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Abstract 
 
Lots of works have been conducted to explore and explain inter-organizational relations 
between supply chain partners. However, we have noticed that there is no accurate 
agreement between authors. Thus, to better understand this disparity, we studied supply 
chain inter-organizational relationship dynamics in eight (8) different industries to bring out 
an analytical framework that allows a better understanding of such an issue. These case-
studies instruct professionals and researchers so that they bring up their level of abstraction 
that remains appropriate to catch this dynamics in order to guide decision making and future 
research and studies. 
 
Key words: Inter-Organizational Relationships, Supply Chain Dynamics, Social Exchange 
Theory,  
 

 

1: INTRODUCTION 

To claim a relative adequacy between supply and demand, it is necessary to adopt a forward-

thinking of integration of relevant generating value processes and activities among all players 

in the supply chain (Lambert and Cooper, 2000), while maintaining agility, adaptability and 

alignment between their different interests (Lee et al., 2000). In this way, supply chain can be 

defined as a hierarchical, dynamic and process oriented network, consisting of a set of 

autonomous companies (from the first supplier to the end customer), linked by upstream and 

downstream flows (physical, informational, financial and knowledge) and driven by different 
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level relationships, established in order to satisfy customers through better coordination and 

integration, but also by means of greater flexibility and responsiveness. These supply chains 

can be presented as unavoidable phenomena arising from a need for coordination and 

flexibility among a set of companies. In this sense, supply chains exist, whether managed or 

not (Mentzer et al. 2001). 

We have noticed that a field called behavioral operations management (Chen et al., 2012), or 

we can also call it behavioral supply chain management, is about to be distinguished in new 

trends. Basically, two main aspects characterize management and decisions in supply chains. 

The first one is technical-oriented aspect, which include mainly engineering, economic and 

financial domains, namely those that use majorly a rational objective reasoning to solve 

emergent issues and inquiries. The second one is social-oriented aspect that includes 

essentially social and psychological domains, otherwise those that, in addition to rational 

thinking, include subjective cognition when exchanging with others. For the latter, Klassen 

and Vereecke (2012) stress that supply chain management has left social concerns last. They 

add the fact that lots of pioneering companies find difficulties to define, understand and plan 

for social issues. Accordingly, we have noticed that one of the main factors that drive 

companies to marginalize management of social aspects of relations with their supply chain 

partners, in a structured and justified manner, is the struggle to assume relevant inter-

organizational relational variables and the dynamics governing them.  

This issue is even more important that the partners of a supply chain are still evolving using 

bipolar strategies, including cooperation and competition (Zouaghi et al., 2010). Even more, 

in a supply chain positioning, both cooperation and competition are essential, because they 

coexist in an ago-antagonistic systemic way (Zouaghi and Spalanzani, 2011). Moreover, the 

fact that the supply chain embodies a dynamic network, made it more exposed to variations 

and instabilities giving rise to conflicts or opportunistic behaviors, because of the uncertainty 

and ambiguity of particular situations. But unexpectedly, some altruistic behavior can emerge 

from some partners aiming at quite subjective goals. In this sense, the Social Exchange 

Theory (SET) can better elucidate this phenomenon. 

So in this paper, we are going first to overview social exchange theory. This will allow us to 

better introduce our concepts to come up with a framework that elucidate supply chain 

relational dynamics within this paradigm. Then, we present our methodology, namely a 

multiple-case methodology including cases selection and data collection protocol. Next, we 
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will present our results with a discussion, and finally we conclude and give further research 

trends.  

2: SOCIAL EXCHANGE THEORY OVERVIEW 

Initiated by authors like Blau (1964), the Social Exchange Theory (SET) represents a 

theoretical corpus which argues that individuals or organizations are in a social exchange 

logic looking for rewords and benefits, and avoiding punishment Emerson (1976). In this 

way, companies establish relationships with others to warrant mutual advantages. Thus, in 

contrast to economic exchange theory, which define an actor as a homo economicus, which is 

rational egoist, utilitarian and hedonistic, the SET highlight the fact that this actor is also 

characterized by altruism, social values and even subjectivism. Blau (1964) stipulates that the 

SET is characterized by indefinite individual engagement and trust such as intrinsic rewards, 

hence situated between rational calculation of gain and pure affective behavior. Moreover, 

social exchange theory insists more on insuring long-term social relations, than on a short-

term transaction in the marketplace. 

