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Abstract 
The paper presents a new theoretical framework for coordinating an inter-unit 
collaborative service process towards a joint customer. The common service 
process is itself presented as a central coordination mechanism. It defines how 
tasks and responsibilities are shared between the collaborating units. The 
framework presents the factors supporting cooperation between the units, the 
prerequisites of the common service process, and the ways of coordination 
suitable for inter-unit cooperation. The framework is developed through a sin-
gle-company longitudinal, qualitative case study that consists of three action 
research projects. 
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1 Introduction  

Cooperation between organizations is necessary in the fast developing business 
world to add value for the end-customer. In practice, added value can be produced by 
broadening the service offering. According to Grönroos [1], it is a challenge to pro-
vide a joint service offering and it requires cooperation between the service provid-
ers. Cooperation between companies, but also between business units inside one 
company, must be supported and coordinated. Thus, a study on how collective hu-
man activity should be organized is required [2]. 

The objective of our research was to study how cooperation between business 
units of a single company can be supported and coordinated. As the main result of 
this research we present a new framework for coordinating a collaborative service 
process to produce better service offering to the joint customer. 
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The framework was developed in a case study in which cooperation between two 
business units inside one company was improved and the service processes of the 
units were integrated and coordinated. The need for coordination arose as the units 
realized that they needed to serve the common customers better by enlarging the 
product and service offering, but the units were too decentralized to do this together. 
The business units also tried to improve their competitive advantage by finding syn-
ergies through collaboration. [3]  

2 Theoretical Background 

2.1 Coordination of Interdependencies 

Different units of organizations are usually specialized in certain operations, which 
differentiates the units from each other. However, the interdependencies between the 
units need to be managed to produce high-quality products and services together. 
Thus, coordination, i.e., the integration of different parts of the organization is 
needed in order to achieve common objectives [4].  

The difficulty lies in determining how to coordinate different interdependencies 
between business units. Hall [5] claims that there is no one way to coordinate, but the 
suitable coordination mechanisms depend on the environment.  

Thompson [6] presents three types of task interdependencies (pooled coupling, 
sequential coupling, and reciprocal coupling) and three modes of coordination (stan-
dardization, planning, and mutual adjustment) to manage these interdependencies. 
Mintzberg [7] continues Thompson’s work in the field of coordination by stating that 
a fourth mode of coordination, i.e., direct supervision exists. Mintzberg’s modes of 
coordination are intended for different organizational structures. 

We combined Thompson’s [6] and Mintzberg’s [7] work on coordination. Thus, 
we present four modes of coordination suitable for different kinds of environments: 
planning, mutual adjustment, direct supervision, and the standardization of work 
processes, output, or skills needed to accomplish the work. Planning is suitable in 
dynamic situations where tasks are changing frequently. Mutual adjustment suits in 
dynamic environments when tasks are interrelated. Direct supervision is suited for a 
small organization where task interdependencies change. Standardization is suitable 
for environments that are mainly stable and the work activities are interrelated. [6, 7] 

2.2 Supporting Cooperation and Improving Service Quality 

Hoeg [8] and Simatupang et al. [9] state that cooperation between organizations 
needs to be improved in order to together form a product that satisfies customers. 
Axelsson and Easton [10] present that organizations should be integrated (i.e., be-
come a whole) before the coordination of their operations can be started.  

We hypothesize that factors supporting cooperation provide organizations with 
integration mechanisms. We present five factors supporting cooperation: common 
will and values [11], common understanding [12, 13], common development projects 
[11], internal customership [14], and communication [15]. We chose these factors 
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because they suited well in the context of our case study, i.e., two business units try-
ing to cooperate inside one company. 

Service quality depends on the quality of both the service process and its end-
result. Service process can be defined as a chain of sequential and/or parallel activi-
ties that have to work in order to produce a service. [16] According to Grönroos [1], 
a service process involves both the production and delivery of services. The relation-
ships between quality generating resources (personnel, service idea, systems, and 
customers) have to be coordinated in order to improve service quality [1]. 

3 Methodology 

This study applies abductive reasoning [17, 18]. First, a preliminary theoretical 
framework was developed based on theory. Then, the framework was tested using 
deductive reasoning in empirical research. The findings from the empirical research 
were generalized inductively to theory as a new framework. The empirical part is 
based on a qualitative case study [19, 20] in which action research was carried out 
[21].  

