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A B S T R A C T   

Building on recent engagement research, this study contributes to a deepened understanding of business actor 
engagement (BAE) dimensions that includes both behaviors and emotions. Following a systematic combining 
approach, this study contextualizes and clarifies BAE. Through an analysis of dyadic data (providing firm and 
customers), we offer in-depth knowledge of the antecedents and types of BAE. This study identifies engagement 
disposition combined with engagement connectedness as the antecedents of an engagement initiative's overall 
BAE. Building on these dynamics, we propose a conceptual BAE framework with a set of testable propositions 
that links BAE with its proposed antecedents. Finally, we use the empirical and theoretical insights to derive a 
BAE taxonomy consisting of four types that offers guidance on how to manage customers with different 
engagement characteristics in practice.   

1. Introduction 

Over the past decade, the concept of engagement has been proclaimed 
as a research priority (e.g., Brodie, Hoollebeek, Juric, & Ilic, 2011; 
Harmeling, Moffett, Arnold, & Carlson, 2017; Kumar, Rajan, Gupta, & 
Dalla Pozza, 2019). It offers an updated view of how firms relate to, and 
depend on, various actors, resources, and activities outside their own 
organization's realm (e.g., customers, suppliers, and partners) to facili-
tate the creation of value. Recent engagement research embraces a 
general actor-to-actor perspective, which broadens the conceptual 
domain of marketing beyond the traditional focal subject of ‘customers 
as consumers’ (Brodie, Fehrer, Jaakkola, & Conduit, 2019). It in-
vestigates the conditions under which actors choose to engage or not 
with other actors in their network, along with the forms of engagement 
and outcomes associated with their choices. As such, the concept of 
engagement potentially transcends traditional marketing concepts like 
loyalty (as in ‘submissive’ allegiance), involvement and commitment (as 
in contractual obligations), and co-production (as in pre-defined 
collaborative responsibilities) (Brodie et al., 2019; Chandler & Lusch, 
2015; Pansari & Kumar, 2016). If so, then engagement can be a signif-
icant driver of business performance and calls for additional research 
into the concept of engagement are well founded. 

Research has initially focused on ‘consumer engagement’ and ‘brand 
engagement,’ tracing effects such as recurring purchases, positive re-
ferrals, active advocacy, and influence (e.g., social media). However, 
studies to understand the potentially specific aspects of engagement by 
actors in a B2B setting are limited (Jaakkola & Alexander, 2014; Klei-
naltenkamp, Karpen, Plewa, Jaakkola, & Conduit, 2019; Storbacka, 
2019). Indeed, Nyadzayo, Casidy, and Thaichon (2020) (p. 198), iden-
tify that a “significant dearth of academic research on the conceptuali-
zation of B2B customer engagement is clearly evident, specifically in 
terms of its antecedents and consequences.” We agree that the causes 
and types of actor engagement in a B2B setting—i.e., business actor 
engagement (BAE)—are underexplored and that there are important 
reasons to develop this knowledge further. B2B relationships are typi-
cally more utilitarian, long-term, and organizationally and technically 
complex, involving repeated interactions between diverse sets of in-
dividuals and stakeholder groups in the involved organizations. Thus, in 
business markets, engagement needs to be regarded as a collective effort 
where both individual and group actions influence the outcomes (Klei-
naltenkamp et al., 2019). 

An early description of engagement was “a sense of involvement, of 
being connected with something” (Calder & Malthouse, 2008) (p. 2), 
while later conceptualizations understood engagement through 
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behavioral manifestations (van Doorn et al., 2010) or as a psychological 
state (Brodie et al., 2011; Li, Juric, & Brodie, 2018) leading to actors' 
resource contributions (Alexander, Jaakkola, & Hollebeek, 2018; Stor-
backa, 2019). Although B2B settings can be expected to be more func-
tional than consumer markets (Sheth, Gardner, & Garrett, 1988)—with 
observable behaviors and measured resource contributions—there is a 
risk in assuming B2B engagement is absent of emotions (Wilson, 2019). 
Thus, with this study we aim to provide a more holistic understanding of 
BAE, considering both behavior and emotions. 

Actor engagement is defined as “a dynamic and iterative process that 
reflects actors' dispositions to invest resources in interactions with other 
connected actors in a service ecosystem” (Brodie et al., 2019, p. 183). 
Thus, actor engagement is a multidimensional concept affected by the 
interplay of actors' connections and dispositions. Engagement disposition 
refers to an actor's inclination and ability to take up engagement ini-
tiatives proposed to generate potential business benefits (Fehrer, Wor-
atschek, Germelmann, & Brodie, 2018; Gill, Sridhar, & Grewal, 2017). 
Thus, an actor's engagement disposition is key to understanding ante-
cedents and forms of BAE (Brodie et al., 2019) and it needs to be further 
explored (Storbacka, Brodie, Böhmann, Maglio, & Nenonen, 2016). 
Dispositions have been studied as an antecedent and as an engagement 
dimension, but currently we know very little of what disposition entails 
and how it impacts engagement. 

Moreover, to understand the dynamic nature of BAE, it is necessary 
to also understand the nature and substance of how actors are connected 
in business relationships (following Brodie et al., 2019; herein described 
as engagement connectedness which is a concept that acknowledges the 
potential network effects of engagement). While there are several con-
ceptual descriptions of various forms and levels of engagement, empir-
ically grounded explanations of how engagement in business dyads 
emerges and evolves through relationships and how this relates to ac-
tors' engagement inclinations are still limited (Conduit, Karpen, Plewa, 
& Kleinaltenkamp, 2019). 

Against this backdrop, this study's aim is to identify the antecedents 
and types of business actor engagement, with a focus on actors' 
engagement disposition and engagement connectedness. We pose the 
following research question: What are the antecedents and types of BAE? 
Additionally, to advance our understanding of engagement in business 
settings that include both behavioral and emotional dimensions (Brodie 
et al., 2019), we address engagement initiatives as organizational ini-
tiatives that facilitate interactions amongst actors that receive a value 
proposition, with the primary goal of fostering behavioral and emotional 
connectedness between the provider and the customer, as well as to 
other connected actors (Gill et al., 2017; Harmeling et al., 2017). By 
doing so, we offer several contributions. First, we respond to the call for 
further theorizing the BAE concept and its antecedents (Nyadzayo et al., 
2020). Second, we clarify the dynamics of actor engagement and how it 
unfolds in business markets (Brodie et al., 2019; Conduit et al., 2019; 
Kleinaltenkamp et al., 2019). Third, we respond to the call for devel-
oping a classification of actor engagement types (Brodie et al., 2019), 
which also offers managerial implications and adds insights to B2B 
marketing theory and practice by conceptualizing systematic (engage-
ment) patterns across relationship types (Cortez & Johnston, 2017). 
Finally, the study contributes to a much-needed understanding of what 
drives customer proactivity in a B2B setting, as well as reasons for its 
absence (Ostrom et al., 2021). 

To respond to calls for a conceptualization of the antecedents and 
types of BAE (Nyadzayo et al., 2020), this study takes a qualitative 
approach to analyze dyadic data of a firm launching an engagement 
initiative and the subsequent actions of its customers. Interviews and 
observations of this initiative consider the potentially wider business 
network effects. Thus, we acknowledge the networked nature of 
engagement connectedness but focus our analysis of empirical data on a 
dyadic setting, in order to get a granular understanding of BAE mani-
festations, its antecedents and types. Following this introduction, the 
paper commences with the theoretical underpinnings followed by a 

discussion of our methodological approach. The results are condensed 
into a business actor engagement (BAE) framework which provides 
testable propositions. Finally, we assist managers by identifying four 
BAE types and provide suggested actions for each. 

2. Business actor engagement underpinnings 

Engagement research is primarily based on two related research 
streams: relationship marketing (Bijmolt et al., 2010; Harmeling et al., 
2017; Kumar et al., 2010; Pansari & Kumar, 2016; Venkatesan, 2017) 
and service-dominant logic (Brodie et al., 2011; Chandler & Lusch, 
2015; Hollebeek, Srivastava, & Chen, 2019). Both theoretical streams 
consider market actors embedded in networks not solely guided by a 
momentary, monetary transactional (quid-pro-quo) logic but also by a 
more long-term relational approach to business (Vargo & Lusch, 2016). 
While related marketing concepts like loyalty (Brodie et al., 2011) 
indicate a submissive actor (e.g., consumer) with varying levels of 
positive feelings, an engaged actor brings more to the table as the po-
tential co-initiator of a value proposition or co-creator of value and 
perceived benefits, which can produce a wide range of outcomes, 
including the potential for increased complexity as engagement is more 
difficult to ‘control’ in a traditional management sense. 