Furthermore, in a SET approach, future actions and behaviors are conditioned by former ones. 

In this sense, the more beneficial is the result of a member’s action, the more likely this one is 

to perform the action again (Blau, 1964). So when a partner does not receive an expected 

benefice or incurs an unpredicted punishment, will behave negatively in future actions 

(Homans, 1961). These benefits are not fixed with a rational calculation; they are evaluated 

compared to a certain number of quantitative and qualitative elements, which generally 

cannot be easily determined. So it’s difficult to evaluate them on a transaction approach basis 

(Masterson, 2000).  

For the SET proponents, power is seen as a significant factor that interferes within a 

relationship. Power has been defined as the ability of a member to influence or to control the 

decisions and the behavior of other members (Friedberg, 2009). But, relational attitudes and 

behaviors are conditioned by the perceived justice established by the more powerful member 

of the exchange and that the enactment of such policies allows the member to retain and 

protect its power (Griffith et al., 2006). These elements stimulate the nature of the 

relationship between members that will guide the future exchange. 

 

3: SUPPLY CHAIN RELATIONAL DYNAMICS: CONCEPTUEL FRAMEWORK 
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When reviewing the most relevant literature that intervene within a supply chain, what stand 

out first is the tiered relationship between different actors and their corresponding influence, 

namely the power they have (Cox, 1999; Benton and Maloni, 2005). The exercise of this 

power creates an instinctive reaction of the one who undergoes it, resulting in a level of 

satisfaction (Benton and Maloni, 2005). This level of satisfaction presents, therefore, a second 

major factor and has a direct impact on the nature of the relationship (conflict, cooperation, 

coordination, collaboration) between different supply chain actors, which also depends on 

trust, commitment of actors and interdependencies between their different processes (Mohr 

and Spekman, 1994; Mentzer et al., 2001). Finally, the relational antecedents determine the 

degree of information sharing (Patnayakuni et al., 2006), which presents another factor in this 

relational dynamics. On this basis, these factors will be detailed and analyzed in order to 

constitute a framework explaining the relationship dynamics that governs the supply chain.  

3.1: Power and satisfaction  

One of most used definition of power is that of Dahl (1957, p.290). He stipulates that “A has 

power over B to the extent that he can get B to do something that B would not otherwise do”. 

Also, cited by Friedberg (2009), Crozier (1970) defines “the power of an actor A as its ability 

to impose on an actor B terms of trade that are beneficial to him”. So power is a relative 

force, justified or not, a player can have on another within a given relationship. 

For Benton and Maloni (2005), the power plays a decisive role in the supply chain. It allows 

the determination of relational influences between actors, especially since the identification of 

its sources shows that it can have a varied effect on inter-organizational relationships but also 

on the behavior of each actor. Moreover, the power allows the hierarchy of structural 

dominance, defined by Cox (1999) as situations in which there are one or several dominant 

players, who are able to capture or control the key resources that generate value. In the same 

vein, Munson et al. (1999) state that a player has the power in a supply chain if he is in 

possession of a strong market position, he has access to a major part of financial resources; he 

has access to important or critical information or he has an irreplaceable position. They add 

that the exercise of power within the supply chain revolves around price, inventory, 

operations, channel structure, and information controls. 

