W:\V AMMATTIKORKEAKOULU I fi
:{ .| University of Applied Sciences b etize by

This is an electronic reprint of the original article. This reprint may differ from the
original in pagination and typographic detail.

Please cite the original version: A Wiik, J.; Koporcic, N. & Aarikka-Stenroos, L. (2022) Innovation
adoption and commercialization: reference marketing in communities of practice. In Leandro
Bitetti, lain Bitran, Steffen Conn, Jessica Fishburn, Eelko Huizingh, Marko Torkkeli, Jialei Yang (Eds.)
Proceedings of the XXXIII ISPIM Innovation Conference.




This paper was presented at The XXXIII ISPIM Innovation Conference "Innovating in a Digital
World", held in Copenhagen, Denmark on 05 June to 08 June 2022.
Event Proceedings: LUT Scientific and Expertise Publications: ISBN 978-952-335-694-8

Innovation adoption and commercialization via
reference marketing in communities of practice:
Insights from the B2B healthcare sector

Josefin Wiik*

Abo Akademi University, Fanriksgatan 3B, 20500 Turku, Finland.
E-mail: josefin.wiik@abo.fi.

Nikolina Koporcic

Laurea University of Applied Sciences, Ratatie 22, 01300 Vantaa,
Finland.
E-mail: nikolina.koporcic@laurea.fi.

Leena Aarikka-Stenroos

Tampere University, Korkeakoulunkatu 7, 33720 Tampere, Finland
E-mail: leena.aarikka-stenroos@tuni.fi.

* Corresponding author

Abstract: The paper addresses the use and perceptions of reference marketing
for innovation management, particularly in a community of practice (CoP). The
study explores how small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) can use
reference marketing and how the messages are perceived by customers in the
healthcare sector, a sector characterized by high risk, multiprofessional
communities, and complex decision structures. Based on eleven semi-structured
interviews among surgeons who form a CoP, the study develops new
understanding of reference marketing from a customer perspective for
innovation commercialization in CoPs. The study results are useful for sellers
who offer innovations to professional communities but who have yet to achieve
a larger acceptance and adoption of their product. This paper contributes to
innovation management literature and B2B marketing by introducing a reference
marketing tool for SMEs to bridge innovation adoption within CoPs.
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1 Introduction

In a business environment defined by increasing product and choice complexity, the use of
customer references has become common practice within business-to-business (B2B)
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marketing (Jaakkola and Aarikka-Stenroos 2019; Jalkala and Salminen 2010; Terho and
Jalkala 2017; Salminen and Modller 2006). Large technology companies, such as IBM,
Oracle and Dell offer customer reference programs as a fixed part of their marketing
strategy to showcase previously successful cases and to convince new customers of their
complex solutions'. It has been argued that SMEs acting in traditional and conservative
industries can make particularly good use of references as a marketing tool (Jalkala and
Salminen 2010) due to their relatively low costs and broad reach. In the commercialization
of new innovations, reference marketing can be efficient especially when entering a new
market or introducing a new product to an existing customer (Salminen and Méller 2006).
The concept of reference marketing” has been defined as “a set of practices that enables
sellers to provide evidence to prospective buyers to evaluate their performance potential
on the basis of previous customer relationships" (Jaakkola and Aarikka-Stenroos, 2019:
27). This concept has been studied in an active yet dispersed body of literature, with
different concepts and research schools working in parallel.

