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MANAGEMENT SUMMARY 

  Introduction – This master thesis is one of the first studies that describes the establishment 

of effective customer references from a process perspective for organizations operating in a complex 

products and systems (CoPS) setting. This thesis describes a study conducted at a company in a CoPS 

setting, namely CoPSCo, who experiences difficulties selling their complex products and systems 

embodying new technologies. The company uses customer reference marketing as their sales strategy 

but faces difficulties establishing effective customer references necessary to reduce the perceived 

degree of uncertainties and risk that affect the buying process of potential industrial buyers. Currently, 

the company establishes customer references in an unsystematic, informal and ad-hoc manner. 

Consequently, due to a lack of a structured selection policy ineffective customer references are 

established. Despite the difficulty to establish effective customer references, the current literature is 

silent about the design of a reference customer selection process, and as a consequence leave 

unexplained how organizations should establish effective ‘customer references’ through the selection 

of ‘reference customers’.   

  Methodology – To provide an answer to the research question design science methodology 

was applied to link the dispersed scientific knowledge base to the pragmatic and creative work of 

practitioners. Design science methodology relies on generic design knowledge described as design 

principles constructed according to CIMO-logic. Design principles are constructed according to CIMO-

logic to describe the context, intervention, mechanism and outcome. This study constructed theory-

based design principles based on a literature review from a broad body of literature, and conducted 

an empirical case study in which five customer reference cases were studied to get insights about the 

same phenomenon in practice. The theory-based design principles were reflected by the insights from 

practice and either underpinned or reformulated from which a set of final design principles was 

constructed. The final design principles form the basis of the design solution for this master thesis. 

 Theoretical Analysis – A literature review has been conducted on relevant bodies of literature 

to get acquainted with the complex products and systems (CoPS) industry, new technology sales, 

customer reference marketing and the reference customer selection process and criteria to create a 

better understanding of the essentials of these concepts. As this study took a process perspective on 

how organizations from the CoPS industry should establish effective customer references, a 

theoretical overview  has been developed regarding the customer reference marketing practices, the 

challenges the organizations face during the establishment of customer references, the reference 

customer selection process steps, and an overview based on several contributions from the customer 

reference marketing literature on effective reference customer selection criteria. Based on these 

insights from the literature review six theory-based design principles have been constructed in the 

form of the CIMO-logic.   

   Empirical Analysis – This study conducted an empirical case study at CoPSCo where 23 

interviews have been conducted, from which 14 have been transcribed for the individual case 

narratives and the cross-case analysis. During the empirical case study five customer reference cases 

were studied to explore why the organization is experiencing difficulties in selling new technologies 

and establishing effective customer references. The empirical case study provided insights into the 

challenges that the organization faces during the establishment of the customer reference, which 

reference customer selection process steps were performed, and the degree of effectiveness of the 

customer reference case based on the reference customer selection criteria. From this empirical 

analysis it became evident that the actual performed reference customer selection process is 

unstructured, informal and ad-hoc. The company expresses the need for a more structured process 

where all relevant aspects of a reference customer and demonstration project are considered prior to 
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the selection of the reference customer. These insights from the cross-case analysis are used for the 

reformulation of the preliminary design principles constructed by theory.  

 Results – Based on the theory-based design principles and insights from the empirical case 

analysis a set of seven final design principles have been constructed, as inspired by the work of Van 

Burg et al. (2012). From these insights several important conclusions emerged with regards to the 

establishment of effective customer references and the reference customer selection process.   

  First, the thesis provides insights into the challenges that organizations face in establishing 

customer references: (1) that customers do not want to act as a customer reference and maintain a 

high degree of secrecy; (2) that convincing a customer to act as a reference is a challenge, which can 

be overcome through the use of social capital, provision of an attractive financial structure and 

creation of a fall-back scenario; (3) that the organization has a lack of supplier awareness and tends 

to focus on the technical aspects of the technology at the expense of sales arguments for the 

commercialization; (4) that when the organization develops a final prototype prior to the selection of 

the reference customer it reduces the reduces the amount of potential reference customers and limits 

the input to mere incremental; (5) and that it is challenging for a company to establish effective 

customer references if it lacks an organizational structure that provides resources, a budget and a 

team for the execution of demonstration projects involving new technologies.    

  Second, as this thesis is one of the first studies that describes the reference customer selection 

process, a selection process has been derived from existing literature describing a partner selection- 

and customer selection process to illustrate a process similar for this situation. This reference 

customer selection process from a theoretical perspective is used as a guideline to assess the five 

reference customer selection processes from the empirical case study. From this analysis it became 

evident how organizations actually select their reference customers. This confirmed that, as described 

in the problem statement, the current process is unsystematic, informal and ad-hoc, where either not 

all relevant aspects of the reference customer and demonstration project are considered, or no 

selection process has been performed at all, resulting in customer references that do not reduce the 

perceived uncertainties of potential customers.   

  Third, reference customers can be selected based on three determinants: intra-organizational 

determinants, inter-organizational determinants, and market determinants. For a customer reference 

to be effective it should reduce the perceived degree of uncertainty and risk of the potential customers 

and increase the credibility of the supplier. To do so, the reference customer should display 

comparable characteristics with the potential customer and thereby match the product class of the 

potential customer, show similar product application at their site and be located within the same 

market segment of the potential customer in order to be a significant signal of the supplier’s capability 

and reduce the perceived uncertainties of potential customers. In the empirical case study the 

company of CoPSCo emphasized that for the selection of a potential reference customer within a CoPS 

setting it is important that they comply to the application requirements of the technology and are 

located within the targeted geographical area and market segment.    

 As this study was conducted within the research environment of the company of CoPSCo, the 

final design principles were used for the development of a design solution. As this thesis took a process 

perspective on the establishment of customer references, the design solution is a structured reference 

customer selection process. This process is represented in the form of an interactive tool by which the 

CoPS organization can perform the process steps one by one and consider all relevant aspects of a 

reference customer and the demonstration project prior to the selection of the reference customer 

to establish an effective customer reference for the sales of CoPS with new technologies.

 Discussion – This thesis identified how organizations from the CoPS industry should establish 

effective customer references from a process perspective. This study contributes to the customer 

reference marketing literature in three ways: First, a process perspective that offers design principles 
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specifying how to establish effective customer references has been provided. Second, a detailed 

reference customer selection process for organizations from the complex products and systems 

industry has been established. Third, a clear overview of effective reference customer selection 

criteria from multiple contributions from the customer reference marketing literature has been 

provided that can be used for future research related to this topic. This study offers seven final design 

principles, grounded in both theory and practice, for organizations from the CoPS industry who want 

to establish effective customer references from a process perspective. Further research 

recommendations concern conducting more empirical research regarding the reference customer 

selection process in general at all firms and at organizations operating in a CoPS setting to create a 

better understanding of this process.  
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1 INTRODUCTION 

  It is common in business-to-business (B2B) markets, particularly in a complex products and 

systems (CoPS) environment, for potential industrial buyers to face a high degree of uncertainty and 

perceived risk over a prospective purchase involving a new technology (Dedehayir et al., 2014; Godes, 

2012; Rese et al., 2013). CoPS are high value, capital goods systems produced and designed by firms 

to meet the requirements of large business or government customers. They consist of large numbers 

of components and sub-systems involving multiple interactions between the various levels of system 

and sub-system hierarchy (Davies et al., 2015). CoPS are for example aircraft engines, ERP systems, 

and material handling systems (Baraldi, 2009; Davies et al., 2015; Miller et al., 1995). This high degree 

of uncertainty and perceived risk is experienced by both the supplying firm and the potential industrial 

buyers as they do not have all the information required for the evaluation of the new technology 

(Galbraith, 1977; Hamberg, 2004). The importance of such a CoPS for the industrial buyers and 

perceived uncertainties of the situation (Bunn & Liu, 1996; Henthorne et al., 1993) make it increasingly 

difficult for a firm in the CoPS industry to sell their new technologies as these uncertainties affect the 

customer’s purchase decision making (Johnston & Lewin, 1996; Shulman et al., 2015). One of the 

solutions to this problem is to perform customer reference marketing, a powerful tool for marketing 

and sales in the field of systems and solutions selling in a B2B setting (Haimala & Salminen, 2013; 

Helm, 2003; Helm & Salminen, 2010; Kumar et al., 2003; Rese et al., 2013; Terho et al., 2012), 

particularly for higher-priced and higher-value offerings as in the CoPS industry (Anderson et al., 2000; 

2007; Anderson & Wynstra, 2010; Terho & Jalkala, 2017). Customer reference marketing is a supplier-

initiated activity undertaken to leverage a reference customer relationship for the firm’s marketing 

activities (Jalkala & Salminen, 2010; Terho & Jalkala, 2017). A customer reference is provided by an 

existing or previous customer, called the reference customer, who has experience with the new 

technology, product or system, and the providing organization. The customer reference is utilized by 

the CoPs organization as a referral to attract new customers (Huntley, 2006; Lacey & Morgan, 2009; 

Ryals, 2002), to reduce risks and uncertainties (Kumar et al., 2013; Ruokolainen, 2008; Salminen & 

Möller, 2006), and to increase the reputation and credibility of the organization and its offering 

(Blomqvist, 1997; Doney & Cannon, 1997; Herbig & Milewicz, 1993; Levitt, 1967; Ruokolainen, 2008; 

2008b).   

  The function of the customer reference marketing practices related to the new technology is 

to gain information about the technology and the market for the organization, and signal information 

about the organization and its offering to potential industrial buyers (Connelly et al., 2011; Flowers et 

al., 2007; Rese et al., 2013). Therefore, the customer reference marketing practices can be used for 

both internal and external use. The internal practices are used for learning purposes for the 

organization, where the external practices are used as a sales and promotional tool towards potential 

industrial buyers (Hada et al., 2014; Jalkala & Salminen, 2010; Salminen & Möller, 2006). Customer 

reference marketing is acknowledged as a powerful tool for marketing and sales due to these various 

functions and practices. However, customer reference marketing is only a powerful tool for marketing 

if the established customer references are effective. This means that the customer reference should 

signal the correct information to reduce the perceived risks and uncertainties of potential industrial 

buyers (Kumar et al., 2013; Ruokolainen, 2008; Salminen & Möller, 2006; Salminen et al., 2008; Terho 

& Jalkala, 2017) and show the problem-solving capability of the supplier in a similar environment as 

that of the potential customer to increase their credibility, and the credibility of the supplier’s offering 

(Aarikka-Stenroos, 2011; Haimala & Salminen, 2013; Helm & Salminen, 2010; Ruokolainen, 2005; 

2008).   
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  The reference customer that provides the ‘customer reference’ should therefore have similar 

characteristics to the potential customers of the organization to increase the potential customer’s 

degree of congruency and identification with the reference customer, which will reduce their 

perceived uncertainties and risk regarding the new technology and increase sales (Aarikka-Stenroos, 

2011; Helm & Salminen, 2010; Kumar et al., 2013; Rese et al., 2013; Ruokolainen & Aarikka-Stenroos, 

2016; Salminen & Möller, 2006; Salminen et al., 2008; Terho & Jalkala, 2017). As the established 

customer reference has comparable characteristics with the potential customer, the CoPS 

organization proves their problem-solving capability through showing successful earlier problem 

solving in comparable environments and situations (Haimala & Salminen, 2013) and thereby increase 

the credibility of the organization and its offering (Ruokolainen, 2005; 2008).  

  The reference customer plays a key role within the customer reference marketing practices as 

they can either hinder or promote the use of the customer reference for the firm’s marketing activities 

(Ruokolainen, 2008). It is possible that the reference customer hinders the use of the reference for 

marketing purposes, because they do not want or cannot legally act as a customer reference (Jaakola, 

2018; Jalkala & Salminen, 2010; Salminen, 2001). It can also occur that a reference customer promotes 

the use of the customer reference for marketing purposes, but the customer is not a significant 

reference to the potential customers as there are no comparable characteristics (Aarikka-Stenroos, 

2011; Helm & Salminen, 2010; Kumar et al., 2013; Rese et al., 2013; Ruokolainen & Aarikka-Stenroos, 

2016; Salminen & Möller, 2006; Salminen et al., 2008; Terho & Jalkala, 2017). In these situations an 

ineffective customer reference has been established that is not able to reduce the perceived 

uncertainties of potential industrial buyers due to the low degree of congruency and identification 

(Ruokolainen & Aarikka-Stenroos, 2016). It is therefore important that the CoPS organization puts 

effort in the selection of the reference customer to ascertain its effectiveness.  

  Despite the difficulty to establish an effective customer reference, the current literature is 

relatively silent about the design of the reference customer selection process, and as a consequence 

leaves unexplained how to select reference customers to establish effective customer references. 

Notwithstanding the important insights of existing studies on customer reference marketing, there is 

little known about the process of establishing an effective customer reference (Helm & Salminen, 

2010). Although several studies elaborate on the characteristics of reference customers (i.e. Gomez-

arias & Montermoso, 2007; Helm & Salminen, 2010; Kumar et al., 2013; Rese et al., 2013) and the 

customer reference marketing practices (Hada et al., 2014; Jalkala & Salminen, 2009; 2010; Morgado 

& De Castro, 2015; Salminen & Möller, 2006), these studies provide useful context but do not tell how 

organizations should select their 'reference customers’ to establish an effective ‘customer reference’. 

Thus, a process perspective on the reference selection process, which integrates the customer 

reference marketing practices, the customer reference establishment challenges, and reference 

customer selection criteria, is lacking (Helm & Salminen, 2010). Therefore, this thesis takes a process 

perspective on how organizations should establish effective customer references and focuses on the 

reference customer selection process.    

  The main research question of this master thesis is as follows: “How can organizations that 

operate in a complex products and systems setting select reference customers to establish effective 

customer references?   

  To provide an answer to the main research question this thesis needs to study the main 

challenges regarding the establishment of customer references, how organizations select their 

reference customers and what effective reference customer selection criteria are for organizations 

operating in a complex products and systems setting. This is done through conducting a literature 

review and an empirical case study for the construction of a set of final design principles used to design 

a reference customer selection process, which is the process perspective on how organizations should 

establish effective customer references. Due to this approach this study contributes to the extant 
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literature in two specific ways. First, the majority of the key studies relevant to this study focus on the 

aspects of customer reference marketing after the establishment of the customer reference where 

this study focusses on the aspects of customer reference marketing prior to the establishment of the 

customer reference. Second, unlike previous studies, this thesis takes a process perspective on how 

organizations should establish effective customer references and focusses on the reference customer 

selection process.    

  This thesis is structured in the following way. The next subchapter provides a description of 

the company that is part of this research, which will be the research environment of this study. 

Chapter two describes the problem statement of the company, which is the initiator for this master 

thesis project. Chapter three elaborates on the positioning of this thesis within the academic 

literature. Chapter four describes the research methodology elaborating on the design science 

methodology and the empirical procedures. Chapter five includes the theoretical background of this 

thesis. Chapter six presents the findings from the literature and the constructed theory-based design 

principles. Then in Chapter seven the empirical insights into the reference customer selection process, 

criteria and challenges of the five customer reference cases are presented and analysed. Chapter 

seven ends with the construction of a set of final design principles. Subsequently, chapter eight 

describes the design solution based on the set of final design principles. The thesis ends with a 

discussion of the main results.  

1.1 COPSCO: THE COMPANY RESEARCH ENVIRONMENT 
The company that is part of this research is called CoPSCo. This company name is used throughout the 

study as a pseudonym to disguise the real name of the company. CoPSCo wants to improve their 

operational activities and expand their logistical achievements through close cooperation with their 

customers. CoPSCo can achieve this through their portfolio of innovative material handling systems, 

intelligent software and services, which results in fast, reliable and efficient automation technology. 

The material handling systems that CoPSCo provides are identified within the literature as complex 

products and systems (CoPS) (Davies et al., 2015).   

  The scope of this research is CoPSCo’s departments and activities related to the warehousing 

market. The warehousing market, more specifically the warehouse automation market, is an 

important focus area for CoPSCo as it generates the majority of the total revenues of the company. 

The warehousing market consists of multiple market segments such as: Medical devices; 

Pharmaceuticals; Parts & Components; DIY; Tires; Office Supplies; Furnitures; General Merchandise; 

Food; and Fashion. From all these market segments CoPSCo focuses on the last three mentioned 

segments, the General Merchandise- Food- and Fashion segment. CoPSCo develops particular 

customer solutions containing products and services based on a certain logistical concept to serve the 

specific needs of the targeted market segments. These segments are selected, because they contain 

the most potential for CoPSCo based on market attractiveness and business assessment. CoPSCo’s 

growth strategy aims at establishing a top three position and the recognition as leading innovator 

within these three target market segments. To participate and focus on these segments specific skills 

and assets are required. CoPSCo therefore invested in the skills and assets that have been tailored to 

meet the specific business needs of these three targeted market segments.    

   One of these specific assets are customer references that CoPSCo has established for the 

development and sales of their innovative material handling systems. A customer reference is 

provided by an existing or previous customer who has experience with the innovative product or 

system, the new technology and the providing organization and leveraged by the organization for 

marketing activities (Jalkala & Salminen, 2010; Terho & Jalkala, 2017). CoPSCo uses customer 
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reference marketing as a sales strategy to prove their problem-solving capability through showing 

successful earlier problem solving in comparable environments and situations (Haimala & Salminen, 

2013). To prove that the innovative material handling system meets the specific business needs of the 

targeted market segment, the customer references should be effective by building the reputation and 

credibility of the organization (Helm & Salminen, 2012) and reduce the potential customers’ perceived 

risk and uncertainties (Rese et al., 2013; Ruokolainen, 2008) to convince them of the relative 

advantage of the innovative system over the incumbent technology or system. However, CoPSCo 

experiences difficulties selling their material handling systems embodying new technology as their 

currently established customer references are difficult to be utilized for the firm’s marketing activities.  

1.2 TERMINOLOGY USED IN THE THESIS 
  The following summary presents the most important terminology used in this thesis. Some of 

these terms are more formally defined in chapter three, the positioning of the master thesis, and 

chapter five, the theoretical background.  

  Customer Solution: Customer solutions are individualized offers for complex customer 

problems that are interactively designed and whose components offer an integrative added value 

through the combination of products and/or services so that the value is more than the sum of the 

components (Evanschitzky et al., 2011; Töllner et al., 2011; Sawhney, 2006).  

  Customer Reference: A customer reference is the organization’s relationship to an existing or 

previous customer used as a referral to potential customer that might evaluate it in terms of the 

organization’s product/service, management, and cooperation performance (Salminen, 1997). The 

customer reference represents a real-world assessment that illustrates the attractiveness of the 

solution and credibility of the organization to the next potential customers (Ruokolainen, 2008). 

  Reference Customer: A reference customer is the customer that provides the ‘customer 

reference’. The reference customer, commonly a company, is a commercial user of the organization’s 

offering. The reference customer can either hinder or promote the use of the customer reference for 

marketing purposes (Ruokolainen, 2008).   

  Customer Reference Marketing: A supplier-initiated activity undertaken to leverage existing 

and/or previous customers and delivered customer solutions in the firm’s marketing activities 

targeted at potential customers (Jalkala & Salminen, 2010; Terho & Jalkala, 2017).  
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2 PROBLEM DESCRIPTION 

This chapter will elaborate on the problem description that will provide more context for this 

master thesis. First, the current situation at CoPSCo will be described, the initial problem and why it is 

a problem. Second, the research goal and questions will be proposed based on the problem 

description of the company.  

2.1 CURRENT SITUATION 
CoPSCo wants to establish a top three position and be recognized as the leading innovator 

within the general merchandise, food and fashion segment of the warehouse automation market. The 

company wants to achieve this by providing innovative material handling systems embodying new 

technology that substitutes incumbent technologies by satisfying the market segment’s existing 

performance demands and simultaneously offering a new set of values. However, CoPSCo experiences 

difficulties selling their innovative material handling systems within the targeted market segments of 

the warehouse automation market. These difficulties mainly occur due to the inclusion of new 

technology, which contain high perceived risks and uncertainties that affect the buying process of the 

customers (Johnston & Lewin, 1996; Shulman et al., 2015). A sales strategy that CoPSCo uses to reduce 

the perceived risk and degree of uncertainty of potential industrial buyers is customer reference 

marketing. Customer reference marketing is an important tool for marketing and sales in the field of 

systems and solution selling as they illustrate the benefits and usability of the innovative system and 

generate credibility for the firm (Helm & Salminen, 2010; Jalkala & Salminen, 2010; Kumar et al., 2013; 

Terho & Jalkala, 2017).  

  Customer reference marketing is a supplier-initiated activity where the organization utilizes 

an existing or previous customer to perform internal and external customer reference marketing 

practices (Jalkala & Salminen, 2010; Salminen & Möller, 2006). The internal practices are performed 

to experiment and learn from the new technology, customer solution and its support elements in a 

real-life environment (Dolan & Matthews, 1993; Jalkala & Salminen, 2010; Salminen & Möller, 2006), 

where the external practices are performed to establish a customer reference to reduce the degree 

of uncertainty and perceived risk of potential industrial buyers through providing evidence of the 

customer solution and proving the problem-solving capability of the organization (Haimala & 

Salminen, 2013; Salminen & Möller, 2006; Veres, 2009; Windahl et al., 2004) to increase the credibility 

of the firm and its offering (Haimala & Salminen, 2013; Ruokolainen, 2008; Wind & Mahajan, 1988).

 CoPSCo faces difficulties establishing effective customer references for the sales of their 

innovative material handling systems embodying new technology. Currently, they establish customer 

references in an unsystematic, informal and ad-hoc manner. Due to the lack of a structured selection 

policy, where all relevant aspects of a customer reference are considered, CoPSCo establishes 

ineffective customer references. In the worst case for CoPSCo, if the customer references established 

remain ineffective, it could create a reverse mechanism in influencing the reputation of CoPSCo where 

their credibility deteriorates instead (Haimala & Salminen, 2009; 2013). This could also affect other 

competitors as well, if they are perceived to belong to the same application category in the minds of 

potential buyers (Roehm & Tybout, 2006; Fischer & Reuben, 2007).   

  Their currently established customer references (1) do not show the right functionalities of 

the new technology, (2) are positioned in a different market segment other than their targeted market 

segments, (3) or do not want to act as a customer reference for marketing purposes. The combination 

of a lack of an appropriate selection policy and the organization’s opportunism to perform the 

customer reference marketing practices fast in order to shorten the time-to-market, caused the 

establishment of ineffective customer references that are not conform with the company’s strategy 
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or not comparable to the profile of potential customers. This makes them difficult to utilize for the 

firm’s marketing activities regarding the sales of innovative material handling systems embodying new 

technology. To establish effective customer references necessary for the sales of innovative material 

handling systems with new technology, CoPSCo is in need for a structured reference customer 

selection process. Therefore, research is required to get insights into why CoPSCo experiences these 

difficulties selling new technology and how CoPSCo’s selection process for reference customers should 

look like to establish effective customer references in a complex products and systems setting.  

2.2 RESEARCH GOAL & QUESTIONS 
This section provides insight into the goal of this research and the accompanied research 

questions based on the current situation of the company of CoPSCo.  

2.2.1 Research Goal 

The main research goal of this study is to investigate how organizations operating in the 

complex products and systems industry should organize their reference customer selection process to 

establish effective customer references to optimise their customer reference marketing strategy.  

2.2.2 Research Questions 

The main research question represents the problem description and the research goal that 

are described above.  

“How can organizations that operate in a complex products and systems setting select reference 

customers to establish effective customer references? 

To answer the main research question, a set of more specific research questions need to be 

answered first to find the main challenges regarding the establishment of effective customer 

references in the complex products and systems industry. The topics are depicted in the research 

model in Figure 1.  

1. What challenges do organizations face in establishing customer references? 

2. How do organizations select reference customers? 

3. What are effective reference customer selection criteria?  

4. How should CoPSCo select reference customers to establish effective customer references? 

 

Figure 1: Research Model 

  The next chapter shall elaborate on the positioning of this master thesis within the existing 

academic literature through providing insight into organizations that operate in a complex products 

and systems (CoPS) setting, the uncertainties of new technology sales, and the sales strategies 

applied within the CoPS industry.   
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3 THESIS POSITIONING 

Chapter three provides insights into where this master thesis should be positioned within the 

existing academic literature streams. This study aims to answer the main research question on how 

organizations operating in a CoPS setting should select reference customers in order to establish 

effective customer references. For the positioning of this thesis information will be provided on 

organizations operating in a CoPS setting, where a description of the CoPS industry will be provided 

as well as how such organizations sell their systems and solutions within this industry. Furthermore, a 

description on the uncertainties of new technology sales will be elaborated on, followed by an 

overview of sales strategies applied by organizations operating in a CoPs setting. This chapter shall 

end with a positioning table to provide an overview of the existing academic literature on customer 

reference marketing and how this thesis differentiates itself and contributes to this literature stream. 

3.1 INFORMATION ON ORGANIZATIONS OPERATING IN A COPS SETTING 
The following paragraphs will provide insights into the concept of CoPS, the CoPS industry 

dynamic, the sales of systems and customer solutions, and what potential industrial buyers expect 

from organizations operating in a CoPS setting.  

3.1.1 Description of the CoPS Industry 

Complex Products and Systems (CoPS) are high value, capital goods systems, networks and 

infrastructural components, produced and designed by firms to meet the requirements of large 

business or government customers. CoPS form the critical high-technology infrastructures that enable 

the flow of goods, services, transportation, energy, knowledge and information. CoPS consist of large 

numbers of components and sub-systems involving multiple interactions between the various levels 

of system and sub-system hierarchy. To get a better understanding of the CoPS concept there are a 

variety of examples, such as flight simulators, aircraft engines, telecommunications exchanges, ERP 

systems, systems for electricity grids, offshore oil equipment, intelligent buildings and material 

handling systems (Baraldi, 2009; Barlow, 2000; Bergek et al., 2008; Davies et al., 2015; Dedehayir et 

al., 2014; Rush, 1997).  

  Unlike commodity goods, CoPS are not mass-produced as they are generally supplied as one-

offs or in small batches with a life cycle that lasts for decades. Where mass production markets tend 

to be characterized by a small number of large suppliers and a large number of consumers, the CoPS 

industry only contain a few large suppliers and just a few large but very demanding customers (Davies 

et al., 2015). Due to this market dynamic, the CoPS industry can be characterized by their business-to-

business nature and their bilateral oligopoly structure.   

  Competition within this industry mainly occurs among rival firms or coalitions, taking place at 

the bidding stage of the customer’s project (Hobday, 1998). The CoPS organizations compete by 

finding a balance between one-of-a-kind customized product deliveries embodied by a specific 

technology that satisfy customers without product reuse, and order independent engineering where 

the firms can maximize product reuse even with the risk of becoming less innovative and customized. 

This way standardized product solutions with a specific new technology basis can be developed that 

can satisfy ranges of customers (Alblas, 2011).   

  The term ‘’complex’’ reflects the number of integrated and customized components, the 

breadth of knowledge and skills required to integrate the multiple sub-systems and the degree of 

knowledge involved in production (Ren & Yeo, 2010). For an organization to operate within the CoPS 

industry requires a significant investment in distinct knowledge, skills and assets that have been 



8 
 

tailored to meet the specific business needs of a targeted business area. Due to the investment in 

knowledge, skills and assets for a specific business area, the CoPS organizations find it additionally 

difficult to diversify to other markets within the CoPS industry (Dedehayir et al., 2014). The CoPS firms 

therefore operate with an exploitative perspective through selling innovative CoPS with new 

technology within their targeted business area.  

3.1.2 Systems and Solution Selling within the CoPS Industry 

Within the CoPS industry, the firms seek to grow their revenues and profits by providing 

customers with end-to-end solutions rather than selling stand-alone products, systems or services 

(Eggert et al., 2014; Kowalkowski et al., 2017; Ostrom et al., 2015; Worm et al., 2017). The 

organizations following this “integrated solutions” strategy seek to: increase customer demand and 

lock-in situations; realize further growth, profitability and stability; and rationalize scarce resources 

(Ploetner, 2008; Wise & Baumgartner, 1999). The use of integrated solution strategies among 

companies in the CoPS industry, increased when firms developed new business models to secure 

sustained revenues through the provision of services in combination with physical products and 

systems to create more added value for the customer (Davies, 2004; Davies & Brady, 2000; Töllner et 

al., 2011). This trend has been seen as the emergence of new service-based and customer-centric 

business models (Bennett et al., 2001; Galbraith, 2002a; b; Sandberg & Werr, 2003). The origins of the 

integrated solutions provision can be traced back to the early 1960’s when firms began to adopt a 

‘systems selling’ strategy (Mattson, 1973; Hannaford, 1976). The concept of system selling is defined 

as the provision of products and services as integrated systems that provide solutions to client’s 

operational needs (Page & Siemplenski, 1983). Systems selling has evolved from beyond solving 

customers’ operational problems to a more strategic form of marketing based on ‘solutions selling’. 

The customer does not just buy a system, but also the ‘expectations and benefits’ a system provides 

for a customer over time. Potential customers buying solutions in the CoPS industry expect the CoPS 

supplier to excel in six customer-supplier relational processes (Töllner et al., 2011; Tuli et al., 2007): 

1. Customer requirements definition, the supplier should show that it tries to obtain thorough 

insight into the customer’s business model and internal operating processes;  

2. Customization and integration of goods and/or services, the supplier should be able to provide 

a solution that meets their business problem and fit their existing environment;  

3. Deployment, the supplier should be able to implement and install the solution into the 

customer’s environment and provide running trials, staff training and workshops;  

4. Post-deployment support, customers in the CoPs industry want the supplier to provide spare 

parts, operating information, and routine maintenance, as well as deploying new products for 

evolving requirements;  

5. Signalling activities, the supplier should demonstrate their competence, references, and 

commitment to reduce the customer’s perceived risk;  

6. and Inter-process management, the supplier should prove their competence regarding project 

coordination, time management, incorporation and improvement, and proactive support by 

providing a trusting atmosphere.  

The CoPS suppliers can become the preferred solution provider among the potential industrial 

buyers if they can prove their excellence in these relational processes. The CoPS supplier should 

provide a customer solution to the customer’s needs through supplying tailored combinations of 

product and service components as high-value integrated solutions (Wise & Baumgartner, 1999; 

Davies, 2004; 2007). The expansion of the solution selling business model among CoPS firms has 

increased the requests from business customers to provide total solutions, rather than stand-alone 

goods or services. Customers are focusing more on performance outcomes gained from procuring 
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end-to-end solutions with customized and integrated goods and services (Eggert et al., 2014; 

Macdonald et al., 2016; Ulaga & Kohli, 2018). These unprecedented demands often call for innovative 

offers from the CoPS firms (Tikkanen et al., 2007). In this context, innovation is of utmost importance 

for the organizations to keep up with the business customers demands and maintain their competitive 

advantage within the CoPS industry. To differentiate themselves, the CoPS organizations develop and 

provide innovative solutions containing CoPS that embody new technologies (Davies et al., 2001).  

3.2 THE UNCERTAINTIES OF NEW TECHNOLOGY SALES  
New technological products and systems play an important role in building competitive 

advantage and contribute significantly to a firm’s growth and profitability (Ali, 1994; Calantone & Di 

Benedetto, 1988; Kleinschmidt & Cooper, 1991; Mokaya, 2012). The commercialization of 

technological innovation has been a major contribution to contemporary industrialized nations’ 

wealth and prosperity (Walsh et al., 2002). Technological innovations are rooted in disruptive 

technologies and can be defined as an innovation that embodies an existing technology and targets a 

new market or embodies a new technology and targets a new- or an existing market (Garcia & 

Calantone, 2002). These kinds of innovations involve advanced capabilities that cannot be achieved 

through mere extension of an existing technology in an existing market (Veryzer, 1998). Innovations 

that embody new technology are primarily ‘radical’ in terms of its unfamiliarity amongst the customers 

and end users. Even though the applications are known, the innovation can still disrupt established 

markets, industries and supply chains (Hellman, 2007).   

  Selling such technological innovations within the CoPS industry hold a particular challenge due 

to its radical nature. CoPS are characterized by its high complexity and value with a life cycle that 

extends over many years. CoPS form the core of the customer’s processes that creates their value 

(Davies et al., 2015). Convincing those customers to switch from their incumbent technology, that 

they have been used to apply for many years, to a new technology raises uncertainties and, thus, 

resistance (Dedehayir et al., 2014). This phenomenon is called inertia, which is the resistance to any 

change in its velocity (Tripsas, 2009). The CoPS that embody new technologies contain a high degree 

of uncertainty and risk that affect the purchase decision making of potential customers (Bunn & Liu, 

1996; Henthorne et al., 1993; Johnston & Lewin, 1996; Shulman et al., 2015). This uncertainty affects 

the decision making when the customers do not have all the information required for the evaluation 

of the new technology and its future possible outcomes. If the customers do have the information 

they need, it can still be the case that they do not know how to use this information appropriately to 

make a good evaluation of the new technology (Galbraith, 1977; Hamberg, 2004). The uncertainties 

of the new technology do not only affect potential customers, they affect the CoPS organizations as 

well. Due to the novelty and unfamiliarity of the new technology it is difficult for the organizations 

themselves to collect all the information required for a proper evaluation. The innovation literature 

addresses different types of uncertainties that relate to a new technological innovation. 

