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ABSTRACT 

 

Our focus is on understanding the interplay of social structure and human agency in business 

networks. Our solution is to propose a contextual logics perspective, by asking: How do 

contextual logics emerge and decay within different parts of the network, and what is their role 

in the mobilization of resources, activities and business relationships? An historical case study 

of a network extending to two decades is employed to understand change through the use of 

contextual logics to access resources or restrict their use. Contextual logics are defined as shared 

and changing understandings of the means and ends, which are available for individuals to 

elaborate, along the way to attaining a specific future. We adopt a processual approach and 

embrace networks as constantly becoming, so avoiding the reduced time configurations found 

in the institutional logics literature. We illustrate how networks change through the interplay of 

contextual logics. More particularly, we elaborate on two contextual logics, firstly Telos, which 

is concerned with creating an end, and secondly Conatus, which is about building and retaining 

an entity. Our case exhibits how managers can collaboratively apply contextual logics to 

mobilize resources, activities and business relationships in networks.  

 

Key words: business networks; business relationships; institutional logics; interaction; 

temporal perspective; processual research 
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INTRODUCTION 

“If a man does not keep pace with his companions, perhaps it is because he hears a different 
drummer. Let him step to the music which he hears, however measured or far away.”  
 
–Henry David Thoreau, 1854, Walden. 
 

In business networks, as in all socially constructed entities, we eventually face the question: to 

whose drum are we marching? The agency-structure paradox (Battilana, 2006; Holm, 1995; 

Reed, 2003), that is, how social structure and human agency enable and inhibit action, has 

always intrigued social science researchers (e.g., Bourdieu, 1989; Giddens, 1984). In the 

Industrial Network approach, an interest in agency has again started to surface (e.g., Nicholson, 

Brennan & Midgley 2014; Peters, Vanharanta, Pressey & Johnston, 2012). Our solution is to 

view agency instantiated within shared and enacted contextual logics, inside the influence and 

limitations of a network and societal context. Societal context refers here to the historically 

contingent institutional orders “through which humans conduct their material life in time and 

space, and symbolic systems through which they categorize that activity and infuse it with 

meaning” (Friedland & Alford, 1991, p. 232). 

 

We follow Scott’s (2008a) definition of agency as an actor’s ability to influence the social 

world, by adjusting the rules, relational connections, or distribution of resources. Left implied 

is the nature of how actors work together in business relationships connected within a network. 

We argue that shared agency, defined as mutual interest in promoting a collective action 

(Bratman, 1992; Meyer & Jepperson, 2000; Scott, 2008b; Zucker, 1988), is critical in 

understanding change in business networks. This ‘jointness’ is inherent in interactions 

comprised of a sequence of actions, re-actions and re-reactions, where business actors 

consciously or unconsciously interpret the meaning of their own actions and those of others 

(Ford & Håkansson, 2006a). We view business relationships as the means for individuals within 
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two or more companies to create value, by adapting and managing resources and activities 

within a network (Alajoutsijärvi, Möller & Rosenbröijer, 1999). What follows, is that the 

business network is constituted of “sets of connected relationships” (Anderson, Håkansson & 

Johanson, 1994, p. 1). Consequently, we hold that in a business network, agency is necessarily 

a collective social construction. No firm acts alone (Håkansson & Snehota, 1989) and neither 

do their managers, but where is the coordinating metronome?  

 

Recently, there has been promising research in the Industrial Network approach that overlaps 

with our interest in agency and how actors (plural) enact their network. Abrahamsen, Naude 

and Henneberg (2011, p. 131) write about the ‘battle of ideas’ where actors aim to “persuade, 

convince, or coerce other actors of their perceptions and ideas” to make their idea structures 

become the collectively realized activated structure or ‘reality’. This is an important insight that 

highlights the role of individuals in instigating and enacting change; however, the processes 

through which the ‘battle of ideas’ are contested and become adopted or rejected remains 

unresolved. 

 

Indeed, Mattsson, Corsaro and Ramos (2015, p. 4) point out that there is a “demand for 

improved clarity of the interplay between cognition, action and outcome” and we need a “better 

understanding of how individual and collective views are developed”. Following the same idea, 

La Rocca, Hoholm and Mørk (2017) criticize the Industrial Network approach for not directing 

enough attention to individuals within interactions, and similarly, Medlin and Törnroos (2007) 

have called for more research on ‘human perspectives’ of business relationships and networks.   

 

We adhere to these comments and agree that previous attempts in the Industrial Network 

approach to conceptualize change have lacked a deep understanding of the actor (La Rocca et 
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al., 2016). This is evident in the way a business relationship is portrayed in the Activity-

Resource-Actor (ARA) framework (Håkansson & Snehota, 1995; Håkansson & Ingemansson, 

2013) as a “variable that can take on different values” (Håkansson & Snehota, 1995, p. 26), 

which unavoidably removes the centerpiece of change – individual managers and their joined 

managing of activity. Even though individuals are recognized in the original interaction 

framework (Håkansson, 1982), their influence has been underplayed by broader structures, as 

pointed out by Anderson, Håkansson and Johanson (1994, p. 1): “…consideration of the 

individual relationships and what occurs within them often is scant, with the relationships 

themselves rapidly diminished to links within a network that is of focal interest.” The research 

issue highlighted is how does one simultaneously account for individuals and also their joined 

enactment of relationships within a network? Our solution is that resources and activities are 

mobilized by motivating collective activities according to contextual logics. 

 

We draw from the theory of institutional orders, otherwise named institutional logics, (e.g., 

Friedland & Alford, 1991; Greenwood, Raynard, Kodeih, Micelotta & Lounsbury, 2011; Reay 

& Jones, 2016; Thornton & Ocasio, 2008; Thornton, Ocasio & Lounsbury, 2012) and propose 

a concept of “contextual logics” to understand how actors mobilize resources, activities and 

business relationships in networks. We define contextual logics as shared and changing 

understandings of the means and ends, which are available for individuals to elaborate along 

the way to attaining, with other firms and through relationships, a specific future. 

 

Contextual logics contribute to the Industrial Network approach by giving shape to the 

interactions in business relationships, but with reference to the enacted network and the societal 

context. As pointed out insightfully by Friendland and Alford (1991, p. 232): “it is not possible 

to understand individual or organizational behavior without locating it in a societal context”. 
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Contextual logics are necessarily socially understood; they integrate the historically contingent 

and changing institutional orders enacted in society through socialization into the interactions 

in business relationships. Consequently, we propose the following research question: How do 

contextual logics emerge and decay within different parts of the network, and what is their role 

in the mobilization of resources, activities and business relationships? 

 

Through a longitudinal case study extending to two decades we illustrate how contextual logics 

emerge, become enacted and lead to change in networks. We find a contextual ‘Telos’ logic 

mobilized in a number of business relationships and so within a part of the network. The 

mobilization leads to numerous public-sector actors selecting the same Content Management 

System (CMS) platform, promulgating network and industry wide effects. The Telos logic 

benefited the supplier and the customer, as both became widely recognized innovators in their 

networks; the supplier for developing public CMS platforms and the customer for pioneering 

the transformation from traditional face-to-face encounters to digital services. Later the Telos 

logic is de-mobilized, leading to its decay, by a contextual ‘Conatus’ logic originating from a 

different set of managers within the supplier and customer companies. The Conatus logic halted 

the innovation activity in the business relationship and then in the network, with far reaching 

consequences detrimental for some and beneficial for others. The outcomes of the mobilization 

and de-mobilization resonated across the public-sector CMS procurement and the CMS 

software and digital services industry. Our results indicate that the question ‘to whose drum are 

we marching’ is a complex one, and if only scratching the surface, one could falsely interpret 

both business relationships and networks as simply emergent, that is a ‘marching band without 

drums’. Our processual perspective yields a more comprehensive picture, where business 

networks and relationships are constantly becoming (Nayak & Chia, 2011; Tsoukas, 2017; 

Tsoukas & Chia, 2002) through competing and often contradictory contextual logics.  
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Our contribution to the Industrial Network approach is twofold. First, we introduce contextual 

logics, emerging from the interactions and the processes of sharing/enacting and network 

mobilizing. Second, we support the basic principle of the interaction approach that 

“relationships can only be considered from two sides” (Ford & Håkansson, 2006b, p. 253), but 

we will illustrate that a ‘side’ is not enough to understand change in either business networks 

or in relationships; there are different individuals and also firms seeking to enact multiple views 

that may develop contextual logics and have an impact on the development of the network.  

 

This paper has five sections. First, following a discussion of substantive interactions and 

contextual logics we elaborate an interaction ‘lens’ into historically contingent institutional 

orders. Next, we present a framework for processual research of contextual logics in business 

networks. Third, we present an empirical case study, which increases understanding of how 

business networks develop bottom up from the contextual logics and interactions, but within 

the possibilities and restrictions of the societal context. Fourth, we analyze the findings of the 

empirical case study. Finally, we elaborate the theoretical and managerial implications from 

our research and propose future research avenues. 

