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Sammanfattning 
Idag är det vedertaget att det är vitalt för företag att involvera kunderna i produktutvecklingen 
för att bättre förstå marknadens behov och maximera värdeskapandet av produkterna. Denna 
involvering kommer att resultera i en ökad innovationskapacitet för organisationen. Denna 
fallstudie har för avsikt att besvara forskningsfrågan; hur ska ett medelstort högteknologiskt 
företag fördela kundinformationsflödet på ett systematiskt tillvägagångssätt för att öka 
innovationskapaciteten? Forskningsmetodiken består av tre delar; såsom förstudie, social 
nätverksanalys, samt intern och extern benchmarking. Förstudien består av 21 intervjuer internt 
i organisationen och det sociala nätverket baseras på en enkät, som 49 individer har besvarat. 
Benchmarkingen har involverat sex individer från en intern avdelning och två intervjuer med 
externa företag inom samma bransch. 

Resultatet tyder på att mängden interaktioner med externa kunder bör reduceras för att 
systematiskt och strukturerat inhämta kundinformationen. För att öka informationsflödet inom 
organisationen bör en särskild avdelning, som har daglig kontakt med alla avdelningar, ha en 
informationsspridande roll som överför informationen från marknadsavdelningen till resterande 
avdelningar internt. Därtill bör spridningen av kundinformation integreras i den dagliga 
arbetsprocessen, då det underlättar att anamma och använda informationen i det dagliga arbete. 

Nyckelord: social nätverksanalys, kundinteraktion, kundinformationsflöde, innovations- 
förmåga. 
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Abstract 
Nowadays, it is well known that it is highly important to involve the customers in the product 
development in order to better understand the needs of the market, increase the relations to 
customers and maximize the value creation of the products. This will result in a higher 
innovation capacity for the organization. This case study intends to answer the research 
questions, how to allocate the customer information flow in a systematic approach at a medium 
size high technology company in order to increase the innovation capacity. The research 
methodology consists of three different parts including pre study, social network analysis, and 
internal and external benchmarking. The pre study consists of 21 interviews internally in the 
organization and the social network analysis is based on a survey, which 49 individuals have 
answered. The benchmarking involves six employees from another department and two 
interviews with external companies within the same business.  

The results indicate that the amount of customer interactions with external parties must be 
decreased in order to systematically receive and maintain customer information. In order to 
increase the information flow within the organization a specific department, that have daily 
contacts with almost all departments, should act as a transmitting function as they would 
connect marketing with research and development. Furthermore, the customer information 
should be included in the daily working process as it is easier for the employees to embrace and 
jointly utilize this information.  

Keywords: social network analysis, customer interaction, customer information flow, 
innovation capacity.  
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 INTRODUCTION 
In this chapter the background and problem definition is presented, followed by purpose, 
research questions and delimitation. This section provides a framework of the study and 
presents the reasons for the emerge of this study. 

1.1 Background and Problem definition 
Nowadays it is known that an increased customer interaction will result in a higher innovation 
capacity for the company. The increased interactions will provide a better understanding of the 
market needs, increase partner relationships, and it will minimize the amount of potential errors 
in the product development (Foss et al., 2011). All these factors are important for a company to 
manage to survive on the market. The increased amount of interactions are also beneficial for 
the customers, since they can influence the product development by expressing feedback, needs 
and future plans (Enkel et al., 2005). It is therefore important to create a long-term commitment 
to customers in order to create a valuable relationship (Freng Svendsen et al., 2011). For 
companies to survive on the competitive market it is nowadays a need to think about their 
innovation capacity and their interactions with customers (Laursen and Salter, 2006). One 
problem when interacting with customers is the integration of the gained information into the 
companies’ daily work. The difficulty is to utilize the customer information in a systematic and 
efficient approach, since only increasing the amount of integrations will not enhance the 
customer understanding and the profitability in the product development (Deng and Davidson, 
2013). For companies, it is of importance to optimize the customer contact to keep it as good 
as possible  (Gales and Mansour-Cole, 1995). For the companies to create a systematic way of 
managing customer information it is a need to present the current state of information exchange 
to be able to see how much customer interactions that exists and were in an organization there 
is a need for information to be shared internally. For a company it is critical to have the ability 
to recognize what type of information that is of value to them and then be able to embrace and 
apply it internally, which is defined as a company’s absorptive capacity according to Cohen 
and Levinthal (1990).  

It is not only of importance to analyze the future intake of customer information and the amount 
that is optimal, but also how it is being transferred internally. Previous research presents several 
critical aspects when communicating internally in an organization. One aspect that is critical is 
the communications across boundaries in the organization and especially between the 
marketing department and R&D. The increased cooperation between these departments are 
argued by researchers to lead to more profitable products (Griffin and Hauser, 1993; Leenders 
and Wierenga, 2002; Griffin and Hauser, 1996). Another aspect is that the information flow 
often has no structural way of spreading and that the amount of interactions is too many. 
According to Tushman (1977), the information should flow through a few vital network nodes 
between the departments in an organization to increase the structure of the information flow. It 
is also presented that a difficulty when transferring information is the understanding of the 
information outside of the context that it was created in, e.g. the converting of customer 
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information to technical attributes that are understandable for R&D (Deng and Davidson, 2013; 
Akao, 2004; Kaulio, 1998).  

When companies grow in size they have a tendency to become hierarchical, since they need to 
have several middle managers, which results in that the information has to pass several steps to 
reach all the employees in the organization. It can then become difficult to have an open and 
free flow of information and it is therefore of importance to perform improvement work to 
increase the flow of information internally. Previous studies have presented that the process of 
transferring customer information can be both a costly and difficult process to manage, as the 
information can be perceived as “sticky”, meaning that it is hard to transfer the information 
between employees in the organization, which can result in delays to the market (Von Hippel, 
1994).  

As previously described, it is today vital for companies to manage customer interactions, in 
order to have a better customer understanding and an increased innovation capacity. However, 
managing customer interactions entails difficulties, such as collecting the customer information 
in a systematic and efficient approach. Other critical aspects are the internal communication 
across boundaries in the organization and the transferring, embracing and utilizing of the 
customer information internally. In an earlier study, it is proposed to further investigate 
information sharing concerning the users and customers (Wadell et al., 2013). For these reasons 
there is a need to investigate how organizations can manage customer interactions efficiently 
and thereafter transfer that information internally. In addition, there is a need for further analysis 
on how the customer information flow systematically can be developed in order to increase the 
company’s innovation capacity. 

1.2 Purpose 
This study contributes in expanding the existing research about the value of utilizing customer 
information flow, which today has been limited investigated. The main purpose of this study is 
to find a way to allocate the customer information flow throughout an organization in a 
systematic and efficient way in order to create a better understanding of the customers’ 
demands, future visions and feedback. The reason is to enhance the innovation capacity in the 
organization and to keep a competitive advantage on the market. Additionally, investigations 
of the informal networks in a company are needed to identify the customer information flows 
and to optimize the distribution of the information internally. The aim is to propose a systematic 
approach on how to manage customer information at a high technology company, Company X.  

The Company X has a business that is characterized by technologically advanced products with 
a long and costly development cycle. The company originally developed products for military 
use, but has now expanded their market shares to the commercial market. As the market is 
exposed to a high competition the Company X wants to increase their knowledge about the 
customers’ need, future visions and feedback in order to maximize the value of the products 
and to keep a competitive position at the market. The company has today a lot of knowledge 
about their customers and the quantity of the information that each employee has access to 
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varies considerably, which indicates that the transfer of customer information internally is 
limited and inadequate.    

1.3 Research Questions 
The master thesis consists of a case study at a medium size high technology company and the 
aim is to perform profound analysis on how the company can increase their customer 
understanding in the organization and how the information should flow to increase the exchange 
and value of the customer interactions internally. This due to that previous research presents a 
need for increased information flow in order to stay competitive and increase the innovation 
capacity (Cohen and Levinthal, 1990; Barua et al., 2007; Wagner, 2006). The study will also 
present a framework of how to increase the information flow in a high technology company. 
The study intends to answer the following research question; 

RQ1: How to allocate the customer information flow systematically at a medium size high 
technology company in order to increase the innovation capacity?  

To answer this question and receive an understanding of how to allocate the customer 
information flow, it is of importance to analyze where the information should be flowing and 
what role in the organization that will manage this exchange. The subqueries, clarifying and 
expanding the research question, are described as followed; 

RQ2: How can a high technology company structure the interactions with customers in order 
to capture and enhance the value of the customer interactions?  

RQ3: How can a high technology company distribute the customer information internally in an 
efficient approach?  

1.4 Delimitations 
In order to successfully accomplish this master thesis several delimitations of the scope have 
been made. The study is only investigating the flow of customer information from the external 
customers towards the high technology company, Company X, and then the spreading 
internally. The reason why the customers’ opinions are not included in this study is due to the 
sensitive information. The information flow internally is also limited to only analyzing one 
product area and departments related to their business. The customer information is defined as; 
customers’ needs and demands, future visions, and feedback and the information flow is divided 
into three steps; customer contact, transmission of information between departments, and 
internal information exchange in the departments. There is also a focus on R&D as an 
innovative department since the company is technical driven. 
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 FRAME OF REFERENCE 
This chapter presents a literature study that consists of scientific concepts and facts that will 
be the base in answering the research questions in this study. Initially, an explanation of 
customer information flow and its impact on the innovation capacity in a company is presented. 
In order to increase the information flow, you have to investigate how the social networks and 
distribution roles are shaped internally. Therefore, it is a need for an explanation of the 
different roles and their impact on information flow, regarding both external and internal 
information exchange.  

2.1 Customer information and innovation capacity 
Today it is well known that managing innovation, including both incremental and radical, is 
vital for companies in order to have a competitive advantage over time (West and Bogers, 2014; 
Laursen and Salter, 2006; Chesbrough, 2003). There exists several definitions of innovation 
and the chosen definition for this master thesis is that innovation is a new (radical) or improved 
(incremental) product, process, method, external relation, organization or business practice that 
becomes a business (Mortensen and Bloch, 2005; Wadell, 2014). Far too many companies rely 
on internal knowledge as information sources, which can prevent companies from recognizing 
and utilizing valuable knowledge existing outside of the organization (West and Bogers, 2014; 
Laursen and Salter, 2006; Chesbrough, 2003). Moberg et al. (2002) claims that the practice of 
information sharing is vital for organizations to remain competitive and enhance profitability. 
An increase of the information flow also enhances the innovation performance, improves the 
efficiency, effectiveness and the company’s respond to customers’ changing needs (Cohen and 
Levinthal, 1990; Barua et al., 2007; Wagner, 2006). For the company to increase the flow it is 
critical to possess the ability to recognize the value of new external information and be able to 
assimilate and apply it internally (Cohen and Levinthal, 1990). Cohen and Levinthal (1990) 
named this ability the company’s absorptive capacity and it is a function of the recipient’s 
knowledge before a transfer. If the information flow is restricted, the organization’s ability to 
adapt to environmental changes is drastically reduced (Barua et al., 2007; Wagner, 2006; 
Johanson, 2000). 

2.1.1 Innovation capacity  

Innovation capacity can be defined as the continuous improvement of the overall capabilities 
that a firm possesses to generate innovations for new product development to meet market needs 
(Szeto, 2000; Boly et al., 2014). Many research studies confirm that to increase the innovation 
capacity, an established firm must consider working closer to customers to receive an insight 
of the market. It is therefore of importance to understand the linkage between the market and 
the firm’s performance which often reflects the outcome of the business (Foss et al., 2011). It 
is also important to create a long-term perspective and commitment to customers in order to 
create a valuable relationship (Freng Svendsen et al., 2011). However, recent studies have 
indicated that employees have become closer connected to their users, resulting in that too many 
employees seek information externally, which can lead to a corrupted user-producer 
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relationship. (Deng and Davidson, 2013). According to Foss, Laursen and Pedersen (2011), 
there are three courses of action to increase the capacity of innovation in an organization. 
Firstly, an increased delegation of decisions will increase the ability of obtaining external 
knowledge and information into the organization. Secondly, firms must have transparent 
communication channels, both vertical and horizontal, in order to facilitate distribution of 
information internally. Lastly, the employees need the right conditions and encouragement to 
exchange information, resulting in an increased ability to identify, capture and exploit 
knowledge from outside the firm (Foss et al., 2011).  