For the use of reference marketing for innovation commercialization in a B2B context, an
active discussion stems from the Industrial Marketing and Purchasing (IMP) Group. For
instance, in their nominal work, Salminen and Mdller (2006) identify references as being
in a key role when introducing a new revolutionary innovation to a market or when aiming
to accelerate the adoption of an innovation in a present market. In a more recent study,
Jaakkola and Aarikka-Stenroos (2019) examine the effects of reference marketing and its
positive consequence on customer engagement behavior towards a seller by presenting a
model on how customer references create value in a network, including the full triad of the
seller, reference customer, and potential customer. Other studies, such as Morgado (2021)
and Terho and Jalkala (2017) take a similar approach, confirming the importance of
customer references in B2B marketing. Gomez-Arias and Montermoso (2007) study the
concept of references from the perspective of choosing the right reference customer for
impact on the commercial success of an innovation. Similar to the points brought by
Gomez-Arias and Montermoso (2007), Ruokolainen (2005) claims that reference
customers can bring important insights about a seller’s innovation after launch, which go
beyond the technical aspects of the product. Besides IMP studies on reference marketing,
studies on opinion leaders also make a contribution to the understanding of the topic in a
B2B setting, although applying a different approach. These studies relate to the theory of
the two-step flow of communication and opinion leaders based on the traditional work of
Katz and Lazarsfeld from 1955 (Katz and Lazarsfeld 2006). In conjunction to innovation
diffusion, opinion leaders have been largely studied in literature (Rogers 2003), mostly
related to consumer marketing, with only a few exceptions in B2B marketing literature
(Makkonen and Johnston 2014; Kulkov et al. 2021). Additionally, there are also other
concepts explaining practices related to reference marketing in B2B marketing and
commercialization activities, in direct or more indirect wording. A North American stream
of literature can be linked to the well-cited work of Godes (2012), who studies the benefits
for sellers to establish a reference program to influence innovation adoption from the early
adopter phases to the later adopter groups.

! See https://www.ibm.com/ibm/clientreference/us/en/;
https://www.oracle.com/performance-management/customers/; https://www.dell.com/en-
us/dt/case-studies-customer-stories/index.htm#sort=relevancy (Retrieved April 6, 2022)
2 Also synonymous with customer reference marketing, customer references, customer
referencing, etc.



As presented, there are several prevalent studies on reference marketing from the
perspective of B2B marketing and innovation commercialization, although the concepts
are dispersed. Reference marketing has been studied within disciplines such as marketing,
sales, organizational purchasing and communication, but an in-depth understanding of how
reference marketing can be used in the innovation commercialization stage to influence
communities of practice (both online and offline) is yet lacking. This reveals a number of
gaps in relation to both reference marketing and innovation literature. Firstly, a majority of
prevailing studies have concentrated on industry contexts related to process industries or
high technology suppliers where it can be claimed that the community aspect is not of high
importance. It thus raises the question of whether the results from previous studies are
applicable to industries where the decision structures and innovation adoption processes
are dependent on a professional community. Secondly, based on previous literature, there
is an apparent focus on the use of customer references in the R&D and launch phases of an
innovation, and thus the further commercialization stages to the later adopter groups are
missing.

This study takes a community level perspective on reference marketing in innovation
commercialization. Thus, the research question presents itself in; /) how do community of
practice actors perceive reference marketing by an innovator firm and 2) how can
reference marketing therefore serve as a commercialization tool for SMEs, in a B2B
context, for influencing innovation adoption within communities of practice? In order to
answer this question, the paper relays on a qualitative study and eleven interviews with
respondents who represent a community of practice through their profession as surgeons.
The findings show that the community of practice (CoP, Lave and Wenger 1991)
constitutes a specific context for reference marketing to achieve innovation adoption. An a
priori theoretical model is presented to display and synthesize the relevant knowledge from
the literature streams. Additionally, a reference marketing tool is displayed to suggest how
reference marketing can be practiced in a socially accepted way within a CoP to achieve
innovation adoption. This study, therefore, synthesizes a broad review of reference
marketing literature and innovation adoption theory in the context of a CoP. This brings
new insights to innovation theory and business marketing.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. First, the literature review on reference
marketing in innovation commercialization is presented, followed by an overview of
prevalent innovation adoption theory and community of practice literature. Second, the
preliminary framework that demonstrates innovation adoption with reference marketing in
the context of a community of practice is created. Third, the methodology is discussed,
followed by the results section based on the empirical data. Fourth, in the discussion
section, a practical tool for reference marketing is presented in the managerial implications.
Finally, limitations and future research suggestions are discussed.