To be managed, engagement requires a multidimensional perspec-
tive (Venkatesan, 2017) and co-governance approach (Röndell, 
Sörhammar, & Gidhagen, 2016), in which actors in business relation-
ships iteratively learn how to utilize engagement resources in a timely 
and cost-effective manner, balancing reciprocal outcomes and perceived 
benefits. This means that an organization might have to, iteratively, 
hand over or share control over processes and activities. When exam-
ining the antecedents to engagement, prior research has found aspects 
such as customer involvement, participation, satisfaction, emotions, 
trust, and organizational support (see Hollebeek et al., 2019, Table 1for 
a summary of prior literature). Hollebeek et al. (2019) intended to 
consolidate knowledge and revise theory related to service-dominant 
logic-informed views of customer engagement (CE). They “observe a 
debate regarding the nature of particular CE antecedents and conse-
quences in the nomological network” (p. 173) and attribute this debate 
to a reliance on “partial, fragmented conceptual underpinnings of CE” 
(p. 174), which are the result of the “development of isolated or myopic 
insight that has only limited applicability” (p. 173). To solve this 
problem, they recommend an integrative, macro-foundational theoret-
ical perspective. Our approach is consistent with the goals and recom-
mendations of this research stream, and also provides empirically 
grounded support for our BAE framework. 

2.1. Engagement initiatives 

Digital technology provides new mechanisms to generate business 
opportunities and create value by integrating previously dispersed re-
sources, technologies and business activities into something new, such 
as generating business value from sustainability efforts previously only 
regarded as ‘doing good’ as opposed to also ‘doing good business’ 
(Beckers, van Doorn, & Verhoef, 2018; Dahlin, Ekman, Röndell, & 
Pesämaa, 2020; Gill et al., 2017). We define an engagement initiative (e.g., 
value proposition) as a trigger (and invitation) for potential actor 
engagement, requiring a supplier, customer or other related actor to 
assess their interest in, and ability to, realize value from a proposed 
initiative (Fehrer et al., 2018; Gill et al., 2017). 

2.2. Engagement connectedness and the role of emotions in business 
markets 

Within B2B marketing, the importance of interorganizational re-
lationships has long been acknowledged as a foundational consideration 
impacting strategic and operational decisions, as ongoing and future 
exchanges build on continuous interactions (Dowell, Morrison, & 
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Heffernan, 2015) and rely on varying degrees of mutual orientation 
(Hallen, Johanson, & Seyedmohamed, 1991). Thus, engagement initia-
tives need to resonate well with the current structure and the processes 
of a relationship where trust, commitment and interdependencies can be 
observed and maintained (Andersen & Medlin, 2016; Arvidsson & 
Melander, 2020; Brown, Crosno, & Tong, 2019), especially when there 
also interlinked technologies (Ekman, Dahlin, Erixon, & Thompson, 
2021). Thus, we expect that the unfolding of BAE is affected by 
engagement connectedness (Brodie et al., 2019). 

The relational orientation of actors in business markets is typically 
based on organized buying and selling characterized by long-term 
organizational considerations and rational knowledge (Guenther & 
Guenther, 2020). However, emotions such as commitment, satisfaction, 
and trust have also been identified as fundamental to relationship suc-
cess. Various forms of asymmetries between the firms may exist 
(Chakravarty, Kumar, & Grewal, 2014) and interaction outcomes can be 
highly people dependent. Further, perceived opportunism and role 
ambiguity sometimes lead to unwanted or negative business outcomes 
(Chowdhury, Gruber, & Zolkiewski, 2016). Thus, even business re-
lationships can display emotional aspects (Brodie et al., 2019). 

2.3. Engagement disposition in business markets 

The operative outcome (as well as strategic goals) of an engagement 
initiative in a dyadic business setting will be dependent on the degree of 
goal congruence; i.e., the interplay of organizational dispositions and 
perceived connectedness amongst the actors. Hibbert, Winklhofer, and 
Temerak (2012) describe how customer learning is a prerequisite for 
resource integration and subsequent value cocreation. As customers 
become more familiar with a new service, they will be more process 
focused learners rather than just outcome focused. We can expect this to 
put pressure on the provider, given that the resulting outcome might not 
be what was originally intended. Thus, there is a risk (from a provider 
perspective) of not understanding the customers' inclination, compe-
tence and preferences when developing an engagement initiative (Zhu, 
Nakata, Sivakumar, & Grewal, 2007), which suggests that there is a need 
for the initiating actor to identify the type of BAE desired in order to 
adapt strategic and operational considerations of the engagement 
initiative. 

Once offered, the engagement initiative to a large part will be in the 
hands of the receiving actor (e.g., customer) (Blazevic & Leievens, 2008) 
which means that provider-initiated engagement initiative outcomes 
may vary (Gill et al., 2017), and firms need to develop a strategy 
regarding to whom and how they craft a value proposition in the form of 
an engagement initiative. A provider must understand an actor's (and, in 
a network extension, other actors') inclination to engage; that is, what 
has been conceptualized as engagement disposition (Fehrer et al., 2018) as 
well as their role in relation (connectedness) to other actors in the 
business network. Hence, actors do not act in isolation – they employ 
various goods, services and resources for value cocreation in their 
relationship with the provider and these interactions may also extend 
into the wider network (Storbacka et al., 2016). 

In sum, extant engagement literature applicable to B2B settings 
suggests that the effects of engagement initiatives on BAE are related to 
engagement connectedness (Brodie et al., 2019) and engagement disposition 
(Fehrer et al., 2018). Additionally, there are both behavioral and 
emotional aspects to engagement (Brodie et al., 2019), and effects can 
spread into the wider network (Storbacka et al., 2016). In the next 
section, we describe our method for testing these propositions and 
developing our BAE framework. 

3. Research method 

To explore and conceptualize the characteristics of BAE—which 
during our study we considered an emergent developing concept—we 
adopted a systematic combining approach (Dubois & Gadde, 2002), 

which entails being responsive to current theory while at the same time 
developing the theory's nomological and conceptual structure through 
empirical studies. It is an iterative process that acknowledges ongoing 
knowledge development by having the researcher moving between 
literature and data collection in the field. Dubois and Gadde (2014, p. 
1283) conclude that: “Discovery of deep structures is more likely to 
occur in the continuous movements back and forth, involving matching 
and redirection as in systematic combining and other approaches aiming 
at context-specific explanations.” To understand the context-specific 
effects of an engagement initiative on BAE, the process is best assessed 
over time (Nenonen & Storbacka, 2016), thus, over several years, we 
actively followed the growing literature on engagement and at the same 
time carried out an in-depth study of an engagement initiative within 
the commercial real estate industry. By doing so, we were able to 
investigate existing ideas about BAE and at the same time embrace 
potentially new findings, by continuously going back and forth between 
theory and data. 

The study was carried out in Sweden where we chose as a theoretical 
sample (Patton, 2001) a leading commercial real estate firm that 
launched an engagement initiative with its tenants. The real estate in-
dustry is considered conservative when it comes to digitalization and 
services (Ekman, Berglind, & Thompson, 2021) and the focal firm was 
the first Swedish commercial real estate firm (i.e., landlord) to develop 
and implement a digital service for corporate social responsibility (CSR). 
The studied engagement initiative took the form of an app offered to 
commercial tenants to help them monitor, manage, and report their 
energy use. The real estate firm accommodated the study of its business 
and offered us access to its customers to observe their reactions to the 
engagement initiative. Customers talked freely about how the app was 
used in both their organization and (if so) in their network (typically 
displayed for their customers). Thus, the observed provider-customer 
dyads offered insights on all the nuances of BAE on individual, organi-
zational, and network levels. 

The firm's customers operated in a variety of industries (see Table 1) 
and varied in terms of characteristics and goals related to CSR. Although 
the real estate firm had an outspoken strategy for developing strong 
relationships, customers varied in their desire to engage. Although the 
engagement initiative was in line with existing global trends (i.e., CSR), 
it was not typical for the real estate industry, suggesting that the results 
would not be real estate industry specific and hence suitable for 
conceptualizing engagement in a B2B setting. Further, customers could 
choose whether, and how, to engage. This made an ideal investigative 
setting to explore BAE, including the absence of engagement. 

Overall, the launch and subsequent use of the app (engagement 
initiative) in an environment with the firm's unique CSR and customer 
orientation (engagement disposition and desire for connectedness), 
along with a large set of customers that were willing to offer their in-
sights, rendered a sample with respondents that had varying dispositions 
and desires for connectedness and engagement with CSR and the focal 
firm. This resulted in different actions and outcomes for the involved 
actors. Through this process our in-depth studies gave us both an un-
derstanding of the focal firm's ambitions and the receiving customers' 
perspective of the initiative and their subsequent engagement (or lack 
thereof). Thus, our sample supported an increased understanding of the 
antecedents to, and the resulting types of, BAE that should be general-
izable across business markets. 

