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Abstract 
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Abstract 

Purpose –This research aims to explore the role of inter-personal relationships within a supply 

chain integration context. Firstly, it proposes a conceptual model addressing the inter-

relationships between interpersonal relationships, inter-organizational relationships, and 

supply chain integration. Secondly, it investigates the influence of interpersonal relationships 

on supply chain integration. Lastly, it examines how interpersonal relationships influence inter-

organizational relationships to enable supply chain integration.  

Methodology/approach – Based on a comprehensive literature review, the study first proposes 

a series of propositions and establishes a conceptual framework to illustrate the relationship 

between interpersonal relationships, inter-organizational relationships, and supply chain 

integration. Then, the study applies an exploratory/investigational approach of multiple case 

studies and empirically examines how interpersonal relationships affect inter-organizational 

relationships and supply chain integration.  

Findings – The study proposes that interpersonal relationships can indirectly and positively 

influence supply chain integration, mediated by inter-organizational relationships. Personal 

affection acts as a relationship initiator, and personal credibility serves as a gatekeeper while 

personal communication works as a facilitator and plays more important roles than personal 

affection and credibility. Also, interpersonal relationships can initiate and enhance inter-

organizational relationships to enable supply chain integration. In the formative stage of supply 

chain integration, personal affection and credibility play key roles, whereas personal 

communication becomes more significant during the operational stage. 

Originality/value – The study advances supply chain integration literature by extending the 

focus from that of firm level to the level of individuals, and introduces interpersonal 
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relationship dimensions to explore inner mechanisms of supply chain integration. It 

demonstrates that interpersonal relationships are able to initiate and motivate firm level 

integration, which modifies the presumption that firm level relationships are predominantly  

established first in Western cultural contexts. It also sheds light on applying theoretical lenses 

in supply chain integration. It extends social exchange theory from relationships between 

parties that are on the same level to different levels of interpersonal and inter-organizational 

relationships. Meanwhile, it applies resource dependency theory by addressing how 

interpersonal relationships influence dependence levels on supply chain partners to form firm 

level relationships. Furthermore, it extends resource orchestration theory by suggesting that 

inter-organizational relationships and interpersonal relationships can be orchestrated to achieve 

supply chain integration capabilities. 

Implications –The study provides insights for practitioners who have limited “hard” firm 

level resources. Managers should be aware of the significance and characteristics of 

interpersonal relationships, and decide when and how to deploy both interpersonal and 

interorganizational relationships as resources during the integration process. In the formative 

stage, managers should utilise boundary spanners with good personal credibility. More 

physical contact with counter-partners should be encouraged to foster personal affection, thus 

initiating the formation of inter-organizational relationships. In the operational stage, personal 

communication should be strengthened to facilitate the supply chain integration process. On 

the other hand, managers should mitigate the conflict between primary business interests and 

subordinate interpersonal friendships.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction  

1.1 Research gaps and research topics 

A business needs to collaborate with its suppliers and customers in its supply chain (SC) 

because competition between companies has been replaced by competition between supply 

chains (Tan, 2001). Lambert and Cooper (2000) state that successful supply chain management 

(SCM) requires cross-functional supply chain integration (SCI). SCI refers to the development 

of strategic intrafirm and interfirm collaboration of suppliers and buyers along an extended 

supply network (Cao et al., 2015; Liu et al., 2016). SCI can significantly improve the efficiency 

and effectiveness of companies and their SCs. For example, SCI can improve interface 

management, evaluate trade-offs, and optimize a wide range of decisions, thereby aligning 

strategies between SC partners (Childerhouse et al., 2011). Also, it can improve and streamline 

the internal and external exchange of information and data, leading to the improvement of 

physical flows throughout the SC (Wiengarten et al., 2016). Meanwhile, SCI can save 

transaction costs (Yeung et al., 2009), and reduce waste and duplication between SC partners 

(Bowersox et al., 2007). Moreover, SCI can help companies to access external physical and 

soft resources (including knowledge) to enhance capabilities and innovativeness (Wiengarten 

et al., 2016). Consequently, SCI can improve the competitiveness and performance for both 

companies and their SCs (Flynn et al., 2010; Gimenez et al., 2012; Leuschner et al., 2013).  

Implementation of SCI in practice is difficult and rare (Childerhouse et al., 2011). In 

addition, the results of SCI are far from ideal (Cao et al., 2015). There exists a necessity to 

explore SCI enablers. Since SCI is the collaboration between companies in SCs,  it is not 

surprising that most of the extant SCI literature focuses on  organizational level factors 

including trust, power, commitment, justice, culture, and communication (Braunscheidel et al., 
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2010; Griffith et al., 2006; Hult et al., 2004; Kwon and Suh, 2005; Mentzer et al., 2001; Prajogo 

and Olhager, 2012; Zhao et al., 2008). For instance, Bachmann (2001) regarded trust between 

companies as a vital ingredient in facilitating SC activities. Zhang and Huo (2013) stated that 

trust is positively related to supplier integration and customer integration. Cheng (2011) and 

Wu et al. (2014) argued that organizational commitment positively influences SCI. With 

commitment, SC companies are more likely to assist the development of strategic alliances, to 

share key information, and jointly coordinate the SCI process (Zhao et al., 2008; 2011). Zhao 

et al. (2008) also argued that power can motivate parties to align with each other regarding 

their strategies, to share information resources to balance the influence of power, and to 

develop joint problem-solving routines to coordinate activities in the integration process.  

The success of SCI is related not only to economic and technology factors, but also to 

social factors (Zhao et al., 2008). As SCI is planned, executed, controlled, and measured by 

individuals, people’s roles cannot be overlooked (Cao et al., 2015). The attitude, willingness, 

trust, commitment, and behaviours, especially in regards to the relationships among boundary 

spanners, may subtly but significantly influence inter-organizational relationships (IORs). This 

inner mechanism under IORs may affect the efficiency and effectiveness of SCI. Some studies 

acknowledge the role of individuals in SCM, but mainly focus on the training, skills, and 

knowledge aspects (Fawcett et al., 2007), often overlooking interpersonal relationships (IPRs). 

In practice, IPRs exist in many cultures and countries, including but not limited to 

“guanxi” in China, “wasta” in Brazil, “pratik” in Haiti, “jeitinho” in Lebanon, “pulling strings” 

in the United Kingdom (Smith et al., 2012), and “blat” in Russia (Michailova and Worm, 2003). 

From a resource-based viewpoint (RBV), IPRs can be regarded as a very special and important 

resource because they are more valuable, rare, inimitable and non-substitutable (Barney, 1991). 

In social exchange theory (SET), IPRs can encourage the interaction between boundary 

spanners for the expectation of a reward (Wu et al., 2014). This exchange of interpersonal 
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resources can facilitate the resource exchange between companies and further influence the 

firm level interaction and integration.  

Decision-makers are influenced by their relationships with others as well as their cultural 

backgrounds (Cai et al., 2017; Schorsch et al., 2017; Sweeney, 2013). In fact, some basic 

characteristics of relationships such as mutual understanding, cooperative behaviour, and long-

term orientation are apparent in many cultures (Wang, 2007). A failure to consider the role of 

IPRs in SCI would limit a deeper understanding of why boundary spanners involved in SCI 

behave in certain ways. On the other hand, IPRs must work through their companies to affect 

SCI, otherwise they will quickly lose their influence and power. Thus, it is crucial to understand 

the interconnections between IPRs, IORs and SCI. However, research in this important area is 

still at its infancy (Schorsch et al., 2017). Researchers have proposed taking individual 

behaviour and IPRs as central themes in some SC research (Gligor and Holcomb, 2013; Huo 

et al., 2015; Mandják et al., 2016; Pulles and Hartman, 2017). Therefore, the identified research 

gap regarding IPRs and interactions with IORs, in enabling SCI, present a research niche for 

this study. 

1.2 Key concepts and research questions 

This research explores the role of IPRs in the context of SCI, but because SCI is the firm 

level integration and is related to IORs, literature on the three main concepts of SCI, IORs, and 

IPRs will be reviewed. 

1.2.1 Supply chain integration (SCI) 

SCI is to structure internal or inter-organizational strategies, practices, procedures, and 

behaviours into collaborative, synchronized, and manageable processes to fulfil its 

customers’ requirements (Huo, 2012). There is no commonly accepted sub-dimensions of 

SCI (Huo, 2012), but traditionally, most researchers adopt scoped-base SCI: SCI can be 
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classified into internal integration and external integration (Flynn et al., 2010) while external 

integration can be further classified into supplier integration and customer integration (Cao et 

al., 2015; Huo, 2012; Yeung et al., 2009) (See Figure 1).   

Figure 1 Supply chain integration (internal integration and external (supplier/customer) integration 

 

Internal integration refers to the integration among different functional areas within a 

firm’s boundaries. External integration refers to the integration of a firm with its upstream 

suppliers (supplier integration) and/or downstream customers (customer integration) 

(Wiengarten et al., 2016). This classification clearly addresses the scope of SCI; thus 

researchers and practitioners can clarify the integration direction and concentrate on the 

right strategic partners. However, the scope-based classification emphasizes the internal and 

external relationships in SCs, which may weaken a comprehensive understanding of SCI.  

In order to avoid the weakness of scope-based SCI dimensions, this research applies a 

content-based view of SCI in terms of strategic alliances, information integration, and process 

integration. As SCI highlights the strategic interconnection and alignment between SC partners 

(Wiengarten et al., 2016; Zhao et al., 2011), strategic alliances are of primary concern. 

Strategic alliance refers to joint decisions among SC partners in order to achieve agreed goals 

of aligned companies (Min, 2015; Zhao et al., 2011). Because the success of strategic alliance 

heavily relies on collaborative planning and execution efforts to create a seamless SCI, it must 

be considered in conjunction with accurate and timely information sharing/integration and 
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process integration/integration (Devaraj et al., 2007). To consistently use the terms throughout 

the thesis, this research applies information integration and process integration as the other two 

content-based SCI dimensions following some researchers’ work. Leuschner et al. (2013; p. 

38) defined that information integration as “the coordination of information transfer, 

collaborative communication and supporting technology among firms in SC”. Information 

integration concerns visibility and timeliness (Tsanos and Zografos, 2016). Process integration 

refers to the collaborative working between SC partners, such as joint product development, 

and common systems (Haq and Boddu, 2017).  

These three dimensions are closely related to each other. For example, information 

integration can only be fully leveraged through process integration (Christopher, 2000) while 

process integration cannot succeed without attending orientation of information integration 

(Haq and Boddu, 2017). The integration of the three dimensions can create sustained 

competitive advantages leading to higher SC performance (Tsanos et al., 2014; Tsanos and 

Zografos, 2016). Given that strategic alliance, information integration, and process integration 

are identified as central activities in SCM (Flynn et al., 2010; Liu et al., 2016; Zhao et al., 

2011), this research frames these three concepts as key dimensions of SCI.  

Since SCI is a long-term process, this research simply divides and classifies it into 

formative and operational stages. In the formative stage, supply chain partners that are to be 

integrated endeavour to interact with each other, to assess the possibility of SCI, and to prepare 

for the formation of SCI. In the operational stage, supply chain partners maintain and develop 

the integration by aligning their strategies, sharing information, and facilitating process 

integration by solving conflicts and operational problems.  
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1.2.2 Inter-organizational relationships (IORs) 

Since SCI is the collaboration among companies at the organizational level, the long-term 

IORs can work as a driver of SCI and may influence the performance of SCI (Prajogo and 

Olhager, 2012). Prior studies have examined various IOR factors in SCI, including trust, 

leadership, power, commitment, justice, culture, and communication (Braunscheidel et al., 

2010; Cao et al., 2015; Griffith et al., 2006; Huo et al., 2017; Kwon and Suh, 2005; Mentzer 

et al., 2001; Prajogo and Olhager, 2012; Zhao et al., 2008; Zhang and Huo, 2013). For example, 

because mutual trust can increase contract duration, encourage efficient conflict resolution 

(Flynn et al., 2010), and enhance information integration (Cai et al., 2010), trust between 

customers/suppliers significantly influences SCI performance (Zhang and Huo, 2013). Power 

between organizations (e.g. customer power) can impact on relationship commitments, then 

impact on SCI (Zhao et al., 2008) and improve performance (Huo et al., 2017). Procedural and 

distributive justice can influence SC partners’ attitudes and behaviours, decrease conflicts and 

increase satisfaction, consequently influencing integration performance (Griffith et al., 2006). 

Braunscheidel et al. (2010) and Cao et al. (2015) investigated the effects of organizational 

culture on SCI and delivery performance by examining the relationships between 

organizational cultures and SCI. Hult et al. (2004) devised a model linking knowledge 

development to cycle time in SCI.  

All these factors contribute to the establishment of SCI across firm boundaries, and play 

distinctive roles in SCI. This study focuses on trust, commitment, and power only because 

these three factors are more fundamental, significant, and commonly investigated in SCM. 

Trust and commitment are vitally important for SCI because they provide a foundation for all 

cross boundary SCM activities (Chen and Paulraj, 2004). These two have become the most 

commonly examined factors in terms of their influence on relational contracting transactions 

(Tsanos and Zografos, 2016). Meanwhile, power, related to relative resources dependence (Wu 
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et al., 2014), has been regarded as the central crux among various organizational determinants 

of SC relationships (Cox, 2001). In addition, the three factors are related to each other. For 

example, levels of commitment are strongly related to levels of trust (Kwon and Suh, 2005).  

1.2.3 Interpersonal relationships (IPRs) 

Das (2016) defined that an organization is an entity which is comprised and structured by 

a social unit of people and linked to an extant environment in order to pursue collective goals. 

Following this definition, the study focuses more on the people along the organizational 

boundaries and regards the related relationships between organizations (such as suppliers and 

customers), relationships between the boundary spanners as the extant environment. From this 

perspective, SCI and organizational level relationships are closely related to boundary 

individuals and their relationships. For example, only after the trust during the business 

interaction between these individuals has been built, penetrated, and accumulated to the 

individual collection level over time (Rempel et al., 1985), then it may become a base and form 

the trust between organizations (McKnigh et al., 1998). More specially, based on empirical 

investigation of Hong Kong importers with Western exporters, Barnes et al. (2015) claimed 

that the higher level of interpersonal communication, credibility, and affection can enhance 

higher level of inter-organization trust. 

 Although cultures in different business environments are different, there exist some 

shared basic characteristics in relational exchanges such as mutual understanding, cooperative 

behaviour, and long-term orientation (Wang, 2007). This principle forms a basic foundation 

for this research. This research follows the justification and research of Barnes et al. (2015) in 

IPRs and regards personal affection, credibility and communication as three dimensions of 

IPRs. Inner personal affection pertains to the individual’s feelings and sentiments; it is related 

to an enduring and emotional commitment to other individuals (Lee and Dawes, 2005). With 
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personal affection, individuals in a business interaction can have a mutually empathetic 

understanding of, and affection for, each other (Leung et al., 2008). It also provides the 

flexibility needed to handle changing circumstances as well as creating strong ties (Leung et 

al., 2005). Thus, Pulles and Hartman (2017) address the central role of personal affection and 

state that likeability influences interpersonal interaction outcomes. Consequently, it can 

significantly influence the willingness, at the firm level, to engage in strategic collaboration.  

Barnes et al. (2015) state that personal credibility is based on strong performances, 

achievement records, responsibility, and loyalty. This study refines this concept into two 

further classifications: character-based and reliability-based personal credibility. Character-

based personal credibility is related to a perception of responsibility and loyalty because of 

social similarity in the business (Gulati, 1995). Reliability-based personal credibility is related 

to one’s actual behaviour and performance. Personal credibility can inspire individuals to gain 

trust to develop interaction over time, generate strong desires to continue IPRs then to IORs 

(Luo, 2007), so it can give boundary spanners confidence to make committed efforts within 

SCI. Compared with subjective personal affection, personal credibility is more objective as it 

is based more on facts and records.  

Personal communication can provide a means for individuals to exchange information 

formally and informally using a variety of ways. Personal communication enhances the feeling 

that promises and obligations can be delivered as agreed (Ring and Van de Ven, 1994), thus 

achieving harmony in IPRs and consolidating IORs. When communication is more open and 

personal, the richness of the communication increases (Cousins et al., 2006). As a result, a 

higher level of personal communication will lead to greater longevity of IPRs and IORs (Barnes 

et al., 2015).  
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1.2.4 Research objectives and goals 

Most prior studies on SCI enablers mainly focus on IORs, overlooking the influence of 

IPRs. This research aims to fill the research gap by studying the role of IPRs in a SCI context. 

Although firm level integration activities are executed by individuals, and the relationships 

between these boundary spanners may be subtle, their interconnections warrant attention.  This 

research therefore explores the relationships between IPRs, IORs and SCI.  

This research objective forms the basic research framework. Among the three constructs 

of IPRs, IORs, and SCI, any of the two (for example, IPRs and SCI) can have interactions with 

each other. Meanwhile, each interaction (for example, IPRs-SCI) may be integrated by the third 

element (for example, IORs). Moreover, each factor has different dimensions. This research 

identifies three dimensions within each factor and proposes that each dimension may interact 

with any of the other three dimensions within each factor. Thus, the IPRs-IORs-SCI system 

becomes very complex (see Figure 2). 
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Figure 2 IPRs-IORs-SCI system 

 

 

 
 

These relationships may become even more complicated when they are considered in 

relation to SC networks, given that SC networks consist of a variety of suppliers and 

customers at different tiers. Hence the relationships in the system are very intricate. This 

research offers a simplified conceptualisation of the system to establish the framework of 

IPRs-IORs-SCI (see Figure 3).   
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Figure 3 IPRs-IORs-SCI research framework 

 

 

 
The conceptual model is trying to build the inter-relationships between the individuals 

and their own organization and target integration organization. Although each construct has a 

variety of dimensions and factors, this research just chose three dimensions for each construct 

to simplify the framework based on literature review. For example, trust, power, and 

commitment are regarded as the most fundamental and significant factors of IORs (Chen and 

Paulraj, 2004). Meanwhile, strategy alliances, information integration, and process integration 

are commonly accepted as the main contents of SCI (Flynn et al., 2010; Liu et al., 2016; Zhao 

et al., 2011). Personal affection, personal credibility, and personal communication are 

concluded in IPRs (Barnes et al., 2015). As IPRs cannot influence SCI directly, each dimension 

of IPRs needs to play roles on the three dimensions of SCI, through IORs in terms of trust, 

commitment, and power. Consequently, even in this simplified IPRs-IORs-SCI system, 27 
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(=3×3×3) linkages exist between the individual (relationship builder), related organizations, 

and the organization that is target for SCI (Please refer to Figure 10 in Chapter 2 in page 50)  

Because the role of IORs factors such as trust, power, and commitment on SCI has been 

investigated extensively (Bachmann, 2001; Cheng, 2011; Wu et al., 2014, and Zhao et al. 2008), 

this research focuses on (1) the role of IPRs on SCI, and (2) the role of IPRs on IORs in a SCI 

context. As SCI comes down to integration at the firm level, and the influence of IPRs on SCI 

is more likely to be indirect as it works through IORs, so Figure 3 uses a dotted line to show 

the indirect role of IPRs on SCI. The influence of IPRs on SCI, and how IPRs influence IORs, 

are central concerns of this research. Given that IPRs have three dimensions, the role of IPRs 

on SCI can be examined by answering the following research question: 

RQ1. How do personal affection, personal credibility, and personal communication 

influence SCI in terms of strategic alliance, information integration, and process integration? 

A second question that emerges in relation to the role of IPRs on IORs finds its basis in 

the identification of trust, commitment and power as the three main factors of IORs:  

RQ2. How do IPRs (personal affection, personal credibility, and personal communication) 

influence IORs in terms of trust, commitment, and power during the SCI process? 

1.3 Research methodology overview 

As this thesis is based on publications, each paper is a self-contained piece, with its own 

introduction, literature review, research methodology, discussion, findings, and conclusion. 

The following is a brief overview of the research methodology employed in the three papers. 

1.3.1 Research paradigm 

Research approaches in social science are fundamentally from the philosophical 

paradigms of research. A research paradigm is regarded as the basic belief or worldview to 
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guide the researchers to apply research methodology in ontologically and epistemologically 

ways (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). According to Bryman and Bell (2011), ontology is concerned 

with the reality and nature of social entities while objectivism and constructionism take 

different positions in some ways. Objectivism implies that an organization is tangible, external 

to our research or influence, and sets rules, procedures, processes and structures. However, 

constructionism believes that the social construct arises from the interaction of individuals. 

Epistemology concerns how a research can know about the reality and acquire the knowledge 

with two main positions: interpretivism and positivism.  

This research takes interpretivism for the following reasons. Ontologically, 

interpretivists emphasize the subjective meaning of the reality that is constructed through 

human social interaction process while positivists state that reality exists objectively and 

independently from human experiences (Burrell and Morgan, 1979). Epistemologically, 

interpretivists assume that scientific knowledge should be obtained through the understanding 

of human social interaction by which the subjective meaning of the reality is constructed 

(Walsham, 1995). Interpretivism focuses on the causal explanation and interpretive 

understanding of human behaviour. It is strong inductive leaning. Positivists, however, are 

concerned with the hypothetic-deductive testability of causal relationship just like in natural 

science research (Orlikowski and Baroudi, 1991). In this research, the role of IPRs in SCI can 

be subjectively regarded as working through human social interaction process; the research 

tries to understand and to interpretive these human interactions by focusing on the logic causal 

explanation of these interactions. 

In terms of organizations research, Burrel and Morgan (1979) developed a well-known 

categorization of sociological paradigms: objective-subjective axis and regulation-radical 

change axis form four paradigms: functionalist, interpretive, radical humanist, and radical 

structuralist (Figure 4). Along the horizontal axis on the objective side, researchers believe the 
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world is a concrete objective reality while on the subjective side, researchers see reality as 

something that is primarily in a subjective experience. Along the vertical axis on the regulation 

side researchers state that the world is fairly stable and organized but on the radical change side 

the researchers see the world should be changed for reasons.  

Figure 4 Sociological paradigm 

 

This research was positioned into the interpretive paradigm for two reasons. First, the 

processes of the role of IPRs on IORs and SCI can be regarded as regulated, stable over time, 

and this process can be studied as a status quo as it is cohesive and orderly. Human activity and 

behaviour are needed to be understood as it is. Second, the research was out of the level of the 

subjective experience, consciousness of each individual person. Following the interpretivism, 

the research findings can suggest supply chain managers be aware that IPRs can influence IOR 

and SCI in a certain regulated, stable circumstance; practitioners can purposely cultivate the 

IPRs and make full use of the relationships, rather than simply focusing on the firm-level 

relationships. According to interpretive paradigm, the social reality can be viewed as a network 

of individuals assumptions and an inter-subjectively shared meanings, so, observation and/or 

interview approach should be applied into the research to draw out those individuals’ thinking 

and people’s perception (Burrel and Morgan, 1979). 
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1.3.2 Justification of qualitative multiple case study approach 

Based on a comprehensive literature review, the research in Chapter 2 firstly proposes 27 

propositions and establishes a conceptual framework to demonstrate the relationships between 

IPRs, IORs, and SCI. The research suggests that the trust, commitment, and power of IORs 

mediate the positive relationships between IPRs (personal affection, credibility, and 

communication) and SCI in terms of strategic alliance, information integration, and process 

integration. This is a purely theoretical work without applying empirical data to test the model. 

In order to explore the role of IPRs in SCI (Chapter 3) and the role of IPRs on IORs in SCI 

(Chapter 4), the research has to justify the qualitative and quantitative research methods 

employed. 
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Table 1  Comparison of quantitative and qualitative research  

  Quantitative method  Qualitative method 
Theory and 
Research 

Deductive (testing out theory)  Inductive (generating new theory)  

Epistemology Positivism (natural science)  Interpretivism (social science)  

Ontology Objectivism (tangible and 
measurable)  

Constructionism (social interactions)  

Approach  Test hypothesis  Discover meaning   
Concepts  Distinct variables  Themes   
Measurement  Standardized, predetermined  

data requirements   
Flexible, ad hoc data requirements dependent 
on settings  

Data  Precise and quantitative   Observations, words and images  
Procedures  Standard and replicable  Tailored  
Analysis  Statistical analysis, tables and 

charts to test hypotheses   
Construction of a generalizable and coherent 
picture through rich descriptions    

(Bryman et al, 2011; Neuman, 2006) 

Although there are studies that examine the relationship between people in management, 

there is scant research on the influence of IPRs in SCM, especially in a SCI context (Schorsch 

et al., 2017). Research into the role of IPRs in SCI (Chapter 3) focuses on “why” and “how” 

IPRs influence SCI. This particular section is concerned with process, context, interpretation 

and understanding the roles of IPRs in SCI through inductive reasoning in order to generate 

new theory (Yilmaz, 2013). The role of IPRs on IORs in a SCI context (Chapter 4) develops 

Barnes et al. (2015)’s dimensions of IPRs in SCI to explore how IPRs influence IORs across 

formative and operational stages of SCI. Given that SCI enablers have been rarely examined 

at an interpersonal level, there is a need to lay the theoretical groundwork for the two research 

papers comprising Chapter 3 and Chapter 4. Qualitative research methods, such as multiple 

case studies, were found to be appropriate for the research to explore the under-investigated 

field.   

