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Abstract 
 
The objective of this paper is to develop a framework for analyzing the project buying network. 
We believe that such analysis will provide insightful research and managerial implications to 
deepen understanding of the structure and processes of project buying networks and their 
implications for project sellers. We review the relevant buying center and project business 
literature and develop an integrated framework. Our results show that while the buying center 
literature provides insightful and analytical constructs, it has not delved into the dynamics of multi-
organizational buying networks and has left project buying and its international context relatively 
untouched. For its part, while project business research has conceptualized the buying and 
selling networks, there has been very little systematic research of the inter-organizational project 
buying process. Our framework takes into account the type of purchase and purchase situation; 
the structure, processes, and capabilities of the buying network; financing issues; as well as the 
national and international environmental factors impinging on the multi-organizational buying 
network. 
 
Keywords: international project marketing and purchasing, buying center, inter-organizational 
networks, project buying 
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Introduction 
 
Project business is an area of growing interest in international marketing, and one in which 
Industrial Marketing and Purchasing (IMP) theories and concepts have played a major role. We 
define project business as the interactive development and delivery of technical-economic 
solutions to meet a buyer’s needs. We distinguish between the marketing or selling functions and 
the purchasing or buying functions. We define project marketing as the selling and 
implementation of project expertise, and project purchasing as the buying of integrated project 
expertise (see Ahmed 1993; Owusu 2003). Project buyers and sellers become connected in a 
mutual business endeavour in which the project buyer has a need that may not yet be clearly 
defined, or that may be defined but which the buyer wishes to be supplied by a marketer. The 
selling company has a combination of technical, financial and management expertise that it 
wishes to provide to meet the buyer’s need. The project business process goes through several 
phases from delineating the parameters of the project, negotiating terms, arranging financing, 
implementing or constructing the project, and entering the post-project phase where follow-up 
projects or continuing cooperation may eventuate. Other parties like consultants, sub-contractors, 
suppliers and regulators may play active and critical roles in achieving the business. These actors 
may belong to existing networks of either the buyer or seller, or may be totally new to both of 
them. All of them are linked in a temporary network to achieve the project goals (Ahmed 1993; 
Owusu 2003).  
 
In recent years, IMP scholars have contributed an understanding of the critical success factors for 
project sellers. Project marketing has been conceptualized as a process that may commence well 
before a project opportunity is officially announced by a buyer, and which does not cease once a 
contract is awarded (Cova and Holstius, 1993; Hadjikhani 1996; Skaates, Tikkanen and Lindblom 
2002). Moreover, relationships have been identified as critical to each stage of the process, 
including ‘extrabusiness’ relationships (Cova and Salle 2000) and socio-political connections 
within a project ‘milieu’ (Cova, Mazet and Salle 1996). Given the complexity of many projects, 
sellers often form networks among themselves, bidding in consortia, as subcontractors to main 
contractors, or in joint venture arrangements (Lampel, Miller and Floricel 1996; Welch et al. 
1996). 
 
While the focus of existing research has been on project sellers, our argument in this paper is that 
our understanding of international project business is incomplete without further analysis of 
project buyers. Just as the marketing of projects is regarded as distinct from the marketing of 
other goods or services, there has also been some recognition that project buying has 
differentiating characteristics (Cova and Holstius 1993). In particular, existing research has 
pinpointed the extreme ‘fragmentation’ (Cova, Ghauri and Salle 2002) or ‘dispersal’ (Bansard, 
Cova and Salle 1993) of buying centers, with the functions of a buying center potentially 
distributed across multiple organizations. In other words, the buying function is performed by a 
‘cluster’ or ‘net’ that forms part of the wider project network (Sharma 1989; Jansson 1994). 
However, little empirical research on buying networks has been conducted to date (for studies 
that have provided insight into aspects of the organization of the buying network see Jansson 
1989, 1994). 
 
