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Abstract  
 
Managing supply chain relations has evolved over a decade and many companies have given 
importance to regulate their relations in supply chain relations to stay competitive in the market. In 
this context of adjusting relations among supply chain members, central point of discussion is the role 
of power. Power can be a component that persuades one member of supply chain to do certain things 
that he/she wouldn’t agree on doing it voluntarily. The implication of that power among supply chain 
members is called as power relations. These power relations between the supply chain members need 
to be sustained under circumstances of whether the power is balanced or not balanced between the 
two actors. The key research questions are formulated as followed, 
 

 What is the perspective of the supply chain members regarding to the role of power relations 
among supply chain actors? 

 

 How do the cost, transparency, reliability and flexibility help to sustain the power relations in 
supply chain?  

 
In order to answer these questions, structured literature review was conducted. The conceptual model 
to sustain the supply chain relations included four main components that were cost, transparency, 
reliability and flexibility.  Interviews were conducted in three companies located in Sweden, Turkey 
and India. The company profiles regarding to power relations in this dyadic relationship were the main 
concern. The three cases tested were supplier dominancy, mutual dependency and subordinate buyer. 
In this thesis, we accomplished how supply chain members sustained their relations under the 
influence of power practices among supply chain members. 
 
We concluded our thesis study, showing the inter-connection in between these four elements to enable 
the sustainability of power relations. Moreover, we inferred that even though power seems to be a 
negative concept, the companies are able to maintain their power relations through awareness of 
existing power. In addition to that, the companies don’t give equal importance to each four elements 
though each element is present to maintain the power relations in their dyadic supply chain 
relationship. 
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1 Introduction 
 

1.1 Background 
 

Recently, managing power in supply chain has gained an importance in the context of companies 
aiming to be competitive in the market. It is considered as an essential facet when effectiveness of 
supply chain is analyzed. Power is the capability of a firm to influence the behavior of other firm or 
having a potential to affect the situation of supply chain (Borgström & Hertz, 2007). With this in mind, 
power essentially can be divided into two types as mediated and non-mediated power. Non-mediated 
power includes expert power, referent power and legitimate power. On the other hand, mediated 
power is either a reward power or coercive power. That is to say, with the usage of these power types, 
supply chain can be managed to balance the power between members of it. In case of controlling 
power between multidimensional relations in the supply chain flow, power creation and its 
management between two organizations depends on the resources that each organization own. The 
firm controlling treasured and limited resources holds the power over the company looking for these 
resources to the degree that dependency is not reciprocated (Ireland & Webb, 2007). Thus, power 
depends completely on the other member's dependence (Emerson, 1962). The idea of dependency is to 
differentiate the material power and the social power as such; former one is used to move tangible 
materials whereas the latter one is used to move intangible materials (Kähkönen, 2014). For the 
purpose of managing these materials, the key attribute that impacts the functional behavior and 
performance of the members in supply chain is the power relations among the supply chain partners 
(He, Ghobadian, & Gallear, 2013). Under these circumstances, it is important to realize how they 
sustain supply chain relations considering the influence of power practices among supply chain 
members.  
 
Given these points, globalization has lately framed the understanding of power management in 
between the supply chain members mainly building a sense of cooperation and competition between 
them. This competition forced the companies to reconsider their collaboration with the supply chain 
members (Flynn, Huo, & Zhao, 2010). In fact, companies seek for improvement in inter-organizational 
level with respect to cooperation (Zhao, Hou, Flynn, & Yeung, 2008). This cooperation has lead 
companies to consider the following components as a motivation to maintain their relations namely 
cost, transparency, reliability and flexibility.  
 