Moreover, the typology of French and Raven (1959) identifies five sources of power: reward, 

coercion, legitimacy, reference and expertise. Another source added by Raven (1959), which 

is information. However, Hunt and Nevin (1974) classify power in coercive and non-coercive 
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power. Molm (1997) states that this classification is more relevant because the other four 

sources of power determined by French and Raven (1959) (reward, legitimacy, reference and 

expertise), considered as non-coercive, include benefits of the promotion of desired behaviors 

while the coercive power source is mainly based on the exercise of force. Consequently, this 

latter type will be taken into account in our research, since it is sufficient to distinguish the 

behaviors in a supply chain. This has been studied before by Beier and Stern (1969) who 

found that non-coercive power is an alternative that can increase satisfaction for weakest 

members. Consequently, the latter type will be taken into account in our research, since it is 

sufficient to distinguish behaviors in the supply chain. Even though, the typology of French 

and Raven (1959) updated by Raven (1964) may provide some explanation, since it allows to 

have more information on the sources of power. 

The exercise of power by an actor on one or more other players, whatever its source, is not 

without consequences. In other words, the exercise of power in a coercive logic or not has not 

the same echo. Thus, the satisfaction of partners presents a major factor in building 

relationships and making decisions in the supply chain. Anderson and Narus (1990) defined 

satisfaction as a positive emotional state resulting from the evaluation of all aspects of the 

relationship between a company and its partner. Through our research, we adopt the 

definition of Benton and Maloni (2005), which stipulate that partner satisfaction is a feeling 

of fairness in the relationship whatever existing power imbalance. In this way, the work of 

Benton and Maloni (2005) shows that the coercive power (reward, coercion and legitimacy) 

has a negative impact on the satisfaction of the partner who undergoes it. By cons, non-

coercive power (reference, expertise and information) has a positive impact on the level of 

satisfaction of the same partner. 

Hunt and Nevin (1974) outlined six main benefits arising from the satisfaction of the partner 

that undergoes power. When satisfied, this partner has a high level of morale, cooperate 

better, avoid to deliberately terminating contracts, is less likely to file individual or class 

action suits against who has the power and is less likely to seek protective legislation. 

Therefore, partners’ satisfaction greatly improves the relationship between them. So we can 

say that the level of satisfaction has a greater or lesser impact on the nature of the relationship 

that binds the different actors. In this line, quoted by Benton and Maloni (2005), Guneshan 

and Harrison (1997) showed that the level of satisfaction represent a significant factor in the 

performance of long-term relationship. Similarly, Skinner et al. (1992) have demonstrated 
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that the level of satisfaction has a positive relationship with the cooperation, and a negative 

relationship with conflict. 

3.2: Trust, commitment and interdependence 

Trust can be described as a belief that the company would accomplish only actions that will 

yield positive results (Anderson et Narus, 1990). This trust arises when one party believes in 

the reliability and the integrity of its exchange partner (Morgan and Hunt, 1994). For Högberg 

(2002), this trust is gradually developed with the gradual deepening of the relationship 

through a process of mutual adaptation, although not necessarily in a symmetrical manner, to 

the needs of the other partner. Likewise, commitment is defined as an implicit or explicit 

pledge on the continuity of exchange between partners (Dwyer et al., 1987). By relating these 

concepts Morgan and Hunt (1994), state that a company can expand cooperation by 

increasing trust and commitment. However, trust has a major influence on the players' 

commitment in the relationship (Achrol, 1991; Ruyter et al., 2001). 

In the same line of Kambil and Short (1994), Kumar and van Dissel (1996) state that the 

interdependence in the sense of Thompson (1967), determines the level of relations between 

the different actors. The levels of interdependence, namely pooled interdependence, 

sequential interdependence and mutual one, as they have been determined by Thompson 

(1967), have a greater or lesser extent on the level of relations between actors. 

3.3: Tolerance and altruism   

As we have seen before, SET include in inter-organizational behavior objectivism and 

subjectivism, but also both opportunism and rigor, and altruism and tolerance. Autry et al., 

(2008) stipulate that these last behaviors reproduce an effort to help and support supply chain 

partners facing business issues, or provide them with knowledge that they will assume 

themselves. These authors add the fact that tolerance presents the willingness to accept 

inconveniences when performing business with partners, such as a decrease in performance, 

impositions on the focal firm coming from inevitable externalities, and other inconveniences 

relative to cooperating with partners. They also underline the fact that inter-organizational 

tolerance comprises the allowance of such inconveniences without penalty or sentence. 