The objective of this paper is to develop a framework for analyzing the project buying network. 
We use the term ‘project buying network’ to denote the organizations that are involved at various 
stages of the buying process, not just the decision about supplier selection. ‘Network’ is used in a 
generic sense to incorporate relationship connections that endure across multiple projects, as 
well as the temporary buying ‘net’ for a specific project. We believe that the review and analysis in 
this paper can form the basis for insightful research and managerial implications to deepen 
understanding of the structure and processes of project buying networks and their implications for 
project sellers. The paper is structured as follows. First, we review the relevant buying centre 
literature and comment on its implications for studying a multi-organizational buying network. We 
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then review the characterization of the buyer in project business literature and the implications 
provided in extant literature for project sellers. Consequently we develop a framework for 
analyzing the buying network and, lastly, provide implications for research and management. 
 
 

From Buying Center to Buying Network 
 
Organizational buying behavior is an established area of marketing research. There has long 
been recognition that purchasing decisions by organizations can involve multiple individuals from 
a range of departments. The term ‘buying center’ was coined by Robinson, Faris and Wind (1967) 
and is used to refer to ‘all those members of an organization who become involved in the buying 
process for a particular product or service’ (Johnston and Bonoma 1981, p. 143). Numerous 
conceptual models of buying center behavior have been proposed (e.g. Johnston and Lewin 
1996; Sheth 1973; Webster and Wind 1972) and there has been extensive empirical testing of 
different aspects of buying center behavior: one review identified 165 articles that had been 
published in major business-to-business marketing journals over a 25-year period (Johnston and 
Lewin 1996). Most empirical research on the buying center has involved large-scale mail surveys 
or structured interviews, with a smaller number of experimental and qualitative research having 
been conducted. The result has been an emphasis on static, cross-sectional research designs, 
despite calls for more longitudinal and case study research being regularly made (e.g. Bunn 
1993; Ronchetto 1989; Spekman and Gronhaug 1986). In addition, empirical research has mainly 
been conducted on the private, for-profit sector, with little known about differences across 
organizational type and the particular circumstances of government procurement (for an 
exception, see Spekman 1981). 
 
Buying center behavior has been found to be determined by environmental influences 
(comprising the purchase situation, organizational characteristics and the macro-environment), 
group structure and decision-making processes, and attributes of individual participants (for a 
similar categorization, see Kauffman 1996). Turning to environmental factors first, the purchase 
situation includes variables such as product type, purchase importance, time pressure, perceived 
risk and uncertainty, buy-class, and degree of novelty and complexity (e.g. Garrido-Samaniego 
and Gutierrez 2004; Lau et al. 1999; Sheth 1973). Some researchers have explicitly adopted a 
contingency approach, although the precise effects of situational factors on organizational buying 
behavior have been the subject of some debate (e.g. Kohli 1989; McCabe 1987; Spekman and 
Stern 1979; Wilson et al. 1991). Organizational variables that influence buying behaviour include 
the firm’s size, degree of formalization and centralization, and organizational memory and 
experience (e.g. Johnston and Bonoma 1981; Johnston and Lewin 1996; Lau et al. 1999; Park 
and Bunn 2003; Sheth 1973; Webster and Wind 1972; Weiss and Heide 1993); while macro-
environmental influences can include culture and the degree of turbulence (Morris et al. 1995; 
Sheth 1973; Webster and Wind 1972). Surprisingly, despite the inclusion of environmental factors 
in the early models, there has been little cross-national comparative research (for an exception, 
see Banting et al. 1985) and few studies of buying centers in less industrialized countries (for 
exceptions, see Baker and Abou-Ismail 1993; Morris et al. 1995).  
 