3.1. Data collection 

Data collection was initiated by interviewing representatives from 
the provider of the engagement initiative (the real estate firm) followed 
by interviews with its customers (tenants) and finally some follow up 
with additional representatives of the real estate firm for checkups and 
confirmatory interviews (see Table 1). The main form of data collection 
was long interviews (McCracken, 1988) where some respondents were 
interviewed several times. The data collection included 22 customers 
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Table 1 
Collected (interview) data.  

#a Organization Position Industry Sex Observation Interview 
(hours)b 

Months with 
appc 

R1 The real estate 
firm 

CEO Real estate (e.g., commercial offices, retail stores, 
manufacturing plants and warehouses) 

M X 2:10M 5 
R2 CTO M X 6:25M 

R3 Sustainability 
Manager 

F X 1:15 M 

R5 Marketing Manager 
1 

F X 0:45 

R6 Marketing Manager 
2 

M X 1:30 

R7 Property Manager 1 M  0:20 
R8 Property Manager 2 M X 0:50 
R9 Leasing Agent F  0:30 
R10 Com. Manager F  0:35 
R11 Marketing/PR F  0:30 
R12 Engineer M  0:45 
R13 Project leader (app) M X 4:55M 

R14 Project leader 
(const.) 

M  0:15 

R15 Technician 1 M  0:35 
R16 Technician 2 M X 0:20 
R17 HR manager F  0:15 
R18 Customer support 1 M X 0:25M 

R19 Customer support 2 F  0:20M 

R20 Customer 1 (C1) COO Financial services M X 4:15 M 21 
R21 Exec. assistant F X 4:15 M 

R22 Customer 2 (C2) HR Manager Property broker F X 0:50 19 
R23 Customer 3 (C3) Sustainability 

manager 
Construction F X 0:50 14 

R24 Customer 4 (C4) CEO Asset management M X 0:40 13 
R25 Customer 5 (C5) Facility Manager IT Consulting M X 1:30 25 
R26 Customer 6 (C6) HR Manager Manufacturing F X 1:25 23 
R27 Customer 7 (C7) Facility Manager Research institute M X 1:00 10 
R28  CSR Manager  M X 1:45 M 

R29 
R30 

Customer 8 (C8) HR Manager 
Technical manager 

Financial services F 
M 

X 0:40 
0:15 

19 

R31 Customer 9 (C9) Sustainability 
manager 

Financial services F X 1:00 12 

R32 CSR Specialist F X 2:40 M 

R33 CSR Specialist 2 F  1:10 
R34 CSR Expert M  1:10 
R35 Customer 10 

(C10) 
Operations 
Manager 

Manufacturing F X 0:45 28 

R36 Customer 11 
(C11) 

CEO Retail M X 1:15 27 

R37 Customer 12 
(C12) 

CEO Manufacturing M X 0:40 25 

R38 Customer 13 
(C13) 

COO Software F X 1:10 17 

R39 Customer 14 
(C14) 

HR Manager NGO M  0:45 12 

R40 Customer 15 
(C15) 

COO Retail F X 1:00 40 

R41 Customer 16 
(C16) 

Exec. Partner Asset management M X 0:50 20 
R42 Exec. Partner M X 0:50 
R43 Customer 17 

(C17) 
Office Manager Property broker M  0:15 n/a 

R44 Customer 18 
(C18) 

CEO Retail F  0:15 n/a 

R45 Customer 19 
(C19) 

CEO IT Consulting M  0:10 n/a 

R46 Customer 20 
(C20) 

Office Manager NGO M  0:10 n/a 

R47 Customer 21 
(C21) 

COO IT Consultant F  0:05 n/a 

R48 Customer 22 
(C22) 

Assistant Marketing Research F  0:10 n/a  

a Respondent identification #. 
b Exponent Ms. on interview time indicates number of interviews (only market on those who were interviewed more than ones). 
c The number of months since the organization received the app when we made first contact. We conducted six telephone interviews with firms that declined the 

value proposition, hence the ‘n/a’ marking. 
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(1–2 respondents per tenant firm); 16 of the firms had accepted the 
engagement initiative and six of the interviewed firms had declined. As a 
means to assess the effect of the engagement initiative, we wanted to 
interview customers that had used the app for some time. Amongst those 
who accepted, average time with the engagement initiative was 20 
months (S.D. 7.73) with a minimum time of 10 months. The customers 
that accepted the app were interviewed face-to-face in their premises to 
allow for observations of how and where the app was used. Tenants that 
had rejected the initiative were more reluctant to meet (they had typi-
cally moved to new locations with another landlord or belonged to or-
ganizations that had gone bankrupt) and were therefore interviewed 
over the phone. Following this procedure, we expected that customers 
could reflect upon both their initial reactions as well as their continued 
use and engagement. 

Interviews helped us understand the provider, its customers, the 
nature of the relationship between them, and other actors involved (e.g., 
the customer's customer). Given that the theme of the engagement 
initiative was CSR, a heterogeneous concept associated with a variety of 
research and managerial practices (Hermelingmeier & von Wirth, 
2021), our questions probed the firms' sustainability interest, the status 
of sustainability in the industry they operate in, and their current stra-
tegic priorities as well as the forms in which they were expressed. We 
initiated customer interviews with questions that allowed us to under-
stand their history with the real estate firm and the current relationship. 
Thereafter, questions were related to the acceptance and subsequent use 
(or not) of the app, whether it was in line with the organization's busi-
ness as well as with its employees' interests, and potential use beyond the 
organization. We asked respondents to focus on their organization and 
occasionally checked to understand whether their statements were a 
personal viewpoint or a description of the organization's ambitions to 
ensure we obtained an accurate picture of the firm's goals in order to 
better understand its engagement disposition. Finally, we asked if and 
how the app was used in interorganizational relationships to get insights 
into the network aspects of engagement connectedness and BAE. 

All respondents, selected to be representative of the real estate firm's 
tenant portfolio, were told that they would be presented anonymously as 
a means to get frank answers both in general and regarding each other (i. 
e., the landlord could talk freely about tenants and vice versa). The in-
terviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim. The average inter-
view time was 69 min with a broad span from short clarification 
interviews to long and repeated probing in-depth interviews. Interviews 
were complemented with observations, rich pictures (i.e., sketches that 
were drawn together with the respondents; see Avison, Golder, & Shah, 
1992) and secondary data (e.g., formal company information such as 
annual reports, webpages, and press releases, as well as use reports from 
the app) that allowed for further controls and clarifications through data 
triangulation (Denzin, 1978). 

3.2. Analysis and presentation 

Following systematic combining (Dubois & Gadde, 2002), over two 
overarching rounds of analyses we iteratively searched for links and 
gaps between the coded empirics and extant engagement theory con-
cepts. The first round was carried out to identify BAE antecedents and 
the types of BAE itself, and to understand how antecedents affected the 
resulting BAE. This process was carried out by a main coder that elab-
orated the condensed results with two other researchers. The three re-
searchers held repeated meetings where the findings from the coding 
were influenced by the continuous literature review – a process where 
the identified constructs and connections were repeatedly elaborated 
and refined. Differences between the initial coder and the supporting 
researchers were solved through a consensus approach (Gibbert & 
Ruigrok, 2010) where the findings along with extant research were 
jointly considered and combined. Early results were also elaborated with 
key respondents in the real estate firm or amongst customers which 
allowed for member checking that supported the continued data 

collection as well as the development of additional insights. The final 
result was then evaluated by a fourth researcher who clarified the 
manifestations identified in Table 2(engagement disposition), Table 3 
(engagement connectedness), Table 4(BAE), and Fig. 1(conceptual 
model with propositions). 

The second round of coding included three independent coders that 
ranked the customers that adopted the app (i.e., accepted the engage-
ment initiative) based on the constructs identified in the first round. 
Here, the coders had to decide whether the customer (i.e., tenant) had a 
strong or weak engagement disposition as well as if the customer's 
(dyadic) engagement connectedness with providing (real estate) firm 
was strong or weak. The three coders reached a 0.88 proportional 
reduction in loss (PRL) in this judgement which is considered a good 
match (Rust & Cooil, 1994). The outcome of this procedure is a cate-
gorization of BAE types which is a useful step in theory development 
(Doty & Glick, 1994). 

The findings distilled from the procedures above were condensed 
from transcripts and other forms of data. Interactions in the field during 
visits to recipients' (customers') offices and other leased spaces also 
provided insights to the attitudes and behaviors of organizations and 
individuals. Most importantly, the character of the relationship between 
the provider and customer surfaced through the respondents' expres-
sions. For example, actors with weaker engagement connectedness often 
had a more formal tone in their description: i.e., “the landlord”, “our 
leasing agent”, “the technician” or “the [firm name],” while stronger 
relationships often included referring to people directly by their first 
name. After the analysis, the results were condensed to a linear narrative 
with complementary illustrative tables and related conceptual figures as 
a means to make the rich material from the study manageable and 
visible reaching the qualities of a thick description (Lincoln & Guba, 
1985). 