Moreover, Ge and Hu (2012) have studied through game theory, companies’ altruistic 

motivations in supply chains. They demonstrate that supply chain performance relative to 

altruism remain among situations depending on decentralization and integration. They show 

besides that a manufacturer, as a leader, should bargain with an egoistic retailer, while a 
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retailer, as a follower, should deal with a manufacturer with altruistic liability, to ensure 

performance. 

3.4: Inter-organizational relationship nature    

Thereby, we can say that within a supply chain, the nature and intensity of the relationship 

that links the different actors can be approached with a dichotomous logic. Indeed, either the 

factors that influence this relationship are more or less positive leading to an agreement 

position, which can result in cooperation, coordination or collaboration. Or, they are relatively 

hostile, and here companies are facing a situation of conflict and opposition. 

In supply chains, conflicts can arise between partners from differences relative to certain 

elements. Hocker and Wilmot (1985) defined the conflict as a disagreement expressed 

between at least two interdependent parties who perceive incompatible goals, poor rewards 

and interference of the other party in achieving their goals (mutual). These conflicts can arise 

from a difference of power, competition for scarce resources, a tendency to differentiate a 

negative interdependence between entities, an ambiguity about the legal responsibility or 

authority, a deterioration of the image of one of them or its value (Deutsch, 1969). Being in 

conflict, members of a supply chain tend naturally to a local optimization to the detriment of 

the overall performance of the chain. To address this, members of a supply chain cooperate, 

coordinate or collaborate in the sense of common interest. 

Moreover, supply chain integration depends, among others, of organizational factors such as 

trust, commitment, interdependence, organizational compatibility, vision, core processes, 

leadership and support of top management (Mentzer et al., 2001). Thus, we can say that in 

addition to previously invoked satisfaction level, trust, commitment and interdependence are 

critical determinants of the relationship nature between different partners (Mohr and 

Spekman, 1994). 

3.5: Information sharing     

At the supply chain level, information is critical to coordination and flow optimization. 

Retention or bad reporting can cause distortion and loss of visibility; and thus amplifying the 

Bullwhip effect (Lee et al., 1997) and decreasing the supply chain performance. Furthermore, 

it should be noted that the fact of sharing information between companies has an impact on 

performance (Lee et al., 2000) depends on a better consideration of the antecedents of this 

sharing (Samaddar et al., 2006). That said, Patnayakuni et al. (2006), shows that information 
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sharing is influenced by previous relationships, then the nature of relationships that link the 

various players in the supply chain. 

Through inter-organizational setting, three situations of sharing can be presented, namely a 

situation where no information is shared, a situation where certain information is shared and a 

final in which nearly all information is shared (Gavirneni et al., 1999). Moreover, the degree 

of information sharing also depends on two key elements, namely the information quality and 

the cost that allows access to it. Zhou and Benton (2007) state that the quality of information 

shows the degree to which the information exchanged between companies coincides with 

their needs. The quality of information is determined by its completeness, accuracy (the 

absence of noise), its reliability, smoothness and accuracy, timeliness, punctuality, its shape 

and richness, and finally to its accessibility (Reix, 2004). This quality is desired just for the 

cost that allows its availability. If the cost of information is too high some quality criterion 

can be set aside. Therefore, before sharing information, members of a supply chain evaluate 

the quality/cost ratio in a precise or approximate manner. Consequently, this ratio has a direct 

impact on the degree of information sharing between different supply chain partners. 

 

4: MULTIPLE-CASE STUDY METHODOLOGY: CASES ASSORTMENT AND 

DATA COLLECTION 

Studying and contextualizing complex phenomena, such as inter-organizational relational 

dynamics between companies within a supply chain, requires an in-depth study methodology. 