The structure of the buying center can be measured in terms of its size, formalization, 
centralization, membership, participant roles, and degree of connectedness between participants 
(Johnston and Bonoma 1981; Webster and Wind 1972). Social network approaches have been 
used to investigate the extent to which an individual’s influence is determined by his or her 
structural position in the buying center network (see e.g. Dawes et al. 1998; Ronchetto et al. 
1989). Buying center processes are typically conceived in terms of information search and 
processing, problem framing and other decision-making routines, conflict resolution and influence 
strategies (Dawes et al. 1998; Farrell and Schroder 1999; Venkatesh et al. 1995; Wilson et al. 
2001). A purchase in fact consists of a sequence of activities rather than a single decision, with 
the structure of the buying center likely to change during the process (Ghingold and Wilson 
1998). One of the most detailed processual studies to have been published, Vyas and Woodside 
(1984), found the decision process to be comprised of multiple ‘decision rules’, or problem-solving 
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routines established through repeated behavior, that buying center members use to reach 
decisions (cf. Bunn 1993’s concept of ‘procedural control’). A final source of variation in buying 
center behavior can be attributed to individual participants in the buying center, who have 
different levels of experience, job functions and expertise, expectations, personal stakes in the 
buying decision and information sources (Sheth 1973). Moreover, individuals may exhibit 
emotional as well as rational decision-making processes (Wilson and Woodside 1994), and their 
personal goals may not coincide with those of the organization (Webster and Wind 1972). 
 
While the buying center was originally conceptualized as an intra-organizational construct, there 
has been increasing recognition that organizational buying decisions involve inter-firm 
connections, and that ‘organizational membership is not necessarily the primary criterion for 
deciding buying centre membership’ (Spekman and Gronhaug 1986, p. 51). The IMP ‘interaction 
model’ (Håkansson 1982) conceived purchasing as a relational and processual activity, with any 
single purchase decision affected by the ‘pattern and characteristics’ of the ongoing interaction 
between buyer and seller (Turnbull et al. 1996, pp. 56-57). In later IMP research, dyadic 
interactions between buyers and sellers have been analyzed as part of interconnected networks 
of relationships. In particular, there has been research into supply networks, with relationships 
between suppliers often directly or indirectly facilitated by buyers (Gadde and Håkansson 1993). 
Another important contribution of the IMP Group has been its international approach, with the 
very first IMP study investigating supplier-customer relationships across national borders 
(Håkansson 1982). 
 
With the focus of extant research on buyer-seller relationships and supply networks, other 
external relationships maintained by the buying firm have received limited attention. The 
involvement of external consultants was examined by Dawes et al. (1997) and Woodside (1994). 
‘Communication networks’ may also include informational exchange between buyers, with buyers 
potentially communicating with each other through, for example, industry associations, trade 
shows and conferences (Johnston and Lewin 1996). In some industries, relationships between 
buyers have been formalized through co-purchasing arrangements (Laing and Cotton 1997). The 
importance of external relationships was highlighted by Woodside (1994), whose network 
analysis identified the important role played by a ‘network champion’ that was neither the buyer 
nor seller, but nevertheless was pivotal in bringing about the purchase. 
 
While the literature on the buying center is extensive, and has developed robust frameworks for 
the systematic analysis of organizational buying behavior, there is scope to explore in more detail 
the network of inter-firm relationships that buyers develop during the purchasing process. It is 
also important to take a processual approach by exploring long-term inter-organizational 
relationships within the buying network, their historical and strategic dimensions, and how they 
affect ongoing buying relationships with the seller. Such interconnections between purchasing 
episodes, as well as between the different stages of the process, is underplayed in the buying 
center tradition, which tends to examine discrete exchanges and has neglected the post-
purchase evaluation stage (for an exception, see Lambert, Dornoff and Kernan 1977). Another 
limitation of existing buying center research is that it is focused on the purchasing of 
manufactured products, raw materials and components and, to a lesser extent, services – yet an 
early and consistent research finding is that the nature of the product is fundamental to the way in 
which the buying decision process is enacted (see Axelsson and Wynstra 2000 for a discussion 
of services). The purchase of projects has rarely featured in the buying center tradition; hence, 
the next section turns to existing research on project marketing to analyze the buyer from a 
project perspective. 
 