2.1.2 Integration of customer information  

It is highly important to involve different customers in the product development and to gather 
information from several domains even though it is hard to collect (Wadell and Björk, 2012; 
Tushman, 1977). The collected information and knowledge from customers needs to be 
assimilated into the development process (De Moor et al., 2010). The reason is to prevent 
developing innovations that only fit a niche market or few specific customers (Wadell and 
Björk, 2012; Gruner and Homburg, 2000; Gassmann et al., 2010). In the research by Gales and 
Mansour-Cole (1995) it shows that both the frequency and quantity of the customer contact is 
highly connected to the project outcome in terms of innovation success. A critical aspect 
concerning the communication are the boundary between R&D, production, and the marketing 
& sales department. More specifically, it is the communication across organization boundaries 
that are difficult as the work differs between departments. According to Tushman (1977) the 
communication between departments should go through a few vital network nodes in the social 
network in order to increase and structure the flow.  

The research and development (R&D) department is often viewed as the most innovative and 
central function in a company as they need valuable external information to develop new 
products that match the market and the customer’s needs. One of the most important sources of 
external information are competitors within the same market (Macdonald and Williams, 1992). 
Well-established research argues that an important factor in new-product success is the 
cooperation and communication between marketing, R&D and manufacturers. This 
collaboration between the departments has also indicated an increase of more profitable 
products (Griffin and Hauser, 1993; Leenders and Wierenga, 2002; Griffin and Hauser, 1996). 
The value of this collaboration is due to the fact that the marketing department often has diverse 
customer information that could benefit the work at the R&D department (Wadell, 2014). To 
increase this communication, the tool, Quality function deployment (QFD) can be used, which 
transfers the customer’s needs into engineering characteristics for the products that are easier 
to interpret for the R&D department and more value based (Akao, 2004; Kaulio, 1998). The 
customers’ needs are also known as the “Voice of the Customer”, which is a strategic and 
operational input where the needs for a product are identified and prioritized to receive an 
indication of its importance to the customers (Griffin and Hauser, 1993).  It is acknowledged 
that if the employees in the R&D department have a good understanding about their customers’ 
needs, they have a much higher innovation performance (Wadell et al., 2014).  
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However, receiving customer information in the early and late stages of an innovation project 
or in the product development is preferable, since the customer information is a useful 
knowledge that is difficult to receive from anyone else than the customers themselves (Wadell 
et al., 2014; Chatterji and Fabrizio, 2014; Kim and Wilemon, 2002). One crucial aspect in the 
phase of new product development is to socialize both with external actors and colleagues 
(Wadell et al., 2014).  

2.1.3 Customer information flow 

Katz et al. (1979) stated that “the nature of the communication linkage affects technical 
performance”. It is therefore important for an organization to increase and encourage 
information sharing to keep a competitive advantage in the long term (Barua et al., 2007; 
Wagner, 2006). It requires a free flow of information throughout the organization in both 
informal and formal structures, which should be supported by the company (Hatala and Lutta, 
2009). The ideal information exchange is when it is a high density in the network, when people 
are sharing information between and within groups and an open and free culture is encouraged 
in the company. Information should also be commonly defined as a tool that is used to 
accomplish the organization’s missions, visions, and strategic directions (Hatala and Lutta, 
2009). The social structures can be identified by analyzing the individual's position (centrality) 
in the network and the organizations formal structure (Scott, 2012; Wasserman and Faust, 
1994). 

2.1.4 Transfer of information  

“Transfer” is referring to movement of knowledge and information in an organization and 
depends on the individuals that are involved. The transfer process consists of four different 
stages; initiation, implementation, ramp-up, and integration. The first stage is the initiation, 
which consist of all events and activities that leads to the decision for a transfer. It starts with a 
need of knowledge that coexist within the organization. The second phase is when a resource 
flows between the recipient and the source establishing social ties between the nodes to fit the 
expected needs of the recipient. The following stage, ramp-up, starts when the recipient uses 
the information that has been transferred and pass it on in the organization. The last stage, the 
integration, starts when the information becomes generally accepted and integrated into the 
organization and starts to jointly being utilized (Szulanski, 1996).  

A major finding of Gabriel Szulanski’s research (1996) is the recipient’s lack of absorptive 
capacity when transferring information, which results in ambiguity and a difficult relationship 
between the source and the receiver. The knowledge and information that is transferred can be 
perceived as “sticky”, meaning that it is hard to transfer the customer information between 
employees in the organization. The reason why the transfer is difficult is because information 
is hard to be understood outside of the context that it was created in (Deng and Davidson, 2013). 
Transferring customer information can both be costly and a hard process to manage as it can be 
perceived as “sticky”, which can result in delays to the market (Wadell and Björk, 2012; Von 
Hippel, 1994). However, the absorptive capacity is vital for companies’ ability to value, 
assimilate and apply new knowledge successfully and it is therefore important to invest in their 
absorptive capacity. There are two factors that affect companies’ absorptive capacity, first the 
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quantity of knowledge that is exploited and second the difficulty of learning, assimilating and 
using the information (Cohen and Levinthal, 1990).  

The absorptive capacity is intangible with indirect benefits, and one major reason is that user’s 
knowledge includes tacit elements, like ideals, values, commitments and emotions, which are 
difficult to communicate (Wadell et al., 2014; Cohen and Levinthal, 1990). Communication 
barriers can be reduced if the employees have the same interpersonal ties or have the same 
learning experiences (Deng and Davidson, 2013). An informal contact with customers is 
advantageous when transferring vague, multifaceted and novel information, it could preferably 
be performed in face-to-face communication (Deng and Davidson, 2013). 

2.2 Social networks and distribution roles 
The most important way to transfer information between employees is in social interactions and 
more particularly in the face-to-face communication in the daily work (Wadell et al., 2014). It 
has been presented that if the individuals at the marketing and sales department are not well 
connected to the customers it results in a low customer orientation, including understanding 
about customer needs (Dion and Assimakopoulos, 2013). 

It is often visualized in social networks that individuals in a higher formal position within an 
organization imply an administrative role, which makes them less accessible and useful for 
coworkers. Another factor that has a negative effect on the interaction between co-workers is 
the physical distance between colleagues, which often results in reduced encounters (Cross et 
al., 2002).  

The size of an individual’s social networks can be estimated depending on how many 
individuals the person knows both formally and informally. A strong relationship provides a 
higher value than a weaker relationship because the individuals are more accessible, more 
willing to help others and have created a mutual trust (Krackhardt, 1992). It is not enough to 
add some group activities to improve the informal networks and to get the organization more 
effective, instead it is of importance to openly and systematically start working with informal 
networks (Cross and Prusak, 2002). Frequent interactions with users and customers have 
indicated an increased communication that is important when solving disagreements or 
misunderstandings between users and developers (Wadell et al., 2014).  

2.2.1 Central Connector 

The central connector is the individual that connects most actors in an informal network, and is 
the typical go-to person. They are not usually the formally designed go-to person within the 
unit or department, but they have the knowledge of where in the organization the information 
could be of use. The role demands a lot of effort from the individuals in spending time in 
communicating and helping the people in the network. This effort is not easily noticed and 
therefore not encouraged and rewarded enough by the company. Companies need to reward 
these individuals to keep them motivated in connecting the informal network (Cross and Prusak, 
2002). 
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The central connectors often have a positive outcome in linking colleagues together and 
increasing the productivity, but if the work is growing too big and their time is not enough they 
easily become a bottleneck and a drawback, which can hold back the informal networks. If the 
central connector is inefficient in its role, it might be because the individual has had the role 
since the network was first formed and may not be suitable for it any more. It is difficult for 
other individuals in the network to replace this connector, since the role has been established 
from the beginning (Cross and Prusak, 2002).  

2.2.2 Peripheral specialist 

The peripheral specialist is the individual providing specialized knowledge and is located in the 
peripheral of the information network (Long et al., 2013). They are operating on the periphery 
and are characterized by having a low closeness in the network (Alberto and Fabio, 2010). 
These people have a vital role in the network, possessing unique knowledge, and therefore 
management often try to socialize these individuals to increase the networks. This could be an 
expensive mistake, distracting them from staying ahead in their fields, which could lead to a 
reduced advancement in their expertise (Cross and Prusak, 2002). 

2.2.3 Boundary spanners 

Katz et al. (1979) argues that boundary roles are necessary for development projects to deal 
effectively with external domains. The boundary spanner connects an informal network with 
other parts of the organization or a similar network, it could be performed by collecting external 
information and communicating the information internally (Cross and Prusak, 2002). The 
boundary spanner is the link between the boundaries and its task is to adopt and customize the 
information to make it suitable for each actor in the organization. Their role is also to maintain 
a relationship for each side of the boundary i.e. both sides of the subgroups, departments or 
team. These individuals are often within the marketing and sales department (Wadell and Björk, 
2012; Allen, 1969).  

Boundary spanners refers to as the individuals that manage external groups within its own 
environment and then acts as brokers that collect the needed information and coordinates it to 
the individuals within the internal groups (Deng and Davidson, 2013; Dion and 
Assimakopoulos, 2013). They take the time to communicate with individuals from many 
different departments, e.g. marketing, R&D and production (Cross and Prusak, 2002). 
According to Katz et al. (1979) there are two different ways for a project to communicate 
effectively, through widespread direct contact between all members or through boundary 
spanners. They argue that when a task becomes more complex or universal in orientation the 
first option, a widespread contact, is of preference and it is preferably conducted in face-to-face 
meetings trough teams or task forces. If the task on the other hand was less complex or more 
particularistic orientated, it is more effective to use boundary spanners.  

2.2.4 Gatekeepers 

The gatekeeper has a strong connection to external information outside of the organization and 
the role is to share that information with individuals within the organization. Furthermore, 
gatekeepers recognize what information that is valuable for which coworkers within the 
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organization. A central activity of a gatekeeper is controlling what information passes onto the 
organization, and this creates a filter of what information the gatekeeper argues is of value. The 
gatekeepers have a vital role in the organization in being a source of information, since the 
information is necessary for the firm to be innovative (Macdonald and Williams, 1992). Several 
studies present that the flow of information is highly controlled by a small group of skilled 
gatekeepers (Kaplan and Cohen, 1969; Allen, 1977; Tushman, 1977; Tushman and Katz, 1980; 
Katz and Tushman, 1981; Tushman and Scanlan, 1981; Katz and Tushman, 1983). Previous 
research studies claim that it is optimal for gatekeepers to provide their colleagues at the R&D 
department with external information and avoid that several employees have a direct link to the 
external source of information. This also applies for boundary-spanners and internal and 
external central connectors (Wadell and Björk, 2012).  

A gatekeeper has three major tasks to handle. At first they search for valuable external 
information and act as the company’s antennas. This is followed by a translation of the 
information, to make it usable and available for internal use. The last task is to distribute the 
right external information to the suitable employees that would benefit the most of that 
information. A gatekeeper is characterized by having a strong social network ability, which 
requires a convenient quantity of external and internal networks. Many of the gatekeepers have 
built their networks for several years and have worked at the company for at least five years 
(Wadell and Björk, 2012).  

A gatekeeper is often characterized as an internal central connector since they provide 
information they receive from external sources and communicate this information into the 
internal network (Tushman, 1977). A gatekeeper has often an unrealized role in the network 
and it is difficult to establish and maintain their internal and external relationships. These roles 
are therefore often represented by senior individuals that have had the time to establish these 
relationships (Wadell and Björk, 2012; Griffin and Hauser, 1996).   

2.2.5 Information brokers 

Information brokers have the role of spreading secondary information between subgroups, to 
connect functional groups and geographies, and to create bridges between gaps. They balance 
and connect the sub-networks’ diverse perspectives, and keep separate groups coordinated and 
informed (Dion and Assimakopoulos, 2013; Long et al., 2013). If the information broker would 
stop spreading information across the subgroups the network would become divided into 
smaller, less effective segments which is a disadvantage for the organization (Cross and Prusak, 
2002). The distances between the subgroups are defined as structural holes (Burt, 2004). 

According to Burt (2004) both boundary spanners and information brokers have a great 
potential of developing new ideas and innovations since they are close to structure holes in the 
social network and therefore have access to ideas from different groups that are heterogeneous. 
These individuals can become an asset for the organization (Dion and Assimakopoulos, 2013).  
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2.2.6 Key Account Management 

Key account management is when the company has a focus on the most important customers 
to maximize mutual value through managing and growing that relationship. It can be defined 
as a long-term and customer-focused relationship to create a mutually beneficial strategy, by 
using joint planning to achieve a key supplier position. The reason to focus on key customers 
is the desire to understand the customers’ business and challenges, and through that knowledge 
create a competitive advantage (Cheverton, 2015) 
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 METHODOLOGY 
The following section describes the methodology approach that is used for this research study, 
and it is divided into three sections. The first section is the research setting, the second is the 
research design and the final section is the method discussion, including discussions regarding 
validity, reliability and limitations.  