 

PLACING AN INTERACTION ‘LENS’ ON INSTITUTIONAL ORDERS 

 

We consider business networks a social construction (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Goffman, 

1983) continuously formed with connected relationships (Anderson, Håkansson & Johanson, 

1994). Thus, the managers and firms are considered active participants in change processes 

(DiMaggio, 1988, 1991; Fligstein, 2001), so placing plural individuals in the central focus. As 

a result, we return the Industrial Network approach to ‘interaction’: “At least two individuals, 
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one from each organization, are involved in a relationship” (Håkansson 1982, p. 27). 

Importantly, interaction does not only comprise the interplay between different actors; rather 

interaction has a “substantial and physical form” and there is “interplay between the abstract 

ideas of those actors and the physical constraints that surround them” (Ford & Håkansson, 

2006a, p. 9). This concept of substantive interaction, which explicitly includes the ideas that 

surround the use of resources and activities, requires further study and distinction because the 

interplay is complex and meanings can change and emerge or arise synchronously or proceed 

and advance differently from one party to the other. For example, strategic ideas lead to action, 

while events can modify ideas about strategy. We study in this paper the part played by mutable 

ideas in the shaping of business interactions. 

 

We argue that the Industrial Network approach has not been able to conceptualize this interplay 

between the ‘abstract ideas’ (Ford & Håkansson, 2006a) or ‘battle of ideas’ (Abrahamsen et al., 

2011), and the wholly substantive nature of interactions. Thus, the understanding of change in 

business networks has remained partial. To bridge this gap between ‘cognition, action and 

outcome’ (Mattsson et al., 2015, p.4) we turn to institutional theory (e.g., Greenwood, Oliver, 

Suddaby & Sahlin-Andersson, 2008; Greenwood et al., 2011). 

 

Our viewpoint on business networks necessitates understanding the social cognitive processes 

by which shared understandings of activities may become institutionalized. Here institutions 

are defined as social structures with a high degree of resilience (Scott, 2008a). Indeed, 

institutions are a “form of constant practice” (Wilkes & Krebs, 1985, p. 583). The key is to 

understand that what we consider ‘appropriate behavior’ or ‘common practice’ in both business 

relationships and the networks they form is embedded in the societal context and results from 

a socialization process (e.g., Durkheim, 1956).  
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Elaborating on the seminal research of Friedland and Alford (1991), Thornton (2004) suggests 

that the societal context is informed by six historically contingent institutional orders: family, 

religion, state, market, profession and corporation. Thornton, Ocasio and Lounsbury (2012) add 

community as a seventh institutional order. Each of these specific institutional orders has a 

particular “set of material practices and symbolic constructions” (Friedland & Alford, 1991, p. 

248). For example, an “arm’s length” exchange relationship, which is a typical term in industrial 

marketing (Campbell, 1985; Möller & Wilson, 1995) is based on the institutional order of the 

market (Almandoz, 2012; Marglin, 2008). 

 

Later research has moved from institutional orders to more specific logics (e.g., Thornton & 

Ocasio, 1999; Cho & Hambrick, 2006; Nigam & Ocasio, 2010; Lounsbury, 2005; Rao, Monin 

& Durand, 2003; Scott, 2008b; Venkataraman, Vermeulen, Raaijmakers & Mair, 2016).  

Recently, there has been a growing interest in understanding how field level institutional orders 

are adapted in everyday interactions and feed changes back into institutional change (Reay & 

Hinings, 2009; Smets, Morris & Greenwood, 2012; Smets, Jarzabkowski, Burke & Spee, 2015). 

We follow this recent stream of research, but eschew the mechanisms and analytical levels 

typical in institutional logics research, and instead, we adopt moderate constructivist ontology 

(Järvensivu & Törnroos, 2010), so as to more effectively deal with processes occurring within 

time (Halinen, Medlin & Törnroos, 2012). We move the focus from the past, which is the site 

of institutional orders, to the present in which interactions are undertaken for gaining future 

value. 

 

We focus on interactions and pursue a missing ingredient that provides an understanding of 

how individuals collectively ‘manage’ change in business networks. This endogenous element 
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arises from interactions because, as remarked by Strang and Sine (2002, p. 17): “newly 

authorized actors turn out to have goals that are different from those of their creators.” Thus, 

we consider business networks to have ‘organizing principles’ (Friedland & Alford, 1991) of 

their own through the individuals who bring them into life. These principles, which we refer to 

as contextual logics, are enacted through interactions within business relationships and so into 

parts of a surrounding network. Changing the focus from historically contingent institutional 

orders in which “actors and actions are typed” (Scott, 1987: 494), we move the focus to locating 

contextual logics within the present and future oriented enactments (i.e. interactions) of 

business actors.  

 

However, to propose that a part of the network has a distinct contextual logic presumes shared 

agency. This ‘shared actor-hood’ is the direction taken by Håkansson and Snehota (1995) and 

Mattssson and Johanson (1992) in the Industrial Network approach: 

 

 “The actors (companies) have no common goal, but there exist some shared 

beliefs about the activity pattern as well as the resource constellation. A network 

… exists as an ‘organization’ in terms of a certain logic affecting the ordering of 

activities, resources and actors… it will only be kept together as long as the 

network logic is accepted by enough actors.” (Håkansson & Snehota, 1995, p. 

40). 

 

However, our view differs because contextual logics are not fixed, but rather they are changing 

as new ideas and actors enter into interactions. Furthermore, there are multiple contextual logics 

being enacted in the network at any one time. Contextual logics are composed of coherent sets 

of ideas joining means and ends and yet continuously reforming and changing; they are 
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combinations of shared representations of these ideas and institutional orders, competed over, 

and applied in interactions. In a constructivist world, contextual logics yield meaning to social 

structures, such as resources and activities within networks. 

 

Our argument is that skillful managers share and apply contextual logics to navigate 

relationships, and through them their business networks, towards ‘a specific future’ they prefer. 

Individuals who identify with a specific contextual logic are likely to collaborate, seek similar 

goals, obey and enforce norms and defend the interests of other members against competing 

contextual logics (Brickson, 2000; Kelman, 2006; White, 1992). As a result, we see that 

contextual logics play a part in how the business network is shaped.  

 

A PROCESS AND CONTEXTUAL LOGICS FRAMEWORK 

 OF CHANGE IN BUSINESS NETWORKS  

 

The change in focus we propose stresses that institutional orders are found in different pasts, 

while contextual logics are given a meaning by their forward oriented and enacted nature. 

Equally, the resources, activities and business relationships – the means – and their meanings 

are coming from past enactments. Thus, in the present wherein interaction is occurring 

individuals and their social entities have access to: societal contexts and contextual logics 

composed partly of institutional orders and representations of resources, past activities and 

business relationships. While the rear view provides actors with an understanding of the 

business network, in the present actors are seeking value in a future, and for each actor different 

futures are in view.  
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Actors in their interactions join together around contextual logics, which provide an 

understanding through time not only of the means but also of the ends in terms of how activities, 

resources, and actors might be combined to achieve a specific future. Thus, in Figure 1, we 

present contextual logics flowing from a past into a specific future. However, transmitted from 

across the network other events necessarily intervene and so that specific future is always 

adjusting. Equally, other futures offer different forms of value, and these possibilities also have 

their own contextual logic. Thus, in Figure 1 we present a second contextual logic, but equally 

there will be many other contextual logics in the network. The actors sharing and enacting a 

specific contextual logic are necessarily contesting for resources, activities, and access to 

business relationships and in spreading their ideas of how to move towards their changing 

future. Thus, there is a mobilization of the enacted network from within and a contest with 

actors following other contextual logics. 

 

The network, its histories and possible futures, thus bring specific meanings to understanding a 

particular business interaction. Importantly interactions are forward oriented, and the purpose 

is to enact so as to bring mutual value for the actors. Without a future mutual value the actors 

will obstruct, stall, hinder or simply neglect interaction. But when a future value is shared and 

enunciated across many individuals, and the means to proceed become apparent, a contextual 

logic is created. Thus, individuals can enact change in a part of the network in combination with 

other managers (Battilana, Leca & Boxenbaum, 2009; Mouzas & Naudé, 2007; Möller, 2010; 

Weik, 2011), by mobilizing (i) resources, (ii) activities, and (iii) actors in their own business 

relationships (Hermes & Mainela, 2014; Ritvala & Salmi, 2010, 2011). Being embedded in a 

part of the network means individuals and their firms’ choices and actions are situationally 

constrained, but so too are the possibilities and the understandings that are apparent about how 

to enact change and pursue opportunities.  