Cost is one of the key elements that motivate companies to maintain their relations with suppliers 
under the existence of power related cases. In the traditional way of representing the supply chain 
costs, products movement with logistics activities and operating system’s storage were two factors that 
were taken into consideration. However, the importance of broaden aspect of supply chain has been 
yet understood and to hold on to the competitive advantage in the market, companies changed their 
cost saving policies in a sense they seek for ways to shrink the cost of supply chain related activities 
(Lapinskaite & Kuckailyte, 2014). The following cost elements are the ones that are related to supply 
chain and these are manufacturing cost, administrative cost, warehouse cost, distribution cost, capital 
cost and installation cost (Pettersson & Segerstedt, 2013). The broaden perspective of supply chain 
costs involves not only the internal activities of a particular company but also external activities. Firms 
that aimed to reduce their costs on the internal operations started the lean practices but the money 
that is saved in the internal activities of supply chain moved to external activities. That change in the 
amount is reflected on costs related to the suppliers, i.e. suppliers are enforced to carry the inventory 
and have an excessive amount of inventory cost (Christopher & Gattorna, 2005). Thus, the shifting 
cost accumulated the relationships of the supplier and the buyer firm in a way that it became an 
important part of the dominant actor putting pressure on the subordinate one.  
 
Transparency is the next element that has an importance for both parties to continue their 
relationships. The globalized world triggered firms to concentrate in the areas that they hold 
competitive advantage so the concern of companies regarding to reducing costs, defining prices as well 
as technological advances in these areas gain an importance. To enable those, firms get interested in 
their surroundings and look into the applications of other firms mainly their suppliers (Lamming R. , 
Caldwell, Phillips, & Harrison, 2005). Thus, to build these relationships with suppliers, firms develop 
policies related with transparency. The members share the relevant information belonging to the 
service or the product they are part of, i.e. stock level of supplier or demand amount of the buyer firm. 
These are the things that can be followed by both the buyer and the supplier firm. Thus, the 
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transparency empowers them to get involved for a specific project with shared benefits of the sincerity 
(Lamming R. C., Caldwell, Harrison, & Phillips, 2001). 
 
The reliability is another important factor on which the power relation is dependent. To ensure the 
efficiency and success of supply chain, high reliability is necessary (Miao, Yu, & Xi, 2009). Reliability 
from the thesis context is to what extent the firm is reliable towards the other firm in the supply chain. 
Reliability emotion can be executed by how much trust or positive belief the member develops about 
the other member in the supply chain. For instance, reliability can be in the form of emotion developed 
due to the long-term association or the high factor of confidence among the supply chain members. 
The member’s faith is that the other member will execute the actions which will bring positive results 
to their firm and that they will not attempt things which will have an adverse effect on the firm. This is 
the consequence of development of trust as the member becomes a reliable firm (Kwon & Suh, 2004). 
Reliability can also take place in the context of product quality, product delivery, stock estimation and 
after sales service provided. Through the information as well as product flow in between suppliers and 
manufacturers, manufacturers are able to examine their production plans and enhance the production 
as well as delivery performance. It is important for a member to be reliable with other member of the 
supply chain. In this study, the focus is mainly on looking at reliability as one of the factors to test 
whether power relation sustainability depends on it. 

 
Another factor that is influential in relation sustainability is flexibility. It can also be defined as ability 
of the firm to meet the variable customer expectations without surplus cost, time, organizational 
deviations and loss in performance (Grigore, 2007). For instance, if there is tremendous fluctuation in 
demand or if there is shortage in demand then the supply chain should be flexible enough to cope up 
with the demand. When a supply chain is considered flexible in nature, it means that it is able to adjust 
to the situation quickly and restructure or recombine again on the basis of the current condition in 
supply chain. In such scenarios, the chain can be labelled as flexible if it works well even when one 
portion of chain collapses or does not perform efficiently. Another example to elaborate flexibility can 
occur when there is sudden closure of one of the suppliers. The other member should be flexible 
enough to have a backup for the supplier in case of emergency situation. This flexibility is important 
because it makes the supply chain partners more dependable. Provided that, the strong relationships 
with suppliers will enable suppliers to understand and forecast easily the needs of manufacturers and 
meet these needs in a rapid fashion (Flynn, Huo, & Zhao, 2010). 
 