3.2.1 Technological uncertainty 

The technological innovation process contains a high amount of uncertainties and ambiguities 

(Navekar & Jain, 2006). When a technology is immature, there are unresolved technical problems. 

Prior to the technological innovation’s application, there may be uncertainty about how the 

technology will perform in operation. The technological uncertainty affects both the CoPS 

organization and the customers. The uncertainty refers to: the technical feasibility, can the innovation 

perform the job; the performance, does the innovation deliver the desired benefits and enhance the 

current performance; the reliability, the possibility of malfunction; the compatibility, is the innovation 
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compatible with the customer’s environment and product’s; and the relative advantage, the degree 

to which the innovation is perceived as being better than the incumbent technology (Grewal et al., 

1994; Gupta & Wilemon, 1990; Hall & Martin, 2005; Hall et al., 2011; Leifer et al., 2001; Rice et al., 

2002; Rogers, 2003). These uncertainties relating to the product specification are dependent on the 

novelty of the technology (Carbonell & Rodriguez, 2006; Tatikondo & Montoya-Weiss, 2001; Tidd & 

Bodley, 2002;). High technology novelty pares with high technological uncertainty (Shenhar et al., 

1995). The technological uncertainty can be reduced once the potential customers are able to acquire 

the information needed for a proper evaluation of the technology’s product specifications.  

3.2.2 Market uncertainty 

Besides the technological uncertainty, the new technology also contains uncertainties 

regarding the market. This uncertainty is based on the customer’s demand for the innovation, the 

unknown behaviour of customers and unclear customer needs (Carbonell & Rodriguez, 2006; Hall & 

Martin, 2005; Leifer et al., 2001; Tatikonda & Montoya-Weiss, 2001). Lynn et al. (1996) refers to a 

paradox that results due to the interaction between the technological and market uncertainty of the 

organization and the customers: Technology development decisions are dependent on how the 

market responds to early applications of the new technology, while the response of a market is 

dependent on the form that the new technology takes. These elements make it difficult to predict if 

and when the market will adopt a new technology. More reliable customer information and feedback 

should be gained through early applications of the products and systems, such as demonstration 

projects (Fevolden et al., 2017; Meyers, 1978). 

3.2.3 Consequence uncertainty 

The consequences of the new technology cause uncertainty because the relationship between 

necessary inputs and possible outputs cannot be exactly determined (Jalonen, 2012, Foster, 2010; 

Roffe, 1999; Veryzer, 1998). This is better known as the concept of ‘perceived risk’. Perceived risk is 

the extent to which a customer is uncertain about the consequences of an action (Bauer, 1967). 

According to Hutt & Speh (1992), perceived risk concerns the outcome of the decision and the 

magnitude of the consequences if the wrong decision is made. A sellers’ credibility and reputation are 

therefore crucial as an increase in credibility reduces a buyers’ perceived risk (Biswas & Biswas, 2004; 

D’Alessandro et al., 2012). Reputation and credibility go hand in hand, if the company has a good 

reputation, it also has credibility and vice versa (Ruokolainen, 2008). The essence of the credibility and 

reputation that reduces the perceived risk is the willingness and ability of the entity to repeatedly 

perform an activity in a similar fashion (Herbig & Milewicz, 1993). The uncertainties accommodating 

the new technological innovation lead to a decreased willingness to pay because of lower expected 

values and higher perceived risks (Godes, 2012; Ruokolainen, 2008; Shimp & Bearden, 1982). Selling 

innovative CoPS that contain new technology requires the CoPS organization to provide information 

to lower the degree of uncertainty. Therefore, certain sales strategies are applied within the CoPS 

industry to reduce the perceived uncertainties by- and convince potential customers of the new 

innovative products and systems.   

3.3 SALES STRATEGIES FROM THE COPS INDUSTRY 
Within the CoPS industry many organizations selling complex products and systems with new 

technologies to industrial buyers need to provide information and proof to convince the potential 

customers of the relative advantage of the innovation (Rese et al., 2013; Ruokolainen, 2005; 2008). To 

do so, the CoPS organizations use a sales strategy to communicate information and promote the new 

technology with the goal of reducing the uncertainty and encouraging adoption. Within the CoPS 
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industry there are several sales strategies that CoPS organizations use in order to convince potential 

customers of their new technologies.  

3.3.1 Co-Development Collaborations is the most common method within the CoPS Industry 

Customers are focusing more on performance outcomes gained from procuring end-to-end 

solutions with customized and integrated goods and services (Eggert et al., 2014; Macdonald et al., 

2016; Ulaga & Kohli, 2018). These demands call for innovative offers from CoPs organizations and 

more open and collaborative innovation practices based on co-development (Tikkanen et al., 2007; 

Worsnop et al., 2016). Co-development can be defined as a process by which two or more parties 

share knowledge, resources and experiences with the aim of designing or developing a new or 

improved product or service (Büyüközkan & Arsenyan, 2012). The literature highlights that for co-

development to occur, the parties have to develop trust (Deck & Strom, 2012), commitment (Bstieler, 

2006; Crespin-Mazet & Ghauri, 2007), complementarity of resources (Enkel et al., 2005; Feng et al., 

2010), clear governing structures (Arino & de la Torre, 1998) and have a minimum of shared goals 

(Crespin-Mazet & Ghauri, 2007).   

  Co-development is a common method used for innovative projects within the CoPS industry 

(Crespin-Mazet et al., 2018; Appio & Lacoste, 2018) and can be applied in a variety of manners. The 

CoPS organizations can perform co-development activities with an external partner company and sell 

the new solution to third parties. The partners typically share the research and development costs, 

work effort and the intellectual property rights and profit made from selling the new solution to the 

third parties may be shared by the partners (Hagedoorn, 2003; Saunders & Wiseman, 2011). The CoPS 

organizations can also establish a co-development collaboration with its own suppliers, which is 

commonly done to reduce development time and costs, and increase the product quality (Echtelt & 

Wynstra, 2002) and returns on the product innovations (Koufteros et al., 2007). CoPs organizations 

can also perform co-development activities in collaboration with potential customers. This is a process 

where the CoPS supplier and the customer work together to discover what a technology could do, and 

how the technology should do it in the specific industry application of the customer (Anderson & 

Crocca, 1993; Crespin-Mazet et al., 2018; Enkel et al., 2005).   

  The collaboration with the potential customer is the sales strategy that provides direct 

information about the CoPS, in which the customer offers resources or ideas for the improvement of 

the CoPS and services in return. This co-development collaboration stimulates information sharing 

between the supplier and the customer, reducing the perceived uncertainties and risk of the customer 

(Ford, 2015; Datta & Christopher, 2009). In such collaborations CoPS organizations usually work with 

one large customer creating a one-off project (Davies et al., 2001) and collaborate on a high intensity 

level (Neale & Corkindale, 1998). The co-development process takes relatively long as it requires a lot 

of consensus with the customer. This causes the outcome to contain preferences of the single 

customer, which makes it a customized and integrated solution for that particular customer, but less 

generalizable and useful for other potential customers (Enkel et al., 2005a; b).  

3.3.2 Perform New Technology Demonstrations at Company Site or at Trade Shows  

Firms selectively disclose information about their innovations to the outside world and 

promote them to alert customers, the competition, and investors about potential changes in the CoPS 

industry. Instead of just focussing on a single customer, as in the co-development strategy, CoPS 

supplier can signal information about their innovative products and systems to multiple potential 

customers through demonstrations and trade shows (Andreae et al., 2013; Brown & Hendry, 2009; 

Heiman & Ofir, 2010; Kim & Mazumdar, 2016).  Demonstrations can be defined as “the act of proving 

or illustrating by examples” (Heiman & Ofir, 2010) and are used as an attempt to attract the attention 

of potential customers (Hatch, 1991). They enable the customer to experience the product through a 
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functional or a virtual demonstration without commitment to purchase (Heiman & Muller, 1996).

 Virtual demonstrations show the innovative products and systems through web interfaces 

(Jiang & Benbasat, 2005). As CoPS are generally large and complex (Ford, 2015), a virtual presentation 

makes it more insightful as it can provide a clear overview of the sub-components or the CoPS as a 

whole. Virtual demonstrations are not a common stand-alone sales strategy within the CoPS industry 

as the perceived risks within the industry are far too high (Davies & Hobday, 2005). However, as a 

supportive tool to functional demonstrations the additional information that virtual demonstrations 

provide will contribute to increased sales and purchase certainty (Dacko, 2016). The combination of 

both virtual and functional demonstrations increases the perceived diagnosticity, the extent to which 

a customer believed the experience is helpful to evaluate a product (Jiang & Benbasat, 2005).   

  In contrast to the virtual demonstrations, functional demonstrations display working physical 

products and systems that the CoPS organizations want to promote. These demonstrations are 

performed at the supplier’s site or at a trade show, in a more public domain (Gopalakrishna & Lilien, 

1995; Heiman & Muller, 1996; Situma, 2012). Trade shows are a popular venue for CoPS organizations 

and business-to-business firms to demonstrate their portfolio of innovative products and systems as 

well as product concepts to their industry and to the public (Dekimpe et al., 1997; Kim & Mazumdar, 

2016; Sorescu et al., 2007). Examples of trade shows within the CoPS industry related to material 

handling systems are LogiMAT and CeMAT. These international trade shows are for CoPS organizations 

that provide intralogistics and logistics solutions for in-company material flow and computer-

controlled processes from procurement to production and distribution. Trade shows are important 

global meeting places to bring CoPS suppliers and potential customers together. When the firm 

demonstrates their CoPS to a visiting customer on its own site, it is assumed that the supplier is aware 

if the visitor is a potential customer. However, at a trade show it is more difficult to assess the 

customers and differentiate the “lookers” from the “buyers” (Gopalakrishna & Lilien, 1995; Resnick, 

1991). The information communicated through the demonstrations at trade shows may reach a broad 

audience, but it is unclear what proportion of the audience can be converted into leads, and how many 

of those leads actually are potential customers (Dekimpe et al., 1997; Gopalakrishna & Lilien, 1995). 

The demonstrations at the supplier’s site or at trade shows mainly operate in a controlled and static 

environment where the customer cannot experience their ability to operate the CoPS and thus may 

be influenced by the skills of the operator, which makes it unable for the customer to assess the 

performance of the CoPS in a real-life situation (Heiman & Muller, 1996; Heiman & Ofir, 2010).    

3.3.3 Customer Reference Marketing Strategy an Important Tool for Systems and Solution Selling 

  Many firms, particularly in B2B markets, use relationships with previous or existing customers 

as references to encourage the adoption of potential customers and to facilitate sales and marketing 

(Terho & Jalkala, 2017). This utilization of customer references is within the industrial relationship 

marketing known as the concept of customer reference marketing (e.g. Jalkala & Salminen, 2006; 

2010; Jalkala & Terho, 2015; Salminen & Möller, 2006). Customer reference marketing practices 

occur in a triadic setting, comprising the CoPS supplier, the reference customer, and the potential 

customer (Hada et al., 2014; Helm & Salminen, 2010; Jaakkola & Aarikka-Stenroos, 2018). The 

reference customer is represented by an existing or a previous customer who provides the customer 

reference to a potential customer (Ruokolainen, 2008). For the utilization of these customer 

references, the reference customers work as important advocates and enthusiasts for the CoPS 

supplier by giving testimonials, hosting or allowing reference visits, and providing information about 

the delivered solutions and their performance (Jalkala & Salminen, 2009; Osarenkhoe & Bennani, 

2007; Salminen & Möller, 2006).   

  A key element of this sales strategy is that the buyer can get a grasp of the CoPS supplier’s 

probability of success by evaluating the supplier’s reputation based on earlier problem solving in 
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comparable environments and situations. (Haimala & Salminen, 2013; Ruokolainen, 2008; Wind & 

Mahajan, 1988). In contrast to the demonstration and trade show strategy, where the CoPS supplier 

promotes its own product system in a static environment, customer reference marketing practices 

utilizes a real-life market environment where reference customers recommend the customer solution 

to potential customers through word-of-mouth communication reducing their perceived risks and 

increasing the supplier’s credibility and reputation (Godes, 2012; Helm, 2003; Jalkala & Salminen, 

2006; Kumar et al., 2013; Rese et al., 2013). As mentioned in subchapter 3.1.2, potential industrial 

buyers expect the CoPS organization to perform signalling activities where the supplier demonstrates 

their competence, commitment and customer references to reduce the potential customer’s 

perceived uncertainties and risk (Töllner et al., 2011; Tuli et al., 2007).    

  Customer reference marketing is acknowledged as an important and powerful tool for 

marketing and sales in the field of systems and solution selling (Anderson et al., 2007; Helm, 2003; 

Helm & Salminen, 2010; Kumar et al., 2003; Terho et al., 2012). This importance is acknowledged due 

to its various functions, such as status-transfer effects from reputable customers, signalling the 

completion of a supplier selection process, the ability to demonstrate the complex solution in usage 

situations, or acting as value evidence of previously delivered customer value (Hada et al., 2014; 

Jalkala & Salminen, 2010). These customer reference functions are critical for effective selling in B2B 

settings, particularly for higher-priced and higher-value offerings as in the CoPS industry (Anderson et 

al., 2000; Anderson & Wynstra, 2010; Terho & Jalkala, 2017).  

3.3.4 Concluding remarks on the Sales Strategies from the CoPS Industry 

  Concluding, applying sales strategies within the CoPS industry reduces the perceived risk of 

potential customers as they increase the information sharing between the supplier and the industrial 

buyer. Figure 2 provides an overview of all the sales strategies within the CoPS industry and the 

signalling activities from CoPS supplier to the potential customers: The co-development strategy 

comprises collaboration on a high intensity level, but is only limited to a single potential customer; 

The demonstrations’ strategy shows that it can only signal the functionalities towards potential 

customers from the supplier’s perspective in a static environment; And the customer reference 

marketing shows its superiority through the triadic setting where the reference customer 

recommends the CoPS supplier and its solution to the potential customer. However, the supplier has 

to ascertain that the reference customer provides an effective customer reference and needs to 

maintain the relationships with both the potential customer and the reference customer. 

 

Figure 2: CoPS Industry Sales Strategies 

3.4 POSITIONING TABLE 
  This study aims to answer the main research question on how organizations operating in a 

CoPS setting should select reference customers in order to establish effective customer references. 

Within the customer reference marketing literature stream, existing studies have found important 

insights on the characteristics of reference customers, the challenges organizations face during the 
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establishment and the customer reference marketing practices and functions. Table 1 provides an 

overview of the existing literature and positions relevant to this study and suggests two conclusions. 

First, the majority of studies that have examined an organization operating in a CoPS setting have 

investigated the customer reference marketing practices which concern the activities performed after 

the establishment of the customer reference. Second, the study of Salminen (2001) that incorporated 

a customer selection process was aimed at the selection of customer reference sites for the execution 

of customer reference practices after the establishment of the customer references.   

  By examining how organizations operating in a CoPS setting should select their reference 

customers in order to establish effective customer references, this study contributes to the extant 

literature in two specific ways. First, the majority of the key studies relevant to this study, as 

mentioned below in Table 1, focus on the aspects of customer reference marketing after the 

establishment of the customer reference where this study focusses on the aspects of customer 

reference marketing prior to the establishment of the customer reference. Second, unlike previous 

studies, this thesis takes a process perspective on how organizations should establish effective 

customer references and focusses on the reference customer selection process.   

Table 1: Thesis Positioning 

Positioning Table 
 
 
 
Key studies relevant to this study 

Industry Setting Customer Reference Marketing 

Complex Products 
& Systems 

Customer 
Selection 
Process 

Reference 
Customer 
Criteria 

Reference 
Establishment 

Challenges 

Customer 
Reference 
Practices 

Godes (2012) - - -   

Gomez-arias & Montermoso (2007) - -  - - 

Hada et al. (2014) - - - -  

Haimala & Salminen (2013)  - -  - 

Helm (2013) - - -   

Helm & Salminen (2010) - -  -  

Jaakola (2018)  - -   

Jalkala & Salminen (2006) - - - -  

Jalkala & Salminen (2010) - - - -  

Jalkala & Terho (2015)  - - -  

Kumar et al. (2013) - -  - - 

Morgado & De Castro (2015) - - -   

Rese et al. (2013)  -  - - 

Ruokolainen (2005)  - -   

Ruokolainen (2008)  - -   

Ruokolainen & Aarikka-Stenroos (2016)  -    

Ruokolainen & Igel (2004) - - -  - 

Ruokolainen & Mäkela (2007)  - -  - 

Salminen (2001)      

Salminen & Möller (2006)  -    

Salminen et al. (2008)  -  - - 

Terho & Jalkala (2017)  - - -  

Terho et al. (2012)  - - -  

      

Current Study     - 

Count  13 2 9 12 16 

 

  The next chapter, chapter four, shall elaborate on the research methodology used during this 

master thesis. The chapter describes which methodology is applied, why and how.  
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4 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

This chapter describes the empirical procedures and the design science methodology applied 

during this master thesis project. First, the design science methodology will be discussed, followed by 

a brief description of the literature review. Second, the empirical case study will be described, 

elaborating on the empirical setting and the data collection methods. Furthermore, the data analysis 

and construction of the design principles will be discussed, where we’ll end this chapter with a 

description of the testing & validation of the design solution.   

4.1 DESIGN SCIENCE METHODOLOGY 
  To provide an answer to the research question on how organizations from the CoPS industry 

should establish effective customer references, a combination has been made of an empirical case 

study with a design science approach. The empirical case study offers insight into the reference 

customer selection process of an organization from the CoPS industry. Through employing a design 

science approach, the results from the empirical case study and the literature review are used to 

construct a set of design principles for guiding practitioners in actually managing the reference 

customer selection process to establish an effective customer reference.  

  This study links the dispersed scientific knowledge base to the pragmatic and creative work of 

practitioners (Van Burg et al., 2008). Design science methodology focuses on developing design 

principles for the creation of solutions for a problem in a specific context (Van Aken & Romme, 2009). 

Design principles are the coherent set of normative ideas and propositions, grounded in theory, that 

serve to create design solutions and test these in practice, or by experimenting with new practices to 

distil new design principles from practice for research (Van Burg et al., 2008). For this study both 

approaches were used to develop new design principles as visualized in Figure 3. 

 

Figure 3: The Research-Design-Development Cycle (Van Burg et al., 2012) 

  In this study three steps are taken to identify, create and validate design principles, based on 

Van Burg et al. (2008). First, by conducting a literature review on relevant bodies of literature. Through 

this literature review an understanding of current practices and solutions was developed, and a 

preliminary version of design principles were defined. Second, analysing the data gathered in multiple 

reference customer selection processes from five cases to further underpin the preliminary design 

principles based on theory or reformulate them based on the insights from practice. Third, the 

preliminary design principles are refined with additional insights from practice and literature (Romme, 

2003; Van Aken, 2004; Van Burg et al., 2008) to construct a final set of design principles. The research 

design for this study, inspired by the work of Van Aken et al. (2012) and Van Burg et al. (2008; 2012), 

is illustrated in Figure 4, where the connection between the findings from the research and the design 

practice is displayed according to the design science approach. 
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Figure 4: Research Design 

4.2 LITERATURE REVIEW: THEORY-BASED DESIGN PRINCIPLES 
  This research starts by conducting a literature review on relevant bodies of literature to get 

acquainted with the complex products and systems industry, customer reference marketing and the 

reference selection process and criteria to create understanding of the essentials of these concepts 

(Randolph, 2009). The literature review provides insights into the establishment of effective customer 

references by organizations that operate in a CoPS setting for the sales of new technology. The 

literature review elaborates on the CoPS industry, new technology sales, customer reference 

marketing practices and challenges, and the reference customer selection process and criteria.  The 

literature review is used as input for the construction of theory-based design principles. These design 

principles are theory-informed and based on concepts from the existing literature. The theory-based 

design principles form the basis of the theoretical overview to answer the sub-research questions 1, 

2, and 3 of this study. The theoretical overview is then used for the construction of the interview guide 

to ask the right interview questions and probe questions, and for the assessment of the five customer 

reference cases from the empirical case study to get insights into the difficulties of the organization 

regarding the sales of new technology and see how these difficulties have been established.  
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4.3 EMPIRICAL CASE STUDY 
  After conducting the literature review from which theory-based design principles have been 

derived, an empirical case study was performed to gather data on customer reference cases to get 

insights in the practices of the company part of this study. The customer reference cases are 

embedded in one organization, CoPSCo. CoPSCo is a suitable research environment because it 

operates in a complex products and systems setting working with material handling products, 

develops new technologies, and uses customer reference marketing as a means for the sales of new 

technologies. For the case selection this thesis makes use of the typical-case approach. The typical 

cases exemplify what is considered to be a typical set of values based on a general understanding of a 

phenomenon (Gerring, 2007). Within CoPSCo, customer reference cases were identified that met the 

following case selection criteria: The case involved a demonstration project at a reference customer 

in which a complex product or system embodying a new technology was introduced to the warehouse 

automation market. The new technology involved in the project should have a low degree of maturity 

and a high degree of complexity. Based on these criteria five customer reference cases were selected, 

case summaries for each customer reference case are displayed in Table 2. The five cases all show 

similar descriptive characteristics which allows for the exploration of causal relationships. These 

similar characteristics can be found in Table 3. As in every study, this thesis also has its practical 

limitations as there is only access to these five customer reference cases involving CoPS with new 

technology available within CoPSCo.  

Table 2: Customer Reference Case Descriptions 

Alpha: Involved CoPS Technology A. The technology is used for item picking in a one-on-one relation from one point to another. The technology is intended for the general 
merchandise and fashion market segments. Case Alpha at company A was the first demonstration project of Technology A initiated in 2018. Company A is located in 
Finland and operates in the parts & components segment of the warehouse automation market. At the time when the project was initiated, the relationship between 
CoPSCo and Company A had a duration of 10 years. The labour force (number of employees) and scale of operations (annual revenue) provides insight in the customer’s 
firm size (Kimberly, 1976), where the literature states that potential customers are more likely to value customer references from reference customers that are larger 
(Kumar et al., 2013). Comparing the reference customers with one another, Company A has a large firm size with their annual revenue of  €13,500 million and an employee 
count of 75,000. 

Beta: Case Beta at company B, also involved CoPS Technology A and was the second demonstration project initiated in 2019. Company B is located in the United Kingdom 
and operates in the fashion segment of the warehouse automation market. At the time when the project was initiated, the relationship between CoPSCo and Company B 
had a duration of 15 years. Comparing the reference customers with one another, Company B has a medium firm size with their annual revenue of  €4,500 million and an 
employee count of 45,000. 

Charlie: Involved CoPS Technology B. The technology is used to store, prioritize and sequence items and cases in order to pick them at a workstation attached to the 
system. The technology is intended for the general merchandise, fashion and food market segments. Case Charlie at company C, was the first demonstration project of 
Technology B initiated in 2013. Company C is located in Spain and operates in the Care segment of the warehouse automation market. At the time when the project was 
initiated, the relationship between CoPSCo and Company C had a duration of five years. Comparing the reference customers with one another, Company C has a small 
firm size with their annual revenue of  €200 million and an employee count of 1,000. 

Delta:  Involved CoPS Technology C. The technology is used to store, combine and buffer items in order to pick them at a workstation attached to the system. The 
technology is intended for the general merchandise and fashion market segments. Case Delta at company D, was the first demonstration project of Technology C initiated 
in 2018. Company D is located in Sweden and operates in the Fashion segment of the warehouse automation market. At the time when the project was initiated, the 
relationship between CoPSCo and Company D had a duration of 10 years. Comparing the reference customers with one another, Company D has a medium firm size with 
their annual revenue of  €4,500 million and an employee count of 15,000. 

Echo: Involved CoPS Technology D. The technology is used to store, combine, and prioritize items to build pallets in the right order for the customer’s stores. The technology 
is intended for the food market segment. Case Echo at company E was a demonstration project of Technology D initiated in 2013. Company E is located in the United 
Kingdom and operates in the Food segment of the warehouse automation market. At the time when the project was initiated, the relationship between CoPSCo and 
Company E had a duration of two years. Comparing the reference customers with one another, Company E has a very large firm size with their annual revenue of  €25,000 
million and an employee count of 145,000. 

 
Table 3: Customer Reference Case Characteristics 

Customer Reference Cases Case Alpha Case Beta Case Charlie Case Delta Case Echo 

Reference customer Company A Company B Company C Company D Company E 

Project Initiation 2018 2019 2013 2018 2013 

CoPS Technology Type A A B C D 

Warehouse Automation Market Segment Parts & Components Fashion Care Fashion Food 

Location of reference customer Finland United Kingdom Spain Sweden United Kingdom 

Relationship duration 
 with reference customer 

10 years 15 years 11 years 10 years 2 years 

Customer 
Firm Size 

Annual Revenue (millions of €) €13,500 €4,500 €200 €4,500 €25,000 

Employee No. # 75,000 45,000 1,000 15,000 145,000 
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  For this research a qualitative case study approach was used to facilitate exploration of a 

phenomenon within its context using a variety of data sources. This made it possible to explore 

through a variety of lenses, allowing for multiple facets of the phenomenon to be revealed and 

understood (Baxter & Jack, 2008). Case study designs are used when the focus of the study is to answer 

‘’how’’ and ‘’why’’ questions, the behaviour of those involved cannot be manipulated, and you want 

to cover contextual conditions as they are perceived as relevant for the study or the boundaries 

between the phenomenon and context are unclear (Yin, 2003). These three conditions are present for 

this research: 1) the central research question is a ‘’how’’ question, 2) the behaviour of those involved 

cannot be manipulated as the case study relies on information of past actions, and the problem mess 

that forms the basis of the problem statement is unclear by nature thereby blurring the boundaries. 

 The type of case study performed for this research is a multiple-case study, enabling the 

researcher to explore differences within and between cases. After the data collection the individual 

case narratives and a cross-case overview were written. This will be done according to the pattern-

matching analysis method based on the work of Yin (2009). In this mode of analysis, empirically based 

patterns are found through data collection and are compared to the predicted patterns according to 

existing literature as displayed in the theoretical overview. If certain aspects between cases repeat 

themselves, it can be said that there is a pattern. The empirical results from the individual case 

narratives and cross-case overview will be used to underpin or reformulate the preliminary design 

principles based on theory. The outcome of the empirical case study is used to answer the sub-

research questions 1, 2, and 3 and provide insights into which challenges the organization has faced 

during the establishment of the customer reference and how the reference customers have been 

selected by the organization.   

4.3.1 Data Collection 

For the qualitative multiple-case study two types of data sources were used to collect data: 

interviews and documents. This study uses multiple sources to ensure triangulation, which is highly 

recommended as it is a mechanism for increasing both the reliability and validity of qualitative 

research (Chau, 1999; Miles & Huberman, 1994). The first source, the documents, are used to gain 

case specific information about the CoPS at the customer site, information about the new technology 

in general, information about the internal processes of CoPSCo, and information about CoPSCo’s 

segment strategy for 2025. CoPSCo has made a specific document of approximately two pages per 

case that includes how the CoPS is implemented at the reference customers’ site and what the added 

value of the new technology is for the customer. Unfortunately, this document was not been created 

for Case Beta as there are no deliverables yet. In addition, the internal CoPSCo SharePoint is used to 

gain access to a web-based application that contains information on the organizations internal 

processes and general information about the CoPS from the cases. Furthermore, a more detailed 

document of CoPS technology A of approximately twenty pages is used to gain more specific 

information on the CoPS application. Finally, there was access to a document of ten pages elaborating 

on CoPSCo’s segment strategy for 2025 containing information about the targeted warehouse 

automation market segments. The second source, the interviews, are used to gain information about 

the current- and desired selection process for reference customers. An overview of the interview can 

be found in Appendix A. The interviews are conducted according to an interview protocol, which will 

be described in the next subchapter.  

4.3.2 Interview Protocol 

The interview protocol is set up according to the Interview Protocol Refinement (IPR) 

framework based on the work of Castillo-Montoya (2016) to ascertain the inclusion of the essential 

elements. This framework consists of four phases: 1) the alignment of the interview questions with 
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the research questions; 2) the construction of an inquiry-based conversation; 3) receiving feedback on 

the protocol; and 4) piloting the interview protocol. The execution of the IPR framework (Castillo-

Montoya, 2016) can be found in Appendix B. The empirical data were collected by interviews with the 

practitioners of the company that were involved with the reference customer selection process. There 

were no distinct roles that were responsible for this process, so the roles of the practitioners differ 

per case. Interviews from the practitioner’s perspectives on the customer reference and the project, 

and the challenges and executions of the reference customer selection process resulted in a variety 

of insights. The interviews conducted during this research were semi-structured with open ended 

questions. According to Blumberg et al. (2008) semi-structured interviews are the best choice for the 

development of empirical data. This allows a directed discussion about the research topic, while 

maintaining the natural sphere of a conversation (Castillo-Montoya, 2016). The interview protocol 

contains an interview guide with interview questions related to the current and desired state of the 

reference customer selection process at CoPSCo. This interview guide is based on Emans (2002) and 

can be found in Appendix C. The participants of the data collection received a copy of the interview 

guide prior to their scheduled interviews to enable them to consider the interview questions 

beforehand and to avoid surprises or make them uncomfortable. All interviews were recorded, after 

given the consent by the interviewee, for transcript and coding purposes.  

4.4 DATA ANALYSIS 
The empirical data from the case study was analysed to form an understanding of the context. 

Individual case narratives and the cross-case overview across cases were written based on the five 

customer reference cases at CoPSCo. The data collected from the empirical case study were 

transcribed and analysed based on the three procedures suggested by Miles & Huberman (1994). First, 

the raw data is reduced and organized, where all irrelevant data is discarded from the initial data set. 

Interview data that was discarded constitutes examples or sub-topics that are not in line with the 

scope of this research. Second, the data is displayed in an organized, compressed assembly that 

permits conclusion drawing and action. The data reduction and data display are done according to the 

coding scheme based on the template approach, also known as closed coding (Miles & Huberman, 

1994; Van Aken et al, 2012), which can be found in Appendix D. The template approach utilizes existing 

concepts and theories, this approach can be used if the researcher knows in advance the phenomena 

where new insights should be created. In this master thesis project, the current process used for the 

selection of reference customers by CoPSCo will be held against a coding template based on the 

theoretical overview derived from theory-based design principles. The template approach consists of 

existing codes derived from the reference customer selection process as described based on theory. 

This template is used to display the data collected from the interviews. The interview analysis of the 

empirical case study can be found in Appendix E. The coded data per case is then analysed for the 

diagnosis per individual case and for the cross-case pattern matching. After applying the pattern-

matching approach (Yin, 2003) a cross-case overview is written to elaborate on the patterns found 

within and between the customer reference cases. The third and last procedure is the conclusion 

drawing and verification. Final conclusions may only be drawn after the data collection is over. The 

empirical results from the coding of the data and pattern matching between the cases will be used to 

create an overview of the insights from practice. The insights from practice are not based on best 

practices, but rather on the current approach of the company in the case studies and will provide 

insights into the industry specific practices and challenges the company faces. 
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4.5 DESIGN PRINCIPLES & CIMO-LOGIC 
For the creation of the design solution this study constructs design principles based on CIMO-

Logic as proposed by Denyer et al. (2008). Denyer et al. (2008, p. 396) defines design principles as 

“what to do, in which situations, to produce what effect, and why this happens”. The design principles 

can serve as input for designing a specific solution for comparable situations of the field problem. A 

design principle based on CIMO-logic consists of a context, intervention, mechanism and outcome. 

Contexts portrays the surrounding factors, both of the external and internal environment, and the 

nature of the human actors that influence behavioural change; The Intervention is the action, 

influenced behaviour, or hypothesis that needs to be carried out; The Mechanism is triggered by the 

intervention in a certain context; and the Outcome is the intended result of the intervention in a 

certain context (Denyer et al. (2008). The CIMO-logic is used for the construction of the theory-based 

and final design principles.   

4.6 DESIGN SOLUTION 
  For the development of the design solution the preliminary theory-based design principles will 

be combined with the insights from practice gathered from the empirical case study to construct a set 

of final design principles. The final design principles, grounded in theory and practice, provide answers 

to sub-research questions 1, 2 and 3 from a theoretical and empirical perspective. The design solution 

will be developed according to these final design principles to provide an answer to sub-research 

question 4: “How should CoPSCo select reference customers to establish effective customer 

references?”. The design solution represents a reference customer selection process as this thesis took 

a process perspective on how organizations should establish effective customer references.   

4.7 TESTING & VALIDATION 
  Testing and validation is an important part of the process because it provides insight into the 

practical contribution of the design solution and the form of its artefact. The testing of the first version 

of the design solution is performed with one senior manager and one specialized manager who are 

responsible for the execution of future demonstration projects for new technologies. After applying 

their feedback a final version of the design solution was created and validated by another senior 

manager also responsible for future demonstration projects involving new technologies. These 

practitioners are involved with the selection of the reference customers and will work with the design 

solution and its artefact. The tests have been conducted through a one-on-one meeting with the 

managers in order to perform a walkthrough of the process steps of the design solution. The meetings 

were performed separately due to time constraints of the managers. Their feedback was collected 

and applied to design a final version of the design solution.  
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5 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

This chapter about the theoretical background reviews the relevant literature about customer 

reference marketing. First, the chapter elaborates on the concept of customer reference marketing 

and how it’s initiated. Second, the customer reference marketing practices will be described to provide 

insights in its functionalities once a reference is established. Third, the challenges that an organization 

faces when establishing customer references are described. Fourth, a reference customer selection 

process is constructed based on existing literature. This chapter shall end with an overview of 

reference customer selection criteria for the establishment of effective customer references.  