Thus, we opted for a qualitative methodology because, as mentioned by Danzin and Lincoln 

(2011, p.6), “it uses semiotics, narrative, content, discourse, archival and phonemic analysis”, 

and in our case, we need to explore all information and knowledge resulting from these kinds 

of analysis, to go beyond what is really perceived by quantitative studies. Subsequently, we 

have selected case study methodology or more precisely multiple-case study methodology in 

order to explore similarities and differences within and between cases, and to capitalize 

trough replicating findings by means of cases. So, it is important that these cases are 

overflown carefully so that the researcher can identify analogous results crosswise cases, or 

contrast results based on existing theory (Yin, 2008). Thus, it should be notes that each case 

has to be studied separately, but the main interest lies in the collection of these cases or in the 

issue displayed in these cases (Stake, 2006).  
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4.1: Cases identification and selection  

Case identification and selection is an important step in multiple-case studies in particular. 

Flyvbjerg (2011) identifies six case selection strategies, and have classified them in two main 

classes, namely random selection strategies and information-oriented selection strategies. In 

our work, we adopt the maximum variation cases strategy which represents an information-

oriented selection. Flyvbjerg (2011) specifies that this strategy is used to obtain information 

about the implication of numerous circumstances or settings for case process and outcome. 

He gives examples of some dimensions like the size, the organization form, location and 

budget. In our instance, we select our cases depending on six variable dimensions, namely 

product (simple to complex) and manufacturing system (mass to customized production) 

characteristics, systemic and environmental uncertainty (deterministic to chaotic), strategic 

position in economy, and legal and governmental influence. We have selected 8 cases, each 

one in a specific industry, namely, retail industry, parachemical industry, automotive industry, 

agri-food industry, sporting goods industry, aerospace industry, toy industry and luxury 

industry. 

4.2: Data collection  

As we have mentioned above, one of the characteristics of qualitative methodologies is the 

fact that we can use plenty of information sources, such as narrative information, discourses 

reports, archives, internal and external documents, and so on. In this respect, Yin (2008) 

stipulates that multiple-case study exploits multiple sources of evidence for assessment. Thus, 

in our research we used information from three major sources, namely internal documents 

(flow charts, internal notes and reports, …), external reports (companies websites, consulting 

and experts reports, …), and Semi-structured interviews (Supply chain managers, Logistics 

leaders, …). 

4.2.1: Internal documents and external reports 

Depending on companies studied, the diffusivity and the accessibility to their materials, 

internal documents providing information on their operations, logistics and supply chain 

system, and others enlightening their activities were exploited to understand their formal 

functioning. Also, external reports were used to have an outside view on these companies, but 

also to have more accurate information about their industry structure and their positioning 

inside. All these documents were also uses to analyze our cases after having done semi-

structured interviews. 
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4.2.2: Semi-structured interviews  

To reach our goal which is the understanding of a complex phenomenon, but at the same time 

staying in specified area of conceptual framework, semi-structured interviews were conducted 

depending on a pre-determined interview protocol, specifying the main elements covered with 

an opened part. We chose the semi-structured interviews to provide both flexibility, which 

cannot be allowed by structured interviews, and focus which can hardly be guaranteed 

through an open interview. Interviews were conducted with persons that were the more 

concerned with our issue. Supply chain, operations and logistics managers and other 

competent people were interviewed face-to-face or by telephone, in late 2011 and early 2012. 

These interviews were transcribed and analyzed in terms of our conceptual framework. 

 

5: RESULTS ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION  

To meet scientific expectations and rigor of qualitative researches, and specifically multiple-

case studies, we explore correspondences and differences within and between our 8 cases, to 

build knowledge by replicating results. By referring to Table1 and Table2, we can see first 

that relational characteristics differ depending on the industry. In most of supply chains 

studied, power is non-coercive, and is in most of industries (4/8) expert and/or legitimate. So, 

in the retail industry, automotive industry, agri-food industry and toy industry, power is 

mostly based on the expertise and capabilities of the focal company or on its legitimacy. We 

have also noticed that power can be leveraged from the Group to which belongs the focal 

company, as in aerospace industry, or can be based to availability or access to raw materials, 

as for luxury industry. Likewise, we can notice that power of the focal companies can be 

based on market oriented sources, such as for sporting industry in which we have found that 

power is based mostly on the percentage of market share. We can see for some power sources 

that Munson et al. (1999) has mentioned some of the power sources in a supply chain, which 

are the possession of a strong market position, and access to a major part of financial 

resources.  