4. Results and propositions 

Our analysis of the dyadic data reveals a wide range of BAE char-
acteristics and the interplay of central BAE attributes. It shows that the 
engagement disposition of the business actor (in this study, a tenant) and 
its engagement connectedness with the provider (in this study, the real 
estate firm) are the core antecedents to business actor engagement (see 
Fig. 1). Each of these antecedents as well as the nature of the resulting 
engagement is presented below with representative quotes. The dis-
cussion is then focused on the managerial implications of BAE which is 
synthesized into a classification of business actor engagement (BAE) 
types. 

4.1. Engagement disposition 

An actor's engagement disposition has two main attributes – strategic 
fit which is primarily behavioral, and experience which is mainly 
emotional. Each of the attributes are described below and presentations 
of their coding are found in Table 2. 

4.1.1. Strategic fit 
The first attribute of actor disposition is the strategic fit between the 

provider and the customer. This finding relates to prior research where a 
fit between organizations (Leek, Turnbull, & Naudé, 2003), goal 
congruence (Cuevas, Julkunen, & Gabrielsson, 2015) and value 
congruence (Wang & Zhang, 2017) have been emphasized. In this study, 
strategic fit was found to have three main manifestations. 

The first manifestation, mission, adds a dimension unseen in current 
engagement literature. It is two-sided and captures the business actor's 
formal strategy and ambitions as well as its informal culture and en-
thusiasms. Given that the engagement initiative (in this study, an app for 
energy management) needed to be aligned with the provider's CSR as-
pirations, it became obvious that CSR is a rather heterogeneous concept 
(Hermelingmeier & von Wirth, 2021) that leads to different firm-level 
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priorities and outcomes. Thus, even if the customer actively embraces 
CSR, this does not necessarily grant acceptance. One example of a 
moderate CSR strategy can be seen in C12's following statement, a U.S. 
manufacturing firm adhering to its headquarters' standards, where they 
report only what is expected from them regarding the Swedish re-
quirements for sustainability but not much more: 

“There is a will, but the U.S. is not quite there yet – they work with 
the sustainability questions. We [Sweden] are ahead of them. […] 
But we are part of the [ecology cycle], keeping track of materials and 
taking producer responsibility.” 

Furthermore, mission includes an informal element that captures an 
actor's culture and enthusiasm. The following example from the retail 
firm C11's CEO portrays a mismatch between the engagement initiative 
and the organizational culture and enthusiasm when it comes to sus-
tainability, which further impairs engagement: 

“Now I better lower my voice, but for our business sustainability is 
completely uninteresting.” 

The results also indicate that the mundane routines of the everyday 
work; that is, the line of work, has a major impact on the success of an 
engagement initiative. In business markets, business activities are 
optimized over time and each additional activity will be judged based on 
its usefulness in the line of work. Thus, it is central to communicate the 
value of an engagement initiative so that it makes sense for the customer 
in its duties. This is critical for adoption and subsequent use. An illus-
tration of when this fails is the asset management firm C16's executive 
partner, who became responsible for the app, but did not see how and 

when he should use it in the firm's daily duties: 

“We have not gotten information about what to do with it! What shall 
we do to improve [CSR performance]? They just gave us [the app]. 
[…] So, we have not done that much – maybe switched to a few low 
energy lightbulbs and we turn off our computers in the evening. […] 
The app would need to be put in a wider perspective [to be useful for 
us].” 

Despite C16's skeptical comment above, the real estate firm strived to 
schedule handover meetings with adopters to reduce risk and increase 
the awareness of the engagement initiative in the receiving organiza-
tion. Thus, understanding that the line of work impacts whether the 
engagement initiative makes sense for the customer's organization and 
its routines. 

Finally, the strategic fit dimension involves hierarchical fit. In a B2B 
setting, actor engagement is dependent on whether the main customer 
contact has the position and authority to adopt and diffuse the 
engagement initiative inside and outside the organization. There is a risk 
when hierarchal fit is low that the engagement initiative never becomes 
diffused and that resulting actor engagement is lacking. Three of the 
adopters (C5, C6, and C9) were subunits within larger firms. They 
described that their ability to engage and act on an engagement initia-
tive was heavily influenced by corporate headquarters (HQ). Two of 
them originally wanted to use the app in their regular office meetings, 
but that was stopped by HQ that had a standardized and limited way of 
working with CSR. Hierarchical fit thereby emphasizes the importance 
of having the right customer representative present and on board, as 
well as having a structure that supports the adoption and use of the 
engagement initiative to uphold a continued BAE. 

Fig. 1. The business actor engagement (BAE) framework.  
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The term ‘hierarchical’ might seem to indicate that it must be a 
person with a high rank within the customer organization, but our study 
showed examples of how receptionists inspired employees to learn about 
energy use. In business interactions, the selection and timing of an 
engagement initiative seems vital but also that it is offered at the right 
hierarchical level of the organization. As described by the 
manufacturing firm C6's HR manager: 

“If [The app] had been offered to our CEO, it would not have been 
accepted. And it's not because of animosity – our staff is very envi-
ronmentally aware. [...] However, there is no backup. There is no 
interest from [our headquarter] for environmental initiatives like 
that way.” 

The combination of ‘line of work’ fit and ‘hierarchical fit’ determines 
the visibility, desirability, and subsequent engagement disposition. For 
example, is the customer contact (representative) a person that runs 
weekly meetings or has say regarding strategy and what information to 
diffuse? Or is it a person with limited visibility in the organization that is 
offered the engagement initiative? Such factors will jointly make up 
what has been described as customer's adaptiveness in prior studies 
(Tuli, Kohli, & Bharadwaj, 2007). 

Summarizing strategic fit, it is mainly related to whether the 
customer is ready to “get things done” or not – i.e., the behavioral 
(‘doing’) part of actor engagement. Building on these findings in com-
bination with prior research that has pinpointed the importance of being 
aligned in goals and values (Cuevas et al., 2015; Wang & Zhang, 2017) 
as well as having a contingency structure in interorganizational ex-
changes (Tuli et al., 2007), we propose: 

Proposition 1. A high/low alignment between an engagement initia-
tive and the customer's strategic fit (i.e., mission, line of work fit and 
hierarchical fit) results in a high/low business actor engagement. 

4.1.2. Experience 
The second manifestation of the BAE disposition is experience, which 

has a more emotional focus than the strategic fit dimension, as illus-
trated in Table 2. Its first manifestation, perceived motive, colors the ef-
fect of an engagement initiative based on whether the customer 
experiences the provider's motive as being intrinsic or extrinsic. For 
example, the construction firm C3's sustainability manager saw the real 
estate firm's offering as extrinsically motivated, merely part of a CSR 
trend that modern firms are expected to comply with: 

“Well, I think that you can see how [firms try] to be the first one. 
Take the initiative and go far beyond what the law says. You see this 
more and more! […] Then it is the question if they follow through – 
do they know what they are doing? It makes you wonder.” 

Such perceived motivation of the offering reduces the business ac-
tor's engagement. There were also respondents that perceived the 
engagement initiative to be intrinsically motivated and viewed it as very 
welcome and proactive as the financial firm C1's COO clarified: 

“[The real estate firm] stands well when we compare with prior 
landlords. And they are very proactive [when it comes to 
sustainability]!” 

Thus, all engagement initiatives will be affected by how their un-
derlying motives are perceived by the receiving customer contact. 

The second manifestation of the experience, embeddedness, reflects 
whether the engagement initiative is being adopted and having an effect 
at the actor, dyad, or network level. The provider mainly had the dyad in 
focus when it developed the app; that is, the engagement initiative was 
supposed to engage its tenants and strengthen the bonds between the 
real estate firm and its customers. But the manufacturing firm C10's 
operational manager explained how it wanted the whole organization, 

Table 2 
Engagement disposition attributes.  