5.1 THE CONCEPT OF CUSTOMER REFERENCE MARKETING 
  The philosophy of harnessing loyal customers to become part of the sales and marketing 

assets has increasingly become a driver of many industrial firms’ marketing and sales efforts. (Jalkala 

& Salminen, 2009; 2010). Due to the perceived high risks faced by potential customers, suppliers 

selling customer solutions to industrial buyers need to provide additional information about the 

solution to reduce the buyer’s perceived uncertainty and increase their own credibility through 

customer reference marketing (Haimala & Salminen, 2013; Salminen & Möller, 2006; Veres, 2009; 

Windahl et al., 2004). The basic idea of customer reference marketing is that individuals tend to trust 

other people who have gone through the same buying situations, are satisfied with the customer 

solution and communicate their satisfaction through referencing (Rese et al., 2013). Due to the 

perceived uncertainties, industrial buyers within the CoPS industry often find the purchasing task 

highly challenging and therefore tend to rely on third-party organizations in their investment decisions 

(Flowers, 2007). They face information asymmetry because they cannot experience the benefits of 

the customer solution until after adoption. CoPS suppliers therefore use references to provide 

information that is not otherwise available (Connelly et al., 2011).  

  The definitions of a ‘reference’ are context-specific, describing how a reference can be utilized 

rather than what a reference conceptually is. The concept of a ‘reference’ within the context of 

customer reference marketing, can be defined as the utilization of a supplier’s commercial solution 

and a reference by a customer of that solution to illustrate the attractiveness of the solution and the 

credibility of the supplier to the next potential customer (Jalkala & Salminen, 2010; Ruokolainen, 2008; 

Salminen, 2001; Terho & Jalkala, 2017). The CoPS supplier can leverage existing and/or previous 

customers as references to convince potential customers of their credibility. These “referenceable” 

customers can help to instil confidence in the CoPS supplier and help building their reputation (Quicke, 

2004). This supplier-initiated activity undertaken to utilize existing and/or previous customers in the 

firm’s marketing activities is defined as the concept of customer reference marketing (Jalkala & 

Salminen, 2010; Terho & Jalkala, 2017).   

5.1.1 Customer Reference Marketing through the execution of Demonstration Projects 

  Customer references initially start with a demonstration project of a customer solution at a 

customer’s site. Demonstration projects are a crucial tool for companies to facilitate learning and 

reduce risk associated with the development and deployment of new technologies (Fevolden et al., 

2017). This demonstration project design is defined by Dolan and Matthews (1993) as a “Beta Test 

Design”. They define beta testing as “one of a variety of procedures by which potential users ‘try out’ 

a product.” (Dolan & Matthews, 1993). It refers to testing a product with a small number of potential 

customers, not randomly selected, where complexity, cost, and time pressures mean that large 

sample testing cannot be applied (Chiesa et al., 1996).   
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  Throughout this study the term ‘demonstration projects’ will be used to refer to this design. 

For the construction of such projects the suppliers need a pioneering customer site that represents a 

real-life situation of the market environment of the targeted market segment (Chiesa et al., 1996; 

Dolan & Matthews, 1993). Myers (1978) distinguishes between two types of demonstration projects: 

(1) experimental projects for testing the workability of an innovation under operational conditions; 

and (2) exemplary projects to demonstrate the utility of the innovation to potential industrial buyers 

(Meyers, 1978). During the exemplary project the characteristics of the product may be adjusted or 

adapted to meet differing demands as its application environment extends (Macey & Brown, 1990). 

 The different types of demonstration projects have different roles in the innovation process 

and are complementary to each other (Fevolden et al., 2017). Figure 5 provides an overview of the 

demonstration project types and their purposes within the innovation process. The experimental 

projects are mainly used for development purposes to learn from the technology, the market and the 

environment. Such projects are also known within the development literature as probes, which are an 

early version of the product that serve as a vehicle for learning (Aarikka-Stenroos & Lehtimaki, 2014; 

Lynn et al., 1996, p. 15). After this initial learning phase, where the main uncertainties about the 

technology and market environment have been reduced, a complete prototype of the supplier’s 

product can be built (Ries, 2011). This prototype will be used within an exemplary project to 

demonstrate its utility to potential industrial buyers. Such projects are known as beta or pilot projects, 

which have three main purposes: test the product functions; test the product support/marketing mix; 

and use it as sales promotion (Dolan & Matthews, 1993). Both experimental- and exemplary 

demonstration project practices are performed in the customer reference marketing strategy.  

 

Figure 5: Demonstration Project Types 

5.2 CUSTOMER REFERENCE MARKETING PRACTICES: FUNCTIONALITIES AND REFERENCE TRIAD 
  The functions of the customer reference marketing practices can be leveraged by the CoPS 

supplier as marketing assets for both internal (experimental) and external (exemplary) use (Jalkala & 

Salminen, 2010; Rese et al., 2013; Salminen & Möller, 2006). The internal customer reference 

marketing practices provide a template for organizational learning through capturing the knowledge 

and experience gained from the new technologies, products/systems and performed projects (Davies 

& Brady, 2000). Through the relationship with the reference customers, CoPS suppliers have access to 

information to create a knowledge base for emerging customer needs and market sensing and to 

information that offers a basis for identifying the customer’s value drivers of the delivered customer 

solution. The customer references can be used to document and quantify the value received by the 

reference customers to build credible value propositions towards potential customers (Payne & Holt, 

2001, Sawnhey, 2006). The supplier can also leverage the customer reference as a schema for offering 

and new product development, which is related to the process of (re)combination, either as a process 

of composing components in a unique manner (Basalla, 1988; Fleming & Sorensen, 2004; Usher, 2013) 

or a reconfiguration of existing combinations (Fleming & Sorensen, 2004). The customer reference is 

also used not only to experiment with the new technology, but also to verify the business case 

(Aarikka-Stenroos, 2011; Ruokolainen & Makela, 2007). Furthermore, CoPS suppliers should make use 
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of the reference customers sites and the success story of the company to motivate and educate their 

personnel by sharing knowledge, transmitting values and to form a “collective identity” (Denning, 

2004).   

  The customer reference marketing practices can also be leveraged for external use. The 

external practices are a critical sales and promotional tool used to reduce the perceived uncertainties 

of potential industrial buyers as discussed in chapter 3.2 (Gomez-Arias & Montermoso, 2007; Jalkala 

& Salminen, 2010; Salminen & Möller, 2006). The external practices are used to gain status-transfer 

effects from reputable customers, to signal an enhanced market position to competitors, investors, 

and other stakeholders, to concretize and demonstrate offerings, and to provide indirect evidence of 

experience, value-in-use, performance and the technological functionality.  

  These internal and external customer reference marketing practices take place within a triadic 

setting consisting of three actors: The CoPS supplier, the reference customer, and the supplier’s 

potential customer. This reference triad only takes place when all parties participate by free will 

(Morgado & De Castro, 2015). Helm & Salminen (2010) describe that the reference triad is used to 

increase the credibility and build the reputation of the supplier. This process of reputation building 

consists of three dyadic business relationships. The relationship between the supplier and the 

reference customer that forms the foundation for building reputation. The relationship between the 

reference customer and the potential customer that facilitates the reputation building, which can be 

promoted through reference visits (Salminen, 2001). This communication can also be done indirectly 

through success stories about the interaction between the reference customer and the supplier 

through websites or word-or-mouth (Jalkala & Salminen, 2006; 2009). Finally, the relationship 

between the supplier and the potential customer is established and the effect of the reputation 

building comes into play when the potential customer overcomes their initial uncertainty by relying 

on the information provided by the reference customer and on the reputation of the CoPS supplier 

(Helm & Salminen, 2010).   

  The CoPS supplier should call for a strategic approach to select reference customers and 

ascertain that both internal and external customer reference marketing practices can be performed 

within the triadic setting. The selected reference customer should grant an environment in which the 

supplier can experiment and learn from the customer solution and its support elements, and provide 

an effective customer reference for marketing purposes (Hada et al., 2014; Jalkala & Salminen, 2010; 

Salminen & Möller, 2006). An effective customer lowers the perceived degree of uncertainties and 

risks of potential industrial buyers and proves the problem-solving capability of the supplier in a similar 

environment as that of a potential customer to increase the credibility of the supplier and its solution 

(Haimala & Salminen, 2013; Salminen & Möller, 2006; Veres, 2009; Windahl et al., 2004). The following 

subchapter shall describe the challenges that organizations face in establishing customer references. 

5.3 CHALLENGES ORGANIZATIONS FACE IN ESTABLISHING CUSTOMER REFERENCES 
  For the establishment of a customer reference the CoPS supplier has to be aware of several 

challenges that could affect the effectiveness of the customer reference. These challenges mainly 

revolve around the reference customer who plays an essential role when building the reputation of 

the supplier through the reference triad (Jaakola, 2018). First, clarify what is meant with the 

establishment of a customer reference. A customer reference is provided by the reference customer, 

which is a commercial user of the supplier’s solution. The reference customer can either hinder or 

promote the use of the customer reference for marketing purposes (Ruokolainen, 2008). If the 

reference customer hinders the use of the reference for marketing purposes, then a customer 

reference will not be provided, and an ineffective reference has been established. It could also occur 

that the reference customer promotes the use of the reference for marketing purposes, but that the 
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outlook of equipment of the CoPS may not be very attractive. In these circumstances the reference 

site and equipment cannot in practice serve as a customer reference, even if the equipment itself is 

functioning well and fulfils its intended purpose in that process (Salminen, 2001). These kinds of 

situations can occur when CoPS suppliers have to deal with demanding market environments that are 

very unique and complex (Haimala & Salminen, 2013), such as a chemical environment due to the 

dangerous materials and strict safety measures involved (Salminen, 2001).    

  During the establishment of a customer reference, it is possible that the reference customer 

cannot or does not want to act as a customer reference. The reference customer’s corporate policy 

might prohibit all reference visits in all countries and customer sites, preventing them from acting as 

a customer reference (Salminen, 2001). It is also possible that the reference customer does not want 

to act as a custom reference. Motivations for this phenomenon could be that the reference customers 

want to keep their competitive advantage with the supplier’s equipment a secret (Jalkala & Salminen, 

2010; Salminen, 2001). They do not want to lose their knowledge advantage through the exposure of 

confidential information or lose their competitive advantage as other actors adopt similar solutions. 

The perceived competitive pressure by the reference customer could prevent them from acting as a 

reference (Jaakola, 2018; Jalkala & Salminen, 2010; Salminen, 2001). This competitive pressure can 

also arise after the reference customer has given their consent to function as a customer reference. If 

the relationship between the reference customer and the visiting customer in question is too 

competitive (Salminen, 2001), or the reference customer is jealous and fears of losing the star position 

with the supplier (Jaakola, 2018), then it is possible that the reference customer refuses to act as a 

reference customer. It could be that the reference customers do not want to act as a reference 

because there is a risk of harming the visiting potential customer’s business in case the supplier fails, 

and they do not want to appear untrustworthy when it does not play out well (Jaakola, 2018). In a 

situation where the reference customer cannot or does not want to act as a customer reference, may 

it be because of the company policy, competitive pressure or safeguarding their self-image, the degree 

of secrecy is determined as high (Salminen, 2001).   

  The CoPS suppliers can motivate the customer to serve as a reference and influence the 

willingness of the reference customer (Jaakola, 2018). The host of the reference customer should be 

persuaded to function as a reference. If the host does not gain anything from the visit, he might not 

have any motivation to put effort in it. The customer reference provided by a company is a 

phenomenon between persons having good personal relationships, not a phenomenon between 

companies. (Salminen, 2001). Important factors in motivating customers to act as a reference are the 

positive value outcomes: positive industry recognition, peer-to-peer information exchange, positive 

visibility (Jalkala & Salminen, 2010), corporate and individual pride to engage in a reference success 

story and invest in the relationship with the supplier (Aarikka-Stenroos, 2009; Morgado & De Castro, 

2015). If these motivating factors do not convince the customer, then the CoPS supplier could also 

persuade them in the form of a business gift or a discount on the yet unpaid spare part invoice of the 

delivered customer solution (Jaakola, 2018; Ruokolainen, 2005; 2008; Salminen, 2001). CoPS suppliers 

should be aware of the reference customer’s market and competitive environment and degree of 

secrecy to ensure the attractiveness of the outlook of the equipment and the willingness of the 

reference customer to act as a customer reference.  

  Challenges during the establishment of the customer references do not only occur due to the 

behaviour of the reference customer. The behaviour of the CoPS supplier influences the establishment 

process significantly as it is a supplier-initiated activity (Jalkala & Salminen, 2010; Terho & Jalkala, 

2017). Companies have acknowledged to experience difficulties in finding the first reference 

customer, which is caused by the customer’s perceived risk and uncertainty that is the core motivation 

and importance for the utilization of customer references. To overcome this, it is important for a 

company to make use of their social capital. Using social contacts helps to gain the first reference 
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customer (Ruokolainen, 2005; 2008; Ruokolainen & Igel, 2004). Customers with a particularly 

trustworthy relationship to the supplier are most likely to be engaged in this stage (Brockhoff, 2003). 

Using social capital in this way is based on the network theory of Granovetter (1973), using the 

strength of weak ties, which means that pre-existing social contacts with whom sporadic contact had 

been maintained are essential when building and preserving the success of the first customer 

reference.  

  The following challenge is related to the awareness of a CoPS supplier about the external 

practices of customer reference marketing. Technological organizations tend to concentrate on the 

technical aspects of the products and systems at the expense of creating sales arguments for 

commercialization (Autio, 1997; Freel, 1998). It is evident that CoPS suppliers can have an insufficient 

focus on the sales arguments of the CoPS and mainly focus on the solution development, not 

considering the external reference function of the customer site for marketing purposes (Ruokolainen, 

2005; 2008; Ruokolainen & Igel, 2004). This could lead to the establishment of ineffective customer 

references where the reference customers do not operate in one of the key industry sectors of the 

CoPS supplier (Ruokolainen, 2008), at a customer site where the problem-solving capability of the 

supplier does not excel (Haimala & Salminen, 2013) and the relative advantage of the CoPS is not 

proven (Rogers, 2003). The customers where these ineffective customer references are established, 

provide no market value for the CoPS supplier (Ruokolainen, 2008). When facing these challenges in 

establishing customer references the organizations should be aware of the internal and external 

customer reference marketing practices and the reference customer’s market- and competitive 

environment. 

5.4 THE REFERENCE CUSTOMER SELECTION PROCESS STEPS 
  As this master thesis is one of the first studies that describes the selection process for 

reference customers and there is no existing literature available on this process, there is a need to 

create a better understanding on the process of selecting reference customers. First, the relationship 

between the reference customer and the supplier should be elaborated on. The reference customer 

is in fact a customer of the CoPS supplier. The supplier wants to leverage the relationship to convince 

potential customers with respect to the credibility of the supplier and its customer solution. The 

reference customer is therefore integrated in the innovation process of the supplier, as it can be 

utilized for both internal and external reference marketing practices (Jalkala & Salminen, 2010). 

However, the reference customer is also a separate entity apart from the supplier. The reference 

customer should be seen as a partner with whom an alliance should be formed to perform the 

marketing practices with. Customer reference marketing is a supplier-initiated activity where 

reference customers are utilized for the firm’s marketing activities out of free will (Jalkala & Salminen, 

2010; Morgado & De Castro, 2015). There is a mutual agreement between the supplier and the existing 

or previous customer to leverage them as reference customers for marketing purposes (Morgado & 

De Castro, 2015). As the supplier is not able to control everything, the company should choose a right 

partner to overcome potential difficulties caused by this control gap (Dacin et al., 2007; Dekker, 2008). 

The reference customer can be seen as both a customer and a partner, because the supplier wants to 

leverage the relationship with an existing or previous customer to perform marketing practices 

together while the reference customer wants to gain positive value outcomes from this relationship 

as described in subchapter 5.3 (Jaakola, 2018).  

  Strategic alliances are considered to be the corner stone of corporate strategies (Cravens et 

al., 2000; Dacin et al., 2007). Therefore, selecting the right partner is important for creating value in 

alliances. The right partner should be selected according to a partner selection approach, which 

increases the supplier’s awareness and decreases ad-hoc decision making (Spekman et al., 2000). 
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Multiple studies have identified that the selection of the ‘right’ partner is a precondition for alliance 

success (Bierly & Gallagher, 2007; Bronder & Pritzl, 1992; Geringer, 1991; Varis & Conn, 2002). The 

right partner can provide important competitive advantages (Dacin et al., 1997), whereas a wrong 

partner can lead to failures from the very beginning of the alliance (Gomes-Casseres, 2000).    

  According to the research of Duisters et al. (2011) there is a clear difference between high and 

low performing companies in terms of their alliance performance. They have found evidence that a 

more structured partner selection process is more effective than an informal selection process, which 

implies that successful firms that generate a high alliance success have a more structured partner 

selection process. The structured process is more effective as it has a more comprehensive nature, 

which ensures that all relevant aspects of a partner are considered before the alliance starts. The 

structured partner selection process starts by assembling an interdisciplinary team, that gets the 

responsibility to select a partner for the alliance. This is done to ensure that the different departments 

that must work with the alliance are able to provide input (Dent, 2004; Elram, 1991; Spekman et al., 

2000). The selected partner is then not only favoured by top management, but also supported by 

other layers of the organization (Nijssen et al., 2001). The following step is the identification of partner 

selection criteria, where task- and partner related criteria are considered to select an effective partner 

(Geringer, 1988; 1991; Varis & Elfvengren, 2005). The third step is related to the creation of a long list 

of prospective partners, which will be set up by scouting the environment or looking at existing 

partners . This long list will be reduced to a short list of partners, which then will be screened in more 

detail against the defined partner selection criteria to further narrow it down. The screening of the 

short list of prospective partners may ensure a good fit with the goals of the initiating company 

(Nielsen, 2003; Spekman et al., 2000; Varis & Elfvengren, 2005). In the last step of the planner group 

approach each of the prospects will be ranked according to their fit with the selection criteria, leading 

to a final choice of partner. The research of Duisters et al. (2011) also identified three main selection 

process steps through their item analysis that distinguishes the high from the low performing 

organisations. These steps are most important for the success of an alliance, namely: the development 

of a selection team; negotiating the alliance; and the screening of short-listed partner against specific 

selection criteria. These three steps should be combined with the steps from the structured partner 

selection process to secure the alliance success between the supplier and the reference customer. 

 Not just a partner should be selected, but a customer of the supplier that should function as 

a partner. Enkel et al. (2005b) have developed a customer selection process to integrate a customer 

into the innovation process of an organization operating in a CoPS setting for co-development 

practices. Within their research the selected customer should function as a lead user for discontinuous 

innovation development and minimization of market risk purposes (Von Hippel, 1988; Von Hippel et 

al., 2000). Figure 6 illustrates the different steps of the customer selection process, including those of 

previous efforts. The customer selection process starts with the prerequisites for the customer 

selection, which are the efforts before the actual selection activity described at the start of the 

process. Within this phase an interdisciplinary team is assembled with the goal to define the company 

objectives of the customer involvement and to include multiple perspectives (Hutt & Stafford, 2000), 

and an initial selection of potential participants is made. This initial selection contains potential 

participants from the direct environment of the initiating company, with a focus on their most 

promising customer called ‘key accounts’. This initial phase is followed by the steps of the selection 

process. The first step is called the pre-selection where elimination criteria are defined, and secondary 

sources of potential customers are scanned, such as current literature and internal expertise of the 

customer provided by service personnel or key account managers. This information is put in a matrix 

to prioritize the initial list of participants and reduce it to approximately five potential customers. The 

second step is the selection process consists of two phases, the definition of choice criteria for the 

remaining potential customers and the final selection of the customer. Within the first phase the 
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company requirements are screened through a series of interviews with the potential customers. 

Then, the individual and context characteristics of a lead user are defined and reflected on the profile 

of the potential participants. Finally, at the second phase the company selects the customer who fits 

the company’s requirements best and can function as a lead user for the firm. At the end the 

interdisciplinary team perform an evaluation where the execution of the customer selection process 

will be discussed.  

 

Figure 6: Selection process for Customer Integration (Enkel et al., 2005b) 

  There is some overlap between the good practices of the partner selection process by Duisters 

et al. (2011) and the customer selection process by Enkel et al. (2005b). The process steps assembling 

an interdisciplinary team, defining selection criteria, creating a customer list, screening and ranking 

the short listed potential participants, and negotiating the alliance are essential in both the partner 

selection process from the strategic alliance literature and the customer selection process from the 

customer integration literature. Combining the findings from both disciplines should provide insight 

and better understanding of how organizations select their reference customers.  

5.5 THE REFERENCE CUSTOMER SELECTION CRITERIA 
  Aside from the customer’s suitability and willingness to act as a reference, the potential of the 

reference relationship in contributing to the supplier’s reputation and credibility needs to be 

ascertained. The selected reference customer should grant an environment in which the supplier can 

test and learn from the customer solution and its support elements and provide an effective customer 

reference signalling the right information to convince potential customers and lower their perceived 

risk (Jalkala & Salminen, 2010; Salminen & Möller, 2006). The determinants of effectiveness of a 

customer reference can be classified according to three domains: intra-organizational; inter-

organizational; and market determinants. These factors are relevant in determining which customers 

should initially be chosen as reference customers (Helm & Salminen, 2010).  

5.5.1 Intra-Organizational Determinants  

  The intra-organizational determinants are factors concerning the individual characteristics of 

a reference customer. The individual characteristics impact the effectiveness of the customer 

references provided by the customer. For instance, a reference customer with a good reputation in its 

own markets is important in determining subsequent reputation building for the supplier (Helm & 

Salminen, 2010; Rese et al., 2013; Salminen, 2001; Salminen et al., 2008). The better the reputation 

of reference customers in their own markets and among their own stakeholders, the more favourable 

the reputational transfer for the supplier (Rese et al., 2013). This is also the case for large established 

firms that through their high market value signals supplier reputability and trustworthiness to 

potential customers (Enkel et al., 2005a; 2005b, Gomez-Arias & Montermoso, 2007; Kumar et al., 

2013; Ruokolainen, 2005; 2008; Salminen & Möller, 2006; Salminen et al., 2008). There is a common 

understanding that large companies serve as the best promotional reference (Rese et al., 2013). 
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  The reference customer should be qualified and motivated to innovate, where they are 

dissatisfied with the existing solutions in the market, see tangible benefits from the new technology, 

have know-how about their operation and functionalities of the solution (Enkel et al., 2005b, Gomez-

Arias & Montermoso, 2007; Von Hippel, 1988). They also should have a low degree of secrecy to allow 

the CoPS supplier to exploit their success story and customer site, have an attractive outlook of 

equipment at their customer site for the supplier’s marketing activities (Enkel et al., 2005b; Morgado 

& De Castro, 2015; Salminen, 2001), and employ the right machine type, volume and functionality 

(Enkel et al., 2005b; Salminen 2001) for the application of the new technology in the operational 

environment of the reference customer.  

5.5.2 Inter-Organizational Determinants  

  The inter-organizational determinants concern the factors affecting each of the relationships 

between two actors of the reference triad (chapter 5.3). The literature extensively describes that a 

reference customer should have comparable characteristics with the potential customers to be an 

effective customer reference (Aarikka-Stenroos, 2011; Helm & Salminen, 2010; Kumar et al., 2013; 

Rese et al., 2013; Ruokolainen & Aarikka-Stenroos, 2016; Salminen & Möller, 2006; Salminen et al., 

2008; Terho & Jalkala, 2017). Therefore, the reference customer should match with the potential 

customers’ product class, the product application, and market segment. A product class fit reduces 

the perceived uncertainty of potential customers as they see the CoPS work with similar products 

(Aaker & Keller, 1990; Helm & Salminen, 2010; Kumar et al., 2013; Rese et al., 2013). Also, a poor fit 

“may not only detract from the transfer of positive associations but may actually stimulate undesirable 

beliefs and associations” (Aaker & Keller, 1990, p. 30). A similar product application means that the 

reference customer uses the new technology at their site and displays the same functionalities as how 

it would perform at the potential customer’s site (Enkel et al., 2005b; Moore, 2001; Rese et al., 2013; 

Salminen, 2001; Salminen et al., 2008). The more similar the reference application is to that of the 

potential buyer’s application, the more the perceived uncertainties and risks are reduced (Brown & 

Reingen, 1987; Wangenheim & Bayon, 2004). The importance of the market congruency will be 

explained in the next subchapter 5.5.3. This similarity in characteristics increases the degree of 

identification and congruency of the potential customer with the reference customer, which reduces 

the perceived risk and degree of uncertainty and increases sales (Ruokolainen & Aarikka-Stenroos, 

2016). The firm size of the reference customer could also be seen as a comparable characteristic that 

should be considered to increase the degree of congruency between the potential customer and 

reference customer. However, CoPS offerings represent customized solutions for different kinds of 

customer’s problems with different firm sizes (Rese et al., 2013). The intra-organizational 

determinants paragraph mentioned that large established firms serve as the best promotional 

reference and from a sales and marketing perspective the organization should consider this as one of 

the reference customer selection criteria.    

  Furthermore, the literature describes that the longer the relationship between the supplier 

and its reference customer, the more credible and risk-reducing that reference relationship is from 

the potential industrial buyer’s perspective (Gomez-Arias & Montermoso, 2007; Kumar et al., 2013; 

Salminen, 2001; Salminen et al., 2008). These long key customer relationships generally require a 

mutually satisfying business relationship based on trust and commitment (Salminen & Möller, 2006). 

Besides the length of the relationship, the reference customer should also be satisfied with the CoPS 

supplier, its way of working and their customer solution (Rese et al., 2013; Salminen, 2001). If this is 

not the case, the customer reference could have a reversed effect and generate negative word-of-

mouth communication (Aarikka-Stenroos, 2009, Godes & Mayzlin, 2004; Jalkala & Salminen, 2010). 

Reference customers should be motivated to cooperate and show their commitment to the supplier 

(Enkel et al., 2005b; Ruokolainen, 2005; 2008; Salminen & Möller, 2006; Salminen et al., 2008). 
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Committed reference customers are willing to invest in the relationship, frame their expectations and 

are more likely to work through and quite possibly overlook quality discrepancies in the supplier’s 

offerings (Huntley, 2006).  

5.5.3 Market Determinants  

  The market determinants can impact reputation building as the reference triad is embedded 

in a specific market, industry and/or country (Helm & Salminen, 2010). The reference customer should 

be located in the market segment similar to that of the potential customers to serve as a significant 

reference for the target market (Gomez-Arias & Montermoso, 2007; Helm & Salminen, 2010; Kumar 

et al., 2013; Moore, 2001; Rese et al., 2013). In the case of increasing performance uncertainty and 

overall uncertainty among potential customers, the importance of geographical closeness between 

the reference customer and potential customer rises as well (Salminen et al., 2008). Considering the 

cooperation between the reference customer and the supplier, it is recommended that there should 

be a geographical fit between the two actors (Enkel et al., 2005b; Salminen, 2001). Therefore, the 

selection of the geographical location of the reference customer depends on the intensity of the 

cooperation with the supplier and the degree of uncertainty perceived by the potential customers. 

Table 4 provides an overview of the selection criteria for reference customers based on the three 

determinants of effectiveness. 

Table 4: Determinants of Customer Reference Effectiveness 

Reference Customer Selection Criteria Authors 

1. Intra-organizational determinants 

1. Reference customer’s good reputation in their own 
markets 

Helm & Salminen (2010); Rese et al. (2013); Salminen (2001);  
Salminen et al. (2008) 

2. Qualification & Motivation to innovate Enkel et al. (2005b); Gomez-arias & Montermoso (2007); Von Hippel (1988) 

3. Right machine type, volume and functionality Enkel et al. (2005b); Salminen (2001) 

4. Reference customer should have a large firm size  Gomez-arias & Montermoso (2007); Kumar et al. (2013); Rese et al. (2013); 
Ruokolainen (2005; 2008) 

5. Attractive outlook of equipment at customer’s site Salminen (2001) 

6. Low degree of secrecy Morgado & De Castro (2015); Salminen (2001) 

2. Inter-organizational determinants 

1. Reference customer should have comparable 
characteristics with the potential customers to be 
effective 

Aarikka-Stenroos (2011); Helm & Salminen (2010); Kumar et al. (2013); Rese 
et al. (2013); Ruokolainen & Aarikka-Stenroos (2016); Salminen & Möller 
(2006); Salminen et al. (2008); Terho & Jalkala (2017) 

2. Continuity of supplier-reference customer 
relationship/Current key customer relationships 

Enkel et al. (2005a; 2005b); Gomez-arias & Montermoso (2007); Kumar et 
al. (2013); Salminen (2001); Salminen & Möller (2006); Salminen et al. 
(2008) 

3. Reference customer’s commitment to the supplier Enkel et al. (2005b); Huntley (2006); Ruokolainen (2005); (2008b); Salminen 
& Möller (2006); Salminen et al. (2008) 

4. Product class fit/congruency between reference 
customer and potential customer 

Aaker & Keller (1990); Helm & Salminen (2010); Kumar et al. (2013); 
Salminen (2001) 

5. Reference customer satisfied with supplier Rese et al. (2013); Salminen (2001) 

6. Product application similarity between the three actors 
of the reference triad 

Enkel et al. (2005b); Moore (2001); Salminen (2001);  
Salminen et al. (2008); Wangenheim & Bayon (2004) 

3. Market determinants 

1. Market congruency between reference customer, 
potential customer and supplier 

Gomez-arias & Montermoso (2007); Helm & Salminen, 2010; Kumar et al. 
(2013); Moore, 2001; Rese et al. (2013) 

2. Geographical fit between reference customer and 
supplier 

Enkel et al. (2005b); Salminen (2001) 

3. Geographical closeness between reference customer 
and potential customer 

Salminen et al. (2008) 
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6 LITERATURE FINDINGS & DESIGN PRINCIPLES 

  As described in the research methodology in chapter four, the three steps of Van Burg et al. 

(2008) will be used to identify, create and validate the design principles. Based on the literature review 

on relevant bodies of literature, as described in the theoretical background in chapter five, theory-

based design principles are constructed using the CIMO-logic for the development of a theoretical 

overview that provides an answer to the first three sub-research questions.  

6.1 THEORY-BASED DESIGN PRINCIPLES 
  The theory-based design principles derived from the literature review are used to provide a 

guideline on how organizations operating in a CoPS setting should select their reference customers to 

establish effective customer references. The theory-based design principles will serve as building 

blocks for the theoretical overview and the design solution. From the literature review, seven theory-

based design principles (TBDP) have been constructed around the following topics: 

1. Supplier awareness of internal & external customer reference marketing practices  

2. Reference customers should have a low degree of secrecy  

3. Make use of social capital to gain a reference customer  

4. Persuade the potential reference customer to serve as a customer reference  

5. Apply a structured reference customer selection process  

6. Reference customer selection criteria based on determinants of effectiveness   

1. Supplier awareness of internal & external customer reference marketing practices   

  CoPs suppliers can leverage the customer reference marketing practices as marketing assets 

for both internal and external use (Hada et al., 2014; Jalkala & Salminen, 2010; Salminen & Möller, 

2006). The internal practices are for the evaluation of the new technology and project management 

at the reference customer site for learning purposes, and the external practices are used as a critical 

sales, marketing and promotional tool for the sales of systems and solutions within the CoPS industry. 

 The organization operating in a CoPS setting should be aware of both internal and external 

customer reference marketing practices. Technological organizations tend to concentrate on the 

technical aspects of the products and/or systems at the expense of commercialization. It is evident 

that CoPS suppliers can have an insufficient focus on their sales arguments and mainly focus on the 

solution development, not considering the external reference function of the customer site for 

marketing purposes (Ruokolainen, 2005; 2008; Ruokolainen & Igel, 2004). This concentration on the 

technical aspects could lead to the establishment of ineffective customer references where the 

reference customers do not operate in one of the key market segments (Ruokolainen, 2008), or does 

not show the problem-solving capability of the supplier (Haimala & Salminen, 2013) and the relative 

advantage of the new technology (Rogers, 2003). The customers where these ineffective customer 

references are established, provide no market value for the CoPS supplier (Ruokolainen, 2008).  
  Theory -Based Design Principle - CIMO 1: If an organization wants to establish effective customer 

references within the complex products and systems industry (C), it should be aware of both the internal and 

external customer reference marketing practices (I) to prevent the establishment of reference customers in the 

wrong market segment, in locations where the problem-solving capacity of the supplier does not excel or the 

relative advantage of the CoPS is not proven (M) and have a sufficient focus on both the technical and sales 

aspects of the CoPS (O).  
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2. Reference customers should have a low degree of secrecy   

  The CoPS organization should ensure that the reference customer has a low degree of secrecy 

as otherwise they do not want to act as a customer reference for the firm’s marketing activities. 