3.1 Research setting 
The research is performed at Company X, which is a medium size high technology company. 
The environment of the case company is rather complex with a high political influence and 
mutable customer relationships, though the customers are defined as both military and 
commercial. The relation to customers can vary since they can have the role as either 
competitors, partners or customers depending on the scope of the business opportunity. 

3.1.1 Company X 

Company X is a system supplier and is delivering equipment, components and system solutions 
to helicopter and aircraft manufacturers. The main organizational structure is presented in 
Figure 1, and the organization is divided into four different product areas, including E, J, L, and 
M. The department O is the head manager, department A is working with marketing and sales, 
department B with business development, department K with finance and department D with 
internal improvement and quality work. The department F is working as an internal consulting 
firm, supporting the product areas with development of new technologies and products. 
Appendix A is a detailed description of all departments that are included in this study and their 
main working task. The Company X has approximately 300 employees located in Järfälla, and 
Jönköping in Sweden and Centurion in South Africa.  

 

Figure 1. Organizational structure. 

´This study has a focus on the product area, department E, who develops safety critical 
components that is based on electromechanical actuation. The products developed by 
department E are characterized by a high quality standard and a long life-time, therefore it is 
valuable for Company X to understand the customers’ demands and future visions in an early 
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phase in the product development as well as getting feedback after a completed business. The 
product area, department E, has primarily seven different customers, which are presented more 
detailed in appendix A.  

3.2 Research design 
In order to gain knowledge and an understanding about the impacts of customer information 
transfer and the innovation capacity, a literature study was conducted. The main focus of this 
master thesis is to receive knowledge about how the different roles in the social networks are 
defined and how they influence their surroundings as well as what impact customer 
involvement has on the business performance. The different steps in the empirical research 
process that were conducted after the literature study are presented in Figure 2.  

 

Figure 2. Overview of the steps in the research process. 

The amount of individuals involved in the different steps in the research process are presented 
in Figure 3, which shows the magnitude of the methodology. The respondents are both from 
Company X and external customers. The study involved in total 33 interviews and out of the 
64 individuals that were asked to answer the questionnaire 49 responded, which resulted in a 
response rate of 76,6% for the Social network analysis. The time effort presented in Figure 3 is 
only describing the actual time for the different methodology steps and is not including the time 
for preparation of the different steps and the analysis afterwards. The time presented for the 
Social network analysis was the time it took to create the social networks and it does not include 
the time for the analysis that was needed afterwards to identify key roles.  

  

Pre	study Questionnaire	
- testgroup

Questionnaire	
- Company	X

Social	
Network
Analysis

Interviews
- key	roles

Internal	
benchmarking

External	
benchmarking
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Research process Number of 
respondents 

Type of 
study Method tool Time effort 

Pre study 21 Qualitative Semi-structured 
interviews 1h/person 

Questionnaire – test group 4 Quantitative/ 
Qualitative Survey 1h/person 

Questionnaire – Company 
X 64 Quantitative Survey ~ 30 min/person 

Social Network Analysis 49 Quantitative Creation of social 
networks, UCINET 2 months 

Interviews – key roles 4 Qualitative Semi-structured 
interviews 1h/person 

Internal benchmarking 7 Qualitative/ 
Quantitative 

Semi-structured 
interviews, survey 30 min/person 

External benchmarking 1 Qualitative Semi-structured 
interviews 1,5 h/person 

Figure 3. The research process for the empirical investigations. 

The different designations in the master thesis are undisclosed and have been encoded to keep 
the data confidential. All the interviews that were performed in the different steps in this 
research study had a semi-structured layout with open ended questions. In the pre study, several 
standard questions were asked, which made it possible to compare the answers of all the 
different respondents. All the questions can be seen in appendix B and one example of a 
standard question is:  

“How is the exchange of customer information performed? What type of information do you 
get from customers?”. 

The semi-structured layout was chosen because it provides a more relaxed and open 
conversation, leading to that the respondent might share more valuable information. It was also 
made to open up for deeper discussions concerning customer involvement if the respondent 
presented knowledge in the subject. The interviews were performed by both of the authors of 
this master thesis and we alternated in asking questions to maintain a flow in the interview and 
to make sure that all the relevant questions were asked. The interviews were performed either 
by face-to-face communication or by telephone, due to the differences in locations.  

Miles and Huberman (1994) presents a procedure for analyzing qualitative data, using three 
activities; reducing data, displaying data, and drawing conclusions and verifying the validity of 
the conclusions. Before reducing the data, it has to be prepared and presented. In order to 
improve the validity of the outcome from the interviews they were recorded on a company 
computer to make it possible to afterwards recall what the interviewees said. All the audio 
records were replayed at least one time and we chose to transcribe the answers of the standard 
questions and other presented parts that was of value regarding customer information and its 
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flow throughout the organization. The reason for only transcribing parts of the interviews was 
because the qualitative research in the pre study was only used as a basis to gain an 
understanding of the case study’s current situation regarding customer interactions and to see 
potential for improvement in the organization. Collis and Hussey (2013) argues that you can 
select a part to analyze when having a large amount of data and their opinion support our choice 
in only transcribing valuable parts of the interviews. However, for the interviews with the key 
roles presented in the social networks all the relevant information was transcribed.  

The reduction of data from the interviews with the key roles in the social networks consisted of 
a summary and the reduction of the pre study consisted of two parts, a summary of the content 
and a coding of the data. The purpose with the two approaches in the pre study was to gain both 
an overview of the problems and also a detailed and transcribed description of the exact answers 
that were of interest. The interviews were summarized to condense the most relevant 
information for each department and these summaries are presented in the empirical findings 
in Chapter 4. Coding of the data is a method to group data into categories that share similar 
characteristic (Collis and Hussey, 2013). We divided the coding into three categories, the first 
two were pros and cons with the existing interactions at each department and the third was the 
expressed needs for improvement regarding the customer information flow. We visualized the 
pros and cons for each department in a table and made a summary of all the improvement 
potentials in the organization, to gradually develop a small set of generalizations as Collis and 
Hussey (2013) expresses it. This was later presented to the business development department 
to verify the validity of our conclusions, which is the last step in  Miles and Huberman (1994) 
procedure for analyzing qualitative data. 

3.2.1 Pre study 

Initially a pre study was conducted in this master thesis to gain knowledge and an understanding 
of the company’s business activities. It was performed in a qualitative approach by using semi-
structured interviews. The purpose of the pre study was to receive a holistic view over the 
organization, the products, the development processes, and the degree of customer 
understanding in the organization in terms of customers’ future visions, demands and needs. 
Multiple interviews were performed with managers in different levels in each of the product 
areas since they have an overall picture and can generalize the organization optimal. The 
decision to interview managers was since they have a general view over the company’s 
strategies and development processes and have the ability to identify the needs in the 
organization. In total, 21 interviews were performed with individuals from the four product 
areas, the internal R&D department, the marketing and sales department and the business 
development department. The interview questions are found in appendix B. The aim of 
interviewing different employees in each of the departments is to get a complete overview of 
the entire organization, in order to find similarities and disparities between the departments and 
thereby clarify where there is a need for further investigations.  

3.2.2 Social Network Analysis 

After analyzing the results from the interviews and gaining in-depth knowledge from the 
literature study, further research was needed in form of a Social network analysis, using a 
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questionnaire to capture the data. Social network analysis was a helpful tool to visualize and 
understand informal relationships between individuals within and outside of an organization. 
This quantitative approach was used to map the internal relationships between individuals in 
the organization and to clarify the flow of customer information within the networks. The 
questions for the questionnaire is found in appendix C. The questionnaire was sent out to a test 
group of four employees at the business development department B, to receive feedback and to 
determine if the questions were understandable for the employees at the company. After the 
modifications, the questionnaire was sent out to 64 employees who’s work concerns the 
products of product area, department E.  

To perform the Social network analysis, the tool UCINET was used. The IT-tool, Social 
network analysis provided insights of the internal networks about who shares information with 
whom, which can be visually presented to clarify the information flow between the members 
(Dion and Assimakopoulos, 2013). The software, UCINET, created a mapping of nodes in a 
social network with different attributes. The inputs to UCINET was the results from the 
questionnaire, which were transformed into excel sheets with data. The questionnaire created 
an attribute list and five relationship matrices (Borgatti et al., 2013); (Borgatti et al., 2002). The 
attribute list contained all the written information in the questionnaire, including information 
about the employee and their answers regarding their customer information flow and closeness 
to the customers. The matrices only included relations between individuals and the frequency 
of that interaction. The questionnaire contained seven questions about the respondent’s 
background and 16 questions concerning the customer information flow. The three different 
types of customer information were defined as customer’s demands, future visions, and 
feedback. The questions were concerning frequency and amount of input, where the frequency 
is defined as daily, weekly, monthly, yearly or never and the amount as not at all, to some 
extent, enough and too much.  

It is not enough to only know how the network is shaped, after the social network is presented, 
further work and implementation is needed (Cross and Prusak, 2002). Therefore, several key 
roles were identified in the social networks and these employees were further interviewed by 
using an open-ended layout. This allows the interviewees to speak more openly when answering 
the questions (Yin, 1994), which is to be preferred when striving for a flexible approach during 
the interviews (Bryman and Nilsson, 2002). This qualitative study contributes with deeper 
knowledge about the reasons for the characteristics of the network, which is not provided by 
the social network itself. In appendix E, the questions for the interview is found.    

3.2.3 Internal and external benchmarking 

At the Company X the product area, department L, already has a well established relationship 
with their customers. Their relation and communication channels are operating well and 
therefore this department was used as an internal benchmarking for this master thesis. To 
receive the information needed a field study and an interview with a customer was performed. 
The interview questions can be found in appendix F. The questionnaire was also filled in by six 
relevant individuals from this department in order to get an understanding of how information 
can flow properly in this kind of environment.  
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Involving customers is a complex issue and to receive profound knowledge on how external 
companies manage this topic an interview was performed with an external company, Customer 
1, that is a well-known actor in the same aircraft business. The purpose was to receive external 
knowledge from an industry example of how they successfully managed to involve the 
customers in their product development. In appendix G, you will find the interview questions.  

3.2.4 Summary of the methodology 

To summarize, the methodology consists of both a qualitative and quantitative approach. The 
qualitative study consists of in depth semi-structured interviews to perform a current state 
analysis and later on with key individuals that were identified within the social networks. In 
addition, interviews with an internal well-functioning department and an external customer was 
performed to receive both internal and external benchmarking. The quantitative method 
consisted of a questionnaire, which made it possible to perform a Social network analysis 
concerning the relationships within the organization and their interactions externally with 
customers. The purpose of the two different approaches was to complement each other to 
receive a realistic and complete view over the current state in order to analyze and draw proper 
conclusion from the results. A mixed methodology, consisting of a quantitative and a qualitative 
approach, is proposed by Jick (1979) to give the research a convergence. The pre study was 
performed to find potential gaps and identify improvement potentials and the Social network 
analysis was used to compare the informal networks in the organization with the theoretical 
suggestions to increase the information flow internally.   

3.3 Method discussion 
The choice of research methods included both a broader perspective with the quantitative 
approach and a deeper investigation with the qualitative approach. The questionnaire provided 
a holistic view and allowed a larger scope of investigations, with a greater amount of employees 
involved. The interviews with key individuals in the social networks provided more information 
about the dynamics of the networks and an understanding of the reasons for different 
relationships and roles within the network. The internal and external benchmarking gave the 
study additional perspectives on how to manage customer involvement which provided a 
broader view of customer information and how to integrate it, with both wide and in-depth 
investigations. The reliability, validity and limitations will be presented to increase the 
understanding of the choices in this master thesis.   

3.3.1 Reliability and validity 

The quality of a case study research can be evaluated with four different criteria’s and their 
belonging tactics, presented in Figure 4, regarding the reliability and validity of the study. The 
criteria’s are reliability and three forms of validity: construct, internal and external (Yin, 2013).  
The construct validity will be managed by using multiple sources and chains of evidence and 
the internal validity by identifying patterns, alternative explanations and logical models. The 
external validity will be addressed by utilizing the results from the case study in other contexts 
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and to make it generalized. The reliability can be created by developing protocols and databases 
to make the study possible to replicate (Yin, 2013). 