 

The Buyer in Project Business 
 
Project marketing has been characterized as ‘a special case of business-to-business marketing’, 
in that the organizational buying (and selling) processes are likely to differ from those in other 
forms of business-to-business marketing (Bonaccorsi et al. 1996). As Bansard et al. (1993) noted, 
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a distinguishing feature of project marketing is that the ‘mono-organisational’ buying center that 
dominates much business-to-business marketing research does not hold. Instead, project 
marketing typically involves the ‘extreme dispersal’ (Bansard et al. 1993, p. 127) of both the 
buying and selling center, with both functions instead being fulfilled by multi-organizational 
networks. They argued that this can be attributed to the fact that ‘a single organization … is 
unable to anticipate all or part of the financial, technical, and communicational exchanges 
involved, leading it to turn to other organizations’ (Bansard et al. 1993). Similar arguments can be 
found in Bonaccorsi et al. (1996) and Cova et al. (2002). 
 
Despite ‘dispersal’ (Bansard et al. 1993) or ‘fragmentation’ (Cova et al. 2002) of the buying centre 
being seen to constitute the very nature of project marketing, there have been very few analyses 
of the structure and dynamics of buying networks. Most studies have discussed project marketing 
strategies largely from the point of view of the seller (marketer) rather than project purchasing 
strategies, i.e. from the point of view of the buyer (for examples, see Cova and Allen 1989; Cova, 
Mazet and Salle 1993; Kosonen 1991; Liljegren 1988; Welch et al. 1996). Cova and Holstius 
(1993) modelled project business as an interactive cycle composed of the buyer’s and seller’s 
separate cycles. They suggested that the seller should take the buyer’s cycle into consideration 
and manage its side in tandem with the buyer’s. The cycle came from two separate studies: 
Holstius (1987, 1989), which was seller-oriented, and Cova (1989), which was buyer-oriented. 
Their buyer cycle is adapted in Figure 1, and compared to the stages of organizational buying 
behavior suggested by Robinson et al. (1967). It shows that the cycle based on Holstius and 
Cova (1993), whilst similar to that of Robinson’s et al’s (1967), provides more detail on the 
buyer’s activities in project purchasing – in particular, the involvement of the buyer in the 
implementation phase. However, the integrated cycle proposed by Cova and Holstius (1993) is 
analyzed mainly from the point of view of the seller’s success strategies. Therefore, its does not 
provide an adequate analysis of the buyer’s networking and relationships that are important for its 
decision-making. Other studies have taken a dyadic or network approach and illustrated the 
buying network of actors but have not analyzed the interconnections between buying network 
decision making, roles, power relationships, and environmental factors and their effect on supplier 
strategies (see Ahmed 1993; Hadjikhani 1996; Jansson 1989, 1994; Owusu 2002, 2003). Below, 
we discuss existing findings on project buyers, both in terms of the membership of buying 
networks and the implications of these networks for sellers. 
 
 

****Figure 1 about here**** 
 
Buying network composition 
 
Table 1 shows the buyers that have featured in previous empirical studies on international project 
marketing (conceptual articles have been excluded). Four studies refer to a single organizational 
buyer which is either institutional (a government ministry, agency or corporation) or a private 
enterprise. The high number of institutional buyers (see Table 1) – a contrast to the buyer center 
literature, where this organizational type is rarely discussed explicitly – perhaps reflects the focus 
on large infrastructural projects, which are often commissioned by governments, and on 
countries, such as China and Egypt, where government intervention in the economy is still very 
high. Some studies acknowledge the involvement of multiple organizations in project buying 
(Table 1) – although sometimes only a ‘partial’ buying network of just two members is analyzed 
(Cova, Salle and Vincent 2000; Dahlgren and Söderlund 2001; Huemer 2004). In particular, it 
seems that government procurement typically involves numerous institutional actors. A large 
grain silo project in China, co-financed by the World Bank, involved over eleven institutional 
actors at the tender phase of the project (Welch et al. 1996). A defence project for the 
construction of submarines for the Australian Defence Force involved over fifteen different types 
of political, military and business actors (Cova et al. 2002).  
 