The case study of this paper is focused on cooperation between two business 
units of a Finnish media company. The data was collected during three developmen-
tal action research projects following the SimLab™ method. During SimLab action 
research project, researchers prepare and implement a process simulation together 
with case companies. This includes setting goals, interviewing relevant parties, mod-
eling the selected business processes, organizing a simulation day, analyzing results, 
and giving feedback. [22, 23] The simulation day includes a facilitated group discus-
sion in front of a visual process model and group work sessions for developing fur-
ther the solutions. The first and third writer of this paper acted as facilitators in the 
first action research project, whereas the first and fourth writer acted as facilitators in 
the second and third action research projects. 

Each of the three consecutive projects lasted around three months. The data was 
gathered between October 2004 and November 2005. The qualitative data in the 
preparation and running of the three action research projects included altogether 40 
semi-structured interviews, observation, and three questionnaires. Additional sources 
of information included documents provided by the business units or created during 
the action research project, such as process charts and management presentations on 
the case company’s business models and objectives.  

The semi-structured interviews of this study concentrated on predetermined top-
ics selected by the researchers, but the flow of discussion was free, hence, relevant 
topics emerging during the interviews could be talked through [24]. The topics of the 
interviews were related to developing and coordinating the cooperation between the 
business units. The interviews were digitally recorded and then transcribed into text 
files word for word. After that, they were analyzed by marking the relevant pieces of 
the text and classified into themes (i.e., content analyzed).  

The observation in the study was holistic in nature [25]. We made observations 
on the behavior of the participants during the projects and later talked through these 
observations with other researchers. The participants of the interviews, simulation 
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days, and questionnaires included employees from the management level as well as 
from the operational level. Three common customers of the units were interviewed 
and altogether 21 common customers participated in the first and second simulation 
days.  

Three questionnaires were designed to ask the respondents’ opinions about ways 
to manage cooperation and the ways of coordination. The questionnaires were 
handed to the participants of the simulation immediately after each simulation day. 
There were open-ended questions and rating questions. The questionnaires were 
anonymous in order to elicit honest opinions. The answers to the open-ended ques-
tions were classified into themes, and the answers to the rating questions were aver-
age calculated. In the first project all 27 participants answered. In the second project 
21 out of a total of 26 participants answered. In the third project 35 out of a total of 
37 participants answered. Some of the respondents participated in all three projects 
and answered three times. 

4 Case Description 

The case study involved two business units (product and service unit) within a Fin-
nish, international company operating in media industry. The units served partially 
the same customers. The product unit provided traditional physical products, 
whereas the service unit provided an Internet-based service. Both units had their own 
customers as well as common customers. The units had separate business models. In 
the beginning of the study, the personnel regarded these two issues as inhibiting fac-
tors to cooperating more intensively and gaining synergy.  

The traditional product unit employed over 100 people. It generated ten times the 
profit of the other unit. The different operations of the product unit were coordinated 
by regular meetings, email, and daily ad hoc communication, such as phone calls and 
face-to-face discussions. The service unit was quite small, employing only 13 peo-
ple. The service unit did not yet generate much profit as it was recently founded as a 
development unit. The employees of the service unit worked near each other. Hence, 
the ways of coordination included mainly informal and ad hoc communication. 

The three consecutive action research projects had a common purpose to improve 
cooperation between the two units in order to serve the common customers better 
and to find synergies. This was achieved by coordinating the work of selected col-
laborating operations of the units. In addition, each development project had its own 
specific goals.  

The goal of the first action research project was to build a common frame of co-
operation between the business units in order to give the customers a consistent im-
age of the products and services of the units. This challenge required improving 
communication between the units. The 21 participants of the action research project 
represented mainly the customer service operations of both units. In addition, 20 
common customers participated in the simulation day. In the end of the first action 
research project, the units realized that the modeling of a common service process 
could be used as a cooperation process to coordinate the operations of the units.  
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In consequence, the goal of the second project was to model a common service 
process that would integrate the marketing and customer service operations of the 
units. The project also aimed at supporting the formation of common will between 
the two units. The common will meant that the units could agree on what the units 
want to be together in the future and how to get there. The project included 27 em-
ployees altogether from the customer service and the marketing operations of the 
units. 

In the third action research project, the common service process was extended to 
cover also the electronic sales and distribution operations of the business units. There 
was a need to understand the potential advantages of common product and customer 
relationship management systems. Other goals were improving communication and 
common understanding between the units as well as finding ways to integrate the 
electronic sales and distribution operations of the units. Altogether 37 employees 
participated in the action research project. They came from the electronic sales and 
distribution operation, customer service operation, and marketing operations.  

5 Results 

The developed framework for coordinating a collaborative service process is pre-
sented in the Fig. 1. The framework contains three zones: the factors supporting co-
operation, the prerequisites of common service process, and the operations of com-
mon service process and their ways of coordination.  