1.2 Problem 
 
Current research studies about power relations portrayed a picture as such, power relations between 
supply chain members were strained but still sustained from either buyer side or supplier side. 
Looking at the existing literature, we found that there were the set of above mentioned components on 
which the supply chain member’s relationship depended on. But the literature had a gap in which it 
was not clearly showing to what extent these components were affecting the relation. Literature 
covered each component separately but it did not consider them together which would make a detailed 
study of all the components together. We wanted to demonstrate the role of these components in order 
to sustain the relationship between the supply chain members. We intended to study the perspective of 
the buyer and the supplier firm in this regard. From the research context, we wanted to see the 
perspective of the dominant member, subordinate member and mutually dependent member in the 
dyadic relationship they are part of. We intended to see to what extent all these three cases of power 
relation gave importance to the above mentioned components. Moreover, the approach of supply 
chain members to the phenomenon of power holding relations was the central part of the study. 
  

1.3 Purpose 
 
Main purpose of this study is to compare the perspective of different members of supply chain 
regarding to power relations and how to maintain these relations. The research questions are as 
followed: 
RQ1.What is the perspective of the supply chain members regarding to the role of power relations 
among supply chain actors? 
RQ2. How do the cost, transparency, reliability and flexibility help to sustain the power relations in 
supply chain?  
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2 Theoretical frame of reference  
 

2.1 Introduction to supply chain 
 
Due to the macro trends such as globalization, firms that had shortage of sources for productions in 
particular industries tend to use global sources (Mentzer, et al., 2001). Because of this sourcing activity 
in global scale, corporations had no other choice than looking for effective solutions to regulate the 
flow of supplies, which were coming and going out. Most important element to organize this operation 
is to have closer connections with suppliers. Since there is a change with the patterns of customer 
demands, as they want to have fast delivery of goods, precisely on time and defect-free there occurs a 
need to facilitate all these obligations (Mentzer, et al., 2001). Thus, firms need closer relations with the 
distributors and suppliers through the supply chain flow they belong to. This relationship enables 
firms to answer the customer demands rapidly.  
 

Supply chain is the network of companies that pushes the material forward (Mentzer, et al., 2001). 
Some companies have independent relations in this set of manufacturing a good to the point of 
reaching the end customer. Thus it involves, raw material suppliers, subcomponent assemblers, 
retailers as well as transportation of these goods from one point to another. Supply chain for a 
particular material is the set of different companies and organizations (Souza, 2014). They are part of 
the journey of raw materials turning to a product and reaching to end customers. Meanwhile, supply 
chain includes not just the physical flow but also informational and economical flow in between the 
firms (Souza, 2014). 

In a business-to-business system, supply chain is defined as the connections between consumers and 
suppliers (Ince, 2016). Definition continues as the connection occurs when a firm sources 
subcomponent to another firm that manufactures them into components. That manufacturer firm 
supplies these components to another company that compiles the end product. Thus, one can say that 
supply chain embraces all kind of activities related to the connections i.e. transformation of 
subcomponents from the stage of raw material to the end consumer (Handfield & Nicols, 1999). The 
definition of supply chain is set of at least three organizations or individuals that are part of upstream 
and downstream activities along the chain of information as well as products and other corporative 
services included. Based on these definitions, Figure 1 shows three different states of supply chain 
(Mentzer, et al., 2001). 

  
Figure 1 Type of Channel Relationships 

It is highly possible that one firm can be part of different supply chains. Company A, that has multiple 
product divisions, can be part of a direct supply chain relationship for one of the products or an 
ultimate supply chain relation for another one. To exemplify this situation with AT&T and Motorola, in 
one supply chain Motorola can be customer of AT&T, or a raw material provider in another one, or a 
competitor in another supply chain (Mentzer, et al., 2001). Since the priorities, internal missions and 
visions as well as constraints of each unit of the supply chain is different and they all have the right to 
decide for their own firms, they have their own plans and schedules (Pirim, Al-Turki, & Yilbas, 2014). 
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Figure 2 is the representation of a typical supply chain network that is extracted from the study of 
Pirim, Al-Turki and Yilbas (2014), 

 

 
Figure 2 Supply chain network 

 
To demonstrate the chain in more details the supply chain of a mug of tea is shown (Scott, Lundgren, 
& Thompson, 2011). The Figure 2 is showing their representation of the chain, 
 