 

Tests Case Study Tactic Phase of research in 
which tactic occurs 

Construct 
Validity 

♦ Use multiple sources of evidence 
♦ Establish chain of evidence 

♦ Have key informants review draft case 
study report 

Data collection 
Data collection 

Composition 

Internal 
Validity 

♦ Do pattern matching 

♦ Do explanation building 
♦ Address rival explanations 

♦ Use logic models 

Data analysis 

Data analysis 
Data analysis 

Data analysis 

External 
Validity 

♦ Use theory in single-case studies 

♦ Use replication logic in multiple-case 
studies 

Research design 

Research design 

Reliability ♦ Use case-study protocol 
♦ Develop case study database 

Data collection 
Data collection 

Figure 4. Case study tactics for four validity and reliability tests (Yin, 2013). 

For the test, construct validity, multiple sources have been used in this master thesis. It includes 
both theoretical evidence from the literature study and extensive empirical results from the 
chain of methodology that is presented in Figure 2. To validate the findings from the social 
network analysis further interviews were held with key individuals in the organization. To 
verify the results from the pre study, presentations of the main findings were performed with 
the business development and strategy department before limiting this study. The data 
collection, the questionnaire for Social network analysis, was thoroughly analyzed and 
discussed, using a test group of four employees, before sending it to the chosen departments. A 
reason for several employees to not participate in the social network analysis was because their 
work was not relevant enough for the work of department E and their customers and therefore 
not the survey. By leaving those employees out, the validity of the answers and the created 
networks increased. It is not enough to only investigate the social networks, further work is 
needed (Cross and Prusak, 2002). The weakness that Social network analysis possesses is that 
it only illustrates relations with attributes and not the reasons for the linkage. This weakness 
was complemented with further interviews with key roles to receive a deeper understanding 
and to compensate the weakness of the Social network analysis.  

The internal validity regards pattern matching and explanation building. By analyzing the 
literature research and the empirical findings, patterns could be matched and confirmed. To 
increase the matching of already well operating departments and organizations the external and 
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internal benchmarking was used. This provided some methods that have worked well in other 
industrial examples. To increase the matching of this master thesis with the case company’s 
vision, an iterative process was used. The findings were presented regularly for the business 
development department to confirm that the master thesis was including valuable input for the 
case company and for them to provide feedback to improve this study. 

An alternative explanation of this master thesis would have been to only perform qualitative 
research, including more interviews. If the research design only consisted of interviews there 
would have been a need to perform an extensive amount of interviews with a word-for-word 
transcription, which would have been time consuming. The choice of social network analysis 
was done after an overall view was gathered and an increased understanding of the 
organizational structure was needed. The analysis method was a good choice to add value to 
the interviews from the pre study and to be a base for further investigations even though it was 
time consuming.  

The external validity is to some extent limited. A lot of the methods that have been used can be 
applied at different companies and industries but the social networks will look different based 
on ach organization’s structure and they will have to be analyzed comprehensively every time. 
The social network tool, UCINET, can create and emphasize different results depending on the 
usage of different attributes and configurations of the network. The presentation of the networks 
is also of importance since it is through the images that you will identify the different roles. It 
is therefore vital to keep in mind what output you want from the networks before you create 
them. The program can only handle numbers and demands manual input of names, which could 
lead to a human error. 

The theoretical findings can be used generally and the approach for the analysis is also 
applicable for several companies. To improve the applicability of this master thesis all the used 
data is presented in appendix A-J and the attribute list, appendix D, makes it easier to perform 
the same analysis at a different company. 

To increase the reliability of the study all the interview questions are presented in appendix B, 
E, F and G. To make the answers from the questionnaire useful for the Social network analysis 
they were transformed into attributes, which are presented in appendix D. The different 
attributes are parameters that were used as input into the analysis tool, UCINET. All the detailed 
information from the material used in the methodology makes it possible to replicate this study 
and applicate it on another business or organization.  

3.3.2 Limitation 

The master thesis consists of three main areas, a pre study, social network analysis, and internal 
and external benchmarking. The pre study was limited to only interviewing three different 
employees at each relevant department of Company X. The reason for this limitation was to 
narrow the scope and to get enough knowledge and receive a sufficient overview on the 
organization and the customer interactions for each selected department. This was made to 
condense the complex organization into a graspable size, to be able to find improvement 
potentials.  
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The social network analysis only investigated the product area, department E, and individuals 
related to their business activities. The social network analysis consisted of a questionnaire, 
which contained several limitations. Several questions were limited in different scales, for 
example the frequency, and these limitations could be seen in appendix C. In the questionnaire 
each individual can identify a maximum of ten individuals they provide and receive information 
from, in order to limit the network. The different types of customer information were limited to 
three types of categories, customers’ demands, further visions, and feedback. This was because 
they are the most vital information types both argued by the literature study (Enkel et al., 2005 
2005), and the case study company, Company X. The social network analysis only mapped the 
different internal relationships between the selected employees and their interactions with co-
workers and customers. It did not include the customers’ view and opinions of Company X into 
the networks. The amount of customers that were analyzed in this questionnaire, were limited 
to seven companies that currently are the most important for the chosen product area, 
department E.  

To be able to create networks in UCINET the questionnaire needed to be fully completed, since 
it is not possible to compare relations based on incomplete answers. If an answer is not 
completed it is not possible to include it in the Social network analysis, which limits the amount 
of participants. UCINET also have a limitation in the number of attributes that can be used at 
the same time, which makes it important to choose the most suitable ones for the network that 
is analyzed. The analytic tool will not reveal which communication channels that are used to 
share the customer information between the different individuals in the network. The 
communication channels had to be further investigated through deeper interviews with key 
individuals in the networks. The analysis in this master thesis report is limited to only discuss 
a certain amount of employees and their roles in the social networks.  

The internal benchmarking was limited to only including six employees working close to 
customers. It did not include a Social network analysis since they are a too small group to apply 
this type of method. However, they were asked to answer a questionnaire to provide further 
information about the interactions with their customer. The external benchmarking, an industry 
example, was limited to interviewing only one employee from the company. However, the 
interviewee was in charge of integrating customer information into the company and had a 
legitimate position.  
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 EMPIRICAL RESULTS 
In this chapter the results are presented, which consist of three sections. Firstly, a pre study, 
followed by social network and thereafter external and internal benchmarking. 

4.1 Pre study  
The pre study includes interviews with 21 employees at Company X and the questions can be 
seen in appendix B. To receive a holistic view of the organizational structure see Figure 1, and 
a more detailed description for each department is presented in appendix A. 

4.1.1 The four product areas – Department E, J, L, M 

The product area, department L, has a close communication with partners, customers, and end-
users. The communication is characterized by long-term and personal relationships to 
customers, as it is an internal customer within the company which results in low communication 
barrier. This department has an established working process and frequent interactions with both 
partners and customers through user groups and platforms in order to demonstrate new features 
and receive further information from customers. The department is in a high position in the 
value chain, hence they have a greater chance to affect the outcome of the products. 

The product area, department M, has a desire of having extensive and frequent customer 
interactions. Currently they have a varied amount of customer interactions and a limited contact 
with end-users. Today most of the customer information is received when offers are being 
placed, and they have no systematic way of managing and distributing the customer information 
internally. This leads to limited and delayed customer information to the engineers, which are 
in need of that information. Therefore, there is no clear flow of customer information in the 
organization since no one has the responsibility of managing the customer information 
systematically.  

The product area, department E, has currently some collaborations with customers and therefore 
have some ability to influence the outcome of the projects. However, the flow of this 
information is ambiguous since it is only accessible for a limited amount of individuals in the 
organization and overall, it is a wish for an increased knowledge of the industry and customers’ 
demands, further visions and feedback. The roles of customers are rather mutable since the 
customers are sometimes partners or competitors depending on the scope of the project or 
business opportunity. The customer information comes from different actors within the 
department, and the information tends to get stuck internally. The department wants to work 
proactively towards their customer needs instead of giving them offers when the customer 
wants a new market agreement. They find it difficult to have several customer relations 
simultaneously and therefore they desire to prioritize the most important customers.  

The product area, department J, produces larger systems that combines components to create a 
system with a larger value. They often utilize user groups and competitor analysis to get 
industrial input and they are market driven. Furthermore, there is no systematic way of 
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managing customer information and they have not yet established any customers since this unit 
is rather new.  

4.1.2 The internal R&D consultants - Department F  

Department F could be seen as internal consultants with specialist competences that support the 
four product areas. They have a desire to support and assist the projects more than they currently 
are asked for and the individuals in the department often have a distinct distance and limited 
interactions with customers. Department F is not often involved in the startup of the projects, 
which leads to a lack of understanding and a holistic view over the ongoing projects. The 
information regarding the customers is rather filtered through the organization before they 
receive the information.  

4.1.3 Business development - Department B  

The department B, working with business development, has a close contact and frequent 
meetings with the four product areas. They have a holistic perspective over the company’s 
businesses and market. They find it difficult to understand demands and future plans for the 
different customers since they have limited interactions with customers and end-users. The 
department has knowledge about future market trends provided from market analyses, which is 
then distributed to the product areas. Department B has developed a strategy of how to 
implement Key account in the organization, based on a scoring system they have chosen six out 
of 45 customers that are considered as the most important actors. The purpose is to develop a 
closer and stronger relationship with these customers and create a win-win situation for both 
parties. They want to create open, long-term and strategic relations that increase the business 
opportunities and also enhance their customer competitiveness. The Key account will be 
implemented during this year and the choice of customers will be continuously evaluated.  

4.1.4 Marketing and sales - Department A 

Department A is the marketing and sales department and they have frequent interactions with 
customers since they market the business and products towards established and potential 
customers. They have however a desire of increased interactions with several departments at 
the customers’ site, and not only the department of purchasing. Furthermore, they have no 
systematic way of coordinating the transfer of customer information internally to each product 
area or department within the organization. The individuals at the department have limited 
technological knowledge compared with the individuals from research and development.  

4.1.5 Summary of pre study 

To summarize the main findings from the pre study, the organization is rather hierarchic and 
the managers are the main actors of receiving and providing customer information within the 
organization. The access to customer information is diverse and irregular depending on each 
employees’ working tasks and more specific, the amount of customer interaction each employee 
has in their daily working process. Since the access to customer information is diverse, the 
information gets filtered through the organization because the information flow is undefined 
and takes uneven directions. The different departments at the company have no defined 
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communication channels for transferring customer information. This results in an ambiguous 
approach of receiving and providing this type of information.  The communication channels are 
mostly e-mails, SharePoints, IT-platforms, IT-tools, and meetings. 

4.2 Social Network Analysis 
This section presents the social networks which visualize the customer relations, the internal 
receiving and providing of customer information and the daily work relations at the company.  

4.2.1 Network 1 – Customer interaction  

The Figure 5 below presents the total amount of relations that each department has with the 
different customers. The numbers for each relation indicates the amount of individuals from 
each department that have had customer contact during the past two years. The picture 
illustrates an existence of a large amount of customer interaction in the organization. There are 
three different departments at Company X that have no direct connection to customers, which 
are department I, D and G. The departments A and E have contact with all customers and 
therefore are the main collectors of customer information. In appendix H, a detailed view over 
the individuals’ interactions with the customers’ different departments are illustrated. 

 
Figure 5. Overview of the existing customer contact in the organization. 

4.2.2 Network 2 and 3 – Receivers and providers of customer information  

In the following figures the customer information flow between the different departments 
within Company X is illustrated. Figure 6, reveals which department that receive the customer 
information and Figure 7 describe the same context but in the perspective of providing customer 
information between the departments. The direction of the arrows presents the transfer of the 
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information. Both of these networks show a summary of the three types of customer 
information: customers’ demands, future visions, and feedback. As the figures visualize, the 
department A, B and E are central actors in the organization since they both receive and provide 
customer information internally. In addition, department D receive customer information from 
many departments in the organization but they do not provide this information further to other 
departments and therefore the customer information flow is unidirectional.  

 
Figure 6. The receiver’s perspective of customer information between the different departments.

 

Figure 7. The provider’s perspective of customer information between the different departments. 
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In the next figures, the different managers for each of the departments at Company X are 
visualized as receivers and providers of customer information. Figure 8, declares the receivers 
of the customer information and Figure 9 the providers of the customer information. These 
networks include all the different customer information types, as customers’ demands, future 
visions, and feedback. In the figure of the receiver’s perspective, Figure 8, several key players 
are identified such as D-1, E-14, E-1. In the provider’s perspective, Figure 9, the managers in 
department G have created a sub-network with no connecting nodes to the larger network. F-
11 is a key node in the network as it connects its co-managers within the department with the 
rest of the network. In the network, E-1 is a key player of providing customer information.  