13 
 

 

Figure 1. A process and contextual logics framework to conceptualize change in business 

networks 

 

Important to note is the distinctly different temporal perspective being employed compared to 

the institutional logics literature. In this research, temporality is conceptualized as relational 

time and the asymmetric flowing present (Adam, 2000; Halinen & Törnroos, 1995; Halinen et 

al., 2012; Luhmann, 1979). Furthermore, rather than analytical levels and mechanisms 

empowered by institutional orders (Thornton, Ocasio & Lounsbury, 2012), our perspective has 

no levels and individuals/social actors take part in forward focused interactions. The processes 

of sharing and enacting leads to small and large changes to resources and activities within 

business relationships (Hallén, Johanson & Seyed-Mohamed, 1991). The network mobilizing 

processes allow individuals to collectively mobilize actors to re-shape the network within the 

limitations/possibilities of a societal context. At other times network mobilizing is undertaken 

by developing or fading business relationships (Halinen & Tähtinen, 2002; Medlin & Törnroos, 

2015). These thoughts seem reasonable when interactions are considered the ‘coalface’ where 
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“institutions and actors meet in the throes of everyday life” (Barley, 2008, p. 510). Following 

these thoughts, the task of the researcher is to understand how contextual logics might emerge 

from and shape business interactions from within ‘the throes of everyday life’. How individuals 

are involved in mediating network changes remains an intriguing question. An historical case 

study is a method for advancing our understanding. 

 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

The research setting and design 

 

The methodological choices made in this research are guided by the objective of studying 

contextual logics and change in networks. We apply a dynamic view of the network, always in 

continual change. Thus, we adopt a processual case research method (Langley, 1999; Langley, 

Smallman, Tsoukas & Van de Ven, 2013). In our method, the changing form of actors follows 

from the interaction occurring within business relationships. Further, over time the very 

relationships giving meaning to the processes of change are also emerging and altering. Thus, 

an informant’s understanding of reality is accepted and viewed from within a research 

framework in which process is defined as “a sequence of individual and collective events, 

actions, and activities unfolding over time in a context” (Pettigrew, 1997, p. 338). To secure 

the trustworthiness, credibility and authenticity (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) of the stories told by 

informants, care has been taken to collect rich data from individuals with an understanding of 

different inter- and intra-organizational activities. This approach enables an in-depth 

understanding of how individuals apply contextual logics, but at the same time, this method 

increases the role of the researcher as an essential part of the knowledge production process 

(Dyer & Wilkins, 1991). When contradictory understandings arise, the researchers’ task is to 
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triangulate the empirical material and make sense of the complex and contextually embedded 

reality (Seale, 1999).  

 

The business relationships scrutinized in this study span more than two decades (1994–2014) 

and encompass the early history of a business relationship through to the emergence, 

development and eventually to the fading of the network. Analysis of business relationships 

over such a time span demands an attentive longitudinal approach (Siggelkow, 2007). A 

qualitative historical case study, understood through abductive reasoning (Dubois & Gadde, 

2002), is used to benefit from the empirical material and theoretically deduced concepts. Such 

an approach is recommended when the focus of inquiry is the continuity of and changes in a 

phenomenon that is contextually embedded (see Halinen & Törnroos, 2005; Pettigrew, 1989). 

The long period of the study makes data collection complex and excludes the use of multiple 

cases. Consequently a single case design (Yin, 2009) was chosen to inform the empirical part 

of the study. 

Case selection 

 

The empirical case underpinning this study is a changing business network based around a 

relationship between a Content Management System (CMS) supplier and its main public-sector 

customer. Over the years, this business relationship influenced the development and adoption 

of a specific CMS in the public sector of a very large geographic region. The development and 

implementation of the CMS across many other public-sector entities, over the period 1994–

2014, has been recognized for setting in-train the development of digital services across a 

national industry.  
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The business relationship started with a minor project, but grew to include development 

activities that spawned connected business relationships and other influential actors interested 

in CMS advancement forming a network across a wide geographical region. The specific 

business relationship and network were selected because the service exchange was long-term 

and the business relationship and the network enabled analysis of the changing ideas of 

managers in a longitudinal setting.  

 

Data collection 

 

The main source of data was semi-structured interviews, used to gain access to the relevant 

interactions (Kumar, Stern & Anderson, 1993; Arksey & Knight, 1999). In total 32 interviews 

were conducted with key players from within the business relationship and eleven with 

employees from within entities inside the network (see Table 1). All interviews were recorded 

with permission and then transcribed and analyzed. In addition, interviews were supplemented 

with informal discussions to make sense of the phenomenon and to clarify the different 

informants’ perspectives. The data was collected over four separate periods: during fall 2005, 

summer 2006, spring 2012, summer 2012, and fall 2014. A clear objective was set for each 

period of interviews (see Table 2).  
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Table 1. Interview data 

Company Nectech Nottinghem Educa Sunshine Nottinghem University 
Selection 
criteria 

Member of 
the supplier 
 

Member of the customer Member of the network Member of the network Member of the network 

Sources of 
data 

Personal interviews, 
internal company 
documents 
 

Personal interviews, 
internal company 
documents 

Personal interviews, 
internal company 
documents 

Personal interviews, 
internal company 
documents 

Personal interviews, 
internal company 
documents 

Number of 
informants 
 

12 key informants 7 key informants 5 key informants 2 key informants 2 key informants 

Positions 
of the key 
informants 

Chief executive1 

Sales manager1 

Business unit manager2 

Leading application designer2 

Sales assistant2 

Chief project manager2 

Project manager (a)2 

Project manager (b)2 

Project manager (c)4 

Project manager (d)4 

Project manager (e)4 

Account manager4 

 

IT Project Manager2 (2nd interview)4 

Dev. unit Project Mgr2 

Head of the communications4 

Town Clerk4 

Data administration specialist4 

Data administration manager (a)4 

Data administration manager (b)4 (2nd interview)5  

Development Manager.2 (2nd interview)3  
Data administration specialist3 

Head of information systems4 

Main user of CMS (a)4 

Main user of CMS (b)4 

ICT coordinator2 

www-designer2 
Head of communications4 

Main user CMS2 (2nd interview)4 

 

 

Duration of 
interviews 

1–2 hours each 1–2 hours each 1–2 hours each 1–2 hours each 1–2 hours each 

Total  28 informants 32 interviews 53 hours 996 transcribed pages 
12005 interviews, 22006 interviews, 32012 spring interviews, 42012 summer interviews, 52014 fall interviews 
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Table 2. Data collection 
  

Period 1: 
Fall 2005 

 
Period 2:  
Summer 2006 

 
Period 3:  
Spring 2012 

 
Period 4:  
Summer 2012/Fall 2014 

Purpose  Provide a background for the study; 
identify the central persons and their 
roles. 

Retrospective scrutiny of the first period 
(1994-2001) and the second period 
(2002-2005).  

Retrospective scrutiny of the third 
period (2006-2010). 
 

Retrospective scrutiny of the third period (2006-2010) 
and the fourth period (2011-2014). 

Objective  To understand the background of the 
case project, the software project 
business and the generic value 
delivery of the CMS industry.  

To obtain an in-depth understanding of the 
events shaping the business relationship and 
the network.  

To expand the longitudinal perspective 
and clarify the developments in the 
network.  

To deepen the understanding of the events shaping the 
business relationship and the network.  

Primary 
data 

Two interviews with the supplier’s 
management.  

Eight interviews with the members of the 
business relationship and six interviews with 
members of the network.  

Two interviews with members of the 
network. 

Ten interviews with the members of the business 
relationship and five interviews with the members of 
the network.  

Secondary data Archival data, industry reports and 
newspaper articles.  

Archival data, industry reports and newspaper 
articles.  

Archival data, industry reports and 
newspaper articles. 

Archival data, industry reports and newspaper articles, 
documents of meetings, a weblog diary of supplier’s 
history.  

Cumulative 
number of 
interviews  

2 14 16 32 
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The informants were chosen for their central roles in the business relationship or in the 

connected relationships constituting the network. Many of the informants held senior public or 

private positions in the industry and were party to a quality of information that enabled them to 

comment authoritatively on network and industry wide developments. The researcher had 

access to secondary data, including annual reports, company newsletters, minutes of meetings, 

documentary and archival data, a blog by a supplier development manager gave an historical 

account, confidential memos and finally statistics of the CMS industry. These secondary data 

sources enabled the researcher to assess each respondent’s answers, as is recommended in the 

literature (Denzin, 1978; Patton, 1990).  

