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Abstract

The study aims to create an understanding of the embeddedness of individual exper-

tise in the customer relationships of professional business service firms. A theoretical

pre-understanding based on discussions of professional service business relationships

in general and the role of individual experts in customer relationships, in particular, is

assessed through a case study of a professional business services provider and four

customer organizations. The study suggests that the embeddedness of individual

expertise within professional services in business relationships manifest itself in four

ways: (1) expertise embedded in knowledge of the service context, (2) expertise that

can be transferred between organizational contexts, (3) expertise embedded in per-

sonal relationships, and (4) expertise embedded in the personal interactions that

enable knowledge-sharing. Each has implications for various activities performed by

the parties and relationship management practices, which are also scrutinized in the

present study. Also, the adoption of a new concept of personified service in business

relationships is put forward. The study highlights that the reliance on personal exper-

tise is not only a challenge for relationship management, as often suggested, but can

also generate effectiveness in both customer and supplier relationship management.

1 | INTRODUCTION

In modern business environments where companies focus on their

core competencies, the importance of various types of business ser-

vice provider firms has become more and more crucial. Professional

business service firms are typically characterized as being strongly

based on the problem-solving skills and expertise of individuals work-

ing in the service provider firm (Cameran et al., 2010; Greenwood

et al., 2005; Jensen et al., 2010; Løwendahl et al., 2001; Reihlen &

Nikolova, 2010). Also, complexity and a high level of customization

are typically associated with these kinds of services (Dawson, 2000;

Jaakkola, 2011; Mikolon et al., 2015). Moreover, tangible products

can be part of their offerings (Castaldi & Giarratana, 2018), and inten-

sive customer participation is typically required in service delivery

(Mustak, 2019; Ng et al., 2019). In such a context, the person-to-

person level interactions and creativity with respect to customer-

specific problem-solving become essential activities, ones that are also

often difficult to manage (e.g., Alvesson et al., 2009; Nikolova

et al., 2009; Ojasalo, 2001; Sieg et al., 2012).

In fact, professional services represent a field of business that

bases its services on the skills of individual professionals (Jensen

et al., 2010; Mathew et al., 2020; Von Nordenflycht, 2010). Profes-

sionalism is connected to high education requirements and experience

accumulated throughout one's career. Such a context makes profes-

sional service firms typically quite reliant on a professional's ability to

assess customer need and create value in the customer relationship

(Aarikka-Steenroos & Jaakkola, 2012; Höner & Mohe, 2009;

Kohtamäki & Partanen, 2016; Løwendahl et al., 2001; Von

Nordenflycht, 2010). The integral role of individual experts within pro-

fessional services has been recognized by researchers and
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practitioners for a long time (e.g., Patterson, 2016). It is also recog-

nized that the significant role of individual experts in such services

may lead to challenges in terms of managing services and customer

relationships (e.g., Pemer et al., 2014; Butt, 2021). For example, an

over-reliance on specific individuals may cause risks in terms of

replacing them or re-distributing work.

There has been some effort in the existing research on profes-

sional services to understand the reasons for such embeddedness of

individual expertise in professional services, but also to find a means

to avoid any restrictions that this might cause. For example, Howden

and Pressey (2008) suggest that in creating customer value in profes-

sional service relationships, person-related issues like a professional's

know-how, the ability to advise the customer based on a knowledge

of the customer's business and industry, and their trustworthiness are

extremely important factors. They also highlight that such a detailed

understanding and functioning interaction do not develop overnight,

creating a reliance between customers and professionals (see also

Schertzer et al., 2013). Čater and Čater (2009) recognize the prerequi-

sites for an individual expert's strong embeddedness in the customer

relationships on a general level by emphasizing the significance of

emotions and trust as connecting forces. Indeed, many other

researchers have also recognized the embeddedness of such individ-

ual expertise in this environment (Amonini et al., 2010; Biong &

Ulvnes, 2011; Ponder et al., 2016; Sieg et al., 2012; Skaates

et al., 2002), the harmful consequences of it (Paulin et al., 2000; Butt,

2021), and how to best tackle the harmful effects (Pemer et al., 2014;

Vafeas, 2010). However, detailed identification of how the

embeddedness of individual expertise manifests itself in professional

service relationships is still lacking in the existing literature.

Thus, the purpose of the present paper is to create a deeper

understanding of the different mechanisms of such embeddedness of

individual expertise in the customer relationships of professional busi-

ness service firms by answering the following research questions:

RQ1. How is individual expertise embedded within professional ser-

vices in business relationships?

RQ2. How does the embeddedness of individual expertise within pro-

fessional services impact relationship management?

Related to RQ 2, the present study focuses on both the desirable

and potentially harmful effects that this embeddedness might have

and relationship management mechanisms that can tackle the harmful

effects or, on the other hand, facilitate positive ones to gain a deeper

understanding of the phenomenon.

To answer these questions, the study discusses existing knowl-

edge in relation to professional services in general and the role of

embeddedness of individual expertise in professional business rela-

tionships in particular. The theoretical hypothesis is further assessed

through an explorative qualitative empirical case study. We suggest

that through such an approach, we contribute to the discussion on

professional business service relationships.

To conceptualize embeddedness and related relationship manage-

ment in the results section, we have adopted a categorization pro-

posed by Biong and Ulvnes (2011) when discussing human, social, and

structural capital in professional service firms (see also, e.g., Skaates

et al., 2002). By human capital, we mean the expertise and skills of

individual experts. Social capital refers to the strength of the relation-

ship between the parties involved in relational interactions. Finally,

structural capital refers to organizational procedures designed to

tackle organizational vulnerability and the threat of customer loss in

situations involving potentially high levels of human and social capital

(often characteristic of professional services).