 

Figure 8. The flow of customer information between managers in a receiver’s perspective. 

 

Figure 9. The flow of customer information between managers in a provider’s perspective. 
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Appendix I illustrates networks for both the receiver’s and provider’s perspectives on a 
department level which maps one department’s communication flow to the other departments. 
In addition, the appendix contains networks that plot the receivers and providers of customer 
information within the departments E and F. Each network for these two departments declares 
different customer information types, customers’ demand, future vision, and feedback.  

The following networks, concerning departments E and F, are chosen because they reveal key 
roles within the networks. The individuals that will be mentioned as key individuals are later 
interviewed to gain further information about each specific role. In Figure 10, it indicates that 
E-10 has many relations within the department as it is a central node.  

 

Figure 10. Providers of customer information within department E. 

In the next network, Figure 11, F-11 is a central role, providing customer information within 
the department F. F-11, together with F-4 and F-6 are three actors that are holding the network 
together within their department.  



 26 

 

Figure 11. Providers of customer information within department F. 

Figure 12 illustrates the receivers of customer information between the marketing department 
A and the rest of the organization. A-4 has many relations with individuals in the organization 
and receives information from many departments including the business developing department 
B, the internal improvements and quality department D, and the product area, department E.  

 

Figure 12. Receivers of customer information at department A. 
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4.2.3 Network 4 – Daily work relations 

In Figure 13 below, the total amount of daily work related relations in the organization are 
visualized. This indicates that there are many frequent and daily interactions in the organization 
and that employees from different departments work together. The boundaries between 
departments are not an obstacle for collaborating within the organization.  

 

Figure 13. The total amount of daily work relations within the Company X. 

In appendix J the daily relations between individuals in the different departments are seen. In 
the networks the strong relations are visualized by the frequency of the contacts and it is 
concerning the 10 most important co-workers within their daily work. Other relations can occur 
between individuals from different departments but these relations will not be seen in the 
networks as they are considered not strong enough. In the appendix J, the networks of the 
departments A, B, E, F, and N are presented.  

4.2.4 Further interviews with key individuals in the social network 

The individual E-10 works with product development at the product area, department E. His 
role within the social network can be seen in Figure 10. He has customer contact in shorter 
perspective and it is often through the project that he is involved in. The customer interaction 
often occurs through emails and then he shares this information further internally in the projects. 
His perception is that the organization has no systematic method of sharing customer 
information internally. The future vision of customer concerns often the technical aspects. E-
10 states that it is important to receive customer information in an early stage of the product 
development and he desires an improved customer understanding. The individuals in 
department E are geographically located in the same place, which is advantageously when 
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sharing information in the organization. E-10 argues that a collaboration between members 
from different locations can create a communication barrier.   

F-11 is a unit manager and a key role within R&D, department F, according to Figure 11. Since 
he works in the R&D, he has very limited customer interactions and have today only 
interactions with the internal customer of the company. He desires to receive more information 
concerning the customers, especially in an earlier stage of the product development but also 
continuously during the working process to ensure a maximized outcome of the projects. In his 
specific unit they meet every second week to share information and he believes it is beneficial 
to share customer information through workshops or meetings in order to easier capture the 
information. The most used communication tools internally at the company are email and 
SharePoint. The employees in the unit have often daily contact with the department D, since 
they often are involved in the projects. The communication is lacking between the department 
A, that has the customer information, and F which has limited information regarding the 
customers. Those two departments have no natural interactions with each other’s in the daily 
work.  

According to F-11, the organization does not encourage the employees to be information 
receivers but they are considered as positive when seeking external information. He perceives 
that most of the employees have limited time and difficulty in allocating time to seek customer 
information on their own. A bigger issue is when the receivers and providers have different 
perspectives, which leads to misunderstandings when transferring the information internally. 
Since a large amount of the information in the organization goes through mail and SharePoint, 
it makes it difficult to embrace the information regarding the customers. 

A-4 works at the marketing department A, and has frequent interactions with customers as his 
work task is to market the company’s businesses and products. He also receives customer 
information internally from other departments according to the Figure 12. The relation to 
customers is often characterized by long-term and personal that has been developed over years. 
The communication channel that is used to contact the customers can vary. According to A-4 
could Key account create a more systematic approach of gathering customer information. Since 
the department is dynamic and have no systematic approach when transferring information, the 
internal coordination is high. They often contact customers when a business opportunity is 
available but it is more successful to establish a contact and engage a dialog with the potential 
customers before a request is on the market. They desire to meet the customers more frequently 
at customers’ site in order to create stronger relationships and understand the customers even 
better. He stated that he nearly has no knowledge about the company’s competitors and that 
information regarding competitors is very limited. The collaboration with the global marketing 
unit, department H, can vary since they have no established cooperation, with exceptions of a 
few isolated cases.  

D-1 works at the department D as head manager. The department works mainly with 
improvements and quality monitoring internally as they work as a supporting function in the 
organization. As they are involved in all the projects they have a close communication with all 
departments in the organization. The department are involved in all the projects and therefore 
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they have a close communication with all departments in the organization. In addition, he 
receives customer information from many departments according to the Figure 8. They have 
also a good communication within their own department as they transfer information through 
weekly meetings when they update on the progress of the projects. Every month all the 
managers in Company X meet and discuss future plans, strategy, and business opportunities.  

As this department has a holistic view over the organization, D-1 is positive that his department 
can take on the role as the providers of customer information internally, though they are 
included in nearly every project and have contact with many different departments. Today, they 
already have a spreading function of information that consist of summaries from the manager 
meetings and are published online through SharePoint.  

4.3 Internal benchmarking – Department L   
The business unit L, has a close and open cooperation with other divisions in the company and 
their external customer. The collaboration has been established for several years and the relation 
between them has been developed and improved ever since. The customer has a close 
communication with the end users, which provides them with information from aircraft 
technicians and pilots that report when they discover technical problems, operating notifications 
or deviations.  

The aim of the cooperation is to get further information concerning new businesses, the progress 
of projects, activity reviews, user experiences, failure rates, operator maintenance issues, future 
changes and deviations. Together they form a close link between the industry and the 
governmental agency, which is vital for a military business to operate.  

All the individuals within the cooperation meets three times a year and they have a continuous 
communication in between those meetings. They use all kinds of communication channels, such 
as emails, workshops, meetings, IT-tools and platforms. When the development process is 
ongoing they have an increased interaction and a closer contact to ensure that the process and 
delivery is efficient. The key success factor for this cooperation is that they have a clear 
structure and process for managing deviations in the operation and that the governmental 
agency and users provides Company X continuously with feedback by having clear defined 
communication channels. 

To summarize, the department L has a close cooperation with their customers. They are 
therefore at a high position in the value chain which makes it easier to access the customer 
information and have a larger impact on external parties. The structure, process and 
communication channels are very clear when transferring the customer information.  

4.4 External benchmarking – Industry example  
Customer 1, is a commercial aircraft company, who operates in a highly competitive business 
and is therefore in need of receiving insights of the customers’ information. Customer 1 has 
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developed a customer forum containing 300 customers and the customers each have a 
moderator in the forum. The layout of the forum is open which means that everyone within the 
forum can see the other customers’ feedback, questions, demands and priorities to the aircraft 
company. They believe that the openness of the forum encourages other customers to share 
information and their opinions. Before the existence of the forum, the aircraft company had 
earlier experienced that their product development was too costly and time consuming leading 
to that the products became too expensive for their established market. The purpose of this 
customer forum is to satisfy the customers and meet the customers’ priorities, expectations, and 
demands and in addition develop stronger relationships to the customers. 

The advantage of this forum is that the company allows closer and more frequent 
communication with each one of their 300 customers. This gives the aircraft company valuable 
information regarding their customers’ businesses, and the forum has contributed to a change 
from the conservative culture and the traditional relationship between customer and supplier. 
The forum is both cost and time consuming to develop, maintain and manage, but it has resulted 
in a great success for the aircraft company. 

To summarize the conclusions of the external benchmarking, the user forum allows the 
company to have a close contact with all customers which has resulted in an increased market 
fit. The user forum is a clear communication channel to interact with the customers and the key 
findings from both the internal and external benchmarking is that to succeed with customer 
collaboration it is a need for open and free communication.  
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 ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION  
In this section the results will be analyzed and discussed based on the literature study and the 
empirical findings. It is divided into four main areas; external boundaries, internal boundaries, 
transfer of customer information and distribution structure. The three first sub-heading 5.1-5.3 
aims to answer the two subqueries. The last sub-heading 5.4 summarize the previous subqueries 
and presents the total information flow as it intends to answer the major research question; 
How to allocate the customer information flow systematically at a medium size high technology 
company in order to increase the innovation capacity? 

5.1 External boundaries  
This section discusses the capturing of customer information and the company’s absorptive 
capacity from external sources outside of the organization. This section aims to answer the 
subquery; how can a high technology company structure the interactions with customers in 
order to capture and enhance the value of the customer interactions?  

5.1.1 Absorptive capacity of customer information 

Both the pre study and the social network, Figure 5, reveal that there are many individuals at 
Company X that have a frequent contact with all the customers that relate to the products of the 
product area, department E. The information exchange consists mostly of customer demands 
and a limited access to information concerning future visions and feedback. This is due to that 
Company X often contacts the customers when a business opportunity is already available. The 
Customer 5 is an internal customer within the company and that makes it easier to receive 
information about their demands, future visions and feedback. Therefore, a majority of the 
employees have primary or secondary interactions with this actor according to the interviews 
and the social networks. The networks reveal that the interaction with customers varies 
depending on the department since some individuals have customer interactions included in 
their daily work. For example, the marketing department A and major parts of the product area, 
department E, have a high density of customer interaction. The product area, department E, has 
the customer contact because their work task is to create roadmaps for the product’s future, 
which includes market analysis and customer opinions. Other departments, as the R&D 
department F and the production department G, have a limited access to customers, although 
they have no natural interactions with customers and are more isolated in the networks, which 
makes them dependent on other individuals in the networks.    

The internal benchmarking reveals that the product area, department L, has a long-term and 
personal relation with their customers. To obtain this relationship they have continuous 
communication with both partners, customers and end-users. This open relationship has 
increased the flow of information from customers towards Company X, which also Hatala and 
Lutta (2009) confirm by advocating for an open and free culture within a group for an ideal 
information exchange. This open information sharing between Company X and its customers 
should be implemented for all the product areas. A well-known aircraft company, Customer 1, 
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has created a forum to get the customers to more freely share their thoughts, including 
questions, future visions and demands. The customer forum has improved and increased the 
relations with customers and suppliers and the time and effort spent on the forum has resulted 
in a great success for them. Hatala and Lutta (2009) also advocate that it is important to have 
an open and free culture to increase the information flow, which is ideal when transferring the 
information. Cohen and Levinthal (1990) stated that increased information flow enhances the 
innovation capacity and provide a faster response to the customers’ changing needs. Previous 
research from Hatala and Lutta (2009) also argues that information should be defined as a tool, 
as Customer 1 has done by creating this customer forum. This allows the company to create 
long-term commitment to customers, which provides the company with a key supplier position 
towards their customers. The use of an open customer information flow in a systematic 
approach would be beneficial for Company X, according to the internal and external 
benchmarking and the literature.  

5.1.2 Gatekeepers 

The internal information flow is lacking according to the social networks and interviewees that 
were interviewed during the pre-study. This results in that many of the employees gather their 
own customer information and develop their own relationships with customers in order to get 
an understanding of the customer’s needs. The department A has numerous and frequent 
relations with customers according to the Figure 15-18, since it is a part of their work task to 
market Company X’s business and products toward potential customers. They are considered 
as gatekeepers though they transfer and filter external information into the organization. The 
employees of the marketing department A expressed during the interviews a desire to meet the 
customers more frequently at customers’ site in order to create stronger relationships and to 
understand the customers even better. This company is geographically very far from its 
customers, which can create relation and communication barriers. The empirical study of Deng 
and Davidson (2013) presents the importance of having face-to-face communication in order to 
avoid misunderstandings when the information is vague or novel. Therefore, it is vital for the 
gatekeepers in Company X to visit the customers’ site in order to decrease the communication 
barrier and minimize the misunderstanding that can occur. 