Based on empirical findings, we recognized seven factors that were considered to 
support cooperation (Outer zone in the Fig. 1): a common profit goal, common un-
derstanding about the units’ business, common will and values, a common strategic 
plan, common process simulation projects, internal customership, and communica-
tion. Some of the factors were modified from theory (see chapter 2.2). 

The results of the case study show that in order to have better service, the sepa-
rate business units can coordinate their operations by first modeling a common ser-
vice process together, and then by acting according to it. The common process model 
defines, e.g., how operations between collaborators’ organizations should be coordi-
nated and managed. In addition, the model can define prescheduled planning meet-
ings where coordination challenges related to common business are discussed and 
solved. Thus, we present that a common service process between organizations can 
act as a coordination method.  

Based on empirical study, the prerequisites of a common service process (Middle 
zone in the Fig. 1) are a shared service idea, shared knowledge about the products 
and services, common understanding about the customers’ needs, and shared product 
and customer relationship management systems. These four elements which were 
modified from theory [1] tie together the operations of two business units. 

In the case study, we categorized the operations of the units into three categories: 
Marketing, Electronic sales and distribution, and Customer service. The researchers 
recognized ways of coordination (Inner zone in the Fig. 1) that were specifically 
used inside these operations. Two ways of coordination were used in all of these op-
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erations. These were common ways of operating and external integrators. The 
framework also presents other ways of coordination. (Fig. 1) 
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Fig. 1. The framework for coordinating a collaborative service process for better service [3] 

The study suggests that a common strategic plan and a common strategic profit 
goal can be regarded as development and coordination methods on the organization’s 
strategic level. They correspond to Mintzberg’s [7] standardization of output.  

In addition, the study suggests that the common ways of operating in customer 
service, common messages to customers, the definition of good service, and ad hoc 
communication can be regarded as development and coordination methods on the 
organization’s operational level. The common ways of operating in customer service 
correspond to Mintzberg’s [7] standardization of work processes, whereas common 
messages to customers and the definition of good service correspond to Mintzberg’s 
[7] standardization of skills and norms. Lastly, ad hoc communication can be re-
garded as Mintzberg’s [7] mutual adjustment. (See Fig. 2) 

These results support the claim made by Thompson [6], according to which stan-
dardization is most efficient on the strategic level of the organization, whereas mu-
tual adjustment is suitable on the operational level.  

We state that in order to guarantee the quality of service offering and added value 
for the end customer, the organizations should organize their work as business proc-
esses crossing all the operations. We suggest that a common service process is a way 
of coordination that unites the strategic level and the operational level of the collabo-
rative organizations (Fig. 2). The common service process also unites the different 
operations towards a shared business goal. However, the common service process 
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should be managed by having a process owner that takes care of the development of 
the process [11].  
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Fig. 2. Development and coordination methods of the collaborative organizations providing 
services to the common customers [3]  

6  Discussion and Evaluation 

The study implies that before starting to coordinate the operations of different or-
ganizations, cooperation between the organizations should be started and developed. 
This supports the statement made by Axelsson and Easton [10] according to which 
integration is needed before coordination can be performed.  

The study confirms the known fact that personnel should be involved in the col-
laborative process early enough to get them committed to changes. It was important 
for the personnel of the case company that the managers made clear decisions about 
how to approach cooperation. The personnel needed to understand what kind of ad-
vantage could be gained from cooperation. 

A message to managers is that successful integration of business units requires 
that the management is committed to the changes and encourages personnel to start 
using the ways of coordination agreed together. Our findings suggest that in the early 
phase of cooperation, the business units should define the common resources re-
quired for producing the products and services to common customers. In addition, 
communication between the business units should flow freely all the time in order to 
prevent misunderstandings between partners.  

Lincoln and Guba [26] present four criteria of soundness of a qualitative study: 
credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. The credibility of this 
study was increased by active collaboration between the management of the two 
business units and the researchers. In addition, triangulation, i.e., the use of different 
data collection methods, increased the credibility. The transferability of this study 
was increased by describing the case study in detail. The dependability is related to 
the objectivity and stability of the research. This criterion was met by describing the 
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context in necessary detail. The confirmability was improved by describing the 
methods of research, data collection, and analysis in necessary detail.  

This study is only a start in understanding how different business units within a 
company can be coordinated and integrated to serve common customers better. In 
consequence, the new framework should be developed further in new cases of col-
laborative service offering. It would be interesting to apply it in a different context, 
e.g., between business units from different companies.  
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