To empirically study the embeddedness of individual expertise in

professional services, the present study focuses on engineering ser-

vices as the industry setting. According to Smedlund (2008), in tactical

services, such as engineering services, client involvement is higher

because the customer is quite interested in the result of the service,

and a professional service firm typically has good operational pro-

cesses in place to meet customer needs. Here, customer interest in

the end result generates stronger ties with the client, that is, a higher

level of social and individual capital. Therefore, engineering services

offer a fruitful context to examine the embeddedness of individual

expertise. Moreover, a qualitative approach to study the phenomenon

empirically was chosen as the best means to also explore the contex-

tual factors since the embeddedness of individual expertise is highly

intertwined with context as well. A qualitative approach makes possi-

ble an in-depth examination of such a phenomenon (Creswell, 2013).

The empirical part of the study is a multi-case study of professional

service relationships within a single engineering service provider and

its four customer relationships. In the following section, the nature of

professional services from the perspective of individual experts is first

examined based on the existing literature.

2 | PROFESSIONAL SERVICES AND
EMBEDDEDNESS OF INDIVIDUAL EXPERTISE

2.1 | Characteristics of professional services
strengthening the embeddedness of individual
expertise

In terms of the underlying reasons for the strong tendency towards

embedded individual expertise in professional services, first, these ser-

vices represent a field of business where the skills of the individual pro-

fessional are the core of service production. Professionals are typically

highly educated and experienced in their field, possessing strong rela-

tionships with their individual customers. Thus, professional service

firms are often highly reliant on individual professionals to assess cus-

tomer needs and create value in the customer relationship

(Greenwood et al., 2005; Jensen et al., 2010; Løwendahl et al., 2001;

Mathew et al., 2020).

Second, the complexity of services and the consequent importance

of close interaction is one important issue strengthening

embeddedness. This reliance is strong also because professional ser-

vices are often customized services (Aarikka-Steenroos &

Jaakkola, 2012), where service creation presumes intensive and even

complex personal interactions between professional(s) and represen-

tatives of the buyer organization (e.g., Alvesson et al., 2009;
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Mustak, 2019; Ojasalo, 2001; Patterson, 2016). This is because the

needed solution can be complex and specific to the customer context.

Likewise, there is often a prevalent knowledge asymmetry between

professionals and their clients (Höner & Mohe, 2009; Howden &

Pressey, 2008; Ojasalo, 2001), which is characteristic of the profes-

sional environment. In other words, a professional is often needed to

determine the need for service in the first place and also to define and

“teach” the customer what kind of solution would be the best possi-

ble for the customer to create value.

Third, trust is needed in situations where high risk and depen-

dence on the service provider are evident. Given the integrated

nature of expertise, this feeling of trust is more often attached to the

professional in question than to the service provider organization

(e.g., Howden & Pressey, 2008). Thus, it is even suggested that from

the customer loyalty perspective, emotional motivation seems to be

stronger than rational motivation for maintaining the relationship in a

professional service environment (Čater & Čater, 2009), further

highlighting the importance of trust in such relationships (see also

Paulin et al., 2000; Ponder et al., 2016).

2.2 | Organizational characteristics strengthening
the embeddedness of individual expertise

There are also various organizational aspects that can strengthen the

tendency towards embedded expertise and reliance on personal rela-

tionships in such service relationships. First, in addition to the high

level of individualism characteristic of professionalism, there is often a

tendency for individual professionals—if not working all alone—to

favor creating social bonds and collaborating mostly with people from

a similar collegial background (Empson, 2001; Thomas-Hunt

et al., 2003). Working alone or collaborating with a narrow group of

colleagues (only) can lead to a situation where professionals feel that

they “possess” their customer relationships, further inhibiting them

from sharing their customer-related knowledge with colleagues or

other groups of professionals (e.g., Nätti & Ojasalo, 2008;

Starbuck, 1992). This narrow internal focus can create limitations for

collaboration in service relationships.

Second, one consequence of this narrow focus can be that there

is no sufficient common customer-related organizational knowledge pool

to utilize, with knowledge about customers remaining in the posses-

sion of individual experts or small expert groups. To create an area of

common customer knowledge, a strong emphasis on the development

of socialized transfer (i.e., personal interaction) and intermediated

transfer (e.g., knowledge-sharing via an IT system) to strengthen an

organization's structural capital would be needed (Dawson, 2000; Lara

et al., 2012). Without proper coordination, tools for knowledge man-

agement, and a supportive management system, customer knowledge

is not easily transferred in professional service firms. Unfortunately, it

has been suggested in prior studies that professional service firms, in

general, seem to lack capabilities to coordinate the internal knowledge

resources needed to create value with the customer (e.g., Kerkhof

et al., 2003).

Third, competition between professionals can facilitate

embeddedness, too. A competitive, opportunistic, or even jealous atti-

tude towards fellow experts can be an implicit part of one's profes-

sional identity (Empson, 2001), leading to difficulties in creating and

maintaining a coherent, shared organizational identity (Åkesson &

Skålen, 2011). This competitive attitude can be further strengthened in

a professional service firm by, for example, a competitive management

system in the form of individual bonuses (Nätti & Ojasalo, 2008).

Fourth, there can be a lack of understanding about an organization's

internal knowledge pool to potentially utilize in relationships. Due to the

above-mentioned challenges related to internal fragmentation within

an organization, and especially due to the highly abstract level of exper-

tise, it might be hard to create a common and shared understanding of

the knowledge resources that different professionals in the firm pos-

sess (Jaakkola, 2011). Consequently, if there is no common and shared

understanding of a firm's potential knowledge resources, then it may

become difficult to generate multi-sided and innovative solutions

among colleagues in the organization (e.g., Kerkhof et al., 2003).