Attributes Manifestations Illustrative quotations 

Strategic fit (behaviors/ 
cognition) 

Mission (developed) “We go through our [sustainability] goals every quarter. We can see in which direction we are going, so to speak. Have 
we improved ourselves, are we on the right way in the right direction, or are we in the wrong direction? And this can be dependent 
on different things.” (C12) 
(partly developed) “We have adopted some parts of the environmental certificate ISO14.000.” (C14) 
(undeveloped) “We never have to show that we are sustainable – we are not that type of business.” (C4) 

Line of work (supportive) “We have always tried to get an integrated system that takes into account the work environment [i.e., employee well- 
being] and the environment. We think they are connected.” (C12) 
(complementary/voluntary) “The information that we get [from the app] is posted on our bulletin boards on a monthly basis; those 
who are interested in our energy use can read them.” (C14) 
(disruptive) “We are the worst or second worst [in the app ranking]. Obviously, we would like to get a better ranking, but we have 
incredibly high electricity costs that we would want to lower. But nothing is allowed to impact our manufacturing.” (C6) 

Hierarchal fit (high) [Our executive board takes interest in the app] and I send the report from [the app] to them. They have many offices and 
ours is the largest. But we got nice information, where the [report] really fills a purpose. And we work a lot with public customers 
who ask what we do [for the environment]. This is part of our marketing message.” (C5) 
(moderate) “We have daily or weekly contact with our [management team] and they manage our certifications and so on.” (C15) 
(low) “We are up to 20 people at the office. We have many people coming and going because we are not employed [we are all one- 
person companies].” (C4) 

Experience (emotions) Perceived 
motive 

(intrinsic) “It is very positive that they launched such an initiative. It honors them even though I may not have had such a great joy 
[of the iPad]. I think it is a very positive initiative to do what they have done.” (C11) 
(undeceive) “It is in their interest given that I pay for the energy [via the real estate firm].” (C5) 
(extrinsic) “I perceive them as more environmentally oriented [than other landlords], but it may be like many other companies, 
they may be profiling themselves like that?” (C5) 

Embeddedness (network) “We got [almost 20] offices and [over 10] landlords so we cannot get it all together. And there are different energy 
suppliers. But we work a lot with sustainability.” (C5) 
(dyadic) “I contacted [landlord representative] to get information about if it was the password or something else. [After I got help], 
he asked if I was interested. And I think this is positive because it is good when you become aware of how the office works, how 
much electricity we consume.” (C2) 
(monadic) “It is hard for us to compare [with other forms of businesses].” (C5) 

Perceived 
benefit 

(positive) “Some months after [we got the app] there was an email asking if you would give the savings to charity. I discussed it 
with two of the company managers, and they said, ‘it can't be that large sum of money’ so we went ahead and contributed.” (C3) 
(moderate) “[landlord's name] probably got full control over the office's energy use [...] but the app could be a bit more 
pedagogical.” (C13) 
(negative) “I could not choose [if we should give our energy savings to charity] myself. And I do not have the time to wait for an 
okay from our headquarters.” (C9)  
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and potentially even others, to experience the app when they were 
offered it. That raised questions regarding the impact and spread of the 
engagement initiative where C10 had not decided how to go about it yet 
[they had an iPad only in their own office at the interview]: 

“Shall we have several iPads located in more than one area, or shall 
we have a big screen for external guests, a ‘sustainability corner’ 
somewhere instead of having it all gathered at our entrance? We 
have not decided that yet.” 

Embeddedness describes how the engagement initiative is organi-
zationally received and the interviews offered examples of monadic, 
where the app became solely used in parts of the customer organization 
(the tenants used it but did not inform the landlord of how and why they 
used it), dyadic, in the interaction between the landlord and the tenant, 
and networked adoption, where the customer used it as a sustainability 
symbol in its interactions with others (typically with their own cus-
tomers, see examples in Table 2). 

The third and last manifestation for the experience attribute was 
perceived benefit. Does the offering become something that stimulates 
further learning and engagement or does it entail work and hassle? This 
seemed to have a direct impact on how the customer experienced the 
engagement initiative. The facility manager of the IT consulting firm C5 
was moderately impressed when it came to get benefits from the app: 

“It has visualized at what hours we use energy – but we have a lot of 
servers [so it is hard to achieve savings]. We can see the effects when 

it comes to our lightning and our computers. […] This means that I 
hardly use it – I do probably not even remember the password if you 
asked me.” 

Respondents at C1, C3, C9 and C14 all perceived clear benefit, where 
the engagement initiative became another thing to add to their sus-
tainability work. The opposite was reflected by respondents at C4, C11 
and C16 who had a hard time finding a suitable use for the app. Thus, the 
perceived benefit spanned from being viable/high to being hidden/ 
absent. 

The three manifestations of experience all relate to the emotional 
(‘feeling’) dimensions of the antecedents to BAE. Building on prior 
engagement research that emphasizes the emotional part of actor 
engagement (Li et al., 2018) and our results, we propose: 

Proposition 2. A high/low alignment between an engagement initia-
tive and the customer's experience (i.e., perceived motive, embedded-
ness, and perceived benefit) results in a high/low business actor 
engagement. 

4.2. Engagement connectedness 

Our study shows that simply offering an engagement initiative (e.g., 
an app for CSR) in a business relationship does not necessarily mean it 
will “take off” and generate positive actor engagement. To “take off” 
prerequisites for engagement connectedness are required because as-
sessments are based on current relationship status. Although the po-
tential need for being engaged has been confirmed by several 

Table 3 
Engagement connectedness attributes.  

Attributes Manifestations Illustrative quotations 

Interaction characteristics 
(behaviors/ cognition) 

# of people (many) “[Me and my colleagues] are in contact with customer service – they do a great job! And then there is [name], 
their market manager. A really nice woman, happy, positive! And everyone that renovated our office – they were all very 
clear and concise.” (C13) 
(some) “It is mainly me and [the real estate firm's] customer service but occasionally also others that talk with our IT 
manager.” (C11) 
(few) “We do mainly contact customer support given that we have a long contract.” (C2) 

Frequency (high) “We do almost have daily contact given that we want to make changes [to the facilities] all the time!” (C6) 
(moderate) “We used to have a visit from [the real estate firm] about once a week.” (C15) 
(low) “We do not have any monthly meetings. When you need a contact [with the landlord], then you get it.” (C2) 

Adaptations (extensive) “We have renovated our premises – refined them – since the landlord became the owner [of our facilities]. We 
have put a lot of time and energy on getting the premises optimally suited for us. And [the landlord] opened up a new 
passage, so it ties together our premises. We got the premises decorated and designed exactly as we wanted it, as a ‘quid 
pro quo’ because they wanted to get parts of our former office [for other tenants]. They were very supportive in this 
process.” (C12) 
(some) “We have a second-hand tenant, so they helped us with a glass wall [so the second-hand tenant got his own 
space].” (C16) 
(none) “It is much like ‘you can have this office – and it is this big. Take it or leave it’ in a kind of way.” (C16) 

Relationship foundation (emotions) Information 
sharing 

(extensive) “We have no secrets!” (C6) 
(moderate) “They are clear about their various projects towards tenants, good at managing information flows, 
announcements, and updating tenants about what is happening quite actively.” (C7) 
(limited) “So, you get emails about what's happening in neighborhoods and so, but… Now they are building some floors 
below us, and the elevator is quite dirty because they do not cover it [...] and it is a waste on the floors and many 
construction workers, especially in the morning … So stupid. They should not [do such work] during rush hour.” (C16) 

Rapport (pronounced) “They feel very innovative; maybe we do not talk so much about the technical side of the facility or 
anything like that. But they've got an electric bus going between downtown and here, they have created these business 
area days. We think they are innovative. And they are fully engaged in sustainability.” (C12) 
(good) “We got a sharp increase in the lease when the landlord took over [i.e., acquired the building] and we tried to 
struggle against [this increase] for a long time. We did in the end meet halfway, so to speak, but the lease has 
substantially increased. However, we have had a very good dialogue with them.” (C12) 
(recognized) “The landlord informs quite a lot [e.g., as when] rebuilding the garage. They offer much information and 
are very wise. I would say that we get information every other week. As when Obama was here for a visit, there was some 
information about [traffic] lockouts and so on.” (C1) 
(indefinite) “It's hard for me to say if [the landlord is sustainable], but they got waste bins in the corridor and … I don't 
know.” (C4) 

Closeness (high) “They were really keen on getting the facilities right so that we would be pleased – and they got our office just 
right.” (C8) 
(low) “It is not like they contact us to hear ‘how are things’, but they keep us informed.” (C2) 
(weak) “Our company used to own their facilities, and then the invoice became less important. But now when we lease 
our facilities from a landlord, it becomes ‘that is not something we pay for, that is something you have to pay for yourself 
as a tenant.’ And that is a big difference.” (C15) 
(absent) “They don't really care [about our business], I guess they want their money and that things are in order.” (C16)  
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researchers (Brodie et al., 2019; Li et al., 2018; Storbacka et al., 2016), 
our study indicates that the characteristics of the business actors also 
have a major influence on the extent to which actors connect prior to 
and when becoming engaged. Thus, the BAE characteristics of the actors 
(the BAE type) is not only related to the existing relationship between 
the initiator of an engagement initiative and the receiver, it can also be 
affected via other connections in the network. Thus, our analysis reveals 
that engagement connectedness affects the type of BAE both behavior-
ally and emotionally which adds empirical support to prior research (e. 
g., Kumar & Pansari, 2016). We find that engagement connectedness has 
two attributes with several manifestations: interaction characteristics and 
relationship foundation as outlined in Table 3 and presented below. These 
constitute avenues for further confirmative research. 