These two research papers designed multiple case studies in accordance with relevant 

literature on case study methods. Yin (2014) suggests that under the replication methodological 

logic, multiple cases are selected either to predict similar case results in order to strengthen the 
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emerging theory (i.e., literal replication), or to generate contrasting results in order to extend 

theory (i.e., theoretical replication). Regarding the number of cases to be undertaken, 

Eisenhardt (1989, p. 545) recommended that “a number between 4 and 10 cases usually works 

well. With fewer than 4 cases, it is often difficult to generate a theory with much complexity”; 

“With more than 10 cases, it quickly becomes difficult to cope with the complexity and volume 

of the data”. Therefore, this research applied four cases in investigating the role of IPRs on SCI 

(Chapter 3) and four cases in examining the role of IPRs on IORs (Chapter 4). 

1.3.3 Case and data selection, validity, and analysis 

The case selection in both Chapter 3 and Chapter 4 was purposive and directed by the 

theoretical concepts that were examined in the study (Patton, 2015; Strauss and Corbin, 1998). 

The cases were selected based on three criteria: (1) the industrial setting (Chapter 3 focused on 

the service industry while Chapter 4 concentrated on the manufacturing and service industries); 

(2) the business operations spanned more than five years, so as to ensure the case companies 

would have substantial involvement in SCI activities; (3) selected case companies should be 

different in their size, so that contextual effects in company size could be observed. The 

research stated that large size companies as those employing more than 50 full-time employees 

while the rest ones are SME (Small and Medium Enterprises) (Statistics New Zealand, 2013). 

The data were collected through semi-structured interviews of managerial executives in 

relation to SC activities, and triangulated with archival data (including websites, news coverage 

and company documents). Respondents from senior and middle level management were chosen 

for each of the case companies, so that the interview data could be triangulated from different 

perspectives.  

Reliability and validity are central concerns in qualitative research measurement. Both 

help to establish the truthfulness and credibility of research findings. Reliability refers to 

consistency of a study’s findings over time (Neuman, 2006). The research applies case study 
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interview protocol from which other researchers may apply to guide field research and analysis 

in order to achieve the consistent findings in similar settings (Tellis, 1997). Validity refers to 

how accurate an instrument is at measuring what it is trying to measure. This research mainly 

focuses on how to improve internal validity, external validity, and construct validity.  

Internal validity refers to the degree to which confidence can be established regarding 

truthfulness of the findings and interpreting the findings (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). In order to 

enhance the truthfulness of the findings, the research adopted following tactics: (1) consistently 

applying comparison and theoretical sampling methods then an emerging theory can be 

credible (Glaser and Strauss, 2017); (2) triangulating different collection methods and data 

sources (including interviews, archival data from the Internet, and company document) so that 

the bias from a particular source of data can be negated (Lincoln and Guba, 1985); (3) 

employing multiple theoretical perspectives (i.e. theory triangulation) (Sinkovics et al., 2008); 

(4) discussing the findings with research peers; (4)  exchanging and communicating with 

interviewees on the data and interpretations; and (5) refining the theoretical orientation of the 

research. 

External validity refers to the extent to which a study’s findings can be applied to other 

similar settings (Bitsch, 2005; Lincoln and Guba, 1985). A case study research aims to 

generalise the findings to the emerging theory rather than to statistically generalise its results 

to a larger population (Yin, 2014). The research used three tactics to improve external validity: 

(1) providing a detailed description of the cases and their settings as effective ways to facilitate 

external validity (Bitsch, 2005; Lincoln and Guba, 1985); (2) using a design of multiple case 

study involving four to ten cases and examining the commonalities and differences that 

emerged in order to achieve analytical generalisation (Eisenhardt, 1989); (3) employing diverse 

sampling which can enable the investigator to discover the widest possible information (Bitsch, 
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2005; Eisenhardt, 1989). In the research, interviewees were chosen from different levels from 

different sizes of the companies in different industries.  

Construct validity is for measures with multiple indicators in a consistent manner 

(Neuman, 2006). In this research, multiple sources of evidence obtained (e.g., interview details, 

indication of data collection circumstances, and clarification of data analysis approach) and 

varying levels of interviewees’ seniority complemented each other and served to ensure 

construct validity.  

The data coding and analysis proceeded through two stages. The first stage was to process 

verbatim transcripts and secondary material and to identify the conceptual themes that emerged. 

The second stage was to analyse interview transcripts and code for conceptual content around 

the identified research themes. Data analysis became an iterative process between reviewing 

theoretical concepts and identifying empirical case material, each informing the other. The data 

results were then analysed and synthesised into case findings.  

1.4 Structure of the thesis  

Following the requirements of “PhD Thesis by publication*” at Massey University, this 

thesis has been written as papers for peer-reviewed publications. Chapter 2 explores the 

enablers of SCI from both the perspectives of IPRs and IORs. It clarifies the research objectives 

of the thesis by exploring the relationships between IPRs, IORs, and SCI. Based on a 

comprehensive literature review, this paper constructs a conceptual framework by postulating 

and synthesizing a series of propositions. The model addresses how IPRs maintain and enable 

SCI in terms of strategic alliance, information integration, and process integration. The paper 

                                                
*(https://www.massey.ac.nz/massey/fms/Research/Graduate%20Research%20School/Z_New%20PhD%20Forms/PhD%20Thesis%20by%2
0Publication%20Dec%202015.pdf?8EBB07C2B2D729878262EEB8B01685CD) Massey University, December 2015 
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suggests that IPRs have positive influences on SCI, mediated by IORs. Figure 5 illustrates the 

link between the research objectives and corresponding research methods employed. 
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Figure 5 Links between Chapter 2 and IPRs-IORs-SCI relationships 
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This chapter has been published in a journal and presented at an international conference 

(as follows). 

Wang, B., Childerhouse, P., Kang, Y., Huo, B., and Mathrani, S. (2016). Enablers of 

supply chain integration: Interpersonal and inter-organizational relationship 

perspectives. Industrial Management and Data Systems. 116(4), 838-855 (Note: it has been 

cited for 9 times to 1st May 2018) 

Wang, B., Mathrani, SK., and Childerhouse, P. (2015). A Framework to Study the Role of 

Interpersonal Relationships in Supply Chain Integration. Proceedings of the 9th 

International Conference on Operations and Supply Chain Management. Vol. 9, Series of 

Operations and Supply Chain Management in China (pp. 45 - 52). Ningbo, China on 23-25 

July, 2015. 

Chapter 3 explores the relationship between IPRs and SCI. This chapter addresses RQ1 

by using an exploratory/investigational approach to four case studies in the service sector in 

New Zealand. Compared with physical supply chains, service supply chains show different 

characteristics because of specific natures of service. Service may be related to physical 

products, but service itself is intangible and cannot be stored like physical inventory. Service 

outcome (e.g. customer satisfaction) is related to customers’ emotional experiences and 

customers’ behaviour tendencies (e.g. customers’ participation) (Price et al., 1995; Zhao et al., 

2018), so service is hard to be evaluated like physical products. Also, service is designed to 

meet special customers’ needs at a special time to pursuit special goals, so service must get 

customers’ highly involvement although in some circumstances customers may have absence 

from remote service products (Paluch and Mlut, 2013). Even so, service which works for a 

customer at a certain time may not work for another customer at same time, or even not works 

for a same customer at another time. Therefore service has the characteristics of heterogeneity 
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(uniqueness), inseparability, perishability, customer highly involvement, difficulty of 

evaluation (Aitken et al., 2016; Arlbjørn et al., 2011; Boon-itt et al., 2017; Hemilä and Vilko, 

2015).  

However, service SCI has similarities with traditional physical SCI. Regarding scope-

based integration, service SCI still needs to consider internal integration and external 

integration with customers and suppliers. In terms of content-based integration, service SCI 

needs to align strategies among all suppliers and customers, share right information with right 

tires of supply chain partners, and coordinate processes.  

The questions used in the interview protocol were designed based on the literatures 

review, mainly from Barnes et al. (2015) and proposed research framework. Also, the question 

setting approaches were referred to other researchers’ especially Gligor and Autry (2012) were 

learnt for reference.  

Chapter 3 studies service SCI and finds that the three IPR dimensions influence service 

SCI in different ways. The effects are indirect: personal affection acts as an initiator, personal 

credibility serves as a gatekeeper and strengthens the confidence of partners, and personal 

communication (a facilitator) plays a more important role in service SCI than personal affection 

and personal credibility. Figure 6 illustrates the link between RQ1 and the corresponding 

research method and data collection. 
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Figure 6  Links between Chapter 3, RQ1, research method, and data 
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Chapter 3 has been published in an international peer reviewed journal and presented at 

two international conferences:  

Wang, B., Kang, Y., Childerhouse, P., Huo, B. (2018). “Service Supply Chain Integration: 

The Role of Interpersonal Relationships”. Industrial Management and Data Systems. 

118(4), pp. 828-849. 

Wang, B., Childerhouse, P., Kang, Y. (2016). Role of interpersonal relationships in supply 

chain integration: Evidence from New Zealand. Presented in the 14th Australian New 

Zealand Academy of Management (ANZAM) Operations, Supply Chains and Services 

Management Symposium, UTS, Sydney, on 13-15 June 2016 

Wang, B., Childerhouse, P., Kang, Y. (2016). The role of interpersonal relationships in 

supply chain integration; an Internet environment cross-case investigation. Presented in the 

10th International Conference of Operations and Supply Chain Management, Chongqing, 

China on 21-23 July 2016. 

Chapter 4 addresses RQ2 by examining how IPRs and IORs interact with each other as 

driving forces of SCI. To clarify the interaction between IPRs level and IORs level, the term 

of “lower level” is used to refer to individuals level relationships while the term of “higher 

level” refers to organizational level relationships. IPR activities refer to those activities 

happened between individual boundary spanners. IPR activities involve searching and 

selecting the right individuals in the potential suppliers and/or customers. The boundary 

spanners need to making contact, communicating, interacting, and evaluating before making 

decisions. Since SCI is the integration between organizations  rather than individuals, the only 

and final goal of IPR activities is to serve, prepare, initiate, and facilitate the IOR activities. On 

the other hand, IOR activities are related to firm-level collaboration, including understanding 

and aligning of collaboration strategies, negotiating, signing, and performing contract, sharing 
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necessary information in order to coordinate collaboration processes. All these IOR activities 

must be planned, implemented, evaluated and controlled through IPR activities. In short, IPR 

activities are setting for IOR activities while IOR activities should be underpinned by IPR 

activities. IPR activities can be regarded as a necessity for IOR activities. So, from the 

viewpoint of SCI, IOR activities work at higher level compared with IPR activities. 

The research employs an exploratory multiple case study approach, selecting four case 

companies from New Zealand as the empirical basis. The research found that IPRs play a 

central role in the formative stage of SCI by initiating IORs. Influences from IPR dimensions 

on IORs tend to have different evolutional paths across the whole SCI process, and to have 

different magnitudes on IOR dimensions. Influences stemming from personal credibility and 

personal affection show a decline, while influence from personal communication becomes 

increasingly important. Figure 7 illustrates the link between RQ2 and the corresponding 

research method and data collection.  
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Figure 7  Links between Chapter 4, RQ2, research method, and data 
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Chapter 4 has been accepted for publication in an international peer reviewed journal and 

presented at three international conferences: 

Wang, B., Kang, Y., Childerhouse, P., Huo, B.  “Inter-personal and inter-organizational 

relationship drivers of supply chain integration” (2018, Accepted). Industrial Management 

and Data Systems. 

Wang, B., Childerhouse, P., Kang, Y. (2016). Inter-personal and inter-organizational 

relationships in supply chain integration: Evidence in New Zealand. Proceedings of Asian 

Pacific Quality Organization (APQO) conference. Rotorua, New Zealand. 20-23 

November, 2016. 

Wang, B. Childerhouse, P., and Kang, Y.   (2017). Interaction of inter-personal and inter-

organizational relationships in supply chain integration: case studies in New 

Zealand. Proceedings of 15th ANZAM Operations, Supply Chain and services Management 

Symposium. Queenstown, New Zealand, 12-13 June 

Wang, B. Childerhouse, P., and Kang, Y.   (2017). Influence of inter-personal and inter-

organizational relationships on software supply chain integration: A resource orchestration 

perspective. Proceedings of 9th International Conference on Logistics and Transport 2017. 

Bangkok, Thailand, 1-4 November. 

 (Note: Industrial Management and Data Systems is an ABS (Association of Business 

Schools) 2-star ranked journal (a well-regarded journal) (2017 SJR of 0.904, impact factor 

of 2.948, 5-year impact factor (2017) of 2.724 (See Figure 8)) 
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Figure 8  Screenshot of Industrial Management and Data Systems 

 

Chapter 5 synthesizes the purpose, content, and findings of the research and addresses the 

theoretical and managerial implications. In addition, Chapter 5 discusses the limitations of this 

research and offers suggestions for future research in this topic. 

1.5 Additional associated journal publications  

In addition to my PhD project on the role of interpersonal relationships in supply chain 

integration, my research interests also include supply chain collaboration in food industry and 

humanitarian sector, as well as supply chain uncertainties and optimisation.  

 
1. Yang, D., Li, X., Jiao, R., Wang, B., (2018), “A stochastic programming approach for 

product configuration optimization problem under uncertainty” (2018), Decision 

support systems. 105: 108-118  

This paper is to explore the uncertainties (such as component supplies) in product 

configuration setting by proposing a new stochastic decision model. It applies two-stage 

stochastic programming approach, and employs a pre-procuring strategy for component 

supply to reduce total configuration costs and shorten the delivery data of customized 

products. It shows the proposed stochastic decision model provides competitive solution 

results. This research is an output of my international collaboration with Chinese and 
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American researchers. Decision support systems is an ABDC (Australian Business Dean 

Council) A* ranked journal (2016/2017 SJR: 1.806, impact factor: 3.222.). 

 

2. Adem, S., Childerhouse, P., Egbelakin, T., Wang, B. (2018), “International and local 

NGO supply chain collaboration: an investigation of the Syrian refugee crises in 

Jordan”, Journal of Humanitarian Logistics and Supply Chain Management. 

(forthcoming) https://doi.org/10.1108/JHLSCM-05-2017-0020.  

This paper is to identify the key drivers and challenges to supply chain collaboration 

in the humanitarian sector; to appraise the relationships between international non-

governmental organizations (INGOs) and local non-governmental organizations (LNGOs) 

during disaster relief; and to explore the humanitarian context in regard to supply chain 

collaboration. It finds that contextual factors, including host governmental policies and the 

social-economic setting of a disaster directly affect the motivations for supply chain 

collaboration between LNGOs and INGOs. Journal of Humanitarian Logistics and Supply 

Chain Management is an ABDC (Australian Business Dean Council) C ranked journal 

(2016 SJR: 0.582).  

 

3. Fu, S., Li, Z., Wang, B., Han, Z., Huo, B. (2018), “Collaborative behaviour between 

companies and contract farmers in Chinese food supply chains: Relational antecedent 

and consequence”, Industrial Management and Data Systems. 118 (5) (forthcoming) 

  This study aims to explore relationships between relationship commitment, 

cooperative behaviours, and alliance performance in agricultural supply chains. By 

investigating dyadic relationships between companies and their contract farmers (C+F), this 

study investigated how relationship commitment influences cooperative behaviours, and 
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further influences alliance performance in C+F agricultural supply chain in China. 

Industrial Management and Data Systems is an ABS 2-star journal. 

 

 

1.6 Appendix 

Appendix includes (I) Interview protocol, (II-IV) Statements of contribution to doctoral 

thesis containing publications for three papers (Chapter 2 to 4).  
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Chapter 2. Enablers of supply chain integration: interpersonal and 

inter-organizational perspectives 

Abstract 

Purpose – Previous research on supply chain integration (SCI) enablers has primarily focussed 

on inter-organizational relationships (IORs), the purpose of this paper is to broaden the 

discussion to include interpersonal relationships (IPRs). 

Design/methodology/approach – Based on a comprehensive literature review, a series of 

propositions are postulated and synthesized into a conceptual model of how IPRs maintain and 

enable SCI, which is decomposed into strategic alliance, information integration, and process 

integration. 

Findings – The authors find that IPRs including personal affection, communication, and 

credibility, have a positive influence on SCI, and these links are mediated by IORs including 

trust, commitment, and power. 

Originality/value – The framework developed in this study provides new insights into the role 

of interpersonal networks in IORs, which lead to SCI. 

Keywords Supply chain integration, Inter-organizational relationship, Interpersonal 

relationship 

Paper type Research paper 
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2. 1 Introduction 

The central task of supply chain management (SCM) is to plan and control business 

processes from raw material suppliers to the end-customer in order to maximize consumer 

value (Harrison and van Koek, 2008). For achieving outstanding performance throughout the 

whole supply chain, SCM needs to manage activities of all supply chain members. Thus, supply 

chain integration (SCI) is deemed as an effective means (Bowersox et al., 2007; Lambert, 2001; 

Fawcett et al., 2007). Effective SCI can create supply chain efficiencies (Ralston et al., 2015), 

enhance the firms’ competiveness (Frohlich and Westbrook, 2001), reduce transaction costs 

(Yeung et al., 2009), and improve both supply chain and firm performance (Cao et al., 2015; 

Danese and Bortolotti, 2014; Mackelprang et al., 2014). Traditionally, SCI has been classified 

into two dimensions including internal integration (II) and external integration (EI), while EI 

can be further classified into supplier integration (SI) and customer integration (CI) (Cao et al., 

2015; Huo, 2012; Yeung et al., 2009). While this classification has its merits in emphasizing 

the focus of SCI on both internal and external relationships involved in a supply chain, it suffers 

from the shortcoming of weakening the systematic perspective of SCI as a whole. To address 

this shortcoming, this study identifies three dimensions including strategic alliance, 

information integration, and process integration, to categorize SCI based on supply chain 

contents. Maintaining relational stability in supply chain strategic alliance is a central task for 

SCI (Frohlich and Westbrook, 2001; Wu et al., 2014). A supply chain consists of information 

flow, material flow, and decision flow, which are covered by information management, process 

management, and strategy management, respectively. Therefore, we address SCI through the 

three dimensions of strategic alliance, information integration, and process integration. The 

central research question of this study is how SCI is achieved through a combination between 

its enablers at interpersonal and inter-organizational levels. 
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Current research on SCI relational enablers has notable weakness, as it is mainly at the 

macro firm-to-firm level, leaving relationships at a more micro individual level unattended 

(Gligor and Holcomb, 2013). In fact, SCI is achieved through interactive activities that are 

planned, implemented, and controlled by individuals especially of the key boundary spanning 

individuals including purchasing officers, sales representatives, customer service staff, 

invoice/receipt clerks, and decision makers. Thus, interpersonal relationships (IPRs) referring 

to the relationship among individuals who are involved in supply chain activities, play a 

significant role in achieving SCI by maintaining and developing supply chain relationships at 

the inter-organizational level. The study on IPRs can potentially develop “a deeper 

understanding of the behavioural complexities that emerge through the interaction between 

the buyer and supplier” (Gligor and Holcomb, 2013, p. 329; Sambasivan et al., 2013). Previous 

studies have explored the management of social networks or people, but are limited to general 

staff training or awareness of SCM (Fawcett et al., 2007). A recent study also highlighted roles 

and benefits of personal relationships in buyer-supplier interactions (Gligor and Holcomb, 

2013). Therefore, our study aims to unpack how IPR influences three SCI dimensions through 

three core inter-organizational factors including trust, commitment, and power, in order to 

respond to a recent call for theory building in SCI at the individual level (Gligor and Holcomb, 

2013). 

Overlooking relationships at the individual level presents a significant gap in the current 

research on SCI enablers, because SCI across company boundaries is implemented and 

achieved through individuals. Drawing from social exchange theory (SET) and resource-based 

view (RBV), this study intends to address this research gap by proposing a conceptual 

framework of SCI enablers. This framework extends the current IOR-SCI link through 

integrating SCI enablers at both IPR and IOR levels and providing new insights about the 

nature of firm-level IORs through the individual-level IPRs. SET suggests that individuals or 



Chapter 2. Enablers of supply chain integration: interpersonal and inter-organizational perspectives 
(This article is © Emerald Group Publishing and permission has been granted for this version to appear here (DOI: 10.1108/IMDS-09-2015-0403). Emerald does not grant 

permission for this article to be further copied/distributed or hosted elsewhere without the express permission from Emerald Group Publishing Limited.) 

 35 

groups interact with others for expectations of a reward (Wu et al., 2014). Following SET, SCI 

is achieved from interactions of social exchange among supply chain players for mutual 

benefits. While rewards and costs involved in interactions are assessed at the IOR level, these 

social exchange interactions are performed through individuals at the IPR level. On the other 

hand, RBV suggests that firms can enjoy competitive advantages by acquiring and leveraging 

a bundle of valuable resources (Barney et al., 2011). Following RBV, SCI provides firms with 

competitive advantages, and boundary spanners and IPRs involved in supply chain activities 

represent an important resource possessed by firms. However, IPR resources need to be 

transformed into IOR capabilities before they can serve as SCI enablers, as capability 

represents a firm’ s ability to deploy its resources for desired outcomes (Helfat and Peteraf, 

2003). 

This study makes several contributions to the literature and practices. First, extending SCI 

from the macro organizational level to the micro individual level, this study develops a new 

SCI conceptual framework by proposing influence of IPRs on SCI through mediators of IORs. 

Few studies in the literature have examined the role played by IPRs in SCI. This study explores 

mechanisms through which IPRs influence IORs and SCI, contributing to our understanding 

on relational enablers of SCI from both the firm and the individual-level relationship 

management. Second, this study adopts strategic alliance, information integration, and process 

integration as three new dimensions of SCI, contributing to our understanding of SCI 

dimensions. Third, this study examines SCI enablers at both organizational and individual 

levels by identifying three dimensions of IPRs and three dimensions of IORs. Our conceptual 

framework links IPR dimensions with different IOR dimensions and builds links between IOR 

dimensions and SCI dimensions (Figure 9), contributing to SCI relational enabler research and 

to the literature on the relationship between different levels of relationship management. 
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Finally, this study provides insights for managers to develop IORs through building IPRs, in 

order to achieve SCI. 

Figure 9  Links between IPRs, IORs, and SCI 

 

The paper is organized as follows. First, a literature review discusses the central concepts 

of SCI, IPRs, and IORs. Propositions are then postulated to explore the relationship between 

IPR, the three inter-organizational factors, and three SCI dimensions. Based on the literature 

review and propositions, a conceptual model is synthesized. Finally, managerial and research 

implications are presented along with future research imperatives. 

2.2 Theoretical foundation and construct development 

2.2.1 SCI 

Raw material extraction, production, manufacturing and retail facilities are often globally 

dispersed, modern information and transportation technologies allow for these functions to be 

linked together in supply chains. SCM strategically manages processes from source to final 

consumption to create value for final customers (Mentzer et al., 2001; Hines, 2004; Harrison 

and van Koek, 2008). SCI enhances performance (Cao et al., 2015) via the reduction of wastes 

and duplication (Bowersox et al., 2007), and effective value chain management with better 

interface management, trade-offs, and wider-ranging decisions (Childerhouse et al., 2011). 

Firms that integrate their supply chains create value for services and products provided to end-

customers as well as benefit the firms in the supply chain network (Wisner et al., 2016). SCI 
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refers to “the degree to which an organization strategically collaborates with its supply chain 

partners and manages intra- and inter-organization processes to achieve effective and efficient 

flows of products, services, information, money and decisions, with the objective of providing 

maximum value to its customers” (Zhao et al., 2008, p. 374). 

SCI is a long-term strategy for supply chain members, but each member in the supply 

chain has different priorities because of their organizational goals, competitive policies, 

business processes, and contingencies within their business environments. From the strategic 

perspective, to maximize the efficiency of flows, strategic alliance is needed in SCI to share 

objectives (Cousins, 2005; Harrison and van Koek, 2008). Strategic alliance is defined as a 

“purposive relationship” between a supplier and a buyer that facilitates the exchange, sharing, 

or co-development of resources or capabilities to achieve mutually benefits (Kale and Singh, 

2009). Strategic alliance allows suppliers and customers to focus on their core activities of 

providing quality products and services (Kannan and Tan, 2004). Supply chain alliance 

provides involved firms with competitive advantages and “relational rents” (Dyer and Singh, 

1998), which are resulted from three immediate benefits: securing critical technologies and 

knowledge, expanding market entry and share, dispersing costs and risks (Auster, 1989). From 

the operational perspective, SCM mainly concerns the flow of physical goods and related 

information (Harrison and van Koek, 2008). Following RBV, information and materials can 

be treated as two main process resources that should be integrated (Wisner et al., 2016). Hence, 

information should be shared within and across supply chain members (Huo et al., 2014), and 

process should be coordinated along the whole supply chain (Zhao et al., 2011; Cao et al., 

2015). Therefore, as indicated by Zhao et al. (2011), this study regards strategic alliance, 

information integration, and process integration as the three main dimensions of SCI. 

The three classifications of SCI is different from the traditional popularly used dimensions 

of SCI including II, SI, and CI (e.g. Flynn et al., 2010; Huo, 2012). While the traditional 
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classification focusses on the scope of SCI, our new classification focusses on the content of 

SCI. The content-based SCI dimensions are also helpful for us to understand flow management 

in supply chains with strategic alliance emphasizing strategic decision flows, information 

integration and process integration emphasizing information and process flows, respectively. 