Although the novel and holistic customer solutions should often be

built up by combining a variety of skills and competencies from a vari-

ety of professionals (also from external networks) (see, e.g., Cavusgil

et al., 2003; Larsen, 2001), internal fragmentation can cause a situation

where solutions are based on a narrow spectrum of expertise only.

Consequently, relationships become reliant on certain professional(s).

Fifth, although professional B-to-B services are typically long

term by nature (Ojasalo, 2002), solution-building for customers is

most often done in the form of a project. This can cause further chal-

lenges to maintaining customer relationships. When combining the

fact that relationships can be “possessed” by individual experts and

only weak organizational mechanisms exist to offer other experts

access to the relationship in question, the focus of relationship main-

tenance can remain more at the project level than at a relationship

level. This might lead to a transactional way of handling customer rela-

tionships “one project at a time.” If organizational, long-term relation-

ship level coordination is not well-developed, this may further

strengthen the “vicious cycle” of professional reliance on customer

activities. This can constitute a challenge because, especially in

professional services, a long-term perspective on value creation is

essential (Jones et al., 2003)—meaning innovative responsiveness to

long-term customer value creation needs, constant interaction with

customers, and related coordination in the organization (Homburg

et al., 2002; Sieg et al., 2012).

The Figure 1 shows the main influential issues leading to the

embeddedness of expertise in professional service relationships.

In the following empirical part, we discuss how individual exper-

tise is embedded within this specific context and the kinds of detailed

mechanisms identified based on our empirical data. These mecha-

nisms are further categorized based on issues related to human and

social capital (Biong & Ulvnes, 2011). In addition to defining these

manifestations of embedded expertise in professional service relation-

ships, we assess the role of structural capital in tackling the harmful

effects of embeddedness, while on the other hand noting how best to

facilitate its positive sides. In other words, we focus on how to
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develop the structural capital of a professional service company and

the different types of structural capital that can help diminish the reli-

ance of a firm on individual professionals to maintain customer rela-

tionships (Beltangui et al., 2017; Biong & Ulvnes, 2011), while at the

same time maintaining that which is positive in the social interactions

between professionals and their customers.

3 | EMPIRICAL RESEARCH METHODS

The case study method was chosen as the research strategy because

it enables developing a theory based on in-depth insights of empirical

phenomena and their context (Dubois & Gadde, 2002; Eisenhardt &

Graebner, 2007; Flyvbjerg, 2006). Qualitative methods make it possi-

ble to explore a problem or issue that is complex, taking also the con-

text into account and examining the empirical phenomenon through

the perspectives of individuals in their own natural setting

(Creswell, 2013). To examine the embeddedness of individual exper-

tise in professional services, such a contextually sensitive approach is

needed because the phenomenon is integrally intertwined with both

its organizational and relational contexts.

In constructing the case setting, we first chose engineering ser-

vices as the field of industry to examine professional services since

they represent a rather well-established and coherent field of exper-

tise, and such services are also characterized by a high level of regula-

tion and standards. Customers are highly involved and interested in

the outcome of such tactical services, and the service provider typi-

cally has good operational processes to meet customer needs

(Smedlund, 2008). This type of industry context enabled us to uncover

the embeddedness of relations in a context with explicit individual

expertise and a high level of collaboration between the service pro-

vider and customer. Engineering services enable a preliminary explora-

tion that can reveal the extent to which individual expertise is

embedded in professional business service relationships.

To construct the case study setting, an engineering service pro-

vider company that operates worldwide and has operations in

45 countries and employs approximately 8000 people was chosen.

The company's business consists of project assignments covering the

entire lifecycle of their customers' investment projects. The comp-

any's customers vary from small local businesses to large global actors

in the private and public sectors, and the services typically involve

construction planning, engineering, implementation, and start-up ser-

vices for customers' investment projects of varying sizes. The data

consists of interviews with both the service provider's personnel and

four customer organizations. The data is illustrated in Table 1.

Case A represents a customer relationship that has a long history,

especially when looking at the central actors involved. The service

provider has gone through mergers and acquisitions during the last

decade; when taking those previous companies into account, it can be

fair to say that the relationship is based on lengthy cooperation

between the various actors. Customer A is a manufacturing plant of a

global manufacturer in the processing industry. The service in focus

had to do with renewing part of a production facility and related engi-

neering services.

Case B represents a customer relationship that can be described

as a new relationship. The customer organization was part of a large

global producer in the metals industry with approximately 17,000

employees. The service in question concerned engineering services

related to the planning and construction of a manufacturing facility.

Case C is a public organization providing infrastructure services to

the public. The customer conducted its purchasing decisions based on

public procurement principles. However, the customer relationship

did have a long history, as several joint projects of different sizes and

durations had been conducted earlier. The project in question had to

do with planning and managing the construction of public infrastruc-

ture related to a new residential area.

Case D represents a small firm offering industrial services for busi-

nesses operating in a local area. The analyzed project represented the

F IGURE 1 Embeddedness of
expertise in professional service
relationships—A tentative
framework [Colour figure can be
viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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first cooperative project between a service provider and a company.

The service in question concerned the planning and construction of

infrastructure renewal related to the industrial services that the cus-

tomer organization was providing.