2 Literature review

Reference marketing in innovation marketing and commercialization

Reference marketing has been described as a concept that explains a set of practices that
can be used as a commercialization tool by B2B SMEs to achieve innovation adoption
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(Godes 2012). As such, reference marketing is not to be understood as a theory alone, but
from this perspective, it complements innovation adoption theory with a new practical tool.
In this paper, reference marketing is defined as activities in B2B marketing where a seller
engages with existing customers, directly or indirectly, to influence the adoption of an
innovation by potential customers. This definition presupposes that all three parties in the
reference marketing triad are present: seller, reference customer, and potential customer.

A literature review reveals a few major streams of literature that attend to the topic of
reference marketing in a B2B context. Firstly, a European stream of studies roots back to
an IMP perspective in the article by Salminen and Méller (2006) where they present a
framework for the use of reference marketing externally and internally in the organization.
From the perspective of innovation management and commercialization, they mention the
importance of e.g. reference site visits when launching an innovation into a new market
when technological risk prevails and new learning is necessary (Salminen and Moller
2006). Also, when introducing a new innovation to existing customers, referencing to
earlier successfully completed projects may be useful. The study by Salminen and Moller
(2006) also provides a vocabulary, which is still in frequent use in studies such as those
conducted by Morgado (2021), Jaakkola and Aarikka-Stenroos (2019), Terho and Jalkala
(2017) and Ruokolainen and Aarikka-Stenroos (2016). For instance, Morgado (2021)
showecases the effect of reference marketing programs and how the interactions between
supplier and customers can be leveraged in organizational purchasing. Terho and Jalkala
(2017) present a conceptualization of customer reference marketing in a B2B context and
offer suggestions for the effect of reference marketing on the firm’s selling performance.
In regards to the literature on reference marketing in a B2B digital environment, T6th et al.
(2021) and Kilian et al. (2013) report studies on the impact of customer references on
sellers’ websites. In addition to the IMP approach, another stream of literature are studies
on opinion leaders (Katz and Lazarsfeld 2006)) and their use in the commercialization and
marketing of innovations in a B2B setting. For instance, Kulkov et al. (2021) and
Makkonen and Johnston (2014) use the concept of opinion leaders to explain the process
of sellers aiming to disseminate information about an innovation through selected opinion
leaders to reach potential customers in a B2B context. Additionally, a less extensive stream
of literature can be traced to North American studies on reference marketing, where larger
variations of the concept appear. For example, Lacey and Morgan (2008), bring forth the
concept of customer advocacy from a B2B perspective. This resonates with the principles
of reference marketing when customers share customer-specific information, engage in
firm-sponsored marketing research activities, and deliberately share word-of-mouth
referrals. From a North American perspective, Godes (2012) and Hada et al. (2014) study
marketing communication and the nature of referrals in B2B context.

Overall, the previous studies have confirmed the empirical importance of reference
marketing in innovation commercialization, but the concepts still vary across studies and
several literature streams seem to act in silos. Research in the context of B2B marketing is
also strikingly scant in comparison to the practical appearance of reference marketing in
daily B2B practices. Jalkala (2009) addresses this issue and suggests that reference
marketing seems to be too concrete to raise research interest and is rather mentioned in the
passing in academic text. She also proposes that practitioners are seemingly ‘too closely
acquainted’ with the concept to question its nature (Jalkala, 2009:15), which also hampers
a larger interest for the topic. However, from the perspective of innovation
commercialization, reference marketing remains a concept of high research potential,



especially in the understanding of how influence is achieved in closed customer
communities such as in a community of practice. Therefore, this article sets out to provide
new insights in innovation and marketing research, focusing on how SMEs acting in a B2B
context can influence the adoption of their product using reference marketing as a
commercialization tool.

User innovation adoption supported by company commercialization

Innovation adoption is to be understood as an individual process consisting of a series of
stages that each adopter (customer) undergoes from first hearing about an innovation to
adopting it (Rogers 2003). This perspective is included in diffusion of innovation theory
introduced by Rogers in 1965 (Rogers 2003), which looks at how an innovation spreads in
a group. The theory states five main elements that influence the spread of an innovation:
the innovation itself, adopters, communication channels, time, and a social system. The
current literature review focuses on studies involving the adopters, communication
channels and the social system dimensions, which are considered the most relevant in
relation to the setting of this study.