 
Figure 3 Supply chain flow of tea 

 
Flow of the components are the ones situated in Figure 3 starting from left and continuing towards 
right and they can be listed as followed, tea leaves as raw materials, process of these tea-leaves as work 
in progress and cup of tea as finished good. The flow of components not only encompasses supplier 
and manufacturer but also the supplier of the supplier and the end consumer. In addition to the flow 
of tangible materials i.e. the tea-leaves and the manufactured good, the flow of information is the 
second component of the supply chain process. Flow of information can be exemplified as orders or 
forward guidance through the flow and the reverse flows that are feedbacks of customers and products 
with defects etc. (Scott, Lundgren, & Thompson, 2011). Financial flow is also included in the reverse 
flow, as the end supplier needs to get paid for the supply of the tea-leaves at the end of the transaction. 
 
The important question arises is that where the starting point is in this chain relationship. The two 
types of starting points are summarized: first one is those commodities that are fast moving customer 
goods, i.e. tea in the figure illustrated, are mostly supplied before people come to the supermarket on a 
supply basis so that supermarkets never run out of these products as there is high customer demand; 
second one is the product segment that is customized by the orders of customers as such clothes that 
are made by tailors (Scott, Lundgren, & Thompson, 2011). In latter, customer gives the orders so that 
tailor prepares the product that is suitable to the specific person. In that case supply chain starts with 
customer order.  
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As there is high competition in the existing market, it is vital for supply chain practitioners to have an 
excessive stage of organization as well as collaboration. The cooperation allows the members to control 
the inventory levels as minimum as possible, transport the final products to customers and diminish 
the bullwhip effect and mainly develop the ability of responding unexpected demand fluctuations 
rapidly (Hariga, Hassini, & Ben-Daya, 2014). To give brief explanations of each elements, 

 Inventory is the goods’ storage during the activity of buying the raw materials from suppliers 
to the transportation of finished products to the desired customers (Song, Dong, & Xu, 2014). 
Keeping the inventory in the warehouses is a concern as it is costly for firms to have multiple 
warehouses. Instead they choose to have just in time production so that they produce the 
goods according to the customer demand and minimize the storage of goods and minimize the 
inventory cost. 

 Bullwhip effect is the elaboration of variability in demand from downstream to upstream actor 
in supply chain (Lee, Padmanabhan, & Whang, 2004). Thus it is the distortion of information 
flow through the supply chain. As Lee, Padmanabhan and Whang (2004) visited the Procter 
and Gamble for their research on understanding the synchronization of retail and 
manufacturing, they were introduced to that concept. Procter and Gamble stated their diaper 
consumption data was stable but still the customer demand was fluctuating i.e. the 
consumption of one week could be zero whereas the following week there was double amount 
of demand by the customers. 

Under these circumstances, the integrated relation of supply chain members which are manufacturer 
and buyer gain importance in the recent decade. Retailers namely buyers receive the demand in 
certain amounts and place the order from the vendor namely manufacturer, the latter one needs to 
satisfy this demand of downstream with producing enough material (Hariga, Hassini, & Ben-Daya, 
2014). The independent behavior of each actor in supply chain they belong to will create problems on 
experiencing excessive amount of inventory or lack of end products in the shelves of shops which will 
end up substitution of the products as customer will choose different brands. Thus, the integration of 
supplier and manufacturers by sharing the information flow synchronized to control the inventory 
levels will enable both parties to implement just in time production (Hoque, 2011). On the other hand, 
if they wont cooperate that will cause members to be not aligned as each member will have their own 
ideal decisions and damage the overall performance of supply chain (Hartwig, Inderfurth, Sadrieh, & 
Voigt, 2015). 

The misalignment can occur also if a particular company has the power dominance on the supply 
chain so controlling the actions in its favor (Schary & Skjott-Larsen, 2001). These companies are either 
the ones that are more in touch with end customers so their link to the market is stronger or in that 
particular market they are the strongest firm so their objectives and agenda is needed to be followed by 
the other firms in the supply chain (Seuring, 2004). There are three types of disagreements in between 
members: different goals and objectives of companies, different views on decision domains as well as 
agenda and different approaches to prepare collaborative decisions (Wolf, 2011). 