****Table 1 about here**** 
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Existing studies have identified four types of actors, beyond the contractual or ‘core’ buyer (Cova 
et al. 2002), who may be involved in buying networks (Table 1). The first type consists of 
consultants or main contractors (Ahmed 1993; Jansson 1989, 1994). Given that the main 
contractor selects suppliers and the consultant may be involved in determining technical 
specifications, both may be considered to have buying roles that can range from that of expert 
advice and supervision to supplier selection. In the case analyzed by Dahlgren and Söderlund 
(2001), the consulting firm took control of the technical direction of the project to such an extent 
that it disrupted the relationship between buyer and seller. Governments are a second type of 
actor, since many projects require different forms of regulatory, financial and intergovernmental 
approval (see e.g. Björkman and Kock 1995) – thus, apart from their role as a direct contractual 
party, governments of both the buyer and seller may be involved in projects as regulators, lenders 
or guarantors (Ahmed 1993). A third actor that has been identified is previous clients, whom the 
supplier may use as a reference site (e.g. Cova, Salle and Vincent 2000). A fourth actor consists 
of different financiers, such as banks, bilateral aid agencies and multilateral lending agencies 
(such as the World Bank). Traditionally, their role has been conceived as an influencer or 
‘channel of communication’ with buyers (Sharma 1988). However, Welch (2005) found that 
multilateral organizations may directly sign contracts with suppliers, depending on how projects 
are funded, and even if they are not the contractual buyer, their role in the buying process is 
substantial enough to be regarded by suppliers as a client. Owusu (2002) showed the critical role 
of bilateral funding and development cooperation organizations in achieving project business. 
 
The buying network – like the buying center – can be fluid in its composition, with some studies 
noting how it changes depending on the stage of the project (e.g. Welch et al. 1996). In particular, 
a distinction has been drawn between the buying ‘net’ for a specific project and the ‘milieu of 
demand’ that exists independently of a project. The milieu consists of the set of economic and 
socio-political actors ‘directly or indirectly influencing project demand’ (Cova et al. 1994, p. 41). 
Some actors in this milieu represent ‘poles of continuity’, because they have contacts with a large 
number of actors that tend to endure across numerous projects (see also Cova and Hoskins 
1997). These ‘poles of continuity’ may well be government bodies, funding agencies and 
international consultants rather than final buyers, but they can be crucial in providing connections 
across projects and between buyers.  
 
Implications of the buying network for suppliers 
 
The involvement of multiple organizations in the buying network increases the complexity of 
project marketing, with project sellers potentially contending with a larger ‘distance’ between the 
requirements of organizations in the buying network than is the case for members of an intra-
organizational buying center (Bonaccorsi et al. 1996). Differences exist also in the aims, ways of 
working and resources of the organizational actors within the buying network. Distance in the 
buying network may also be physical in nature, with Jansson (1989, 1994) observing that the 
‘buyer cluster’ may well comprise organizations in multiple countries. As a result, a seller’s 
marketing effort may well need to be multinational in scope. 
 
A key challenge for a seller is therefore to understand the composition of the buying network and 
determine the ‘breadth’ of its interaction with buyers (Cova, Ghauri and Salle 2002). A ‘narrow’ 
interaction for a specific project would involve contact between the sales force and purchasing 
staff to agree to and deliver a project; a ‘broad’ interaction involves a multidimensional linking of 
the buying net with the supplier net. However, the structure of the buying network may not be 
transparent to the seller, both in terms of the number of members involved, their relationships 
with each other and the roles played by each. This was regarded as a problem in the China grain 
project, where the sheer size of the buying net meant that ‘clearly it was difficult for an individual 
company alone to be able to identify and activate appropriate connections’ (Welch et al. 1996, p. 
590). In their analysis of a similarly complex buying net, Cova et al. (2002, pp. 182-183) identified 
six different buying roles: core buyer, initiator, decider, influencer, approver and value creator (cf. 
Webster and Wind 1972). A single actor may perform more than one role, or a single role may be 
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performed by more than one actor (Ahmed 1993). 
 