While many previous studies examined scope-based SCI dimensions, few studies investigated 

content-based SCI dimensions. In this study, we adopt this new classification of SCI to improve 

our understanding of this important concept and its enablers. 

Cao et al.’s (2015) review of extant SCI literature identifies three main enablers of SCI: 

environmental factors (e.g. uncertainties of environment, technology, and demand); inter-

organizational factors (e.g. trust, power, and commitment); and firm-level factors (e.g. strategy, 

information technology). Cao et al. (2015) further add cultural factors that directly address the 

influence of people on SCI. The inter-organizational factors, such as trust and commitment, are 

now explored in further detail as they are often considered as the “salient features” and 

determinant factors for supply chain excellence (Zhao et al., 2008; Zhang and Huo, 2013) and 

the basic foundation of SCM (Chen and Paulraj, 2004). 

2.2.2 Theoretical approaches to SCI 

SET and RBV have been applied into the SCM area as major theoretical lenses to SCI (Wu 

et al., 2014; Vanpoucke et al., 2014). SET provides an explanation on the motivating force for 

social interactions by suggesting that individuals or groups attempt to interact with others for 

the expectation of a reward (Wu et al., 2014; Yang et al., 2008). Attitudes and behaviours of 

social players toward the particular interaction are determined by the difference between 

expected rewards and costs associated with the interaction (Wu et al., 2014). For example, 

empirical research has found that SET-based organizational variables, such as trust, 

commitment, reciprocity, and power, positively influence information sharing and 
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collaboration, and supply chain performance (Wu et al., 2004). Previous research also 

suggested that SET-based procedural and distributive justice of a supplier’ s policies enhance 

the long-term orientation and relational behaviours of its distributor (Griffith et al., 2006). We 

extend the application of SET to supply chain activities by including factors at the IPR level, 

based on the understanding that the exchange link between IORs and SCI is actually initiated, 

monitored, and controlled through interactive activities at the IPR level. Organizational 

attitudes and behaviours are assessed by boundary spanning individuals. As a result, perceived 

exchange rewards and costs in supply chain interactions for involved firms are influenced by 

attitudes and behaviours of IPR individuals. On the other hand, IPRs involved in supply chain 

interactions are unlikely to influence SCI without the involvement of IORs, as IPRs at the 

individual level must rely on an organization platform to play a role on SCI. Therefore, based 

on SET, we suggest that IPRs influence SCI through IORs and that factors drawn from the IOR 

level mediate the link between IPRs and SCI. 

From the RBV perspective, IPRs represent important resources and capabilities possessed 

by different firms. RBV suggests that a firm can achieve sustainable competitive advantages 

through possessing and deploying its valuable, rare, inimitable and non-substitutable 

heterogeneous resources (Vanpoucke et al., 2014). According to RBV, key resources required 

in supply chain activities include tangible assets (e.g. facilities, equipment, human resources, 

IT systems) and intangible assets (e.g. process, procedures) (Xu et al., 2014). Effective SCI 

provides the firm with competitive advantages, because it leads to operational cost savings, 

shorter and more predictable lead-times, and increased flexibility through collaboration with 

supply chain partners. The personnel involved in supply chain activities, together with IPRs 

they develop, is an important resource for firms. Drawn from RBV, we propose that influence 

from IPR resources on SCI is more likely through the intermediary of IORs as the firm 

capability. Although there is a considerable overlap between resources and capabilities, RBV 
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makes clear distinctions: while a resource represents more tangible factors of a firm, capability 

represents a firm’ s ability to deploy these resources for desired outcomes (Teece, 2007). Built 

on IPRs, a firm is able to develop its relational capabilities including trust, power, commitment 

that are developed in supply chain activities over long term. IPRs need to be transformed into 

IORs before they can help to achieve SCI. As a type of firm resource, IPRs affect SCI mainly 

through the intermediary of IORs, because IORs, as a firm capability, can deploy firm 

resources including associated IPRs, to achieve SCI. 

2.2.3 IPRs 

SCI is enabled through social interaction, mutual adaptation, and relation-specific 

investments (Wu et al., 2004). Therefore, it is important to investigate what factors drive 

managers and boundary spanners to integrate with supply chain partners (Cao et al., 2015). 

Behaviours of supply chain actors are not limited to economic factors alone, social factors 

including exchange, obligation, commitment, trust, and belief are also at play (Zhao et al., 

2008). Personal ties between organizational trading partners can be developed among various 

involved individuals, such as senior management, sales and procurement managers, system 

engineers, and purchasing officers. 

IPR is not a new term because it has been discussed across a range of industries and 

cultures. Related terms include: social networks, personal connections, and “guanxi” in China, 

“wasta” in Brazil, “pratik” in Haiti, “jeitinho” in Lebanon, “pulling strings” in UK (Smith et 

al., 2012), and “blat” in Russia (Michailova and Worm, 2003). According to SET, people are 

relational beings who depend on properly differentiated personal associations with others (Luo, 

2007), although the influence and roles of IPRs play in business relationships may vary in 

different cultures (Lovett et al., 1999). IPRs have been studied extensively in various fields 

involving social exchange, such as education and learning (Chickering and Reisser, 1993) and 
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marketing (Gligor and Holcomb, 2013). Macintosh and Lockshin (1997) explore IPRs between 

retail salespeople and customers and highlight its importance for store loyalty and demonstrate 

the value of generating and maintaining IPRs as a retail strategy. 

IPR has six characteristics: it is usually expressive (emotion based, intrinsic); it is based 

on voluntary interaction; it is informal; it is motivated by a communal orientation (giving 

without the expectation of repayment); it develops intimate connections; the parties involved 

in IPRs are not substitutable (Gligor and Holcomb, 2013). Based on SET, research has 

identified three IPR dimensions including affection, personal communication, and credibility, 

that influence interfirm relationships (Barnes et al., 2015). Personal affection refers to human 

feelings, sentiments, and emotion that are able to reflect closeness of the relation between 

individuals. Personal credibility refers to the degree to gain confidence, reliability, and trust 

from other individuals over time. Personal communication refers to the individuals’ interaction 

involving information sharing that is able to generate greater familiarity, closeness, and 

understanding for involved individuals. Among three IPR dimensions, affection is the most 

basic feeling of individuals and is a more internal-facing attribute, because affection provides 

the basic motivation for further interaction between social exchange partners, we put it as the 

first IPR dimension. Credibility is a basic feeling of confidence degree to trust the social 

exchange partner in business interactions over time. Compared to affection, credibility is more 

external-facing. Communication is also external-facing and characterized as the interactive 

feeling and main direct means to interact with business partners. Thus, we put it as the third 

dimension. 

IPR dimensions can influence relations involved in supply chain activities at the 

organizational level when integrating supply chains. For example, overlap between supply 

chains in terms of actors, resources, and activists has been highlighted as a major problem in 

SCM, as it can seriously delay, hinder, and increase costs to the process when changing the 
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degree of integration in one chain (Hertz, 2006). Efficient and effective personal 

communication, as a dimension of IPR, is able to play a significant role in solving the IOR 

problem of overlapping supply chains or at least mitigating incurred costs. Research has also 

identified shared resources between different firms as another major IOR-level barrier to SCI, 

because it leads to relationship handling costs and reduced technological flexibility 

(Childerhouse et al., 2011). At a tactical level, problems involved in SCM at the IOR level 

include opportunistic use of commercially sensitive information, missed opportunity from a 

superior power position, increased switching costs, and the costs of coordination, compromise, 

and inflexibility. The emotion- and voluntary-based IPR has the potential to overcome many 

of these obstacles, because the mutual orientation of IPR is able to minimize risks of 

opportunism when sharing resources. 

2.3 Research propositions 

2.3.1 IPRs and SCI 

SCI is achieved at the organizational level, but all its three dimensions including strategic 

alliance, information integration, and process integration, are influenced by IPRs.  

First, IPRs can affect strategic alliance significantly. Strategic alliance is divided into three 

stages of formation and partner selection, alliance governance and design, and post-formation 

alliance management (Kale and Singh, 2009). All these three stages are reinforced through 

“conscious and subconscious behaviours” between the supplier and the buyer (Kannan and 

Tan, 2004). IPRs developed in the interaction behaviour can affect strategic alliance at all three 

stages. Personal affection acts as a bonding agent across three stages. Frequent, accurate, open, 

and in-time personal communication can shorten the formation and partner selection stage, 

improve alliance governance efficiency and effectiveness, supplement and modify the post-
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alliance management. Personal credibility can enhance partner’ s willingness and strengthen 

confidence to collaborate. 

Second, IPRs developed across boundary spanners play an important role in information 

sharing. Personal affection can lead to the frequent, accurate, in-time, and comprehensive 

information sharing. Personal credibility can provide the partner with confidence to share right 

information in the right time. Personal communication directly contributes to information 

sharing. Personal communication can even give your partner an extra prompt or hint by leaking 

some important information “unconsciously” if good IPRs have developed between transaction 

partners over time. On the other hand, some important information sharing may be delayed, 

blurred, or even hidden in massive information in the case that IPRs are not at presence. 

Third, IPRs can influence process integration. SET suggests that the attitude and behavior 

can affect social interaction. Personal affection is formed from the preceding interaction 

between suppliers and buyers, thus it can demonstrate the potential attitude and following 

behavior during process integration including customer relationships/services, demand, order 

fulfilment, production development and commercialization, and manufacturing (Wisner et al., 

2016). Personal credibility can reflect the attitude and behaviour accumulated from the 

historical interaction. With the confidence and trust related to good personal credibility, 

companies can save time and costs when coordinating processes, such as transaction, order, 

and delivery. Personal communication can exchange right quality, in-time information during 

process integration. Personal communication can also help to understand partners’ working 

environment, business advantages and disadvantages, resources and capabilities in integrated 

processes, and to solve disputes and conflicts in the processes. 

In summary, IPRs play a significant role in enabling SCI. IPRs, associated with the 

personnel involving in supply chain activities, are a type of important firm resource. However, 
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its influence on SCI is more likely to occur through the intermediary of IORs. RBV suggests 

that a resource can contribute to the firm’ s competitive advantages more effectively by 

converting it into a firm capability so that it can align with the firm’s business strategy (Zott, 

2002). In the case of SCM, IPRs represent an important resource for the firm, but to act as a 

SCI enabler, it needs to be incorporated into IORs. Without IORs acting as a platform or 

intermediary, IPRs can only function at the individual level and are unlikely to influence SCI 

at the organizational level. Among various IORs, previous literature has identified trust, 

commitment and power as three major factors of IORs (Zhao et al., 2008; Yeung et al., 2009; 

Zhang and Huo, 2013), thus, we propose that these three factors serve as mediators for the link 

between IPRs and SCI. 

2.3.2 The mediating role of trust 

As discussed early, IPRs can positively influence SCI. We propose that this impact is 

mediated by trust between the supplier and the buyer. Trust refers to the extent to which a firm 

believes its exchange partner is honest and/or-benevolent (Yeung et al., 2009).  Trust also 

means that interaction parties expect others not to act opportunistically or violate norms of the 

relationship (Lyles et al., 2008). Trust can be divided into reliability and character-based trust 

(Bowersox et al., 2007). With reliability-based trust, a supplier or a buyer is willing to perform 

and is capable of performing SCI. Character-based trust is based on the honest culture and 

philosophy of a supplier or a buyer. 

Trust is regarded as a vital ingredient in facilitating supply chain activities (Bachmann, 

2001), and is positively related to manufacturer –  SI/CI (Zhang and Huo, 2013), because it 

facilitates all three SCI dimensions of strategic alliance, information integration, and process 

integration. Trust-building has become a key approach to upholding long-term cooperative 

relationships in strategic alliance (Zhang and Huo, 2013), because trust can maintain 
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cooperation and significantly contribute to the long-term stability of a supply chain (Chen and 

Paulraj, 2004). As strategic alliance is based on joined decisions to achieve agreed goals of 

aligned companies that share resources, information, profits, knowledge, and risks (Min, 2015), 

trust is regarded as a fundamental element of the successful “marriage” of strategic alliance 

(Sambasivan et al., 2011). Empirical evidence show that trust positively affects information 

sharing in the supply chain, because trust encourages necessary information sharing and 

improves information quality (Wu et al., 2014). Trust enables process integration between 

suppliers and buyers, because trust means a willingness to take risk (Mayer et al., 1995) and to 

rely on an exchange partner in whom one has confidence (Kwon and Suh, 2005). In addition, 

trust can drive coordination and cooperation among trading partners (Swink et al., 2007; Zhao 

et al., 2008), because it facilitates the investment of specific assets to achieve expected goals 

(Ireland and Webb, 2007; Yeung et al., 2009). 

IPRs can facilitate the development of inter-organizational trust, because IPRs can have a 

positive influence on a trustee to pay effort to maintain commitment, honesty, and reduce 

opportunistic behaviours (Cummings and Bromiley, 1996). IPRs are motivated by a communal 

orientation (giving without the expectation of repayment) (Gligor and Holcomb, 2013), 

because the development of personal feelings, sentiments, emotion, or affection implies that 

interactive individuals can confront disasters or share fortunes (Barnes et al., 2015), so that 

personal affection can serve as a foundation for both reliability- and character-based trust. 

Personal credibility can strengthen the confidence and trust between buyers and suppliers 

directly. Effective personal contacts are helpful to strengthen inter-organizational 

communication, because personal communication can clarify shared business tasks, plans, 

goals, and risks (Krause and Ellram, 1997). Thus, we postulate: 

P1a-c.  Trust mediates the positive relationship between affection and (a) strategic alliance, 

(b) information, (c) process integration. 
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P2a-c.  Trust mediates the positive relationship between credibility and (a) strategic 

alliance, (b) information, (c) process integration. 

P3a-c.  Trust mediates the positive relationship between communication and (a) strategic 

alliance, (b) information, (c) process integration. 

2.3.3 The mediating role of commitment 

We propose that the positive impact of IPRs on SCI is mediated by commitment. 

Commitment contributes to the continuity and growth of an interfirm relationship (Anderson 

et al., 1994; Hakansson and Snehota, 1995). Interfirm commitment refers to “the willingness 

of a party to invest financial, physical or relationship-based resources in a relationship” (Zhao 

et al., 2008, p. 370). It also means to maintain the relationship and the confidence in the stability 

of the relationship (Morgan and Hunt, 1994). Brown et al. (1995) classify commitment into 

normative and instrumental commitment. Normative commitment relates to the willingness to 

secure the supplier buyer relationship based on mutual commitment and sharing (Ellram, 1991), 

while instrumental commitment is associated with compliance (Brown et al., 1995). 

Instrumental commitment influences a party to favour the other party and hence be more 

accepting of the influence in a supplier-buyer relationship (Zhao et al., 2008). Commitment 

clearly underscores a dyadic relationship and thus enables SCI. With commitment, supply 

chain partners are more likely to assist the development of strategic alliance, to share tacit 

information, and jointly to solve process problems (Zhao et al., 2008, 2011). Empirical studies 

have also confirmed the positive influence of commitment on SCI (Cheng, 2011; Wu et al., 

2014). 

IPRs have a positive impact on commitment. IPRs are intrinsic and emotion based 

voluntary interactions, motivated by communal orientation, which develops intimate 

connections (Gligor and Holcomb, 2013). Thus, IPRs can induce, identify, and develop 
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normative commitment, and enhance instrumental commitment compliance to make joint plans, 

policies, and strategies with their partners. IPRs have a direct impact on both normative and 

instrumental commitment. With IPRs, supply chain parties are likely to identify and internalize 

values of their partners, and also likely to follow compliance requests. 

Furthermore, commitment includes attitudinal and behaviour aspects. Attitudinal 

commitment is affective based, including sentiments of affection, emotional attachment, and 

social bonding with partners (Sharma et al., 2015). Based on inherent human feelings, personal 

affection concerns the mutual orientation and focusses on intimate connections, thus it can 

drive both parties to invest resources to align strategies, share information, and coordinate 

processes, in this way, it can be a base to initiate the formation of interfirm commitment (Wu 

et al., 2014). Personal credibility is related to a person’s capability which others can have 

confidence to rely on. It can accumulate long-term commitment with both willingness and 

compliance. Personal communication between trading partners can directly express the 

willingness and design to interfirm commitment through understanding the partner ’s strategies, 

policies, goals, operation processes, benefits, or loss. Therefore, we postulate: 

P4a-c. Commitment mediates the positive relationship between affection and (a) strategic 

alliance, (b) information, (c) process integration. 

P5a-c. Commitment mediates the positive relationship between credibility and (a) 

strategic alliance, (b) information, (c) process integration. 

P6a-c. Commitment mediates the positive relationship between communication and (a) 

strategic alliance, (b) information, (c) process integration. 
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2.3.4 The mediating role of power 

We also propose that the influence of IPRs on SCI is mediated by power between the 

supplier and the buyer. Power refers to the relative dependence between exchange members 

and is the capacity of one party to influence decisions and behaviours of partners (Wu et al., 

2014). Power is based on the control of resources valued or desired by others (Turner, 2005). 

Overall, power is shifting from upstream to downstream in the supply chain, and a powerful 

firm plays more important roles than less-powerful firms in SCI (Bowersox et al., 2007). Power 

can be classified into mediated power and no-mediated power (Maloni and Benton, 2000). 

Mediated power including reward power and coercive power that are exercised through 

rewards and punishments, respectively. Non-mediated power includes expert, reference, and 

legitimate power. Expert power is related to knowledge, skills, and expertise through which a 

firm can use to influence others (Maloni and Benton, 2000). Reference power is related to the 

value identification between a supplier and a buyer. Legitimate power is related to the natural 

right a firm used to influence others. 

Power is one significant factor to influence SCI (Zhao et al., 2008). Power can push both 

parties to understand each other’ s goals and targets, facilitating the formation of strategic 

alliance. According to power-dependence theory, the power target is dependent on the power 

source, thus, the power target would share information resources to balance the influence of 

the power source’ s influence. Similarly, power can also push both supply chain partners to 

develop joint problem-solving routines to coordinate their activities (Zhao et al., 2008). 

IPRs have a positive influence on the use of inter-organizational power. The frequency, 

timeliness, accuracy, openness of personal communication can improve the perception of 

power. Personal credibility and affection can reconcile power to some extent. Emotion and 

voluntary interaction at the individual level assist the integration of value identification, 



Chapter 2. Enablers of supply chain integration: interpersonal and inter-organizational perspectives 
(This article is © Emerald Group Publishing and permission has been granted for this version to appear here (DOI: 10.1108/IMDS-09-2015-0403). Emerald does not grant 

permission for this article to be further copied/distributed or hosted elsewhere without the express permission from Emerald Group Publishing Limited.) 

 49 

internalization, and understanding of the natural right to influence each other (Gligor and 

Holcomb, 2013). Because IPRs have a communal orientation motivation (giving without the 

expectation of the repayment) and intimate connections, IPRs can promote the transfer of 

knowledge, skills, and expertise between partners. The informal and non-substitutable 

characteristics of IPRs bring supply chain partners together. Based on links between power and 

SCI, between IPRs and SCI, and between IPRs and power, power mediates the impact of IPRs 

on SCI. Therefore, we postulate (Figure 9): 

P7a-c.  Power mediates the positive relationship between affection and (a) strategic 

alliance, (b) information, (c) process integration. 

 P8a-c. Power mediates the positive relationship between credibility and (a) strategic 

alliance, (b) information, (c) process integration. 

 P9a-c. Power mediates the positive relationship between communication and (a) strategic 

alliance, (b) information, (c) process integration. 
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Figure 10 The Role of IPRs and IORs on SCI 

 

2.4 Proposed research methodology 

2.4.1 Questionnaire design and measures 

We can adopt a three-step approach used by Xu et al. (2014) to develop the questionnaire. 

First, a draft questionnaire based on literature review can be developed to identify valid 

measures for related constructs. The questionnaire can be revised based on case studies and 

interviews with managers in companies. Second, ten or more IPR individuals (including five 

or more from suppliers and five or more from buyers) and five or more academicians can be 

invited to review the questionnaire. Third, we can conduct pilot tests in selected ten or more 

companies, followed by in-depth interviews with these IPR individuals to verify the 

relevanceand clarify of the scales. Finally, the refined questionnaire can be modified and 

finalized based on their feedbacks. Multi-items of IPR, IOR, and SCI can be used to measure 
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key constructs in our conceptual model. All indicators can be measured using the seven-point 

Likert scale which provides more choices for respondents (Huo, 2012). 

 2.4.2 Sampling and data collection 

Our propositions can be transferred to hypotheses before they are tested. We can collect 

data in representative areas. The questionnaire can be distributed to potential participants 

(mainly through electronic distribution) in appropriate industry sectors related to SCI. Non-

response bias and common method bias can be checked after data are collected. Distributions 

of sample can be analysed. Items should be purified, and reliability and validity, as two main 

concerns of the measurement, should be tested. Characteristics of IPRs, IORs, and SCI can be 

reported based on descriptive statistics. Hypotheses can be tested statistically using regression 

or structural equation modelling methods. 

2.5 Discussion and implications 

Based on literature review and our theoretical and practical analyses, we develop a 

theoretical model to demonstrate the role of IPRs and IORs in facilitating SCI (Figure 2.1). 

Our model incorporates factors drawn from previous literature, namely, IPRs including 

personal affection, personal credibility, and personal communication, IORs including trust, 

commitment, and power, and SCI including strategic alliance, information integration, and 

process integration. SCI is a complex process and is affected by various factors at both 

organizational and individual levels. By emphasizing proposed relationships between SCI and 

its enablers of IPRs and IORs, this model aims to examine how SCI is achieved through 

interactions between IPRs and IORs. More specifically, our model demonstrates that IPR 

dimensions including personal affection, personal credibility, and personal communication, 

have positive impacts on SCI dimensions including strategic alliance, information integration, 
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and process integration, and that these impacts are activated through mediators of IORs 

dimensions including trust, commitment, and power. 

IPR research within business is not rare, nonetheless, its applications in SCM remain 

relatively sparse (Gligor and Holcomb, 2013). SCI is typically explored at a macro inter-

organizational level, our study focusses on the micro individual level, leading to a deeper 

understanding of behavioural complexities. Our study sheds new lights on the application of 

SET and RBV in the SCM area. Our model also extends the application of SET in SCM from 

the firm level to both firm and individual levels. Traditionally, SET explores attitudes and 

behaviours and its motions for two partners to exchange relationships in the business 

interaction. Our study explores the exchange between different-level relationships, i.e. how the 

IPR level, the IOR level, and the SCI level interact with each other and make exchange. This 

exchange between three levels gives a new envision and angle to explore SCM. 

Our study also extends the application of RBV to SCI research by including IPRs as 

important SCI enablers and by proposing mediated effects of IOPs on relationships between 

IPRs and SCI. Following RBV, human resources, together with skills, and relationships 

associated with them, are regarded as important firm resources. However, the role played by 

IPRs in enabling SCI has been overlooked to a large extent in previous literature (Gligor and 

Holcomb, 2013). In addressing this research gap, our study contributes to the literature by 

identifying three dimensions of personal affection, personal credibility, and personal 

communication as SCI enablers at the individual level, by providing insights regarding 

relationships between IPRs at the individual level and IORs at the firm level, and by proposing 

the joint influence of both IPRs and IORs on SCI. More specifically, our study suggests that 

IPRs, as an important type of firm resource, are able to positively influence SCI. However, this 

influence would be more likely to occur through the mediating role of IOR factors, such as 

trust, commitment, and power, because IPRs, as a type of firm resource, need to embed in IORs 
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as a type of firm capability to affect the firm strategy like SCI (Zott, 2002). In addition, our 

study contributes to SCI research by providing new understanding on dimensions of SCI. 

Traditionally, SCI dimensions are classified mainly based on its scope, our study provides a 

new SCI classification based on its content (strategic alliance, information integration, and 

process integration). 

A major managerial implication of this study is that companies need to have a better 

understanding regarding SCI enablers and take a good use of IPRs and IOPs to achieve SCI. 

By doing so, companies and their supply chain managers should not only invest in 

organizational-level IORs, but also make effort in the individual-level IPRs to purposely 

cultivate resources and capabilities for SCI. 

2.6 Conclusion, limitations, and future research 

This study examines mediating roles of IORs in the impact of IPRs on SCI. Specifically, 

IPRs (i.e. personal affection, communication, and credibility) have a positive influence on SCI 

(i.e. strategic alliance, information integration, and process integration), and inter-

organizational relationships (i.e. trust, commitment, and power) play mediating roles in the 

relationships. This study contributes to SCI and relationship management literature and 

practices. 

The main limitation of this study is lack of empirical test. Future research can test 

constructs and proposed propositions in our conceptual model. Further research can also 

investigate additional IOR factors that influence SCI, such as organizational and national 

norms and values (Cao et al., 2015). Further research is also required to clearly define IPRs 

that are difficult to describe because of their social and behavioural characteristics. Finally, 

impacts of IPRs in different industries, countries, and firm types/sizes are worthy of 

examination to help us to further understand its roles in SCI.  
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Chapter 3. Service Supply Chain Integration: The Role of Interpersonal 

Relationships  

 

Abstract 

Purpose –  The purpose of this paper is to explore the role of interpersonal relationships (IPRs) 

in service supply chain integration (SSCI) in terms of strategic alliances, information 

integration, and process integration.  