4.2.1. Interaction characteristics 
Findings from analysis of empirical data suggests the first attribute of 

engagement connectedness that affects the success of an engagement 
initiative is interaction characteristics. The empirical manifestations of 
this attribute are the number of people involved (at both customer and 
provider side), how often they interact (i.e., frequency), and the adap-
tations that the provider and customer have made prior to the engage-
ment initiative. The mean number of customer (i.e., tenant) 
representatives that were engaged was 2.75 (S.D. 0.93) persons. Most 
tenants had one main representative and then one or two additional 
persons that dealt with managerial (for contractual work) or operational 
(for fault reporting and day-to-day issues) duties. The provider had an 
even stronger group interacting with each tenant, on average 4.13 (S.D. 
1.41) persons. Thus, the sheer number (#) of people involved is one 
manifestation of engagement connectedness. 

Frequency indicates how often the partners interact – while some 
customers described that they were in contact with the landlord almost 
daily (usually visited by a technician) others had few encounters except 
for when it was time to renew the contract. The construction firm C3's 
sustainability manager was the assigned contact person, and she 
considered the regularity of interaction to be decent and described the 
forms of interaction as: 

“It is mainly when we contact them when there is an issue, but they 
do follow through once we do. They also have a reporting system we 
can use when we have a problem, but I know the technician 
[mentioned by first name] so we can contact him when we have a 
problem.” 

Conversely, the executive assistant at the financial service firm C1 
described the landlord-tenant interaction as very frequent – potentially 
because the relationship was newer, and their address was in one of the 
more expensive locations. She described: 

“Sometimes [the real estate firm marketing manager] takes you out 
to lunch, and they have also arranged movie nights when their CEO 
greets you and talks about what is up ahead. […] They have also 
visited us with new potential tenants to show the premises, and we 
are glad to show our office. And this used to be followed with some 
form of appreciation [gift].” 

Finally, the level of relationship-specific adaptations made by each 
actor were an important interaction characteristic. This spanned from no 
adaptation at all (e.g., C7's sustainability manager stated that any 
additional costs to accommodate a new CSR initiative had to be rejected 
as the space was already very expensive), to C9's office that had a new 
building that she described as fully adapted to them: 

“We will communicate [our firm's sustainability] from our new head 
office […] that we require to fulfil the highest sustainability stan-
dards. […] [The real estate firm] have been accommodating and 

much easier to work with in these questions than our prior landlord – 
we both strive for the same things.” 

Leasing contracts were typically between 3 and 10 years, so the real 
estate firm had to make sure that the space was attractive for other 
prospective customers after the contracted time. However, some cus-
tomers (tenants) required that the space was highly customized 
reflecting their brand and accommodating their way of working. Several 
of the tenants (e.g., C9 above) jointly found ways to adjust the rented 
spaces so that they both upheld the value of the building (many were 
historical landmarks) as well as provided functionality that was close to 
the customer's requirements. Thus, the adaptions were to different de-
grees mutual. However, some customers like the research institute C7 
were on the other end of the spectrum, where their HR manager 
described that they hardly could afford the cost of their office locations 
which was why they could not ask for adaptations: 

“This means that we do not have any top-renovated offices – it is of 
an older standard. On everything!” 

Building on the three discovered attributes, the prior research on 
behaviors that are manifested in the firm-customer relationship and on 
interorganizational relationships in business markets (Lilien, 2016; 
Palmatier, Houston, Dant, & Grewal, 2013; Gadde, Huemer, & 
Håkansson, 2003) this study's third proposition is: 

Proposition 3. A high/low alignment between an engagement initia-
tive and the customer's interaction characteristics (i.e., number of peo-
ple, frequency, and adaptations) results in a high/low business actor 
engagement. 

4.2.2. Relationship foundation 
The second attribute of engagement connectedness that has an effect 

on actor engagement is the relationship foundation, which is a more 
emotional attribute (see Table 3). A connected engagement is charac-
terized by open information-sharing, acknowledgement of each other's 
knowledge and skills (i.e., rapport is built), and closeness. The first 
manifestation, information sharing, involves being open to updating the 
partner on intentions and processes. As described by the financial ser-
vices firm C8's technical manager that appreciated the real estate firm's 
high availability of information: 

“They send messages, and they are very good at informing when 
there is anything, even when I compare with others. They are ‘on’ 
and look ahead.” 

Another manifestation, namely rapport, meant that the customer 
could rest assured the supplier had the expertise to manage a situation or 
would offer a truthful explanation for any adverse circumstance. This 
means that the customer considers the provider to be knowledgeable 
and sincere which in turn causes the customer to rely on the firm. The 
manufacturing firm C10's sustainability manager's response to a prob-
lem—the challenge of acquiring a new sustainability certificate—can 
illustrate how the customer considered the real estate firm a reliable and 
valuable resource in their work: 

“We did early on conclude what we must follow [for our sustain-
ability certificate] and they have guided us in what targets we must 
meet. It is the energy use we must have control over to make it.” 

The established rapport seems central when developing an engage-
ment initiative given that the customer will view the offer in the light of 
prior interactions. One of the executive partners at the asset manage-
ment firm C16, for example, expressed skepticism towards some staff 
that had been involved in some early services in their office: 
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“He was like a joke – I did not experience him as serious. They should 
have a more professional constructor that gives a proper impression 
if you ask me.” 

The respondent at C16 did not know if the constructor was an 
employee at the real estate firm or if he was hired by the firm. However, 
it negatively affected his initial impression of the firm – a feeling that 
seemed to linger even months after the event. 

The results also show that relationship foundation affects BAE 
through varying degrees of closeness, meaning that individual actors 
often develop an informal relationship and feel they are treated 
graciously. As the financial service firm C1's executive assistant 
described it: 

“We are like good friends – that is how I experience our relationship. 
It is easy to talk about life with them.” 

Several other respondents had similar descriptions of staff at the real 
estate firm – whether it was marketing staff or technicians. The in-
terviews at the real estate firm (R1-R19 in Table 1) indicated a strong 
customer orientation, and this was well mirrored in the customer in-
terviews (R20-R48) where positive descriptions of the real estate staff 
were much more frequent than neutral or negative ones. 

While interaction characteristics to a large extent are structural in 
form and behavioral in content, relationship foundations are mainly 
emotional. Building on prior research on the role of trust and mutual 
orientation in business markets (Arvidsson & Melander, 2020; Brown 
et al., 2019; Hallen et al., 1991) and the field study insights, we offer a 
fourth proposition: 

Proposition 4. A high/low alignment between an engagement initia-
tive and the customer's relationship foundation (i.e., information 
sharing, rapport, closeness) results in a high/low business actor 
engagement. 

4.3. Business actor engagement (BAE) 

When studying the receivers' response to an engagement initiative, 
we identified two attributes that were coded as magnitude and valence 
and that characterized the various types of BAE. Magnitude is impacted 

more by the behavioral attributes strategic fit and interaction charac-
teristics (dash-dot lines in Fig. 1), while valence is impacted more by the 
emotional attributes experience and relationship foundation (dashed 
lines in Fig. 1). We also recognized that the multidimensional disposi-
tion and connectedness antecedents – and their interrelationships had 
the potential to produce engagement ambivalence; i.e., when both 
positive and negative psychological dispositions occur within the same 
actor (Li et al., 2018). Thus, the manifestations of BAE that were iden-
tified under two attributes might be in sync or be in conflict. They are 
described below and portrayed in Table 4. 

4.3.1. BAE magnitude 
The BAE attribute magnitude describes the extent to which the 

engagement initiative has an effect on people, departments and orga-
nizational behaviors and is mainly a behavioral attribute. The first 
manifestation of magnitude is scope, which has to do with how many 
individuals (in the customer organization and beyond) are affected by 
the engagement initiative. The manufacturing firm C10's operations 
manager described a quite extensive spread: 

“It is essential for us to communicate [sustainability] with our em-
ployees to make sure everyone knows how amazing our building is. 
The app's energy visualization is an important part of that.” 

The second manifestation is the intensity with which the business 
actor engages; i.e., does it affect daily work extensively or not. Very few 
of the respondents used the app daily, as it was typically integrated with 
other organized sustainability activities. However, C11's CEO was 
outspoken about how his organization did not have a sustainability 
strategy and did not use the provided iPad as intended: 

“We had the iPad located in out [public places] and connected it to 
speakers via Bluetooth. That way, we could also use it to play music. 
[…] But there was a thief who I guess thought it was worth taking so 
now the iPad is stolen.” 

Finally, the third manifestation of the BAE magnitude is imprinting, i. 
e., whether changes are permanent and ongoing or everything returns to 
the original state. As C15's COO explained: 

Table 4 
Business actor engagement (BAE) attributes.  