 

Data analysis 

 

The two decades of history presented a challenge in capturing a concise case description of the 

main events shaping the changes in the business relationship and the network. Establishing the 

veracity of this kind of research is always problematic (see Miles & Huberman, 1984). When 

only the nature and content of the business exchange varies, change is incremental, but when 

the incident has potential to generate radical change, i.e., break or instigate relationships, the 

event is conceptualized as critical (Halinen, Salmi & Havila, 1999). Furthermore, change can 

be confined or connected; the former indicating changes limited to the business relationship, 

whereas the latter has implications also for the connected relationships (Easton & Lundgren, 

1992; Halinen et al., 1999).  This study applied the process of periodization, by identifying 

change points to summarize and then structure the material into four chronological periods 

(Hollander, Rassuli, Jones & Dix, 2005). 
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The four periods were: 1994-2001, 2002-2005, 2006-2010 and 2011-2014. The first period 

notes the emergence of individual and business relationships focused on early experimenting 

with a CMS and ends with the implementation. Events at this time note the solidification of the 

business relationship. The second period begins with the business relationship in place and 

extends through different implementations which see various elements of a CMS adopted by 

the entities and the collaboration broadening to include other commercial actors that come to 

form the development network. The transition from the second to the third period is noted by 

internal re-organizations of each of the actors in the business relationship. In the third period 

the business relationship is changed, following the two internal re-organizations, and 

development of the CMS fades. The fourth period is characterized by a more stabilized situation 

leading into a purchase of an advanced interface design from the CMS supplier. 

 

For each period, data was grouped and analyzed according to the supplier and the customer, the 

business relationship and the network (see Alajoutsijärvi et al., 1999; Halinen & Törnroos, 

2005). We paid specific attention to the change points. Qualitative data analysis was employed 

to thematize the material (see Miles & Huberman, 1984), first according to date, and later to 

identify more fine-grained themes depending on whether an event was critical or not, and 

whether the event’s influence was on the supplier or the customer or both, the business 

relationship, or the network.  

 

Several procedures were followed to authenticate the data interpretation (Miles & Huberman 

1984; Silverman, 1993). These procedures included reviewing past interviews in light of recent 

ones, filling the gaps in the data with recursive informal discussions with key informants and 

comparing the answers with secondary data. Furthermore, the different understandings of 

interviewees were carefully and anonymously shared with other informants, exposing the 
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differences in view to repetitive dissection. This was important considering the individual level 

of analysis, and that a respondent’s understanding is necessarily partially individual and also 

social (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The study reports the case in as much detail and variety as 

possible so as to increase a reader’s understanding, to enable readers to make their own 

interpretations, and to allow readers to transfer the knowledge to other contexts (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). The results are presented in the next section. To maintain confidentiality 

pseudonyms are used for all individuals, project names, entities and geographic regions.  

 

DEVELOPING A SOFTWARE SYSTEM FOR THE CITY OF NOTTINGHEM 

 

The supplier, Nectech, was established in 1997 to develop web-technology software and to 

design digital user interfaces. Nectech’s main product, and the focus of this case, is a CMS. 

Nectech retained the intellectual property rights (Teece, 1986; West, 2003) and the CMS was 

available to customers under license. CMS projects often involve content being custom tailored 

for each customer. The customer, Nottinghem, is a medium sized city in Northern Europe. 

Nottinghem has a corporation structure, with the highest decision-making authority being the 

mayor. The community service functions of Nottinghem are managed by a Town Clerk, who is 

responsible for central administration and who acts as a superior for the managers in charge of 

the different business units.  

 

Introduction (1994–2001) 

 

During the mid-1990s, the growing trend among companies and public authorities to gain 

credibility was to have a website. In 1994, Nathan Donovan, a Nottinghem officer, recruited a 

talented coder, Eric Forbes, to program their first web pages and to train the 50 officers who 
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would be involved with the website. After this project, in 1995, Eric left Nottinghem to work 

for the city theater. Three years later the city theater needed a ticket system and Nectech was 

chosen as the supplier. During this project, Eric became friends with the CEO of Nectech, Mike 

Lukas.  

 

By the end of the 1990s, web-technology software had developed rapidly. In 1999, while 

working on the city theater, Eric was asked by Nathan Donovan, now head of the Nottinghem 

Communications Department (CD) to investigate solutions to the time-consuming process of 

coding. Eric spent three months on market research and found a variety of CMS systems that 

combined intranet, extranet and Internet platforms. Eric was recruited to the CD as a project 

manager and began to look for potential suppliers. 

 

Meanwhile the Federation of Counties (FC) started a Communications Work Group (CWG) to 

establish web guidelines for public authorities. Eric was invited, in 2000, to join the CWG to 

represent Nottinghem. Soon afterwards, he also joined a similar Internet Communication 

Platforms (ICP) work group established by the Ministry of Finance (MF). These nationwide 

forums allowed Eric to benchmark the current state of Internet communications and to define 

the requirements for the Nottinghem system and supplier. 

 

The local supplier, Nectech, with just four staff, appeared a viable candidate to become the 

CMS supplier for Nottinghem. To test Nectech’s reliability a web-based event calendar was 

ordered in 2000. After successful delivery Nectech was invited to tender in the fall of 2000 

along with five other companies. Three suppliers out of five met the criteria, but finally Nectech 

was chosen in January 2001. The decision to award the contract to Nectech was made 
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collectively by Nathan, Eric and also Thomas Sun of Zetech, a supplier of IT services to 

Nottinghem.  

 

Under the contract Nectech held the proprietary rights for the CMS system and Nottinghem 

immediately paid a lump sum for the license. As the CMS could only be developed and 

maintained with Nectech’s collaboration, a long-term commitment began developing between 

the parties. Two months previously, Nectech had acquired Dtec, another IT company, and so 

staff numbers had grown to 25. In the spring of 2001, Nectech’s staff began the design part of 

the project. Quickly a realization grew within Nottinghem that Nectech did not have a system 

ready and a bespoke implementation would be designed from scratch. Also apparent was that 

Nectech, partly through the acquisition of Dtec, had the required personnel with the relevant 

knowledge and capabilities. Thus, a hectic period of development ensued and that intensified 

even further following the launch of the website in 2002. 

 

Developments’ progress (2002-2005) 

 

Soon after the launch of the Nottinghem website in 2002, the enthusiasm for developing Internet 

communications spread to the nearby county (Downs County). The two counties were 

accustomed to cooperative initiatives, because even though Nottinghem had five times more 

residents, Downs County also geographically surrounded Nottinghem. Downs County acquired 

the CMS system from Nectech by the end of 2002, with the neighboring town of Meadowville 

following one year later.  

 

By 2003, three other public authorities in the region had acquired the CMS: Nottinghem 

University, Educa (responsible for vocational and polytechnic education) and Sunshine (a non-
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profit marketing agency specializing in local tourism). The main CMS user of Educa explained 

that it was a matter of following Nottinghem’s lead:  

 

”In the early 2000 Nectech was a pioneer in this field. Nottinghem was a sort of 

pilot project for them with great success. So, we knew the positive feedback from 

them, and as Nottinghem was our biggest municipality owner, with 80 % of our 

shares, it was quite a natural choice. Besides, back then the EU competitive 

tendering regulation was more forgiving than today.” (The main user of CMS at 

Educa, interviewed 13th June 2012). 

 

At this point, Eric initiated a collaborative forum for the local players. The forum quickly grew 

to embrace other local actors who were not necessarily using Nectech’s system, but who were 

interested in developing digital services. These actors included representatives of the area’s 

biggest newspaper, a bank, a social insurance institution, and the tax administration office. 

Interestingly, Eric was able to spread the excitement and make people work together even 

though some of the parties had different software systems:  

 

“The collaborative forum was my idea and initiative, and I was able to make 

people commit to it…” (Eric Forbes, interviewed 3rd July 2006) 

 

The collaborative forum, which had powerful support, was an informal body meeting every 

second month. Nicholas Stein, the Town Clerk and a so a person of considerable influence 

became the forum’s chairperson. Nicholas was a colleague and friend of Nottinghem’s mayor, 

and so Eric had support for his initiatives from his line manager Nathan Donovan all the way 
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to the top of the bureaucracy. At this time Eric and his colleagues at Nottinghem begin to look 

for external funding. 

 

With all the momentum and support, Nottinghem was granted external EU funding through the 

County Administrative Board (CAB) for the period 2004–2005. These resources assured 

Nottinghem and Nectech a part in a project run by the Ministry of the Interior (MI) for the 

purpose of designing Digital Services for Citizens (DSFC). However, the process to acquire the 

funding for the DSFC project brought Eric and Nathan Donovan into disagreement, as Nathan 

did not approve the project: 

 

”In those years, our collaboration with Nathan Donovan started to show 

symptoms. I had put a lot of effort to lobby the funding for the DSFC project in 

the Ministry of the Interior and it appeared that we would receive it. However, 

Nathan Donovan refused to participate in the DSFC project. So, I had to bypass 

him and lean on the Town Clerk Nicholas Stein to get top management approval.” 