Reference customers could maintain a high degree of secrecy, because they want to keep their 

competitive advantage with the supplier’s equipment a secret (Jalkala & Salminen, 2010; Salminen, 

2001). They do not want to lose their knowledge advantage through the exposure of confidential 

information or lose their competitive advantage as other actors adopt similar solutions.  
  Theory -Based Design Principle - CIMO 2: If an organization wants to establish effective customer 

references within the complex products and systems industry (C), it should work with reference customers that 

have a low degree of secrecy (I)  to ensure that the reference may be used for the firm’s marketing activities (M) 

and therefore helps to gain a reference customer for the organization (O). 

3. Make use of social capital to gain a reference customer  

  Finding the first reference customer is a challenge. Companies have acknowledged to 

experience difficulties, because the potential first reference customers still have a high degree of 

uncertainty and perceived risk as there are no other references to fall back on. To overcome this 

challenge, it is important for a company to make good use of their social capital by using social contacts 

to gain the first reference customer (Ruokolainen, 2005; 2008; Ruokolainen & Igel, 2004). Customers 

who have a particularly trustworthy relationship to the supplier are most likely to be engaged in this 

stage of the process (Brockhoff, 2003).    
  Theory -Based Design Principle - CIMO 3: If an organization wants to establish effective customer 

references within the complex products and systems industry (C), it should make use of their social capital (I) 

because customers with a particular trustworthy relationship to the supplier are most likely to engage in this 

process (M) and therefore helps to gain the first reference customer for the organization (O).  

4. Persuade the potential reference customer to serve as a customer reference   

  Social capital is in some cases not enough to motivate the potential reference customer to 

serve as a customer reference. The CoPS supplier should therefore persuade the customer and 

influence their willingness by focussing on their positive value outcomes (Jaakola, 2018). The customer 

reference provided by a company is a phenomenon between persons having good personal 

relationships. The host of the reference customer should be persuaded to function as a reference and 

feel motivated as it gains something for their effort (Salminen, 2001). Motivating factors for the 

customer to act as a reference are positive industry recognition, peer-to-peer information exchange, 

positive visibility (Jalkala & Salminen, 2010), corporate and individual pride to engage in a reference 

success story and invest in the relationship with the supplier (Aarikka-Stenroos, 2009; Morgado & De 

Castro, 2015). If these motivating factors do not convince the customer, then the CoPS supplier could 

also persuade them in the form of a business gift or a discount on the yet unpaid spare part invoice of 

the delivered customer solution (Jaakola, 2018; Ruokolainen, 2005; 2008; Salminen, 2001).  
  Theory -Based Design Principle 4: If an organization wants to establish effective customer references 

within the complex products and systems industry (C), it should persuade the potential reference customer to 

serve as a customer reference with motivating factors, a business gift of a discount (I) which will motivate the 

host of the reference customer to put effort in it (M) and therefore helps to gain the first reference customer for 

the organization (O).  

5. Apply a structured reference customer selection process   

  Multiple studies have identified that the selection of the ‘right’ partner is a precondition for 

alliance success (Bierly & Gallagher, 2007; Bronder & Pritzl, 1992; Geringer, 1991; Varis & Conn, 2002). 

The right partner can provide important competitive advantages (Dacin et al., 1997), whereas a wrong 

partner can lead to failures from the very beginning of the alliance (Gomes-Casseres, 2000).  According 

to the research of Duisters et al. (2011) successful firms that generate a high alliance success have a 
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more structured partner selection process. This effectiveness lies in the more comprehensive nature 

of the structured approach, as it ensures that all relevant aspects of a reference customer are 

considered before the alliance starts. The structured partner selection process starts by assembling 

an interdisciplinary team, identifying selection criteria, creation of a long- and short list of prospective 

partners, screening of the short-listed partners, and ranking of the partners based on the criteria. 

Duisters et al. (2011) found that the process should contain the three main steps used by high-

performing companies to increase the alliance success between the supplier and the reference 

customer. These three main steps are as follows: (1) the development of a partner selection team; (2) 

negotiating the alliance with the prospected partner; and (3) the screening of short-listed partner 

against specific selection criteria. Furthermore, Enkel et al. (2005b) developed a customer selection 

process to integrate a customer into the innovation process of a firm for co-development purposes. 

The customer selection process starts by identifying the company’s objectives for the customer 

involvement and assembling an interdisciplinary team, followed by the identification of selection 

criteria and creation of a customer list based on existing customers and key accounts. The customer 

list is than scanned according to secondary sources and screened by the selection criteria. In the end 

the customer candidate was interviewed to negotiate the alliance, followed by an evaluation by the 

interdisciplinary team of the selection process.  

  As this thesis is one of the first studies that describes the selection process for reference 

customers, there is a need to create a better understanding of this process. As the reference customer 

is both an existing or previous customer of the supplier and a partner to perform the customer 

reference marketing practices with, both elements from the structured partner selection process and 

customer selection process will be combined. Therefore, the structured reference customer selection 

process should contain the following process steps: Assembling an interdisciplinary team; identify 

company objectives; define reference customer selection criteria; create a long and short customer 

list of potential reference customers; screen the short-listed reference customers; rank the short-

listed reference customers; negotiate the project with reference customer; and evaluate the selection 

process and project with the interdisciplinary team.  
  Theory -Based Design Principle 5: If an organization wants to establish effective customer references 

within the complex products and systems industry (C), it should apply a structured reference customer selection 

process (I) as the more comprehensive nature ensures that all relevant aspects of the demonstration project and 

customer reference are considered prior to the selection (M) and ascertain the contribution of the reference 

relationship to the supplier’s credibility and reduction of the perceived uncertainties of potential industrial buyers 

(O). 

6. Reference customer selection criteria based on determinants of effectiveness  

  The CoPS supplier should call for a strategic approach to select reference customers to 

ascertain that the supplier can utilize the customer reference to perform both internal and external 

customer reference marketing practices (Helm & Salminen, 2010; Jalkala & Salminen, 2010; Salminen 

& Möller, 2006). To decide among the potential reference customer who is suitable for the 

establishment of an effective customer reference, the reference customer should be selected based 

on the determinants of effectiveness. These determinants are classified according to three domains: 

intra-organizational determinants; inter-organizational determinants; and market determinants 

(Helm & Salminen, 2010). These determinants are relevant when selecting a reference customer from 

the demonstration project as the organization considers all relevant aspects before selecting the 

reference customer.   
  Theory -Based Design Principle 6: If an organization wants to establish effective customer references 

within the complex products and systems industry (C), it should define reference customer selection criteria based 

on intra-organizational determinants, inter-organizational determinants and market determinants (I) to consider 

all relevant aspects of a reference customers before the selection (M) and ascertain the contribution of the 
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reference relationship to the supplier’s credibility and reduction of the perceived uncertainties of potential 

industrial buyers (O).  

6.2 DEVELOPING A THEORETICAL OVERVIEW 
  A theoretical overview is created based on the above-mentioned theory-based design 

principles to provide an answer to the first three sub-research questions of this study. By integrating 

the existing academic literature, the following questions are answered from a theoretical perspective: 

1. What challenges do organizations face in establishing customer references? 

2. How do organizations select reference customers? 

3. What are effective reference customer selection criteria?  

  The theoretical overview as depicted in Table 5 provides insight into the customer 

reference marketing practices, the reference customer selection process, the reference customer 

selection criteria, and the challenges that organizations face in establishing customer references. This 

overview creates a starting point based on the existing academic literature on the topic. As stated in 

the research goal in subchapter 2.2.1, the main research goal of this study is to investigate how 

organizations operating in the complex products and systems industry should organize their reference 

customer selection process to establish effective customer references to optimise their customer 

reference marketing strategy. As this thesis took a process perspective on how organizations should 

establish effective customer reference the design solution is a reference customer selection process. 

The theoretical overview is displayed in this process as a general solution to the problem based on the 

existing literature. This specific solution based on the theoretical overview can be found in Appendix 

F.   
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Table 5: The Theoretical Overview 

Concept Construct Factor 

 
 

 
Customer Reference  
Marketing Practices 

 
 

Internal Practices 

Template for Organizational Learning 

Knowledge base for Customer Needs & Market Sensing 

Schema for offering Development 

Basis for Building Credible Value Propositions 

Tool for Internal Motivation & Training 

Verify Business Case 

 
 

External Practices 

Gain Status-Transfer from Reputable Customers 

Signal an enhanced Market Position 

Concretize & Demonstrate offerings 

Provide indirect evidence of Experience, Performance, Value-in-use 
and Technological Functionality 

 
 
 

Reference Customer 
Selection Process 

 
 
 

Selection 
Process  
Steps 

Assemble an Interdisciplinary Team 

Identify Company Objectives for the Demonstration Project 

Define Reference Customer Selection Criteria 

Create a Long List of potential reference customers 

Create a Short List of potential reference customers 

Screen the Short-Listed reference customers 

Rank the Short-Listed reference customers 

Negotiate the project with the potential reference customer 

Evaluation of the selection process and project 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Reference Customer  

Selection Criteria 

 
 

Intra-organizational 
determinants 

Good Reputation in own Market 

Qualified & Motivated to innovate 

Right Machine Type, Volume and Functionality 

Large Firm Size 

Attractive Outlook of Equipment 

Low degree of Secrecy 

 
Inter-organizational 

determinants 

Long Customer Relationship Duration/Current Key Customer 

Commitment to supplier 

Customer Satisfaction with Supplier 

Product Class Fit 

Product Application Similarity  

 
Market determinants 

Market Congruency  

Geographical Fit with Supplier 

Geographical Closeness to Potential Customers 

 
 
 

Customer Reference 
Establishment 

Challenges 

Customer cannot act as a 
customer reference 

Corporate policy doesn’t allow it 

Outlook of Equipment is not attractive or suitable 

Customer does not want to 
act as a customer reference 

High degree of secrecy 

To safeguard their self-image 

 
Convince customer to act as 

a customer reference 

Use Social Capital of Supplier 

Persuade reference customer with motivational factors 

Persuade reference customer with business gift or discount of the yet 
unpaid customer solution 

Lack of Supplier Awareness Technological organizations tend to concentrate on the technical 
aspects at the expense of commercialization 
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7 EMPIRICAL RESULTS & FINDINGS 

  This chapter shall elaborate on the results gathered from the analysis on the five customer 

reference cases. Each case was assessed individually and included in the cross-case analysis at the 

end of this chapter. The selection and description of the five customer reference cases can be found 

in chapter 4. The next subchapter shall describe the individual case narratives of the customer 

reference cases. 

7.1 INDIVIDUAL CASE NARRATIVES 
  For each individual case documents have been read and multiple interviews were conducted, 

as displayed in the overview of interviews in Appendix A, to ensure triangulation to increase the 

reliability and validity of the case assessment (Chau, 1999; Miles & Huberman, 1994). CoPSCo 

experienced difficulties establishing effective customer reference due to the lack of an appropriate 

selection policy. The theoretical overview from Table 5 is applied to assess each customer reference 

case to get insights into the extent to which the reference customer selection process is structured, 

which customer reference selection criteria are present and what reference establishment challenges 

CoPSCo had faced. Each individual case narrative therefore contains an introduction, a description of 

the applied reference customer selection process, the reference customer selection criteria present, 

and the reference establishment challenges that they have faced during the demonstration project. 

This chapter will provide insights into why the organization experiences difficulties regarding the sales 

of new technology and establishment of customer references. The individual case narratives are 

separately discussed: 

1. Case Alpha 

2. Case Beta 

3. Case Charlie 

4. Case Delta 

5. Case Echo 

7.1.1 Customer Reference Case Alpha 

  Case Alpha was the first demonstration project of Technology A initiated at Company A, a 

company from the parts & components market segment in Finland. Company A was selected based 

on the long-term customer relationship with CoPSCo and their logistical process that picks items in a 

one-on-one relation using a specific system made by CoPSCo.   

Reference Customer Selection Process  

  The process started with Senior Manager A who saw the potential of Technology A within the 

warehouse automation market. Senior Manager A created a business case for Technology A together 

with Commercial Manager A. After the validation of the business case by the internal organization the 

development of Technology A started. Once the prototype was finished, a temporary group was 

assembled consisting of Senior Manager A, Commercial Manager A and Senior Product Manager A 

who started to look for potential reference customers for a demonstration project for Technology A 

as a side task next to their “regular” work.   

“It starts with a team that takes the responsibility. We didn’t have that… it was not clear within CoPSCo 

who performed which role during  the project”– Senior Manager A  

  The temporary group based their objectives on the business case and the application 

requirements of Technology A. The business case objectives indicated that they wanted to sell an X 
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number of products containing Technology A, which they wanted to achieve by establishing a 

customer reference with Technology A. The technical objectives indicated which functionalities 

Technology A should perform at the reference customer’s site. Besides the objectives aimed at 

Technology A, also a risk scenario for the demonstration project was sketched to manage the 

expectations of the customer.  

“Based on the technology and the risks you try to create a certain scenario for a demonstration project” 

– Senior Manager A  

  During the selection process several selection criteria were defined. The potential reference 

customer should comply to the technology application requirements and have a one-on-one relation 

in their logistical process with a specific system of CoPSCo for Technology A, the customer should also 

be an existing customer of CoPSCo with a good relationship, be open to new technology, located 

within Europe, have a varying product range, and be committed to lower their throughput.  

The most important aspect was that the customer had to be prepared to disrupt their operation for a 

long time.” – Senior Product Manager A  

  A customer list was made of potential reference customers that had a workstation with a one-

on-one relation, the right logistical system, and product specifications for the application of 

Technology A. This customer list was screened by applying the selection criteria. After screening 

whether the customer was a current customer, if it had a one-on-one relation at their workstation, 

and if Technology A could work with the product, they looked at which customers had the specific 

system of CoPSCo that necessary for the application of Technology A. Two potential customers 

remained. One of them did not contain the product specifications for the application of Technology A, 

so the other customer was selected.  

“Technology A required a one-on-one relation at a workstation. This could only be provided by one 

specific system of CoPSCo… We have not sold this specific system to customers within our targeted 

market segments yet… (Therefore) only two potential reference customers remained.” – Senior Manager 

A  

  During the negotiation with the reference customer a ‘pilot agreement’ was created to 

manage the expectations of the customer. The pilot agreement contained a project planning, the 

objectives of the project, the workflow and functionality of the product, and the benefits and efforts 

of CoPSCo and Company A. These agreements have been made to manage the expectations of the 

customer. At the end of the selection process an evaluation was made by Senior Manager A regarding 

the entire operation around Technology A involving both cases Alpha and Beta and the internal 

organization.    

“We made a pilot agreement with Company A in which was set that we wanted to implement the project 

with a ‘closed wallet’. Company A made sure that their employees were available for us without 

charging CoPSCo… and we implement Technology A without asking Company A for money. In the pilot 

agreement with Company A we wrote down that at the end of the project they could buy the application 

of Technology A for an X amount” – Commercial Manager A  

  “I have made a plan of everything that went wrong in the internal organization” – Senior Manager A 

Reference Customer Selection Criteria   

  Customer reference case Alpha involved a company that has a good reputation in their own 

market and contained the specific system of CoPSCo that could provide the right volume and 

functionality for the application of Technology A. It had an attractive outlook of equipment, a low 
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degree of secrecy, and is satisfied with CoPSCo. CoPSCo was allowed to use the reference site for 

marketing purposes.   

“We regularly go to the site with potential customers. Company A is enthusiastic and satisfied. They like 

it when we bring customers to their site. The operations manager of Company A is very enthusiastic 

about Technology A. I do not have to tell anything; our customer is telling how the product is working. 

That is great.” – Senior Product Manager A  

Technology A is applied at Company A as intended according to the business case. The product 

application of Technology A is similar to the way it will be implemented at potential customers. 

However, the product class and market segment of Company A does not match with the potential 

customers of CoPSCo. This is a critical mismatch as according to Kumar et al. (2013) product and 

market congruency are the most valuable. This mismatch lowers the degree of identification and 

congruency of the potential customer; therefore the potential customers perceived degree of 

uncertainty and risk will remain (Ruokolainen & Aarikka-Stenroos, 2016). Besides that, Technology A 

learns from the wrong market dynamics as it is aimed for a particular application within the targeted 

market segments general merchandise and fashion and their specific product classes according to its 

business case.    

“The reference customer does not match our customer profile. However, it does come close to the profile 

that we had in mind for the product development” – Senior Product Manager A  

“Ideally the reference customer should be within the market segments in which we want to grow. That 

is not the case for Company A” – Senior Manager A  

 Furthermore, Company A was qualified and motivated to innovate as they shared their 

resources and were willing to innovate. They were committed to CoPSCo by lowering their throughput 

for the project. Company A was a current customer of CoPSCo with a long customer relationship with 

a duration of 10 years. The geographical location was in Finland, therefore close to the potential 

customers as according to their segmentation strategy and not too far from the location of CoPSCo. 

 Customer Reference Establishment Challenges   

  During the establishment of case Alpha, CoPSCo experienced challenges internally. It started 

with no internal structure within the organization that fosters the execution of demonstration projects 

and the provision of the resources and budget necessary for the execution. Also the time of the 

temporary group for the project was very limited, as it should be performed next to their ‘regular’ 

work because the first demonstration project is not going to generate any money.   

“There is a mismatch between our ambition, the way we organize ourselves and the mutual agreements 

we make internally to perform such a demonstration project” – Senior Manager A  

“In the first project you are not going to generate any revenue, maybe you are even going to lose some. 

That is fine…. You will get some innovation power in return.” – Senior Manager A  

  The application of Technology A was also limited to a specific system of CoPSCo and a 

workstation with a one-on-one relation. Only customers that contained those two criteria were able 

to be a reference customer. The amount of potential reference customers was limited because the 

prototype of Technology A was already developed. Once it is developed it becomes harder to adapt 

the prototype to other customer environments.   

“We have developed Technology A inhouse, when it was ready enough for a demonstration project we 

started to look at a project location. This took really long, therefore we had to make concessions to 

implement it somewhere” – Specialized Manager A   
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“The application of Technology A is valued by important customers... We see the market pull, yet we’ve 

only sold just one last year and only one this year. Is this dependent on our organization or the pull from 

the market? – Senior Manager C 

7.1.2 Customer Reference Case Beta 

  Case Beta was the second demonstration project of Technology A initiated at Company B, a 

company from the fashion market segment in the United Kingdom. Company B was selected because 

Senior Manager A and the director of Company B interacted on an informal level and talked about the 

opportunity of Technology A for Company B.  

Reference Customer Selection Process  

  The same temporary group from case Alpha were involved with case Beta The same challenges 

from case Alpha were present as there was still a lack of multiple disciplines and ownership throughout 

the project.  

“Case Beta has taken a lot of effort internally, because nobody had the ownership of the project. If 

nobody has the ownership,  promises will be made to the customer that we cannot keep” – Senior 

Product Manager A  

 For case Beta the group decided to perform a different application with Technology A 

regardless of the business case. This particular application was mentioned on the roadmap of CoPSCo, 

therefore justifying why Technology A has a different application as intended. For case Beta it was 

planned to integrate Technology A at a customer’s site with as less effort as possible.  

“First we wanted to learn by working with products from the fashion market segment and implementing 

the first system with a different application.” – Senior Product Manager A  

  Just a few criteria have been defined for this demonstration project. The reference customer 

must be an existing customer, be within Europe, be a customer from the fashion market segment and 

have an opportunity for repeat business. Even though criteria have been defined, a customer list has 

not been made very well. They directly went to Company B to apply Technology A, as they knew that 

the right machine type with the right volume and functionality was present for this particular 

application of Technology A.  

“Company B is not so much selected as brought forward as an interesting candidate.” – Commercial 

Manager A  

“The relationship with Company B was good and we knew that the logistical manager of Company B 

was interested in the business case of Technology A, if we could prove it.” – Senior Manager A  

  The negotiation with Company B about the project went fast. Company B was enthusiastic and 

therefore even skipped a few steps regarding the price and lay-out of the system. Company B 

suggested to pay CoPSCo depending on the performance of the system. CoPSCo also clarified that the 

project was a demonstration project, and that if Technology A doesn’t work that CoPSCo could take it 

away if necessary. This process was involved in the same evaluation as in case Alpha. 

“We said that if the system works it stays, if it doesn’t we take it away” – Senior Product Manager A 

“We negotiated with Company B a certain period of time in which we wanted to test the functionality 

and capacity in a real-life environment. Dependent on the performance of Technology A, Company B 

pays us an X amount.” – Commercial Manager A   

Reference Customer Selection Criteria   

  Customer reference case Beta involved a company that was satisfied about CoPSCo, has a 
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good reputation within its own markets, contained the right machine type, volume and functionality 

to perform this particular application of Technology A, and had an attractive outlook of equipment at 

their site. Company B was a company from the fashion market segment with a product class that fits 

with the profile of future potential customers of CoPSCo. Unfortunately, Company B did not want 

CoPSCo to use their location and name for marketing purposes. This was found out during the project 

as this was not negotiated prior to the selection of the customer.  

“To be honest, the choice to let the customer of a demonstration project act as a customer reference is 

made implicitly when we look at the market segment of the customer. Yet, it is uncertain when we want 

to ask the customer to use their name and shoot marketing material at their location.” – Commercial 

Manager A  

“At Company A we filmed to create material for marketing material, Company B told us that they did 

not want this… Company B does not want us to use their name for marketing purposes.” – Specialized 

Manager B  

The particular application of Technology A does not match the product application as intended 

for potential customers. The capacity of Technology A in this particular application is far too low, and 

will not be used in CoPSCo’s future customer solutions. Because it is too low, it cannot be seen as a 

possible solution to the logistical problem as portrayed in the business case.   

“We will never use the application of how Technology A is applied at Company B within one of our 

customer solutions” – Senior Product Manager B  

“…we applied a different application of Technology A not for the future, but to bridge the first two 

years” – Senior Manager A  

Furthermore, Company B was a current customer of CoPSCo with a long customer relationship 

with a duration of 15 years. The geographical location was in the United Kingdom, close to the 

potential customers as according to their segmentation strategy and close to the location of CoPSCo. 

Customer Reference Establishment Challenges   

  The ownership during the demonstration project remains a challenge. The temporary group 

lacked the diversity of multiple disciplines that covered all roles during the project. Both cases Alpha 

and Beta lack an interdisciplinary team that took the responsibility of the demonstration project for 

Technology A.  

“Case Beta is going to start. What are we going to do in the first few weeks? Who is responsible?” – 

Senior Manager A  

“The team should contain someone from the systems department, R&D department, our resource 

partner, project management, product manager, sales department and a commercial manager.” – 

Senior Manager A 

 Technology A was applied in a different application as intended because CoPSCo made an 

agreement with their resource partner to sell a certain number of products based on Technology A. 

The intended application of Technology A becomes relevant over two years when CoPSCo starts the 

sales of customer solutions that contain this application of Technology A. At this moment they wanted 

to bridge the first two years, otherwise they would sell almost nothing.    

“We have an agreement with our resource partner that we will sell a certain number of products based 

on Technology A. Technology A is dependent on a -future customer solution that we will sell two years 

from now. The first two years we will sell almost nothing. That is why we applied a different application 

of Technology A…” – Senior Manager A 
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7.1.3 Customer Reference Case Charlie 

  Case Charlie was the first demonstration project of Technology B initiated at Company C, a 

company from the care market segment in Spain. Company C was selected because it was one of the 

first opportunities that CoPSCo saw at that moment.   

“One of the reasons that we succeeded the implementation of Technology B at Company C was that 

they had blind trust in the company of CoPSCo” – Senior Product Manager B   

Reference Customer Selection Process  

   Company C was selected because Senior Manager B was aware of an opportunity for a project 

at Company C and told his colleague that had a good relationship with Company C to introduce 

Technology B to them.  

“At a management meeting I told my colleague, listen up you have already sold a new system to 

Company C I want you to introduce Technology B to him as well. He said that’s fine, but you have to 

come with me. No problem I will come with you” – Senior Manager B  

For case Charlie no reference customer selection process was applied. Once Technology B was 

developed and available for projects, the sales department tried to implement it within regular 

projects. This led to the implementation of Technology B at Company C.   

“To be honest, there was no reference customer selection process with multiple potential customers. 

We wanted to introduce Technology B to the market and there were some opportunities, from which 

Company C was one of them… in these kinds of situations we are sometimes too opportunistic” – Senior 

Product Manager B 

In case Charlie no objectives were identified for Technology B. The only objective made was 

that a demonstration project should be performed for the technology once it was developed. There 

were also no criteria defined prior to the selection or Company C, but Senior Manager B did consider 

the good relationship between Company C and CoPSCo, that Company C was satisfied with CoPSCo, 

that they were open to innovation and improvements, and that Technology B could be applied at the 

site of Company C by screening if the product specifications, such as weight and size matched with the 

requirements of the application of Technology B.   

“We did not make a very strict list of criteria in advance to which is strictly adhered to. That was all a bit 

malleable” – Senior Product Manager B  

During the negotiation with Company C it was made clear that the Technology B implemented 

in the project has low degree of maturity, and negotiated that the name and site of Company C may 

be used for marketing purposes. The negotiation with Company C went smooth as they were very 

enthusiastic about the new technology and had a good relationship with CoPSCo. The interviewees 

were not sure if case Charlie was ever evaluated internally after the project. 

“During the negotiation meeting with Company C, the customer said well then I think we should do this. 

Ow that is stupid, now I have thrown away all my negotiation power.” – Senior Manager B  

Reference Customer Selection Criteria   

  Customer reference case Charlie involved a company that had a positive reputation within its 

own market, was very satisfied about CoPSCo and had a very low degree of secrecy, which was a good 

thing as CoPSCo was able to bring potential customers to the reference site. Unfortunately, CoPSCo 

experienced some difficulties installing Technology B due to the skewed roof of the distribution centre 

of Company C. Changes had to be made to the outlook and software of the system. This made the site 

not unattractive, but it did make CoPSCo deviate from the design of version one of Technology B. 
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“From a commercial perspective it was fine. The customer was open to publicity. We went there with a 

lot of customer. He was always inclined to share his experience with potential customers, that was very 

positive.” – Senior Manager B  

  Even though the customer had a low degree of secrecy and was willing to share his experience, 

Company B was located in the wrong market with a wrong product class. Besides that fact, the 

application of Technology B was also not compliant to the business case and will not be sold to 

potential customers like this. Technology B was developed to eliminate a loop at the customer’s site 

and prioritize the items per workstation. The application of Technology B at Company B still contains 

a loop due to an error in the design of the concept.   

“The market of Company C is completely wrong, it was not one of our strategic market segments” – 

Senior Manager B   

“We did not exploit all the possibilities of Technology B, it should have been made without the loop. But 

we did not do anything about it. We said oké, let it be. It is not really necessary, and the design is already 

accepted by the customer.” – Senior Product Manager B 

  Company C was not a large firm as compared to the other reference customers of the cases 

and the size of the potential customers of CoPSCo. This decreases the effect of Company C as a 

reference as potential customers value references from customers that are larger, in terms of either 

labour force or scale of operations (Kumar et al., 2013). Moreover, Company C was qualified, 

motivated and committed to innovate with CoPSCo. The customer relationship between CoPSCo and 

Company C had a duration of approximately 11 years. The geographical location was in Spain, close to 

the potential customers as according to their segmentation strategy, but further away from the 

location of CoPSCo as preferred.  

“I am glad that the location was not outside of Europe, but it is still further away from CoPSCo as 

preferred” – Senior Product Manager B   

 Customer Reference Establishment Challenges   

  In case Charlie the company of CoPSCo was very opportunistic. CoPSCo had already developed 

Technology B and wanted to perform a demonstration project as fast as possible to reduce the time-

to-market. Therefore, they did not implement an appropriate reference customer selection process 

and defined no strict list of selection criteria.   

“If we have developed something new we really want to introduce it to the market, and then sometimes 

we handle the conditions of a demonstration project too loosely. The product will be introduced to the 

market too soon, or the project is too complex or too big.” – Senior Product Manager B  

  During the project, CoPSCo could not implement Technology B conform to version one. The 

customer environment of Company C caused some difficulties. Because the wrong machinery and a 

skewed roof of the distribution centre of Company C the system with Technology B had to be adapted, 

which led to changes in the software and outlook. 
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7.1.4 Customer Reference Case Delta 

  Case Delta was the first demonstration project of Technology C initiated at Company D, a 

company from the fashion market segment in Sweden. Company C was selected because they 

matched with Technology C due their geographical location and their customer profile. Another 

reason was that CoPSCo was losing all the previous projects with Company D and they did not want 

to lose them as a customer to their competitors.   

“The drive from the customer centre of CoPSCo was that they did not have a winning technology to offer 

to Company D. We were losing the last couple of projects with company D, and Technology C was 

recognized by the account manager as a breakthrough. If we hadn’t sold this at Company D, then we 

would’ve lost Company D as our customer and we couldn’t serve them anymore.” – Senior Business 

Manager A  

Reference Customer Selection Process   

  The reference customer selection process was very organic and pretty chaotic. There was no 

team assembled for this project. Senior Business Manager A initiated this process by trying to sell it to 

the internal organization and arrange a budget for development and the business case. Once there 

was some support and the development of Technology C started, Senior Manager C joined project 

opportunity conversations just to talk to customers about Technology C and find out what they 

thought of it and what the main challenges were. Later on in the process the account manager of 

CoPSCo for Company D joined as well.  

“There was no team. I went to all the commercial parties within CoPSCo on my own initiative with all 

the support that I could find to try and create awareness for this technology and its opportunities.” – 

Senior Business Manager A 

 For case Delta clear objectives have been defined prior to the selection of the reference 

customer. The objectives contained information about which technologies are required for the 

project, which functionalities Technology B should show, what capacity the system should show, and 

how a minimum viable product of Technology C would look like. This minimum viable product was 

then verified within the company to see if it was feasible. Also a fall-back scenario has been created 

to prevent and mitigate the perceived risk of the reference customer regarding the demonstration 

project and the impact on their business in case Technology C didn’t work as expected.  

“We created a phased project, not too big or expensive, to test a small capacity with a scaled down 

version of Technology B” – Senior Manager C  

“We determined the scale of the project, it should be controllable. In case Technology B didn’t work we 

have to carry both the operational damage of the customer as well as the project damage of CoPSCo.” 

– Senior Business Manager A  

For this project selection criteria were defined. The reference customer should be located 

within Europe, preferably Western Europe. The customer profile should preferably be one of the 

twelve key customers of CoPSCo or a high performing firm just below them, be a customer where we 

can perform repeat business, be committed and work with CoPSCo as a partner, and be located within 

the targeted market segments, which in this case was the general merchandise or fashion market. To 

determine the potential customer list CoPSCo looked at large existing customers from the targeted 

market segments with project opportunities who were within Western Europe. This resulted into 

three potential reference customers, from which Company D was one.  

“We looked within our targeted market segments general merchandise and fashion, we wanted to 

implement it with their regular logistical process. Then we looked at opportunities within our installed 

base in Western Europe and that’s it.” – Senior Manager C  
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At this point the customer centre of CoPSCo expressed their interest in working with Company 

D, because they did not have a winning technology to offer to them. If they had not anticipated, 

CoPSCo would’ve lost Company D as a customer. During the negotiation with Company D a financial 

concept was determined. CoPSCo and Company D split the project cost at 50/50. It was made clear to 

Company D that it was a demonstration project that contained a fall-back scenario and a ramp up 

scenario. This way a small and not so expensive project could be performed. Another important aspect 

that was negotiated was that CoPSCo could use the site and name of Company D for marketing 

purposes. This was made clear prior to the project. After the reference customer selection process no 

evaluation has taken place.  

“Of course we wanted to use Company D for marketing purposes. They understood this as well. Company 

D does not normally allow this. A reference visit was possible, but no photo’s or video for marketing 

materials. With the exception, it is now permitted… that is contractually included.” – Senior Business 

Manager A  

Reference Customer Selection Criteria   

  Customer reference case Delta involved a company that complies to all reference customer 

selection criteria. Company D as satisfied with CoPSCo, based on their previous work at their other 

locations, had the right machine type, volume and functionality for the application of Technology C, 

and a low degree of secrecy after the negotiation. The product class, application, and market segment 

matched with the customer profile of the next potential customers. Furthermore, they were qualified 

and motivated to innovate as they provided technical expertise from their side, and are a large firm 

with a long customer relationship duration of approximately 10 years with CoPSCo. The geographical 

location was in Sweden, which was close to the potential customers as according to their 

segmentation strategy but too far away from the location of CoPSCo.  

“Location is very important, geographically. Not just for reference visits, but also for site support. 

Practical stuff. If we have to go to Company D, we have to go by plane and the hotels are expensive. 

Pretty expensive for a pilot, you rather have it right around the corner, geographically speaking.’’ – 

Senior Manager C 

Customer Reference Establishment Challenges   

   During case Delta, CoPSCo faced some challenges working together with their resource 

partner for Technology C. There was no project management towards the third-party organization 

from the side of CoPSCo. This makes it hard to align the way of working between the two companies 

for the demonstration project of Technology C at Company D and ascertain a good reference.  