The structure of the buying network may be an influence on the structure of the selling network. 
For example, Jansson (1989, 1994) found that the multinationality of the buyer ‘cluster’ meant 
that sellers involved their subsidiaries in approaching members of the buying network based in 
different geographical locations. There is also some evidence that buyer networks dominated by 
institutional actors may have an impact on relationships among suppliers. In particular, 
governments may prescribe the nature of local collaborations. For example, a project seller may 
be required to select a particular local supplier (Hadjikhani 1992). Marketing to governments also 
requires knowledge of political hierarchies (Cova et al. 2002) and, possibly, the management of 
political risk (Hadjikhani 1998). Welch et al. (1996), as well as Ahmed (1993), suggested that 
sometimes the best way for a project marketer to market to institutional actors is to involve its 
own institutional actors in its seller network. Thus, the Finnish President visited Egypt and this 
helped Nokia sell its projects in that country (Ahmed 1993); while the Australian trade facilitation 
agency, Austrade, was important in developing relationships with the Chinese Government and 
World Bank (Welch et al. 1996).  
 
As well as deciding on the ‘breadth’ of the interaction with the buying network, sellers need to 
decide on their ‘depth’ of interaction (Cova et al. 2002). A ‘superficial approach’ to a specific 
project involves the seller simply responding to the stated requirements of the buyer. In contrast a 
‘deep’ approach involves the seller jointly ‘constructing’ demand with actors in the buying net – in 
other words, developing the parameters and specifications for the project (Cova and Hoskins 
1997) – and contributing to customer activities. The seller may even be able to add new members 
to the buying net and change the ‘rules of the game’ for purchasing decisions (Cova, Salle and 
Vincent 2000). The seller’s role at this stage is partly dependent on the buyer’s own ‘specification 
capability’ (Bonaccorsi et al. 1996) – just as later in the project, it is affected by the buyer’s own 
project management expertise. The direct involvement of the seller in the buying net may well 
continue throughout the course of a project. Ahmed (1993, p. 11) identified as a ‘paradox’ of 
project business the ‘confused’ role between buyer and seller, with the buyer often trying to 
increase its inputs into the project, thus ‘acting as a part supplier’ (Ahmed 1993, p. 105), while the 
seller may be contractually obliged to buy resources from an organization in the buying net. 
Bringing together the necessary skills and resources from within both the customer’s and the 
contractor’s network of external partners and functional specialists inevitably adds to the 
complexity and ‘risks’ associated with each transaction (Cova and Hoskins 1997). This may be 
further complicated in international projects where consideration must be given to language and 
cultural differences.  
 
 

Researching the Project Buying Network: An Integrated Framework 
 
Our literature review has suggested that the buying center literature identifies multiple 
determinants of organizational buying behaviour, although findings differ on the precise 
relationship between specific variables. This research tradition is, however, somewhat limited 
when it comes to project purchasing, the role of external network relationships, macro-
environmental factors, international business variables and institutional buyers. Moreover, the 
preference for large-scale quantitative studies has resulted in a bias towards cross-sectional data. 
In contrast, project marketing research has been dominated by network studies that involve 
(although do not have as their main theme) institutional buyers and international business 
variables. Most studies to date have been based on qualitative case study research that has 
highlighted the continuity of inter-firm relationships across multiple projects over time. However, in 
these studies the buying decision process has not been studied as systematically as in the buying 
center literature, as the focus of research has been on the selling network. 
 