(Eric Forbes, interviewed 15th August 2012) 

 

External funds enabled Eric to start a project and employ people focusing solely on the 

transformation into digital services, which had by now become the next industry trend in 

Internet communications. Surveys collected from the residents of Nottinghem showed that there 

was a clear need for digital services to replace traditional face-to-face encounters. The vision 

of the network, and especially of Eric, was to build an Internet portal around the web pages of 

Nottinghem that would also combine the digital services of the local businesses and public 

authorities. This goal furthered the collaboration between Nottinghem and Nectech, which by 

now had deepened into a strategic partnership characterized by an informal atmosphere and 
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strong mutual trust. Eric explained that they were all aware of the need to work intensively 

together:  

 

”I think the main insight was that we discovered together that none of us could do 

this alone, as Nottinghem, Nottinghem University and everything in this region 

was too small, so together we could be more. No matter how powerful and brisk 

I may have been, I could not have done this alone. To look back, maybe my main 

role was to find the right network. That has enabled the rest of it.” (Eric Forbes, 

interviewed 15th August 2012) 

 

From the Nectech side, several members of staff from the production unit (PU) were working 

on the project, but one of the designers, Miles Jones, proved irreplaceable. The company 

boundaries became blurred, as Timothy (Nectech account manager) had previously been Eric’s 

colleague at Nottinghem. Another of the new project recruits, Diana Jameson, had previously 

worked at Nectech. A data administration specialist, John Green, had also been recruited to 

Nottinghem to speed up the development activity.  

 

As a result of the intensive development period, around twenty customized solutions were 

developed for Nottinghem and some were distributed to other members of the network. The 

development manager of Educa, which was fully on board to develop new ways to 

communicate with the local citizens, pointed out how successful this arrangement was:  

 

”We had the ’tripartite’ collaboration between us, Nottinghem and Nottinghem 

University. We could discuss our needs jointly and then work with Nectech to 

develop the solution. We had for example a shared regional coverage module, 
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where the message could be published in all of our systems simultaneously.” 

(Educa’s Development Manager, interviewed 12th March 2012) 

 

The downside of the development activities for Nottinghem was the increased dependency on 

Nectech, largely because the customized solutions were system specific. Furthermore, the CMS 

was connected to several other IT systems used by Nottinghem including those supporting the 

town’s healthcare, social services, and education units, so forming a complex set of linkages as 

explained by Eric Forbes:  

 

”The EU project funding mechanism requires competitive bidding, but we already 

had a software system from Nectech. So, it was not self-evident that we could 

develop the current system and purchase the required features from Nectech. In 

projects funded by EU everything has to be put out to tender. However, we had 

to face the reality that no other supplier could provide the solutions, which lead 

us to order from Nectech.” (Eric Forbes, interviewed 15th August 2012) 

 

For Nectech the intense development was a savior as the revenue forestalled financial stress in 

the period between 2002 and 2003. At that time Eric and Nathan Donovan had a backup plan 

to hire the skilled designer, Miles Jones, in case of liquidation. Nectech’s survival and then 

growth was largely a result of the relationship with Nottinghem, which served as an excellent 

reference for public sector customers and helped Nectech’s CMS to become the most desired 

system for this segment in the national market. Eric Forbes explains:  

 

“We praised their performance and explained to everybody how happy we were. 

I promoted Nectech all over the country. However, I felt they were too much 
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dependent on us. And they had a leadership problem; the CEO could be away for 

months. I then decided to collaborate directly with Miles Jones, the operative 

mastermind of the company. When our relationship with Miles started to work, 

we didn’t need the CEO anymore.” (Eric Forbes, interviewed 15th August 2012) 

 

For Nectech the CMS also generated a stable revenue billed annually for maintenance service. 

At the same time, Nectech’s development services boosted direct income and reference value. 

Nottinghem’s website was ranked the fourth best public Internet service in the country as early 

as 2002.  

 

The development activities had a clear positive influence on both parties of the business 

relationship. Nectech rose from the verge of bankruptcy to become the primary innovator of 

public content management. On the other hand, Nottinghem had become known as a pioneer 

and innovator in developing Internet communications for its citizens and in planning the 

transformation into digital services. This was widely recognized nationwide and Eric became 

an expert of choice for various working groups, organized by the Ministry of Finance and the 

Ministry of the Interior, to draft new regulations and guidelines for digital services. Eric’s 

relationships into nationwide institutions (MF, MI, FC, CAB) and into working groups with 

regulative power and influence (CWG, ICP) and also the two year DSFC project connected the 

business relationship and all the actors in the network into nationwide developments in the 

public CMS software procurement and digital services industry. Eric had become an internal 

powerhouse in Nottinghem and his role was widely acknowledged and praised. William 

Doherty, the Data Administrator Manager of Nottinghem (2006-2007) reflected on earlier 

years: 
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“Nottinghem had different persons in charge of different organizational units, and 

when the ’ecosystem’ was sufficient, things progressed. This ecosystem was very 

delicate. Eric Forbes had a central role in this; he was the driver and innovator 

pushing things forward.” (William Doherty, interviewed 1st August 2012) 

 

However, this period of development began to falter. First, the mayor of Nottinghem retired 

and soon afterwards his colleague and the chairperson of the collaborative forum, Nicholas 

Stein, switched jobs. These two people had given unconditional support to Eric’s project as 

explained by him: 

 

”No matter how influential role I may have had, I still had to adhere to the 

decisions of the top management. And the top management was committed, I 

mean the Mayor and the Town Clerk; without their support, this could not have 

been possible.” (Eric Forbes, interviewed 15th August 2012) 

 

However, in mid-2005 the external funding from the EU came to an end. Eric had to let several 

staff go, one of whom was Diana Jameson, who moved back to Nectech in August 2005. By 

the end of 2005, both partners in the business relationship were embarking on major internal 

reorganizations. First, a large International Communications Technology company, named 

Decara, acquired Nectech in September 2005, resulting in the latter adopting the name of the 

parent but maintaining its status as an independent business unit. The acquisition triggered 

considerable staff churn and turmoil in Decara and in their Nectech business unit. Meanwhile, 

Nottinghem began an amalgamation with the rural district administration, Downs County, 

which put a stop to all CMS development activities.  
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New developments (2006-2010) 

 

The amalgamation of the municipalities took place in January 2006. As a part of the 

restructuring a new Data Administration Department (DA) was created and William Doherty 

was appointed as its head. The task of developing digital services was re-assigned from the CD 

to the new DA. As a result, Nathan Donovan’s formal influence was diminished, with the CD 

now only responsible for maintaining website content. However, the DA did not execute the 

development plans nor establish a relationship with the Nectech business unit, and instead 

changed focus towards amalgamating municipality’s data systems. The result was that the 

informal decision-making authority in the business relationship remained in the hands of 

Nathan Donovan. 

 

During the amalgamation, a new Development Office (DO) was established for Nottinghem, 

with the role of taking forward any new initiatives to improve services to the community. This 

side-lined the CD, which until now was the unofficial source of the Internet communications 

and digital services development projects. These projects had provided significant external 

funding for the central administration of Nottinghem.  

 

Meanwhile, Eric Forbes had become an established professional figure in the public content 

management industry. Eric’s growing influence had become a threat to his line manager Nathan 

Donovan, as explained by the Data Administrator Manager William Doherty:  

 

“Data Administration Department (DA) and Development Office (DO) took their 

new specific roles and the role of Nathan Donovan (and the Communications 

Department) was reduced to content development. As the authority of Nathan 
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Donovan evaporated, Eric Forbes ran into disagreements with him, because he 

was so active: the communications department didn’t want to have Eric Forbes, 

or anybody else to interrupt their slow paced life.” (William Doherty, interviewed 

1st August 2012) 

 

In 2006, the knowledge acquired in the DSFC project along with new technology enabled new 

kinds of digital services. Eric was convinced that Nottinghem should take the next step and 

begin to adopt the newer technologies and implement the digital services planned in the DSFC 

project. At this time, the CMS market had expanded and numerous alternative systems had 

appeared that would support the transition to digital services. Eric was convinced that Decara 

and their Nectech business unit did not possess the required competence and that the time was 

ripe to commission a tender for a new supplier. The head of CD, Nathan Donovan, on the other 

hand, did not see a reason for further development:  

 

”I think there were symptoms of developing for the sake of development, which 

did not lead into anything (positive)…we could not find universal technology…or 

a real need for the development…and then we sort of changed our strategy.” 