Adopters: Rogers (2003) presents a classification system of different adopter categories
that constitute “members of a social system on the basis of innovativeness” (Rogers,
2003:22). The categories are depicted in a normal distribution curve consisting of
innovators, early adopters, early majority, late majority and laggards. The adopters are
most often studied as individuals but can also be understood as units of individuals such as
communities, organizations or countries (Meyer 2004). According to Rogers’ adopter
categories, the early adopters are of particular interest in the innovation adoption process,
since they largely represent the opinion leaders who influence the adoption decision of later
adopters (Dedehayir et al. 2017). The role of opinion leaders is thus considered being of
high importance in innovation adoption literature, since the opinion leaders are seen as
influencers in relation to the later adopters with their dynamic relationships both outside
and inside the customer community (Rogers 2003). In fact, much research has thus far
concentrated on the early adopter categories (innovators and early adopters), a point
criticized by Geoffrey Moore already in 1991 when he first promoted the idea of ‘crossing
the chasm’. The work looks at ways to bridge the gap between the visionary early adopters
and the pragmatic early majority by using different parts of the marketing mix when aiming
to maximize the commercial success of an innovation (Moore 2014). Thus far, according
to the current literature review, the learnings have been seemingly little regarded by
innovation adoption literature, especially in a B2B marketing context.

Social system: Innovation adoption has been much studied from the perspective of
individuals (Dedehayir et al. 2017). This is an aspect of innovation theory which has also
received criticism for the sake of being too one-sided by drawing most of its conclusions
over innovation adoption based on the adoption decisions of individuals (Kroes et al. 2010).
According to Kroes et al. (2010) this is especially true from the perspective of adoption of
healthcare innovations, which is a field characterized by a multifaceted social system
affecting the adoption of innovation among individuals in the organization. Thus, a
widened view on innovation adoption in different social contexts is needed.
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Communication channels: Much research on innovation adoption has thus far concentrated
on the spread of information through media and the dissemination through individual
opinion leaders (see Dedehayir et al. 2017). This relates to Katz and Lazarsfeld’s original
idea from 1955. The theory has even entered a new era in innovation research and other
disciplines as well, with the current interest for social media influencers. The opinion leader
view is especially popular in business-to-consumer (B2C) studies (De Veirman et al. 2019).
From a B2B perspective it can be argued that the role of individual opinion leaders in the
communication of an innovation should be questioned because of the complex decision
structures compared to B2C (Kroes et al. 2010). Also, in reference marketing literature, the
focus has long remained on the role of individuals in the commercialization of an
innovation, which speaks in favor for more research on a community level, such as in a
community of practice (CoP).

Community of practice as a setting for innovation adoption and commercialization

Community of practice (CoP), as a concept, was first introduced in 1991 by social
anthropologist Jean Lave and educational theorist Etienne Wenger. They studied how
novices learnt from the established communities, the process termed situated learning
(Lave and Wenger 1991). Situated learning has been defined as collective sensemaking
and a way to understand learning as a social event rather than a unidirectional teaching
procedure. Through peripheral participation, entrants become integrated through an
apprenticeship, which is supported by the community of practice. The apprentices move
from a peripheral position into a gradually more centralized one, legitimated by other more
senior members of the community (Lave and Wenger 1991). Thus, in addition to the
tangible reward of acquiring and perfecting new skills, there is an intangible social reward
of gaining a more centralized position in the social system maintained by the CoP.
Emotional commitment to a common cause is also a central idea in a CoP. Thus, an
important aspect of CoP theory is that the social group who constitute the CoP learn from
each other while practicing the common cause.