“CoPSCo just says here is our process, just look at how we perform this project. That doesn’t work, too 

much overhead for such a small organization. People get sad, people leave, we have been through this 

a couple of times before. We can tackle this challenge though using an integration manager during the 

project that guides the third-party organization and ensures that the end result reaches to an acceptable 

level. That part is very important.” – Senior Manager C  

  Just as in case Alpha, in case Delta CoPSCo also faced challenges regarding the lack of internal 

structure within the organization regarding the governance around the execution and provision of 

resources and budget necessary for the execution.    

“Yes, we faced some challenges. The fact that we have to invest in a demonstration project was new. 

That went very difficult internally.”- Senior Business Manager A  

“The customer centres of CoPSCo do not want to perform demonstration project, only if customers are 

specifically asking for it, otherwise it is just ballast.” – Senior Manager C   
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  For Company D it was not normal to provide a team of technical experts available for the 

demonstration project of Technology C. CoPSCo had to negotiate this aspect, as Company D just 

wanted to let CoPSCo implement it and see if it does or does not work. CoPSCo expected some 

commitment from Company D as well, some expertise from their side about their logistical processes 

and their expectations regarding the technology. Fortunately, CoPSCo could convince Company D to 

provide a team of technical experts that could act as a partner throughout the demonstration project.  

7.1.5 Customer Reference Case Echo 

  Case Echo was the second demonstration project of Technology D initiated at Company E, a 

company from the food market segment in the United Kingdom. Company E was not so much selected, 

as rather provided by the sales department of CoPSCo as an opportunity for Technology D.   

“Company E was not selected for this project. We just got a list from the pipeline for sales projects 

containing customers to whom we could offer this concept to. We got kicked out by some customers, 

and then we just went to the next. We offered Technology D to four to five customers before we offered 

it to Company E” – Senior Manager D  

Reference Customer Selection Process    

  No reference customer selection process is applied during case Echo. At the time the 

practitioners responsible for case Echo identified the project as a regular project instead of a 

demonstration project, even though it was only the second project containing Technology D. Yet, case 

Echo is identified within CoPSCo, and by literature, as a demonstration project involving a new 

technology and as a procedure to ‘try out’ the system with potential customers (Dolan & Matthews, 

1993).  

“Well, case Echo was just a regular project. It had nothing to do with a demonstration project, we had 

just sold a project.” – Senior Manager D  

  Because Technology D was a particular technology for the food market segment and could 

only be applied within this market, the customer list provided by the sales department only contained 

customers from the food market segment. This criterion is the only criteria primarily applied before 

the sales department made the customer list for this project. Once the sales department has created 

a product flow- and material flow diagram for the sales lay-out. The sales lay-out, price and total 

investment were negotiated with Company E. This was part of the regular sales cycle and did not 

receive any additional attention, despite the involvement of a complex system embodying a new 

technology. This project did not receive special attention even though a new technology was involved. 

No evaluation had taken place after the initiation of the project.  

“Once the sales lay-out has been made, the system will be much more concrete, and you can talk to the 

customer about the price and investment. This process can take months. Initial contact until a final 

system concept has been made.” – Senior Executive Manager A   

Reference Customer Selection Criteria   

  Customer reference case Echo, even though there was no reference customer selection 

process and criteria Company E still matches with several reference customer selection criteria. The 

company has a large firm with a good reputation within its own market, and matched with the 

targeted market segment and product class of potential customers for future projects with Technology 

D. To tell if Company E was satisfied with CoPSCo was too soon, as this project was the first project 

performed by CoPSCo at Company E. One thing was certain, Company E had chosen CoPSCo instead 

out of other competitors.   

  Case Echo was a green field site. This means that CoPSCo did not have to consider the 

integration with the current machine type, volume and functionality of Company E and could just 
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focus on the implementation of Technology D at the site. Therefore, they could make sure that the 

outlook of equipment was attractive, and the product application was similar to that of potential 

customers.   

“It was a green field site. There was no current system that we had to integrate with. They did move 

some existing distribution centres to this new facility. It was a new construction.” – Senior Executive 

Manager A   

  Company E had a very high degree of secrecy for two years after the implementation of 

Technology D. They did not allow publicity for a long time due to the impact of the technology on the 

employees of Company E. As this aspect was not discussed prior to the project, CoPSCo had to wait 

until the negotiation with the trade unions was finished before it could use the site for marketing 

purposes. CoPSCo had to wait for two years before it could use case Echo as a customer reference for 

the sales of Technology D to the next potential customers.   

“Due to Technology D, a lot of people at Company E became unemployed. For a long time no publicity 

was allowed for case Echo. It was a black box next to the highway, even the company’s name was not 

on the façade. The moment Company E had an agreement with the trade unions, it was allowed for 

publicity.” – Senior Executive Manager A  

  Because case Echo was performed as a regular project, it was based on the requirements of 

Company E instead of trying to maintain the requirements of Technology D conform version one. This 

has led to some adaptations of the technology during the project. The concept of Technology D is 

based on automated picking, which is the main function of the system and reason for its development. 

Company E wanted to perform this function manually. Therefore, the application is not performed 

similar to that of potential customers as instead of performing it through automation it is performed 

manually. Due to this adaptation, Technology D did not match the business case of CoPSCo or of future 

potential customers who wanted this application to be automated.   

“Company E was the first project for Technology D. Technology D is based on automated picking. But in 

the project at Company E we did not automatically pick, this was done manually.” – Senior Executive 

Manager A   

  Case Echo was established through an opportunity coming from the sales department. There 

was a pre-bid phase of approximately two years, before the project initiated. At that moment in time, 

Company E was a new customer. There was no current customer relationship and Company E was no 

key customer of CoPSCo. Because it was an opportunity and Company E wanted to invest in 

automation, they were qualified, motivated and committed to innovate and to the project. The 

geographical location was in the United Kingdom, close to the potential customers as according to 

their segmentation strategy and close to the location of CoPSCo. 

Customer Reference Establishment Challenges    

  Case Echo was a very large and complex project, especially for a project involving a new 

technology. The flow was far too high that they couldn’t test it properly on site. Due to the scale of 

the project, the system had to be tested in parts. Once the system was used for the customer’s 

operation and the flows got even higher, the system could not handle it anymore and CoPSCo had to 

return to site to fix it. As this was sold as a regular project, Company E was not pleased with the 

performance of the system as this was not as expected. Because case Echo was sold as a regular 

project, CoPSCo had to compete with other competitors to sell it. To create an attractive offer, CoPSCo 

had to push the limits of Technology D and thereby increased the expectations of Company E regarding 

the new technology and its impact.     
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“The project went pretty bumpy; the system did not achieve its performance. At that moment we are 

not going to the site with new customers. A reference visit should be done when the customer is 

enthusiastic about what he just bought at CoPSCo. The relation with Company E had some ups and 

downs.” – Senior Executive Manager  

 Because of the challenges faced due to the scale and complexity of the project, CoPSCo 

learned to think in smaller modules instead of seeing it as one large project.    

“Case Echo was the reason that we are now thinking in smaller modules instead of one large project.” – 

Senior Manager D   

  CoPSCo experienced some communication challenges during the demonstration project with 

Company E. It was not clear who had the ownership of the project at their side. There were too many 

people involved who were responsible for a separate part of the system. This was hard to made certain 

decisions during the project.  

“Another challenge we faced with Company E, and what you see with other large companies from the 

food market segment, is that at the customer side there is not one person that has the ownership of the 

project… every person is responsible for just one part of the system, which makes it difficult to make 

good decisions.” – Senior Manager D   

  With their current way of working, CoPSCo faces challenges defining the degree of maturity 

of their products and/or systems embodying a new technology. Still several problems arise when a 

new technology is implemented at a project. CoPSCo should invest in their testing possibilities before 

implementing it at a regular project.  

“I think that we at CoPSCo are not good at defining the status of our product when we want to 

implement it at a project… how predictable is it and how can be implement it at our customer. There we 

face a lot of problems. How can we estimate this to prevent that? Apparently not with our current way 

of working”- Senior Executive Manager A  

“It is the degree of maturity, testing and investing in the testing possibilities. It is very challenging. I do 

not have the knowledge to do it. We build a test environment, nevertheless we come across unexpected 

things on site. Then there must be a mismatch in what we test.” – Senior Executive Manager A 

7.2 CROSS-CASE ANALYSIS OF THE CUSTOMER REFERENCE CASES 
  Each individual case narrative has been assessed in terms of the executed reference customer 

selection process during the demonstration projects, if the selected reference customer matches with 

the reference customer selection criteria and which challenges were faced during the establishment 

of the customer reference.   

  Table 6 provides an overview of all the above-mentioned elements in all the customer 

reference cases, including the amount of times the elements were present. The reason why the results 

are shown cross-case relates to the problem statement of this study. CoPSCo faces difficulties 

establishing effective customer references due to the lack of an appropriate selection policy, where 

all relevant aspects of an effective customer reference are considered. Currently they establish 

customer references in an unsystematic, informal and ad-hoc manner through informal connections 

and networks of company employees. Through performing a multiple case study involving five 

customer reference cases and showing the results cross-case provides a holistic overview of the 

company’s current approach and policy regarding the establishment of customer references.  
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Table 6: Cross-Case Overview 

 

  A customer reference can be perceived as effective when it reduces the uncertainties of the 

potential industrial buyer and increases the credibility of the supplier. Therefore, the reference 

customer should have a similar environment as that of potential industrial buyers and prove their 

problem-solving capability to increase their credibility and signal the right information to reduce the 

perceived uncertainties about the new technology (Haimala & Salminen, 2013; Salminen & Möller, 

2006; Veres, 2009; Windahl et al., 2004). The following paragraphs shall provide insights into the 

degree of effectiveness of the customer reference cases Alpha through Echo based on the 

characteristics depicted above in Table 6:   

  In customer reference case Alpha a structured reference customer selection process was 

applied. Even though the majority of the process steps may be marked in the cross-case overview, it 

does not mean that the steps were performed properly. For example, during the identification of the 

company objectives only the technical aspects were considered, leaving out the marketing related 

aspects for the commercialization of the new technology. Similar happened to the defined selection 

criteria for the case. Even though the reference customer was satisfied with CoPSCo and had a low 

degree of secrecy, the product class and market segment of potential customers were not prioritized 

which resulted in a customer reference within a market segment outside the company’s segmentation 

strategy. This impacts the degree of effectiveness of the customer reference as there is no product 
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class fit and market congruency with potential customers, resulting in an ineffective customer 

reference that does not show the problem-solving capability of CoPSCo within a similar environment 

as that of the potential customers. These elements indicate that the credibility of CoPSCo is not 

increased and the perceived uncertainties remain, as the input and output of the new technology and 

its application within the market of the potential customers is not proven.   

  In customer reference case Beta, the reference customer selection process looks somewhat 

structured, but when the opportunity at company B passed by the steps were performed rather fast. 

Once company B showed their interest, the company was selected for the demonstration project 

involving Technology A. Gladly, the defined selection criteria matched the profile of a potential 

customer ensuring that the environment of the reference customer is comparable to the environment 

of a potential customer.  Unfortunately, the prototype of Technology A was already finished and 

CoPSCo agreed with their resource partner to sell an X number of projects containing Technology A 

within a short notice. To perform such a project on short notice CoPSCo decided to change the 

application of Technology A, resulting in the execution of a demonstration project with a different 

application of the Technology than intended. The established customer reference now shows an 

application that the company does not sell within their customer solution. As the process steps were 

performed rather fast, CoPSCo did not negotiate the degree of secrecy with the company. Once 

Company B was selected they expressed that they do not want to act as a customer reference for 

CoPSCo, meaning that they cannot be utilized for marketing purposes. This indicates that the 

uncertainties remain and the credibility of CoPSCo will not increase as they cannot prove their 

problem-solving capability in a similar environment or provide information on the new technology to 

potential customers as long as Company B does not lower its degree of secrecy.  

  In customer reference case Charlie, no reference customer selection process was performed. 

Case Charlie came forth from a ‘regular’ project, which later on was used to introduce the new 

Technology B. CoPSCo only screened Company C on a few criteria and negotiated the demonstration 

project involving Technology B. Through a particular trustworthy relationship with Company B based 

on the history with CoPSCo, the company was selected for this project. As this was the only decision-

making factor involved, the customer reference lacks several elements: The application of Technology 

B is not similar to its intended application; the application, product class and market segment is not 

similar to those of potential customers; and the reference customer’s location had a skewed roof, 

which changed the outlook of equipment of Technology B making it not compliant to the version sold 

to potential customers. The reference customer is satisfied with CoPSCo and their degree of secrecy 

is low, but their environment is not similar to potential customers.   

  In customer reference case Delta, a structured reference customer selection process was 

performed. During the selection both internal and external practices of customer reference marketing 

were taken into account. This resulted in an effective customer reference with a similar environment 

as that of potential customers, a reference customer that is satisfied with CoPSCo that also has a low 

degree of secrecy. CoPSCo can therefore provide information and evidence that their new technology 

C can solve the problems in the same market dynamic as that of potential customer, which indicates 

that the uncertainties will reduce, and the credibility will increase.   

  In customer reference case Echo no reference customer selection process was performed as 

it was perceived as a ‘regular project’, just as in case Charlie. Even though no structured selection 

process was executed, the customer reference is established in a similar environment as that of 

potential customers. The reason this happened is because Technology D can only be performed in 

such an environment. As the project was treated as a ‘regular’ project without extra care due to the 

involvement of a new technology, the performance as promised to Company E was below 

expectations which led to an unsatisfied customer. CoPSCo also did not negotiate the degree of 

secrecy with Company E and could therefore not utilize the customer reference for two years. 
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Fortunately, the two years have passed and CoPSCo is now able to utilize this customer reference and 

prove their problem-solving capability through showing Technology D at Company E in a similar 

environment to that of potential industrial buyers.   

  Cases Charlie and Echo, even though a new technology was involved, were treated as a 

‘regular’ project within CoPSCo. Instead of performing such a project with care due to the 

uncertainties of the new technology, CoPSCo tried to overcome the obstacles created by these 

uncertainties on the spot. This could result in a negative event around the new technology, which 

would have caused a reputation spillover (Haimala & Salminen, 2013). This reputation spillover will 

deteriorate the credibility of the firm and affect other industry participants using the same or similar 

technologies or are perceived to belong to the same application category in the minds of potential 

buyers as well (Roehm & Tybout, 2006; Fischer & Reuben, 2007). Senior Business Manager A, who was 

involved in case Delta, expressed that during the implementation of case Delta they had to deal with 

the reputation spillover of a competitor who created a negative event around a similar technology to 

Technology C.  

“There was one competitor that could deploy a similar technology, but about six years ago when they 

implemented their first system with the technology everything went wrong… that is something within 

this industry that has an impact, which causes a lot of customers to be more holding back towards other 

new suppliers within the same market… this played a part in the project, the fact that someone else 

messed it up gigantically” – Senior Business Manager A 

  In case Delta a structured reference customer selection process was performed in which all 

relevant aspects of the demonstration project, the new technology and the application environment 

was considered prior to the execution, which could have impacted the decision making of the 

reference customer to participate in this project. Fortunately, such a negative event was not 

established around cases Charlie and Echo, but it could happen if the customer references will 

continuously be established in such an unstructured manner.  

  In the following part the cases are reviewed across each other based on the overview cross-

cases represented in Table 6. This cross-case analysis provides an answer to the three sub-research 

questions of this study. Based on the data from the case study, the following sub-questions are 

answered from an empirical perspective:  

1. What challenges do organizations face in establishing customer references? 

2. How do organizations select reference customers? 

3. What are effective reference customer selection criteria?  

7.2.1 Overview of the Customer Reference Establishment Challenges 

  Customer cannot act as a reference – The company policies of the reference customers from 

the cases all allowed the company to act as a reference for CoPSCo. Also the outlook of equipment 

was perceived as attractive in all cases, which means that the customer’s site was suitable for the 

organization’s marketing activities.  

  Customer does not want to act as a reference – During the execution of the demonstration 

project CoPSCo faced challenges regarding the utilization of the established customer references for 

marketing purposes. CoPSCo assumes that when a demonstration project is executed that it can be 

used as a customer reference for marketing purposes. However, it is still uncertain whether the 

reference customer wants to act as a reference for the organization. This results in disappointment 

when the reference customer expresses that they do not want to act as a customer reference for the 

firm. This happened in both cases Beta and Echo. CoPSCo rarely negotiates the degree of secrecy with 

the reference customer prior to the initiation of the project, and therefore end up with customers for 

projects that won’t act as references. In case Delta, the successful case, CoPSCo did negotiate the 
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degree of secrecy with the reference customer and ensured that it could be used for marketing 

purposes. 

  Convincing the reference customer – CoPSCo persuades the potential reference customer with 

an attractive financial structure to convince them to participate in the demonstration project of a new 

technology. The financial concept is either an agreement to split the demonstration project cost 

between the supplier and the reference customer, or let the revenue depend on the performance of 

the involved product/system so the supplier is stimulated to provide a superb performance and 

increase their revenue. Such financial concepts lower the financial risk and fasten the return of 

investment of the reference customer on the project. These financial concepts were developed for 

cases Alpha, Beta and Delta.  

  In cases Beta and Charlie, CoPSCo convinced potential reference customers to participate in 

the demonstration project through the use of their social capital. Through a particular trustworthy 

relationship with the customer, CoPSCo convinces them to be one of the first reference customers for 

a project involving a new technology.   

  Furthermore, CoPSCo provided information on a fall-back scenario to lower the consequence 

uncertainty of the potential reference customers in cases Alpha, Beta and Delta. The fall-back scenario 

provides insights into the risks of the technology and the project, and how they will be eliminated or 

mitigated during the execution of the demonstration project. This reduced the perceived uncertainties 

and risks of the new technology and its impact on the reference customer’s business.     

  Lack of Supplier Awareness – Technological organizations tend to concentrate on the technical 

aspects of the products and/or systems at the expense of commercialization (Autio, 1997; Freel, 1998). 

CoPSCo selected reference customers for the cases based on a product development profile 

established for the new technology, rather than on the profile of potential industrial buyers. This 

resulted in customer references that are only effective for internal customer reference marketing 

practices and not for external customer reference marketing practices. This happened in case Alpha, 

Charlie, and Echo where the new technology could be applied, but they did not consider the 

consequences for the commercialization of the technology.   

  Besides the challenges described by existing literature, CoPSCo also faced challenges internal 

in the organization that made it increasingly difficult to establish a customer reference.  

  Project Preparation – All cases were performed after a final prototype for the involved 

technology was already developed inhouse. At this stage the input from the reference customers is 

reduced to mere incremental improvements of the prototype and can no longer be radical ones (Enkel 

et al., 2005b). This will also reduce the amount of potential reference customers for the demonstration 

project as the prototype is already defined and can only be implemented in customer environments 

that fit with the already defined requirements. This leads to CoPSCo making concessions, which result 

in established customer references in wrong market segments or with different application not 

conform to their segmentation strategy or business case.  

  Internal Organization – The organization of CoPSCo currently lacks an internal structure that 

governs and stimulates the innovation trajectory of the company and provides resources, a budget, 

time and a team for the execution of demonstration projects involving new technologies. The internal 

organizational structure is not organized to perform demonstration projects with a focus on 

experimentation, learning and marketing purposes to reduce the perceived uncertainties regarding 

the new technology of the organization and the potential industrial buyers. Currently the execution 

of a demonstration project relies too much on the generation of revenue needed to reserve a budget 

and resources for the development of the involved new technology and execution of the project as in 

a ‘regular project’.   
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7.2.2 Overview of the Reference Customer Selection Process & Criteria 

  Assemble an interdisciplinary team – There was no interdisciplinary team involved during the 

reference customer selection processes prior to the initiation of the demonstration project. In cases 

Alpha, Beta, and Delta sort of a group was assembled, but also in these cases CoPSCo explicitly 

expressed that there was a lack of ownership and no interdisciplinary team involved. This made it 

challenging to create support for the demonstration project and the new technology internal in the 

organization, and apply the expertise from multiple disciplines necessary for a CoPS embodying a new 

technology.   

  Identify company objectives for the demonstration project – Objectives were identified for the 

technology, project execution, prerequisites necessary for the application of the technology and for 

the marketing. The technological objectives contained the technologies functionalities, workflow and 

performance; the project execution objectives contained a project planning, fall-back scenario, ramp-

up scenario and description of the project scale; the prerequisites for the application of the technology 

described the data, logistical process, logistical system and product specifications that should be 

provided by the reference customer; and the marketing objectives were based on CoPSCo’s 

segmentation strategy  to define the market segment and geographical area for the project. Case Delta 

resulted in an effective customer reference that could be utilized for both internal and external 

customer reference marketing practices by CoPSCo applied all identified objectives as described 

above. The customer reference cases Charlie and Echo that did not identify company objectives 

resulted into a suboptimal performance of the technology, because of the absence of the right 

machinery, wrong application of the technology or to the execution of a too large scaled project that 

increased the complexity. Cases Alpha and Beta did not identify all abovementioned objectives and 

therefore had a mismatch on either the application or product class and market segment.   

  Define reference customer selection criteria – Defining the criteria was done differently per 

case. Case Charlie did not define criteria at all. Case Echo contained a particular technology only 

suitable for the food market segment, so the only criteria defined is that the customers should be from 

the food market segment. For the other cases the considered criteria were requirements for the 

applications, such as the right logistical process, machinery, volume and functionality, that the 

reference customer should be located within the targeted geographical area and market segment, be 

committed to CoPSCo, preferably be a key account and have repeat business opportunities. These 

criteria were considered as important by the organization of CoPSCo, because the CoPS are of high 

value and specifically developed for a certain application and therefore the application requirements 

should be spot on otherwise it cannot be applied. The company wants to work with a committed 

customer as they are willing to invest in the relationship and frame their expectations, preferably work 

with a key account as they develop the new technologies primarily for these customers, and there 

should be opportunities for repeat business which is found important from a profitability perspective 

of the CoPS organization. The reference customer should also match with the targeted market 

segment and accompanied geographical area, because the company wants to invest and grow within 

these market segments.  

   Create a customer list of potential reference customers – Only in two cases, Case Alpha and 

Delta, a customer list of potential reference customers was created. The customer list was created by 

looking at opportunities at existing customers and key accounts at that moment.  

  Screen the customer list against the selection criteria –  The created customer list was 

reduced by the case Alpha and Delta based on different criteria, which was simultaneously their 

screening activity of the potential reference customers as there were just a few identified. In case 

Alpha the required logistical process, logistical system and product specifications were used to reduce 

the customer list. Even in case Beta, where no customer list was present, the selected reference 

customer was screened based on the required logistical process, system and product specifications to 
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comply to the application requirements of the new technology. Furthermore, in case Delta the initial 

list contained three potential reference customers as it was already reduced to a short list. The list 

contained large existing customers from the targeted market segments with project opportunities 

within Western Europe. When reducing the list case Alpha ensured that the technology could be 

applied at the potential reference customer, where case Delta ensured that the reference customer 

matched with the segmentation strategy of CoPSCo.   

  Rank the potential reference customers – No ranking was performed during the reference 

customer selection process as the reference customer was already selected during or prior to the 

screening of the customer list.   

  Negotiate the demonstration project with the reference customer – The goal of the negotiation 

is to convince the potential reference customer to participate in the demonstration project involving 

a new technology. During the negotiation CoPSCo provided information on the application of the new 

technology, the execution of the demonstration project, the ramp-up and fall-back scenario, and the 

financial concept. This information was provided to manage the reference customer’s expectations 

regarding the new technology and demonstration project. The purpose is to not just sell the new 

technology and a project, but establish an effective customer reference for experimentation, learning 

and marketing purposes to increase CoPSCo’s credibility and reduce the uncertainties of potential 

customers.       

  Evaluate the reference customer selection process – Only case Alpha and Beta performed an 

evaluation. This evaluation contained everything regarding Technology A, from the development till 

the execution of the demonstration projects, describing what challenges are faced and what should 

be done in the next project. Case Alpha and Beta are one of the latest performed demonstration 

projects. Previous held demonstration projects, such as cases Charlie and Echo, did not perform an 

evaluation. Therefore, the current cases could not apply their experience gained from the challenges 

they have faced during the establishment of the customer reference.  

  From this cross-case analysis insights from practice were gathered, which will be used to 

underpin or reformulate the preliminary design principles based on theory to construct a set of final 

design principles for the design solution of this thesis. Therefore, each theory-based design principle 

will be reflected on from an empirical perspective. This will be elaborated in in the next chapter.  

7.3 EMPIRICAL REFLECTION ON THE PRELIMINARY THEORY-BASED DESIGN PRINCIPLES  
 In this chapter the seven theory-based design principles proposed in chapter 6.1 are analysed 

and reflected on by the empirical case study data. The insights from practice will be used to underpin 

or reformulate the preliminary design principles, which will result in a set of final design principles for 

the development of the design solution. An overview of the theory-based design principles with the 

underlying papers and the empirical insights with the case practices can be found in Appendix G. The 

reflection on the theory-based design principles (TBDP) from an empirical perspective is discussed 

separately per principle: 

1. Supplier awareness of internal & external customer reference marketing practices (TBDP 1) 

2. Reference customers should have a low degree of secrecy (TBDP 2)  

3. Make use of social capital to gain a reference customer (TBDP 3)  

4. Persuade the potential reference customer to serve as a customer reference (TBDP 4) 

5. Apply a structured reference customer selection process (TBDP 5)  

6. Reference customer selection criteria based on determinants of effectiveness (TBDP 6) 

1. Supplier awareness of internal & external customer reference marketing practices  

  The supplying organization should be aware of both internal and external customer reference 
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marketing practices to prevent the concentration on just the technical aspects of the CoPS at the 

expense of commercialization:   
Theory -Based Design Principle 1: If an organization wants to establish effective customer references within the 

complex products and systems industry (C), it should be aware of both the internal and external customer 

reference marketing practices (I) to prevent the establishment of reference customers in the wrong market 

segment, in locations where the problem-solving capacity of the supplier does not excel or the relative advantage 

of the CoPS is not proven (M) and have a sufficient focus on both the technical and sales aspects of the CoPS (O).

 The challenge that forms the basis of this design principle is the lack of supplier awareness 

related to both the internal and external customer reference marketing practices (Autio, 1997; Freel, 

1998; Jalkala & Salminen, 2010; Salminen & Möller, 2006). The first theory-based design principle is 

underpinned by the empirical data, as CoPSCo did select their reference customers with a focus on 

the technical aspects of the new technology at the expense of sales arguments for the 

commercialization. The firm should consider both internal and external practices before the selection 

of the reference customer to ensure an effective customer reference that can be utilized for 

experimental, learning and marketing purposes.  

2. Reference customers should have a low degree of secrecy  

  The organization should ensure that the reference customer has a low degree of secrecy to 

ascertain that the customer reference can be utilized for the firm’s marketing activities:   
Theory -Based Design Principle 2: If an organization wants to establish effective customer references within the 

complex products and systems industry (C), it should work with reference customers that have a low degree of 

secrecy (I)  to ensure that the customer reference may be used for the firm’s marketing activities (M) and 

therefore helps to gain a reference customer for the organization (O).    

  The second design principle is based on the challenge that reference customer do not want to 

act as a customer reference and maintain a high degree of secrecy (Jaakola, 2018; Jalkala & Salminen, 

2010; Salminen, 2001). CoPSCo assumed that when a project is executed at a reference customer’s 

site that it implicitly can be used for marketing purposes for the firm. However, this is not so obvious 

as it sounds. CoPSCo experienced in two customer reference cases, cases Beta and Echo, that the 

reference customer did not want to act as a customer reference for the firm, and therefore could not 

be utilized for the firm’s marketing activities. In the successful case Delta, CoPSCo did negotiate the 

degree of secrecy and thereby ensured that the customer reference could be used for marketing 

purposes. The empirical data underpinned the second theory-based design principle, as the 

organization should work with a reference customer that has a low degree of secrecy.  

3. Make use of social capital to gain a reference customer  

 The organization should make use of their social capital to gain the first reference customer 

for a demonstration project involving a new technology:   
Theory -Based Design Principle 3: If an organization wants to establish effective customer references within the 

complex products and systems industry (C), it should make use of their social capital (I) because customers with 

a particular trustworthy relationship to the supplier are most likely to engage in this process (M) and therefore 

helps to gain the first reference customer for the organization (O).  

  The third design principle is based on the challenge that organizations find it difficult to 

establish the first customer reference for new technologies. This could be overcome through making 

use of their social capital with customers with whom the company has a particular trustworthy 

relationship with (Brockhoff, 2003; Ruokolainen, 2008a; 2008b; Ruokolainen & Igel, 2004). Theory-

based design principle number three is underpinned by the empirical data as in two customer 

reference cases, cases Beta and Charlie, the first reference customer for the new technology is 

convinced based on a particular trustworthy relationship between the customer and CoPSCo. The 

strength of informal contacts (Granovetter, 1973) made it possible that these reference customers 

were willing to participate in the demonstration project involving a new technology.  
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4. Persuade the potential reference customer to serve as a customer reference  

 The organization should persuade the potential reference customer and influence their 

willingness to serve as a customer reference:   
Theory -Based Design Principle 4: If an organization wants to establish effective customer references within the 

complex products and systems industry (C), it should persuade the potential reference customer to serve as a 

customer reference with motivating factors, a business gift or a discount (I) which will motivate the host of the 

reference customer to put effort in it (M) and therefore helps to gain the first reference customer for the 

organization (O).  

  The use of social capital is in some cases not enough to convince the potential reference 

customer to serve as a customer reference. Therefore, the CoPS supplier should persuade the 

customer and influence their willingness with motivating factors (Jaakola, 2018), a business gift or a 

discount on the system (Jaakola, 2018; Ruokolainen, 2008a; 2008b; Salminen, 2001). The empirical 

data underpinned this proposition, but adds to the notion that in order to convince the reference 

customer the supplier should also manage the reference customer’s expectations regarding the new 

technology application and the execution of the demonstration project. Therefore, the supplier should 

provide information on a fall-back scenario to reduce the potential reference customer’s operation 

risk regarding the project, new technology and impact on their business. The empirical data also adds 

the aspect that the reference customer should be persuaded with an attractive financial structure 

around the demonstration project, such as split the project costs or let the revenue depend on the 

performance of the involved product/system with the new technology. This lowers the perceived 

financial risk and fasten the return on investment of the reference customer, which will make the 

demonstration project more attractive. Consequently, preliminary design principle number four will 

be reformulated based on the insights from practice. 

5. Apply a structured reference customer selection process  

  The organization should apply a structured reference customer selection process to ascertain 

the contribution of the relationship with the reference customer to the supplier’s credibility and 

reduces the perceived uncertainties of potential industrial buyers.    
Theory -Based Design Principle 5: If an organization wants to establish effective customer references within the 

complex products and systems industry (C), it should apply a structured reference customer selection process (I) 

as the more comprehensive nature ensures that all relevant aspects of the demonstration project and customer 

reference are considered prior to the selection (M) and ascertain the contribution of the reference relationship 

to the supplier’s credibility and reduction of the perceived uncertainties of potential industrial buyers (O). 

 According to the research of Duisters et al. (2011) successful firms that generate a high alliance 

success have a more structured partner selection process. This effectiveness lies in the more 

comprehensive nature of the structured approach, as it ensures that all relevant aspects of a reference 

customer are considered before the alliance starts. Therefore, the structured reference customer 

selection process should contain the following process steps: Assembling an interdisciplinary team; 

identify company objectives; define reference customer selection criteria; create a long and short 

customer list of potential reference customers; screen the short-listed reference customers; rank the 

short-listed reference customers; negotiate the project with reference customer; and evaluate the 

selection process and project with the interdisciplinary team.   

  The empirical data underpinned the fifth theory-based design principle. From the empirical 

case data became evident: that there is a need for an interdisciplinary team for future demonstration 

projects involving new technologies; that during the identification of the objectives the organization 

should consider the new technology, project execution, technology application requirements and 

marketing strategy; that the defined selection criteria should take into account the reference 

customer’s compliance with the technology application, the targeted geographical area and market 

segment, the key account status and commitment to CoPSCo, and the presence of repeat business 
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opportunities; customer lists should be created and screened to ensure that the technology could be 

applied at the reference customer’s site and that their profile matches with those of potential 

industrial buyers; the organization should have a negotiation about the demonstration project with 

the best screened reference customer and thereby convince them to participate in the demonstration 

project and serve as a customer reference. The insights from practice provide more contextualization 

to the theorized reference customer selection process and indicate that the process steps should not 

only be present, but should be executed properly to be of use.   

  The empirical data also provided some new insights regarding the reference customer 

selection process. All cases from the empirical study contained a final prototype of the new technology 

that was already developed inhouse prior to the selection of the reference customer. This reduced 

the amount of potential reference customers as the prototype can only be implemented in customer 

environments that fit with the already defined requirements, and also reduced the reference 

customer’s input from the project to mere incremental improvements (Enkel et al., 2005b). This led 

to CoPSCo making concessions, which resulted in established customer references in market segments 

not compliant to the company’s segmentation strategy and different applications of the new 

technology as intended. Based on the insights from practice a new principle will be added to the set 

of final design principles related to this ‘project preparation’ challenge that organizations operating in 

a CoPS setting face.  