(Nathan Donovan, interviewed 19th June 2012) 

 

Without the support of his superior, Nathan Donovan, with his linkages into the bureaucracy 

gone, and the departure of his trusted managers, Eric approached the new mayor to convince 

him of the need for a digital services strategy and concrete adoption guidelines. The mayor had 

already brought up the initiative with the board of directors and urged them to plan the transition 

to new digital services. However, Nathan Donovan objected to the direction suggested by Eric, 

who appealed for support from the new town clerk. Support was not forthcoming and because 



32 
 

the situation did not improve Eric resigned. Eric gained new employment in a similar role in a 

different city. He continued to have a national profile. The internal politics where noted by Eric 

Forbes: 

 

”They tried to strip down his authority (Nathan Donovan), but they failed. I 

remember saying to the new Town Clerk that if things don’t improve, I’ll leave. I 

proposed to her that we should move the role of digital services away from the 

Communications Department. That was my condition. Well, the situation 

remained the same so I had to leave.” (Eric Forbes, interviewed 15 August 2012) 

 

Eric’s resignation ended development activities and the relationship with Decara’s Nectech 

business unit, with only the maintenance service continuing. All dedicated people in the 

Nectech business unit working on the Nottinghem account moved to other assignments, 

effectively closing the relationship. With all the major players withdrawing from the 

relationship the head of CD, Nathan Donovan, and the data administration specialist, John 

Green, were left isolated. The DO however, undertook new initiatives:  

 

“The goal of the Development Office was to create functional solutions for 

regional business life and they have succeeded in this. Their solutions were, 

however, not necessarily what Nathan Donovan wanted. Among other things, 

they developed a wireless network.” (William Doherty, interviewed 1st August 

2012) 

 

A further radical change following Eric’s resignation was that the activities in the network 

stalled. Further, the DO turned the focus to other projects. As a result, all digital services 
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development activities gradually ceased and over time Nottinghem became distanced from 

nationwide projects. The impact of Eric Forbes was apparent two years after his resignation, as 

explained by the Data Administration Manager Elizabeth Clark (2008-2014) who replaced 

William Doherty in 2008. Elizabeth Clark pointed out his contributions:  

 

”Eric has been participating actively, even after his resignation, in the R-Europe 

project and I have to say that it has been a great disappointment that he left 

Nottinghem. He was a person with strong drive that he used to unite people.” 

(Elizabeth Clark, interviewed 13th June 2012) 

 

In the winter of 2006, the County Administrative Board became interested in the long-term 

business relationship between Nottinghem and the Nectech business unit and especially in the 

fact that the CMS system had not been put out to tender since 2001. Nathan Donovan defended 

Nottinghem’s actions by citing the extraordinary concerted activity between the members of 

the network, where the parties had developed Nectech’s CMS collectively. The approach was 

successful and the uproar subsided. 

 

In the late fall of 2007, the IT unit at Nottinghem University discovered a data protection leak 

in the CMS software. After investigations by the Nectech business unit the leak could only be 

solved temporarily. The main solution offered by the Decara’s Nectech business unit was to 

encourage adoption of a new CMS system. The local CMS users, including Nottinghem 

University, Educa and Sunshine joined forces and planned a joint purchase. But on the verge 

of an agreement Nottinghem University and Educa sealed a strategic alliance, so forming a very 

large educational consortium. This was part of a recommendation from the Ministry of 

Education encouraging educational units to combine their IT architectures. The strategic 
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alliance led the managers of Nottinghem University and Educa to reassess the situation, leaving 

Nottinghem to resolve the issue of the data protection leak alone. 

 

By 2008, the competence of the Nectech business unit was being questioned, as many public 

authorities had already adopted alternative CMS systems. This created great uncertainty among 

Nechtech’s remaining customers. In a bid to restore customer confidence the Nectech business 

unit hired a well-known local politician, a Nottinghem town councilor Stephen Dirk, as a project 

manager. The head of communications at Nottinghem University considered this as an 

insightful hire: 

 

”Stephen Dirk was interpreted as a well-known and trusted person as he was our 

student and an active member in the university politics and a member of the town 

council. He was able to create a new kind of trust in the relationship and this was 

a great move from Nectech.” (Nottinghem University’s the head of 

communications, interviewed 19th June 2012) 

 

Nottinghem acquired a new CMS from the Nectech business unit in 2008: 

 

”We were thinking of different options and whether it could be realistic to change 

the system, and if there would be in fact a comparable system in the market. After 

considering all the options, we decided that it would be the most cost efficient and 

rational option to upgrade the current system.” (Nathan Donovan, interviewed 

19th June 2012) 

 

The data administration specialist John Green, shared the perspectives of his superior:  
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”Opening an extensive software system like Nectech’s CMS to a competitive 

bidding is a very complex process, it does not happen in a snap of fingers, so the 

time frame would have been very long for such a project.” (John Green, 

interviewed 19th June 2012) 

 

However, the internal turbulence was not to subside. The head of the DA appointed in June 

2008, Elizabeth Clark, was not happy with the CMS decision. Elizabeth felt the decision to 

upgrade was rushed and she was not pleased with co-signing the contract after only few weeks 

in her position:  

 

”The contract was very carefully planned and in practice, ready to be signed. It 

was clear that they were rushing it so I didn’t have time to familiarize myself with 

the content and I just had to sign it. To look back, I should have stayed calm and 

request more time to prepare. Having this long relationship with a software system 

provider is very risky.” (Elizabeth Clark, interviewed 13th June 2012) 

 

This perspective was shared by the main user of CMS at Educa. He thought Nectech business 

unit was putting pressure on Educa to make a quick decision:  

 

”Nottinghem clearly pushed this because of the security leak that could not be 

fixed with the old technology. Then Nectech started to sell the new product that 

utilized new technology, by claiming it would fix the security problems. Their 

message was that the contracts for the current product would not be extended, and 
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we would need to purchase the new product, but they would offer it as an 

upgrade.” (the main user of CMS at Educa, interviewed 13th June 2012) 

 

Elizabeth Clark questioned the business relationship again, but nothing could compromise the 

relationship with the Nectech business unit. The Nottinghem DO was not in the picture. The 

management of the relationship with Nectech business unit was in the hands of Nathan 

Donovan: 

 

”I have opened up the question about three to four times during my career here at 

Nottinghem. Last spring, I brought my concern to the attention of one of the 

managing directors and the superior of the Communications Department (the new 

Town Clerk) that we have a relationship to a software system supplier that has 

lasted more than ten years and we need to re-evaluate it on a formal tender basis. 

She agreed.” (Elizabeth Clark, interviewed 13th June 2012) 

 

The atmosphere between the CD and the rest of the central administration was cool. 

Extraordinary organizational arrangements were applied to cope with the situation as explained 

by Elizabeth Clark:  

 

”This situation is in fact part of a much larger puzzle, as we have a press officer 

that is not part of the CD. Nathan Donovan as the head of CD is in charge of 

information officers and he should work with the press officer, as their work 

overlaps substantially, but they do not collaborate.” (Elizabeth Clark, interviewed 

13th June 2012) 
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The question of how liability was to be distributed between the DA and the CD was an ongoing 

one. Nathan Donovan refused to surrender his position in charge of the business relationship 

with Nectech business unit, even though the formal authority for digital services was re-

assigned to the DA by the mayor in 2006. The internal debate was furthered by the rumors of 

the deteriorating economic situation of Decara, Nectech parent company.  

 

Postscript (2011-2014) 

 

Eventually the situation at Nottinghem stabilized. A new project manager joined Nectech and 

resurrected the business relationship, which by February 2009 involved both the account 

manager Stephen Dirk (local politician) and the new project manager Gary Brown. From now 

on, the business relationship was coordinated between Nathan Donovan and these two people 

from Nectech. In May 2011, Decara appointed a new management team and the company 

strategy moved toward the commercialization of digital services. In the summer of 2012, the 

new strategy bore fruit as Nathan Donovan registered his interest and the parties began 

negotiations over the adoption of new digital service concepts. In September 2013, the city of 

Nottinghem launched new webpages with an advanced interface design supplied by the Nectech 

business unit. In fall 2014, the business relationship was still intact. 

 

ANALYSIS 

The emergence and decay of contextual logics 

‘Telos’ logic (2002-2005) 

 

During the period 2002-2005 change is best characterized as connected and radical because the 

development activities between the supplier and the customer spread to other public entities 
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and commercial actors in the region, bringing new customer relationships for the supplier and 

the emergence of the network. The project manager of the customer played a major role in these 

developments by coordinating with other regional and national actors the activities and 

resources in the network. His positive attitude towards development was contagious and he was 

able to unite people from various organizations in the area, and especially inside the customer. 

His support from the mayor and the Board of Directors (before 2005) as well as connections 

across the network supported the activities which gained the EU funding and allowed the rapid 

emergence of the network and its broadening into nationwide developments. The member of 

the network, Educa’s Development Manager, elaborates on the interaction:  

 

“We have developed solutions together, so we have been sitting in the same 

meetings with Nectech, the Nottinghem City, Nottinghem University and others 

from the area, and given them (Nectech), for example, our shared news 

module.” (Educa’s Development Manager, interviewed 26th June 2006) 

 

The activities of the customer’s project manager led to the emergence of a contextual logic we 

call ‘Telos’. In Telos logic, the goal or end purpose matters more to the individuals than the 

means, that is, the business relationships are adapted and adjusted to further the goal. Apparent 

in Telos logic is a search for the most suitable end customer solution (i.e. citizens of the region 

in the case study), keeping up with the technological possibilities of the market (i.e. CMS 

software market), organizing activities as ‘projects’ and so treating all obstacles only as 

hindrances, and innovating collaboratively to achieve more than one actor could alone. In short, 

Telos logic is about uncompromised shared progress. We contend that Telos logic combines 

the partly conflicting institutional orders of market, community and project management 
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profession. But most important is the way the end is used by the actors to collaboratively shape 

the means. 