The interviews were conducted using a semi-structured interview

approach with an emphasis on open-ended questions. The inter-

viewees were asked to describe their experiences in the cooperation

projects. The interview data were transcribed and analyzed by loosely

relying on existing theoretical insights into the nature and role of indi-

vidual expertise in the professional services context. In the empirical

analysis, the data were first analyzed on a relationship level to form an

initial understanding of the nature of the customer–service provider

relationships. Then, the data were organized according to our theoret-

ical hypothesis regarding human, social, and structural capital in pro-

fessional services. In the analysis, we examined the data from the

perspective of individuals—the role of individual experts was one

point of focus in the interviews. Four empirically-based themes were

identified, and the data were further categorized according to these

themes. In the next section, the four empirically identified manifesta-

tions of the embeddedness of individual expertise in professional ser-

vices in business relationships are described with quotes from the

interviewees to demonstrate the chain of evidence for the

interpretations.

4 | ANALYSIS OF THE EMPIRICAL DATA

Overall, the data represented a high level of embeddedness of individ-

ual expertise, as the following quotation illustrates:

If for some reason at a construction site one needs to

know who designed this, it might be that you do not

remember. But if there is someone you know person-

ally, you of course remember, and it is easy to deal

with the issue with the person. Design Manager for

Customer C

To examine the way in which individual expertise is embedded

within the analyzed customer relationships, four manifestations of it

were identified in the data:(1) expertise embedded in knowledge

of the context, (2) expertise as transferrable between organizational

contexts, (3) expertise embedded in personal relationships, and

(4) expertise embedded in personal interactions that enable

knowledge-sharing.

4.1 | Expertise embedded in knowledge of the
context

First, the analysis revealed that expertise is typically embedded in the

expert's knowledge related to the context in which the expertise was

applied. In the data, the service relationships were built around the

customers' investment projects. These investment projects included

engineering and construction of a new facility, or part of it, and

renewal of manufacturing or processing infrastructure. The case ser-

vice provider was involved in the planning (engineering) and some-

times also in the management of the actual construction work. All of

this made the actual physical context of the work important; for suc-

cessful engineering services, it was considered to be of utmost impor-

tance that the experts were familiar with it.

Based on the data, especially with respect to the tendering pro-

cess, engineering expertise was attached to a specific context. In

choosing the service provider, customers typically reported placing

value on the fact that certain individual engineers had worked earlier

on projects related to the same system or environment.

We knew that PK (the individual engineer) had been

messing around with the same ditch already for ten

TABLE 1 Empirical data

Relationship History Characteristics

Interviews from the

customer

Interviews from the service

provider

Customer A Old customer/private

sector

Local site of a large international

manufacturing company

Plant Manager

Development Manager

Maintenance Procurer

Worksite Manager

Project Engineer

Design Manager

Team Leader

Head of Department

Customer B New customer/private

sector

Local site of a large international

manufacturing company

Department Chief

Head of Maintenance

Engineer

Head of Department

Superintendent

Project Manager

Engineer

Unit Director

Customer C Old customer/ublic

sector

Provider of public services infrastructure General Manager

Project Manager

Design Manager

Designer

Head of Department

Design Manager

Customer D New customer/private

sector

Provider of industrial services Managing Director

Network Manager

Project Manager

Engineer
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years and doing all sorts of things with it. (Develop-

ment Manager for Customer A)

(individual engineer's) knowledge of our system, know-

ing where your infrastructure is and how it works, facil-

itates our work when we don't need to explain

everything from scratch. The consultant may know

these new residential areas even better than we do.

(General Manager for Customer C)

From the service provider's perspective, the expertise embedded

in knowledge of the context was reflected in the use of references

during the selling process. Previous experience with the customer's

context was considered a prerequisite to successful selling.

Of course, customers see the organizational level refer-

ences, but also personnel references. So mere

organization-level references are not enough, but cus-

tomers also require that the people who will be

involved in the project need to have appropriate refer-

ences as well. This has been brought in several times

by the customers. It is the people that do the project,

not the organization. (Department Chief of Service

Provider, Customer B)

Not just good experiences strengthened the embeddedness of

individual expertise: bad experiences also had the same effect. Service

failure was typically emphasized in our data, as the following quota-

tion illustrates:

It is the reputation that follows, also at the individual

level. If the key persons from the customer's side have

an opinion about a certain key person from the supplier's

side, they tend to think ‘those key persons will not enter

our premises anymore’. And this typically results in a sit-

uation where no business is done with the particular sup-

plier company because of these individuals. So, we do

not need a systematic feedback procedure; this is the

way it goes. (Head of Maintenance for Customer B)

4.2 | Expertise that can be transferred between
organizational contexts

Although expertise is related to a specific context, at the same time it

can also be transferred between contexts. The data revealed that

experts change jobs between companies within the industry in the

same local area. In fact, statistics show that changing jobs between

competitors and also between service providers and customer organi-

zations is quite typical. This reflects the way engineering expertise can

be transferred between different organizational contexts and also that

a high level of expertise is typically present in both the provider and

customer organizations.

The manager at the service provider company used to

work at our organization as head of the infrastructure

system. … But we have also hired personnel from [ser-

vice provider] them; the circles are a bit small here! …

The engineers that used to work here and are now

working with [service provider] them can more quickly

adjust to the work at hand because they know our

context. (General Manager for Customer C)

In a case where the experts transferred between the seller and

buyer sides, the role of individuals was reflected in the buyer's per-

ception of the expertise of the service provider. Since the individual

expert had already worked for the buyer company, he was considered

to possess valuable expertise related to the project at hand. From the

service provider's perspective, however, this expectation created

pressures and was viewed as somewhat unrealistic. The customer

thus perceived a high level of embeddedness of individual expertise,

whereas from the perspective of the service provider and even the

particular expert such knowledge was not so easily transferrable

after all.