Attributes Manifestations Illustrative quotations 

Magnitude (behaviors/ 
cognition) 

Scope (large) “[The app] is definitely an aid, and it reminds you – even to convey it [to others in the organization].” (C6) 
(moderate) “We were informed about [the app] when we got it. But we have hired more than 60 people since then so many do not 
know about it.” (C6) 
(small) “I cannot do all the work. Someone else needs to cover up. The next step is to have the last one [to leave] to shut down 
machines, and the first one to put it on. But we're not right there.” (C9) 

Intensity (high) “We had an initial meeting when we did a form of internal auditing – then we talked about [the app]. And we do also have a 
‘green week’ every year – then we talk about it. And then I use it to forward the quarterly energy report.” (C3) 
(moderate) “I sometimes include [information from our app] in our weekly meetings.” (C2) 
(low) “Somebody might check [the app].” (C12) 

Imprinting (high) “[the app] has made it clear how much [electricity] that is used on weekends and evenings, if you do not turn off computers 
and so on. If you are not taking precautions, the [electricity] consumption will be quite high.” (C12) 
(moderate) “We will check the reports when they come, and then we will look at … we look at what we can do differently.” (C13) 
(low) “We learned to turn off the lights when you are not there.” (C11) 
(absent) “We have not done any energy saving actions since we got [the app].” (C4) 

Valence (emotions) Meaning- 
laden 

(high) “[The landlord] is very proactive […] which concurs with our strivings – we do also need to work proactively with our energy 
use.” (C1) 
(moderate) “They approach sustainability in a serious way […] and I sometimes forget it, but [the app] highlights the importance. I 
should look at it [the app] more often.” (C2) 
(low/misaligned) “Suddenly you get some irrelevant information [about the real estate firm in the app] – that is uninteresting! It was 
fun the first time but then it is just disturbing. […] We ended up using the [iPad with the app] for playing music in our store instead.” 
(C11) 

Adherence (extensive) “I think they are great and can recommend them to others.” (C8) 
(strong) “I think [the landlord] has done a lot [i.e., the app fulfills all our needs]. We could not ask for more. The market needs to 
mature so that we know how to use it [the app], how we get it to work for us.” (C5) 
(weak) “It is a bit like when you select your bank. You choose [landlord] based on your needs, not based on what you have. Whatever 
it is, you are not as loyal today.” (C2)  
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“I do not feel like I'm using [the app] so much. [...] And maybe they 
could work more with it, perhaps they should promote it in some 
way, and talk about it more. And maybe, I do not know, form com-
munity groups, workshops or something like that. Then you're going 
to work a bit more with [the app] because otherwise, it will enlighten 
you. You look at it, and then that's not much more.” 

However, the financial service firm C1's COO experienced the 
engagement initiative much more positively and saw it as something 
that he expected to become common in offices. He also felt that he would 
continue using the app, i.e., a much deeper imprinting: 

“[You can get used to this kind of app for CSR where the] question 
grows and becomes important […]. It is like it is hard to change from 
an iPhone to something else, because you have learned all the apps, 
so to speak. […] It is the same thing with this type of app, you get 
used to it.” 

Building on prior conceptualizations of the behavioral dimensions of 
actor engagement (Brodie et al., 2019; Jaakkola & Aarikka-Stenroos, 
2019; Kleinaltenkamp et al., 2019) and the presented results, our fifth 
proposition is: 

Proposition 5. A high/low business actor engagement magnitude (i. 
e., scope, intensity and imprinting) is the result of a combination of 
strategic fit and interaction characteristics. 

4.3.2. BAE valence 
The second attribute of the BAE is valence (Li et al., 2018) which can 

be from attractiveness (positive valence) or aversiveness (negative 
valence). Valance is mainly an emotional attribute, and (in the study) 
valence is manifested through meaning-laden and adherence. Meaning- 
laden is related to how the customer (based on previous experiences and 
mind set) feels towards the providing firm and the offering when 
engaging (or not). Thus, it is an attribute related to the dyadic rela-
tionship where the engagement initiative is offered. The software firm 
C13's COO indicated that she believed that the real estate firm was 
sincere regarding what they were offering (i.e., the engagement initia-
tive attribute perceived motive was positive), which had an impact on 
C13's emotional engagement: 

“[The real estate firm] is very accommodating and they are 
committed to keep on working! […] You can feel that they want 
something and that affects how you feel about [using the app].” 

The study showed that the real estate firm had not succeeded in 
building rapport with the asset firm C16, where one of the asset man-
ager's feelings for it reflected how the engagement initiative turned out 
(i.e., lack of use of the app): 

“[The app] may have been the most innovative [the real estate firm] 
have done so far, [but] the data they collect does not seem to be 
correct. If you could collect [your own] data with it, it should be 
useful. Otherwise, I do not see the point of it.” 

Valence is also manifested by adherence, where an actor is either 
‘following’ or ‘distancing’ from the initiative. The study offered exam-
ples of positive adherence, where the tenant perceived sustainability 
initiatives from the landlord as being ‘signs of the times’, to spark or 
increase sustainability awareness. Adhering to the landlord's sustain-
ability initiative enabled the tenant to extend it to other actors in the 
network. Thus, positive valence (attractiveness) may trigger adherence 
regarding both emotional and behavioral aspects of affinity and grati-
tude, as expressed by the manufacturing firm C6's HR manager that not 
only needed to get the organization to embrace the app but also their 
foreign HQ: 

“It would be hard to pull through [all the needed continuous sup-
port] if we did not have this [specific real estate firm as a] landlord! 
[…] It can be a simple thing as [staff from the real estate firm] have 
been here with a shout out ‘Hi all, we are doing an update now’.” 

Several of the firms described their engagement in relation to sup-
porting activities by the real estate firm; i.e., the nature of the dyadic 
(landlord-tenant) relationship highly impacted how the engagement 
initiative turned out in the customer organization. 

It is worth noting that in situations where the real estate firm does not 
offer support, contradictory to the description above, we can assume 
that it could lead to negative valence, in the form of aversiveness in 
which increased engagement may not be favorable to the customer. By 
recognizing the element of valance in and between inter-organizational 
relationships (Jaakkola & Aarikka-Stenroos, 2019; Kleinaltenkamp 
et al., 2019), there will be a variety of meaning-laden and adherence 
aspects that help to establish the nature of engagement behavior. 
Building on prior conceptualizations of actor engagement (Li et al., 
2018), adding the presented findings, we summarize these into the 
study's sixth proposition: 

Proposition 6. A positive/absent/negative business actor engagement 
valence (i.e., meaning-laden and adherence) is the result of a combi-
nation of experience and relationship foundation. 

5. Discussion 

The results of this study provide theoretical and managerial impli-
cations that advance current knowledge on actor engagement and sug-
gest new research opportunities, especially related to B2B/industrial 
marketing management in a networked context. 

5.1. Theoretical implications 

First, this study complements prior engagement research that has 
primarily focused on consumer or brand engagement. This study focuses 
on B2B actors' engagement (or lack thereof) in response to a provider's 
engagement initiative, and demonstrates how the receiving actor's 
disposition and connectedness can influence the magnitude and valence 
of its engagement. Additionally, it explicitly recognizes the influence of 
both behavioral and emotional dimensions on actor engagement in B2B 
settings. Further, in situations where there is no (or weak) actor 
engagement disposition, nor positive engagement connectedness, the 
resulting BAE may be absent or even negative. 

Second, by identifying the attributes of engagement disposition 
(strategic fit and experience), engagement connectedness (interaction 
characteristics and relationship foundation), and the resulting BAE 
(magnitude and valence), along with their associated manifestations, we 
offer a detailed response to calls for conceptual developments regarding 
engagement roles and behaviors in business markets (Brodie et al., 
2019). The BAE framework (Fig. 1) and its propositions (P1-P6) support 
future conceptual and empirical explorations, offering a framework for 
studies across various industries and contexts. 

Third, while the framework is based on empirical data derived in the 
context of a B2B (customer-provider) dyad, it offers theoretical impli-
cations beyond the dyadic business relationship. Understanding the 
conceptual foundation and antecedents of actor engagement in dyads 
will enable further theorizing regarding the networked nature of actor 
engagement, adding to existing conceptual descriptions of how 
engagement might generate ripple effects in the network (Brodie et al., 
2019; Harmeling et al., 2017; Nyadzayo et al., 2020; Storbacka et al., 
2016). Specifically, the engagement disposition attribute of embedd-
edness (which can be monadic, dyadic, or networked) and the BAE 
attribute of magnitude conceptually acknowledges the wider system- 
related characteristics of actor engagement. 

Fourth, based on the BAE framework and observed engagements, in 
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the following section we offer an actor engagement typology (as called 
for by Brodie et al., 2019), which suggests a set of BAE antecedents and 
resulting BAE types that may help both researchers and managers un-
derstand behaviors such as collective engagement (Kleinaltenkamp 
et al., 2019), the influence of (key) individuals in B2B settings (Gon-
çalves, da Silva, & Teixeira, 2019), and how the emotional dimension 
valance can be both positive and negative (Li et al., 2018). The BAE 
typology also helps to explain why researchers will observe different 
types rather than merely different levels of engagement. We next present 
four BAE types which can be considered mid-range theory engagement 
concepts that offers managerial guidance. 