6. Reference customer selection criteria based on determinants of effectiveness  

  The organization should define selection criteria based on the determinants of effectiveness 

to consider all relevant criteria of a potential reference customer before the selection:  
Theory -Based Design Principle 6: If an organization wants to establish effective customer references within the 

complex products and systems industry (C), it should define reference customer selection criteria based on intra-

organizational determinants, inter-organizational determinants and market determinants (I) to consider all 

relevant aspects of a reference customers before the selection (M) and ascertain the contribution of the reference 

relationship to the supplier’s credibility and reduction of the perceived uncertainties of potential industrial buyers 

(O).  

  The CoPS supplier should call for a strategic approach to select reference customers to 

ascertain that the supplier can utilize the customer reference to perform both internal and external 

customer reference marketing practices (Helm & Salminen, 2010; Jalkala & Salminen, 2010; Salminen 

& Möller, 2006). To decide among the potential reference customer who is suitable for the 

establishment of an effective customer reference, the reference customer should be selected based 

on the determinants of effectiveness: intra-organizational determinants; inter-organizational 

determinants; and market determinants (Helm & Salminen, 2010). The empirical data shows that 

CoPSCo also defined selection criteria that relate to these determinants of effectiveness, but they 

were not so comprehensive as the company had a different reasoning. CoPSCo defined the selection 

criteria to ascertain that the reference customers comply to the application requirements of the new 

technology, are located within the targeted geographical area and market segment, have a key 

customer status and are committed to the supplying organization, and that there are repeat business 

opportunities for future projects. Based on the insights from practice the sixth theory-based design 

principle is reformulated to add more context related to organizations operating in a CoPS setting. 

  Now that evidence is provided from both a theoretical and empirical perspective on how 

organizations that operate in a CoPS setting should select their reference customers to establish 

effective customer reference references, a set of final design principles will be constructed for the 

design solution of this master thesis. The following chapter discusses the set of final design principles. 
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7.4 THE FINAL DESIGN PRINCIPLES 
  Similar to the work of Van Burg et al. (2008; 2012), the theory-based design principles and 

insights from practice are combined to construct a set of final design principles. There were 

differences between the insights from theory and practice, because the data from the empirical case 

study was not based on best practices, but rather on the current selection approach of the company 

in the case studies. A second explanation for the differences is that there is no specific academic 

literature on the execution of demonstration projects within the CoPS industry that could add more 

to the contextualization of the theory-based design principles. Therefore, the insights from the 

practices provided more specific information that has not yet been addressed in the academic 

literature. The set of final design principles is as follows:  

  Final Design Principle I: If an organization wants to establish effective customer references within the 

complex products and systems industry (C), it should be aware of the internal- and external customer reference 

marketing practices (I) to reduce the customer’s uncertainties and increase the credibility of the offering and the 

organization (M) and have a sufficient focus on both the technical and sales aspects of the CoPS and the demonstration 

project (O).   

  Final Design Principle II: If an organization wants to establish effective customer references within the 

complex products and systems industry (C), it should negotiate the degree of secrecy with the reference customers (I) 

and ascertain that the customer reference can be utilized for the organization’s marketing purposes (M) to increase 

the credibility of the organization and their offering (O)  

  Final Design Principle III: If an organization wants to establish effective customer references within the 

complex products and systems industry (C), it should make use of their social capital (I) as customers with a trustworthy 

relationship to the supplier are most likely to engage in this process (M) and therefore helps to  gain one of the first 

reference customers for a project involving a new technology (O).  

  Final Design Principle IV: If an organization wants to establish effective customer references within the 

complex products and systems industry (C), it should persuade the potential reference customer to serve as a customer 

reference with motivating factors and an attractive financial structure, and manage their expectations through the 

provision of information regarding the new technology, demonstration project and fall-back scenario (I) to motivate 

the reference customer and reduce their perceived operational and financial risk (M) and convince the reference 

customer to participate in the demonstration project involving a new technology (O).  

  Final Design Principle V: If an organization wants to establish effective customer references within the 

complex products and systems industry (C), it should apply a structured reference customer selection process (I) as the 

more comprehensive nature ensures that all relevant aspects of the demonstration project and customer reference are 

considered prior to the selection (M) and ascertain the contribution of the reference relationship to the supplier’s 

credibility and reduction of the perceived uncertainties of potential industrial buyers (O).  

 Final Design Principle VI: If an organization wants to establish effective customer references within the 

complex products and systems industry (C), it should perform the reference customer selection process prior to the 

development of the final prototype of the new technology (I) to allow both incremental and radical input from the 

customers regarding the CoPs concept (M) and keep a high degree of freedom regarding the selection of potential 

reference customers (O).  

  Final Design Principle VII: If an organization wants to establish effective customer references within the 

complex products and systems industry (C), it should select reference customers based on the intra-organizational 

determinants, inter-organizational determinants, and market determinants (I) to consider all relevant aspects of a 

reference customers before the selection (M) and ascertain that the reference customer complies to the application 

requirements of the new technology, is located within the targeted geographical area and market segment, is a key 

customer that is committed to the supplying organization, and there are repeat business opportunities for the 

contribution of the reference relationship to the supplier’s reputation and credibility (O). 

  The next chapter shall provide an answer to the fourth and last sub-research question and 

elaborate on the creation of the design solution of this master thesis. The chapter first provides a 

short description of the first version of the design solution and how it is tested, which is followed by 

a description of the final version of the design solution and the validation. 
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8 DESIGN SOLUTION 

  The abovementioned final design principles, grounded in both theory and practice, provide 

answers to sub-research questions 1, 2 and 3 from a theoretical and empirical perspective. The design 

solution will be developed according to these final design principles to provide an answer to the last 

sub-research question: ‘How should CoPSCo select reference customers to establish effective customer 

references?’. The design solution is a reference customer selection process as this thesis took a process 

perspective on how organizations should establish effective customer references.   

  From a session with the company supervisor and two R&D directors from the company of 

CoPSCo came forward that the artefact of the reference customer selection process should be an 

interactive tool where the interdisciplinary team perform the process steps, fill in the objectives and 

screen the potential reference customers, from which the tool generates an advice on which reference 

customer should be selected for the demonstration project. This interactive tool has been created in 

Word Excel, which is selected because the program is generally known well throughout the 

organization of CoPSCo, is easy to use and can display the reference customer selection process steps 

per worksheet to provide a clear overview of the process.  

  The reference customer selection process created according to the final design principles, as 

depicted in Table 7, consists of six process steps and a preface: (Preface) Introduction to the process; 

(step 1) assemble an interdisciplinary team; (step 2) identify company objectives for the 

demonstration project; (step 3) create a customer list; (step 4) screen the customer list according to 

reference customer selection criteria; (step 5) negotiate the demonstration project with the reference 

customer; and (step 6) evaluate the reference customer selection process and the demonstration 

project. 

Table 7: Link between the process steps and the final design principles 

 

8.1 FIRST VERSION OF THE DESIGN SOLUTION 
  According to the reference customer selection process derived from the final design principles 

a first version of the design solution has been created. The artefact of the design solution is an 

interactive tool in Word Excel. This tool displays the reference customer selection process that the 

CoPS organizations should perform to establish an effective customer reference, where the relevant 

FDP I

FDP II

FDP III

FDP IV

FDP V

FDP VI

FDP VII

FDP I FDP II FDP III FDP IV FDP V FDP VI FDP VII

Preface An introduction to the process

Step 1 Assembling an interdisciplinary team

Step 2 Identifying company objectives

Step 3 Creating a customer list

Step 4 Screening the customer list

Step 5 Negotiation with the reference customer

Step 6 Evaluation of the process & the project

Final Design Principles (FDP)

Reference Customer Selection Process Steps

Reference customer selection criteria based on determinants of effectiveness

Apply the reference customer selection process prior to the development of the  final prototype 

Apply a structured reference customer selection process

Persuade the potential reference customer to serve as a customer reference 

Make use of social capital to gain a reference customer

Reference customers should have a low degree of secrecy 

Supplier awareness of internal & external customer reference marketing practices 
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aspects of a reference customer and the demonstration project are considered prior to the selection 

of the reference customer. Each process step contains several elements that should be considered 

before the team proceeds to the next process step. The first version of the design solution can be 

found in Appendix H. 

8.1.1 Testing of the First version of the Design Solution 

  The first version of the design solution, a reference customer selection process, was tested by 

a senior manager and a specialized manager who are involved in future demonstration projects for 

new technologies. These practitioners reviewed and walked through the design solution and artefact 

that represents the reference customer selection process. The feedback from the practitioners 

provided insights into the fit with the organization, completeness, desirability, and usability of the 

artefact. Their feedback was collected and applied to design the final version of the design solution. 

An overview of the feedback based on the first version of the design solution can be found in Appendix 

I. The main insights gathered from the practitioners were as followed: in the preface the practitioners 

wanted more clarity regarding when this process should be applied based on the internal process of 

CoPSCo; the inclusion of company specific objectives at step two related to their own developed 

market leading concepts (company jargon for customer solution) and their company roadmap; A 

change in step four of the screening method from a categorical method (‘Yes’, ‘No’, and ‘Neutral’) to 

a method including a numerical range with weights based on the importance of the selection criteria; 

In step five, the negotiation, the practitioners want to have a direct link with the objectives to remind 

them of what had already been determined in step two. They also would like to add ‘developmental 

purposes’ to the topic about the degree of secrecy in case the organization wants to develop a new 

technology and want to keep it a secret for a certain amount of time. The feedback gathered from the 

first version of the design solution have been added, resulting in the final version of the design 

solution.   

8.2 FINAL VERSION OF THE DESIGN SOLUTION 
  After testing the first version of the design solution with the practitioners each process step 

of the  reference customer selection process was reviewed, and feedback was gathered and applied 

to the artefact. The final version of the design solution is displayed in appendix J and contains the 

same six process steps as the first version. The following paragraphs will provide insights into the 

defined process steps of the reference customer selection process and the implementation of the final 

design principles per process step:  

Preface: Introduction to the reference customer selection process   

  The reference customer selection process starts with a preface that includes: an introduction 

to customer reference marketing; the goal of the reference customer selection process; the 

implementation of the reference customer selection process according to the internal process of 

CoPSCo; and a revision sheet to provide an overview of who used the process, when it was used and 

what has been revised since the last time.   

  The preface includes final design principle I and VI. Final design principle I, “supplier awareness 

of the internal & external customer reference marketing practices”, is part of the introduction to 

customer reference marketing to increase awareness among the practitioners applying the reference 

customer selection process. Final design principle VI, “application of the reference customer selection 

process prior to the development of the final prototype”, is part of the description about the 

implementation of the reference customer selection process where it is explained when and why this 

process should be applied prior to the development of the final prototype.   
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Step 1: Assembling an interdisciplinary team  

  After the preface it is time to assemble an interdisciplinary team. For an organization 

operating in a CoPS setting, which involve high-valued systems aimed to satisfy specific business 

needs, a lot of expertise is required for the execution of a demonstration project with new technology. 

The interdisciplinary team ensures that the different departments that must work with the new 

technology are able to provide input. The data from the case interviews from the company of CoPSCo 

is used to determine the roles of the interdisciplinary team. The team should consist of seven 

members with each their own expertise. For the execution of a demonstration project involving a CoPS 

with new technology the interdisciplinary team should consider the project execution, customer 

solution concept, new technology/product/system concept, market strategy, commercial support, the 

relationship with the resource partner and the relationship with the reference customer. Each 

member of the team takes the ownership of one of the abovementioned roles. Only the two members 

who will be responsible for the relationship with the resource partner and the reference customer will 

join the team after the selection process is finished. The other five members are needed to perform 

the remaining reference customer selection process steps with and incorporate the multiple 

perspective.   

  Process step one includes final design principle V, “apply a structured reference customer 

selection process’. Assembling an interdisciplinary team is the first process step of the structured 

process and perceived as the most important one (Duisters et al., 2011). This step ensures the 

inclusion of expertise and multiple perspectives during the process, and the creation of support for 

the new technology throughout the organization.  

Step 2: Identifying the company’s objectives   

    After assembling an interdisciplinary team, the team will together identify the company 

objectives for the demonstration project at the reference customer. The goal of identifying the 

objectives is to consider all relevant aspects before the selection of the reference customer. For the 

identification of the company’s objectives the interdisciplinary team should identify objectives related 

to six elements: The first element is an informational paragraph on the internal and external customer 

reference marketing practices to create awareness of these practices among the interdisciplinary 

team; The second element is related to the company roadmap of CoPSCo. The team should identify 

the new technology match with the internal company roadmap of CoPSCo to determine its important 

for future projects of the organization. They should also identify the learning goals of the 

demonstration project, the business case of the new technology, and assess the risks of the new 

technology in the second element; In the third element the team describes the demonstration project 

type as well as the degree of maturity of the new technology. What is the degree of maturity of the 

new technology, what should be taken into consideration because of this, and what should be done 

to improve the degree of maturity of the new technology during the project; In the fourth element 

the team provides a description of the new technology, product or system and considers the workflow, 

performance, functionalities, targeted market segment and geographical area, and match with the 

customer solution concept; The fifth element is related to the demonstration project prerequisites, 

where the ream considers the required input data, logistical process, logistical system, volume and 

product specifications necessary for the application of the new technology, product or system; In the 

last element, element six, the team creates a demonstration project execution planning, a fall-back 

scenario, a ramp-up scenario, and determines the absolute size of the new product/system.   

  Process step two includes final design principles I, IV and V. Final design principle I, “supplier 

awareness of internal & external customer reference marketing practices”, is part of the first element 

that provides an informational paragraph on the customer reference marketing practices. For final 

design principle IV, “persuade the potential reference customer to serve as a customer reference”, a 
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foundation is built in process step two as the objectives identified in this step are used to manage the 

expectations of the reference customer regarding the new technology, its application and impact on 

the customer’s business during the negotiation in step five. Final design principle V, “apply a 

structured reference customer selection process”, the identification of the company objectives is the 

second step of the structured process to let the interdisciplinary team consider all relevant aspects of 

the demonstration project and reference customer prior to the selection of the reference customer.    

Step 3: Creating a long and short customer list of potential reference customers  

 Once the company objectives have been identified, a long customer list of potential reference 

customers will be created by scouting the environment of the company or by looking at existing 

customers and key accounts. This long list will be reduced to a short list of approximately six potential 

reference customers. Reducing the long list to a short list is done by checking if the potential 

customers are within the targeted market segment and accompanied geographical area according to 

the segmentation strategy of the company of CoPSCo, and contain the right logistical process, right 

logistical system and volume, and the right product specifications necessary for the application of the 

new technology, product or system at the reference customer’s site.    

  Process step three includes final design principles V and VII. In the final design principle V, 

“apply a structured reference customer selection process”, the creation of a long and short customer 

list of potential reference customers encourages the organization to scout its environment to look for 

suitable customers for the demonstration project with the new technology. Final design principle VII, 

“reference customer selection criteria based on determinants of effectiveness”, is used to reduce the 

long list to a short list to ascertain that the short-listed reference customers are within the targeted 

market segment and geographical area, and match with the technology application requirements. 

 Step 4: Screening the short-listed reference customers  

  The remaining six potential reference customers from the short list are screened based on the 

reference customer selection criteria according to intra-organizational, inter-organizational and 

market determinants. The team screens each potential reference customer based on the reference 

customer selection criteria. During the screening the team will provide a grade on each reference 

customer selection criteria per potential reference customer. The grades have a range from one to 

seven, based on the 7-point Likert scale (Likert, 1932). This range has been chosen as the 7-point scale 

maximizes the reliability (Cicchetti et al., 1985; Finn, 1972) and would be seen as more engaging to 

the minds of respondents (Joshi et al., 2015).   

  Among the reference customer selection criteria different weights have been given based on 

the importance according to the literature and value of the company. The criteria ‘product class fit’, 

‘product application similarity’ and ‘market congruency’ are important criteria as they indicate the 

similarity with the potential customers, the criteria ‘customer satisfaction’ and ‘low degree of secrecy’ 

are also necessary for the utilization of the customer reference for marketing purposes. These criteria 

have a weight of two, where the other criteria have a weight of one. The company of CoPSCo 

expressed during the interviews that they value the criteria ‘right machine type, volume and 

functionality’, ‘repeat business opportunities’, ‘commitment’, ‘key customer relationship’, ‘market 

segment’ and ‘geographical area’. Therefore, they also have a weight of two, where the criteria 

‘market segment’ is important from both a theoretical and empirical perspective which increases the 

weight to three. At the end of the screening session the potential reference customers will be ranked 

from lowest to highest based on the grades provided.   

  Process step four includes final design principles II, V, and VII. Final design principle II, 

“Reference customers should have a low degree of secrecy”, is an important screening criteria as the 

reference customer should be able to be utilized for the firm’s marketing activities. In final design 

principle V, “apply a structured reference customer selection criteria”,  the screening of the short-
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listed reference customers may ensure a good fit with the purpose of the selection. Final design 

principle VII, “reference customer selection criteria based on determinants of effectiveness”, forms 

the basis in this process step as all criteria from the three determinants of effectiveness are used to 

screen the potential reference customers to determine which reference customer could provide the 

most effective customer reference.  

Step 5: Negotiation of the demonstration project with the reference customer  

  The highest ranked potential reference customer will be shown on top of the worksheet of 

process step five so the negotiation topics described in this process step should be directed to that 

particular reference customer. Furthermore, step five, the negotiation with the reference customer, 

provides an overview of five negotiation topics that should be discussed with the reference customer 

before the initiation of the demonstration project.   

  Negotiation topic 1: The CoPs organization should consider “why the reference customer 

should participate in the demonstration project involving the new technology?”. An overview of 

motivation factors based on literature has been provided that indicate four factors why they 

customers participate, and below the team should describe why they think this particular reference 

customer shall participate in the demonstration project.   

  Negotiation topic 2: The CoPs organization should manage the expectations of the reference 

customers by providing information on the maturity of the technology, what kind of project is going 

to be executed, what functionalities and performance of the new technology are expected to be 

displayed, what would be the size, what will the project planning look like, how will the risks be 

mitigated and what should the customer deliver for the ramp-up scenario. All these elements have 

already been identified by the team in process step two, and now they should express these elements 

to the customers to manage their expectations.   

  Negotiation topic 3: The CoPS organization should discuss the degree of secrecy of the 

reference customer and put in the contract till when the project must be kept a secret for 

developmental purposes, and when the project is open for publicity for marketing purposes. The 

organization should ensure that when the project is open for publicity that CoPSCo can utilize the 

reference customer’s name, site and success story for the reference list, company website, and 

reference visits with potential customers, an also capture marketing materials such as shooting photos 

and videos at the reference customer’s site.    

  Negotiation topic 4: The CoPS organization should determine the financial structure of the 

demonstration project. The organization can either give a discount on the yet unpaid invoice of the 

new technology, product or system, split the costs of the demonstration project with the reference 

customer, or let the reference customer pay per performance of the new technology, product or 

system.  

  Negotiation topic 5: The CoPS organization should make use of their social contacts that are 

connected to the reference customer to convince them to participate in the demonstration project. 

Customers with a particular trustworthy relationship with the organization/or a contact person of the 

organization are most likely to engage in such projects, as is proven in the cases Beta and Charlie. 

 Process step five includes final design principles II, III, IV and V. Final design principle II, 

“reference customers should have a low degree of secrecy, is an important element during the 

negotiation step. The organization should discuss the degree of secrecy of the reference customer to 

ascertain that the reference customer’s site can be utilized for marketing purposes. Final design 

principle III, “ make use of social capital to gain a reference customer”, is included at the end of the 

process step to let the interdisciplinary team consider whether they have some social contacts at the 

potential reference customer’s company. In final design principle IV, “persuade the potential 

reference customer to serve as a customer reference”, the organization should consider the value of 
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the reference customer in negotiation topic one, manage their expectations at negotiation topic two, 

and determine a financial structure for the demonstration project at negotiation topic four to lower 

their perceived risk. In final design principle V, “apply a structured reference customer selection 

process”, the negotiation with the reference customer is perceived as one of the most important steps 

in the structured process as it decreases misunderstanding and increases mutual understanding 

(Duisters et al., 2011).    

Step 6: Evaluation of the reference customer selection process & demonstration project  

   Once the interdisciplinary team has selected the reference customer and the negotiation 

topics has been discusses it is time to evaluate the reference customer selection process and the 

demonstration project involving the new technology. During the evaluation the interdisciplinary team 

should identify the challenges they have faced during the execution of the reference customer 

selection process and during the demonstration project that could have been prevented. The team 

should also insert suggestions on how to improve the reference customer selection process and 

preparation of the demonstration project to prevent facing similar challenges in future projects. The 

feedback and improvements should then be applied to the interactive tool.   

  Process step six includes final design principle V, “apply a structured reference customer 

selection process” as the evaluation of the reference customer selection process and demonstration 

project is the last step of the structured process.  

8.2.1 Validating the Final version of the Design Solution 

  The final version of the design solution was presented to a senior manager of the company of 

CoPSCo, who was involved in the execution of the demonstration project and reference customer 

selection process of the customer reference case Delta and is currently working on a similar project 

for a different technology. During this session a walk-through was performed with the reference 

customer selection process in the artefact of the design. It was the first time that this person had seen 

the tool. The senior manager was positive over the delivered result and liked the fact that the tool 

provided a clear overview of all relevant aspect that need to be considered before the selection of the 

reference customer and execution of the demonstration project.  

  However, after the walkthrough of the process, he noted one important element that he 

wanted to be clarified related to step five, the negotiation with the reference customer. Currently, the 

negotiation topic ‘value for the customer’ only stated general motivation factors apart from the new 

technology, product or system. He expressed that the team should also describe the value for the 

customer related to the technology, product or system the demonstration project is intended for. This 

has been added to the final version of design solution as illustrated appendix J. Lastly, the senior 

manager stated that this tool should be handed over to the person who is going to be in charge of the 

new innovation trajectory within the organization of CoPSCo. This person will be responsible for the 

exploration of opportunities and the execution of demonstration projects involving new technologies, 

and therefore could apply this tool to consider the relevant aspects for future demonstration projects 

involving new technologies. The additional value of the reference customer selection process in the 

form of this interactive tool has been acknowledged during the validation.  

  This master thesis ends with a discussion that describes a conclusion of the results, the 

managerial implications, limitations of the thesis and future research recommendations.  
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9 DISCUSSION 

  The purpose of this chapter is to conclude the master thesis by summarizing the answers to 

the research questions, reflect on the outcomes and quality of this research by discussing the 

implications, the limitations of this study, and finally, provide future research recommendations.  

9.1 CONCLUSION 
  This study builds upon an empirical case study conducted within the company of CoPSCo to 

answer the main question: “How can organizations that operate in a  complex products and systems 

setting select their reference customers to establish effective customer references?”. Four sub-

research questions have been constructed that together provide an answer to this main question.  

1. What challenges do organizations face in establishing customer references?  

  The starting point for this thesis has been the identified literature gap regarding how 

organizations should select reference customers for the establishment of customer references (Helm 

& Salminen, 2010) and the problem statement of the company of CoPSCo regarding the experienced 

difficulties around establishing effective customer references for the sales of their innovative material 

handling systems embodying new technology. Therefore, a theoretical and empirical perspective has 

been taken based on the research question “What challenges do organization face in establishing 

customer references?” to find out what is already known about this phenomenon and what are 

particular challenges the organization faces. Theory and practice matched on three challenges: (1) the 

customer does not want to act as a customer reference and maintains a high degree of secrecy 

(Jaakola, 2018; Jalkala & Salminen, 2010; Salminen, 2001); (2) convincing the customer to act as a 

customer reference, which can be overcome through the use of social capital (Brockhoff, 2003; 

Ruokolainen, 2008a; 2008b; Ruokolainen & Igel, 2004) or persuasion through the provision of an 

attractive financial structure to lower the financial risk and creation of a fall-back scenario to reduce 

the consequence uncertainty (Jaakola, 2018; Ruokolainen, 2008a; 2008b; Salminen, 2001) ; and (3) 

lack of supplier awareness as they tend to focus on the technical aspects of the technology at the 

expense of sales arguments for the commercialization (Autio, 1997; Freel, 1998; Ruokolainen, 2005; 

2008a; 2008b; Ruokolainen & Igel, 2004).   

  From the empirical case study two other challenges were present. First, in all cases a final 

prototype of the new technology was already developed inhouse prior to the selection of the 

reference customer. This reduces the amount of potential reference customers as the prototype can 

only be implemented in customer environments that fit with the already defined requirements and 

reduces the reference customer’s input from the project to mere incremental improvements (Enkel 

et al., 2005b). This led to CoPSCo making concessions, which resulted in established customer 

references in market segments out of the company’s segmentation strategy and different product 

application not compliant to the business case. Second, the organization of CoPSCo currently lacked 

an internal structure that governs and facilitates the innovation trajectory and provides resources, a 

budget, time and a team for the execution of demonstration projects involving new technologies. 

Currently the execution of a demonstration project relies too much on the generation of revenue 

needed to reserve a budget and resources for the development of the involved new technology and 

execution of the project as in a ‘regular project’. 
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  2. How should organizations select reference customers?   

  As this master thesis is one of the first studies that describes the reference customer selection 

process, the process steps derived from literature come from different disciplines. As the reference 

customer is in fact an existing or previous customer of the CoPS organization it should also be seen as 

a partner with whom an alliance should be formed to perform the customer reference marketing 

practices with, therefore a partner selection process (Duisters et al., 2011) and a customer selection 

process (Enkel et al., 2005b) have been combined to illustrate a process similar to this situation. From 

a theoretical perspective the reference customer selection process contained several process steps: 

assemble an interdisciplinary team; identify company objectives; defined reference customer 

selection criteria; create a long and short customer list of potential reference customers; screen the 

short-listed reference customers; rank the short-listed reference customers; negotiate the project 

with the reference customer; and evaluate the selection process.   

  During the empirical case study five reference customer selection processes have been 

researched, where this theoretical perspective was used as a guideline for the assessment. This 

provided insights into how organizations actually select their reference customers. As the problem 

statement of the company mentions CoPSCo faces difficulties establishing effective customer 

references as the current process is unsystematic, informal and ad-hoc. This has been confirmed by 

the empirical case study where, either not all relevant aspects of the reference customer and 

demonstration project are considered, or no selection process has been performed at all. This resulted 

into customer references that do not reduce the technology, market and consequence uncertainties 

of potential industrial buyers as they cannot be utilized by the firm for marketing purposes, perform 

the wrong product application, are located in the wrong market segments, or show functionalities 

with the wrong product class. During the case analysis the organization expressed the need for a more 

structured reference customer selection process where all relevant aspects of a reference customer 

and the demonstration project are considered prior to the selection of the customer.   

  3. What are effective reference customer selection criteria?   

  Reference customers can be selected based on three determinants: intra-organizational 

determinants, inter-organizational determinants, and market determinants (Helm & Salminen, 2010). 

For a customer reference to be effective, the reference customer should display comparable 

characteristics with the potential customer and have a similar environment in order to reduce the 

perceived risks and uncertainties of potential customers and prove the problem-solving capability of 

the supplier (Aarikka-Stenroos, 2011; Helm & Salminen, 2010; Kumar et al., 2013; Rese et al., 2013; 

Ruokolainen & Aarikka-Stenroos, 2016; Salminen & Möller, 2006; Salminen et al., 2008; Terho & 

Jalkala, 2017). The reference customer should therefore match the product class of the potential 

customer (Aaker & Keller, 1990; Helm & Salminen, 2010; Kumar et al., 2013; Salminen, 2001), show 

similar product application at their site (Enkel et al., 2005b; Salminen, 2001; Salminen et al., 2008; 

Wangenheim & Bayon, 2004) and be located within the same market segment of the potential 

customer in order to be a useful signal of the supplier’s capability and reduce the perceived 

uncertainties of potential industrial buyers (Gomez-arias & Montermoso, 2007; Helm & Salminen, 

2010; Kumar et al., 2013; Moore, 2001; Rese et al., 2013). Aside these similarities it is also important 

for a customer reference to have a satisfied reference customer otherwise the referral could have a 

negative effect (Aarikka-Stenroos, 2009, Godes & Mayzlin, 2004; Jalkala & Salminen, 2010), and 

maintain a low degree of secrecy (Jaakola, 2018; Jalkala & Salminen, 2010; Salminen, 2001), otherwise 

the CoPS organization cannot utilize the customer reference for marketing purposes and prove their 
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problem solving in situations and environments similar to those of potential customers to reduce their 

perceived uncertainties.   

  From the empirical case study the company emphasizes that during the selection of the 

reference customer they should consider if the potential reference customers comply to the 

application requirements of the new technology, if they are located within the targeted geographical 

area and market segment to ascertain that the new technology could be applied at the reference 

customer’s site and their profile matches with those of potential customers of the organization. 

Furthermore, the company wants to work with a reference customer that is committed to the 

organization, have repeat business opportunities and be a key account as they primarily develop their 

new technologies for them. The empirical data provides insight into what organizations that operate 

in a CoPS setting value when they select a reference customer.  

4. How should CoPSCo select reference customers to establish effective customer references? 

  To provide an answer to the last sub-research question a design solution in the form of a 

reference customer selection process has been developed according to theory-based design principles 

and insights from practice. This reference customer selection process is displayed in a tool where the 

company of CoPSCo can interactively perform the process steps one by one, and consider all relevant 

aspects of a potential reference customer and the demonstration project before the selection to 

establish an effective customer references for the sales of innovative material handling systems 

embodying new technologies. The reference customer selection process tool has been handed over 

to the person who is going to be in charge of the innovation trajectory of the company who will be 

responsible for the exploration of opportunities and the execution of future demonstration projects 

involving new technologies.  

9.2 MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS 
  In this study it was assessed how organizations from the complex products and systems 

industry (CoPS) should establish effective customer references from a process perspective. Extant 

literature does not integrate findings in a process framework that specifies how to select reference 

customers for the establishment of effective customer references (Helm & Salminen, 2010). Although 

scholars have described the concept of customer reference marketing from many viewpoints, such as 

the customer reference marketing practices (Hada et al., 2014; Helm & Salminen, 2010; Jalkala & 

Salminen, 2006; 2009; 2010; Morgado & De Castro, 2015; Salminen & Möller, 2006) and the 

characteristics of reference customers (Gomez-arias & Montermoso, 2007; Helm & Salminen, 2010; 

Kumar et al., 2013; Rese et al., 2013; Salminen et al., 2008), they are not integrated in a process model 

that describes how to select reference customers to establish an effective customer reference. 

 This study contributes to the theory and practice related to customer reference marketing in 

three ways. First, a process perspective that offers design principles specifying how to establish 

effective customer references has been provided. Second, a detailed reference customer selection 

process for organizations from the complex products and systems industry has been established. 

Third, a clear overview of effective reference customer selection criteria from multiple contributions 

from the customer reference marketing literature has been provided that can be used for future 

research related to this topic. This study offers seven final design principles, grounded in both theory 

and practice, for organizations that operate in a CoPS setting who want to establish effective customer 

references from a process perspective.  
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9.3 RESEARCH LIMITATIONS  
  This master thesis is subject to limitations that impair the findings of this master thesis. First, 

during this study assumptions have been made regarding the theoretical perspective on the reference 

customer selection process, as there is no existing literature available that provides insights into this 

process. Therefore, different disciplines such as partner selection literature and customer selection 

literature for co-development have been involved to create a better understanding on the reference 

customer selection process.   

  Second, further research should be conducted regarding the design solution of this thesis. The 

design solution, a reference customer selection process, needs further testing and evaluation 

regarding the user dynamic within an organization setting.   

  Third, the empirical case studies involved material handling systems embodying new 

technologies that are deployed in the warehouse automation market. Moreover, all the empirical data 

was gathered at a single CoPS firm. These elements combined limits the diversity of the empirical data, 

which reduces the quality of the findings, and questions the generalizability of the findings to other 

disciplines or industries. As the CoPS industry is a very diverse industry incorporating suppliers 

providing high-value and complex products and systems offerings for different kinds of customer’s 

problems with a variety of applications. This study provides insights into what challenges a CoPS 

organization faces regarding the establishment of effective customer references, and provides a 

detailed reference customer selection process on how to deal with those challenges.   

  Fourth, the design solution developed based on the final design principles is only tested and 

validated by the company and not reviewed by a specialist on customer reference marketing or expert 

on marketing due to time constraints.   

  Fifth, during the validation of the final version of the design solution a walkthrough has been 

performed with a senior manager who was at that time involved with a demonstration project 

involving a new technology to get insights into his current needs regarding the artefact. Preferably 

besides the walkthrough with a senior manager the interactive tool should also be implemented 

where the process steps are actually performed with a team. Due to time constraints of the 

practitioners involved with the demonstration project such a test with the interactive tool could not 

be performed.   

  Sixth, and last limitation involves the nature of this research. Within the CoPS industry there 

are either organizations that provide CoPS offerings that represent customized solutions for different 

kinds of customer’s problems and require a heterogeneous customer reference portfolio as they 

provide a solution to whoever asks (Rese et al, 2013), and there are organizations that provide CoPS 

offerings that represent customized solutions for different kinds of customer’s problems within a 

specific market (Dedehayir et al., 2014). This research focusses on the latter, where the study has a 

more exploitative nature focussing on the establishment of customer references according to the 

segmentation strategy of the CoPS organization.   
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9.4 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 
  Reflecting on this master thesis recommendations for future research have been identified. 