When analyzing satisfaction, we can advance the fact that there is satisfaction for an input 

like developing capabilities and knowledge in aerospace, automotive and parachemical 

industries, or satisfaction for an output like volume orders in toy industry, or referencing in 

the retail industry. Analytically, we can say that the angle chosen in the literature, cf. Benton 

and Maloni (2005), to consider satisfaction the fact that power is coercive or not, can mislead 
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us because we found in our study that a partner can be satisfied even if power of the focal 

company is coercive. Therefore, we think that approaching satisfaction is better fecund when 

dealing with its stance (input or output).  

Examination of our cases allows us to see that trust and commitment are interdependent 

concepts, and that commitment aspect follows generally trust facts. For most supply chains, 

trust is cognitive and based on several elements. For example, in automotive, aerospace, 

sporting and toy industries, trust is based on competencies, innovation and research 

capabilities of partners. In agri-food and luxury industries, it depends mostly on network and 

partnership period. In retail industry it depends on the share of the partner in the turn over, 

and in sporting industry, in addition to competencies, it depends on the brand of the partner. 

For commitment, most of industries move towards SLAs, openness to auditing or simple 

performance objectives.   

Dependence and interdependence between supply chain partners is seen as contingent to the 

number of partner determination, as in retail industry; or, to market complexity and 

competition level, as in parachemical industry; or, to technological concerns like in 

automotive and aerospace industries; or else to product availability, like in agri-food; or on 

brand specificity and exclusiveness of a partner.  We can also notice that dependence can be 

due to material investments and idiosyncrasy of products.  

For tolerance and altruism, it seems that most of supply chains focal companies’ presents and 

altruistic behavior and a high level of tolerance regarding small size of partners. We have 

noticed it in all retail, automotive, aerospace and agri-food industries. For supply chains in 

other industries, such as parachemical and aerospace, tolerance and altruism are problem 

dependent (frequency and intensity). So if the problem is not frequent and its impact is not 

important, the focal company will be tolerant and altruistic in helping its partner to overcome 

the problem. Also, when it comes to assisting suppliers for growth and enlarging variety of 

product proposed, for respectively sport industry and toy industry, companies tend to be more 

tolerant and altruistic.  

When analyzing inter-organizational nature, we have noticed that in most of supply chains, 

this nature depends on flow management strategy of the focal company. For example, in 

retail, parachemical, automotive, aerospace and sporting industries where lean and 

synchronous flow management strategies are adopted, focal companies are developing close 

collaborations with partners, and they manage conflicts through movements, negotiation and 
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financial penalties. For Agri-food industry, this nature depends on the structure of the focal 

company. In this case, it concerns a cooperative, so a lot of small companies cooperate 

depending on this structure. Finally, analysis of information sharing through cases shows that 

most of information shared between supply chain partners concern operations, control and 

performance. We have also noticed that most supply chain partners use EDI, ERP and WMS 

systems and extranets in the supply chain context. All this can be consolidated in Table3.  

 

Table3: Majors factors influencing supply chain relational dynamics 

 Major factors  

Power  Expertise and capabilities 

Leveraged from the Group  

Availability or access to raw materials 

Percentage of market share 

Satisfaction Satisfaction for an input like developing capabilities and knowledge 

Satisfaction for an output like volume orders in toy industry or 
referencing 

Trust Competencies, innovation and research capabilities 

Network and partnership period. 

Share of the partner in the turn over,  

Brand of the partner 

Commitment SLAs 

Openness to auditing  

Performance objectives 

(Inter)dependence  Number of partner  

Market complexity and competition level 

Product availability 

Brand specificity  

Exclusiveness of a partner 

Material investments and idiosyncrasy of products 

Tolerance and altruism  Size of partners 

problem dependent (frequency and intensity) 

growth and enlarging variety of product proposed 

Inter-organizational relationship 
nature 

depends on flow management strategy of the focal company 

manage conflicts through movements, negotiation and financial 
penalties 

Structure of the focal company 

Information sharing  Operations, control and performance. 