Then, of course, they seem to expect an awful lot from

me in this project because the customer assumes that I

know as much about their business as they themselves

do. That creates quite a lot of pressure because in the

end I really do not exactly know how things nowadays

look. (Head of Department for Service Provider, Cus-

tomer C)

From the service provider's perspective, there was also some

level of reliance on the expertise that was transferred from the cus-

tomer's side in the form of employees changing jobs between the

buyer and seller organizations. Experts with previous experience at

the customer organization were typically assigned to projects that

made use of the knowledge they had and that would create trust with

their counterparts.

I actually was not involved at the beginning [of the pro-

ject], but Matt [a colleague], used to work there. They

contacted him and requested that we could start inves-

tigating their need. We made a proposal and revised it

slightly; I guess they contacted us because of our pre-

vious experience. (Project Engineer for Service Pro-

vider, Customer A)

One of the most obvious indications of how individual expertise

is embedded in the service had to do with situations where experts

were transferred between alternative service providers. The cus-

tomers emphasized that at times, especially in smaller projects, they

are in fact not that interested in the service provider company, but

more in the individual experts that are assigned to the project. They

even seem to choose the service provider based on their experience

in working with certain experts, not with the actual company or the
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offer. The following quotation aptly illustrates the way individual

experts are perceived as more important than the actual company:

It's like this old colleague of mine. He told me that he

had a lot of subcontracting firms working on projects

and, in the end, he only had the names and phone num-

bers of the engineers, and he actually had no idea about

the companies they were working for. It was typical that

the engineers changed jobs from one subcontractor com-

pany to another. He felt he was not interested in the

company, but in the expert that did the actual work.

(Development Manager for Customer A)

The transfer of experts across organizations makes the

embeddedness of individual expertise explicit. The role or the organi-

zation plays a lesser role, and individual experts are viewed as coun-

terparts in the relationship, instead of the actual company. Thus,

individual expertise is regarded as transferrable between organiza-

tional contexts, which in turn highlights the embeddedness of individ-

ual expertise in the service relationship.

4.3 | Expertise embedded in personal relationships

Based on our data, one of the themes strongly connected to the

embeddedness of individual expertise is that of informal personal rela-

tionships. During the professional service process, a high level of

interaction is typically needed between the key actors, which in turn

enhances the development of informal and personal bonds in the rela-

tionship. The need for persons from different organizations to cooper-

ate becomes especially important with multiple projects lasting for

longer periods of time.

In a case where you are cooperating with someone for

several years, you are bound to develop a relationship,

maybe not a friendship but the kind of connection that

you are able to call and ask about issues not directly

related to the project in question. (Plant Manager for

Customer A)

The service provider may also try to strengthen the relationships

through assigning clear key account management (KAM) responsibili-

ties within every customer project. However, our findings show that

such instances involve more project-focused efforts and not neutral

interface roles lacking an expert. As a result, the ties created tend to

exemplify the importance of the relationship, as in the professional

relationship described below.

The service provider served us personally by assigning

certain individuals to different areas. For my area, I was

given Marko, and he had help from others. He was

always there for me; whatever I asked, he responded and

came to help. (Head of Maintenance for Customer B)

In addition to organizing, informants also reportedly view per-

sonal relationships as critical for creating trust between counterparts,

especially from the service provider perspective. Creating trust is

reportedly crucial in professional service provisioning. Trust is con-

nected to both a reliance on expertise as well as a reliance on being

able to get things done. In our data, the informants often connected

such trust to individuals and personal relationships, as the following

quotation illustrates:

Whatever the customer or whatever the professional

work in question, as you have probably noticed, when

trust is created, it is easy to do business. So, it is about

personal relationships between individuals, and if you

can manage these, then the business will most likely

work as well. (Head of Department for Service Pro-

vider, Customer A)

4.4 | Expertise embedded in the personal
interactions that enable knowledge sharing

The interviewees generally considered the role of personal interaction

within service relationships important. Contact persons or key

account managers are appointed from the service provider's side, and

they then communicate with their counterparts. In the case of Cus-

tomer B's relationship, it was evident that many of the reasons for the

success of the project had to do with personal issues. Although this

was a new relationship, we were already able to detect the impor-

tance of personal interaction, which was typically connected to

enhanced knowledge sharing at the project level.

Already from the beginning of the project, we had

clearly appointed key persons and contact persons

from both sides. And particularly, they covered all the

levels, project management and engineers from dif-

ferent areas of the project. This worked really well—

all the necessary discussions were conducted

between the right persons. (Department Chief for

Customer B)

In longer relationships, such as Customer A's relationship, the role

of personal interactions in creating value for the customer via

knowledge-sharing was also evident. On the relationship level,

knowledge-sharing naturally extended beyond the project at hand, as

knowledge in the broader context was also transferred.

When you have this well-known counterpart, it is eas-

ier to do business. We meet every now and then, and

it is easier to discuss and go through all sorts of topical

issues, what we are currently doing and what we will

potentially be doing in the near future. And of course,

he often asks, ‘what do you need?’ (Worksite Man-

ager for Customer A)
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From the service provider's perspective, the expertise embedded

in personal interactions that enables knowledge sharing was described

as one of the key competitive advantages that the company pos-

sesses. The importance of personal relationships and individual exper-

tise in knowledge-sharing is connected to both the service provider's

own internal knowledge-sharing as well as its interactions with cus-

tomer representatives.