First, as this master thesis is one of the first studies that describes the reference customer selection 

process more empirical research is required that study the reference customer selection process in 

general at all firms and at CoPS organizations to create a better understanding of this process.   

  Second, this study provides a clear overview of effective reference customer selection criteria 

based on contributions from the customer reference marketing literature. The customer reference 

marketing literature states that customer reference effectiveness is determined by comparable 

characteristics between the reference customer and potential customer. In this study three similarity 

characteristics have been found (product application similarity, product fit, and market congruency) 

based on studies that provide evidence that these characteristics are indeed necessary for the 

significance and effectiveness of the customer reference. Future research on the comparable 

characteristics between reference customers and potential customers is required to define more 

relevant reference customer selection criteria for the reference customer selection process.   

  Third, in this study one insight from practice is not used for the final design principles as this 

contained a very particular situation that was not confirmed yet by literature. This insight from 

practice can be found in Appendix G as the last insight from practice at the bottom of Table 14. The 

researched company CoPSCo experienced an internal structure that did not govern or stimulate the 

execution of demonstration projects with new technologies. Further research is required to study how 

a large established firm or organization operating in a CoPS setting should organize their internal 

structure to govern and stimulate the execution of demonstration projects involving new 

technologies.   

  Fourth, customer reference marketing starts by performing a demonstration project. There is 

a surprising absence of research that examines the preparation, governance and execution of 

demonstration projects in general, let alone demonstration projects involving new technologies. 

Therefore, further research is required on this topic that benefits the customer reference marketing 

literature as well as it creates a better understanding on how to initiate customer reference marketing 

practices through the execution of demonstration projects.   

  Fifth, a future research recommendation for the researched company of CoPSCo. The 

empirical case study analysis showed that in all customer reference cases a final prototype of the CoPS 

embodying the new technology was already defined. This limited the degree of freedom regarding the 

selection of potential reference customers and reduced the inputs from the demonstration project 

and the customer to mere incremental improvements. This study suggests performing the reference 

customer selection process prior to the development of a final prototype to prevent these two 

challenges, which means that the CoPS organization should govern a different development procedure 

with a nature based on the probe and learn approach. Therefore, future research is required on how 

organizations from the complex products and systems industry should perform the probe and learn 

approach for the development of new technological innovations.   
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11 APPENDICES 

A. OVERVIEW OF INTERVIEWS 
Table 8: Overview of Interviews 

 

List of Interviewees used for the individual and cross case analysis: 

1. Senior Manager A – Case A & B  8. Senior Business Manager C – Case D 

2. Senior Manager B – Case C   9. Senior Executive Manager A – Case E 

3. Senior Manager C – Case D    10. Commercial Manager A – Case A & B 

4. Senior Manager D – Case E    11. Specialized Manager A – Overall 

5. Senior Manager E –  Overall    12. Specialized Manager B – Overall 

6. Senior Product Manager A – Case A & B  13. Specialized Manager C – Overall 

7. Senior Product Manager B – Case C    

  

# Role Date Duration Interview Structure 
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1 Senior Manager A 05/09/2018 55 min. Unstructured X         

2 06/02/2019 60 min. Semi-Structured  X X    X X X 

3 Senior Product Manager A  07/02/2019 75 min. Semi-Structured  X X    X X X 

4 12/02/2019 25 min. Semi-Structured   X    X  X 

5 Commercial Manager A 16/10/2018 60 min. Unstructured X         

6 05/02/2019 55 min. Semi-Structured  X X    X X X 

7 Commercial Manager 05/09/2018 60 min. Unstructured X         

8 Senior Manager B 12/09/2018 60 min. Unstructured X         

9 11/02/2019 55 min. Semi-Structured    X   X X X 

10 Senior Product Manager B 08/02/2019 55 min. Semi-Structured    X   X X X 

11 Senior Manager C 18/09/2018 60 min. Unstructured X         

12 08/02/2019 95 min. Semi-Structured     X  X X X 

13 Senior Business Manager C 11/02/2019 70 min. Semi-Structured     X  X X X 

14 Senior Manager D 25/02/2019 35 min. Semi-Structured      X X X X 

15 Senior Executive Manager A 22/02/2019 50 min. Semi-Structured      X X X X 

16 Senior Manager 11/10/2018 60 min. Unstructured X         

17 Senior Manager E 27/11/2019 60 min. Unstructured X         

18 15/01/2019 60 min. Unstructured  X X X X X    

19 29/01/2019 55 min. Semi-Structured       X X X 

20 11/02/2019 60 min. Unstructured  X X X X X    

21 Specialized Manager A 04/02/2019 25 min. Semi-Structured       X X X 

22 Specialized Manager B 12/02/2019 25 min. Semi-Structured        X X 

23 Specialized Manager C 13/02/2019 30 min. Semi-Structured        X X 

 7 5 6 4 4 4 12 13 14 
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B. INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
For the construction of the interview protocol the interview protocol refinement (IPR) framework of 

Castillo-Montoya (2016) is used to strengthen the reliability of the interview protocol used for this 

qualitative research and thereby contribute to improving the quality of the data obtained from the 

interviews. The IPR framework comprised a four-phase process for systematically developing and 

refining an interview protocol. The four-phases include: (1) ensuring that the interview questions align 

with the research questions; (2) constructing an inquire-based conversation; (3) receiving feedback on 

the interview protocol; and (4) piloting the interview protocol.  

Phase 1: Ensuring interview questions alignment with research questions  

  The first phase focuses on the alignment between interview- and research questions (Castillo-

Montoya, 2016). This alignment increases the utility of interview questions, while ensuring their 

necessity for the study. The check for the alignment of questions can be done by creating a matrix for 

mapping interview questions onto research questions. Cells can be marked to show the alignment 

between the questions. An example of the interview protocol matrix is depicted in Table 9. 

Table 9: Interview Protocol Matrix 

 Background RQ. 1 RQ. 2 RQ. 3 RQ. 4 

Interview Q. 1 X     

Interview Q. 2 X     

Interview Q. 3 X     

Interview Q. 4 X     

Interview Q. 5    X  

Interview Q. 6   X   

Interview Q. 7    X  

Interview Q. 8  X    

Interview Q. 9  X    

Interview Q. 10   X  X 

Interview Q. 11    X X 

 

Phase 2: Constructing an inquire-based conversation  

  The interview protocol is an instrument of inquiry, asking questions for specific information 

related to the aims of a study as well as an instrument for conversation about a particular topic. In 

phase two the research develops an inquiry-based conversation through an interview protocol with 

interview questions written differently from the research questions; an organization following social 

rules of ordinary conversation; a variety of questions; a script with likely follow-up and prompt 

questions. Castillo-Montoya (2016) proposed to include four types of questions: 1) introductory 

questions; 2) transition questions; 3) key questions; and 4) closing questions. Introductory questions 

serve to help the researcher begin the interview with easy, non-threatening questions. Transition 

questions move the interview toward the key questions and keep the conversational tone of the 

interview. Key questions, also known as main questions, tend to solicit the most valuable information. 

These questions are directly related to the focus of the research. As a closing statement the researcher 

wants to ask easier questions and provide the participant an opportunity to raise any issues not 

addressed. An inquire-based conversation matrix example is depicted in Table 10. 
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Table 10: Inquire-based Conversation Matrix 

 Introduction Transition Key Closing 

Interview Q. 1 X    

Interview Q. 2 X    

Interview Q. 3  X   

Interview Q. 4  x   

Interview Q. 5   X  

Interview Q. 6   X  

Interview Q. 7   X  

Interview Q. 8   X  

Interview Q. 9   X  

Interview Q. 10   X  

Interview Q. 11   X  

Closing Statement    X 

 

Phase 3: Receiving feedback on interview protocol  

  Through the phases one and two the research has developed an interview protocol that is 

both conversational and likely to elicit information related to the study’s research questions. This 

phase focuses on obtaining feedback on the developed interview protocol to enhance its reliability as 

a research instrument (Castillo-Montoya, 2016). Obtaining the feedback will be done by performing a 

close reading exercise of the interview protocol by both the university- and company supervisor of the 

master thesis. An example of the activity checklist for close reading the interview protocol is depicted 

in Table 11. 

Table 11: Activity Checklist for Close Reading of Interview Protocol 

Aspects of an Interview Protocol Yes No Feedback for Improvement 

Interview Protocol Structure 

Beginning questions are factual in nature X   

Key questions are majority of the questions and are placed 
between beginning and ending questions 

X   

Questions at the end of interview protocol are reflective and 
provide participant an opportunity to share closing comments 

X   

A brief script throughout the interview protocol provides smooth 
transactions between topic areas 

X   

Interviewer closes with expressed gratitude and any intents to 
stay connected or follow-up 

X   

Overall, interview is organized to promote conventional flow X   

Writing of Interview Questions & Statements 

Questions/Statements are free from spelling error(s) X  Some were written in the present 
simple, some written in the past simple. 

Only one question is asked at a time X   

Most questions ask participants to describe experiences and 
feelings 

X   

Questions are mostly open ended X   

Questions are written in a non-judgemental manner X   

Length of Interview Protocol 

All questions are needed X   

Questions/Statements are concise X   

Comprehension 

Questions/Statements are devoid of academic language X  Change the term “demonstration 
project” into “pilot project” due to 
company jargon and understanding. 

Questions/Statements are easy to understand X   
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Phase 4: Piloting the interview protocol  

  Feedback on the questions has been received through the activity checklist for close reading 

of the protocol in phase 3. After this the researcher has examined each question for clarity, simplicity 

and answerability. At this point, it is time to pilot the refined interview protocol with people who can 

simulate the actual interview in as real conditions as possible (Castillo-Montoya, 2016). Therefore, the 

pilot of the interview protocol is conducted with a system director that has also been involved in the 

selection process for a reference customer for a CoPS pilot project. The system director is selected 

because he has sufficient knowledge on the selection process for reference customers. The pilot case 

is about a newly developed “Market Leading Concept” at a reference customer location. Through 

piloting, the researcher gets a more realistic sense of how long the interview takes, whether 

participants are able to understand and answer the questions as expected, and if the interviewer 

receives the correct information.  

Evaluation of the pilot: 

Name Interviewer: Bram Kepser         

Name Interviewee: Roy van Putten         

Date of the Interview: 29/01/2019    Starting Time: 10:00    

Place: xxxxx            

Duration of the interview:  

Estimated: 60 minutes   Pilot: 52 minutes 

Duration of the Opening Statement: 

Estimated: 2 minutes   Pilot: 2 minutes 

Duration of the four Background Questions:  

Estimated: 10 minutes   Pilot: 9 minutes 

Duration of the five Current Situation Questions:  

Estimated: 30 minutes   Pilot: 22 minutes 

Duration of the two Desired Situation Questions:  

Estimated: 15 minutes   Pilot: 17 minutes 

Duration of the Closing Statement: 

Estimated: 2 minutes   Pilot: 2 minutes 

Feedback & Evaluation:   

  After the pilot interview the respondent was asked some questions regarding the interview 

questions and setting. The respondent understood all of the questions, gave a correct answer, and felt 

comfortable as if it was a conversation. There was no feedback on the questions. The information 

gathered from the questions were as expected and suited the information need of the interview. 

During the interview the interviewer had time to provide follow-up questions to create a better 

understanding of the answer provided by the respondent. 

Adjustments: 

  The estimated and expected duration of the current situation has been reduced to 25 minutes, 

where the duration of the desired situation has been extended to 20 minutes. The total duration of 

the interview has remained the same, 60 minutes.  
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C. INTERVIEW GUIDE 
Interview Guide (English) 

Name Interviewer:           

Name Interviewee:            

Date of the Interview:       Starting Time:     

Place:              

<Prior to Interview> 

An appointment has been made by mail with the interviewee for the above-mentioned place and 

time. This appointment has been confirmed by the respondent and is set in their work-agenda’s. 

During the introduction of the interview the following topics were addressed:  

Opening Statement: +/- 2 minutes 

I would like to thank you in advance for your participation to my research. As I have mentioned 

beforehand in the email: 

- This interview is part of my graduation assignment at CoPSCo; 

- The goal of the graduation assignment is to study how CoPSCo can establish effective 

customer references;  

- The purpose of this interview is to get a better understanding of the current and desired 

customer selection process for pilot projects at CoPSCo; 

- Interview duration: 60 to 90 minutes; 

- The questions of this interview are related to the selection process and criteria of the 

reference customer for a pilot project; 

- Interviewee role: You have been selected because you were involved in the selection 

process of (Reference Customer “Y”) for the pilot project of (System “X”); 

- Before we start, do you give your consent to record the interview for transcribing and coding 

purposes? The data will be processed anonymously.  

These topics should be discussed before the interview questions are asked. 

<Interview Questions> 

Background: +/- 10 minutes 

1) Could you please introduce yourself in short; your current role and responsibilities within the 

organization? 

2) What was your role in the (System ‘’X”) pilot project at (Reference Customer “Y”)? 

- What is the length of the relationship with (Reference Customer “Y”)? 

3) What is the goal of a pilot project at a customer site? 

- Probes: What are the functions of a pilot project at a customer site? 

4) How satisfied are you with the (System “X”) pilot project at (Reference Customer “Y”)? 

Questions: Current Situation: +/- 25 minutes 

5) Why did you select (Reference Customer “Y”) for this pilot project? 

- Probes: Why was this customer site location selected? 

- Probes: Did CoPSCo approach the customer or vice versa? 
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- Probes: Did you consider the reference function of the customer? 

6) What did the selection process look like for the pilot project where (Reference Customer “Y”) 

is selected? 

- Probes: Did the selection process follow a clear structure? 

- Probes: Was there a partner selection team? 

- Probes: Were there any objectives defined for the pilot project of (System “X”)?  

- Probes: Did you create a long list of prospects? 

- Probes: Did you create a short list of prospects? 

- Probes: Did you screen the short list based on selection criteria? 

- Probes: Was there a negotiation about the collaboration with the customer? 

- Probes: Did you evaluate the customer selection process? 

7) What were the customer selection criteria? 

- Probes: Did you consider: 

• intra-organizational characteristics? 

• Similarity between reference and prospect? 

• Relationship with the customer? 

• Market determinants? 

8) What challenges did you face during the establishment of (Reference Customer “Y”) for this 

pilot project? 

- Probes: Difficulties convincing the customer to act as a reference 

• Social Capital; Monetary reward; Application of system at customer’s site; 

Competitive pressure; Degree of Secrecy 

9) How did you solve these challenges? 

- Probes: Did you perform any particular activities? 

Questions: Desired Situation: +/- 20 minutes 

10) What should the customer selection process look like for the next pilot project? 

- Probes: What should go better? 

• More structure; selection team; objectives definitions; prospective partner 

lists; negotiation. 

11) What are selection criteria for a customer that functions as an effective customer reference? 

- Probes: Could you describe the profile of a potential customer for CoPSCo? 

- Probes: Where should it be geographically located? 

<Interview Closure> 

Closing Statement: +/- 2 minutes 

I would like to thank you for your participation. I highly appreciate you reserving your time for me and 

for my research. I would like to close off with three short questions (Rubin & Rubin, 2012): 

a) Did we discuss everything or are there any topics we should touch on? 

b) Can I reach out to you whenever I have any additional questions/inquiries? 

c) Could you introduce me to any of your business contacts that would be relevant for my 

research or for testing the final solution?  
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Interview Guide (Dutch) 

Naam Interviewer:           

Naam respondent:            

Datum Interview:       Tijdstip Aanvang:    

Plaats:              

<Voor het Interview> 

Met de respondent is via de mail een afspraak gemaakt voor bovenstaande plaats en tijd. Deze 

afspraak is door de respondent bevestigd en staat vast in zijn werk-agenda. Bij de inleiding van het 

gesprek zijn de volgende onderwerpen aanbod gekomen: 

Opening Statement: +/- 2 minuten 

Graag wil ik u vooraf aan het interview bedanken voor uw deelname aan mijn onderzoek. Zoals 

eerder vermeld in de email: 

- Dit interview is onderdeel van mijn afstudeeropdracht binnen CoPSCo; 

- Het doel van deze afstudeeropdracht is het onderzoeken hoe CoPSCo effectieve 

klant referenties moet creëren;   

- Het doel van dit interview is beter inzicht verkrijgen in het huidige en gewenste 

klantselectieproces voor pilotprojecten van CoPSCo; 

- Duur interview: 60 tot 90 minuten; 

- De vragen van dit interview gaan over het selectieproces en selectiecriteria van 

referentie klanten voor een pilotproject; 

- Rol respondent: U bent geselecteerd omdat u betrokken bent geweest bij het 

selectieproces van (Referentie Klant “Y”) voor het pilotproject van (Systeem “X”); 

- Voordat het interview van start gaat wil ik u vragen of u toestemming geeft om het 

interview op te nemen voor transcriptie- en codeerdoeleinden? Deze gegevens 

zullen anoniem worden verwerkt. 

Deze onderwerpen moeten voor het vragen stellen zijn behandeld. 

<Interview Vragen> 

Achtergrond: +/- 10 minuten 

1. Zou u uzelf in het kort voor kunnen stellen; uw huidige rol en verantwoordelijkheden binnen 

de organisatie? 

2. Wat was uw rol in het pilotproject van (Systeem “X”) in (Referentie Klant ‘’Y’’)? 

- Hoe lang is er al een relatie met (Referentie Klant “Y”)? 

3. Wat is het doel van een pilotproject op een klantlocatie? 

- Probes: Wat zijn de functies van een pilotproject op een klantlocatie? 

4. Hoe tevreden bent u met het pilotproject van (Systeem “X”) in (Referentie Klant “Y”)? 

Vragen: Huidige Situatie: +/- 25 minuten 

5. Waarom was (Referentie Klant “Y”) geselecteerd voor dit pilotproject? 

- Probes: Waarom deze (Referentie Klant “Y) locatie? 

- Probes: Heeft CoPSCo de klant benaderd of andersom? 
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- Probes: Is er rekening mee gehouden dat de klant als referentie moet functioneren? 

6. Hoe zag het selectieproces van het (Systeem “X”) pilotproject eruit waar (Referentie Klant 

“Y”) is geselecteerd? 

- Probes: Had het selectieproces een duidelijke structuur? 

- Probes: Was er een partner selectieteam? 

- Probes: Zijn er doelstellingen gedefinieerd voor het pilotproject van (Systeem “X”)? 

- Probes: Is er een ‘long’ list gemaakt; Is er een ‘short list’ gemaakt? 

- Probes: Is de ‘short’ list gescreend gebaseerd op selectiecriteria?  

- Probes: Heeft er een onderhandeling plaatsgevonden over de samenwerking? 

7. Wat waren de klant selectiecriteria voor het pilotproject? 

- Probes: Is er rekening gehouden met: 

• Individuele karakteristieke eigenschappen? 

• Overeenkomst tussen referentie en prospect? 

• De huidige relatie met de klant? 

• Specifieke markt determinanten? 

8. Waar zijn jullie tegen aan gelopen bij het ontstaan van (Referentie Klant “Y”) voor dit 

pilotproject? 

- Probes: Moeilijkheden om de klant te overtuigen om te functioneren als referentie  

• Persoonlijke netwerk; financiële beloning; toepassing van het systeem op de 

locatie van de klant; Competitieve druk; mate van geheimhouding.  

9. Hoe heeft u deze uitdagingen opgelost? 

- Probes: Zijn er bepaalde activiteiten uitgevoerd? 

Vragen: Gewenste Situatie: +/- 20 minuten 

10. Hoe zou het klant selectieproces er voor het volgende pilotproject uit moeten zien? 

- Probes: Wat zou er verbeterd moeten worden aan het selectieproces? 

• Meer structuur; selectieteam; doelstellingen definiëren; potentiële referentie 

klant lijst; onderhandelingen met de klant.   

11. Wat zijn selectiecriteria voor een klant die moet functioneren als een effectieve referentie? 

- Probes: Wat is het profiel van een potentiële klant voor CoPSCo?  

- Probes: Waar zou de klant, geografisch gezien, gevestigd moeten zijn? 

<Interview Sluiting> 

Closing Statement: +/- 2 minuten 

Graag wil ik u nogmaals bedanken voor uw medewerking aan mijn onderzoek. Ik waardeer het 

enorm dat u uw tijd beschikbaar stelt voor mij en mijn onderzoek. Dit onderzoek wil ik graag 

afsluiten met drie korte vragen (Rubin & Rubin, 2012): 

a) Hebben wij alles besproken of zijn er enkele onderwerpen die we nog moeten bespreken die 

relevant zijn voor mijn onderzoek? 

b) Zou ik u mogen benaderen als ik nog aanvullende vragen heb voor mijn onderzoek? 

c) Zou u mij kunnen voorstellen aan contacten die relevant zouden kunnen zijn voor mijn 

onderzoek of voor het testen van het referentie klant selectie-ontwerp? 
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D. CODE SCHEME – TEMPLATE APPROACH 
  The code scheme below, as displayed in Table 12, includes all the codes used and their 

descriptions. The codes are based on the interview questions from the Interview Guide in Appendix C 

and theory from the literature review as described in Chapter 5. The first category is about the 

interviewee and involves the codes ROLE and GOAL to get insight in the role of the interviewee in the 

demonstration project and his perception on the goal and functions. The second category is about the 

customer reference marketing practices and involves the codes INTERNAL and EXTERNAL, to get 

insight in which practices were performed during the demonstration project. The third category is 

about the customer selection process and involves the codes TEAM, OBJECTIVES, CRITERIA, LIST, 

SCREENING, NEGOTIATE, and EVALUATE to get insight in the selection process steps taken and 

decisions made per step. The fourth category is about the customer selection criteria and involves the 

codes INTRA-ORG, INTER-ORG and MARKET to see which selection criteria apply to the involved 

reference customer. The fifth category is about the challenges and involves the codes CH-PROCESS 

and CH-PROJECT to get insight in the challenges during the selection process and demonstration 

project. The sixth and last category is about the desired situation and involves the codes DS-PROCESS 

and DS-CRITERIA to get insight in the company’s directions towards a desired situation to establish 

effective customer references with demonstration projects.   

Table 12: Code Scheme - Template Approach 

Category Code Description 

Interviewee ROLE The role of the interviewee during the demonstration project 

Customer 
Reference 
Marketing 
Practices 

INTERNAL 
 

The internal customer reference marketing practices performed during the 
demonstration project 

EXTERNAL The external customer reference marketing practices performed during the 
demonstration project 

 
 
 
Customer 
Selection 
Process 

TEAM The team assembled for the demonstration project 

OBJECTIVES The objectives set for the demonstration project 

CRITERIA The criteria defined for the demonstration project 

LIST The list of prospective reference customers created for the demonstration project 

SCREENING The screening of the list of prospective reference customers for the demonstration 
project 

NEGOTIATE The negotiation with the reference customer about the demonstration project  

EVALUATE The evaluation performed after the selection of the reference customer for the 
demonstration project 

CONTEXT The context of the demonstration project that leads to certain decision making 

Project 
Challenges 

CHALLENGES Challenges faced during the demonstration project 

Desired 
Situation 

DS-PROCESS Directions towards a desired customer selection process 

DS-CRITERIA Directions towards desired customer selection criteria 
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E. INTERVIEW ANALYSIS OF EMPIRICAL CASE STUDY 
Below you can find the output of the interview analysis in Table 13 according to the code scheme of 

Appendix D.  

Table 13: Interview Analysis of Empirical Case Study 

Code Insights Interviewee 

Category: Customer Reference Marketing Practices 
INTERNAL Validate the involved product/system concept through testing and further 

development of the functionalities and product range of the involved 
product/system with the product assortment of the reference customer in a real-
life environment 

Senior Manager A; B; C; D; E; 
Sr. Product Manager A; B 
Sr. Business Manager A; 
Sr. Executive Manager A; 
Commercial Manager A;  
Specialized Manager A; B; C. 

Learn together with the reference customer from the involved product/system 
concept, gain experience from the involved product/system 

Commercial Manager A;  
Senior Manager A; B; C; D 
Sr. Product Manager A; B 

Strengthen the relationship with the reference customer and build credible value 
propositions for the involved product/system 

Senior Manager A; 
Sr. Business Manager A;  
Specialized Manager C; 

Enlarge the innovation power of CoPSCo Senior Manager A; 

Test the robustness of the involved product/system Senior Manager D; 
Sr. Product Manager A; 

Learn from the involved product/system concept by presenting it to potential 
reference customers and gather feedback 

Senior Manager C; D 

EXTERNAL Establish a customer reference with a satisfied reference customer. Senior Manager B; C; 
Sr. Product Manager A; B; 
Sr. Business Manager A; 

Use the reference customer’s name and site for marketing purposes Senior Manager A; B; C; E 
Sr. Product Manager A; B 
Sr. Business Manager A;  
Commercial Manager A;  
Specialized Manager B; 

Gain status transfer from a reputable reference customer, because of their size or 
impact on the market 

Senior Manager C; E 
Sr. Business Manager A;  
Sr. Executive Manager A; 
Commercial Manager A;  
Specialized Manager C; 

Category: Customer Selection Process 
TEAM There was no interdisciplinary team involved during the reference customer 

selection process 
Senior Manager A; C;  
Sr. Product Manager B; 
Sr. Business Manager A;   
Commercial Manager A; 

OBJECTIVES Technical objectives have been made regarding which functionality the involved 
product/system should show, and how much the capacity should be 

Senior Manager A; C;  
Sr. Product Manager A; 
Sr. Business Manager A; 
Commercial Manager A;  

Objectives and/or fall-back scenario are made to reduce the risks of the 
demonstration project and operational damage of the involved product/system 

Senior Manager A; C; 
Sr. Business Manager A; 

Objectives have been made aimed to create a small-scale demonstration project 
at the reference customer’s site  
(create a minimum viable product of the involved product/system) 

Senior Manager A; C 
Sr. Product Manager B; 
Sr. Business Manager A;  

The only objective made for the involved product/system is to perform a 
demonstration project 

Sr. Product Manager B 

The involved product/system of the demonstration project should have at least a 
match of 50% with the roadmap 

Senior Manager A; 
Sr. Product Manager A; 

The involved product/system should match with the segmentation strategy of the 
company 

Senior Manager B; C;  
Sr. Business Manager A; 
Commercial Manager A; 
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A ramp-up scenario with the reference customer’s product assortment has been 
created to manage the learning process of the involved product/system 

Sr. Product Manager A; 
Commercial Manager A; 

CRITERIA The reference customer should be a current (key) customer from CoPSCo’s 
installed base 

Senior Manager A; B; C;  
Sr. Product Manager A; B;  
Sr. Business Manager A;  
Commercial Manager A;  

The reference customer should function as a partner to CoPSCo and be 
committed to the demonstration project 

Senior Manager A; C;  
Sr. Product Manager A; B;  
Sr. Business Manager A;  

The reference customer’s logistical process should contain the right machine type, 
bins, functionality and volume for the application of the involved product/system 

Senior Manager A; B;  
Sr. Product Manager A;  
Sr. Business Manager A;  
Commercial Manager A;  

The reference customer should be located within Europe Senior Manager C; 
Sr. Product Manager A; B;  
Sr. Business Manager; 

The reference customer should be a growing company that is open to new 
technology and motivated to innovate and increase inhouse automation 

Senior Manager A; C;  
Sr. Business Manager A;  
Commercial Manager A; 

When defining the reference customer selection criteria you have to create a 
balance between low risk and fast learning 

Senior Manager A; 

The reference customer should be satisfied with the involved product/system and 
way of working of CoPSCo 

Senior Manager B;  
Sr. Product Manager A; B;  

The reference customer should have an attractive outlook of equipment and 
should only have products/systems made by CoPSCo not by competitors 

Senior Manager C; 
Sr. Product Manager A; 
Commercial Manager A;  

The reference customer should be within the target market segments and 
geographical area according to the segmentation strategy of CoPSCo 

Senior Management C;  
Sr. Product Manager A; 
Sr. Business Manager A;  
Commercial Manager A; 

There were no strict selection criteria made for the reference customer selection 
process 

Sr. Product Manager B;  
 

There was an opportunity for a project at the customer and we saw an 
opportunity for the involved product/system 

Senior Manager B; D; 
Sr. Product Manager B;  
Sr. Executive Manager A; 

LIST A customer list was made of potential reference customers that matched the right 
logistical process needed for the application of the involved product/system 

Sr. Product Manager A;  
Commercial Manager A;  

We went straight to a specific customer for the project with the involved 
product/system  

Senior Manager B; D 
Sr. Product Manager A; B; 
Sr. Executive Manager A; 
Commercial Manager A;  

A customer list is made based on current opportunities at large customers 
provided by the sales department 

Senior Manager C; 

SCREENING The potential reference customer list was screened by involving secondary 
sources, the sales department was used to determine how our current relation is 
with the customer and where it is located 

Sr. Product Manager A;  

The potential reference customer list was screened based on the  geographical 
location, with a preference within Europe because of costs and travelling 

Sr. Product Manager A;  

The potential reference customer list was screened based on technical aspects, 
which products are in the reference customer’s assortment, what do the bins look 
like, what is the capacity at the site, is the customer willing to decrease their 
volume 

Sr. Product Manager A;  
Commercial Manager A;  
 

The potential reference customer list was screened based on the size of the 
customer, if they were located within the targeted market segments and which 
parties fit the involved product/system 

Senior Manager C; 
 

NEGOTIATE You have to manage the expectations of the reference customer regarding the 
involved product/system and role of CoPSCo during the demonstration project, 
the expectations should not be higher than the actual performance 

Senior Manager A; 
Sr. Business Manager A; 
Commercial Manager A;  
 

We communicated with the reference customer that the project was a 
demonstration project 

Senior Manager A; C; 
Sr. Product Manager B;  
Sr. Business Manager A; 
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A pilot agreement has been created with the reference customer. The agreement 
contains information on the time period of the demonstration project, the 
functionality of involved product/system and the capacity needed in the real-life 
environment  

Senior Manager A; C; 
Sr. Business Manager A; 
Commercial Manager A;  
 

During the negotiation with the reference customer we explained the value of the 
involved product/system for them and their operation  

Commercial Manager A; 

We negotiated with the reference customer that their name and site may be used 
for CoPSCo’s marketing purposes and put into a contract 

Senior Manager A; C; 
Sr. Product Manager A;   
Sr. Business Manager A; 
Specialized Manager B; 

When we perform a demonstration project at a reference customer’s site we 
indirectly assume that we can use it as a customer reference 

Sr. Product Manager A; 
Commercial Manager A;  
Specialized Manager B;  

A ramp-up scenario has been discussed with the reference customer regarding 
which products to use from their assortment for the demonstration project and 
the capacity of the process. 

Sr. Product Manager A; 
Commercial Manager A;  

During the negotiation with the reference customer we decided to maintain their 
current logistical process to keep the risks at a low level. 

Senior Manager B; C; 
Sr. Product Manager B; 
Sr. Business Manager A; 

Together with the reference customer we discuss how to make this 
demonstration project not too expensive and not too big 

Senior Manager C; 
Sr. Business Manager A; 

The reference customer does not want to perform external customer reference 
marketing practices at all or not to their direct competitors from the same market 
segment 

Senior Manager D;  
Sr. Product Manager A; 
Sr. Executive Manager A;  
Specialized Manager B; 

We negotiated with the reference customer that they should have technical 
experts available during the demonstration project to provide insight into their 
needs regarding the involved product/system within their logistical process  

Sr. Business Manager A; 

An attractive financial agreement has been made to convince the customer to 
participate in the demonstration project 

Senior Manager A; C; 
Sr. Product Manager A; 
Sr. Business Manager A; 
Commercial Manager A;  

EVALUATE An evaluation has been made about the involved product/system in general and 
about and during the demonstration project 

Senior Manager A; 
Sr. Product Manager A 

No evaluation has been held as it was just a regular project Senior Manager D; 

I don’t know if an evaluation has been held, at least I wasn’t involved in it Senior Manager C; 
Sr. Product Manager B; 

CONTEXT There was no reference customer selection process, because the demonstration 
project of the involved product/system with the new technology is implemented 
as a regular project. 

Senior Manager B; D; 
Sr. Product Manager B; 
Sr. Executive Manager A; 

We were losing an important sub-key customer and used the demonstration 
project to provide a winning new technology and keep the customer relationship 
going. 

Sr. Business Manager A; 

Category: Project Challenges 
CHALLENGES Could not use the reference customer site for marketing purposes Sr. Product Manager A; 

Sr. Executive Manager A; 
Specialized Manager B;  

The organizational structure of CoPSCo is not organized to perform 
demonstration projects as it relies on the financial outcome of a project to 
reserve a budget for the development of the involved product/system 

Senior Manager A; C; 
Sr. Product Manager A; 
Sr. Business Manager A; 
Commercial Manager A; 

There was no team that took the ownership during the demonstration project. 
  