 

When Telos logic was dominant in the customer organization (2002-2005), things progressed 

quickly and informally. The shared vision instigated by the customer project manager was to 

create an Internet portal enabling a new kind of digital service experience for the local citizens. 

He considered the business relationship and the connected relationships forming the network, 

the public authorities using Nectech’s system and other local actors interested in developing 

digital services, as a means to achieve this vision into a practical reality. But he did not work 

alone; rather Telos logic was developed by the actors of the network to achieve their ends. The 

result was a rather complex network, with many connected resources and activities. The 

different firms and entities involved became quite interdependent upon each other as a result of 

their collectively generated understanding of Telos logic. 

 

‘Conatus’ logic (2006-2014) 

 

The period from 2006 to 2010 is described as destructive from the perspective of the network. 

Change was connected and radical because the development activities in the business 

relationship ceased, and the supplier became detached from the network, which also finally 

dissolved. Communication with the supplier was restricted to the head of the communications 

department, which increasingly became isolated from the central administration. The CMS 

resource ties were still intact, but increasingly questioned internally by the head of the data 

administration department.  
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The supplier, after being acquired, gradually fell behind in developing their technology as 

compared to the CMS industry and gradually lost their position as a preferred public CMS 

supplier. At the same time, events at the industry level influenced the network. New IT 

guidelines set in place by the Ministry of Education triggered a strategic alliance by two 

members of the network, which cemented its dissolution. The project manager’s resignation 

created a domino effect that brought to an end the once fruitful collaborations. In his absence, 

the actors of the network became disconnected from the nationwide institutions (MF, MI, FC, 

CAB) and working groups (CWG, ICP), which diminished the enthusiasm for development 

activities and the Telos logic of the actors in the network faded. The ‘Telos’ logic still existed, 

but it was not enacted by enough people to navigate the network into a new future. The former 

colleague of the customer project manager who was the supplier’s project manager, commented 

how the collaboration in the network had shrunken following the key persons stepping aside: 

 

“Nottinghem has been an active participant in the regional collaboration with 

Sunshine, Educa and Nottinghem University. This has, however, been very much 

dependent on the personalities – it has worked in that way, but now after the 

changes in the staff (in Nottinghem) the collaboration has deteriorated, hmm, how 

to say; to a different kind of interaction.” (Nectech project manager, interviewed 

26 June 2006) 

 

This issue was evident in the different contextual logic brought to bear displaying elements of 

corporation and family institutional orders. This contextual logic, we call ‘Conatus’, embodies 

a strong inertia and a resistance to change, but also more specifically; it allows managers to 

argue for continuing a present path to a future. In Conatus logic, the loyalty to a business 
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relationship is the de rigueur principle and more general and wider outcomes and even 

adaptations are less relevant.  

 

The institutional order of the corporation was evident in the behavior of the communications 

department, whose members insisted on bureaucratic behavior and a resistance to change. The 

Conatus logic enabled the CD managers to absorb and barricade the business relationship from 

events within the network, such as: (i) re-assignment of digital services from the CD to the DA, 

(ii) the resignation of the customer project manager, (iii) the contract concerns of the County 

Administrative Board, (iv) the data protection leak, (v) supplier’s recruitment of a Nottinghem 

town councilor as a project manager for the Nottinghem customer relationship, and (vi) failure 

of the joint purchase of a new CMS system. The managers of the CD treated their business unit 

as separate from the customer organization, and formulated and enacted operating principles 

resembling the institutional order of the family. Formal rules and regulations were turned 

towards the ends of the department, with the need for public tendering of the CMS system being 

ignored for expediency reasons. The Conatus logic was enacted by a group of managers to 

protect the business relationship and the CD from any disruption. 

 

Co-existence of the contextual logics 

 

Telos and Conatus logics developed and co-existed in the customer organization and in the 

business relationship before they surfaced, and each openly contended with the other between 

2005 and 2006. This was largely possible because organizational arrangements kept the actors 

following different contextual logics separate (Schildt & Perkmann, 2017; Smets et al., 2015). 

Telos logic was enacted in the network and on the operational level in the business relationship, 

while Conatus was enacted in one of the customer business units and on the executive level of 
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the business relationship, mainly between the CEO of the supplier and the head of the CD 

representing the customer. 

 

Thus, the two contextual logics co-existed, and what allowed one to develop more than the 

other were the opportunities and resources for interactions provided from within the network at 

different times. After the customer project manager had resigned and network ceased, the 

remnants of Telos logic continued to exist in the interactions of the customer organization (in 

the DA and DO) and were visibly enacted by the head of the DA between 2008 and 2014. 

However, in this period the managers following Telos logic did not receive enough support to 

contest the already dominant managers following Conatus logic. Table 3 summarizes the Telos 

and Conatus logics.  

 

Table 3. Summary of the ‘Telos’ and ‘Conatus’ logics 
 

 

Mobilization and de-mobilization 

 ‘Telos’ logic ‘Conatus’ logic 
Etymology Greek: an ultimate end. The 

root term is ‘teleology’, 
which was used by Aristotle. 
Akin to Greek tellein to 
accomplish, tlēnai to bear. 

Latin: effort, from cōnārī to 
try. Roots are in philosophy 
and metaphysics. Conatus is 
an innate inclination of a 
thing to continue to exist and 
enhance itself. This ‘thing’ 
may be mind, matter or a 
combination of both. 

Shared future Looking forward; goal or 
end purpose matters more 
than the means. 

Looking forward, but 
growing the ‘tried-and-true’, 
with a strong momentum 
and resistance to change. 

Institutional orders Market, profession, 
community 

Corporation, family 

Business relationship  Business relationship does 
not have intrinsic value 
beyond its original purpose. 
Business relationships are 
changed to achieve purpose. 

Loyalty to the business and 
the supporting relationships 
is the de rigueur principle 
and the outcomes are less 
relevant. Business 
relationships are maintained. 
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The customer project manager fits the character of a network mobilizer. His perspective of a 

future was shared and enacted broadly in the customer organization and he was able to mobilize 

people behind this shared future resulting in the emergence of the network. He had a local 

understanding, technical knowledge and connections to nationwide institutions, working groups 

and EU funding, which gave him strong influence in the network. The manager of Nottinghem 

Development Office describes well the influence of the customer project manager when they 

were organizing public procurement of a database solution: 

 

“Nectech was one of the companies we invited for the competitive bidding, as a 

recommendation from Eric Forbes from Nottinghem…without him, I don’t think 

we would have considered Nectech, as we did not really think they could do it, 

they were more like a software company than a database solution provider.” 

(Nottinghem City Developmemt Office project manager, interviewed 3rd March 

2006) 

 

However, in the background from the very beginning of the case study there was always a 

different network mobilizer, the head of the communications department. As the managers 

supporting and enacting Telos logic were disbanded, the customer’s head of communications 

department was keen to keep the business relationship intact. This network mobilizer wanted 

to maintain the central position of the communications department in the customer organization, 

and avoid external influences jeopardizing the status quo. This network mobilizer developed 

with other actors the contextual logic of Conatus.  
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Perhaps the most interesting moment for mobilization and de-mobilization of the resources, 

activities and relationships around the CMS development was when the contextual logics came 

into direct conflict. Oliver (1992) points out that when multiple logics are contested persons 

supporting the ‘winning’ logic tend to benefit. The experience of the advocates for both the 

Telos and Conatus logic appears to validate this idea. For the actors of the Telos logic, it was 

necessary to change to a new CMS technology platform and a different software supplier. This 

change, however, was thwarted given the events and the ability of the actors organizing around 

Conatus logic to withhold resources from the required interactions.  

 

Outcomes of mobilization and de-mobilization 

 

In our case study the outcomes of the mobilization and de-mobilization resonated across the 

network, in the public-sector CMS procurement and in the CMS software and digital services 

industry. First, the supplier gained the image of an innovator and an agile service provider, 

leading to the rapid adoption of a supplier’s CMS system. Later, there was a de-mobilization, 

as the business relationship changed in nature. Resources were withheld and the interactions 

focused on innovation were not able to be sustained. Resources from the customer side were 

only forthcoming to maintain the basic requirements which ensured a future for the 

communications department. Similarly, from the supplier side, the resources were also 

withdrawn as competing needs sidelined the supplier’s business unit. 

 

It is noteworthy that there are not only two sides to an interaction, but within the customer there 

were always at least two sides and within the network there were many more sides; within the 

supplier what started as one side became more complex after acquisition of the supplier by 

Decara. The role of many sides within business interactions also supports our proposed concept 
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of contextual logics, because the means-ends principles bringing the many parties within the 

network together in seeking mutual value. Figure 2 summarizes the events in the supplier and 

customer organization, in the business relationship, in the network and in the national public 

CMS software procurement and digital services industry leading into the emergence, decay and 

mobilization of contextual logics.  