CoP as a concept describes the social context embedding customers of high technology and
knowledge-intense industries, such as for instance in healthcare, information technology
or education. From a community perspective, there is a growing body of research
combining innovation adoption and CoP (Menchik 2020). Menchik (2020) argues that
there is a deep tradition in sociology to study healthcare professionals’ adoption of
technology, especially with today’s increasingly advanced and complex technological
environment. However, from a business perspective, the discussion still remains rather
scarce on the role of CoPs in innovation adoption. In B2C literature there are studies on
the role of consumer communities somewhat resembling the principles of CoPs, with their
group norms and homogenous behavior towards a company brand (Hienerth et al. 2014).
For a B2B setting, Kroes et al. (2010) suggest that CoP can bring further understanding to
marketing research, especially when studying the prerequisites for marketing in the
healthcare sector. According to Kroes et al. (2010), the field of pharmaceutical marketing
research has long been overconsumed with the role of key opinion leaders (KOL) in
innovation adoption studies. They go as far as to argue that the KOL concept is misfit for
a CoP context, considering that the original theory on opinion leaders presented by Katz
and Lazarsfeld in 1955 focuses on voting behavior in the presidential election, a
perspective focusing on individual level of communication (Kroes et al. 2010). In terms of
the implications for sellers, Kroes et al. (2010) leave an undetailed agenda for further



research on tools for how sellers should commercially target CoPs to achieve innovation
adoption. This remains an area with further research potential.

Synthesis

Finally, we synthesize the extant knowledge from reference marketing and innovation
commercialization, innovation adoption and community of practice, to provide an a priori
framework for our empirical study. The a priori framework explains how reference
marketing can be theoretically developed to study innovation adoption in a CoP setting
(Figure 1). The aim of the theoretical implication is to develop innovation adoption as a
theory with insights from reference marketing as a commercialization tool. Previous
reference marketing literature takes the innovator company’s perspective and highlights
goals for the use of reference marketing in communication and in different channels,
endorsing reference marketing as an efficient commercialization tool to stimulate
innovation adoption (Salminen and Modller 2006; Godes 2012; Jaakkola and Aarikka-
Stenroos 2019). However, to address the theoretical gaps that emerged from the literature
review and to answer the research question of this study, a community perspective is
needed. Thus, a CoP layer is included in the a priori model, providing the adopters’ and
customers’ perspective, who are interlinked within the CoP. The CoP layer accounts for
the particular conditions set by the CoP when practicing reference marketing with the aim
to influence innovation adoption. The model directs the empirical study, which will be
discussed in the following section.

Community
of practice

Reference Innovation

marketing adoption

Figure 1: A priori model demonstrating the literatures that the paper combines and contributes to.

3 Methodology

Research design and process

This study uses a qualitative design: an exploratory approach because of the novelty of the
problem/phenomenon. Abductive reasoning (Satre and Van de Ven 2021) was also
applied. The task of abduction is to make preliminary observations, which are partly
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incomplete, and then further specify these observations and develop theory with a
pragmatist perspective (Golden-Biddle 2020). Qualitative data was collected for this study
to confirm the preliminary observations from the gap and anomaly identified in the
synthesis of reference marketing, innovation adoption and CoP literature (see a priori
model in Figure 1). To illustrate the empirical observations, a practical tool was developed,
and implications made for further research.

Context of the study

To study reference marketing and innovation adoption in the context of a CoP, a healthcare
context was chosen. The respondents were senior surgeons from European hospitals
located in Finland, Germany, the Netherlands, and Israel. The respondents were invited
because they were all identified as active members of an international surgeon community
by their frequent participation in congresses, courses, and scientific studies. The
respondents practice at different hospitals in Europe, both private and public, where it is
acknowledged that many divergent factors influence the procurement decisions for medical
products used in surgery. It is also acknowledged that a complex structure of national
reimbursement regulations, public hospital tenders, insurance company policies, hospital
trials, etc., affect the purchase and thus the adoption of innovations in the healthcare sector.
This paper focuses on the later adoption stages of an innovation, where the adoption of
already reimbursed products is of interest. This argues for the decision to treat all the
respondents as members of a common CoP and thus treats findings on a general level
regardless of prevailing procurement system of the respondents. It may also be argued that
the respondents are not customers in this regard, but rather users. However, to harmonize
with the terminology used in previous reference marketing and innovation literature, the
term customer will be applied here referring to the CoP members.