Senior Manager A; C; 
Sr. Product Manager A; 
Sr. Business Manager A; 

There was no clear communication during the demonstration project internally 
within the organization of CoPSCo 

Senior Manager A; 
Sr. Product Manager A; 

The organization of CoPSCo does not have an innovation process that stimulates 
and provides a governance structure for the execution of demonstration projects 
for products and systems with new technologies   

Senior Manager A; E; 
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The involved product/system was implemented in a demonstration project with a 
different application as intended, because we have an agreement with a third 
party to buy a certain amount of products/systems and otherwise we could not 
comply to that. We are not going to implement this application in a new concept. 

Senior Manager A; 
Sr. Product Manager A; 

The reference customer of the demonstration project did not take place within 
one of our targeted market segments from the company’s segmentation strategy 

Senior Manager A; B; E; 
Sr. Product Manager A; B; 
Commercial Manager A; 

We did not have the right machine type within one of our targeted market 
segments yet, so we had to perform the demonstration project in a different 
market segment. 

Senior Manager A; 
Sr. Product Manager A; 
Commercial Manager A; 

We had troubles negotiating the ramp up scenario with the reference customer Sr. Product Manager A; 
Commercial Manager A; 

The demonstration project went laborious as it was a large and complex project, 
due to the scale.  

Senior Manager D; 
Sr. Executive Manager A; 

We did not select the reference customer for the project Senior Manager B; D; 
Sr. Product Manager B; 
Sr. Executive Manager A; 

There was no clear ownership at the reference customer’s site of the project, not 
one person to we can go to. 

Senior Manager D; 

The demonstration project at the reference customer did not include the 
intended application of the involved product/system 

Senior Manager B; 
Sr. Product Manager B; 
Sr. Executive Manager A; 

It was not specifically mentioned that the project was a demonstration project. 
When it did not make the promised performance, it led to a reference customer 
that was not constantly satisfied as they had different expectations  

Sr. Product Manager A; B; 
Sr. Executive Manager A; 

The safety regime at a reference customer is a challenge Senior Manager E; 
Sr. Executive Manager A; 

The demonstration project was offered as a regular project, therefore sales 
should make promises to make sure we get the order 

Sr. Executive Manager A; 

We do not have such a large market where you can implement the 
product/system wherever you want. You have to make concessions.  

Senior Manager A; B; C; 
Sr. Executive Manager A; 

We are very opportunistic as an organization, we oversell and rarely say no to an 
opportunity 

Sr. Product Manager A; B; 
Sr. Executive Manager A; 

We build the product/system in a test environment, once we implement it we 
face certain problems. There is a mismatch in the aspects that we test with our 
products/systems 

Sr. Executive Manager A; 

The environment of the reference customer was complex. Because of the roof of 
the building we had to adapt the first version of the involved product/system to 
the environment 

Sr. Product Manager B; 

We forget to validate the use case of the potential customers during the 
development of a product/system 

Sr. Business Manager A;  

The reference customer location is within Europe, but still further away than we 
would like 

Senior Manager C; 
Sr. Product Manager B; 

The organization of CoPSCo faced challenges related to the stakeholder 
management with the involved third-party organization. We lacked a manager 
that managed this relationship during the demonstration project. 

Senior Manager A; C; 
Sr. Business Manager A; 

We look more towards the geographic location of the reference customer than 
their customer profile 

Senior Manager A; C; 
Sr. Product Manager A; 

We have good service and credibility, but we lack showable references with new 
technologies. This creates high perceived risks among potential industrial buyers. 

Senior Manager C;  

We wait for an opportunity from potential customers to do a demonstration 
project, but the customer with the opportunity is not willing as the perceived risk 
is far too high. 

Senior Manager C;  

A competitor drastically failed a project with a product/system similar to that of 
CoPSCo in the past. This created a reputation spill over amongst potential 
customers as it failed due to its project scale and operational damage. Their fault 
still affects CoPSCo with their product/system. 

Sr. Business Manager A; 

We rarely negotiate if the reference customer wants to serve as a customer 
reference for CoPSCo 

Specialized Manager B; 

Pre-sales, putting effort in the preparation of a project is not a common process 
within the organization of CoPSCo 

Senior Manager C; 
Specialized Manager C; 
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There was no reference customer selection process Senior Manager B; D; E;  
Sr. Product Manager B; 
Sr. Executive Manager A; 

Category: Desired Situation 
DS-PROCESS We need someone that takes the ownership of the innovation projects within the 

organization of CoPSCo 
Senior Manager A; 
 

The process should start with an interdisciplinary team that takes ownership of 
the demonstration project 

Senior Manager A; 
Sr. Product Manager A; B;  
Sr. Business Manager A;  

The selection criteria should be defined Senior Manager A; 
Sr. Product Manager A; 

During the negotiation and in the contract a clear arrangement should be made 
that includes the time period of the project, the project execution, the ramp-up 
scenario, the financial construction, the involved product/system functionalities 
and that the reference customer’s name and site may be used for the firm’s 
marketing activities 

Senior Manager A; C; D; 
Sr. Product Manager A; B; 
Sr. Business Manager A;  
Specialized Manager B;  

Expectations management have a conversation with the reference customer 
about what you are going to do. Do not overpromise 

Senior Manager A; D; 
Sr. Product Manager A; B; 
Sr. Executive Manager A; 

The process should contain a clear definition of the execution of the 
demonstration project, whether it will be experimental or exemplary 

Senior Manager A; B; 
Sr. Product Manager A; 

We should select customers that map with the selection criteria we set for 
potential reference customers 

Senior Manager A; 
Sr. Product Manager A; 
Sr. Business Manager A; 

We should make use of business managers and account managers to gain 
information on the potential reference customers 

Sr. Product Manager A; 

We should arrange a budget for demonstration projects, before it is going to start Senior Manager A; 
Sr. Product Manager A; 
Sr. Business Manager A; 
Commercial Manager A; 

We should explain to the reference customer what is in for them if we perform a 
demonstration project 

Senior Manager B; C;  
Specialized Manager C;  

We should separate the demonstration projects and regular projects. The sales 
department should focus on the regular projects, where a separate team focusses 
on the demonstration projects.  

Senior Manager A; 
Sr. Product Manager A; 
Specialized Manager B;  

The sales department should select and convince the customers, other employees 
should make sure that they contain the correct commercial materials to do so 

Commercial Manager A; 

If a certain business unit wants a new technology and the business case is solid, 
they should arrange the demonstration projects for the new technology  

Sr. Business Manager A; 

We have to determine the risks on the operation of the customer if the involved 
product/system during the demonstration project does not work or takes longer 
than expected and create a fall-back scenario 

Senior Manager C; 
Sr. Business Manager A;  
Sr. Executive Manager A; 

For a demonstration project, where you are experimenting and learning with new 
technology, you should take extra time into account for the project execution 

Sr. Executive Manager A; 

The business case and use case of the potential customer should be considered 
from the very beginning 

Senior Manager B; 
Sr. Business Manager A;  

Before the involved product/system for the demonstration project is going to be 
developed by CoPSCo, it should be clear at which geographical location the 
demonstration project is held, for which market segment it is, which 
functionalities you want to test, and at which reference customer the 
demonstration project can be performed 

Senior Manager B; C; E; 
Sr. Business Manager A;  
Specialized Manager A; 

The organization of CoPSCo should be aware of the fact that when you want to 
introduce new technologies to the market you have to invest in a sales strategy. 
In the beginning you will sell less, and should take that into account. 

Senior Manager A; C; 

The involved product/system of the demonstration project should be located 
within the market segment it was meant for. 

Senior Manager A; E; 

During the demonstration project someone should take the ownership of 
managing the relationship with the reference customer 

Sr. Business Manager A;  
Specialized Manager A; 

The demonstration project should be executed on a limited/small project scale, 
not to high investment, and within a real-life environment 

Sr. Product Manager B; C; 
Sr. Business Manager A;  
Sr. Executive Manager A; 
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DS-CRITERIA The reference customer should be located nearby the resources of CoPSCo or 
resources of other suppliers of CoPSCo 

 Senior Manager A; C; D; E; 
Sr. Product Manager B;  
Sr. Business Manager A; 
Sr. Executive Manager A; 
Specialized Manager A;  

The reference customer should be from our installed base as those customers are 
more willing to work with CoPSCo on the demonstration project of the involved 
product/system 

Senior Manager A; C; D; 
Sr. Product Manager A; 
Sr. Executive Manager A;  

The reference customer should be a key account of CoPSCo Senior Manager A; D;  
Sr. Business Manager A;  
Specialized Manager C; 

The reference customer should be within one of the targeted market segments 
according to the segmentation strategy of CoPSCo 

Senior Manager A; B; C; D; E; 
Sr. Product Manager A; B; 
Sr. Business Manager A; 
Sr. Executive Manager A; 
Commercial Manager A; 
Specialized Manager A; B; C; 

The reference customer should have a good relationship with CoPSCo and be 
committed to CoPSCo and the demonstration project, are forgiving and open for 
discussion throughout the process  

Senior Manager A; C; D; 
Sr. Product Manager A; B; 
Sr. Business Manager A; 
Specialized Manager A; B; C;  

Large customers, with multiple distribution centres where we can perform 
repetitive projects 

Senior Manager C; E;  
Sr. Product Manager A;  
Commercial Manager A;  

The reference customer should match with the business case/use case of the 
potential customers 

Sr. Business Manager A;  

The reference customer should match the application of the involved 
product/system 

Senior Manager B; 
Sr. Product Manager A;  
Sr. Business Manager A; 
Commercial Manager A 

The reference customer should be within the same time zone Sr. Product Manager A; 
Sr. Executive Manager A; 

The reference customer should be located within Europe Sr. Product Manager B; E;  
Sr. Business Manager A;  
Sr. Executive Manager A; 

The reference customer should be an international company Specialized Manager B; C;  

The reference customer should have a good command of the English language Senior Manager D;  

The reference customer should have the right product assortment Senior Manager C;  

The reference customer should be a growing customer and be open to innovation 
and automation  

Senior Manager C;  
Sr. Product Manager B; 
Commercial Manager A; C;  

The reference customer should have a good reputation within their own market Senior Manager C; 
Sr. Business Manager A;  
Specialized Manager B; C; 

The reference customer should have an attractive outlook of equipment and 
contain new products and systems of Airtrax 

Senior Manager C; 
Specialized Manager B; 

The geographical location of the reference customer should match the locations 
as described in the segmentation strategy of CoPSCo 

Senior Manager B; C; 
Commercial Manager A;  
Specialized Manager A; B; 

The reference customer should be able to function as a customer reference for 
CoPSCo 

Sr. Business Manager A; 
Specialized Manager B;  

The reference customer should be willing to change their internal process to avoid 
certain risks 

Sr. Product Manager A; B; 
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F. GENERAL DESIGN SOLUTION  

 

Figure 7: Design Solution based on Theory-Based Design Principles 

  The theoretical overview is developed according to the theory-based design principles as 

derived from existing literature on how organizations should select reference customers for the 

establishment of effective customer references. The theoretical overview therefore consists of five 

elements: 
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1) Introduction to Customer Reference Marketing 

Contains Theory-Based Design Principle CIMO 1: If an organization wants to establish effective customer 

references within the complex products and systems industry (C), it should be aware of both the internal and 

external customer reference marketing practices (I) to have a sufficient focus on both the technical and sales 

aspects of the CoPS (M) and prevent the establishment of reference customers in the wrong market segment, in 

locations where the problem-solving capacity of the supplier does not excel or the relative advantage of the CoPS 

is not proven (O).  

The first element is an introduction to customer reference marketing to provide information to the organization 

about the internal and external customer reference marketing practices and the importance of the sales strategy 

within the CoPS industry. 

2) Customer Reference Marketing Practices 

Contains Theory-Based Design Principle CIMO 1: If an organization wants to establish effective customer 

references within the complex products and systems industry (C), it should be aware of both the internal and 

external customer reference marketing practices (I) to have a sufficient focus on both the technical and sales 

aspects of the CoPS (M) and prevent the establishment of reference customers in the wrong market segment, in 

locations where the problem-solving capacity of the supplier does not excel or the relative advantage of the CoPS 

is not proven (O).  

The second element provides information about the internal and external customer reference marketing 

practices that the supplier should be aware of after the establishment of a customer reference. The supplier 

should consider that the selected reference customer should be able to be utilized for both internal and external 

practices. During these practices the supplier should provide information about the new technology and its 

consequences during the external customer reference marketing practices and information about the market 

during the internal customer reference marketing practices.   

3) Reference Customer Selection Process 

Contains Theory-Based Design Principle CIMO 3: If an organization wants to establish effective customer 

references within the complex products and systems industry (C), it should make use of their social capital (I) 

because customers with a particular trustworthy relationship to the supplier are most likely to engage in this 

process (M) and therefore helps to gain the first reference customer for the organization (O).  

Contains Theory-Based Design Principle CIMO 4: If an organization wants to establish effective customer 

references within the complex products and systems industry (C), it should persuade the potential reference 

customer to serve as a customer reference (I) which will motivate the host of the reference customer to put effort 

in it (M) and therefore helps to gain the first reference customer for the organization (O). 

Contains Theory-Based Design Principle CIMO 5: If an organization wants to establish effective customer 

references within the complex products and systems industry (C), it should apply a structured reference customer 

selection process (I) as the more comprehensive nature ensures that all relevant aspects of the demonstration 

project and customer reference are considered prior to the selection (M) to end up with the ‘right’ reference 

customer that contributes to the utilization of the customer reference marketing practices (O). 

The third element describes a reference customer selection process, which is a combination of a partner 

selection process and a customer integration process to get insight into how organizations select partners and 

customers to cooperate with to create understanding on how organizations select their reference customers as 

there is no existing literature on this process. This process applies a structured partner selection process as the 

more comprehensive nature ensures that all relevant aspects of a reference customer are considered. This 

process includes three main selection process steps used by high performing companies, namely the 

development of an interdisciplinary partner selection team, negotiating the alliance with the potential reference 

customer, and screening the short-listed reference customers against the reference customer selection criteria. 

During the reference customer selection process the supplier should provide information about the new 
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technology and its consequences to the potential reference customer to lower their perceived risk. The supplier 

should also make use of their social capital and try to persuade the potential reference customer to convince 

them to serve as a customer reference for them.  

 

4) Reference Customer Selection Criteria 

Contains Theory-Based Design Principle CIMO 2: If an organization wants to establish effective customer 

references within the complex products and systems industry (C), it should work with reference customers that 

have a low degree of secrecy (I)  to ensure that the reference may be used for the firm’s marketing purposes (M) 

and therefore helps to gain a reference customer for the organization (O).  

Contains Theory-Based Design Principle CIMO 6: If an organization wants to establish effective customer 

references within the complex products and systems industry (C), it should select reference customers based on 

the intra-organizational determinants, inter-organizational determinants and market determinants (I) to 

ascertain that the supplier can utilize the reference customer for the internal and external customer reference 

marketing practices (M) for the contribution of the reference relationship to the supplier’s reputation and 

credibility (O).  

The fourth element is part of the reference customer selection process, determining the selection criteria for 

the reference customer. The reference customer selection criteria consist of intra-organizational, inter-

organizational and market determinants, which are called the determinants of effectiveness. These 

determinants show the individual characteristics of the reference customer, factors affecting the reference triad 

relationships between reference customer and potential customer and reference customer and supplier, and 

market determinants that impact reputation building. 
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G. OVERVIEW OF THE INSIGHTS FROM THEORY & PRACTICE 
Table 14: Theory-Based Design Principles & Insights from Practice 

Underlying 
Papers 

Theory-Based Design Principles Insights from Practice Case Practices 

Autio (1997);  
Freel (1998); 
Hada et al. (2014);  
Jalkala & 
Salminen (2010); 
Salminen & 
Möller (2006); 
 

Design Principle 1: If an organization wants to establish effective 
customer references within the complex products and systems 
industry (C), it should be aware of both the internal and external 
customer reference marketing practices (I) to prevent the 
establishment of reference customers in the wrong market 
segment, at locations where the problem-solving capacity of the 
supplier does not excel or the relative advantage of the CoPS is not 
proven (M) and have a sufficient focus on both the technical and 
sales aspects of the CoPS (O). 

The organization should be aware of both the internal and external 
customer reference marketing practices to have a sufficient focus on 
both the technical and sales aspects of the project and prevent the 
establishment of a customer reference that cannot be utilized for 
marketing purposes.  

In Case Alpha, Beta, Charlie and Echo 
the supplier focussed on technical 
aspects at expense of 
commercialization. In the successful 
Case Delta they didn’t lack supplier 
awareness, which resulted in an 
effective customer reference. 

Jalkala & 
Salminen (2010) 
Salminen (2001) 

Design Principle 2: If an organization wants to establish effective 
customer references within the complex products and systems 
industry (C), it should work with reference customers that have a 
low degree of secrecy (I)  to ensure that the reference may be used 
for the firm’s marketing purposes (M) and therefore helps to gain 
a reference customer for the organization (O).  

The organization should negotiate the degree of secrecy with the 
reference customers to ascertain that their company name, site and 
success story can be leveraged for the organization’s marketing 
purposes to increase the credibility of the organization and their 
offering. 

Cases Beta & Echo did not negotiated 
secrecy with negative consequences. 
Successful Case Delta negotiated the 
secrecy with positive result.  

Brockhoff (2003);  
Ruokolainen 
(2008a; 2008b);  
Ruokolainen & 
Igel (2004);  
 

Design Principle 3: If an organization wants to establish effective 
customer references within the complex products and systems 
industry (C), it should make use of their social capital (I) because 
customers with a particular trustworthy relationship to the supplier 
are most likely to engage in this process (M) and therefore helps to 
gain the first reference customer for the organization (O) 

The organization should make use of their social capital as customers 
with a long and good relationship to the supplier are most likely to 
engage in this process and gain one of the first reference customers 
for a project involving a new technology. 

In Case Beta and Charlie social 
contacts and a trustworthy 
relationship helped to gain one of the 
first reference customers. 

Aarikka-Stenroos 
(2009); 
Jaakola (2018); 
Jalkala & 
Salminen (2010); 
Morgado & De 
Castro (2015); 
Ruokolainen 
(2008a; 2008b); 
Salminen (2001);  

Design Principle 4: If an organization wants to establish effective 
customer references within the complex products and systems 
industry (C), it should persuade the potential reference customer to 
serve as a customer reference with motivating factors, a business 
gift of a discount (I) which will motivate the host of the reference 
customer to put effort in it (M) and therefore helps to gain the first 
reference customer for the organization (O).  

The organization should persuade the potential reference customer 
with a financial structure that splits the demonstration project costs 
or let the revenue depend on the performance of the involved 
product/system to lower the financial risk and fasten the return on 
investment of the reference customer and convince the customer to 
participate in the demonstration project involving a new technology. 

In Cases Alpha, Beta, and Delta it 
helped to create a financial structure 
to convince the customer and lower 
their financial risks 

The organization provided information on a fall-back scenario to 
reduce the potential reference customer’s perceived operational risk 
regarding the project, the new technology and impact on their 
business and convinced the customer to participate in the 
demonstration project that involved a new technology 

In Cases Alpha, Beta, and Delta a fall-
back scenario was created, which 
reduced the uncertainties of the 
customer and convinced them to 
participate 

The organization should manage the expectations of the reference 
customers and express that the project is a demonstration project to 
lower the degree of uncertainty and risk regarding the new 
technology and project and convince them to participate in the 
demonstration project involving a new technology. 

Case Charlie and Echo did not manage 
expectations, uncertainties increased, 
and customer was not satisfied.  
Case Alpha, Beta and Delta 
expectations were managed, and 
product was not oversold.  

Duysters et al. 
(2011);  
Enkel et al. 
(2005b);  
Morgado & De 
Castro (2015); 

Design Principle 5: If an organization wants to establish effective 
customer references within the complex products and systems 
industry (C), it should apply a structured reference customer 
selection process (I) as the more comprehensive nature ensures 
that all relevant aspects of the demonstration project and 
customer reference are considered prior to the selection (M) and 
ascertain the contribution of the reference relationship to the 
supplier’s credibility and reduction of the perceived uncertainties 
of potential industrial buyers (O). 

The organization should perform the reference customer selection 
process prior to the development of the final prototype of the new 
technology to allow both incremental and radical input from the 
customers regarding the CoPs concept and keep a high degree of 
freedom regarding the selection of potential reference customers. 

In all cases a final prototype was 
developed that reduced the amount 
of potential reference customers for 
the selection 

The organization should assemble an interdisciplinary team to ensure 
the input from multiple disciplines necessary for the CoPS with new 
technology and create support for the demonstration project and new 
technology internal in the organization. 

Cases Alpha, Beta, Charlie and Delta 
mentioned the lack of an 
interdisciplinary team 

The organization should identify objectives for the technology, project 
execution, prerequisites necessary for the application of the 
technology and for marketing to ascertain that all relevant aspects of 
the new technology and demonstration project are considered prior 
to the initiation of the project and improve the coordination and 
execution of the demonstration project. 

Successful Case Delta identified all 
these objectives. Due to incomplete 
identification of objectives other cases 
were established ineffective 
references. 

 The organization should consider if the potential reference customer 
complies to the application requirements of the new technology, is 
located within the targeted geographical area and market segment, 
if the customer is committed to the organization, if the customer is a 
key account and if there are repeat business opportunities as a 
criteria to select potential reference customers with an environment 
suitable for the application of the new technology and ascertain the 
match with the segmentation strategy of the organization for the 
coordination and execution of the demonstration project.  

Case Alpha, Beta,  Delta and Echo 
considered these criteria before the 
selection of the reference customer. 

The organization should reduce the customer list based on if the 
reference customer contains the required logistical process, logistical 
system, and product specifications and are conform to the 
segmentation strategy of the organization to ensure that the 
technology could be applied at the reference customer and their 
profile matches with potential customers for the execution of both 
internal and external customer reference marketing practices. 

Case Alpha, Beta and Delta reduced 
list or screened potential customers 
based on these criteria 

The organization should manage the expectations of the reference 
customers and express that the project is a demonstration project to 
lower the degree of uncertainty and risk regarding the new 

Case Charlie and Echo did not manage 
expectations, uncertainties increased, 
and customer was not satisfied.  
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technology and project and convince them to participate in the 
demonstration project involving a new technology. 

Case Alpha, Beta and Delta 
expectations were managed, and 
product was not oversold.  

The organization should evaluate the performed reference customer 
selection process and demonstration project with the interdisciplinary 
team  to prevent facing similar challenges during future efforts and 
improve the reference customer selection process and demonstration 
project execution. 

Case Alpha and Beta performed an 
evaluation to prevent facing similar 
challenges in future. Other cases 
mentioned that evaluation should’ve 
been held.  

Helm & Salminen 
(2010);  
Jalkala & 
Salminen (2010);  
Salminen & 
Möller (2006);  

Design Principle 6: If an organization wants to establish effective 
customer references within the complex products and systems 
industry (C), it should define reference customer selection criteria 
based on intra-organizational determinants, inter-organizational 
determinants and market determinants (I) to consider all relevant 
aspects of a reference customers before the selection (M) and 
ascertain the contribution of the reference relationship to the 
supplier’s credibility and reduction of the perceived uncertainties 
of potential industrial buyers (O).  

The organization should reduce the customer list based on if the 
reference customer contains the required logistical process, logistical 
system, and product specifications and are conform to the 
segmentation strategy of the organization to ensure that the 
technology could be applied at the reference customer and their 
profile matches with potential customers for the execution of both 
internal and external customer reference marketing practices. 
  

Case Alpha, Beta and Delta reduced 
list or screened potential customers 
based on these criteria 

  The organization should have an internal structure that governs and 
allow the execution of demonstration projects apart from the 
‘regular’ projects to ensure the focus on the establishment of 
effective customer references for experimentation, learning and 
marketing purposes and improve the coordination and execution of 
the demonstration project.  

Cases Alpha, Beta, Charlie and Delta 
experienced difficulties obtaining 
resources, budget, and time for the 
execution.  

 

H. FIRST VERSION OF THE DESIGN SOLUTION 
  This chapter contains the first version of the design solution aimed to answer research 

question 4: “How should CoPSCo select their reference customers to establish effective customer 

references?”. The design solution is a reference customer selection process that consists of six 

process steps:  

1. Assemble an interdisciplinary team 

2. Identify the company’s objectives for the demonstration project 

3. Create a long & short customer list of potential reference customers 

4. Screen the short-listed potential reference customers against the selection criteria 

5. Negotiate the demonstration project with the reference customer 

6. Evaluate the reference customer selection process and the demonstration project. 

The first page is the preface, which includes the introduction, goal and relevance of the reference 

customer selection process, the process steps, and the revision sheet. At the bottom of the 

illustration you can see that each step is depicted in a worksheet of Word Excel. 
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I. TESTING THE FIRST VERSION OF THE DESIGN SOLUTION 
  The first version of the design solution, a reference customer selection process, was tested by 

one senior manager and one specialized manager who are involved in future demonstration projects 

for new technologies. These practitioners provided practical insights into the process and can validate 

the design based on the fit with the organization, completeness, feasibility, desirability, and usability. 

The insights into the desirability are also gathered from the interviews based on data analysed by the 

codes “DS-Process” and “DS-Criteria” from the code template in Appendix D, where ‘DS’ stands for 

desired.   

Fit with organization   

   It was not clear for the practitioners when the reference customer selection process will be 

implemented when looking at the internal process map of the organization of CoPSCo. They preferred 

some more information on when it should be implemented. Regarding step one of the process, the 

roles determined for the interdisciplinary team really matched with the preferred roles by the 

company of CoPSCo that should be involved with the demonstration project and the selection of the 

reference customer.   

  Then in step two, identification of the company’s objectives, two specific company objectives 

have been added. First, the company of CoPSCo works with market leading concepts, company jargon 

for customer solution, and want to show a link between the  new technology, product or system with 

the already determined or future market leading concepts they have defined. Second, the company 

has its own roadmap and want to ascertain that the new technology, product or system is developed 

conform to this roadmap. They also wanted to determine the learning goals, the business case and 

perform a risk assessment before identifying the other objectives. The practitioners were also satisfied 

with the integration of the company’s segmentation strategy in the objectives step. Now they have a 

clear overview of the targeted market segments and geographical area where the new technology, 

product or system is intended for.   

  In step three, the creation of the customer list, there were no elements that should be 

changed. It was a simple yet effective manner of reducing the long customer list to a short list of 

potential reference customers. This activity also ensured that the short-listed customers complied to 

the company’s segmentation strategy and contained the right logistical process, system and product 

specifications for the application of the technology.    

  Once the short-listed potential reference customers are defined, they will be screened against 

the reference customer selection criteria. The first version of the design solution indicates of the 

criteria is present or not present by checking ‘Yes’ or ‘No’, and if they are uncertain ‘Neutral’ could be 

filled in. The practitioners indicated that selecting a suitable reference customer isn’t that black or 

white by filling in ‘Yes’, ‘No’ or ‘Neutral’. They preferred a numerical range with weights that indicate 

which elements are most important to grade the different potential reference customers more 

thoroughly. This was within the organization a common selection method. They also indicated that it 

would be nice to have a clear overview of the reference customer ranking from first to last based on 

the criteria.    

  The negotiation covered a lot of aspects. Some elements were missing or preferred to be 

presented in a different way. This is elaborated on in the next section regarding the completeness of 

the reference customer selection process design and its artefact.    

  The last process step, the evaluation, was seen as simple but fine. At the moment they did not 

perform an evaluation at all, so it was satisfied to see that an evaluation is going to be performed at 

the end of the reference customer selection process. They did like to insert the challenges faced during 

the reference customer selection process and the demonstration project to prevent them from facing 

it in future project.    
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Completeness  

  In step one the practitioners indicated that they do not have to determine who manages the 

relationship with the resource partner and reference customer prior to the selection of the reference 

customer and execution of the demonstration project. They did acknowledge the importance of those 

two team members which means that they still should be assembled, but they will join the team once 

the selection is made and the demonstration project will be initiated.  

  Furthermore, the practitioners noticed that some small elements were missing in the 

objective’s worksheet. In element two, the description of the new technology, product or system, the 

team should also describe the workflow of the system and the expected operational performance. In 

element three, the team should make clear what input data is required for the new technology, 

product or system for the application of at the reference customer’s site. They also found the 

description ‘required logistical process’ unclear, and preferred ‘Customer Environmental Constraints’. 

Then regarding the ‘required logistical system’ they also preferred ‘logistical system constraints’. In 

this field the team should fill in which logistical product or system is required, as well as the required 

volume necessary for the application of the new technology, product or system. The practitioners also 

liked the consideration regarding the product specifications, but liked to add the ‘product shape’ and 

‘packaging material’ to the specifications. Then in element four, the demonstration project execution, 

the practitioners liked the project planning, but wanted to add a phase about what is going to happen 

after the project period. The team should determine if the new technology, product or system will 

stay at the reference customer location or be removed after the project. Furthermore, they also 

wanted to change element 4.3 ‘demonstration project scale’ into ‘absolute size of new 

product/system’. The team should not so much consider the scale of the project, but the absolute size 

of the new product/system and think about what impact it would have on the performance.  

  Step three and four regarding the creation of the customer list and screening the customer 

list were seen as complete. Only in step five, regarding the negotiation with the reference customer, 

the practitioners preferred to see more links back to the objectives to remind them of what they 

described in step two. What were the functionalities of the new technology, product or system, what 

was the expected performance, what did the project execution look like, and determine what the 

ramp-up scenario should look like. Also developmental purposes have been added to topic three: 

degree of secrecy. In case the organization wants to develop a new technology, product or system and 

they want to keep it a secret for a certain amount of time they should negotiate this aspect with the 

reference customer as well.    

Usability  

   The practitioners did not really provide any feedback regarding the usability of the artefact. 

The only aspect, as mentioned in the previous aspect ‘fit with organization’, was regarding step four 

when they should screen the list. They preferred to change the ‘yes’, ‘no’, ‘neutral’ to numerical 

gradation with weights. This would be more clear, feasible and precise regarding the selection of the 

reference customer for the organization. Furthermore, they expressed that the tool provided a solid 

overview of all relevant aspects and that it was easy to provide a description for all these elements. 

Desirability   

  In fourteen case interviews the questions “What should the reference customer selection 

process look like for the next demonstration project” and “What are selection criteria for a customer 

that functions as an effective customer reference?” were asked to the practitioners at the company of 

CoPSCo to get insights into the desirability. The data from the interviews was coded based on the 

codes ‘DS-process’ and ‘DS- criteria’, where ‘DS’ stands for desired and are also shown in the empirical 

analysis in Appendix E. The following insights were gathered:  
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The reference customer selection process should be performed with an interdisciplinary team that 

takes the ownership of the demonstration project.   

“Ownership. You need a team who is going to implement the demonstration project at the reference 

customer…” – Senior Product Manager A 

 It should be ensured that the reference customer’s name and site may be used for the firm’s 

marketing activities.  

“This aspect is sometimes negotiated, not every time.” – Specialized Manager B 

 The expectations of the reference customer should be managed, no overpromises should be made. 

“In the case of a demonstration project we have to adjust the expectations” – Senior Product Manager 

B 

 Reference customers should be selected and mapped with the selection criteria set for potential 

reference customers.   

“… we have to select customer and see how much they map with the requirements we have set” – Senior 

Product Manager A 

 Business managers and account managers should be used to gain additional information on the 

potential reference customers during the screening phase.   

“We need to involve the business manager or account manager to contact the potential customer… than 

we can decide if the customer has potential” – Senior Product Manager A 

 The organization should explain to the reference customer what is in it for them regarding the 

demonstration project.  

“…you should be able to tell the customer, you are going to get insights into something. You have to 

have your story ready. If you don’t, you cannot perform the demonstration projects” – Senior Manager 

B  

 The risks on the operation of the reference customer should be assessed and a fall-back scenario 

should be created.   

“You cannot just shut down the system. The customer should have a back-up available in the first 

months… The risks should be expressed to each other, that is part of the process.” – Senior Manager D 

 The business case of the potential customer should be considered from the very beginning. 

“We start with looking at the behavior of the system and forget to link it to what the customer actually 

needs” – Senior Business Manager A. 

 Before developing the final prototype the organization should make clear in which geographical area 

and market segment it should be held, which functionalities should be tested, and at which reference 

customer the project can be performed.  

“These elements should all be considered and written down prior to the initiation. How do we want to 

execute the first project, how do we want to execute the second project… you should make a wish list? 

Which customer, market segment, functionalities and location are important.” – Senior Manager E 

  The desirability aspects gathered from the case interviews from the organization of CoPSCo 

are all present in the first version of the design solution.     
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J. FINAL VERSION OF THE DESIGN SOLUTION (INCLUDING FIGURES) 
  This chapter contains the final version of the design solution aimed to answer research 

question 4: “How should CoPSCo select their reference customers to establish effective customer 

references?”. The feedback from the first version of the design solution has been applied to the 

artefact, which resulted in the final version of the design solution as illustrated below. The final version 

of the design solution still consists of six process steps:  

1) Assemble an interdisciplinary team 

2) Identify the company’s objectives for the demonstration project 

3) Create a long & short customer list of potential reference customers 

4) Screen the short-listed potential reference customers against the selection criteria 

5) Negotiate the demonstration project with the reference customer 

6) Evaluate the reference customer selection process and the demonstration project. 

  The first page is the preface, which includes the introduction, goal and implementation of the 

reference customer selection process, the process steps, and the revision sheet.  
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