The department E has many individuals that have interactions with customers due to working 
close to the products and the development, as the Figure 23-26 indicates and the interviews 
reveals. The networks present that each employee has its own personal relations towards 
customers. The main actors that have customer contact, which according to Figure 23-26 are E-
14, E-1, E-2, E-12, E-10, E-11. Both E-14 and E-1 are managers and have a holistic view over 
the organization, which entails that they both receive and provide customer information 
internally and externally of the company as the networks expose. These individuals become 
gatekeepers in the organization, since they have the role of collecting, providing and deciding 
what valuable information to share with whom in the organization as Wadell and Björk (2012) 
also confirm in their study. As both E-14 and E-1 are managers they are not suitable for being 
gatekeepers as they easily can become bottlenecks if the working load is unmanageable. This 
would result in distribution delays of customer information throughout the organization. Cross 
and Prusak (2002) states in their study that when an individual, and more specific a central 
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connector, that have a role that is growing too big and becoming incontrollable, the role will 
transform from an asset into a burden. The statement of Cross and Prusak (2002) regards 
specifically central connectors but also gatekeepers, since they also have an important role in 
the network and it would result in the same inefficiency. The role of gatekeepers is mainly 
suitable for the marketing and sales department A and other chosen employees with 
competences of being a gatekeeper. As collecting external information is considered to be 
included in the marketing departments working task, Wadell and Björk (2002) states that this 
role has direct link to the external source of information. As the interviews revealed, the 
employees that work within the marketing department A have had this position in the 
organization for several years and Wadell and Björk (2012) emphasizes that gatekeepers have 
built their networks over several years. Therefore, we argue that these networks are vital and 
should be utilized when collecting customer information from external sources.  

5.1.3 Key Account teams 

The main task of department A is to frequently have interactions and communicate with 
customers. They have a dynamic role of the responsibilities and the contact with customers, 
leading to that several individuals from the department contact the same customers several 
times. The social networks, Figure 15-18, indicate that there is no systematic process when 
gathering information from customers and the process is therefore individual dependent. This 
was also argued by the interviewee A-4, who is a key role in the marketing department. This 
unstructured process creates an ambiguous working process internally and unclear relationships 
towards the customers. As the network discloses, many individuals from other departments also 
have customer contact, which is not always to prefer since these relations can cause damage 
according to Deng and Davidson (2013). If the tasks are complex, there is a need for widespread 
interactions and that could be made by using a team (Katz and Tushman, 1979). Implementing 
Key account teams would structure the customer contact and provide information that could be 
widespread internally by using those teams.  

Cheverton (2015) argues that one efficient way of creating a systematic information flow is to 
implement Key account teams in the company to be able to focus on the most important 
customers and creating long-term and stronger relationships. A Key account could create a more 
systematic approach by gathering customer information and should consist of a team that 
focuses on the strategic customers and then disperse the information internally to the ones in 
need. The members of the Key account team should be employees with several different 
competences that are working for different departments in the company. The employees at 
department A should be included in the Key account teams since they are the clear defined 
gatekeepers in the organization leading to a decreased amount of customer interaction. This is 
beneficial as it minimizes the possibility to a corrupt user-producer relationship according to 
Deng and Davidson (2013). This would result that one employee from Key account teams is 
responsible for one customer and can build a personal and long term relationship with that 
company. When individuals from other departments need to contact the customers it should go 
through the Key accounts since they know the customers best. This working method invites for 
a systematic approach of receiving and collecting customer information from external sources. 
This type of relationship with customers has been applied for both department L and Customer 
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1, which the internal and external benchmarking discloses. The implementation of Key account 
teams is of interest by the organization according to the interviews, which makes a change in 
the organizational structure more acceptable.  

Implementation of Key account teams would result in a higher key supplier position for 
Company X, that is created by a long-term commitment which in turn would lead to a better 
understanding of the customers’ businesses and challenges. This would result in a competitive 
advantage for Company X as Cheverton (2015) also declares in his study. Even though selected 
customers become strategic customers it is crucial to establish a long-term relation and good 
communication to all customers in order to avoid developing products for a specific or niche 
market as Gruner and Homburg (2000) explained.  

5.1.4 Cooperation for increased market understanding  

Since the majority of the employees in the marketing department A act as gatekeepers, 
collecting external information and transferring it internally, it is vital that they receive 
information regarding both customers and competitors. Previous studies by Macdonald and 
William (1992) present that competitors are a vital source of external information, and this type 
of information is lacking in the organization today according to the interviews held with key 
roles within the networks. Due to the fact that department A is located in Jönköping, they are 
geographically very far from customers and competitors which increase the barrier to 
communicate as the encounters decrease. The contribution of geographical distance on 
communication barriers is confirmed by Cross et al. (2002). The individuals within the 
department also stated that they have to deposit time to visit the customers at their locations to 
create stronger relationships and facilitate the communications. The global marketing 
department H, has a great knowledge about the market for each country as they operate in 
different countries, marketing the products globally. They work therefore very close to 
customers. According to Wadell et al. (2014) the company needs to have frequent interactions 
with customers which would result in increased communication as is it beneficial for solving 
disagreement between customers and developers. Today, the social network, Figure 6-7, 
indicates that the global marketing department H has no distinct interactions or exchange of 
customer information with department A or any other department at Company X. The physical 
distance between department A and the customers cannot be changed, and it is therefore 
important to get valuable support from the global marketing department H. Therefore, the two 
departments should collaborate and develop a mutual strategy in order to establish personal and 
long-term relations to customers. If the connection between the customers and the marketing 
and sales department A gets stronger it would result in an increased customer orientation, 
including an understanding of the customers’ needs according to Dion and Assimakopoulos 
(2013). 

5.2 Internal boundaries in the organization  
This section discusses the internal interactions between different boundaries in the organization 
including departments, managers and individuals. This part together with the next one intends 
to answer the second subquery; How can a high technology company distribute the customer 
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information internally in an efficient approach? This section presents a partial answer of the 
subquery, with the basis of difficulties when managing internal interactions between different 
boundaries i.e. departments, managers and individuals. 

5.2.1 Interaction between departments 

Using the Social network analysis method gives an insight of whom in the organization shares 
information and it clarifies the information flow, according to Dion and Assimakopoulos 
(2013).  The networks of receivers and providers of customer information, Figure 6-7, indicates 
that the marketing department A and the product area, department E, are the two main actors 
that provide and receive customer information within the organization. They are considered as 
central connectors in a department perspective as they collect information from customers 
externally and then provide the customer information internally in the organization. A 
contributing factor to why department A and E have a close collaboration may be because they 
are both located in Jönköping which allows for a frequent and close contact, e.g. by informal 
meetings. As Cross et al (2002) states that a close geographical distance has a positive effect 
on the interaction between co-workers since it results in increased encounters.  

According to the social networks in Figure 41-42, the R&D department F has limited 
interactions with the marketing and sales department A, which is a prerequisite in order to be 
innovative and improve the market fit according to Macdonald and Williams (1992). To avoid 
that the information becomes “sticky” it is highly important that the communication barriers 
are low and that the information is told within its context in order for the receiver to understand 
the information according to Deng and Davidsson (2013). Today some of the customer 
information is transferred between departments but it rarely becomes general and jointly 
utilized, as the information is not fully integrated into the organization. This is the last and the 
most vital step when managing transfer of information as stated by Szulanski (1996).  

Macdonald and William (1992) claims that the R&D department is considered as the most 
innovative and central function in a company. For Company X, the R&D department is mostly 
department F and parts of department E. Therefore, it is important that both departments receive 
information about customers’ demands, future visions, and feedback, especially in an early and 
late stage of the product development as Chatterji and Fabrizio, (2014) claims. The network of 
daily work contact, Figure 61-65, is a good presentation of possible ways for the information 
to flow throughout the organization. As the network, Figure 13, visualizes, there are many daily 
connections between the different departments. The four different product areas have limited 
contact with each other according to Figure 6-7, since they are independent from each other. 
However, department A has contact with many of the departments in their daily work, mostly 
the business department B and product area E as Figure 61 reveals. They do not consider having 
contact with the R&D department F in their daily work, but department E has on the other hand 
a daily contact with them. The information from department A must therefore go through 
department E to reach department F. This makes department E an information broker according 
to Cross and Prusak (2002) definition, since the R&D department F would be a sub-network 
without the product area department E’s performing as a bridge connecting the information gap. 
This would result in structural holes as Burt (2004) entitled the distance between the subgroups. 
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Therefore, this makes the information that reaches the R&D department F filtered, as it could 
lead to that department F is missing out on information that would be of value for them. 

5.2.2 Interaction between managers  

The results from the pre study and the social network, Figure 8-9, indicates that the organization 
is rather hierarchical and that managers are the main receivers and providers of customer 
information. The network also presents that E-1 is a central connector and a crucial actor in the 
network of providing information in a management perspective. A-2 is the manager at the 
marketing and sales, department A, and he has a close contact with customers. He is identified 
as a boundary spanner and a central connector, according to Figure 8-9, due to the fact that he 
passes the customer information further to other managers in the organization but also internally 
within his department. This argument is supported by previous studies made by Cross and 
Prusak (2002). It is a high risk that the customer information gets delayed when the information 
flow has to go through this node, since he has a limited amount of time according to the 
interview during the pre-study. This can result in bad information flow as the information 
becomes sticky, and according to von Hippel (1994) it can result in delays to market.  

According to Cross and Prusak (2002), managers can easily become bottlenecks when having 
the role as a central connector in the information handling, since they often have a high 
workload. The managers often have several roles connecting everyone internally, both inside 
and outside of its departments, and at the same time gathering the information from external 
sources. In order to be more efficient the information should therefore flow between individuals 
that have an enough amount of information and a manageable workload. This direction of the 
flow will increase the chances for the information to be provided further in the organization. As 
Tushman (1977) states the information flow is optimal if it transfers through a few vital nodes. 
These individuals or nodes will then become boundary spanners that transfers customer 
information between different departments or a central connector that transfers customer 
information within its own department. 

F-11 is the only individual from the R&D department F that shares customer information with 
the product area department E in the management perspective, see Figure 9. This gives him the 
role as an information broker between the two departments, since without him there would not 
be any information exchange according to the study of Long et al. (2013). This means that the 
density is rather low according to Hatala and Lutta (2009) as there is no large amount of 
information exchange in the networks. Therefore, there is a need to increase the relationship 
and customer information exchange between these departments in order to systematically 
increase the communication and customer information flow. The limited customer information 
that department F receives reflects their low hierarchic position and task orientation in the 
organization as they have a far distance to customers and are technology driven. In Figure 9, it 
is also visible that the department G, which works with production, has created a sub-network 
with no connecting nodes, which means that they have limited customer information since they 
do not have any direct interactions with customers and a limited amount of internal connections. 
According to Gales and Mansour-Cole (1995) a critical aspect concerning the communication 
across the organization borders, is the communication between R&D, production and marketing 
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and sales. The lack of connections is clearly seen in the social networks and it must be taken 
into consideration. The department G (production), department F and E (R&D) and department 
A (marketing and sales) must be well connected in order to have clear information flow.  

5.2.3 Interaction between individuals  

The network of the department E has a high density since they have a high degree of relations 
within the department according to Figure 45-52. Within the same figures it is shown that E-1 
and E-14 are central connectors in their own departments and acts as boundary spanners in the 
organization, since they provide other managers in different departments and within their own 
department with customer information. Their roles in the networks are defined by Cross and 
Prusak’s (2002) definition of different network roles. Different employees, from the interviews, 
stated that E-1 has a great knowledge and a holistic perspective over the organization and the 
businesses of his department. He both receives and provides a lot of the customer information, 
and since he is the manager for the department the information easily becomes “sticky” as it 
may be difficult to transfer it when a manager is possessing the transmitting role. E-10 is also 
a key role in the internal network of department E as Figure 45-52 illustrate. He is a central 
connector in the network, based on Cross and Prusak’s (2002) definition concerning the central 
connector role, and he both receives and provides customer information for department E.  E-
10 works in the R&D and is involved in several projects, and he confirms that it is highly 
important to get the customer information in the early stage in the development process and the 
projects to manage the projects in the right direction towards the customers. The receiving of 
customer information in an early and late stage in a project is also confirmed by Kim and 
Wilemon (2002). E-10 states that he often has interactions with customers and the way he 
receives that contact is by getting it assigned from project leaders or the marketing department 
A. He argues that there is no systematic way of collecting customer information, since it is 
individual dependent which the networks in Figure 45-52 also confirms. When interviewing 
him it became clear that the customer contact was not naturally made and it felt rather imposed. 
The reason could be because he is a peripheral specialist and needs the time to focus on 
developing the products instead of talking to customers or manage transfer of customer 
information. According to Cross and Prusak’s (2002) definition of a peripheral specialist is an 
individual that provides the company with specialized knowledge and is located peripheral. 
Even though it was not visualized in the network, Figure 45-52, he acts as a peripheral specialist 
according to the interview. For that reason, an improved action would be to have a boundary 
spanner to collect the external information from customers and provide him with that 
information since he should focus on his specialized field in the R&D department.  