Data gathering

A total of eleven interviews, by the length of 30-60 minutes, were conducted with
respondents matching the profile of potential customers who use high technology products
in a CoP context. The questions in the interviews were open-ended, which allowed free
discussion on how the customers perceived that they are influenced to use new products in
their work. The interviews were semi-structured by nature to explore gaps in existing
innovation adoption theory in conjunction with reference marketing. The interviews were
conducted over Microsoft Teams in 2020, after the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic,
which allowed the otherwise occupied professionals to participate in the study.

Data analysis

The interviews were transcribed, and transcriptions analyzed with thematic coding (Braun
and Clarke 2006) using NVivo to highlight relevant activities related to reference
marketing (see Table 1). The data analysis used the literature review and the a priori model
as a basis to structure the themes according to: (1) factors influencing innovation adoption,
not involving the seller (non-related to reference marketing); (2) reference marketing
activities (according to the concept definition); and (3) CoP characteristics in general
(based on definition by Lave and Wenger, 1991). The latter coding option was added to
code factors related to the characteristics of the CoP in order to nurture an understanding
of how the respondents perceived themselves as members of a CoP. This was done to



understand how the CoP context indirectly affects how the respondents relate to sellers,
other potential customers, and reference customers in the presence of a reference marketing
activity.

4 Results

In this section, the main themes related to reference marketing and innovation adoption are
reported to answer the research question of how community of practice actors perceive
reference marketing by an innovator firm, and how reference marketing can serve as a
commercial tool in a B2B SME context, for influencing innovation adoption within
communities of practice.

The findings suggest that the respondents put little emphasis on certain key individuals as
references in their choice of new technologies. When asked about the main sources of
influence on their decision to use a new product, the respondents referred to their
colleagues. When asked to specify if there were any specific individuals they turned to, the
unanimous response from all respondents was that no specific colleague had influenced
their decision to use a certain technology and they were unable (or unwilling) to point out
certain key individuals. Instead, the professional community, both local, national, and
international, was mentioned as a driving factor when choosing to adopt a new technology.
The most influential peer group was in most cases mentioned as being the specialists on a
national level (see Table 1).

Another main finding relates to the presence of the seller, which was perceived by the
respondents as an alien factor to the community in almost any situation described. The
seller was rather seen as being the facilitator of meetings and courses by sponsoring the
event or introducing the customers to other users. Especially the introduction to high-
profile peers was described as highly appreciated in this regard, and described as one of
the main motivations for participating as a reference customer or taking part in a reference
marketing activity. However, in situations where sellers had taken an active role in, e.g., a
presentation at a peer-meeting, the activity was described as ‘awkward’.

Additionally, the digital aspect of reference marketing was also touched upon, bearing in
mind that the study was carried out during the pandemic and all onsite meetings were
cancelled. From a social media point of view, the respondents referred to little or no use of
social media platforms. Some mentioned only occasionally using LinkedIn as a ‘necessary
evil’ to promote a scientific event or similar, mainly serving to attract sponsors from the
industry. For presence in social media channels, an example emerged by one of the
respondents mentioning a peer in a ridiculous sense as ‘trying to be famous’.



This paper was presented at The XXXIII ISPIM Innovation Conference "Innovating in a Digital World", held in Copenhagen, Denmark on 05 June to 08 June

2022.