5.2. Managerial implications 

Differences in actor engagement disposition and engagement 
connectedness result in different types of BAE, which must be identified 
and managed differently. Based on our analysis of customers' engage-
ment disposition and engagement connectedness we present a taxonomy 
consisting of four distinct BAE types in Fig. 2. The classification can be 
used by business managers to identify their current business situation 
(regarding disposition and connectedness), from which they can explore 
and evaluate engagement initiative opportunities and challenges when 
it comes to how to generate positive business outcomes depending on 
intensity and nature of the BAE antecedents. We have labeled the BAE 
archetypes (‘Decorum,’ ‘Curiosum,’ ‘Critica,’ and ‘Potentiate Satiate’) 
based on their type of customer acceptance of the engagement initiative 
and suggest relevant actions for each. While Fig. 2 classifies only those 

customers that accept an engagement initiative in the firm-customer 
dyad, certain types of acceptance may produce worse BAE than those 
associated with rejection of the engagement initiative. 

A customer classified as a decorum—with a weak engagement 
disposition and a weak engagement connectedness—may accept the 
engagement initiative without any deeper intention to engage. Thus, 
there is a high risk for ceremonial adoption but where true engagement 
is absent. Decorum explains why an engagement initiative is accepted 
but not used (i.e., no magnitude). The valence is at best neutral and at 
worst negative (e.g., a customer that believes the provider is doing this 
due to external or insincere motives). Our managerial advice is to avoid 
offering the engagement initiative to this type of customer. 

Curiosum represents a type of acceptance with a weak engagement 
disposition but where there is a strong engagement connectedness. Such 
customers will have a reactive engagement, but there is a chance that 
they experience benefits in their wider business network (in this study, 
typically, the customer's customers). For these customers, BAE will be 
more emotional (valence) than behavioral (magnitude). Thus, they tend 
to experience at least moderate valence, but their behavioral engage-
ment (i.e., resulting activities) may be limited. Providers can use an 
engagement initiative as a means for differentiation and to maintain 
existing relationships – especially given that customers with a high 
(dyadic) engagement connectedness expect to be prioritized which can 
make them disappointed if they do not get the offer. 

Customers that are categorized as critica have a strong engagement 
disposition but a weak engagement connectedness. Thus, they are 
typically already knowledgeable and active within the engagement 

Fig. 2. Classification of the business actor engagement (BAE) types.  
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initiative's area (in the study, CSR). The critica type tends to be proactive 
when exposed to the engagement initiative. However, given the weak 
engagement connectedness, there is a risk that these customers adopt 
the engagement initiative without relating it to the provider. The study 
provides several examples of when the customers integrated the app in 
their environmental reporting without offering any feedback to the 
provider. Such ‘monadic adoption’ and subsequent use limits the pos-
sibility of mutual learning, and it also reduces the chance of strength-
ening the dyadic relationship. Given that this archetype has excellent 
experience within the engagement initiative domain, there is also a risk 
that they see limited value in the offering or accept it with skepticism; 
that is, it comes with an insecure valence. Thus, offering this BAE type an 
engagement initiative should be done with strong relational support so 
that the provider can learn from the recipient's use. To recognize and 
benefit from their existing knowledge, it may be advisable to include the 
critica type in future development or enhancement of the engagement 
initiative, as this may increase connectedness and enhance BAE. 

Finally, the potentiate satiate archetype has both a high engagement 
disposition and strong engagement connectedness. It is within this 
category we can expect the proactive customer (Ostrom et al., 2021), 
and there is a great chance that this customer type may bring the 
engagement initiative into their wider business network. The potentiate 
satiate customer offers a great chance for positive valence and a 
resulting engagement that entails both behaviors (‘doing’), cognitive 
effects (‘knowing’ or ‘learning’), and emotions (‘feeling’). However, 
given the interplay between a strong engagement disposition and a 
strong engagement connectedness, there is a risk of BAE being too 
strong. In the study, the provider mitigated the risk of having overly 
engaged customers driving the engagement initiative from its original 
scope (see, for example, Storey & Larbig, 2018) by adopting an ‘open 
source’ policy for (app) customization. For the potentiate satiate 
archetype, the engagement initiative becomes a means for upholding the 
relationship status as well as for cost savings given that it preempts 
potential customer demands. 

5.3. Limitations and further research 

Even though our purposive sample includes a heterogeneous set of 
customers, it was restricted to a focal firm in the real estate industry, so 
our results can be generalized only theoretically (Yin, 2014). For future 
qualitative studies, we note that some of the customers approached the 
engagement initiative with curiosity. However, we only identified a 
couple of examples of such curiosity and thus dropped them in the 
coding process. Future actor engagement studies could benefit from 
including curiosity's role in actor engagement. Our sample also has 
natural limitations when it comes to statistical generalizations and 
therefore, we do not make any such claims. However, our propositions 
offer good support when developing testable variables. This study also 
focused on an engagement initiative for CSR that can be expected to 
drive interest and be hard to neglect through its inherent good purpose. 
Thus, future studies are needed for other types of engagement initia-
tives, such as those that are part of a broader portfolio of offerings as 
well as studies on how engagement initiatives are accepted in other 
industries. Such studies would allow for continuing development of mid- 
range theory on actor engagement and offer managerial guidance which 
should include further elaborating the four BAE types (see Fig. 2). 

Expanding on this, while we identified four distinct BAE types, we 
did not explore differences in engagement (i.e., types and overall in-
tensity) over time, which is an excellent future research avenue to un-
derstand how engagement fluctuates within and beyond dyadic 
relationships. In our study, the customers had experienced the engage-
ment initiative for a period of time which allowed us to identify 
engagement antecedents and conceptualize BAE and its types. This un-
derstanding needs to be complemented with process studies that capture 
how engagement unfolds over time and what role various critical in-
cidents may have on the engagement. Do the ‘rhythm’ of engagement 

initiatives create impulses in the involved actor's engagement, how do 
the engagement initiatives relate to the everyday business transactions 
that the partners carry out, is there a depot or exhaustion effect over 
time, to what degree do the setting for engagement affect the types (e.g., 
the servicescape), what are the remedies for absent or negative BAE, and 
how does BAE cause ripple effects in the customer's wider network? 

Finally, we note how the adopted research method offers insights 
into how future scholars can engage with practitioners to develop their 
theorizing in novel marketing concepts such as we have presented here. 
Engagement can be considered a concept that marketing researchers 
should embrace themselves. Marketing research would benefit from 
taking an engaged scholarship approach (Van de Ven, 2007) or a 
theories-in-use approach (Zeithaml et al., 2020) on such concepts, 
where the theorizing would be made jointly with engaged researchers 
and business actors (e.g., managers, developers, and users). That is, re-
searchers can adopt the concept of an engagement initiative as the 
catalyst for engaging with practitioners (see Brinkmann, 2014). By 
proposing an initiative (i.e., research project) that has the potential to 
benefit both managers and scholars, and working collaboratively with 
practitioners to develop reality-supported theory, both parties will 
realize value beyond what either could produce alone: Practitioners will 
have more than disaggregated experiences from which to draw; instead, 
they will have usable and generalizable frameworks that are transferable 
to new situations or industries (cf. Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Researchers 
will have more than disconnected theory; instead, they will have unique 
insights that will make their theory richer and more robust to reality. 
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Leek, S., Turnbull, P. W., & Naudé, P. (2003). Interactions, relationships and networks in 
a changing world. Industrial Marketing Management, 32, 87–90. 

Li, L. P., Juric, B., & Brodie, R. J. (2018). Actor engagement valence: Conceptual 
foundations, propositions and research directions. Journal of Service Management, 29 
(3), 491–516. 

Lilien, G. L. (2016). The B2B knowledge gap. International Journal of Research in 
Marketing, 33(3), 543. 

Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry. Newbury Park, CA: SAGE.  
McCracken, G. (1988). The long interview. London: SAGE Publications.  
Nenonen, S., & Storbacka, K. (2016). Driving shareholder value with customer asset 

management: Moving beyond customer lifetime value. Industrial Marketing 
Management, 52, 140–150. 

Nyadzayo, M. W., Casidy, R., & Thaichon, P. (2020). B2B purchase engagement: 
Examining the key drivers and outcomes in professional services. Industrial Marketing 
Management, 85, 197–208. 

Ostrom, A. L., Field, J. M., Fotheringham, D., Subramony, M., Gustafsson, A., 
Lemon, K. N., … McColl-Kennedy, J. R. (2021). Service research priorities: Managing 
and delivering service in turbulent times. Journal of Service Research, 24(3), 
329–353. 

Palmatier, R. W., Houston, M. B., Dant, R. P., & Grewal, D. (2013). Relationship velocity: 
Toward a theory of relationship dynamics. Journal of Marketing, 77(1), 13–30. 

Pansari, A., & Kumar, V. (2016). Customer engagement: The construct, antecedents, and 
consequences. Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science, 1–18. 

Patton, M. Q. (2001). Qualitative research and evaluation methods (2nd ed.). Thousand 
Aaks, CA: SAGE.  
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