2.2 Power relations theory 
 
Power can be considered as an essential element encompassing the relations in social circle; it 
essentially cannot be a property possessed by the member (Emerson, 1962). Dahl (1957) suggests that 
power is a relation between the two actors. He states actors can be groups, companies, members in 
supply chain. When Actor A has a power over Actor B then it is signifying a relation between two 
actors as a power relation (Dahl, 1957). A power relation between the members of supply chain is the 
association they share with each other in the business market network. Power relations can be of two 
types; namely positive relation or negative relation. In order to explain power relations, we will first 
explain briefly concept of power and different power types between the supply chain members. Then 
we will continue with the power balance and imbalance to explain the role of power in managing the 
supply chain relations between the members.  
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2.2.1 Concept of Power  
 
Concept of power is one of the widest disciplines of study. Power plays important role in supply chain 
management and is noteworthy field of research study.  Power can be defined as person’s capability of 
influencing decision-initiating process in the supply chain by being in a leading position in a virtual 
theoretical structure (Edirisinghe, Bichescu, & Shi, 2011). For instance, Player A either a supplier or a 
buyer in supply chain structure may hold the power position and player B may be a weaker actor of 
this dyadic relationship, but in reality, player B is also holding a power position in the same supply 
chain. If power usage in supply chain is taken into consideration then the usage of power can also be 
from the perspective of the control and owning of resources over other members (Turkkantos, 2014). 
It is stated as the aptitude of one chain member to control the marketing policies or approaches of 
alternative chain member. When we consider presence of power in supply chain, the fundamental 
aspect of power that it is an omnipresent factor independent whether the supply chain members wish 
to have it or not and it always exists even when it is not evident or observable (Emerson, 1962; 
Hingley, 2005), Power is inherently relational and relative to the amount of resistance against the 
other party that can be overcome (Meehan, Joanne, Wright, & Gillian, 2012). 

2.2.2 Types of Power  
 
There exist different types of power. The power can be classified into two broad types; mediated power 
or non-mediated power (Zhao, Hou, Flynn, & Yeung, 2008). Referent power, expert power and 
legitimate power are sub-types of non-mediated power. Coercive power and reward power are sub-
types of mediated power. They define mediated power as a power exercised by the member 
intentionally for their own advantage. On the other hand, non-mediated power can be defined as a 
power exercised by the member unwillingly. Non-mediated power may be present in the supply chain 
but mostly it is not felt until it is being used. Generally, mediated power has a negative effect on the 
relation of supply chain members while non-mediated power has a positive effect on the relationship 
of the members. For instance, expert power or referent power is beneficial for other player as it is not 
causing any harm to the relation. It is increasing sense of trust and responsibility among the members. 
Whereas, coercive power can have negative effect on relationship as punishment to other partner leads 
to disputes among the members further leading to relation breakdown. 

 

Figure 4 Types of Power 

First type of power is non-mediated power. Many researchers in the past have implied that referent 
power and expert power have positive influence on the relationship of supply chain members as they 
tend to have increase in faith or trust and promise between two partners (Nyaga, Lynch, Marshall, & 
Ambrose, 2013). Among the non-mediated power types, expert power is the power that a customer 
has, based on knowledge, expertise, or skills that are desired by a supplier (Zhao, Hou, Flynn, & 
Yeung, 2008). Expert power is sharing of the knowledge and services with the other member of supply 
chain, which in turn surges the assurance or sense of guarantee or trust between the member’s 
relationship in supply (Turkkantos, 2014). Such knowledge sharing can be achieved by giving training 
sessions to the employees of the partner member or hosting information seminar about the product 
details to their partners or suppliers. Training can be provided to the other firm’s employees regarding 
to the product technical aspects and usage. Moreover, in supply chain management, sometimes there 
are cases when a supplier of a big company deems that certain customer or a buyer have a natural right 
to inspire or affect their actions. Then it is called as referent power. That leads to the supplier valuing 
their identification with their customer. For instance, if Company A feels that Company B shares the 
same values like them and by associating the name, it will help them to get identified in the market, 