EDI, ERP and WMS systems and extranets 
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Table1: Relational characteristics in retail, parachemical, automotive and aerospace 

industries.  

 Case 1: Retail Case 2: Parachemical Case 3: Automotive Case 4: Aerospace 

Power and 
satisfaction 

Power based on 
mastering of transport 
solutions and goods 

distribution and 
suppliers referencing.  

Coercive power. 
Satisfaction assessed 
trough 13 criterions 
including 4 aspects: 
purchasing, quality, 

supply chain and 
technology) 

Expert and legitimate 
power. Importance of 

satisfaction for 
advancement and 

development concerns 
(co-engineering)  

Power leveraged from 
the Group. Capability 
and knowledge based 

satisfaction. 

Trust and 
commitment  

Depends principally on 
the share of a partner 

in the turnover.  

Mutual trust and SLA1 
for commitment  

Cognitive trust is 
based on 

competencies. It 
depends also on 
countries and 

importers 
characteristics. 

Commit through SLA 
(quality, 

environmental, …) 

Trust based mostly on 
closeness to 

government and army, 
and also on innovation 
and research capacity. 
Openness to a regular 

audit. 

(Inter)dependence  One supplier per 
product and one 
supplier of aid.  

Interdependence due to 
hyper competitive 
market and context 

Depends mostly on 
technological 

concerns. 
Interdependent with 

OEMs2 and 
dependence of 
subcontractors.  

Suppliers’ capability 
dependence. Materials 
and components based 

inter-dependence. 
Government and army 

specifications 
dependence.  

Tolerance and 
altruism  

Advantages accorded 
to small local 

producers and those 
who manufacture local 

products 

Problem dependent Little tolerant and 
altruistic due to the 

size and the 
complexity of the 

organization. 

Supporting partners in 
all kinds of problems.   

Inter-
organizational 
relationship 
nature 

Lean management and 
cooperation trough 
distribution centers. 
Managing conflict 

through a movement 

Synchronous flow 
management through 
excellence centers. 
Managing conflict 

through negotiation.  

Synchronous flow 
management across 

geographical 
promiscuity. Conflicts 

depend on the 
heaviness of problems 

chronicity.  

Partners can work 
within the production 
site of the focal firm. 

Little conflicts. 
Conflicts are generally 

solved by financial 
penalties  

Information 
sharing  

Operational and 
control information is 
shared. ERP systems 

are used.  

Performance and 
control information is 

shared. Open for 
proposed solutions to 
improve reliability and 

quality of service in 
accordance with 

regulations.  EDI is 
operated, and ERP 
(SAP) systems are 

used.  

Real time tracking 
through EDI and 
SRM1 System.  

Depends majorly on 
the partner (civil or 
military). Generally 
use an ERP system 
(SAP), and EDI. 

 

                                                 
1 Service Level Agreement  
2 Original Equipment Manufacturers 



RIRL2012_Zouaghi_Spalanzani_Gunasekaran_Final_Presentation 

Table2: Relational characteristics in Agri-food, sporting, luxury and toy industries.  

 Case 5: Agri-food Case 6: Sporting Case 7: Luxury Case 8: Toy 

Power and 
satisfaction 

Expert and legitimate 
power (supervisor)   

Non coercive power 
based on percentage of 

market share 

Non coercive power 
based on availability of 

raw materials.  

Expert power of 
leaders. Capacity 
based power of 

producers. Satisfaction 
is based on volume of 

orders. 

Trust and 
commitment  

Partnership period 
based trust.  

Brand and technical 
based trust. Suppliers’ 

seniority based 
commitment and trust. 

Network based trust, 
and quality and lead-

time commitment 

Cognitive trust based 
on quality and norms 
respect. Commitment 

is based also on quality 
and lead time.  

(Inter)dependence  Dependence of the 
focal company due to 
material investments 

and products 
(ingredients, machine 

leasing, transport 
technology) 

Activities and 
operations depend on 
the Group orientation.  