Methodology/approach – The research employs an exploratory/investigational approach to 

multiple case studies and empirically investigates effects of IPRs in SSCI. The data were 

mainly collected through semi-structured interviews with senior management staff from four 

service companies and their suppliers or customers in New Zealand. Archival data from the 

Internet and company documents were also applied. 

Findings – The authors find that three IPR dimensions influence SSCI in different ways. The 

effect of IPRs on SSCI are indirect: personal affection acts as an initiator, and personal 

credibility serves as a “gatekeeper” and strengthens the confidence of interactive partners, 

while personal communication, a facilitator, plays a more important role in SSCI than personal 

affection and credibility. 

Practical implications – The research provides managers in service supply chains the 

awareness of the importance of IPRs, as well as the characteristics of IPRs, in order to best utilize 

available resources. Managers should synergize all three dimensions of IPRs’ resources: make 

efforts to cultivate personal affection to avoid the instinctive isolation modern technology brings; 
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attempt to accumulate positive personal credibility profiles; focus more on the role of personal 

communication and retain physical contact in SSCI processes. 

Originality/value – This study contributes to SSCI literature by extending from the inter-

organizational relationships (IORs) to interpersonal level relationships to explore the inner 

influence mechanism. Also, it explores the role of IPRs on all three dimensions of SSCI 

simultaneously rather than individual dimensions independently. Finally, it contributes to 

resource orchestration theory (ROT) by synthesizing three dimensions of IPRs resources, and 

IORs resources in order to achieve capabilities of SSCI. The study develops the individual-level 

research in supply chain integration (SCI) to a further depth. 

Originality/value – We contribute to the SSCI literature by extending it from inter-

organizational relationships (IORs) to IPRs to explore the inner influence mechanism. We also 

explore the effects of IPRs on all three dimensions of SSCI simultaneously, rather than 

independently exploring the individual dimensions. Finally, we contribute to resource 

orchestration theory (ROT) by synthesizing three dimensions of IPRs resources and IORs 

resources to achieve SSCI capabilities. Overall, we further develop the individual-level supply 

chain integration research. 

Keywords  Service supply chain, Interpersonal relationship, Supply chain integration, 

Resource orchestration theory, Case study 

Paper type Research paper 
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3.1 Introduction 

With the increasing importance of the service sector in the world economy (World Bank, 

2015), service supply chain management (SSCM) research has gradually gained significance. 

However, the main body of the SCM literature still focuses on the manufacturing sector (Boon-

itt et al., 2017; Uusipaavalniemi and Juga, 2008). Compared to physical products from the 

traditional manufacturing sector, service products exhibit unique characteristics that can be 

summarized as “IHIPCD”: intangibility, heterogeneity, inseparability, and perishability 

(Hemilä and Vilko, 2015); customer participation (Aitken et al., 2016); and difficulty of quality 

dimension evaluation (Arlbjørn et al., 2011). These special attributes should be considered 

when applying product-centric SCM practices to customer-oriented SSCM.  

Supply chain integration (SCI) is regarded as an efficient and effective approach to 

improving the performance of supply chains (Huo, 2012). However, there are some significant 

gaps in the research on SCI in the service sector. First, this stream of research is highly limited, 

with only some conceptual definitions and/or comparisons with SCI in the manufacturing 

sector available (Aitken et al., 2016; Boon-itt et al., 2017; Selviaridis and Norrman, 2014). 

Second, SCI research tends to overlook the influences of individual behavior and interpersonal 

relationships (IPRs). This is a noticeable weakness of the SCI research, especially in the service 

setting, as one of the main differences between services and manufacturing is that services 

require close person-to-person contact between service providers and customers. Moreover, a 

service supply chain (SSC) is a supply chain for service rather than a supply chain of service 

(Maull et al., 2012). Human behavior is not purely rational, as people care about and are 

influenced by their relationships with others (Cai et al., 2017; Gligor and Autry, 2012; 

Schorsch et al., 2017). Third, SCI research tends to focus on the individual SCI dimensions, 

rather than addressing all SCI dimensions as a whole. For example, Uusipaavalniemi and Juga 
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(2008) examined the information integration level in maintenance services in SSCM by 

answering questions regarding which information, which form of information, and how and 

when information should be shared between supply partners. Lillrank et al. (2011) explored 

SSCM processes and suggested decomposing processes into service events. Boon-itt et al. 

(2017) developed and validated measurement scales for SSCM process capability constructs. 

However, to achieve superior performance, firms must achieve SCI by synthesizing all three 

SCI dimensions: strategic alliances, information integration, and process integration (Liu et al., 

2016; Wang et al., 2016; Zhao et al., 2011). 

To address the research gaps identified above, we aim to examine the influence of IPRs in 

facilitating the achievement of SCI in all three SCI dimensions, with the service sector as the 

research setting. To do so, we address two research questions:  

RQ1. What roles do the three IPR dimensions of personal affection, personal credibility, 

and personal communication play in the service supply chain integration (SSCI) process?  

RQ2. How do the IPRs identified influence SSCI along its three dimensions (i.e., strategic 

alliances, information integration, and process integration)?  

Research has conceptualized the three IPR dimensions in terms of their influences on inter-

organizational relationships (IORs) (Barnes et al., 2015; Wang et al., 2016). We apply this IPR 

conceptualization to examine the mechanisms through which different IPR dimensions 

influence SCI in the service sector. We develop several research propositions based on the 

empirical findings generated from four case companies in New Zealand’s service sector.  

Using resource orchestration theory (ROT) as a theoretical lens, we seek to gain a better 

understanding of the roles of IPRs in achieving SSCI. ROT suggests that the firm can structure 

and bundle all of the available resources in its disposal to build competitive capabilities and to 
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leverage those capabilities to achieve superior performance (Sirmon et al., 2007; Sirmon et al., 

2011), instead of focusing on individual resources or simply combining them (Liu et al., 2016). 

From an SCM perspective, individual IPR factors can be regarded as firm resources, as they 

are valuable, rare, inimitable, and non-substitutable (Barney, 1991). In the SSCM literature, 

only limited attention has been paid to the orchestration and synergy of these resources in SSCI 

(Liu et al., 2016). Thus, there is a need to empirically examine how firms can interrelate their 

IPR resources between suppliers and customers to achieve superior SSCI.  

We contribute to the SSCI literature in several ways. First, we extend the SSCI research 

from the firm level to the individual level by examining the influence of IPRs between suppliers 

and customers on achieving SSCI. This has not yet received any research attention. Second, by 

combining ROT and the IPR conceptualization, we define IPRs (i.e., personal affection, 

personal credibility, and personal communication) as individual-level firm resources. We 

further highlight the role of these specific firm resources in building SCI as a firm capability 

for gaining competitive advantage. Third, following ROT, we address SSCI along three 

dimensions and reveal the different roles of individual IPR dimensions in facilitating SSCI. 

The propositions developed in our study of case-based empirical findings facilitate theory 

building in an important area concerning how people’s behavior and relationships shape SCM. 

This paper is organized as follows. Section 2 provides a theoretical foundation by 

reviewing the relevant literature. Section 3 outlines the research method. Section 4 presents 

and discusses the empirical results and develops the research propositions. Section 5 concludes 

with implications for theory and practice. 
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3.2 Theoretical background 

3.2.1 Service supply chain integration (SSCI)  

The primary task of SCM is to manage resource flows from the original suppliers to the 

end customers, making SCI important in SCM (Hitt et al., 2016). SCI refers to the development 

of strategic intrafirm and interfirm collaborations along the entire supply chain (Liu et al., 

2016). Complete SCI must focus more on its contents and achieve strategic alliances, 

information integration, and process integration corresponding to strategic, information, and 

process flow, respectively (Zhao et al., 2011). Strategic alliances are characterized by 

conjoined thinking and decision making (Pagell, 2004) and by synchronized planning (Liu et 

al., 2016) focused on long-term symbiotic effects (Prajogo and Olhager, 2012). They offer fast 

and flexible means of achieving market access, scale economies, and competence development 

(Larsson et al., 1998) and capture cross-business synergies to secure competitive advantages 

via collaboration (Narasimhan and Nair, 2005). Information integration refers to the sharing of 

key information in the course of supply chain processes to achieve real-time transmission and 

processing of information vital for supply chain decision making (Prajogo and Olhager, 2012). 

Process integration refers to the extent to which supply chain partners streamline and facilitate 

supply chain processes (Liu et al., 2016).  

The above research outputs for general SCI can be applied to the SSC, but their 

characteristics must be considered. SSCM is analogous to traditional physical products related 

to SCM, but focused more on services (Hemilä and Vilko, 2015). Baltacioglu et al. (2007, p. 

112) defined SSCM as “the management of information, processes, resources and service 

performance from the earliest supplier to the ultimate customer.” SSCM differs from product-

centric SCM mainly due to the special nature of services. The most often quoted characteristics 

are summarized as IHIPCD: 
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• Intangibility. The service itself is intangible (Boon-itt et al., 2017; Hemilä and Vilko, 

2015), although many service processes may be viewed as tangible in terms of their 

outputs (e.g., repairing a car). 

• Heterogeneity. As services are tailored to unique customer requirements in a changing 

business environment, it is difficult to automate them (Boon-itt et al., 2017; Hemilä and 

Vilko, 2015). 

• Inseparability/Simultaneity. Services are provided and consumed simultaneously 

(Boon-itt et al., 2017; Hemilä and Vilko, 2015).  

• Perishability. Services are often perishable due to the difficulty of reselling, storing, 

and transporting them as a result of their time-sensitive nature (Boon-itt et al., 2017; 

Hemilä and Vilko, 2015).  

• Customer participation. Due to customer duality, customers are both the service input 

providers and service output consumers (Aitken et al., 2016). 

• Difficulty of quality dimension evaluation due to the above service natures (Arlbjørn 

et al., 2011).  

As SCI explores firm-level integration, it involves the integration of all partners across the 

supply chain (Stevens and Johnson, 2016). In practice, integrating the entire supply chain is 

difficult and rare (Childerhouse et al., 2011). Thus, many studies have only focused on part of 

integration, such as supplier integration (Petersen et al., 2005; Zhang et al., 2016) or customer 

integration (Lai et al., 2014). However, SSCI has very special characteristics entailing bi-

directional input flows (Selviaridis and Norrman, 2014) due to customer duality (Aitken et al., 

2016). Thus, the customer plays several roles, namely as the service co-designer, co-producer, 

co-deliverer, and quality monitor (Sampson and Spring, 2102). Furthermore, the trend of 
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reducing the number of tier-one suppliers and establishing longer-term contracts with a selected 

group of supply partners decreases SSC complexity (Bask et al., 2010). The IHIPCD nature of 

services also makes the SSCI process more dynamic and sophisticated (Boon-itt et al., 2017). 

As a result, dyadic service provider-customer relationships become more common and 

significant. As SSCI can be achieved through different types of relationships with customers 

and suppliers (Arlbjørn et al., 2011), we also focus on dyadic relationships. Given the central 

role of the customer side in SSCs, we focus on the individual level rather than the predominant 

organizational perspective (Maull et al., 2012). 

3.2.2 Interpersonal relationships (IPRs) 

SSCI has primarily been examined at the organizational level (Stevens and Johnson, 2016), 

with various studies empirically examining the influence of a range of organizational factors, 

such as trust, power, leadership, communication, reciprocity, and commitment (Cao et al., 2015; 

Huo, 2012). However, SSCI practices are planned, implemented, controlled, and evaluated by 

individuals, especially those with key boundary-spanning responsibilities, such as service 

managers, service provider officers, service consultants, project managers, invoice and receipt 

clerks, and relationship managers. The alignment, connection, and coordination of these 

individuals between service suppliers and customers are emphasized in SCI (Stevens and 

Johnson, 2016), highlighting the importance of IPRs in SCI. Thus, SCI is regarded as state of 

the art in this field (Pagell, 2004), such that it is vital to developing and maintaining superior 

IPRs in SSCI. 

Research has conceptualized IPRs as a three-dimensional construct consisting of personal 

affection, personal credibility, and personal communication (Barnes et al., 2015). Personal 

affection, an internal and relational aspect of IPRs, is a reflection of an individual’s feelings 

and sentiments and is related to enduring and emotional commitments to other individuals (Lee 
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and Dawes, 2005). With personal affection, individuals in a business interaction can have 

mutually empathetic understandings of and affection for each other, providing the flexibility 

needed to handle changing circumstances and to create strong bonds (Leung et al., 2005). Thus, 

personal affection can affect the attitude and behavior of boundary-spanning individuals, 

consequently being conducive to the progression of a more comprehensive strategic alliance, 

greater information integration, and profound process integration, especially during the 

formative stage of SCI. Pulles and Hartman (2017) addressed the central role of personal 

affection and argued that likeability influenced interpersonal interaction outcomes in SCI and 

significantly influenced willingness to engage in strategic collaboration.  

Personal credibility is also an intrinsic element of IPRs, but contains further meaningful 

information. Personal credibility is the trust and confidence an individual can inspire in a 

business over time, based on strong performance and achievement records, responsibility, and 

loyalty to the business (Barnes et al., 2015; Wang et al., 2016). Building personal credibility 

is a long and gradual process. As trust can be based on character and reliability (Bowersox et 

al., 2010), so can personal credibility. Character-based personal credibility involves the 

perception that the boundary spanners are socially similar to themselves (Gulati, 1995).  

Reliability-based personal credibility is based on an individual’s actual behaviour and 

performance. It stems from perceptions that an individual considers his/her action’s impact on 

others. Therefore, it can give confidence to the counter-partner’s representatives, who then 

become open to investing time and effort into preparing for the alignment of strategies in both 

firms, to sharing if not volunteering information, and to coordinating the formative process. 

Personal credibility can generate strong desire to continue a relationship (Luo, 2007). As 

personal credibility is based more on facts and data, it is more objective than personal affection, 

which is subjective, hard to pin down, and based on heuristics and instincts (Diener et al., 2003).  
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Personal communication is the main vehicle of exchanging information and ideas with 

business partners to achieve familiarity and mutual understanding (Pearce and Robinson, 2000). 

Compared to personal affection and personal credibility, personal communication has more of 

the external attribute of IPRs (Wang et al., 2016). Personal communication enhances the 

feeling that promises and obligations can be fulfilled as agreed, thus achieving harmony in 

IPRs and inter-organizational relationships (Ring and Van de Ven, 1994). The richness of 

communication increases when it is more open and personal, resulting in the enhancement of 

IORs (Cousins et al., 2006). A higher level of personal communication leads to the greater 

longevity of IORs (Barnes et al., 2015), as personal communication can encourage business 

partners to understand the intentions, plans, and strategies of other business partners, to share 

the right process information, and to facilitate the process by reducing risks and conflicts.  

3.2.3 Resource orchestration theory (ROT) 

We now draw upon ROT to provide a theoretical lens for our research. ROT is an extension 

of the resource-based view, according to which valuable, rare, inimitable, and non-substitutable 

assets and possessions can be regarded as strategic resources (Barney, 1991). Heterogeneously 

distributed “sticky” resources can “be stuck with” other resources and capabilities in companies, 

creating a competitive advantage (Teece et al., 1997). These resources can be tangible (e.g., 

equipment and employees) or intangible (e.g., services and knowledge; Liu et al., 2016). IPRs 

(i.e., intangible relationships between service suppliers and customers on a personal level) are 

more valuable than other types of resources, as they are more difficult to obtain and are more 

inimitable than other physically tangible resources. IPRs are also a dynamic type of resource, 

as they are assembled in different time horizons (Ketchen et al., 2014).  

However, possession of abundant resources alone does not “indicate how resources can 

be deployed to generate synergistic effects” (Liu et al., 2016, p. 14). ROT states that a 
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company’s resources must be structured and bundled to build capabilities and then leveraged 

to achieve superior performance (Sirmon et al., 2007; Sirmon et al., 2011), rather than merely 

combined (Liu et al., 2016). Determining how to manage resources to make full use of their 

potential is even more important than determining which resources a company possesses 

(Ketchen et al., 2014). More importantly, the fit or alignment of interdependent resources 

should be considered (Liu et al., 2016). ROT is particularly useful for understanding the fit and 

deployment of resources and capabilities, such as IPRs, IORs, and SSCI. Due to the supplier-

customer boundary, individuals have dual identities at both the personal and firm levels and 

the relationships and resources between them are more complex. Thus, we focus on how to 

leverage and orchestrate all of these resources in the forms of IORs and IPRs to achieve SCI at 

the organizational level. We develop our research framework (Figure 10) based on the above 

literature review. 

Figure 11  Conceptual model of IPRs and SSCI 
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3.3 Research method 

The choice of research method should flow from the nature and content of the phenomenon 

to be examined (Gligor and Holcomb, 2013). We aim to examine the roles of different 

dimensions of IPRs in influencing SCI in the service industry. To explore how SCI at the 

organizational level is facilitated by IPRs at the individual level, we adopt a qualitative research 

method using multiple case studies.  

We adopt this research approach for two reasons. First, the literature on supply chain 

relationships is rather rich for firm-to-firm relationships. However, only a few studies have 

focused on the individual-level relationships that interfirm relationships subsume (Gligor and 

Autry, 2012; Wieland et al., 2016). Thus, a qualitative approach is recommended to facilitate 

theory building by generating an in-depth understanding of the people dimension of SCM, 

which is the most underrepresented topic in the discipline of SCM research (Schorsch et al., 

2017). Second, managerial decisions in supply chain relationships are made by individual 

managers and thus the human relationships and behavioral components of SCM play at least 

equally important roles in SCM as organizational processes, technologies, and measurement 

systems (Huo et al., 2015; Sweeney, 2013). Managers, as humans, do not always act purely 

rationally, as they tend to be influenced by their interpersonal relationships and cultural 

backgrounds (Loch and Wu, 2008). Thus, adopting a qualitative research method also responds 

to the call for increased use of grounded theory in the SCM discipline when studying 

phenomena with complex behavioral dimensions that exhibit a high degree of dynamism and 

complexity (Gligor and Holcomb, 2013).  

3.3.1 Case selection 

Our multiple case study design was developed according to the literature on the case study 

method. Replication logic underlies the use of the multiple case study method. Under this 
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methodological logic, multiple cases are selected either to predict similar case results and 

thereby strengthen the emerging theory (i.e., literal replication) or to generate contrasting 

results and thereby extend it (i.e., theoretical replication) (Yin, 2014). Four cases are considered 

to offer a good empirical base for replication and extension of the emergent theory (i.e. analytic 

replication) (Eisenhardt, 1989). With fewer than 4 cases, it is often difficult to produce 

convincing empirical findings, and generate robust theory; having too many cases makes it 

difficult to manage data complexity and volume and considerably challenges the detailed 

reporting of empirical findings (Eisenhardt, 1989), thereby weakening the case study method 

itself (Cavanagh and Freeman, 2012).  

This study’s case selection procedure was theory based and conceptually focused, 

making our case selection purposive and theoretically directed (Patton, 2015; Strauss and 

Corbin, 1998). The case companies were selected in a specific locale according to a perceived, 

but reasonable initial set of dimensions developed in advance, including industry, size, time 

span, and business experience in terms of supply chain activities. Three case selection criteria 

were identified: (1) industrial setting in the service sector, (2) a minimum 5-year period of 

business operations to ensure substantial involvement in supply chain activities, and (3) 

selected case companies should be different in size to control for the contextual effects on 

company size. Four companies were selected from the IT and consultancy service industries 

(two from each industry). Table 2 summarizes the major characteristics of the case companies.  

 
  



Chapter 3. Service Supply Chain Integration: The Role of Interpersonal Relationships  
(This article is © Emerald Group Publishing and permission has been granted for this version to appear here (DOI: 10.1108/IMDS-02-2017-0062). Emerald does not grant 

permission for this article to be further copied/distributed or hosted elsewhere without the express permission from Emerald Group Publishing Limited.) 

 67 

Table 2  Case company profiles 

  IT-A IT-B CS-A CS-B 
Year of 

inception 1995 2010 1998 1959 

Number of 
employees 380 11 8 600 

Industry IT service IT service 
Consulting 
service in 
logistics  

Consulting service in 
engineering and 

environmental industry 
Industry 
position Market leader Niche Niche Market leader 

Main business 
activities 

Developing and 
distributing IT 
software solutions in 
financial and 
accounting services 

Developing and 
providing IT software 
solutions in human 
resource management 
services 

Providing 
consulting 
service in 
logistics and 
supply chain 
management 

Providing consulting 
service in large 
development projects in 
Malaysia, the 
Philippines, and 
Australia 

 

Profiles of each case company are provided below.  

Since being established in Wellington in 1995, IT-A has relied heavily on its supplier, 

USM, and has closely integrated with it to develop and distribute Web-based IT solutions, 

software products, and associated consulting services. IT-A also works on USM projects. It is 

regarded as a gold member in USM’s global partner network. IT-A is among the longest and 

largest dedicated providers of Microsoft-based solutions in the southern hemisphere, with its 

Microsoft-related activity accounting for approximately 90% of its sales revenue.  

IT-B has developed a range of innovative workforce management systems since 2010. As 

a software developer, IT-B specializes in providing solutions for time and attendance, 

employee and team scheduling, and payroll needs in addition to mobile solutions. IT-B 

specializes in cloud-based time and attendance data management systems and operates in a 

business area with leading edge technological innovation. It has only 11 employees, but thanks 

to its successful integration with its customers and customer network, IT-B has attracted more 

than 100 organizational customers in Australia and New Zealand.  

CS-A, formed in 1998, provides specialized consultancy services in logistics and supply 

chain management, especially in fourth-party logistics (4PL) services. It has built a good 
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reputation in business areas, such as developing and implementing value chain strategies, 

restructuring, reengineering, launching new ventures, improved planning, and measuring and 

monitoring supply chain performance. With eight employees, CS-A provides consulting 

services to a range of clients from the industrial sectors of logistics, manufacturing, retailing, 

and education and in public sectors in countries such as New Zealand, Australia, Singapore, 

India, and Brazil. 

CS-B, formed in 1959, is an engineering and environmental consultancy firm. As a market 

leader in the consultancy industry in New Zealand, it provides consulting services on large 

developmental projects, such as dam construction, energy plants, and infrastructure 

developments, to clients from countries in the Asia-Pacific region such as Malaysia, the 

Philippines, and Australia.  

3.3.2 Data collection 

We collected data for this study mainly from interviews (including face-to-face and Skype 

interviews) and archival data from the Internet and company documents. We conducted in-

depth interviews with managerial executives who were directly involved in the processes of 

buying and selling logistics services. The research context of this study was SSC relationships. 

In SSCs, due to the IHIPCD nature of services and customer duality (Aitken et al., 2016), the 

dyadic service provider-customer relationships are extremely significant. Following prior 

research (Fugate et al., 2006; Gligor and Holcomb, 2013), we used the dyadic relationship as 

the unit of analysis. The research aim was to facilitate theory building regarding the roles IPRs 

in the supply chain structure played to facilitate SCI at the organizational level. To gain a 

dyadic perspective on the relationship, it was important to include managers from the other end 

of the focal firms’ supply chain activities either on the supplier or customer side. Thus, a 

modified snowball technique was used to elicit dyadic relationships. More specifically, at the 

end of the interviews with the managerial executives from the case companies, the respondents 
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were asked to facilitate contact with the managers in their supply chain partner firms with 

whom they described having personal relationships. The interviewees were then selected from 

these managers, thereby constructing the supply chain dyads. As shown in Table 3, this 

iterative process resulted in 20 interviewees from the four case companies.  

Table 3  Interview data sources 

Case company 
Interviewee from 

the dyadic 
relation 

Interviewee position 

IT-A 

Managerial 
executives from the 
case firm 

Executive General Manager  
Solutions Manager 

R&D Manager 

CRM Manager 
Boundary spanners 
from supply chain 
partners 

Global Partner Manager 

Technology Support Manager 

IT-B 

Managerial 
executives from the 
case firm 

General Manager 

Cloud Manager 
Boundary spanners 
from supply chain 
partners 

HR Manager 

HR Team Leader 

CS-A 

Managerial 
executives from the 
case firm 

Director, Owner 
General Manager 

Senior Consultant 
Boundary spanners 
from supply chain 
partners 

SCM Manager 

Warehouse Manager 

CS-B  

Managerial 
executives from the 
case firm 

General Manager 
Project Manager 

Service Manager 
Boundary spanners 
from supply chain 
partners 

Project Manager 

Associate Project Manager 
 

We validated the results by performing validity and reliability tests. In terms of construct 

validity, we used multiple sources of evidence (i.e., interviews and archival data) and multiple 

levels of interviewees to complement each other. Internal validity was enhanced according to 

the following suggestions (Merriam, 1998): (1) triangulating to confirm the emerging findings; 

(2) discussing the findings with research peers; (3) exchanging and communicating with the 

interviewees about the data and interpretations; and (4) refining the theoretical orientation of 
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the study. Comparing across four case studies increases the external validity to examine 

commonalities and differences. Reliability is less applicable to qualitative research (Merriam, 

1998) but still have ways to control such as using case study protocol to guide field research 

and analysis, and developing case study database. The measures that were used to ensure the 

validity and reliability of the research are summarized in Table 4 (Gibbert et al., 2008; Yin, 

2014). 