F-4 is the top manager of the R&D department F, and according to Figure 8 he receives 
customer information from E-1, E-14 at the R&D department E and A-2 at the marketing 
department A. They on the other hand do not state that they provide F-4 with information. 
However, this may depend on the amount or frequency of information that they stated in the 
survey to provide, since if it is not strong enough it will not be plotted in the networks. In the 
networks concerning exchange of customer information internally within the department, 
Figure 53-60, it is visualized that department F does not share that much customer information 
internally between the individuals in the department. It also reveals that the information is 
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divided dependent on the individuals in the department have contact with different employees 
at the other departments. If the interactions internally at department E would increase, the need 
for interactions with other departments does not necessarily need to be improve equally much 
since they could utilize the already existing information that the employees in their own 
department possesses. The reason for the lack of exchange in the department depends on the 
sub-departments within department F, which focus on different technical areas, leading to 
reduced communication between the sub-departments within department F.  

5.3 Transfer of information internally  
The following section analyze the transfer of customer information internally by discussing 
communication channels, and the usage of a transmitting function in the organization. This part 
intends to answer the second subquery; How can a high technology company distribute the 
customer information internally in an efficient approach? This section presents a partial answer 
of the subquery, regarding possible solutions when distributing the customer information 
internally.  

5.3.1 Communication channels 

Since many employees have their own customer contact, they also have their own 
communication channels. The individuals’ relations with customers are characterized by a long-
term perspective with personal connections that have, according to the interviews, been 
developed from their own experiences and history with the customers. The interviews also 
revealed that a lot of the customer information is shared through mail or SharePoint in the 
organization. This is not optimal though it is difficult to embrace the information since the 
individuals have a lot of traffic in these communication channels. In addition, Deng and 
Davidson (2013) stated that it is beneficial with a face-to-face communication when transferring 
vague and multifaceted information. From the interviews, many individuals expressed that they 
prefer face-to-face communication or workshops to transfer the customer information. This is 
difficult to implement since the organization is placed in three different locations. The time 
dimension is also one aspect that is crucial as many employees have full schedules and it is not 
efficient to plan several meetings to focus on just exchanging customer information. Wadell et 
al. (2014) states that the most efficient ways to transfer information between employees are 
social interaction and face-to-face communication in their daily work. Therefore, should the 
receiving and providing of customer information be continuous and integrated into each 
employee’s daily working process. Furthermore, it would make it easier for the receivers to 
embrace and assimilate the customer information which in turn would lead to an increased 
absorptive capacity of the company which also is advocated by Cohen Levinhal (1990).  

5.3.2 Transmitting function   

According to the interviews many employees in the organization have limited access to 
customer information and requires an increased understanding and knowledge about their 
customers. The majority of these individuals are within the R&D, such as departments E and 
F.  As many research studies including Leenders and Wierenga (2002) shows, it is important 
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that marketing and R&D are well connected in order to increase the profitability of the products. 
Wadell et al (2014) also asserts that if the R&D department has a good understanding about 
their customers’ needs they have a much higher innovation performance. Using the valuable 
customer information in the R&D will increase the competitive advantage over time according 
to West and Boger (2014) and it is therefore very important to decrease the distance between 
the department within R&D and marketing. The information can be hard to transfer and easily 
become “sticky” when the customer information has different contexts for the receivers and 
providers, and according to Deng and Davidson (2013) it can create ambiguity relationships. It 
is therefore useful to use the Voice of the customer and QFD to translate the customers’ needs 
into engineering characteristics to facilitate the ambiguous information for the R&D 
department.  This reasoning is strengthened by Akao (2004), Griffin and Hauser (1993), and 
Wadell et al. (2014).  

The information should go through a few vital nodes internally in order to create a structured 
and systematic information flow according to Tushman (1977). These nodes should be the 
individuals within the supporting sub department D that would have a spreading function, since 
they are included in every on-going project as of today. This department has an important role 
in receiving customer information, as they receive it from different actors in the network such 
as department A, B, L, E, M, J and O as the Figure 8 visualize. In the same figure you find that 
they receive a lot of information from the different departments, but do not pass it on further in 
the organization. The other departments in return do not point out department D as a department 
they provide information to. According to the departments themselves in the network, it is only 
department A and G that provides them with customer information. The reason for this 
difference might be that the other departments do not see department D as a department that 
they communicate with regarding customer information, since their role in the organization is 
to work with quality and internal improvements. An increased understanding about their role in 
the network and the value of them having this central role could increase the information flow 
both vertically and horizontally in the organization, as Foss et al. (2011) also claims. If the 
organization would get an understanding about the value of using department D as a 
transmitting function and if the information sharing was integrated into the employees’ daily 
work, the suggested transferring structure could be an effective way for information to be 
filtered and exchanged. Since the department D is participating in all the projects, they hold a 
holistic view of all the activities and needs existing in the organization and this knowledge 
could benefit and simplify the filtering of customer information.  

Department D has mainly contact with managers according to Figure 8, and this could be du to 
that D-1 is a manger and the only employee from department D that was included in the survey. 
When conducting further interviews with D-1, it was visible that all the employees at 
department D have a lot of contact with the different departments. D-1 also confirms that his 
department has the role as boundary spanners, which Cross and Prusak’s (2002) defines as the 
bridge between departments. Department D receives information from many departments and 
provides it today to the organization on SharePoint and also exchange the information internally 
within its department. Figure 65 illustrates that almost everyone in the organization works daily 
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with the individuals at department D, which indicates that there is a chance of utilizing their 
central roles in information sharing.  

5.4 Distribution structure  
The next section analyzes the distribution structure in order to allocate the customer information 
within the organization. This part intends to answer the research questions; How to allocate the 
customer information flow systematically at a medium size high technology company in order 
to increase the innovation capacity?  

5.4.1 Allocation of customer information 

In this case study, there are a lot of employees today that interact with customers, and the 
amount of customer interaction should be reduced. Using an extensive amount of interaction 
nodes is an ineffective way of collecting customer information when dealing with complex 
products and systems, and an improved approach is to use Key account teams. These teams 
include different employees with different competences and the employees from the marketing 
department A, will be part of the teams since they already act as the external contact to 
customers. The aim with Key account teams is to unite the information in a single location, 
which facilitates the communication with the customers and ease the subsequent transmitting 
of that information internally. Using Key account teams as the gatekeepers clarifies the 
information streams and provide a systematic method of receiving customer information. The 
amount of customer interaction will therefore decrease as the external flow will go through a 
few vital nodes into the organization. The aim of collecting the customer interactions through 
these few nodes is to establish a systematic approach of managing customer interactions and 
further optimize the distribution of customer information internally. To get this valuable 
information concerning customers and competitors it is vital to include and collaborate with the 
global marketing department, to increase the understanding and contact with potential 
customers. This department has a great market understanding for each business location since 
they are positioned close to the customers and competitors, and these internal resources should 
be utilized. In short, the global marketing department H, and the Key account teams, must build 
relations and create a united strategy of how to develop and manage the relations with customers 
for each market in order to easier receive customer information and insight of the market. This 
will increase the customer understanding concerning customers’ demands, future visions, and 
feedback.  

It is of importance to make everyone within an organization aware of their role in the social 
networks in order to increase the understanding about the information flows and their value in 
the networks (Cross and Prusak, 2002). This should be investigated and presented to the 
employees regularly. In order to increase the customer information flow within the 
organization, managers should encourage information sharing by adopting policies and 
procedures that encourage an internal collaboration (Hatala and Lutta, 2009). To increase the 
internal collaboration, the company should use central (key) employees that have the task of 
sharing the customer information between internal boundaries, i.e. departments. For this case 
study, a lot of the customer information is shared between managers and the information tends 
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to become “sticky”, because it is visualized to be difficult to transfer this information further in 
the organization.  

An improved course of action is to move the connecting and transmitting role to employees that 
have enough knowledge about the business, products and technology and at the same time have 
a high amount of internal relationships with employees from the different departments. This 
would improve the transfer of customer information as it is an efficient and optimize approach 
of allocating customer information throughout the organization. For this case study the 
supporting sub department D have an important role as they participate in every project. This 
gives them a holistic view of all on-going activities since their work includes having contact 
with many departments, which is useful when allocating the customer information throughout 
the organization. Therefore, the supporting department D should have the transmitting function 
of receiving customer information from the Key account teams and providing it internally to all 
the departments in the organization. This department has the ability to distribute information 
both vertically and horizontally in the organizational structure, leading to a reduced hierarchical 
structure and “stickiness” of the information sharing. This is also beneficial for the systematic 
approach of distributing customer information as it is easier to allocate the flow throughout the 
organization. In Figure 14, an illustration of how the Company X should manage, collect and 
allocate customer information throughout the organization is presented. 

 

Figure 14. Customer information flow at Company X. 

To increase the innovation capacity in a company there is a need of improved customer 
information flow between the marketing department and the R&D department (Griffin and 
Hauser, 1993; Leenders and Wierenga, 2002; Griffin and Hauser, 1996). According to the social 
networks of this case study, the supporting department D, is an important link between the 
marketing department A, and the R&D departments E and F. This supporting department D, 
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will have the role of the transmitting function and provide a systematic and clear defined 
approach of allocating the customer information internally within the organization. It will also 
increase the communication between all the departments and improve the company’s capacity 
to embrace and apply the customer information. This because the supporting department has a 
broader perspective with deep knowledge of both the technology and business as they operate 
with every department in the organization. The sharing of customer information between 
employees from different departments is difficult as they have different interpretations of the 
information due to their differences in work tasks (Deng and Davidson, 2013; Akao, 2004; 
Kaulio, 1998).  

It is easier for the supporting department D to have the absorptive role and translate the 
information so that it suits the individuals in need of it. The information is more easily embraced 
when using face-to-face communication and in order to optimize the information sharing, it 
should be integrated into the employees’ daily work. According to the case study the customer 
information is being spread by email or online at SharePoint, leading to that it is up to each 
employee to search for customer information on their own. The problem is that you do not know 
what you do not have, meaning that there might be information of value for you that you did 
not receive since you did not search for it. It is therefore of importance to integrate the customer 
information exchange in the employees’ daily working process, using a spreading function. 
According to the pre study, all the four product areas have a need for an increased amount of 
customer information in order to understand the customers better. Today, the supporting 
department, operates within all the four product areas and therefore it would be optimal for this 
department to be the transmitting function for the entire organization.  

The benefits of an efficient allocation of the customer information flow would be an increased 
innovation capacity, more business opportunities and an enhanced competitive advantage. It 
will also make it easier to find the different markets and meet the customers’ needs, which 
would result in a more profitable product development (Cohen and Levinthal, 1990; Barua et 
al., 2007; Wagner, 2006).  

 

 



 43 

 CONCLUSION 
This chapter covers the conclusions which aims to answer the purpose of this research study. 
It reflects the outcomes of the literature study and the analysis. 

The conclusion of this research study is that in order to systematically receive customer 
information from external sources it is necessary to implement clear defined gatekeepers, such 
as Key account teams. The aim with Key account teams is to unite the information in a single 
location, which facilitates the communication with the customers and ease the subsequent 
transmitting of that information internally. Using Key account teams as the gatekeepers clarifies 
the information streams and provides a systematic method of receiving customer information. 
The amount of customer interaction will therefore decrease, as the external flow will go through 
a few vital nodes into the organization.  

For this case study the department that works as a supporting sub function in the organization, 
and more specific with internal improvements and quality, have an important role as they 
participate in every project and business. This provides them with a holistic view of all ongoing 
activities as their work includes having contact with many departments. This department should 
act as a transmitting function to transfer the customer information throughout the organization 
since it is important to improve the communication between boundaries in an organization. It 
is especially important to connect the marketing department with the R&D department. This 
would improve the transfer of customer information as using a transmitting organ is an efficient 
approach of allocating customer information internally in an organization. The transmitting 
department will have the ability to distribute information both vertically and horizontally in the 
organizational configuration, leading to a reduced hierarchical structure and “stickiness” of the 
information sharing. 