I guess that the minimal turnover in terms of personnel

allows people [from the customer's side] to learn who

it is that knows what area and the fact that people stay

here for a long time facilitates knowledge acquisition

and sharing also in the long term. (Project Manager for

Service Provider, Customer D)

5 | DISCUSSION

When describing professional service in business relationships involv-

ing a high level of embeddedness of individual expertise, we suggest

adopting the concept of personified service in business relationships.

By this, we mean a situation in which much of the service within orga-

nizational relationships is embodied in a particular expert or experts

participating in the service process (e.g., Løwendahl et al., 2001;

Biong & Ulvnes, 2011; Vafeas, 2010; Butt, 2021). A proper under-

standing of the embeddedness of individual expertise in the

professional service side of business relationships makes it possible to

identify the interconnected organizational activities and implications

that such embeddedness has on relationship management. Figure 2

shows an elaborated model depicting such activities and related bene-

fits for both the professional service firm and the customer

organization.

In terms of human capital-related manifestations, expertise

embedded in knowledge of the service context basically means that

a professional service firm can use its experts' previous experience

in the customer service context as a reference in marketing and

sales processes. The use of customer references in business market-

ing is a crucial marketing activity since the outcome of the exchange

is typically quite difficult to demonstrate in advance (Jalkala &

Salminen, 2010). On the other hand, for the customer organization,

the expertise of an individual expert participating in the potential

service indicated as part of service typically assists in assessing the

offer and the service provider and ultimately in selecting the service

provider. In the case of business services, the selection of a service

provider has for a long time been acknowledged as challenging due

to the complex abstract nature of the service offering (Van der

Valk & Rozenmeijer, 2009) and due to the fact that individual ser-

vice provider experts can in fact also play a significant role in the

selection of the service provider (Lian & Laing, 2007).

An important second point with respect to human capital-related

manifestation is that the expertise transferred between organizational

contexts refers to the way in which the value of expertise is

F IGURE 2 Manifestations of the embeddedness of individual expertise in professional service in a business relationship, interconnected

activities, and related relationship management implications [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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maintained or even strengthened when experts change organizations,

moving between competing service providers, between customer

organizations or between selling and buying organizations. In fact, for

the companies, this may be a critical factor in making recruitment

decisions. For the service provider, hiring an expert from a customer

organization can be considered an effective way to enhance its selling

efforts since the expert in question possesses strong knowledge about

the customer's service context. On the other hand, the same rules also

apply for the customer organization; to enhance the procurement of

complex professional services, it can be effective to recruit someone

from the service provider's side. Such “side changing” has been

acknowledged to take place especially within long-term business rela-

tionships (Ford, 1993). Thus, the way individual expertise is transferra-

ble between organizational contexts and embedded in the

professional service aspect of the business relationship has implica-

tions for managing the human resources of both the service provider

and customer as well as for designing the expert teams for customer

projects and KAM systems.

Third, concerning social capital-related manifestations expertise

embedded in personal relationships refers to the way in which exper-

tise is possessed and cultivated within the personal relationships that

individuals acting in the organizational relationship develop together

during the exchange of services and as a result of multiple service

exchanges over the long run (Sieg et al., 2012). With intensive collabo-

ration in service exchanges (Mustak, 2019; Ng et al., 2019), individuals

from both sides are bound to develop informal personal relationships

that facilitate actual business activities as well (Butt, 2021). Informal

elements especially within long-term business relationships have been

acknowledged to increase the effectiveness of collaboration and the

emergence of routines (Ojanen & Hallikas, 2009). The developed per-

sonal relationships and strong reliance on individual expertise can

even overcome more formal arrangements and become more mean-

ingful than the relationships between firms (Lian & Laing, 2007). For

the service provider, this makes it possible to adopt an enhanced cus-

tomer orientation. For the customer company, the personal relation-

ships and individual expertise embedded within it increase trust in the

service provider and typically make it easier to manage supplier rela-

tionships on a day-to-day level. However, strong reliance on informal

interactions between companies may also entail risks (Butt, 2021).

Fourth, expertise embedded in personal interactions that enable

knowledge-sharing refers to the way experts from the different orga-

nizations involved in the relationship interact to solve problems,

whether related to the service exchange in question or to more gen-

eral issues. Typically, in complex business service projects, the defin-

ing of services can be an on-going process throughout the service

sourcing process (Selviaridis et al., 2011). Constant knowledge-sharing

around individual expertise is a crucial aspect of such a process. For a

service provider, this strengthens its ability to appear as highly compe-

tent in problem-solving and flexible in matters involving complex ser-

vice processes. Overall, this enables the service provider to

demonstrate a collaborative approach to the relationship. For the cus-

tomer, individual expertise embedded in the personal interactions that

enable knowledge-sharing allows for more flexible use of a service

provider's resources. For example, being able to also contact an indi-

vidual expert in relation to matters not directly a part of the formal

relationships can be very important. In our data, making preliminary

enquiries into a potential investment project and estimating the

related technical or financial aspects of such a plan is handled through

the personal interactions between experts from different organiza-

tions. For the customer, such an unformal relationship thus enables

the broader use of a service provider's resources. The specific capabil-

ities and knowledge deployed to solve problems on behalf of the cus-

tomer may manifest themselves as industry, customer, and project

expertise (Mainela & Ulkuniemi, 2013).

For a professional service provider organization to tackle the dis-

cussed issues and build structural capital, for instance, management

systems in human resources and customer relationships, project man-

agement and marketing are crucial, as illustrated in Figure 2. By shed-

ding light on the activities connected to each issue, it is possible to

design management systems that not only help tackle the challenges

connected to personified service relationships but also to strengthen

such relationships and to achieve the most value from them. For

example, for professional service companies building up structural

capital by using a key account management system is crucial for facili-

tating a relational selling strategy and enhancing relationship mainte-

nance at an organizational level (Guenzi et al., 2007; Ivens &

Pardo, 2007; Ojasalo, 2002).