Perenity and brand 
based interdependence.  

Majorly depends on 
distributors and 

retailers. Developing 
exclusiveness in global 

market. 

Tolerance and 
altruism  

Especially with small 
producers who wants 
to convert to fair trade 

(solidarity).  

Establishing poles to 
guide suppliers and 

help them produce and 
develop. 

Closeness and 
consensus based 

tolerance.  

Enlarging the variety 
of product proposed 
depending on trust. 

Inter-
organizational 
relationship 
nature 

A business cooperative 
system of management. 
Little conflict (mainly 
concerns quality and 

delivery time)  

Collaboration based on 
research and 

innovation. Lean 
operations 

management approach.   

Activities are 
centralized and 

collaboration with 
supplier is close on 
behalf of reactivity. 

Conflicts are 
insignificant. 

Coordination through 
purchase centers and 
collaboration through 

relocated offices. 
Conflicts are rare and 

resolved by credit 
notes.  

Information 
sharing  

Operational 
information is shared 

through ERP2 and 
tractability systems. 

WMS3 and e-
marketplaces are also 

used. 

Deployment of 
CAPM4, ERP, WMS 

and extranets for 
communicating 

majorly operational 
information. 

All types of 
information can be 

shared for satisfying 
customer.  

Mainly sharing 
operational 

information, namely 
orders via EDI.  

 

                                                                                                                                                        
1 Supplier Relationship Management  
2 Enterprise Resource Planning 
3 Warehouse Management System 
4 Computer-Aided Production Management  
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6: CONCLUSION 

The framework presented does not pretend to completeness, most important elements were 

highlighted to make the supply chain community aware of the importance of the social part 

when apprehending supply chain issues. More specifically, this framework allows us to go 

through supply chain relational dynamics by underlining the importance of notions such as 

power, partner satisfaction, tolerance and altruism, the nature of inter-organizational 

relationships, trust, commitment, interdependence, but information sharing between supply 

chain members.  

Nevertheless, like all research works, our framework presents a number of limitations. We 

can cite two main ones. The first is related to the conceptualization of the supply chain 

relational dynamic. Our conceptualization is quite specific to particular situations; as in some 

sectors and businesses, this dynamics remains dependent to the economic and technical 

guidance which governs inter-organizational relations. In these industries, companies 

integrate our framework as an optional element of decision making, avoiding, consequently, 

the risk of bias that may arise from the relationship. The second limitation is related to the 

lack of empirical validation for the proposed conceptual framework. Our reflection is based 

on previous research on the field, but does not include any development on how these 

variables will be measured in a supply chain context. This can constitute a perspective for 

future research.  

Information sharing presents one of the responses that permit mitigating the bullwhip effect is 

between supply chain members. Supply chain dynamics is driven by a set of factors that 

evolve depending on complex environmental changes. A change in one of these factors 

downstream the supply chain is inevitably translated by amplified one upstream. Called the 

Bullwhip effect, Lee et al. (1997) defines it as a phenomenon which “occurs when the 

demand order variabilities in the supply chain are amplified as they moved up the supply 

chain”. This effect provokes a lot of inefficiencies and unbalances within the supply chain, 

and happens depending on several causes. Lee et al (1997) highlight four principal ones: 

demand signal processing or demand forecast updating, order batching, price fluctuation, and 

rationing and shortage gaming. Actually, most of researchers attribute the bullwhip effect to 

the irrational behavior of supply chain members. But as we can see in the literature, most of 

research focuses more on the causes and the consequences of this effect and not much on 
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factors that can generate these causes. So, this can also present an interesting future research 

direction.  

Finally, we conclude by saying that both technical/economic and social logics have to be 

included in the cognitive map of a supply chain manager. We can hardly reach performance 

just by basing our decisions on technical/economic variables and elements. Supply chain 

performance is conditioned by social relationships that represent in the main its essence, in 

contrast to logistics, which focuses more on technical factors. Although, this can obviously, 

be subject to discussion. 
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