Event Proceedings: LUT Scientific and Expertise Publications: ISBN 978-952-335-694-8

Table 1 Reference marketing as perceived by actors in a community of practice context

Category Perception Channels, means and messages among the CoP Example/citation from data
“You cannot go to a congress and say “I have tried this new product, I have treated
three cases.” It's not of value. But when you discuss with a surgeon and say I think it's
Talking with colleagues at a conference coffee very interesting for me, but I have just made few cases. I think that I can trust that so I
Factors with Positive break can try that product”
impact on “I follow this surgeon who is now posting some information about corona. And he
adoption Surgeon who ‘tries to be famous’ through social used this way to communicate. But that’s not any celebrity. This guy is the head of
(not involving Negative media activity the [hospital chain], maybe he wants to be a celebrity.”
seller) Scientific paper reporting in vitro (laboratory) “I don’t pay much attention [to studies]. A lot just passes me by without me noticing,
studies or reporting very few patient cases especially basic studies on animals or something, unless someone recommends it.”
“I’m not on Facebook, I’m just on Twitter and Instagram. And those I use mainly
Neutral Little to no social media account in use because of my kids, to follow what they are up to.”
“One company was sponsoring a biannual meeting, which did not include any
company presentation. That was nice, because you did not have to think what was
displayed, you could show images of other companies as well and there was no
Positive Seller facilitating a scientific meeting awkward situation for anyone.”
Reference “Sure I am interested [in company wel?inars]. A.lso those short ones where surgeons
. present how to perform [a named surgical technique]. Those are not clear to everyone
marketing Seller facilitati bi hat it >
activity eller facilitating a webinar what it even means.” : _ :
“Of course you listen with a certain filter if it’s a sponsored presentation. [...] You
should not naively trust everything that is said and of course you can find out from
Negative Company talk at conference someone else if they have used the product and what their experiences are”
“Instructional videos are OK. I have for example a colleague who has ordered an
Neutral Surgical video on the seller’s website animation through a company”
Positive “If my own colleagues, or colleagues from another hospital in [the same country],
(in-community says ‘hey I tried this, it healed well and no complications, and there are these studies’,
aspects) National peer-community then that’s really credible information”
Community of Negative “If a study is sponsored by a company, it lessens the credibility and same goes with

practice
characteristics

(out-community
aspects)

Colleague who is tightly related to a company

an expert [surgeon] who is sponsored by a company: it eats the credibility of the
expert”

Neutral

Customer specialized professionally according to
who was mentoring

“The central hospital trainer started talking that you would be a good [specialty]
surgeon and then without thinking about it further I changed my educational
direction”

10
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5 Discussion and conclusions

Theoretical implications

This study fulfils the objective of examining how community of practice actors perceive
reference marketing by an innovator firm and how reference marketing can serve as a tool
in a B2B SME context, for commercializing innovation and stimulating innovation
adoption within a CoP. Previous studies provide a good overview of what practices are
attached to reference marketing (Jalkala and Salminen 2010), but the current study suggests
that these practices need to be applied specifically to match a CoP context, to create positive
perceptions among the potential users. Apart from a majority of previous studies who
empirically study reference marketing from the perspective of the seller (e.g., Terho and
Jalkala 2017; Kilian et al. 2013; Jalkala and Salminen 2010), this study completes theory
by providing a customer perspective on reference marketing and an understanding for how
the CoP context affects reference marketing. Therefore, this study adds to the previous
literature that investigates the relationship between sellers, potential customers and
reference customers by either focusing on specific dyads (Morgado, 2021; Terho and
Jalkala, 2017) or the entire triad (Jaakkola and Aarikka-Stenroos 2019) of reference
marketing practices. From a theoretical perspective, reference marketing, as a construct, is
extended with a new dimension as a result of the study, focusing on the community and
not only the seller, reference customer, potential customer, or combinations thereof. The a
priori model presented in Figure 1 and the tool presented in Table 2 thus lay the foundation
for further research on reference marketing.

Relating to innovation adoption literature, the study suggests that in a CoP setting, CoP
literature (Lave and Wenger 1991) is more informative as far as innovation adoption is
concerned, compared to the more established studies on diffusion of innovation through
opinion leaders (Katz and Lazarsfeld 2006; Rogers 2003). Also, studies on the community
aspect of innovation commercialization (e.g. Aarikka-Stenroos and Lehtiméki 2014;
Hienerth et al. 2014) can bring further insight by synthesizing with reference marketing
literature. To further exemplify best practices linked to reference marketing, the practices
are detailed in the following section on the managerial implications.