6 | CONCLUSIONS

The aim of the present paper was to create a deeper understanding of

the different mechanisms personifying a professional service firm's

customer relationships by answering the following research questions:

(RQ1) How is individual expertise embedded within professional ser-

vices in business relationships? (RQ2) How does the embeddedness

of individual expertise within professional services impact relationship

management? In conclusion, we propose different ways in which the

embeddedness of personal expertise is manifested in professional ser-

vice relationships, interconnected activities, and related benefits.

6.1 | Findings

To answer the first research question, the present study suggested

four ways in which individual expertise is embedded within profes-

sional services in business relationships. First, in terms of human capi-

tal individual expertise is embedded in knowledge of the service

context. Within professional service relationships, the expertise that

an individual expert possesses about the service context can embody

the broader business relationships and signify a superior service per-

formance. In addition, as a second manifestation, the expertise can be

transferred between organizational contexts as a form of human capi-

tal that embodies the service, meaning that both the service provider

and customer organizations may try to hire the same key individuals

to better manage future projects. As a form of social capital, the third
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identified manifestation, expertise embedded in personal relationships

emphasizes the way that individual expertise may become detached

from the organizational setting and take over as the main determinant

of the relationship. As the fourth manifestation, the expertise embed-

ded in personal interactions that enables knowledge-sharing highlights

the significant role played by the encounters between individuals

within the business relationship. An individual's expertise becomes

activated through such interactions due to personal relationships and

the contextual and transferrable nature of expertise.

In terms of the second research question, the manifestations of

embeddedness also have implications for the management of relation-

ships involving a high level of individual expertise. Although prior

studies have noted the many negative effects of such embeddedness,

our explorative study shows that the embeddedness of individual

expertise also allows for a high level of customer orientation and a

strong collaborative approach. It can give a stronger basis for an

emphasis on expertise and value propositions in the sales process

because an individual expert's expertise can be used as a point of ref-

erence, for example. In terms of the purchasing of services and man-

aging the supplier relationship, the high level of embeddedness of

individual expertise impacts supplier selection and overall trust in the

service provider. For all parties involved, the high level of

embeddedness of individual expertise has implications for managing

the expert resources needed to support the relationship either from

the service provider or customer perspective.

6.2 | Theoretical implications

The present study provides a more elaborate understanding of a phe-

nomenon that has been widely acknowledged in previous studies but

that has not been examined in detail. Especially the risks of a strong

reliance on individuals within professional services have been

addressed previously (Biong & Ulvnes, 2011; Howden &

Pressey, 2008; Paulin et al., 2000; Vafeas, 2010; Butt, 2021). On the

other hand, the positive impacts of close personal ties have also long

been acknowledged within business relationship literature (Čater &

Čater, 2009; Nikolova et al., 2009). While the findings of the present

study are well in line with previous research, it contributes unique and

detailed explanations of how the embeddedness of individual exper-

tise unfolds as a part of the service exchange within business relation-

ships. This allows for a more detailed understanding of the

relationship management practices that are essential to building long-

term customer relationships, which requires focusing on strengthen-

ing the role of human capital and leveraging the innovativeness and

service capabilities within the relationship (Mathew et al., 2020).

By focusing more in depth on the role of personified service in

business relationships, the present study contributes to a better

understanding of business service relationships and the special con-

textual characteristics derived from the prominent role of individual

experts in the relationship. Although the present study has focused on

the professional services context in general, and engineering services

in particular, it is likely that similar issues may occur in business

relationships relying on the expertise of the service provider, even in

cases involving the exchange of more physical objects. In fact, with

increasing servitization and an increase of service elements within

product offerings (Kowalkowski et al., 2017), many exchanges in busi-

ness markets may come to resemble more closely the professional

service exchanges discussed here. The existing literature on

knowledge-intensive business services has extensively examined the

role of value co-creation (see, e.g., Petri & Jacob, 2016), related joint

problem solving (Aarikka-Steenroos & Jaakkola, 2012), and relation-

ship learning (Kohtamäki & Partanen, 2016), thus widely acknowledg-

ing the highly collaborative nature and various relational mechanisms

of such relationships. Thus, the present study's focus on personified

service relationships offers a deeper understanding of the role of indi-

vidual experts in the value creation of professional business service

relationships.

6.3 | Managerial implications

There are many issues caused by the embeddedness of human and

social capital that challenge professional service provision as well as

issues that make it more fluent. By developing structural capital, we

can find the means to tackle the challenges and utilize what is posi-

tive. Managerial implications related to personified service relation-

ships in professional service firms relate mostly to the development of

structural capital. For example, we can see that the means exist to

compensate for the organizationally harmful effects of embeddedness

by focusing on developing a KAM system, teams of professionals, ser-

vice systems modularity, and IT-intranet systems to share knowledge

(e.g., Amonini et al., 2010; Beltangui et al., 2017; Jaakkola, 2011;

Nätti & Ojasalo, 2008; Nätti & Palo, 2012; Ojasalo, 2002; Starr, 2010;

Vafeas, 2010), for example.

However, building up KAM systems may present challenges with

respect to personified service relationships, giving rise to the follow-

ing question: “Who can sell expertise?” The question is important, and

many professionals may perceive a KAM system (with customer

responsibilities assigned to specific persons, not necessarily the pro-

fessionals themselves) as an attack on the above-mentioned “cus-
tomer ownership” of a professional. This can potentially lead to

opposition from professionals in the organization (Nätti & Palo, 2012).