POWER

Non 
Mediated 

Referent Legitimate Expert

Mediated

Reward Coercive
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then they unintentionally are using referent power. Legitimate power or legal power is the most 
common influential tool that can be used over the other member. Example of legitimate power can be 
publicity of a firm or associated enterprises (Turkkantos, 2014). Example of legitimate power can be 
when firm A has a legal tool which they can use if required against firm B in order make them do 
certain things which they won’t do otherwise.  

Another type of power is mediated power sources which include guiding approaches that a member 
precisely orders the other member possessing an intent to carry about particular straight action 
(Benton & Maloni, 2005). Coercive power can be defined as the power which can be used to punish 
other member of supply chain. The firm, which uses coercive power, has the control of applying this 
power; the acting firm decides the punishment and also how to utilize the possessed power at the right 
time (Zhao, Hou, Flynn, & Yeung, 2008). While describing coercive power, it indicates coercive power 
as the corrective competency, which is the controlling member’s capability to impose undesirable 
outcomes on the feebler member of supply chain (Turkkantos, 2014). Existence of coercive power 
occurs when stronger member in the supply chain gives punishment to the weaker member to have 
influential impact on it. Diversities in usage of reciprocity of power can be clearly stated by the power 
sources. Reciprocated inter-relation of giving reward to a member or punishing them is measured on 
how much balance is maintained between power and dependence (Turkkantos, 2014). Reward power 
defined as power which is used to reward or give incentive to other supply chain member.  Existence of 
reward power occurs when supplier or buyer gives reward to other member of that dyadic relationship 
to influence (Nyaga, Lynch, Marshall, & Ambrose, 2013). When one member provides rewards to other 
member, then the reward power is exercised. For instance, Company A rewards company B so that 
company B inclined to get associated with them in the supply chain.  

 

2.2.3 Balance and imbalance of power  
 
Managing power flow in this context means maintaining the power balance among the supply chain 
members. When we consider supply chain management, power balance and imbalance play significant 
part. When one member in supply chain relation gains more power than other member then the latter 
will look to rebalance power in order to maintain the equalize in the chain (Emerson, 1962). Balancing 
of power signals a positive effect on supply chain whereas imbalance signals to negative effect. Power 
balance is when the interdependence between the two members in the chain is same. For example, if 
player X has a dependence on player Y in the supply chain and if player Y has a similar dependence on 
X, then this power relation is considered as a balance relation. Power balance condition has no real 
dominance factor in the relation (Emerson, 1962). So player X and player Y in above case do not 
necessarily have dominance on each other which results into mutually dependent condition.  
 
Balancing power is crucial to maintain the relationship between the members. When two members of 
supply chain have same level of power to influence each other’s decision then we say that balanced 
power exists and when two or more members of supply chain are able to influence other member’s 
decision then it can be concluded that imbalance power exist (He, Ghobadian, & Gallear, 2013; 
Hingley, 2005) feels that balance of power and dependency are the factors, which decide the capability 
and the competency of a member in supply chain to return the retaliatory action. Imbalance in power 
does not mean it is unambiguously implemented in relationships between supply chain members 
(Caniëls & Gelderman, 2007). Power imbalance is hypothesized as the buyer-supplier relationship on 
the basis of power interdependence. Moreover, this imbalance is the difference between the value of 
buyer and seller connected to their relationship. When the relationships are not symmetrical, the 
independent member weakens the buyer or supplier controls the interchange. When the relationships 
are balanced then no member dominates the other member in the system (Caniëls & Gelderman, 
2007) 

 

2.2.4 Power Relations in Supply chain 
 
Power relations in supply chain can be mainly about maintaining relations between the members 
using the power flow in the chain. When we consider the relationship among members, then many 
researchers have implicated that there is the existence of three types of relations. These can be named 
as aligned, misaligned and suboptimal, misaligned and dysfunctional relationship (Cox, Watson, 
Lonsdale, & Sanderson, 2004). All the relationships mentioned above are in the given power 
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circumstances i.e. they are independent of power balance in supply chain (Cox, Watson, Lonsdale, & 
Sanderson, 2004). 
 