Our argument in this section is that future research on project buying networks could best 
proceed by combining insights from both research streams. This is the purpose of this section, 
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and a summary of our integrated framework is provided in Figure 2. Our analytical framework, 
while using categories derived from buying center research, takes an inter-organizational as well 
as international business perspective and incorporates previous empirical findings on project 
marketing. It also allows us to suggest directions for future research on the buying network in 
international project marketing. 
 

****Figure 2 about here**** 
 
The first category in Figure 2, that of the purchase situation, concerns the factors that distinguish 
projects from other product categories. The accepted view among project marketing researchers 
is that projects are characterized by discontinuity in demand, uniqueness of the solution being 
offered the buyer, complexity in terms of the number of actors involved in supplying the project, 
and the high monetary value involved (Cova, Ghauri and Salle, 2002). Existing research on the 
buying center has found that product novelty and complexity are related to buying center 
structure (such as size, level of participation and formalization) and processes (such as the 
extensiveness of the information search stage and the decision criteria used) (for a summary, see 
Kauffman 1996). It would therefore be anticipated that the degree of project complexity and 
uniqueness would have an effect on buying network evolution.  
 
In our framework, the structure of the buying network incorporates all organizations that 
contribute to the buying decision process, even if they are not involved in supplier selection. In 
particular, this may involve understanding the role and structural position of organizational actors, 
such as financiers and government regulators, that have not featured in traditional buying center 
research. In particular, future research could aim at providing a typology of buying roles within 
project networks – including cases of role switching between buyers and sellers. The 
interconnections between buying and selling networks therefore form part of this level of analysis. 
Given the dynamic nature of structure, analysis also involves tracking changes in network 
positions during the various stages of a project. While there is research into the shifts that a 
buying center undergoes, it does not provide insight into the implementation phase of projects, 
during which buyers and sellers need to collaborate within extremely tight time and budget 
schedules in order to produce the project solution.  
 
The next category, that of buying network processes, explores the activities and dynamics of 
change within buying networks. Understanding process has long been a concern of both buying 
center and network researchers. In buying center research, the focus has been on specifying the 
types of information acquisition, influence and decision-making processes that are used within the 
buying center, often using insights from cognitive and social psychology; while in project 
marketing studies, process has typically been analyzed at the level of changes to inter-firm 
relationships over the course of multiple projects. Common to both streams of research is the 
assumption that organizational buying is a form of rule-bound behavior, in which activities have 
the potential to become standardized over time. Buying center research has shown that such 
rules can be derived from formal organizational policies, as well as the ‘decision rules’ derived 
from habit and routinized behavior. Network research has shown that rules are also 
institutionalized through repeated inter-organizational exchange (i.e. as a ‘net’ becomes a 
‘network’), often at a social rather than just economic level. Given the inter-organizational nature 
of project buying, and the influence of institutional buyers, we would expect a more formalized 
and complex set of rules to govern project buying than has been found in other buying centers. 
 
The final category shown in Figure 2 is that of the buying country environment. Our literature 
review has suggested that there is need for more research in this area, with comparative, cross-
national research in particular very rare in the buying center tradition and still under-represented 
in IMP project marketing research. Moreover, buying center research has most often been 
conducted in Western environments; while this is not the case in project marketing research, 
there has been little systematic analysis in this research stream of how national contexts impact 
on inter-firm relationships. While cross-cultural differences are perhaps the most obvious, 
environmental factors relevant to project buying extend to political and legal features of the 



 9

buying country such as national procurement laws and regulations, protection of local firms, 
political risk, the incidence of corruption and collusion, bilateral relationships between project 
buying and selling countries, and the degree of government intervention in the economy. There is 
also some evidence that the level of national economic development affects the buying process in 
terms of project needs and specifications, requirements for technology transfer and industry 
development, and levels of purchasing training and expertise. 
 