 

 



46 
 

 
Figure 2. Summary of the events leading into the emergence, decay and mobilization of contextual logics
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CONCLUSIONS 

 

In this research, the aim was to study change and to understand the interplay of social structure 

and human agency in business networks. Our solution is a contextual logics perspective, where 

agency is instantiated in multi-sided interactions in which multiple actors create an 

understanding of means and ends within the network. We adopted a process approach, which 

more fully accounts for time and becoming. Our aim was to find out how contextual logics 

emerge and decay in networks, and what is their role in the mobilization of resources, activities 

and business relationships? 

 

In our research framework (Figure 1), we elaborated the idea of interaction and contextual 

logics in a past-present-future timeline that forefronts change. Our interest was in the ways 

individuals apply contextual logics within interactions as business networks unfold. Four 

chronological periods bounded by change points (Hollander et al., 2005) were used to describe 

the lengthy time span of the case study (1994–2014). Several kinds of events influenced the 

network, and the contextual logics of ‘Telos’ and ‘Conatus’ were evident in the ways actor 

mobilized resources, activities and business relationships (see Figure 2). 

 

We conclude that how individuals and actors are involved in interactions, to put forward or 

withhold or stall resources into interactions, is a key issue to observe. The decay is enacted by 

withholding or re-directing resources, by excluding individuals from activities, or withholding 

information so as to advance a different contextual logic. Individual and social behavior can 

de-activate a contextual logic and so allow another to advance. Thus, we propose that contextual 

logics are a useful way to elaborate business interaction, realized as substantive and as ideas. 
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The current research is exploratory in nature, as similar longitudinal case studies of change in 

a network are almost non-existent. Our study provides insights into contextual logics in project 

business, and especially in CMS software projects. Accordingly, scholars should seek to 

explore the results in other contexts.  

 

Theoretical implications 

 

In this research, we approached change in business networks by incorporating societal context 

(e.g., Friedland & Alford, 1991) into interactions through a process construct of contextual 

logics. We elucidated that individuals organize using these contextual logics and so bring 

relationships and business networks into life. Previously, there have been similar attempts in 

the Industrial Network approach to capture the ‘cognitive’ part of interaction through concepts 

such as the ‘idea logics’ (Welch & Wilkinson, 2002), ‘network logic’ (Håkansson & Snehota, 

1995) and ‘relationship atmosphere’ (Håkansson, 1982). All of these concepts have broadened 

our understanding of the tacit human aspect of interaction, but they have lacked a way to 

elaborate network change as emergence and decay.  

 

Contextual logics provide a means to conceptualize the emergence of change operating in the 

many-sided interactions enacted by individuals within the network. Contextual logics exist at 

the coalface of business interactions and they constantly transform and mutate the institutional 

orders learned and enacted through socialization. Thus, our research contributes to the recent 

interest among Industrial Network approach researchers (e.g., Abrahamsen et al., 2011; La 

Rocca et al., 2017; Mattsson et al., 2015) to understand the interplay of social structure and 

human agency in business networks, or as Mattsson et al. (2015, p. 4) put it, there is a “demand 

for improved clarity of the interplay between cognition, action and outcome” and “how 
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individual and collective views are developed”. Bringing contextual logics and more refined 

processual research into the Industrial Marketing approach offers two significant areas for 

future research: (i) understanding how power is forged by knowing (Swart, 2011) and (ii) in 

informing development of charismatic leadership (McCaffrey & Salerno, 2011).  

 

Many institutional theory researchers have requested a re-focus on individuals (e.g., Barley, 

2008; Goffman, 1983; Lawrence, Suddaby & Leca, 2011; Powell & Colyvas, 2008), but among 

the institutional logics researchers the discussion has remained conceptual (e.g., Barley, 2008; 

Thornton et al., 2012), with only a few empirical research studies completed (Reay & Hinings, 

2009; Smets et al., 2012; Smets et al., 2015). In comparison to the previous research, we 

considered contextual logics to be found in the many-sided interactions within networks where 

a constructivist approach opens the researchers gaze to their enacted nature.  

 

The research presented in this paper sought to bring individuals to the center of empirical 

research on business interaction. Thus, we needed to bridge conceptually and empirically the 

‘gap’ between individuals and multi-agency acting (Thornton et al., 2012). We did this by 

considering contextual logics as multi-actor understandings bound in a network. This analytical 

distinction enables a more fine-grained analysis than the previous research taking the field or 

industry wide approach (e.g., Battilana & Dorado, 2010; Besharov & Smith, 2014; Greenwood 

et al., 2011; Pache & Santos, 2010). Since individuals, especially and always within groupings, 

are essential to change, our approach of linking contextual logics into interactions within the 

network, is a theoretical advance.  

 

Importantly, we place the ‘interaction’ approach (Håkansson, 1982; Håkansson & 

Waluszewski, 2013) alongside institutional theory by noting their different ontologies. The 
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previous research on institutional logics has left undeveloped the question of how a future is 

elaborated and enacted (cf. Friedland & Alford, 1991). But a constructivist approach in a 

dynamic network framework in which time flow is explicit shows how actors can apply and 

change contextual logics to mobilize within the network. We consider interaction the most 

critical aspect of contextual logics, as this is the site for individuals to contest, blend, and/or 

reproduce their enacted network. But most importantly contextual logics give multiple actors 

an ability to mobilize resources, activities and business relationships. Important in these 

contests over how activities and resources are applied are the institutional orders and their use 

in re-shaping contextual logics. There are always contending contextual logics at play in 

networks, as in all social structures (Schildt & Perkmann, 2017; Smets et al., 2015). Business 

relationships, which take time to develop and which are not easily replaced or recovered 

(Håkansson & Snehota, 1995; Storbacka & Nenonen, 2009), provide also a type of stability for 

developing contextual logics.  

 

Our results indicate that the question ‘to whose drum are we marching?’ requires closer 

attention. Business relationships are not only two sided, as is often assumed in the literature; 

there is not only a supplier and a customer ‘side’. In any business network, there are a number 

of sides through the co-existing contextual logics, more and less prevailing, and those actors 

representing a side may even be elsewhere in a network. Thus, the contest, blending and/or 

reproduction of contextual logics is important, because how resources and activities are brought 

to bear within interactions eventually shapes the direction and outcomes of a business network. 

The collective actor nature of companies means that analyzing a business relationship as two 

sides is an oversimplification: only one part of the ‘marching band’ is found; only a part of a 

specific contextual logic is apparent. 
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By defining contextual logics as shared understandings of the means and ends, which are 

available for individuals to elaborate along the way to attaining a specific future, we connect 

the individual with the social agency of individuals in the business network. Thus, we return 

the focus of the Industrial Network approach to ‘interaction’.  

 

Managerial implications 

 

In any given moment in a network there are different and often contested contextual logics. The 

social construction of a contextual logic means there will always be ambiguity in a managerial 

sensemaking process (Nigam & Ocasio, 2010; Möller, 2010; Weick, 1979). Managers enacting 

future oriented activities are always facing incomplete information and must rely to some extent 

on intuition. Still managers need to make decisions and move further even though they do not 

understand everything happening around them (Weick, 1979). Thus, managers need to listen 

carefully to the words and interpret the underlying contextual logic of other managers. By 

careful listening managers can find ways to shape contextual logics and so mobilize other actors 

in the network.  

 

Contextual logics contain within them elements of institutional orders, which aid in shaping 

and gaining support from other actors. The socially and historically bound institutional orders 

are intuitively appealing to the members of a particular culture. Therefore, when an institutional 

order fits into a contextual logic, managers are in a position to gain wide approval for their 

perspective of a specific future. The gaining of broad support allows managers to navigate the 

network in a chosen direction. On the other hand, when the institutional orders and contextual 

logics are not compatible, managers have a seed for change. The contradictions in the means-
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ends principles and reasoning offer a way to bring in a different logic or in some other way 

adjust a contextual logic.  

 

We propose five managerial recommendations. First, to navigate business relationship in a 

desired direction, one has to align others behind a shared perspective of a future - all participants 

need to march approximately to the drumming. Second, the capability to navigate through 

contextual logics is only transitory, because networks, similar to all social structures, are 

constantly becoming (Nayak & Chia, 2011; Tsoukas, 2017; Tsoukas & Chia, 2002). Third, 

knowing the network mobilizers is a requirement for managers because change is quickly 

organized through these people. Careful attention is needed when teaming up with network 

mobilizers, because their ability to instigate change is only momentary and depends on the 

contested contextual logics enacted by others in the network. Fourth, managers should consider 

the risk that network mobilizers are acting in their own self-interest rather than the specific 

interests of their employing company. Well-designed procedures to create interpersonal trust, 

business commitments and collective procedures (Morgan & Hunt, 1994; Selnes, 1998) will 

help a network mobilizer align their goals so that they have shared agency, that is, a mutual 

interest in promoting a collective action. Finally, there is a role in the network for managers 

with a long foresight, because guiding and changing contextual logics takes intuition and care.  
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