Table 4  Validity and reliability tests 

Validity and 

reliability criteria 

Case study tactics 

Construct validity Multiple sources of evidence were applied to triangulate the data (e.g., face-to-face and/or 

Skype interviews, information from the Internet, and company documents) (Section 3.3.2) 

  A chain of evidence was established (e.g., interview details, indication of data collection 

circumstances, and clarification of data analysis approach) (Sections 3.3.2 and 3.4.1) 

  The draft report was reviewed by three researchers (Section 3.3.2) 

Internal validity The case study was guided by a clear research framework (Figure 3.1) 

  Pattern matching logic was applied to compare the empirically identified patterns to the 

predicated patterns (Section 3.4.1) 

External validity Rationale for the case selection (Section 3.3.1) 

  Details of the case study context (Section 3.3.1) 

  The case study was guided by resource orchestration theory (Section 3.2.3) 

Reliability The interviews were guided by a semi-structured protocol  

  We developed a case study database, including interview transcripts, summaries, data 

coding, and company documents (Sections 3.3.2 and 3.3.3) 

3.3.4 Data analysis 

Content analysis was adopted to analyze the case data, using the approach suggested by 

Miles and Huberman (2013). The case data were first reduced by writing a summary 

immediately after each interview to capture the researchers’ observations and key information 
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related to the research subjects. The first two authors coded the data. First, they jointly 

developed the coding scheme and used it to analyze one case. Then, they divided up the coding 

work for the remaining three cases, with one author coding the data while the other acted as 

the auditor. Using an open coding approach, the interview transcripts were coded to establish 

thematic codes. Similar codes were then grouped into research themes that reflected the 

theoretical discussion and key factors of the conceptual framework. Where the codes were 

different, the two authors reviewed the specific sections to determine what caused the 

discrepancies and to reach a consensus. Afterwards, they reread each interview transcript 

several times, using axial and selective coding to categorize the incidents, events, and ideas of 

the four case companies and to discern the similarities and differences in the thematic codes 

assigned to them. Both authors then crosschecked the resulting categories by exchanging their 

respective work. Any disagreements were resolved through discussion.  

Table 5 provides an example of the coding structure. Constantly and systematically 

moving the data and theory and using data displays in the form of tables allowed for the 

identification of causal links between the concepts examined in the study. Research 

propositions were developed that were then verified by going back to the transcripts and the 

literature. Figure 10 is the result of repeatedly iterating between data and theory and represents 

an empirically grounded framework for the role of IPRs in facilitating SCI in the service sector 

setting.  
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Table 5  Three dimensions of IPRs 

Personal affection 

“In the early days of (a market), no one wanted to touch it because it was all 
new and no one really understood what it was...but it’s getting a bit more 
successful now since our people contacted them and gradually won their 
trust.” (CS-B) 
“We typically collaborate better with parties we have some liking of.” (IT-A) 
“Like and dislike can be changed as the business goes on. For example, the 
more you communicate, the more you know each other.” (IT-B) 

“Of course, you like to discuss business more and are happier with those you 
like.” (CS-A) 
“Only when one has a good impression of another, do both really get on well.” 
(CS-A) 

Personal credibility  

“As a consultancy, our people and their experience are important. They are 
key to winning projects. Their important advantages are their track record, 
experience, and reputation for quality.” “(Personal credibility) helps in 
building a team and working with various people, ranging from our customers 
to those from other cultures.” “Very close relationship, yep, yep. We don’t 
have signed agreements with them, we wouldn’t expect them to, and they, you 
know, they wouldn’t expect us to go anywhere else and we wouldn’t expect 
them to go anywhere else...It’s all based on a long-term relationship, trust 
between our people and their people.” (CS-B) 
“Good personal credibility means the quality of trustworthiness. For example, 
if you always keep your promise, I will trust you. Then, I would like to discuss 
business.” (IT-B) 
“More information will be forthcoming if a partner is seen as credible and 
capable of a long-term relationship.” (IT-A) 
“As we are so busy, we need to study personal credibility to see if we should 
do business.” (CS-A) 
“We will work more readily with people we find personally credible to find 
solutions. Supplier-customer process integration is an example of needing to 
work together to find solutions.” (CS-A) 

Personal 
communication  

“Our regional director would spend a week there every 2 months…We also 
just set up the office… (to establish) a physical presence there as opposed to 
having a fly-in-fly-out presence…It was a defensive move to the competitors 
and we figured it was about time we showed a bit more commitment.” (IT-A) 

“We tend to treat information through e-mail as supplementary to our 
contracts. Compared to frosty e-mails, hearing voices during telephone calls 
makes us feel the friendship and a kind of obligation to make commitments. 
Thus, you react faster to solve problems.” (IT-B)  

 
3.4 Analysis and discussion 

3.4.1 Case findings 

The logic of analytic induction was followed and the cases were analyzed individually in 

an incremental manner. Due to the space limitation, we report only the final version of the 

analysis. The research findings regarding the relationships between the core factors are 

presented following a cross-case analysis.  
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3.4.1.1 Supply chain integration in the service sector  

In all four cases, the companies focused on the three content components for SCI 

achievement. All of the case companies had achieved SCI to different extents as measured 

along the three component dimensions, as shown in Table 6.  

Strategic alliances 

Evidence of the importance of strategic alliances was present in all four cases. IT-A has 

built a long-term strategic alliance with USM as its key supplier and important customer. As a 

local New Zealand high-tech company, its business operations have almost exclusively focused 

on providing IT solutions and associated consulting services built on technological platforms 

provided by USM. IT-A’s direct link with USM’s headquarters in the U.S. along with the IT 

platforms and associated technologies provided by USM are its most valuable advantages over 

its market competitors in the Australasian region. Benefitting from this advantage, IT-A had 

managed to maintain an annual growth of approximately 25% over the 5 years preceding the 

interview, with USM-related business sales accounting for approximately 90% of its overall 

revenue. One respondent made the following comment:  

Our alliance with USM has been highly important in helping our company keep its edge 

over competitors and keep it at the forefront of developments in USM’s thinking. This is 

highly important in the context of technology affected by ongoing innovations. 

Alliance partnerships played a similar role for the two consultancy companies, CS-A and 

CS-B, but the nature of their supply chain alliances demonstrated different features. First, with 

alliances built on the customer side of the supply chain, rather than mainly on the supply side, 

these two case companies did not demonstrate much supply input from external supply chain 

partners. Second, by providing long-term consultancy services to clients, the two consultancy 
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cases formed strategic alliances with a number of clients in relatively fixed business 

relationships. 

Information and process integration 

The case study data support the notion that both information and process integration are 

important content components of SCI and that both are actually the result of strategic alliances 

between supply chain partners. In each of the four cases, we found the degree of information 

integration and process integration between supply chain partners to be highly related to the 

strength of their strategic alliances. Close alliances require and enable firms to maintain a high 

degree of information and process integration with their supply chain partners.  

Both IT cases had managed to achieve a high degree of information and process integration 

with their supply chain partners in the IT industry, and their IT capabilities facilitated this 

integration. USM is IT-A’s key supply chain partner on both the supply and customer sides of 

its supply chain activities. Armed with a rather strong ability to modify and develop high-tech 

IT software solutions, IT-A also engages in business activities providing IT services to its key 

supplier, USM, making its U.S. headquarters IT-A’s customer. This reverse supply chain 

relationship has not only expanded IT-A’s businesses, but more importantly has helped 

streamline its supply chain processes at the functional level and has thus strengthened its supply 

chain relationship with its key supply partner, USM. This is illustrated by the following quote: 

Now we do the majority of their keynote demonstrations at their large conferences. For 

example, we have prepared the keynote and 47 other demonstrations at a 1-week long 

conference last year. Thus, we worked with people from multiple business units within 

the American division, those we’ve done work for over the years.  

IT-B also demonstrated a high level of information and process integration with its client 
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companies. Web-based IT media have greatly facilitated seamless information flow between 

IT-B as an online service provider and its customers. This has made information generation 

and analysis the core of IT-B’s service products. Information from customers regarding 

specific requirements on HRM services flow from customers to IT-B. A respondent from IT-

B made the following comment: 

Information generation and information sharing with our customers are at the core of 

our business services. The latest IT platforms, such as cloud-based databases and 

Chrome-based systems, not only enable us to share information with customers, but, 

more importantly, they are the business formula we rely on to start business in the first 

place and also to compete in the industry. 
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Table 6  Service supply chain integration between supply chain partners 

SCI 

Component 

  IT-A IT-B CS-A CS-B 

Level Feature Level Feature Level Feature level feature 

Strategic 

alliance 

High With a single core 

supply chain partner 

High With a big 

number of clients 

Moderate With a few key clients Moderate With several key clients 

Information 

integration 

High High frequent 

information flow 

achieved by posting 

two staff members in 

the core supply chain 

partner.  

High Seamless 

information flow 

achieved through 

automatic web-

based IT media, 

but limited in the 

area of HRM 

functions. 

High In time information 

exchange via telephone, 

e-mail, online chatting 

apps, and face-to-face 

discussion, mainly in the 

4PL area. 

Moderate Scheduled information 

exchange through 

meetings, supplemented 

by e-mails, mail, and 

calls, in large 

development projects 

(e.g., dam construction 

and wind farms). 

Process 

integration 

High Business integration 

with the core supply 

chain partner not only 

at the headquarters, 

but also with its 

relevant functional 

departments. 

High Customized 

online software 

solutions to 

coordinate the 

HRM functions of 

client 

organizations. 

Moderate Coordinate whole 

customized service 

solution processes from 

design and testing to 

implementation, on a 

weekly basis throughout 

the project. 

Moderate Coordinate through 

subsidiary companies 

partly owned by local 

people to secure 

contracts with local 

governments. 
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3.4.1.2 Influence of interpersonal relationships on service supply chain integration  

Research on IPRs has suggested that they positively affect SCIs (Barnes et al., 2015; 

Gligor and Holcomb, 2013). The data from the four cases provide empirical evidence 

supporting this suggestion. As reported earlier, all of the case companies have achieved SCI, 

although to different extents. As shown in Table 7, 8, 9, the case findings clearly demonstrate 

the significant effect of IPRs between key personnel and relevant individuals from their partner 

companies on SCI.  

 

Table 7  Levels of IPR influence on SCI 

Company SCI IPRs 

Personal affection Personal credibility Personal communication 

IT-A Strategic alliance M H M 

Information integration L M H 

Process integration M M M 

IT-B Strategic alliance M L H 

Information integration N L H 

Process integration L L H 

CS-A Strategic alliance M M H 

Information integration L M M 

Process integration L M M 

ICS-B Strategic alliance L H H 

Information integration L M M 

Process integration L M M 

 

(Note: N=No influence, L=Low level, M=Moderate level, H=High level) 

 

 



Chapter 3. Service Supply Chain Integration: The Role of Interpersonal Relationships  
(This article is © Emerald Group Publishing and permission has been granted for this version to appear here (DOI: 10.1108/IMDS-02-2017-0062). Emerald does not grant 

permission for this article to be further copied/distributed or hosted elsewhere without the express permission from Emerald Group Publishing Limited.) 

 
 

78 

Table 8  Summary of the influence of IPRs on SCI 

 
   

SCI 

IPRs 

Personal 

affection Personal credibility Personal communication 

Strategic alliance 3M+L 2H+L+M 3H+M 

Information Integration 3L+N 3M+L 2H+2M 

Process Integration 3L+M 3M+L 2H+2M 

 

Table 9  Numeral summary of the influence of IPRs on SCI 

        

SCI 

IPRs 

Personal 

affection Personal credibility Personal communication 

Strategic alliance 14 18 22 

Information Integration 6 14 20 

Process Integration 10 14 20 

(Note: N=0, L=2, M=4, H=6) 

The role of interpersonal relationships in facilitating supply chain integration 

The personal connections developed between one of IT-A’s board directors and key 

personnel from USM played a central role in its establishment as a company. One of the 

respondents made the following comment: 

The personal connections of our directors with USM have been the main basis of the 

business. 

We started off as a small business through personal associations between our Director 

of Strategy and Innovation with some key figures from USM. Over time, it has expanded 

into a leading software business in the Australasian region. 
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The data also demonstrate that interpersonal relationships are highly useful for developing 

client bases in the consultancy case companies. As a small consultancy firm, CS-A has neither 

the time nor budget to invest in marketing. As such, it has relied heavily on its personal 

connections to build and maintain its clientele. New Zealand’s small economy provides a 

unique business background for such high reliance on personal connections for business 

development. In such an environment, it is easier to get to know someone through personal 

connections. The managing director and marketing manager of SC-A made the following 

statements, respectively:  

All we have is the managerial expertise of our people and the personal connections 

developed by our people with potential clients. All of our current customers are 

introduced by our friends or friends’ friends. It is very common and important for us to 

develop in New Zealand’s market. It is a very small world and its culture is a little special 

compared to big markets, such as those in Europe and the U.S. (Managing Director) 

Through previously established personal relationships, we approach our potential 

customers and they come to know our products and services. Then, we can learn the 

customers’ needs in terms of their logistics services and provide our customized 

consultancy services. (Marketing and Customer Manager) 

A cross-case analysis generated an interesting finding regarding the differences in the 

influence of IPRs on SCI between the IT and consultancy industries. The IT case companies 

tended to commit their personnel to the development of IPRs throughout the process of supply 

chain activities with key people from their supply chain partners. However, for the consultancy 

case companies, IPRs played a more important role in the initial stage of SCI. This role 

gradually faded during the business process. A respondent from CS-B made the following 

comment:  
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Personal connections can only go so far. Afterwards, the quality of our services and 

advice do the job.  

Of course, we will regularly and personally keep in touch with them to understand 

customers’ new requirements, but the more important thing is our managerial expertise 

and the quality of our services.  

Different roles of individual interpersonal relationship dimensions 

The findings reported above are based on the role played by IPRs as a whole in facilitating 

SCI. We also determined the different roles of individual IPR dimensions in influencing SCI, 

as demonstrated in Table 6a.  

The personal affection developed between key figures seems to play an important role in 

initiating a strategic alliance between two supply chain partner firms. A marketing and 

consumer manager from IT-B stated, “Many of our long-term customers started from personal 

talking and good feelings. This is especially true for our small companies.” For information 

sharing, personal affection fell short, “Personal affection is not significant, but it facilitates the 

discussion about what information will be shared” (CS-A respondent). Another CS-A 

respondent disagreed that personal affection played a significant role in information sharing 

and simply said, “Not really.” The empirical evidence from the case companies indicates that 

personal affection is “just a kind of dialogue initiator” in terms of information exchange 

between supply chain partners. Personal affection fared a little better in terms of process 

integration: “Process integration implies more ongoing personal interactions” (IT-B 

respondent).  

Personal credibility was perceived as more important than personal affection in terms of 

information sharing. The findings from the case companies also demonstrate the importance of 
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personal communication. Compared to personal affection and personal credibility, personal 

communication is the more external attribute. Personal communication is the main approach 

to exchanging opinions and sharing information in direct interactions with business partners. 

In this way, personal communication can help in understanding business partners’ intentions, 

plans, and strategies, in obtaining the right process information, and in facilitating the SCI 

process by reducing risks and solving conflicts.  

The evidence from the case interviews indicates that personal communication is the most 

powerful of the three IPR dimensions studied in influencing SCI, as all of the supply chain 

activities across firm boundaries are eventually communicated between involved individuals. 

As shown by the IT case companies, communication is more efficient and convenient with the 

help of web-based communication tools, such as Skype and e-mail. However, our informants 

emphasized that traditional face-to-face contact was still more effective and preferred in many 

situations.  

3.4.2 Discussion and research propositions 

Our data analysis clearly demonstrates that IPRs can influence SSCI, although the 

influence is more likely to be indirect, as IPRs must work through IORs (Wang et al., 2016). 

From the perspective of resource orchestration, the boundary spanners between service 

providers and customers inherently possess both IOR resources and IPR resources due to their 

dual identification as both individuals and companies. Furthermore, the three sub-resources of 

IPRs (i.e., personal affection, personal credibility, and personal communication) are inherently 

related and cannot be separated (Barnes et al., 2015). To achieve superior performance, IOR 

and IPR resources and inner IPR resources must be structured, bundled, and leveraged (Sirmon 

et al., 2007; Sirmon et al., 2011), rather than merely combined (Liu et al., 2016) or even 

separated or ignored. 
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SSCI starts with strategic alliances characterized by conjoined thinking and decision 

making and by synchronized planning between a supplier and its customer (Liu et al., 2016; 

Pagell, 2004). However, strategic alliances start from the interactions of relevant boundary 

individuals (Prajogo and Olhager, 2012). At the very beginning of SSCI, personal affection is 

the only direct available resource, although it is intangible. It can subtly affect one’s willingness 

and attitude (Leung et al., 2005) related to starting or furthering develop interactions with a 

counterpart’s representative, especially in the service sector due to high costumer involvement 

(Aitken et al., 2016). This subjective feeling may be related to one’s background, culture, and 

even hobbies. For example, a CS-B respondent addressed the significance of the Malaysian 

dam project to local employees. Meanwhile, SSCI processes are highly unpredictable and risky 

(Selviaridis and Norrman, 2014) and are more dynamic and sophisticated (Boon-itt et al., 2017). 

Personal affection can provide the flexibility to manage SSCI by creating strong ties between 

the personnel of a supply chain partner (Leung et al., 2005). Thus, the SSC can respond quickly 

to adapt to changing situations. In terms of information integration, personal affection, with its 

implication of inner, enduring, and emotional commitment to others (Lee and Dawes, 2005), 

can further influence the content, frequency, and accuracy of information sharing, and 

knowledge transfer and exchange, service co-design, production, delivery, and evaluation 

during the integration process. However, the influence of personal affection on SCI dimensions 

is limited and a little different. Personal affection can significantly influence one’s willingness 

to collaborate and engage in strategic alliances (Pulles and Hartman, 2017), but there is a long 

way from willingness to practice, as both service providers and customers essentially align 

their strategies based on organizational benefit. Its influences on information and process 

integration are more limited, as information integration and process integration are overall 

organizational IOR interactions. Personal affection can thus have more of an influence on 
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strategic alliances than on information integration and process integration in coordination with 

IOR resources. Based on the above discussion, we make the following proposition. 

P1. Personal affection influences SSCI as an initiator. 

Personal credibility, a sub-resource of IPRs, can also be orchestrated with IOR resources 

in SSCI. Personal credibility refers to a person’s trustworthiness in a business (Barnes et al., 

2015). It can be intrinsically character based (i.e., related to willingness and capability) and 

reliability based (i.e., related to actual behavior and performance). In SSCM, service 

standardization is not easy and service providers cannot easily predict the pattern of demand 

for a particular period or specific item (Boon-itt et al., 2017). Thus, only individuals from 

service suppliers with strong willingness, professional skills, and knowledge like to develop 

the requisite service systems. As a result, character-based personal credibility is the 

fundamental requirement of SSCI. Meanwhile, it is highly unpredictable and risky to develop 

service products or systems in a highly uncertain service sector (Aitken et al., 2016; Selviaridis 

and Norrman, 2014), so only reliability-based personal credibility can instill strong confidence 

in customers that service providers can deliver the services they need. Therefore, without 

higher levels of personal credibility, the representatives of business partners would have 

difficulty developing trust with confidence (Luo, 2007) during the SCI process. Thus, personal 

credibility influences SCIs in two ways: good historical credibility resources in the service 

industry can open the door to further interactions, whereas inferior credibility resources can 

hinder SSCI. Compared to personal affection, personal credibility can have a greater influence 

on SCI. In terms of strategic alliances, personal credibility not only includes willingness for 

and belief in integration, but also more important capability from historical records to convince 

the counterparty to align their strategies. However, the influence on information and process 

integration is still limited, as information and process integration are dynamic and must be 

instantly implemented and controlled. Therefore, we make the following proposition. 
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P2. Personal credibility influences SSCI as a gatekeeper. 

SSCM is based on customer duality (Aitken et al., 2016). The customer works as the 

service co-designer and co-producer and as the consumer of service outputs (Boon-itt et al., 

2017). Thus, communication between service providers and customers in SSCM is more 

important than in product SCM. Inter-organizational communication can promote strategic 

collaboration between firms (Paulraj et al., 2008). As supplier-customer boundary individuals 

have dual identities at both the personal and firm levels, open and frequent personal 

communication can lead to familiarity, mutual understanding (Pearce and Robinson, 2000), 

and harmony (Ring and Van de Ven, 1994) between individuals and firms. Thus, personal 

communication, as a tool resource, can exchange IOR resources between service providers and 

customers during the integration process (Pearce and Robinson, 2000). In an unpredictable, 

highly risky, competitive, and costly environment (Aitken et al., 2016; Selviaridis and Norrman, 

2014), personal communication can align strategies between service suppliers and customers 

in marketing, product and service development, and delivery. In terms of information 

integration, personal communication can exchange suppliers’ capability, customers’ 

requirements, and service solutions’ proceedings. Regarding process integration, personal 

communication allows for tracking the process, discussing questions, adjusting development 

schedules, and solving problems. Compared to formal, bureaucratic, complex, time consuming, 

and working-time-constrained organizational communication (Ashcraft, 2006; Diesner et al., 

2005), personal communication can more efficiently and effectively facilitate SSCI, as it is 

more flexible, direct, and simple without strict time constraints. Personal communication plays 

a more significant role in facilitating SSCI than personal affection and personal credibility. 

In the SSCI context, the three IPR dimensions are inherently integrated. Personal affection 

provides a base for one to develop an interest in assessing personal credibility and to encourage 

personal communication. Personal credibility may modify personal affection with more 
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historical information and provide a substantial foundation for encouraging or hindering further 

personal communication. The personal affection resource is more internal and subjective. The 

personal credibility resource is more static and historic. Personal communication, a dynamic 

resource, is more active and can affect the extents of the roles that personal affection and 

personal credibility play in the SSCI process. Specifically, personal communication can modify, 

supplement, and even change the influence of personal affection and personal credibility. Thus, 

we make the following proposition. 

P3. Personal communication influences SSCI as a facilitator; it plays a more significant 

role in facilitating SSCI than personal affection and personal credibility (Figure 11). 

Figure 12  Influence of IPRs on SSCI 
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3.5 Conclusions and implications 

We set out to investigate the role of IPRs in SSCI by examining four cases in the service 

sector in New Zealand. We highlight how the IPRs of boundary spanners between service 

provider companies and customers, in the service sector, influence SCI, although through IORs. 

IPRs can facilitate the formation of strategic alliances between service providers and customers, 

information integration, and process integration during SSCI. Furthermore, three dimensions 

of IPRs influence SCI differently: personal affection acts as an initiator in SSCI, personal 

credibility serves as a gatekeeper and strengthens the confidence of interactive partners, and 

personal communication (i.e., a facilitator in SCI) plays a more important role in SCI than 

personal affection and personal credibility. 

3.5.1 Theoretical and practical implications 

We contribute to the literature in two ways. First, research on SCI in the service sector is 

highly limited, as most research has focused on the SCM context to study conceptual 

definitions and to compare and contrast the service and manufacturing supply chains to transfer 

SCM from the manufacturing to service sector (Aitken et al., 2016; Boon-itt et al., 2017; 

Selviaridis and Norrman, 2014). Meanwhile, most of the SSCI literature has explored certain 

separate SCI contents only. Some studies have focused on information integration level in 

maintenance services in SSCM (Uusipaavalniemi and Juga, 2008), whereas others have 

explored SSCM processes (Boon-itt et al., 2017; Lillrank et al., 2011). To achieve superior 

performance, firms must achieve SCI by synthesizing all three main SCI dimensions, namely 

strategic alliances, information integration, and process integration (Liu et al., 2016; Wang et 

al., 2016; Zhao et al., 2011). In addition, most research has overlooked the role of IPRs, 

noticeably weakening the research on SCI (Gligor and Holcomb, 2013), especially in the 

service sector, which is highly related to people. We regard SSCI as a system for 
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simultaneously studying strategic alliances, information integration, and process integration. 

We extend the study of SCI from physical supply chains to service supply chains, from the 

firm level to the individual level, to explore the inner motivation and driver. Due to the IHIPCD 

characteristics of services (Hemila and Vilko, 2015), customer duality (Aitken et al., 2016), 

and dynamic and sophisticated service sectors (Boon-itt et al., 2017), service chains focus more 

on direct dyadic suppliers and customer connections. Furthermore, IPRs play more significant 

roles in facilitating strategic alliances, information integration, and process integration. We 

also compare the different influences of the three IPR dimensions on SSCI, which complements 

the SCI literature. 

Second, we apply ROT to the SCI literature on a deep individual level. Most researchers 

have applied the resource-based view to study the resources a firm can use rather than how to 

deploy available resources to generate synergistic effects (Liu et al., 2016). We explore the 

characteristics of the IPR and IOR resources embedded in SSCs. We find that the sub-resources 

of personal affection, personal credibility, and personal communication are inherently related, 

but can be orchestrated purposely. Therefore, all of these resources can be structured, bundled, 

and leveraged (Sirmon et al., 2007; Sirmon et al., 2011) to achieve superior performance in 

SSCI. 

