 

improve the overall performance of a firm. 

  

  

6.3 Further studies 
With the nature of our study being exploratory, descriptive and qualitative, the authors have 

provided a base of knowledge to support future studies. The results the authors have 

uncovered are broad, meaning that many areas are covered, however, there is still room for 

expansion of knowledge and theory. 

  

In terms of research on relationship marketing in SME auditing firms, future studies could 

look into what aspects characterize successful relationship marketing strategies in companies 

that already have implemented and worked with a successful relationship marketing strategy 

for some time. 

  

In addition, future studies could incorporate a larger amount of respondents or perhaps a 

larger demographics, in order for the result to be more generalizable. 

  

Specifically, it would be interesting to conduct a study on how relationships develop over 

time depending on the customer lifecycle and how this impact the choice of strategy when it 

comes to relationship marketing. 
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Appendix 1: Interview guide 
  

● Short about the respondent: 

● Number of years at the firm: 

● Current position: 

● Total amounts of employees: 

  

Marketing at their firm 

The authors let the respondents speak freely about their work with marketing at the firm. The 

authors asked them to explain if they work with budget, marketing plan and how they work 

with networking. 

1. There are studies that show that smaller companies in regards to bigger companies, 

have limited resources (for example, time, financial and also knowledge regarding 

marketing). Do you think this is correct at your firm, that it could be difficult to get 

the time to do the marketing or that you do not have the knowledge how to do it on 

your own? 

The authors explain what relationship marketing is about. 

1. A fundamental assumption in relationship marketing, is that a long term loyal 

customer is more profitable than acquiring new ones. Through a number of activities, 

customer profitability is attained in the existing relationship. This starts with a 

perceived value that creates customer satisfaction, which strengthens the relationship. 

- Is this something you and your firm considered with regards to your marketing 

activities? 

2. Customer service is considered as a way to keep existing customer, how do you look 

at this, and do you discuss this openly at the firm? If you lose a customer, do you 

know the reason for this and how do you talk about new and lost customers at the 

firm? 

3. In the relationship between the customer and the auditor or accounting consultant, 

there is a personal contact which is important in relationship marketing, do you think 

the choice of employee responsible for a case can affect the relationship? 

4. To achieve successful relationship marketing, there are theories that talks about six 

factors for successful relational exchanges. The six factors include trust, commitment, 

cooperation, keeping promises, shared values and communications. Do you actively 

take these factors into consideration in relationships with existing and new customers? 

5. How do your firm creates value for the customers? 

6. How does the industry look like? Do you need to recruit new customer and is it 

difficult due to the high competition in the business? 

7. If the firm does not need to recruit new customers: to keep customers today it is about 

to see which help they need in order to be able to streamline their work, for example 

wages, tax etc., what is your opinion on this? 

8. In your firm you offer services such as accounting and auditing, is there any 

difference between your work with marketing for these two departments? 

9. Does your firm take part in networking? If yes, how does this work? 
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Linked to the audit obligations abolished 2010 

1. Has there been any changes since 2010 when the mandatory audit duty was removed 

for SMEs? 

2. What was the biggest difference at your firm since the audit duty abolished? (If the 

respondent did not worked at this firm during this time: what do you remember from 

this time?) 

3. Can you see that the competition between the firms in your town has increased since 

the audit obligation abolished or of any other event in the outside world? 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

62 
 

Appendix 2: Operationalization chart 
 

Theory Reference Question 

SME marketing Reijonen & Laukkanen (2010) 1 

Relationship marketing Tareq (2018) 2 

Small firm marketing activities Tareq (2018) 

O’Donnell (2011) 

3 

Relationship marketing Eisingerich & Bell (2007) 

Casidy & Wymer (2016) 

Tareq (2018) 

4 

Relationship marketing Huny, Arnett & Madhavaraam (2005) 5 

Customer satisfaction Gonçalves & Sampaio (2012) 

Solimun & Fernandes (2018) 

6 

Small firm marketing activities  O’Donnell (2011) 7, 8 

Marketing  No specific reference 9 

Networking Resnick, Cheng, Simpson & Lourenço 

(2016) 

Menelec & Jones (2015 

10 

Audit obligation Bechwati (2011) 11, 12, 13 
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Appendix 3: Mail to respondents 
  

Hello! 

  

We (Inez Nastasi and Sandra Granfeldt) are two students who currently are on our last 

semester on the programme in Business and Economics at the University in Halmstad. We 

are writing a master thesis and are wondering if there is anyone at your firm who would be 

interested in helping us answering some questions related to our thesis? 

  

Our thesis is about how auditing firms work with relationship marketing. The person willing 

to conduct an interview does not need any knowledge about marketing, he or she should just 

be open for an interview and it does not matter if the respondent has any other main 

responsibilities aside from auditing. 

  

We estimate that the interview will take about 60 minutes to conduct. 

  

If you have any questions you can reach us on this email or call Sandra at 0735-XX XX XX. 

  

Best regards, Inez Nastasi & Sandra Granfeldt 
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