The transfer of customer information should be integrated into the employees’ daily working 
process in order to increase its value, as it is easier to embrace and apply the information more 
efficiently. It is easier for the supporting department to have the absorptive capacity and 
translate the information, since they work close to the departments and will have a good 
understanding of the different departments’ needs. The improved systematic allocation of 
customer information throughout the organization would results in an enhanced innovation 
capacity and value of the products according to earlier studies, which in turn would lead to an 
increased competitive advantage on the market. This research study has expanded the existing 
research concerning the value of utilizing the customer information flow throughout the 
organization.  

This research study has a theoretical contribution in combining clear defined gatekeepers that 
collects and unites external information with a transmitting function that spreads the 
information internally in the organization. This combination provides a systematic approach of 
managing and distributing customer information in an efficient way in order to understand the 
customers better and gain an insight of the market. An improved information flow provides 
better preconditions to increase the innovation capacity, which will lead to an improved 
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competitive position on the market. Earlier empirical studies prove that it is beneficial to use 
face-to-face communication when transferring information and the theoretical conclusion of 
this research study is that by using a transmitting function that integrates the transfer of 
customer information into the employees’ daily work, the absorptive capacity will increase. The 
ambition is that it will result in an organization that will embrace and apply the information 
more efficiently. These conclusions are generally applicable and can be implemented in other 
high technology industries in order to improve the allocation of the customer information flow 
throughout the organization. 
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APPENDIX A: NOMENCLATURE  
 
Departments within Company X  

• Department A – Works with sales and marketing the products of the product areas 

• Department B – Works with product development and strategy 

• Department C – Works with procurements 

• Department D - A supporting department that works with improvements and quality 

monitoring internally 

• Department E – Product Area 

• Department F – Act as internal consultants and works mainly in R&D 

• Department G – Works with manufacture and production  

• Department H – Works with marketing the products abroad in each specific markets 

• Department I – Works with the internal communication 

• Department J – Product Area 

• Department K – Works with the economy and finances 

• Department L – Product Area 

• Department M – Product Area 

• Department N – Individuals from other departments  

• Department O – Head manager for Company X 

Customers     

• Customer 1 – Anonymous operator company 

• Customer 2 – Anonymous operator company 

• Customer 3 – Anonymous operator company 

• Customer 4 – Anonymous operator company 

• Customer 5 – Internal customer  

• Customer 6 – Anonymous operator company 

• Customer 7 – Anonymous operator company 
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APPENDIX B: PRE STUDY 
Interview questions for the pre study. The standard questions are marked as SQ. 
 
Background  

• What is your name? 

• What department do you work for? 

• What work position do you have?  

• How long have you had this position? 

• How long have you worked at Company X? 

Product description    

• Describe shortly what products exist in your product area and which products you are 

responsible for. 

• Are there similarities between the different products in your product area? E.g. same 

customers, same development process, same product lifecycle, same amount and shape 

of customer interactions? 

• How is the product chain shaped for each product? I.e. the steps until the end user. 

Which of the steps are you responsible of? 

• If you have a collaboration with partners, who are they for each product?  

• How is the collaboration formed with your partners shaped and what ways of 

communicating do you use?  

• If you have subcontractors, who are they for each product? 

• How is the communication with the subcontractors performed for each product? 

Customer interactions 

Today 

• How does the customer chain look like for every product and how is the information 

transferred between the different parties?  

• How is the exchange of customer information performed? What type of information do 

you get from customers? (SQ) 

• To what extent do you receive input and how much do you take it into account? (SQ) 
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• From whom do you get input and who at the department receives it from the customer? 

• Do you think that there are valuable inputs missing from customers? (SQ) 

• If yes, explain what is missing and why it is missing? (SQ)  

• What problems does it cause?  

• Which customer values does the different customers appreciate for each product?  

• How do the needs differ between the different customers? E.g. desires, customization 

Past 

• Which methods have been tested before to increase and improve the customer 

interactions?  

• What was the outcome and why? 

Feature 

• Where in the organization is there a need for increased customer interactions?  (SQ) 

• In case of a need, what type of customer inputs would you like to have? (SQ) 

• What is the purpose of the customer contact? (SQ) 

• Where in the organization is it the most suitable to receive and handle the input from 

customers?  

• Through the customers’ perspective, what could they benefit from an increased contact?  

• Do you have any suggestions of a suitable method to gain an increased profitable 

customer interaction?  
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APPENDIX C: SURVEY QUESTIONS 
Thank you for taking your time to answer our questionnaire. Your participation is valuable for 
us! The purpose of our master thesis is to create a systematic way of integrating customer 
information into the product development for chosen departments. The survey concerns the 
business unit E, and other departments that affect their work. We will create a mapping of 
information flows both externally towards customers and internally in the organization. This 
will be made by using the analytic tool Social Network Analysis. Your answers on the survey 
will be the basis for the analysis and therefore it is of high importance that you reply the 
questionnaire truthfully, where no answers are incorrect. Note that the data and the result is 
confidential within the company and will not be used for the purpose of affecting or changing 
your work tasks. 

To answer a question, write the answer in a cell or click on it to choose a response option in the 
list. If you have any thoughts or questions, do not hesitate to contact us. 
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APPENDIX D: ATTRIBUTE LIST 
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APPENDIX E: KEY ROLES 
Interview questions for key roles within the social networks.  
 
Company X  

• Where is the decision-making within the department and the organization? Do you have 
the authority to make final decisions? 

• Do you feel motivated in your efforts to obtain external information? 
• Which channels do you use to disseminate customer information internally within the 

organization? Which channels are most beneficial and why?  
• (Mail / phone / conference / work shop / IT tools (IT platforms) 
• What is the biggest challenge when transfer customer information internally why? 
• Do you see any disadvantage for the organization if the two departments, market and 

R&D have closer cooperation?   

The customers 

• What characterizes your relationships with customers? How has your customer contact 
created?  

• How do you gather information from customers? Which channels are most favorable 
for obtaining information from customers? 

• Do you believe that you have a systematic way to gather information from customers, 
and integrate customers into the business? If yes, in what way is it designed? 

• We have seen that there are many individuals from the company that has contact with 
the customer. What do you think about introducing Key Account in organization? What 
are the pros and cons according to you?  

• Do you have knowledge of the competitors? 
• Do you have any suggestions for improvement regarding the design of information 

exchange between Company X and its customers? 
• What factors do you consider to be important for optimal customer exchange? 
• When in product development, it is beneficial of receiving customer information? 
• Do you believe that it is possible to involve customers in the development process? 

What are the advantages, disadvantages and risks?  
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APPENDIX F: INTERNAL BENCHMARKING   
Interview questions for the internal benchmarking. The interview was held with the customer 
of the product area, Department L. 

 
Cooperation 

• How long have you been involved in this cooperation with Company X? 
• What type of value provides this cooperation? How has this affected your organization 

and businesses? 
• We have identified three key areas of information, customer’s demands, future visions, 

and feedback. What do you consider important information customer varieties and why? 
• Who from Company X, do you have the most frequent contact/dialogue with in order 

receive information about the product processes and transfer customer information? 

Knowledge   

• How do you gather user and technical information from your organization that you 
provide for Company X? 

• How do you spread information from Company X in your organization? 
Which communication channels (mail / phone / conference / work shop / IT tools/IT 
platform) are most favorable for spreading information and why? 

• Have you previously tested or do you use other forms of cooperation with the product 
supplier or manufacturer? 

• Do you think that you have a systematic way to integrate suppliers into your operations? 
If yes, in what way is it designed? 

• What information (demands, future visions, feedback) you have received from the 
users? 

• Do you think that you have a systematic way to gather information from users? If yes, 
in what way is it designed? 

Improvements 

• Do you consider missing valuable information about Company X? If so, why is it 
missing? What problem to this causes? 

• Do you have any suggestions for improvements regarding the design of the cooperation 
between your organization and Company X? 

• What factors do you consider to be most important for optimal customer exchange? 
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APPENDIX G: EXTERNAL BENCHMARKING 
Interview questions for the external benchmarking with an aircraft company. 
 

Interview questions 

• What role did you have at your company when the program was introduced? 
• Can you explain the customer program? How does it work?  

• Why did you choose to implement that program? What are the pros and cons? 

• Is the program still running? 

• Have you tried something else before the program? 

• What aspects do you see as the most valuable ones concerning; 

1. Transfer customer information?  

2. Collecting customer information? 

3. Increasing information flow? 

• Which channel do you use to collect the customer information? 

• How was the dialog with suppliers?  

• How was the customer information communicated internally?  

• In which phase in the product development did you collect customer information? 

(Beginning/End).  

• Do you have any suggestions on methods to spread customer information internally, 

so that it reaches the right person?    
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APPENDIX H: NETWORK 1 
The networks visualize the individuals’ interaction with customers concerning different 
customer information including demands, future visions, and feedback. The interaction has 
occurred over the past two years. 

Customer interaction    

Department A 

 

Figure 15. Visualizes the customer interactions concerning customer information. 

 

Figure 16. Visualizes the customer interactions concerning customer demands. 
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Figure 17. Visualizes the customer interactions concerning customer future visions. 

 

Figure 18. Visualizes the customer interactions concerning customer feedback.  
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Department B 

 

Figure 19. Visualizes the customer interactions concerning customer information. 

 

Figure 20. Visualizes the customer interactions concerning customer demands. 
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Figure 21. Visualizes the customer interactions concerning customer future visions. 

 

Figure 22. Visualizes the customer interactions concerning customer feedback.  
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Department E 

 

Figure 23. Visualizes the customer interactions concerning customer information. 

 

Figure 24. Visualizes the customer interactions concerning customer demands. 
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Figure 25. Visualizes the customer interactions concerning customer future visions. 

 

Figure 26. Visualizes the customer interactions concerning customer feedback.  
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Department F 

 

Figure 27. Visualizes the customer interactions concerning customer information. 

 

Figure 28. Visualizes the customer interactions concerning customer demands. 
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Figure 29. Visualizes the customer interactions concerning customer future visons. 

 

 

Figure 30. Visualizes the customer interactions concerning customer feedback. 
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Department N 

 

Figure 31. Visualizes the customer interactions concerning customer information. 
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Figure 32. Visualizes the customer interaction concerning customer demands. 

 

Figure 33. Visualizes the customer interactions concerning customer future visions. 
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Figure 34. Visualizes the customer interactions concerning customer feedback. 
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APPENDIX I: NETWORK 2 and 3 

Appendix I visualize the receivers and providers of customer information for the whole 
organization in different perspectives. The networks consider different information types, such 
as customer demands, future visions, and feedback.  

Receivers and providers of customer information 
Department A 

 

Figure 35. Receivers of customer information. 

 

Figure 36. Providers of customer information. 
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Department B  

 

Figure 37. Receivers of customer information. 

 

Figure 38. Providers of customer information. 
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Department E  

 

Figure 39. Receivers of customer information. 

 

Figure 40. Providers of customer information. 
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Department F  

 

Figure 41. Receivers of customer information. 

 

Figure 42. Providers of customer information. 
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Department N  

 

Figure 43. Receivers of customer information. 

 

Figure 44. Providers of customer information. 
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Department E – Receivers of customer information  

 

Figure 45. Receivers of customer information within department E. 

 

Figure 46. Receivers of customer demands within department E. 
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Figure 47. Receivers of customer future visions within department E. 

 

 

Figure 48. Receivers of customer feedback within department E.  
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Department E – Providers of customer information  

 

 

Figure 49. Providers of customer information within department E. 

 

Figure 50. Providers of customer demands within department E. 
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Figure 51. Providers of customer future visions within department E. 

 

 

Figure 52. Providers of customer feedback within department E. 
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Department F – Receivers of customer information  

 

Figure 53. Receivers of customer information within department F. 

 

Figure 54. Receivers of customer demands within department F.  



 84 

 

Figure 55. Receivers of customer future visions within department F. 

 

Figure 56. Receivers of customer feedback within department F. 
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Department F – Providers of customer information  

 

 

Figure 57. Providers of customer information within department F. 

 

Figure 58. Providers of customer demands within department F. 
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Figure 59. Providers of customer future visions within department F. 

 

 

Figure 60. Providers of customer feedback within department F. 
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APPENDIX J: NETWORK 4 

Appendix J visualize one department’s daily relations to the rest of the organization.  

Daily work relations 

Department A 

 

Figure 61. The daily relations for department A. 
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Department B  

 

Figure 62. The daily relations for department B. 

Department E 

 

Figure 63. The daily relations for department E. 
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Department F 

 

Figure 64. The daily relations for department F. 

Department N  

 

Figure 65. The daily relations for department N. 