 

Conclusion 
 
Our review of the buying centre literature shows that it has concentrated mainly on analyzing 
single firm buying centers. Organizational, group and individual participant aspects of buying 
centers have all been studied. The literature provides a good account of interaction within the 
organizational buying center, decision-making structures and processes, interaction, power and 
even psychological issues within the buying center, and interactional issues between the buyer 
and seller. The gap in that stream of literature is in the area of inter-organizational buying 
networks, and project buying involving multiple organizational buying actors. The IMP-related 
project business literature has characterized different types of project buyers and has delved into 
network aspects of project business. However, this stream has focused on project marketing and 
not adequately studied the dynamics of multi-organizational buying networks. We believe that our 
discussion brings the issue to the fore and that our framework provides descriptive and analytical 
tools for further research. 
 
By calling for research into both international project marketing and purchasing, we can perhaps 
be seen as returning to the approach of the first IMP study, as reported in Håkansson (1982). Our 
argument in this paper has been that theories of international project marketing will be enhanced 
through better understanding of international project purchasing. As our literature review has 
indicated, there is evidence that the multi-organizational character of the project buying network 
has a direct impact on project marketing strategies and the network positioning of sellers.  
 
Our contribution in this paper lies in not only identifying the need for future research into project 
buying networks, but by providing an analytical framework with which to do so. Moreover, our 
literature review has identified numerous topics where existing research has been limited, such 
as cross-national, comparative studies and buying roles. While our understanding of international 
project marketing has advanced rapidly in recent years, there remain many issues yet to explore. 
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Table 1: The project buyer in existing IMP project marketing research 

Project buyer Source 
Not specified Cova, Mazet and Salle 1994; Dahlgren and Söderlund 2001; 

Sharma and Keller 1993; Skaates et al 2002a; Skaates et al. 
2002b (Danish architectural case) 

Single buyer Ahlström and Brege 1999; Hadjikhani 1992, Hadjikhani 1998: 
Sharma 1989 

(Partial) buying network Björkman and Kock 1995; Cova, Salle and Vincent 2000; 
Cova, Ghauri and Salle 2002 (Australian submarine case); 
Dahlgren and Söderlund 2001; Huemer 2004; Jansson 1989; 
Jansson 1994; Owusu 2002; Welch et al. 1996; Welch 2005 

Milieu Cova and Hoskins 1997; Cova, Mazet and Salle 1996 
Institutional buyer(s)* Ahlström and Brege 1999; Ahmed 1993; Björkman and Kock 

1995; Cova, Crespin-Mazet and Salle 2001; Cova, Salle and 
Vincent 2000; Hadjikhani 1992, Hadhijkani 1996; Hadjikhani 
1998**; Owusu 2002; Sharma 1989; Skaates et al. 2002b 
(FINSYS case); Sharma and Johanson (1987) (KM case); 
Welch et al. 1996  

Private buyer(s) Cova and Salle 2000; Huemer 2004; Sharma and Johanson 
(1987) (J&W case); Skaates, Tikkanen and Alajoutsijärvi 
2003 

Consultant/prime contractor Ahmed 1993; Cova, Crespin-Mazet and Salle 2001; Dahlgren 
and Söderlund 2001; Hadjikhani 1996; Huemer 2004: 
Jansson 1989; Jansson 1994 

Government as regulator, lender 
or guarantor 

Björkman and Kock 1995 

Financier Ahmed 1993; Hadjikhani 1992, Hadjikhani 1996; Skaates et 
al. 2002b (FINSYS case); Welch et al. 1996 

Previous client of supplier Cova, Salle and Vincent 2000; Hadjikhani 1996 
* including government corporations 
**In one of the three cases, the core buyer was a private firm later nationalized by the Iranian 
government 
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Figure 1: Organizational buyers: General and project buying cycles compared 
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        Source: Adapted from Robinson et al. 1967; Cova and Holstius 1993
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Figure 2: Factors determining the project buying cycle 
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