We also provide guidelines for SSC managers to devise and apply IPR practices to improve 

SCI with their customers and/or service providers. As it is the supply chain for service, not of 

service (Maull et al., 2012), we suggest that managers recognize the significance and 

characteristics of IPRs in SSCs rather than rely on service contents only. Due to customer 

duality in SSCs (Aitken et al., 2016), service provider managers pay more attention to direct 

dyadic relationships with customers. Moreover, managers should understand the interactions 

and orchestration of all available resources to make full use of resources. For example, 

managers must provide regular training to their staff in both necessary expertise and customer 
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service knowledge and skills. More effort and time should be invested into developing and 

nurturing customer relationships. Boundary spanners should be encouraged to develop and 

maintain healthy IPRs with customers, rather than simply focusing on aggregate 

organizational-level relationships. Also, managers should encourage more physical contact 

rather than only online contact with suppliers or customers. This should cultivate personal 

affection and avoid the isolation effect of modern information and communication technologies 

and applications. Due to the gatekeeper role of personal credibility, managers should purposely 

select staff with good character-based personal credibility, train staff to improve their 

reliability-based personal credibility through successful work experiences, and carefully 

prepare and cumulate positive personal credibility profiles online. Considering the critical role 

of personal communication in SCI, personal communication skills should be cultivated through 

training to maintain frequent, direct, close personal communication during the SCI 

management process. 

3.5.2 Limitations and future research 

Although this study makes significant theoretical and practical contributions, it has 

limitations that must be addressed in future studies. First, we used the exploratory case study 

approach and collected data from four SSCs in New Zealand. This does not comprehensively 

reflect the role of IPRs in SSCI in New Zealand or even other parts of the world. Furthermore, 

the service sector has its special characteristics and background and cannot reflect the overall 

SCI situation. In addition, the analysis was mainly based on qualitative data. The complex 

relationship between IPRs and SSCI requires large-scale surveys to quantify the research 

results.  

Second, IPRs indirectly influence IOR-mediated SSCI (Wang et al., 2016). Therefore, the 

interaction between IPRs and IORs in SSCI requires investigation. ROT studies breadth (across 
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firm scope), depth (across firm levels), and life cycle (at various stages of firm maturity; Sirmon 

et al., 2011). Thus, it is necessary to explore the interactions between the two-level 

relationships across the scope and levels of the supply chain during both the formative and 

operational stages of SCI. Future studies may apply ROT to quantitatively examine the model 

in more general companies in a variety of industries. 
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Chapter 4. Inter-personal and inter-organizational relationship drivers 

of supply chain integration  

Abstract 

Purpose – This study aims to examine how interpersonal relationships (IPRs) and inter-

organizational relationships (IORs) interact with each other as driving forces of supply chain 

integration (SCI). More specifically, (the) three dimensions of IPR – personal affection, 

personal credibility, and personal communication – are examined in regards to how they affect 

inter-organizational relationships during supply chain integration.  

Methodology/approach – The research employed an exploratory multiple case study 

approach with four New Zealand case companies selected as the empirical basis. Data were 

collected through semi-structured interviews of managerial executives in relation to supply 

chain activities, which were triangulated with company archival data. 

Findings – We found that IPRs are able to interact with IORs to influence the integration 

of supply chains. More specifically, IPRs influence IORs by initiating organizational 

relationships in the SCI context; and influences from IPR dimensions on IORs tend to be of 

differing magnitudes and have different evolutional paths across the whole SCI process. 

Originality/value – This research contributes to knowledge about the roles and 

mechanisms through which IPRs shape and enable inter-organizational level relationships 

within SCI context.  

Paper type – Research paper 

Keywords – Interpersonal relationships, inter-organizational relationships, supply chain 

integration, case study 
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 4.1 Introduction 

Market competition has long since evolved from competition between individual 

companies to competition between supply chains (Tan, 2001). Integration of these supply 

chains (SCs) is a means of enhancing efficiency and effectiveness, resulting in improvements 

in competitiveness and performance (Flynn et al., 2010; Gimenez et al., 2012; Leuschner et 

al., 2013). Supply chain integration (SCI) refers to the collaboration and coordination between 

suppliers and buyers along an extended supply network (Cao et al., 2015; Liu et al., 2016). 

While most extant research on SCI has extensively examined various factors of inter-

organizational relationships (IORs) from an organizational level, influences from individual 

behaviour and interpersonal relationships (IPRs) (Huo et al., 2015) have been overlooked, 

resulting in a research gap in the SC literature involving the role of IPRs (Gligor and Holcomb, 

2013).  

Since SCI is integration between companies in terms of strategic alliances, information 

integration, and process integration (Flynn et al., 2010; Liu et al., 2016; Zhao et al., 2011), it 

is logical to study how SCI is influenced by IOR factors including trust, leadership, power, 

commitment, justice, culture, and communication (Braunscheidel et al., 2010; Cao et al., 2015; 

Griffith et al., 2006; Huo et al., 2017; Kwon and Suh, 2005; Mentzer et al., 2001; Prajogo and 

Olhager, 2012; Zhang and Huo, 2013; Zhao et al., 2008). However, SCI is planned, executed, 

and controlled by people (Cao et al., 2015). Individuals do not act purely rationally, since they 

care about other people, and are influenced by their relationships with others and their cultural 

background (Cai et al., 2017; Schorsch et al., 2017; Sweeney, 2013). Therefore, it is necessary 

to study the link between IORs and IPRs in order to achieve a comprehensive understanding 

of SCI for three reasons:  
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• Firstly, it is the inner, radical, and inherent IPRs that underpin and motivate the 

outer IORs, and it is the IPRs that may be converted into IORs in order to enable 

SCI.  

• Secondly, IPRs may initiate the formation of IORs. For example, likeability based 

on personal affection may influence the outcomes of interpersonal interaction and 

significantly influence willingness to engage in strategic SCI (Pulles and Hartman, 

2017). It has even been suggested that a company can never build an IOR with 

another, unless it has first built an IPR (Gligor and Holcomb, 2013).  

• Thirdly, IPRs may affect the level of IORs. For example, personal credibility can 

influence interpersonal trust, which is in turn related to inter-organizational trust 

(Zaheer et al., 1998). Conversely, IPRs may be built, strengthened, and developed 

during IOR processes, and thus the trade-off between IPRs and IORs in SCI should 

be considered.  

Overall, a failure to account for the role of IPRs in SCI research would limit our 

understanding to a superficial level, which would not be able to seek the root mechanism of 

SCI. Researchers have called for the taking of individual behaviour and IPRs as an important 

theme in SC research (Huo et al., 2015, Gligor and Holcomb, 2013; Mandják et al., 2016; 

Pulles and Hartman, 2017). However, research on this highly important area has been still at 

its infancy so far (Schorsch et al., 2017). To address the research gap, our study addresses the 

following research questions: 

RQ1:  What is the role of IPRs on IORs during the formative stage of SCI? 

RQ2:  How do personal credibility, affection, communication among boundary 

spanners influence the occurrence of IORs? 

RQ3:  How do influences from personal credibility, affection, communication among 

boundary spanners on IORs change during the operational stage of SCI? 
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 While previous SCI studies focused on organizational antecedents mainly at the inter-

organizational level, our study focuses on identifying influencing factors on both 

organizational and interpersonal levels and on examining mechanisms through which different 

dimensions of IPRs influence different factors of IORs, jointly enabling SCI. Based on four 

case companies operating in the manufacturing and service sectors in New Zealand, this study 

develops several research propositions to reveal the role played by IPRs in influencing IORs 

to enable SCI.  

Our study contributes to the SCM literature in several ways. Firstly, it integrates factors 

from both IORs and IPRs to examine their interactive roles in enabling SCI, and thus 

overcomes the shortcomings of prior research: overlooking the role IPRs play. Although IPRs 

have long been examined for their influence on organizational behaviour, the role of IPRs in 

SCM has only recently received attention in areas such as inventory management (Bruccoleri 

et al., 2014), SC negotiation and communication (Gligor and Autry, 2012; Reimann et al., 

2016), SC conflict resolution (Cai et al., 2017), and logistical services (Mocke and Kotze, 

2016). Our study examines the linkage between IPRs and SCI, which has not been given any 

research attention. Secondly, our study identifies personal affection, personal credibility, and 

personal communication as the three main IPR dimensions that interact with IOR factors to 

influence SCI, and further highlights different roles played by these three IPR dimensions in 

interacting with IOR factors to enable SCI. Thirdly, our study reveals that IPR dimensions 

follow different evolutionary directions in their influence on IORs during SCI development: 

influence from personal credibility and personal affection tends to decline over time whereas 

influence from personal communication tends to increase. Moreover, our empirical findings 

also demonstrate that the influences of individual IPR dimensions on different IOR factors tend 

to have different magnitudes. 
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4.2 Literature review 

4.2.1 Theoretical foundation 

 We adopt resource dependence theory (RDT) as the theoretical lens for our study. RDT 

views the firm as an “open system structure” seeking to manage the level of its dependence on 

the external environment for resources which ensure its survival (Cho et al., 2017; Huo et al, 

2017; Pfeffer and Salancik, 1978). Firms form IORs to manage interdependence for resources, 

and thus, IORs are arranged where resource dependence occurs (Drees and Heugens, 2013). 

SCI can be regarded as the inter-organizational arrangements of aligning and coordinating SC 

activities and processes across the SC network to achieve a smooth flow of resources between 

firms. Since no single firm can control all required resources by itself, RDT addresses the 

motivation for cooperation and collaboration between SC partners which control 

complementary resources (Parmigiani and Rivera-Santos, 2011). Resource dependence may 

affect trust, power, and commitment between SC partners in SCI process. For example, 

dependence on suppliers can improve trust, leading to supplier integration (Zhang and Huo, 

2013). Yet a supplier or customer possesses more power if it controls more important resources, 

which brings about power asymmetry (Casciaro and Piskorski, 2005). Resource dependence 

can push SC partners into forming IOR networks in order to develop reciprocity.  

IPRs are considered a “soft” aspect of a SC as it involves people rather than technical 

matters (Borgatti and Li, 2009), and formation of personal relationships with members of SC 

partners leads to a creation of social capital, manifested as relational embeddedness 

(Gelderman et al., 2016). IPRs can underpin IORs by developing company’s willingness to 

rely on SC partners, leading to perceptions of trust, power asymmetry, and relationship 

commitment, and evaluating collaboration over resource dependence and domination 

(Reimann and Ketchen, 2017). Therefore, RDT provides a sensible overall conceptual 
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framework which guides the empirical study in explaining SCI from the two perspectives of 

IPR and IOR.  

4.2.2 Supply chain integration and inter-organizational relationships  

SCI is widely regarded as a significant strategy for achieving effectiveness and efficiency 

in SCM (Croxton et al., 2001; Cao et al., 2015) by avoiding redundancy and overlap while 

seeking cooperation at lower costs (Mentzer et al., 2001). As a type of collaborative 

arrangements (Liu et al. 2016), SCI refers to the development of strategic intrafirm and 

interfirm collaboration along the SC (Cao et al., 2015). SCI activities are required to achieve 

the ultimate goal of SCM, that is, to create value through services and products provided to 

end-customers in a SC network (Wisner et al., 2014).  

A scope-based perspective classifies SCI into internal and external integration while the 

external integration is further subdivided into supplier and customer integration (Flynn et al., 

2010; Huo, 2012). This taxonomy emphasizes the “importance of conceptualizing SCI as a 

multidimensional construct to examine its effects on firm performance” (Liu et al., 2016, p15). 

Our study focuses on external integration, which requires more resources, emphasising the 

inter-organizational process of integration with business partners. External SCI enables 

individual firms to form strategic alliances, share supply information, and coordinate 

operational processes, transcending firm boundaries (Flynn et al., 2010; Min, 2015; Zhao et 

al., 2011). Therefore, strategic alliances, information integration, and process integration are 

identified as central activities in SCM, and the three key dimensions of SCI (Flynn et al., 2010; 

Liu et al., 2016; Zhao et al., 2011). 

Strategic alliance refers to joint decisions among SC partners in order to achieve mutually 

agreed goals (Min, 2015). Information integration concerns visibility and timeliness (Tsanos 

and Zografos, 2016) and refers to “the coordination of information transfer, collaborative 

communication and supporting technology among firms in SC” (Leuschner et al., 2013; p. 38). 
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Process integration refers to the collaborative working between SC partners, such as joint 

product development, and common systems (Haq and Boddu, 2017). These three dimensions 

are closely related to each other. For example, information integration is achieved through 

process integration, while process integration cannot occur without information integration 

(Haq and Boddu, 2017). The integration of the three dimensions can create sustained 

competitive advantages, leading to higher SC performance (Tsanos and Zografos, 2016; 

Tsanos et al., 2014).  

Prior studies have examined a number of organizational factors in SCI, including trust, 

leadership, power, commitment, justice, culture, knowledge, and communication 

(Braunscheidel et al., 2010; Cao et al., 2015; Griffith et al., 2006; Hult et al., 2004; Huo et al., 

2017; Kwon and Suh, 2005; Mentzer et al., 2001; Prajogo and Olhager, 2012; Zhang and Huo, 

2013; Zhao et al., 2008). However, although all these factors contribute to the establishing of 

SCI across firm boundaries, they play distinct roles in influencing SCI. Among these factors, 

the literature has identified trust, commitment, and power as the three most influential 

organizational factors in enabling SCI. Trust and commitment are vitally important for SCI, 

because they provide a foundation for all cross-boundary SCM activities (Chen and Paulraj, 

2004). Naturally, these two factors have become the most commonly examined at an 

organizational level in terms of their influence on relational contracting transactions (Tsanos 

and Zografos, 2016). Meanwhile, power, reflecting relative dependence in terms of resources 

among members in SC networks (Wu et al., 2014), has been regarded as the central crux among 

various organizational determinants of SC relationships (Cox, 2001). Therefore, our study 

focuses on the three factors of trust, commitment, and power, as organizational enablers of SCI. 

Based on a review of relevant literature, the role of these three factors on SCI is synthesized in 

Table 10. 
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Table 10  Role of trust, commitment, and power on SCI 
Tr

us
t  

Definition 

Extent to which a firm believes its exchange part is honest/benevolent 
(Yeung et al., 2009); interactions parties expect others not to act 
opportunistically or violate norms of the relationship (Lyles et al., 2008). 
Trust can be divided into reliability-based and character-based trust 
(Bowersox et al., 2010) 

Role on strategic 
alliance 

Trust can contribute significantly to the long-term stability of an 
organization (Handfield and Bechtel, 2002); fundamental element of the 
successful "marriage" of strategic alliance (Sambasivan et al., 2011) 

Role on information 
integration 

Positively affect information sharing by encouraging necessary 
information sharing and improving information quality (Wu et al., 
2014);  

Role on process 
integration 

Enable process integration between suppliers and buyer based on the 
willingness to take risks (Mayer et al., 1995); drive coordination and 
cooperation among partners (Swink et al., 2007; Zhao et al., 2008) 

C
om

m
itm

en
t 

Definition 

The willingness of a party to maintain a relationship through investments 
of financial, physical or relationship-based resources (Morgn and Hunt, 
1994). Brown et al (1996) classify it into normative commitment (related 
to willingness to secure a relationship) and instrumental commitment 
(related to compliance). 

Role on strategic 
alliance With commitment, partners are more likely to assist the development of 

strategic alliance, to share tacit information, and jointly to solve process 
problems (Zhao et al., 2008; 2011). Commitment positively influence 
SCI based on empirical studies (Cheng, 2011; Wu et al., 2014) 

Role on information 
integration 

Role on process 
integration 

Po
w

er
 

Definition 

Refer to capacity of one party to influence decisions and behaviours of 
partners; relative dependence between exchange members (Wu et al., 
2014); based on the control of resources valued or desired by others 
(Turner, 2005). Power can be classified into mediated power (related to 
rewards and punishments) and no-mediated power (related to 
knowledge, skills, expertise, value-identification, and natural right 
(Maloni and Benton, 2000).  

Role on strategic 
alliance 

Power can push parties to understand each other's goals and targets, 
faciliating the formation of strategic alliance (Zhao et al., 2008) 

Role on information 
integration 

Power target would share information resources to balance the influence 
of the power source's influence (Zhao et al., 2008). 

Role on process 
integration 

Power can push parties to develop joint problem solving routines to 
coordinate their activities (Zhao et al., 2008) 
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4.2.3 Inter-personal relationships  
Business research, especially marketing research, has examined the role of personal factors 

in inter-organizational business relationships (Barnes et al., 2015; Gligor and Holcomb, 2013). 

For example, it is suggested that boundary spanners tend to develop social bonds through their 

personal social networks (Ramström, 2008), and that frequently, IORs are initiated by 

boundary spanners (Brass et al., 2004). Moreover, social bonds take their origin from 

relationships between individuals, which then emerge into inter-organizational bonds, given 

the fact that these boundary spanners’ day-to-day experience involves working closely with 

individuals from other firms (Barnes et al., 2015; Haytko, 2004; Lian and Laing, 2007). 

However, it has been rather rare to apply IPRs research in settings of SCM until relatively 

recently (Ekanayake et al., 2017; Gligor and Holcomb, 2013). Recent studies have identified 

personal affection, personal credibility, and personal communication (Barnes et al., 2015; 

Wang et al., 2016) as the three main dimensions in IPRs that tend to influence IORs in a SC 

setting.  

Following this conceptualisation, we review these dimensions to examine how they 

influence SCI. Personal affection refers to individual’s sentiments and likeability that affect 

the closeness between people (Barnes et al., 2015). Personal credibility is the ability of others 

to rely on a person who is regarded as being credible or competent (Barnes et al., 2015). It is 

particularly important when initiating business interactions between individuals, whose 

trustworthiness and ability to build a successful relationship is uncertain (Luo, 2007). Frequent 

social interaction is an effective way of building up personal credibility, as they are able to 

cultivate trust on the personal level (Adobor, 2006). The establishment of personal credibility 

would pave the way for building inter-organizational trust, as there would be a strong desire to 

extend and upgrade interpersonal trust to inter-organizational trust (Ramström 2008). Personal 

communication has more external attribute of IPRs than personal credibility (Wang et al., 
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2016). Personal communication is the vehicle of information resource exchange achieving 

familiarity and mutual understanding (Gligor and Autry, 2012). Personal communication is 

also an effective way to achieving harmony, as it enhances the feeling that promises and 

obligations can be delivered as expected (Barnes et al., 2015).  

Table 11 provides a summary of IPRs based on literature.  

Table 11  Literature review on interpersonal relationships (IPRs) 

Definition 
IPRs refer to the individual-level relationships that develop between persons 

who happen to do business (Grayson, 2007).  

Key 

characteristics 

(Gligor and 

Autry, 2012) 

Expressive emotion based, intrinsic (Grayson, 2007) 

Based on 

voluntary 

interactions 

individuals are expected to seek each other's company 

voluntarily (Fischer, 1982) 

Informal not like the formal roles expected in IORs (Price and Arnould, 

1999) 

Motivated by a communal orientation (Silver, 1990) 

Lead to development of increasingly intimate social connections; share 

personal knowledge and open to each other (Fischer, 1982) 

Personal in nature which cannot be substituted while business relationships 

are impersonal which can be substituted (Silver, 1990). 

Dimensions 

(Barnes et al, 

2015)  

Personal 

affection 

Human affective likes/dislikes, sentiments and emotion 

that affects the closeness between individuals. 

Personal 

credibility 

The degree of a person to gain confidence, reliability, 

and trust from the interactive people.  

Personal 

communication 

Individuals interaction using language, words, signals to 

pass, share information to facilitate relational 

interaction, coordinate activities.  

4.3 Methodology  

4.3.1 Case study approach and sampling 

Our study is exploratory and explanatory, focusing on the process and mechanisms (a 

“how” research question) through which IPRs interact with IORs and jointly enable SCI. Given 
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that SCI enablers have been widely examined at an organizational level, but rarely at an 

interpersonal level, initial theory building is needed, and thus, a multiple case study method 

was selected. Although we employed Barnes et al (2015) dimensions of IPRs, our research 

deployed it within a context where the previously-studied relationships may not be found. 

While Barnes et al (2015) focused on IPRs as drivers of quality and performance in IORs, for 

IPRs affect interfirm trust which influences interfirm relationship quality and consequently 

financial performances, our research also extended to other IOR factors, such as commitment 

and power in the SCI context. Furthermore, we explored the influences of each dimension of 

IPRs on IORs and compared the different evolutional paths across the entire SCI process (from 

formative to operational stages), each dimension having different magnitudes on IOR 

dimensions. The research question for this study deals with dynamic organizational and human 

behaviour, and addresses a research subject, namely, how IPRs and IORs influence SCI. A 

qualitative case study method is highly useful and apt for such relationship-based research 

(Bryman, 2012), which is becoming increasingly important in the SCM discipline (Halldórsson 

et al., 2015; Gligor and Autry, 2012).  

A four-case study design was developed by considering literature on the case study. 

Replication logic underlies the use of multiple case studies. Under this logic, multiple cases 

are selected, with similar case results strengthening the emerging theory (i.e. literal replication), 

and with contrasting results extending it (i.e. theoretical replication) (Yin, 2014). Our case 

sampling was theoretical, and the sampling procedure was conceptually focused and directed 

by the theoretical concepts that were examined in the study (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). 

Our case sampling is also purposeful and involved sampling in a specific locale according to a 

preconceived reasonable initial set of dimensions, including size, time span, and industry in 

terms of supply chain activities.  
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Three criteria were established for case selection. Firstly, the time span of the sample 

company’s operations must be at least five years, so that the case company has substantially 

engaged in SC activities. Secondly, the extent of experience in SCI must be appropriate, such 

that their experiences can aid in offering a greater understanding of how SCI might be 

influenced by the enabling factors. Thirdly, the case companies must be different in terms of 

industry and company size, so that contextual effects of size and industry can be controlled.      

SCI is a multi-level longitudinal phenomenon, since SCI evolves over an extended period 

of time as the integrated relationships within a supply chain and thus is time- and context-

bounded. In this evolving process, supply chain partners interact with each other both in the 

internal and external business environments, which are also dynamic in nature.  Therefore, this 

study needs to take temporal duration of these supply relationships into consideration. Our 

multiple case study design is helpful to serve this requirement. The ultimate goals of a case 

study method are to offer a rich description of the phenomenon being studied and to describe 

the context in which it occurs (Dyer and Wilkins, 1991; Halinen and Törnroos, 2005). By 

adopting the approach of triangulating multiple data sources, our data collection and analysis 

is able to capture the longitudinal nature of the SCI process. In data collection, multiple 

participants in each of the case companies were interviewed, and interview data from one 

interviewee were triangulated with those from other interviewees. While collecting historical 

information at one particular time point may result in a risk of retrospective bias and memory 

decay, triangulation of the data sources is able to negate potential subjective bias from a 

particular data source and retrospective bias (Piekkari et al., 2009). By means of simultaneously 

gathering and triangulating multiple sources of information (Guest et al., 2012), our case study 

design is able to describe a considerably long temporal horizon of SCI process.  
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4.3.2. Data collection 

Following prior studies (Piekkari et al., 2009; Yin, 2014), we carefully selected interview 

respondents to gain greater depth and multiple perspectives regarding the case companies’ 

SCM activities. Interview respondents are selected only if they have had direct involvement in 

decision-making or operations relevant to SC activities. As a result of this preparation, most of 

the respondents can be regarded as the boundary spanners of the case companies. Senior and 

mid-level management were targeted for the case interviews, to gain insights from multiple 

levels: while senior management can provide a strategic overview of their SC activities with 

partner companies, mid-level managers are able to provide more operational information such 

as information integration and SC process integration with trading partners. Each interview 

lasted between 60 and 90 minutes, was recorded and then transcribed verbatim. In addition, 

notes were taken during the interviews to draft interview reports. Unclear answers were 

clarified via follow-up phone calls and emails. In a few cases, following-up interviews were 

conducted with key informants. 

We made iterative efforts to collect archival data from websites, news coverage and 

requested company documents, including the profile of the case companies, so that the 

interview data can be triangulated. The profiles for the four case companies, all named by 

pseudonyms, are as follows:  

• SIB, a market leading wine bottling company, which was founded in 1995, proclaims 

itself to be “Brand New Zealand” on the world stage. It owns three sites in New Zealand, 

in Auckland, Hawkes Bay, and Marlborough. Eight thousand bottles can be produced 

per hour, and it has won many Australasian awards. SIB was selected as an exemplary 

large agricultural business in the New Zealand manufacturing industry.  

• NIS, established in 2001, provides IT solutions based on Microsoft tools and 

technologies and provides consulting services to business and government clients. NIS 
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is principally a distributor and developer of web-based technologies, using the 

Microsoft platforms. Today NIS is among the longest and largest dedicated providers 

of Microsoft-based solutions in the southern hemisphere. NIS was selected as a 

representative of large software service providers in this study. 

• AKS and NZF were selected to represent small and medium enterprises (SME) that 

make up 97% of businesses in New Zealand and employ 29% of the workforce (Joyce, 

2014). Auckland is the major economic and financial centre, accounting for 36.6% of 

national GDP (Statistics New Zealand, 2015), both AKS and NZF are Auckland based. 

As a software developer, AKS specializes in providing customers with online solutions 

for a range of human resource management functions, such time and attendance, 

employee and team scheduling, and payroll needs, as well as mobile solutions. 