Managerial implications

In addition to contributing theoretically to a field of innovation management and business
marketing, this study brings new insights to SMEs who are strong in product development
but who seek a breakthrough and adoption of their innovation in a larger user group.
Therefore, the study findings can help SMEs acting in a B2B context within a high
technology industry characterized by customers who form a strong community of practice
(CoP). The tool presented in Table 2 is a refined version of Table 1 for managerial use and
of the managerial implications drawn from the a priori model in Figure 1. Table 2 thus
constitutes a tool that can be used by SME managers who are selling to B2B customers, in
a context characterized by a strong CoP.

The tool communicates the practices that consider the social system connected to
innovation adoption within a CoP. To target a CoP, the educational interest and peer-
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influence that maintains the community cannot be overlooked. Managers should rather
consider putting effort into reference marketing that stimulates community activities,
instead of activities performed by individuals. This includes, for instance, organizing or
exclusively sponsoring targeted courses where the seller’s innovation has a central role.
The product itself should not be the topic of the course but the focus should rather be on
the context where the innovation makes a contribution, together with other completing
products and techniques. The seller must also accept its peripheral role in relation to the
CoP and take the position of the facilitator rather than an instructing voice. The reference
customer acting as a spokesperson should be carefully selected based on his or her role in
the community.

Table 2 Reference marketing tool for use by sellers who target innovation adoption in a community
of practice.

Onsite Seller facilitates a visit at a reference center (national)

Seller facilitates a visit at a reference center (international)

Seller refers to a colleague who uses the product in a sales talk
Seller facilitates a meeting with much attention on informal peer
discussions

Seller sponsors a peer event (no company presentations)
Reference Seller facilitates a practical course led by the reference
markeing | lesomey ____________

activity Online Seller facilitates a webinar with practical instructions and
techniques

Seller supports reference customer with relevant content and
information, which the reference customer posts in their own
social media channel to promote a course involving the
innovation

Seller facilitates the production of instructional animations online
Seller organizes online meeting with peer to share one-to-one
advice on the innovation

Limitations and future research suggestions

The main limitation of this study relates to the small number of interviews, which without
the exceptional setting of the pandemic would probably have been even fewer because of
the busy schedule of surgeons. Although the saturation of data was achieved, the results
cannot be generalized due to the choice of qualitative method and focus on only European-
based surgeons. Another limitation to the study is the complex nature of the procurement
system for medical products, which affects the adoption of new innovations in a direct
manner. It is acknowledged that one of the main challenges for SMEs supplying to the
healthcare sector is not primarily that surgeons are not willing to use the product, but that
the procurement of the product is difficult for various reasons. However, it is suggested
that this kind of study would be conducted within another discipline, supposedly beyond
marketing or even innovation literature. A vast study, or several studies, within e.g., policy
could better inform SMEs on the current procurement landscape in different regions.
Additionally, related to the limited format of this paper, the a priori theoretical model is
suggested to be developed in future studies.
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For future research suggestions, a broadening of the scope of the research is suggested, by
conducting more interviews, with different European countries. Also, cross-cultural studies
to see if culture influences the findings is suggested. Conducting quantitative research to
generalize findings could also be implied by using or testing the reference tool. Further, to
broaden the understanding of how reference marketing is currently practiced and what the
empirical gap is in relation to theory, sellers could be interviewed to validate the findings
of how reference marketing is practiced to influence innovation adoption within CoPs. This
would be to find more ground for why respondents expressed that they find some reference
marketing activities ‘awkward’ while current reference marketing literature is still
encouraging such practices. Additionally, considering the increasing need for SMEs to
conduct even more effective and measurable marketing, reference marketing in a digital
setting could be explored. The current study indicated little to no social media activity by
the respondents. Why is this and are there exceptions? This could be a relevant topic for
future studies. Finally, borderline concepts related to reference marketing, such as
reputation and word-of-mouth, would be valuable to explore in a CoP setting.
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