In an ideal situation, a KAM system could act as a neutral actor in the

customer relationship interface, combining the best possible resources

from an organization to benefit customer value creation. Also, teams

of professionals who support the KAM system can be used to main-

tain a reasonable level of neutrality. According to Amonini

et al. (2010, 45), the use of customer teams is one way of guarantee-

ing service generation by creating a larger base of resources and skills.

In addition to a KAM system, service modularity

(e.g., Jaakkola, 2011; Voss & Hsuan, 2009) is another example of the

efforts to find ways to tackle the challenges related to personified ser-

vice provision. As mentioned, professional knowledge is often highly

tacit and based on experience. Is it possible to standardize profes-

sional work in service modules, and in that way diminish reliance on
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professionals? Some authors suggest that such standardization could

benefit professional service in, for example, the form of more efficient

processes and organizational knowledge accumulation or generating

tools for sales (Beltangui et al., 2017; Castaldi & Giarratana, 2018;

Jaakkola, 2011; McDermott et al., 2013; Starr, 2010).

The general digitalization development can help with mod-

ularization in many ways, but it will change professional services as

well in the long run, potentially changing all our prior assumptions

about professional services and related interactions. It can generate

new practices for communication and productization as well as with

respect to professional services (Castaldi & Giarratana, 2018;

Kronblad, 2020), potentially influencing the embeddedness of individ-

ual expertise, too.

It is also important to note that the issues related to personified

professional service relationships are not only negative and that many

positive implications can be found as well. First, while it is recognized

that one important manifestation of personified service relationships

is the expertise embedded in knowledge of the service context, we

recognize that it also opens new avenues for marketing and sales

based on that expertise, such as the active use of personal references.

For the customer, it offers new possibilities to assess and compare

service providers in an environment where such comparisons have

traditionally been challenging due to the complex and abstract nature

of the service in question (Van der Valk & Rozenmeijer, 2009).

When it comes to the notion of expertise being transferred

between organizational contexts, the most evident implications relate

to the managing of expert resources: for example, recruitment policies

or how firms choose experts for project teams. Hiring an expert with

a strong customer-related knowledge base can facilitate sales and

relationship development. If the service provider organization is rec-

ruiting, it can enhance the procurement of professional services.

As mentioned, a strong reliance on informal relationships entails

organizational risks that we have addressed by focusing on the crea-

tion of structural capital. But when looking at the positive implications

of the expertise embedded in personal relationships, we can suggest

that it strengthens customer orientation and can facilitate perceived

trust in the relationship. The expertise embedded in personal interac-

tions highlights the informal aspects of collaboration and enhances

problem-solving and pre-tender exploration, thereby making everyday

management of the relationship and projects more fluent and also

providing access to a wider array of resources in a flexible manner.

6.4 | Limitations

The research process of the present study has been critically evalu-

ated against concepts proposed by Lincoln and Cuba (1985)—credibil-

ity, transferability, dependability, and confirmability—for assessing

qualitative research. Accordingly, credibility refers to the extent to

which the results can be regarded as acceptable representations of

the data. To increase credibility, researcher triangulation was con-

ducted so that both authors were involved in the data analysis, and

the identified issues are the result of combining the interpretations of

both researchers. During the analysis, the appropriateness of the

interview data for studying the embeddedness of individual expertise

within the services in business relationships was also constantly

assessed. Although the topic did involve personal matters in addition

to business issues, and thus can be seen somewhat as sensitive data,

the interviewees appeared to express their views rather freely and the

personal aspects of the business projects were considered as positive

issues. Thus, the data and analysis were regarded as appropriate and

credible.

The transferability of the research relates to the theoretical

choices made in the research process (Lynch Jr., 1999). To increase

transferability, the researcher carefully evaluated the theoretical con-

structs of the selected factors underlying the reliance on individual

professionals in professional service firms and ways to tackle reliance

on individual experts derived from the existing literature. Also, to

increase transferability the empirical context of professional services

has been described as thoroughly as possible to allow for theoretical

generalizations when presenting the conclusions.

To assess the dependability of the present study, to have demon-

strated that the findings are consistent and could be repeated, while

the data collection and analytical process has been as carefully docu-

mented as possible. Additionally, both authors were involved in the

data analysis to avoid subjective judgments as much as possible.

Finally, to increase the confirmability of the study the chain of evi-

dence has been made as visible as possible when analyzing the empiri-

cal data. The neutrality of the research has been supported

throughout the data collection and analytical process.

6.5 | Future research avenues

Though beyond the scope of the present study, the data indicate

that the challenges related to social capital can typically be

supported by developing structural capital. Prior studies have

suggested that developing structural capital is one way to secure a

company's position in the relationship so that professionals would

not, for example, take customers with them when leaving the com-

pany (see, e.g., Biong & Ulvnes, 2011). Based on the data, a key

account management system was used to build up organizational

and structural capital. However, its positive influence remains ques-

tionable because it only seemingly offers one more manifestation of

how individual and social capital can be developed (e.g., Nätti &

Palo, 2012). In terms of further research avenues, examining the

dynamics and tensions that lie between building up structural capital

and utilizing the benefits of strong individual and social capital—both

of which are hard to beat in the professional service environment—

appears to be of great importance.

In addition, much work remains to be done when it comes to cre-

ating diverse types of knowledge-intensive environments and

addressing the related differences in human, social, and structural cap-

ital (e.g., Malhotra & Morris, 2009; Nätti et al., 2017). Thus, one

important avenue for future research would be to research different

kinds of professional firms using a comparative approach.
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