Although AKS only employs eight people, they have grown to serve more than 100 

industrial customers serving the New Zealand and Australian market due to integration 

with their customers and customer’s network.  

• NZF, formed in 1998, provides specialized consultancy services in logistics and supply 

chain management, especially in the fourth party logistics (4PL) services. It specialises 

in developing and implementing value chain strategies, restructuring, reengineering, 

and the measuring and monitoring of SC performance. With eight staff, NZF provides 

consulting services to a range of clients from the industrial sectors of logistics, 

manufacturing, retailing, education, and public sectors in countries including New 

Zealand, Australia, Singapore, India, and Brazil. 

Profiles of case companies can be seen in Table 12. 
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Table 12  Profiles of case companies 

 

4.3.3 Data coding and data analysis  

We adopted a retrospective perspective, exploring how IPRs developed by the boundary 

spanners and other managerial staff from the focal case companies were transformed into IORs, 

and how the IPRs and IORs influenced SCI. Following the literature (Strauss and Corbin, 1990), 

a paradigm of axial and selective coding, and thematic analysis was adopted. Coding and 

analysis of recorded interviews and secondary materials collected provided a database for the 

examination of the focal firms’ SCI at the organizational level and its influencing factors drawn 

from both IPRs and IORs. Through this process, the research focuses on how the four case 

firms proceeded in achieving their respective SCI through repeated interactions on both the 

interpersonal and inter-organizational level.  

The data coding and analysis was in two stages. During stage one, verbatim transcripts 

from interviews and secondary material were carefully read to generate an overview of patterns 

for the incidents, events, and activities involving SCM. The conceptual themes running through 
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the case data were identified. More specifically, empirical data were coded into three sets of 

constructs including SCI, IPRs and IORs. At stage two, incidents, events, and descriptive 

evidence identified were mapped to match our theoretical concepts. Interview transcripts were 

analysed sentence-by-sentence and coded for conceptual content relevant to the identified 

research themes. Data analysis was an iterative process with the review of theoretical concepts 

and the identifying of empirical case material each informing the other. Data coding into each 

of these three constructs was aligned to the previously identified constructs in the “literature 

review” section. SCI data were captured whenever the case firms initiated or were involved in 

collaborative SC activities along the three dimensions of strategic alliance, information 

integration, and process integration. IPRs were coded whenever events and processes marked 

by IPR formation that manifested between boundary spanners of the four case firms and 

individuals from SC partners in their respective SCs. Similarly, data on IORs were coded 

whenever incidences and events occurred for the case firms along SCM activities relating to 

trust, commitment, and power at organizational levels. Thus, construct validity was achieved 

by multiple data sources for each case and maintenance of a chain of evidence (Zhang et al., 

2016). The data results were then analysed and synthesised into case findings reported in the 

results section.  

4.4 Findings  

4.4.1 Overall influence of IPRs on IORs at different stages  

As cooperative IORs development can be a long-term process,  Ring and Van de Ven 

(1994) states that there are four main stages: negotiation, commitment, execution, and 

dissolution. This statement focuses on the procedural aspects of IORs while these stages do not 

necessarily follow a sequential process (Choi and Lee, 1997), the research simply classifies the 

process into formative stage and operational stage.  
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As demonstrated in Table 13, empirical findings from this study reveal that IPRs 

significantly influence the establishing of IORs throughout the whole SCI process. All four 

case companies in the study have achieved SCI, although to different extents. For all four cases, 

personal networks took their origin from relations between individuals which then evolved into 

IORs when boundary spanners found SC-related business opportunities for their companies.  

A major finding from our case companies is that IPRs can lead to IORs, but the effects of 

boundary spanners differ based on their organizational positions and also on firm size. In the 

two large case companies SIB and NIS, the IPRs developed by members of senior management 

were the most important in creating IORs, which eventually led to SCI. For example, the 

relationship of NIS with its biggest SC partner was initiated by NIS’s visionary leader. Relying 

on personal relationships with senior executives of Microsoft, NIS was established 15 years 

ago as a SC partner both upstream and downstream of Microsoft. Since then, a high level of 

SCI between NIS and Microsoft as its primary SC partner has been achieved, revenue from 

Microsoft accounts for around 90% of NIS’s total business. In this specific case, the top-level 

executives are the key boundary spanners. However, large companies can also rely on personal 

relationships developed by mid-level managers to gain new business. As a sales manager of 

SIB commented,  

“We employed those salespeople with good relevant experience. They know the industry. 

They know the customers, potential customers. Their personal relationships absolutely help 

them to take in new customers.” 

In comparison, it seems that IPRs developed by boundary spanners at middle management 

and operational levels also played a more critical role for the smaller case companies, as 

demonstrated in the two small case companies of NZF and AKS. SCM activities at an 

operational level, regarding niche markets, products, and services, required a high level of 

technical expertise, which in turn led to an emphasis on IPRs developed by customer facing 
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staff. For instance, as AKS has neither the time nor budget to invest into marketing, IPRs were 

critical for AKS to develop its business.  

“…all we have is our personal connections with potential customers. All our current 

customers are introduced by our friends, or friends’ friends. It is very common and important 

for us to develop our market in New Zealand as it is a very small country and its culture is a 

little special.”  
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Table 13  Salient respondent quotations relating to the importance of IPRs on IORs 

Importance of IPRs at the formative stage of IORs 

Importance of IPRs at the 

operational stage of IORs 

"We started our food-processing plant in Hawke’s Bay in 1995. Within a year we were carrying out the bottling and warehousing 

for 30 wineries. Most of these wineries were from my personal networks. In some way, I can say, it is my personal relationships 

and personal network that established our business in the early days" (SIB); 

 

"He [Microsoft Regional Director of NIS] is the guy that started the initial relationship with them [Microsoft HQ in America] 11 

years ago" (NIS).  

(Regarding new business in Australia) “We got an introduction from an ex-client who moved to Sydney who helped us get one 

of our first clients. […]Microsoft Australia has also introduced us to a number of clients, so it’s been handy having that help over 

there. “ (NIS).  

 

"I establish business mainly based on my personal connections. For example, I have a new customer in Sydney; the project 

manager knew me when he worked in Auckland" (NZF); 

 

 “…with the established personal relationships, our customers come to know our products and services in the beginning. Then, 

we have a chance to learn the customers’ time and attendance system[…] and most of their systems are time-consuming and 

labour-intensive" (AKS). 

"No, no, (interpersonal) 

relationships cannot work too 

well after the beginning. 

Customers demand our high 

quality products and services" 

(SIB); 

 

"…then we don’t focus on 

(interpersonal) relationships 

anymore as our product and 

service will then do the job" 

(AKS).  
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Our empirical findings demonstrate a less significant role of IPRs in the operational stage, 

after IPRs initiated IORs, as illustrated in Table 13. At this stage, the formal IORs between SC 

partners play a more significant role in enabling SCI. As in western business culture, “business 

is business”. One of our respondents commented;  

After all, we do business with a company rather than the individuals in the company. 

Individuals can represent their company, but they are not the company. (SIB)  

On the other hand, there is still a need to maintain and strengthen the IPRs that were 

developed during the formative stage, especially with key partners, as demonstrated in the case 

of Microsoft for NIS.  

 “We used to send our regional director to spend a week there every two months: just rent 

a hotel room and we’d service it out of New Zealand, but we’ve just established an office at the 

start of this financial year, a physical presence there as opposed to a fly-in fly-out presence”. 

Another interesting finding revealed from our cross-case analysis is the varied views of 

the influence of IPRs on IORs and SCI at different hierarchical levels of the management. 

While most of our respondents recognised the significance of IPRs, there are subtle differences 

between top management and more junior level boundary spanners in terms of attitudes 

towards IPRs and their perceived significance. At a lower level, the boundary spanners tended 

to attach a high level of significance to the role of IPRs, while at a higher level they expressed 

a tendency to restrain individual interactions out of concern their employees would be trapped 

between friendship on one hand and business interests on the other. Moreover, case analysis 

based on a comparison of the case companies with fewer but larger SC partner companies (e.g. 

NIS) with those that have more but smaller SC partner companies (e.g. NIS) demonstrated a 

likely correlation between the number of key partner companies and the influence of IPRs: the 

fewer key partner companies the more important IPRs become.  
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4.4.2 Influence of three IPR dimensions on IORs and SCI at different stages  

As highlighted in Table 14 , a selection of comments from our respondents, all three IPR 

dimensions appeared to have a significant effect on IORs. Among the three dimensions, the 

personal credibility of boundary spanners was regarded as the most likely to influence business 

transactions at an early stage. Before initiating a business relationship, our respondents reported 

that it is imperative to research and collect information about the credibility and trustworthiness 

of potential business partners and people in key positions therein. Our interviewees also 

emphasised the importance of first impressions in a business context. Conversely the role of 

personal affection tends to get weaker and more limited with time.  
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Table 14  Salient respondent quotations relating to the significance of IPRs on different stage of IORs 

  Importance of IPRs at the formative stage of IORs Importance of IPRs at the operational stage of IORs 

Personal 
credibility  

“Definitely we like to do business with someone who we believe is 
credible” (SIB); 
 
“Good personal credibility, means, the quality of trustworthiness; for 
example, if you always keep our promise, I will trust you, and then I 
would like to discuss the business” (AKS);  
 
“As we are so busy, we need to study the personal credibility to see if 
we should do business at all” (NZF). 

“The role of personal credibility is limited—information sharing is 
something we agree between parties—we seldom associate or think 
about an individual’s personal credibility in arranging or facilitating 
information sharing” (SIB); 
“More information will be forthcoming if a partner is seen as 
credible and capable for a long-term relationship” (NIS); 
“We would more readily will work with people we find personally 
credible to find solutions, and supplier-customer process integration 
is an example of needing to work together to find solutions” (NZF). 

Personal 
affection 

“If you don’t like your customer…, you still need to carry on the 
business as business is business, although the dislike may affect the 
business somehow” (SIB); 
“We typically collaborate better with parties we have some liking 
towards” (NIS); 
“Of course you discuss business better and more happily with those 
you like” (NZF). 
“Only when one has a good impression of the other, do both really 
get on well” (NZF). 

“Personal affection is not that significant but it certainly makes for 
having the discussion about what information will be shared easier” 
(SIB); 
 
“The level of like and dislike can fluctuate as the business goes on 
[…] for example, the more you communicate, the more you know 
each other” (AKS). 

Personal 
communication  

“We used to send our regional director to spend a week there every two months … we’ve just established the office there to have a physical 
presence there as opposed to a fly in fly out presence. … it was a defensive move to the competitors as well as we figured it’s about time we 
showed a bit more commitment” (NIS); 
“We tend to treat information through the emails as supplement of our contracts. Compared with the frosty emails, the voices from the 
telephone calls make us really feel the friendship,  and then you have a kind of obligation to honour the commitments. You will react faster 
in solving any problems” (AKS).  
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Our respondents ranked personal communication as the most important IPR factor 

affecting IORs. Unlike the intangible personal credibility and affection, communication is 

more external, direct and quantifiable. Personal communication can change personal affection, 

and modify perceptions of personal credibility. More importantly, it can help clarify the 

intentions, plans and strategies of SC partners, and thus facilitate both IOR formation and SCI 

by reducing risks and resolving conflict. In terms of approaches to communication, our 

respondents stated that traditional means seemed more influential. For example, one 

respondent observed that that emails were not only “frosty” but also “too formal”, as receivers 

had to treat them as “part of the formal agreement”; other respondents remarked that traditional 

approaches, including telephone calls, seemed to be more direct and efficient. Based on the 

observation of our case companies, modern IT applications sometimes provide audio/video 

direct communication, but virtual interactions are still seemingly insufficient, as “face-to-face 

meetings are necessary to improve personal affection (NIS).”  

All three dimensions of IPRs were found to be enabling factors of SCI. In regards to 

strategic alliances, a NIS executive commented that “a strategic alliance needs to be fed, and 

regular meetings and catch-ups are necessary.” Similarly, a manager from AKS stated: 

“personal communication will strengthen the relationship and is more likely to result in a 

mutually improved outcome.” Evidence from NIS and AKS suggests that the impact of personal 

communication on information sharing seems even more significant. As for process integration, 

interviewees from all case companies suggested personal communication was required: “it is 

helpful for a more harmonious integration of process between two parties.” 
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4.4.3 The role of the three IPR dimensions on three IOR factors 

We asked our interviewees how their IPRs with individuals from SC partners influence or 

not influence the relationships between the SC partners. Selected comments from our 

respondents are provided in Table 15. 
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Table 15 Salient respondent quotations relating to the influence of IPRs on IORs 

  Trust  Commitment Power 

Personal 
credibility  

“if you are credible, then other parties know 
you will follow through” (SIB); 
“Yes, definitely our trust of a partner 
company is based on our trust for the people 
within it (an organization is its people)” 
(NZF). 

"Some customers give me more jobs because 
of long term personal credibility" (SIB); 
"It can make for a slightly easier 
conversation when you are calling up to 
chase payment – you can play the ‘I’m a 
valued service provider, so look after me 
with timely payment’ card” (NIS); 
"The companies with trustworthy people are 
more likely to be consistent in their 
commitment stance" (NZF). 

“ Personal creditability is also linked to integrity 
– companies perceived to have more integrity are 
also likely to benefit from some elevation of 
power: I would like this to the halo effect” 
(NIS).  

Personal affection “Personal affection helps to create a bond to 
build up trust. If people get along with each 
other and share personal experiences, it 
encourages open and frank exchanges 
between people” (NIS); 
 “Liking and trust are linked in respect, so it 
is easier and more natural to trust a company 
you like, rather than one you might dislike” 
(NZF). 

“Commitment is stronger if personal 
affection is stronger” (SIB); 
 
“With good personal affection, people get on 
with making their contribution to 
integration” (AKS). 

“Power implies one has a certain superiority over 
another because of occupation of resources” 
(SIB); 
 
“Power I think is more a matter of where in a 
supply chain you are, and a function of both 
scale and dependency” (NZF). 

Personal 
communication  

“Definitely, trust means that you understand 
and ‘get’ what that person wants” (AKS); 
“Trust is incredibly powerful if it [personal 
communication] is in place – generally not 
something you see in industry between 
businesses” (NZF). 

“Influential when it is in place” (SIB); 
“Communication between individuals of 
organizations seldom gets to the level of 
‘personal communication’” (NZF).  

"Not really that effective". (SIB) 
“[Microsoft] do have a tendering process. But 
quite often, because of the size of Microsoft, the 
guy setting up each unit will also have a fair 
degree of delegated authority, so that they don’t 
have to go out to market, if the piece of work is 
under a certain threshold.” (NIS) 
“To a lesser degree, power is typically a function 
of where in a supply chain the organization is, 
and what role each party has, i.e. buyer versus 
supplier, and scale”. (NIS) 
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4.4.3.1 Influence of personal credibility on trust, commitment and power 

As demonstrated by our respondents, the personal credibility of a managerial executive 

creates or at least enhances confidence and trust in her company, which facilitates SC 

coordination by saving time and resources. According to a manager from NZF, personal 

credibility is:  

“the ‘trust’ and ‘respect’ we build in other people’s minds as a ‘result of our actions’ and 

the ‘consistency and plausibility’ of those actions”. 

Our findings suggest that there is a strong and direct relationship between personal 

credibility and trust. Our respondents expressed similar views on the impact of personal 

credibility on relationship commitment. On the other hand, it seems to our respondents that the 

link between personal credibility and organizational power is not as direct and strong. Overall, 

our respondents rated the linkage of personal credibility with trust as more influential than that 

of either commitment or power.  

4.4.3.2 Influence of personal affection on trust, commitment and power 

As respondents stated, personal perception of their SC counterparts can influence their 

judgements regarding trustworthy of a partner company. Thus, it seems clear that personal 

affection influences organizational trust. As illustrated in the comments in Table 6, personal 

affection is also able to facilitate organizational commitment. On the other hand, the influence 

of personal affection on organizational power seems neither straightforward nor clear.  

4.4.3.3 Influence of personal communication on trust, commitment and power. 

Our respondents suggested that personal communication is the most important external 

attribute of IPRs. One interviewee elaborated regarding personal communication:  
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“… the communication that happens often even without words – it is a level of relationship 

where the other party implicitly trusts someone – how to respond will be known as much by 

what is said as what is not.”  

Furthermore, a manager from NIS highlighted the influence of personal communication 

on organizational trust as “incredibly powerful if in place”. In his view, NIS established an 

office close to Microsoft’s HQ in order to have a “physical presence there” and enhance 

communication with Microsoft as it key supply chain partner. The impact of personal 

communication on organizational commitment is “influential when it is in place”. But an NZF 

interviewee raised some doubt on the importance of personal communication on commitment 

at the organizational level. The influence of personal communication on power was regarded 

by our interviewees as being even more questionable. 

4.5 Discussion  

In this section, we examine the IPRs leading to IORs throughout the SCI process, based 

on the empirical findings from within and across case analysis and prior knowledge in the 

literature.  

4.5.1 Role of IPRs in initiating IORs  

Prior research has examined SCI mainly from the research setting of IORs, and hence 

overlooked the role of IPRs in enabling SCI to a large extent (Wang et al., 2016). Research on 

organizational dynamics suggests that in Western culture, formal IORs would be established 

first and then within this IOR context, informal IPRs, among individuals involved, can spring 

up, while in Chinese culture, IPRs often precede and lead to IORs (Park and Luo, 2001). For 

example, organizational ties play a leading role in initiating SC collaboration which is then 

passed to the individual boundary spanners for implementation on behalf of their firms 

(Ekanayake et al. 2017). However, evidence from our study demonstrates that the sequence of 
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IPRs and IORs is strongly related to the stage of SCI, and that IPRs are able to play the role of 

initiating IORs in the SCM context. 

Resource dependence theory (RDT) emphasizes power and dependence as motivators 

for IORs because SC companies use IORs to gain control over critical resources (Parmigiani 

and Rivera-Santos, 2011). According to RDT, a SC firm is dependent on resources that are 

controlled by its SC partners, leading to power asymmetry and uncertainty (Pfeffer and 

Salancik, 2003). IORs can help reduce the uncertainty by balancing dependence and creating 

a platform for joint action (Parmigiani and Rivera-Santos, 2011), and by adopting a variety of 

organizational strategies (Drees and Heugens, 2013), such as integration. Consequently, a firm 

needs to select its best SC partners considering dependent resources to ensure competitive 

advantage (Guneri et al., 2009). But at the formative stage, power and uncertainty related to 

dependent resources wait to be fully realised while individuals may contact and interact with 

each other before IORs have been established. Therefore, IPRs can influence the SC partners’ 

selection criteria, evaluation and review. For example, likeability from personal affection can 

affect the outcomes of interpersonal interaction (Pulles and Hartman, 2017) which may 

significantly influence the initiating and forming of IORs. Personal credibility in the industry 

can enahce trust from potnetial SC partners, leading to organizational collaboration. Through 

personal communication, a company may detect if the potential SC partners need resources 

such as product supply, the capabilities, or technology, service, and market requirments. Thus, 

the SC companies can partner with each other and reinforce individual and organizational 

relationships in order to access greater and more diverse sources of social capital (Parmigiani 

and Rivera-Santos, 2011).  

Prior research suggests that IORs can be initiated by boundary spanners (Brass et al., 

2004). Although the linkage between IPRs and IORs has not been explicitly applied to SCM 

research, evidence from our case companies provides empirical support to the notion that IPRs 
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are able to facilitate the initiation of IORs in the formative stage of SCI. Thus, we propose our 

first proposition:  

P1. During the formative stage of SCI, IPRs play a central role in initiating relationships 

at the organization level, which subsequently leads to the development of formal IORs. 

4.5.2 Role of the three IPR dimensions on IORs across different SCI stages 

We observed that influences from three dimensions of IPRs on IORs displayed different 

influences at different stages of the SCI process (Figure 12 provides an indicative illustration 

regarding how these influences evolve). IPRs can be regarded as part of as a firm’s resources 

since they are valuable, rare, inimitable, and non-substitutable (Barney, 1991). IPRs are closely 

related to IOR resource dependence. In the early formative stage, SC partners are still exploring 

the possibility and potential for exchange of resources before IORs are formed, so IPRs become 

a bridge through which SC partners can build up IORs. Personal credibility based on one’s past 

behavior can be the first indicator as part of organizational resources to be researched before 

boundary spanners contact potential partners. During contact, personal affection and likeability 

gained through personal interaction can influence boundary spanners’ willingness to further 

initiate IORs and exchange resources (Pulles and Hartman, 2017). Based on personal 

credibility, boundary spanners could build up personal trust, then initiate organizational level 

trust (Zaheer et al., 1998). Personal communication can help the boundary spanners learn more 

critical information about the required resources, to express the willingness to start the 

collaboration and to negotiate the conditions and terms under which resource exchange occurs, 

which can greatly influence the occurrence of IORs. But personal communication plays a 

limited role at the formative stage, as the individuals communicate in depth less frequently at 

this stage.  Thus, based on the observation and discussion above, we propose: 
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P2. Personal credibility, affection, and communication among boundary spanners can 

significantly influence the occurrence of IORs. 

 

With the evolving IOR into the operational stage, the roles of the three dimensions change: 

the influencing role from personal credibility and affection on IORs tend to fade away, as firms 

then focus more on the interdependence in terms of SC relationships (Xia et al., 2014) in order 

to exchange potentially needed resources. According to RDT, a firm which controls more 

critical and vital resources would have more power over its SC partners (Pfeffer and Salancik, 

2003). It is organizations rather than individuals that control the resources, so IPRs are 

subordinate to IORs. Under these circumstances, personal affection has limited influence 

because it can affect neither power nor its distribution of the resource exchange. Personal 

credibility may still have some influence because it generates personal trust in interactions 

during the SCI process which can enhance the organizational trust (Zaheer et al, 1998), 

consequently reducing uncertainty by balancing dependence (Parmigiani and Rivera-Santos, 

2011). Comparably, personal communication, a flexible and important supplement to 

organizational communication (Gligor and Autry, 2012), can transfer information resources to 

influence the level of dependence on SC partners, as boundary spanners would have intensive 

interactions in terms of information exchange. Personal communication can not only help 

exchange information resources, but also coordinate the process of dynamic information-

related resources exchange between SC partners, thus affecting organizational-level trust, 

relationship commitment, and power. Therefore, personal communication plays a more 

important role than personal credibility and personal affection.  

The emergence concept regarding organizational behaviour suggests that IORs as a higher-

level phenomenon are nested in and influenced by lower-level IPRs, but that the higher-level 

phenomenon may be more than the mere sum of the lower-level phenomena (Fulmer and 
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Ostroff, 2016). This emergence concept plays an important role in explaining organizational 

behaviour, although this concept has not yet been applied in the SCM domain (Schorsch et al., 

2017). Following the logic of emergence, the factors of IORs, such as organizational trust, 

commitment, and power, can find their origins at lower level relationships, in other words, 

from the IPRs factors, such as personal credibility, personal affection, and personal 

communication. Although organizational behavioural literature has discussed the influence of 

IPRs on IORs, prior research has not addressed how these dimensional IPR factors affect higher 

level IORs with respect to IOR dimensional factors.  

 

Figure 13  Personal affection, credibility, and communication in SCI process 

 

All three IPR dimensions facilitate the sharing of information to facilitate the SCI process 

by reducing risks and resolving conflict. Based on our empirical findings it can be suggested 

that while all three IPR dimensions influence IOR dimensions, the scale of the influence from 

each of the IPR dimensions are different. As illustrated in Figure 13, the influence from 

personal credibility and personal affection tends to decline, but the influence from personal 

communication is likely to increase throughout the SCI process. Thus, we propose:  
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P3. The effects of IPRs on IORs evolve as SCI develops; the influence of personal 

credibility and affection decline over time, whilst personal communication increases.  

4.6 Conclusions 

The majority of prior studies into supply chain integration take a macro or organizational 

level perspective. Through this research we have demonstrated the importance of the individual 

ties and resultant networks that underpin inter-organizational relationships. IPR play a critical 

role during the formative stages of supply chain integration as they lay the foundations for 

IORs. IPR continue to play a key role during the operational stage of SCI, especially via inter-

personal communication. Inter-organizational trust, power and commitment are all influenced 

by IPRs, the effects of which evolve throughout the relationship life-cycle.   

4.6.1 Managerial implications 

This research can be used to assist management executives and SC managers by increasing 

their awareness of the role of IPRs in facilitating SCI and by providing a framework for 

practically assessing the development and use of IPRs in SCM activities.  

The empirical support for the positive effects of IPRs in interacting with IORs and in 

facilitating SCI has significant implications for management executives in terms of their 

decision-making regarding integration of their SCs. Empirical findings from our study could 

motivate managers to make effective use of IPRs developed by boundary spanners in 

identifying business opportunities and in initiating collaborations with potential SC partners, 

while being mindful of the negative effects of IPRs that can lead to boundary spanner conflicts 

between personal friendships and business interests at the firm level.  

Explicit conceptualisation of the three dimensions of IPRs could provide individual SC 

managers with clearly defined knowledge and skills in terms of IPRs required of boundary 

spanners. Equipped with an understanding of the role played by IPRs in interacting with IORs 
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to facilitate SCI, these boundary spanners would be able to more actively leverage their 

personal credibility, affection, and communication in relation to their counterparts from SC 

partner firms in order to improve organizational trust and commitment.  

4.6.2 Limitations and future research 

Our study has a few limitations, which readily suggest future research directions. Firstly, 

interactions between IPRs and IORs in enabling SCI are dynamic processes. Our study took a 

retrospective approach and collected data mainly from interviews, so recollection of the 

incidents and events might be subject to bias from our respondents. A longitudinal study would 

be preferred for a more in-depth study on how the factors drawn from both interpersonal and 

inter-organizational levels co-evolve and interact with each other, jointly influencing SCI. 

Another limitation of the study is related to the generalisability of the empirical findings, given 

its adoption of the case study method. Future studies could adopt alternative research 

approaches, such as survey research, such that a larger and more diverse firm population can 

be included to quantitatively test the interactions between IPRs and IORs and their joint 

influence in enabling SCI.  
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Chapter 5. Conclusion 

5.1 Research findings 

SCI is regarded as a key approach to achieve superior SCM performance (Huo, 2012), but 

the implementation of SCI in practice is difficult and rare (Childerhouse et al., 2011).  

Moreover, the results of SCI are not ideal (Cao et al., 2015).  Thus, it becomes necessary to 

study the enablers of SCI. Prior studies on SCI relational enablers focus on organizational level 

factors, overlooking factors at the individual level, which limits a deeper understanding of the 

inner mechanisms of supplier-customer interactions (Gligor and Holcomb, 2013).  

This research addresses this gap and explores the SCI enablers from both interpersonal 

and inter-organizational perspectives for the first time. It investigates the relationships between 

IPRs, IORs and SCI in order to study the role of IPRs in SCI. As the IPRs-IORs-SCI system is 

extremely complex (Refer to Figure 2), the time constraints under which this research was 

undertaken led to a focus on a simplified framework (Refer to Figure 3). Since SCI-IORs 

relationships have been extensively studied (Huo, 2013; Zhao et al., 2011), this research 

concentrates first on the framework of the IPRs-IORs-SCI relationship, then scrutinizes the 

role of IPRs on SCI and IORs.  

In order to explore IPRs-IORs-SCI relationships, this research postulates a series of 

propositions based on a comprehensive literature review. It suggests that IPRs can have 

positive influences on SCI but are mediated by IORs. These propositions provide the basis for 

this research to establish a conceptual model to link the three main constructs, IPRs, IORs and 

SCI, in a system (Refer to Figure 14).  
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Figure 14  Research Propositions on IPRs-IORs-SCI relationship 
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The original research plan was to apply quantitative approach to investigate the 

mechanism of IPRs on SCI mediating by IORs, but the in-depth exploring found that the 

research on role of IPRs in SCI and role of IPRs on IORs in different SCI stages were still 

emerging in its infancy which needs theory building, so the research was refined from 

quantitative approach to qualitative method. The research was implemented by two case study 

papers to explore the IPRs-SCI and IPRs-IORs relationships. The research found that the 

boundary spanners, using their personal affection, credibility, and communication resources, 

can initiate and start IPRs with those individuals in the targeted organization for SCI. As these 

individuals represent their own organizations, the individual level relationships can initiate, and 

further facilitate the firm-level relationships, consequently, the firm-level relationship can be 

built, further to achieve SCI.  

In order to explore the role of IPRs on SCI, the research employed an exploratory approach 

via multiple case studies in the service sector. It investigated the inner mechanisms of how 

IPRs influence SCI indirectly. Personal affection can initiate SCI in terms of strategic alliances, 

information integration, and process integration.  Personal credibility serves as a gatekeeper 

and strengthens the confidence of interactive counter partners to integrate the supply chain. 

Personal communication plays a more important role than personal affection and credibility in  

facilitating the integration of the supply chain (Refer to Figure 15). 
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Figure 15  Research findings on IPRs-SCI relationship 
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In order to investigate the role of IPRs on IORs in SCI, the research applied qualitative 

multiple case studies to explore how IPRs influence IORs during the formative and operational 

stages of SCI. For a better understanding the interaction between IPRs and IORs, the “content” 

of both IORs and IPRs can be considered to be the accrued stock in the perspective of process 

because both IPRs and IORs need time to be built. For example, regarding IOR activities, trust 

can only been built between supply chain partners over time (Lewicki and Wiethoff, 2000); 

similarly, commitment can be regarded as a matter of accrued investments (Alutto et al., 1973). 

Power, however, may shows different characteristics from trust and commitment as power is 

based on the control of resources valued or desired by others (Parmigiani and Rivera-Santos, 

2011). In terms of IPR content, personal affection can be mainly generated and developed from 

the accrued “stock” of feeling over time (Wisner et al., 2016). Personal credibility is mainly 

based on the individuals historical data and records in the business. Personal communication 

can be mainly considered as the present level enabler as it reflects the updated and newest 

contents although the communication in the past still has some influences (Barnes et al., 2015). 

The research found that IPRs can influence IORs across the whole SCI process and the 

three dimensions of IPRs show different characteristics during the formative and operational 

stages (Refer to Figure 16). 
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Figure 16  Research findings on IPRs-IORs relationship 
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5.2 Theoretical implications 

This research makes a key contribution to SCI literature by offering a more comprehensive 

understanding of the relationship between IPRs, IORs and SCI in several ways.  

First, this research extends SCI literature from macro, organizational level relationships to 

micro, individual level relationships. Most extant SCI literature has a notable weakness in 

focusing on firm level relationships and leaving individual level relationships unattended 

(Gligor and Holcomb, 2013). This research probes into the individual level relationships to 

explore the inner mechanism of SCI enablers for the first time. Although this research employs 

a simplified IPRs-IORs-SCI setting system, it establishes a conceptual framework to clarify 

the relationships between IPRs, IORs and SCI. It demonstrates that the role of IPRs in SCI 

should not be overlooked as research of the IORs-SCI link is only part of SCI enabler research. 

This research offers a more  comprehensive understanding of the IPRs-IORs-SCI system and 

provides new insights about the inner motivation and driver of SCI. 

Second, this research advances SCI theory by expanding the knowledge of IPRs’ 

dimensions in interfirm relationship quality, and consequently financial performance (Barnes 

et al., 2015). It reveals a link between IPRs and SCI. It studies the different characteristics of 

personal affection, personal credibility, and personal communication in a SCI context. It also 

examines how they influence strategic alliance, information integration, and process 

integration in SCI. The results indicate that IPRs play a central role during the formative stage 

of SCI: personal affection works as an initiator, personal credibility serves as a gatekeeper, and 

personal communication functions as a facilitator.   

This research also applies IPR dimensions to study the link between IPRs and IORs in a 

SCI context. Previous literature argues that in Western culture, IORs are established first and 

only then do IPRs develop within the IOR context (Park and Luo, 2001). One reason is that a 
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relational exchange in most Western cultures is more driven by legality and rules rather than 

by social norms (Wang, 2007). This research investigates how personal affection, credibility, 

and communication influence IORs regarding organizational trust, power, and commitment. 

The research results indicate that IPRs are able to shape and enable IORs in the formative and 

operational stage of a SCI context. This supports the statement that a company may not 

establish a relationship with another company unless it establishes the relationship between 

relevant individuals first (Gligor and Holcomb, 2013).  

On the other hand, this research also suggests that the role of IPRs in SCI should be 

mediated by IORs. This result addresses the relationship status between IPRs and IORs in SCI. 

Given that SCI operates at the firm level, IPRs can only work through IORs to enable SCI, 

therefore IPRs are subordinate to IORs. The findings enrich current understandings of 

relationships between IPRs and IORs. In addition, the research provides evidence to the 

statement that all cultures in business share some basic characteristics, including mutual 

understanding, cooperative behaviour and long-term orientation (Wang, 2007). 

Third, the research sheds light on the application of social related and resource related 

theories in SCI literatures. Social exchange theory (SET) explores the exchange between 

individuals or groups for expectations of a reward (Wu et al., 2014). This research extends SET 

to the exchange between different levels of relationships, i.e. IPRs and IORs in SCI. It 

investigates the application of social networks in SCI and finds that social ties and networks of 

IPRs and IORs can be overlapped and are exchangeable; initiation and development of IPRs 

can lead to a creation of social capital manifested as relational embeddedness in IORs 

(Gelderman et al., 2016).  

This research also furthers resource related theories in SCI study. For instance, it applies 

a resource based view (RBV) on the basis that IPRs are the firm’s critical resources because 
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they are more valuable, rare, inimitable, and non-substitutable (Barney, 1991). Also, it 

develops resource dependence theory (RDT) in relation to a SCI context. It demonstrates  that 

a firm enters a SC to manage the level of its dependence on the external environment for 

resources in order to ensure its survival and win competition in the market (Cho et al., 2017; 

Pfeffer and Salancik, 1978). IPRs can affect the resource dependence level and related power 

on SC partners, thus facilitating the formation of IORs (Drees and Heugens, 2013). 

Consequently, SCI can be achieved by aligning inter-organizational arrangements and 

coordinating SC activities and processes.  

In addition, this research explores resource orchestration theory (ROT) in SCI by 

suggesting that the fit or alignment of interdependent resources of IPRs and IORs should be 

considered. Possessing or merely combining abundant resources alone does not generate 

synergistic effects (Liu et al., 2016). All the available resources of IORs and IPRs, as well as 

IPRs’ three dimensions, should be structured and bundled to build capabilities, and then 

leveraged to excel in performance for SC actors.  

Last but not least, the research adopts strategic alliance, information integration, and 

process integration as the dimensions of SCI. Most extant SCI literatures prefer the scope of 

integration, i.e. internal and external (supplier/customer) integration; very few research has 

studied SCI three main contents simultaneously.  This research regarded SCI including service 

SCI as a system and focused on SCI contents and studied the three dimensions of SCI as a 

whole. This content-based SCI classification encourages researchers and practitioners to 

concentrate more on SCI constituents, regardless of internal or external integration. It gives 

prominence to strategic alliances as the first concern of SCI, reflecting the strategic nature of 

SCI. Since information and material flows are the two main flows in supply chains to be 

synchronised with each other (Stevens and Johnson, 2016), information integration and process 
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integration should be synchronously managed in SCI. This research applies content-based SCI 

to supplement the scope-based SCI, enriching our understanding of SCI. 

This research applies content-based SCI to supplement the scope-based SCI, enriching our 

understanding of SCI. 

In summary, this research has accomplished a significant exploration of the inner 

mechanism of SCI enablers. It has furthered a deeper understanding of the behavioural 

complexities during the interaction between the buyer and supplier in SCI (Gligor and 

Holcomb, 2013; Sambasivan et al., 2013). Overall it enables a new direction to research SCI. 

Table 16 briefly summarizes the contributions of this research. 
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Table 16  Research contribution summary 

  

Overall 
contribution 

Extend SCI literature from the macro-organizational level to the micro 
individual level and explore the role of IPRs in SCI. 

Chapter Contribution 

Chapter 2. 
Enablers of 
supply chain 
integration: 
interpersonal 
and inter-
organizational 
perspectives 

Develop a new SCI enablers conceptual framework by proposing the influence 
of IPRs on SCI through mediators of IORs. 

Contribute to the understanding of SCI by adopting content-based dimensions, 
i.e. strategic alliance, information integration, and process integration, which 
differs to the popular scope-based dimensions approach that typically includes 
internal integration, external integration (supplier/customer integration) 

Link IPR dimensions, IOR dimensions, and SCI dimensions, contributing to 
SCI enabler research and to relationship management between different levels. 
Shed new light on the application of social exchange theory (SET) and a 
resource-based view (RBV) in a SCI context. Traditionally, SET concentrates 
on social exchange within the same level, whereas this research explores the 
exchange and interaction between IPR, IOR levels in SCI. It also shows that 
IPRs can be an important company resource to influence SCI. 

Chapter 3. 
Service 
Supply Chain 
Integration: 
The Role of 
Interpersonal 
Relationships  

Extend research on SCI from the usual focus on manufacturing to the service 
sector, and from physical supply chains to service supply chains. 
Regard service SCI as a system which will simultaneously study strategic 
alliance, information integration, and process integration. 
Identify  the more significant roles IPRs play in facilitating service SCI 
because service SCs focus more on direct dyadic supplier-customer 
connections. 

Apply resource orchestration theory (ROT) to service SCI literature: all 
available resources including IORs, IPRs, and inherently related sub-
resources of IPRs (personal affection, credibility, and communication) shall 
be orchestrated purposely to achieve superior performance in service SCI. 

Chapter 4. 
Inter-personal 
and inter-
organizational 
relationship 
drivers of 
supply chain 
integration  

Contribute to SCI literature in terms of the roles and mechanisms through 
which IPRs shape and enable IORs in the formative and operational stage 
within a SCI context. 
Integrate factors from both IPRs and IORs to examine their interactive roles 
in enabling SCI. 
Identify the different roles of IPRs’ three dimensions, personal affection, 
credibility, and communication, and examine how they interact with IORs to 
influence SCI.   
Show that the dimensions of IPRs follow different evolutionary directions in 
their influence on IORs during the formative and operational stages of SCI: 
influence from personal affection and credibility tends to decline over time 
whereas influence from personal communication tends to increase. 
Apply resource dependence theory (RDT) to SCI literature, demonstrating that 
the three dimensions of IPRs, personal affection, credibility, and 
communication, can affect IOR resource dependence and related power then 
influence the initiation and development of IORs. 
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5.3 Managerial implications 

This research provides insights for managers to integrate the relationships between IPRs 

and IORs in SCI. It shows that IPRs are important resources which can initiate the formation 

of IORs and facilitate the development of IORs in a SCI context. This is particularly important 

for managers who have limited firm level resources: if managers can recognise the significance 

of IPRs’ resources and utilise their firms’ IPRs’ resources to foster successful IORs, they 

consequently enable SCI and improve their firm’s performance.  

This finding has important implications for managers, especially in a Western culture. 

Many managers overlook the role of IPRs in SCI because relational exchanges in most Western 

cultures are driven by legality and rules (Wang, 2007). It has also been widely accepted that in 

Western culture, IORs would need to be established first before IPRs can develop (Park and 

Luo, 2001). However, this empirical research in New Zealand, an essentially Western culture 

country (Statistics New Zealand, 2013), shows IPRs may also initiate IORs in the formative 

stage of SCI.  The research findings supplement the current literature and state that the sequence 

of IPRs and IORs is strongly related to the stage of SCI, so managers can employ IPR resources 

to initiate IORs to enable SCI in the formative stage. Therefore, practitioners even in Western 

culture can improve the awareness the significance of IPRs and treat its IPRs as critical and 

unique soft resources, especially when companies have limited “hard” resources such as 

technology, facilities, and finance.  

On the other hand, “soft” relationship and behaviour components also play at least equally 

important roles in SCI as “hard” organizational processes and technologies (Huo et al., 2015; 

Sweeney, 2013). Results of the research indicate that IPRs are able to provide the flexibility to 

manage the dynamic and sophisticated SCI process (Boon-itt et al., 2017) by creating strong 

personal ties between SC partners (Leunbg et al., 2005).  Therefore, managers should not only 



Chapter 5. Conclusion 
 

 135 

focus on firm level factors to enhance SCI, but also pay attention to IPRs and be aware of its 

significance in SCI.  

This research provides valuable guidance to managers about when and how to deploy IPR 

and IOR resources to achieve superior orchestration effect in a SCI process. In the formative 

stage of SCI, IPRs play a central role since traditional face-to-face contact may still be more 

effective, preferred, and necessary. As a result, managers should invest more time and funds to 

initiate and cultivate IPRs with their SC partners during this critical stage. As IPRs provide the 

basis for developing IORs, managers should still look to foster IPRs through strategies such as 

face-to-face meetings between individuals in order to cultivate personal affection and mitigate 

the isolating effects of modern information, communication technologies and smart 

applications. Managers should handpick staff with good character-based personal credibility, 

and train them to improve their reliability-based personal credibility. In the operational stage, 

as influence of personal communication becomes more important, managers should focus more 

on improving the personal communication skills of boundary spanners and utilizing these to 

facilitate firm level collaboration.  

Furthermore, managers need to orchestrate IPR and IOR resources to excel in SCI. On the 

one hand, managers are able to actively leverage the personal affection, credibility, and 

communication of their boundary spanners so as to improve firm level trust, power, and 

commitment. Thus managers can make effective use of IPRs in identifying business 

opportunities and in initiating collaborations with potential SC partners. On the other hand, as 

IPRs can only work through IORs, IPRs are subordinate to IORs. Managers should advise 

boundary spanning individuals that the purpose of developing IPRs is to enhance IORs in order 

to enhance SCI performance, not the other way around. Managers should be cautious about 
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and mitigate the conflicts between primary business interests and subordinate interpersonal 

friendships.  

5.4 Limitations and future research 

Although this research has made significant contributions to SCI literature and practical 

implications, it also has a number of limitations.  

Firstly, the content of this research has a limited scope. This research builds a simplified 

framework of the three key constructs, IPRs, IORs, and SCI, and examines one directional 

relationships, specifically the role of IPRs on IORs, and the role of IPRs on SCI. The influence 

of IORs and SCI on IPRs is an area that could be further examined in the future. Other areas 

that offer opportunities for further research include:   

• The relationship between IPRs and IORs-SCI relationships,  

• The relationship between IORs and IPRs-SCI relationships,  

• The relationship between SCI and IPRs-IORs relationships.  

These relationships are important and should not be ignored. For example, IORs can limit 

and affect the influence level of IPRs-SCI and vice versa. Similarly, SCI may affect the trade-

off between IPRs and IORs while SCI performance may be affected by the balance of IPRs 

and IORs. Each construct has different defined dimensions, but this research concentrates on 

only some of these dimensions. For example, this research focuses on trust, power, and 

relationship commitment, even though IORs also encompass other factors such as leadership, 

justice, reciprocity, culture, and technology (Cao et al., 2015; Wu et al., 2014). The three 

dimensions of IPRs on which this research has chosen to focus, may also be open to dispute.   

Secondly, this research used an exploratory case study approach and empirical data from 

selected sample companies in New Zealand, which of course does not reflect the full range of 
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industry situations across the wider world. In examining the IPRs-SCI relationship within a 

specific service sector, the research findings may only represent a particular case of the model. 

Similarly, the research on IPRs-IORs used four case studies from the bottling, software, and 

4PL industries, which again is not necessarily representative of other industries. In the two 

paper-based chapters, data collection was mainly from interviews, so the recollection of  

incidents and events may be subject to bias even from the same respondents. In addition, the 

propositions need to be further tested on a larger and more diverse firm population using a 

quantitative method. For example, the mediating role of IORs on IPRs and SCI is important 

but fell outside the scope of this research project. Indeed, a study of the complex IPRs-IORs-

SCI system represents a promising, significant, and practical project for the future.  

SCI process is closely related to the process between organizational level relationships. 

The long-term cooperative IORs process can be classified into different stages for different 

study purposes. For example,  Ring and Van de Ven (1994) address four stages (including 

negotiation, commitment, execution, and dissolution) to discuss the sub-functions of the 

process. These stages do not necessarily follow a sequential process (Choi and Lee, 1997). This 

thesis on SCI process focuses more on the critical initial mechanism and enabling role of IPRs 

on SCI, so the research simply classifies the process into formative stage and operational stage.  

 Although the research has endeavoured to initiate the investigation by employing a 

qualitative case study approach, all the data were collected at a certain time point, thus these 

data may reflect the interviewees’ thinking and perception of the events which were occurred 

in the past only. Without continuously observing to collect data in the follow-up study at 

different time points, this research design has an inherent weakness related to the data 

consistency, consequently it has potential risk to affect data reliability. The longitudinal 

qualitative data analysis may be more suitable for the research, however, it is too complex and 
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time consuming (Calman et al., 2013), which a 4-year PhD study may not implement it 

comprehensively. So, a more in-depth exploration of the whole system in the future is 

warranted. 

Future studies in this area could adopt alternative research methodologies, such as survey 

research. A larger, general, and more diverse firm population in different industries across 

different countries and cultures could be included to quantitatively test the models and 

propositions postulated in this research. For example, the mediating role of IORs in IPRs-SCI 

needs to be empirically tested. This would enable a better understanding of the inner 

mechanisms of the role of IPRs in a SCI context. Future research may also benefit from 

undertaking a systematic exploration of the following relationships between the three main 

constructs.  

• The influence of SCI on IPRs. Firm level SCI affects the interaction of boundary 

spanners and their IPRs. For example, strategic alliances are the responsibility of 

managers in every company (Hamel, 1991). Information sharing is related to personal 

attitudes (Jarvenpaa and Staples, 2000). Existing conflicts need to be solved by SC 

managers during the SCI process (Ballou et al., 2000). All of these interactions can 

impact both SCI performance and the development of IPRs. 

• The influence of IORs on IPRs. The firm level factors of trust, power, commitment, 

and others can also influence the relationships between boundary spanners. For 

example, good firm level relationships can increase people’s trust (Gefen, 2000). 

Lastly but not least, the influence of environmental factors such as culture and technology 

in SCI has not been studied in this thesis. According to Cao et al (2015), culture, as an important 

environmental factor, can even be regarded as one of the enablers of SCI. Culture has a 

collective programming results in social norms and values that guides people’s behaviour and 
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beliefs (Doney et al., 1998). As this research was set in New Zealand, there was no doubt that 

the culture of country and organizations had some impacts on the nature of the comments which 

were collected in Chapter 3 and 4. New Zealand culture is essentially a Western culture and 

influenced by the unique environment and geographic isolation of the islands, and the input of 

the indigenous Maori and multi-ethnic migration (Statistics New Zealand, 2013). New Zealand 

culture is neither the relationship-oriented culture like some other Asian countries such as 

China and Japan, nor the institution-based western culture. Culture’s influence on personal 

affection may be subjective and subtle while its influence on personal credibility might be not 

so significant as credibility is mainly based on ‘track record’. Culture might have some 

influence on personal communication regarding attitude, preferred/traditional communication 

approaches/tools, and understanding. Anyway, the influence of environmental factors (also 

including uncertainties about the environment, technology, and demand) can also be examined 

in the IPRs-IORs-SCI system to provide additional insights.   
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Appendix 

Interview Protocol 

 

Opening 

Thank you for arranging time to meet with me. I would like to explain our research project to you. 

I am from Massey University and we are trying to understand how supply chain managers interact with 

managers from your suppliers or customers’ companies. I would like to interview you because you are the 

expert with successful experience in this area and I can learn a lot from your perspectives. 

Our interview today will be open and conversational. There are no true/false answers. You have the 

right to stop the conversation at any time at your will. All the research/interview process will strictly 

follow the ethical regulation of Massey University and protect your and your company’s security and 

benefit. All the interview contents will be kept strictly confidential.  As we need to study the conversation 

contents so I would like your permission to record our conversation. 

 

Interview questions 

• Could you tell me about your position here at (company’s name) and what your responsibilities 

include? (probe question to understand the interviewee’s background, role and orientation) 

• Can you tell me some companies which your company has collaborated in the business for long 

time, for example, five years or more? These companies can be your suppliers or customers or 

logistics service providers. 

• What are the main factors to contribute to the long term collaboration with them? 

• Now, place your interactions with them clearly in your mind. Could you tell me if you have 

developed a personal relationship with any of their managers with whom you interact? (If yes, then) 

o How did it begin to develop? 

o What does the relationship mean to you? 

o Do you agree that the personal relationship is related to personal affection (e.g. likeability)? 

(If yes, then) 
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§ How important is the personal affection when you started your business relations?  

§ How important is the personal affection when you develop your business relations?  

§ What, if any, impact does the personal affection have on your business relations 

(e.g. trust, power, and commitment)?  

o Do you agree that the personal relationship is related to personal credibility? (If yes, then) 

§ How important is the personal credibility when you started your business relations?  

§ How important is the personal credibility when you develop your business 

relations?  

§ What, if any, impact does the personal credibility have on your business relations 

(e.g. trust, power, and commitment)?  

o Do you agree that the personal relationship is related to personal communication?(If yes, 

then) 

§ How important is the personal communication when you started your business 

relations?  

§ How important is the personal communication when you develop your business 

relations?  

§ What, if any, impact does the personal communication have on your business 

relations (e.g. trust, power, and commitment)?  

• Apart from personal affection, credibility, and communication, what else of interpersonal 

relationship would you like to point out? 

• What is your opinion about the relationship between the organizational level relationships and the 

interpersonal relationships?  

• Does personal relationship procure IORs or visa versa? 

• During the process, which one is the first one to play roles? 

• What is your opinion on developing personal relationships between your company and your 

suppliers or customers? 

 

Floating prompts 

• Could you tell me more about that, please? 
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• Could you explain that in more detail, please? 

• That’s interesting—please continue. 

• Could you give me one example, please? 

• What happened next? 

• How did you cope with that (situation)? 

 

Wrap-up 

• Thank you for your time for the interview. You have been very helpful. I may email you or call you 

for some unclear conversation. We would like to share with you about the research report after all 

the research has done. If you have any questions or viewpoints to share with me, please feel free to 

contact me.  

  



Appendix 
 

 166 

Statements of contribution to doctoral thesis containing publications 

 



Appendix 
 

 167 

 

 
  



Appendix 
 

 168 

 