The members possessing the majority of the power has greater influence in the supply chain 
management as they provide some firmness and also they can force their advantage of possessing the 
power at the cost of weaker members in the chain (Nyaga, Lynch, Marshall, & Ambrose, 2013). In 
addition to that, they state that weaker members are more prone to deviousness as they don’t have 
effectual or necessary tools to have influence on stronger member’s functioning or performance. When 
this occurs, then they have to accept the norms of stronger member in fright of losing the business 
position or share in the market. For instance, if a supplier firm is dependent on a buyer then it is a 
power position for the buyer and vice versa (Caniëls & Gelderman, 2007). We come across two 
theories, which describe the relationship of supply chain members. Social exchange theory (SET) 
specifies that the fundamental reason for firm’s interaction is seeking benefits and rewards and 
avoiding the coercive act by other firm while transaction cost economics (TCE) specifies that in order 
to protect their relationship with other member at much lower cost, they obtain the viable set of 
options (Nyaga, Lynch, Marshall, & Ambrose, 2013). Such supply chains are quite common in practice, 
with firms ordering from power-imbalanced or asymmetric multiple suppliers to satisfy their end 
demands for products and services (Edirisinghe, Bichescu, & Shi, 2011). 
 
The relative power of one member is net dependence over the other member (Caniëls & Gelderman, 
2007). Relative power is important in this context, when one tends to measure the power in terms of 
dependence between the supply chain members in power structure. Power benefit is used by supply 
chain players to punish their partners to do what they otherwise would not do, also they might not use 
the power still benefiting from it and achieving superior consequences (Nyaga, Lynch, Marshall, & 
Ambrose, 2013). They further state that small number of members in supply chain have a real impact 
on the power configuration in the chain relationship. This relationship makes some other members in 
the supply chain feel passive and burdened to actively take part in the specific interactions due to 
shortage of another substantial choice.  
 
In supply chain relationships, emotions of members are taken into consideration when one member of 
supply chain feels minor as compared to another member (Amanor & Starbird, 2005). This can occur 
if there is immense asymmetry in power relation in supply chain (Nyaga, Lynch, Marshall, & Ambrose, 
2013). On the other hand, power has no direct connection whether the relationship between the supply 
chain members is stable or unstable (Hingley M. , 2005). Each member wants to maximize the profit 
sharing in the supply chain. Each player in supply chain is inspired by maximizing their own business 
by galloping much of the market share for their own company (Cox, 1999; Williamson, 1975). They 
want the control of power to be in their own hands. Both the players namely buyer and seller 
continuously drive the power in order to achieve the large market share of excess value generated 
through controlling the vital resources in the supply chain (Berthon, Pitt, Ewing, & Bakkeland, 2003). 
There is a common revelation, which does not exist if any of the following observation factors exist 
(Amanor & Starbird, 2005). Firstly, an opinion of some members is that they have faced a punishment 
being in the relationship with another member in supply chain. Second perception is that the reward 
for their contribution in supply chain relationship is disproportionate in comparison to the efforts they 
put in. Lastly, there is a general sentiment that they feel that they don’t have any power or control in 
changing the altercated terms while tackling their trepidations. The capability and the competence of a 
supply chain partner to counter the coercive action depend on interdependence with other partner in 
supply chain and power balance in the chain (Hingley, 2005). They also felt incompetent to shift this 
balance of apparent power which is omnipresent in the process of interchange. 
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2.2.5 Power Relations Model  
 

 

 
 
Figure 5 Power Relation Model  

Consider the above Figure 5 of power relation model. As shown, there are four players in a supply 
chain. They can be either buyer or supplier considering the firm transactional relations. As it can be 
deduced from the model, A has dominance over B and D. Hence we can say that, there is a power 
imbalance in Supply chain. Relation between B and C is balanced as there is mutual dependence 
between the players. In this case, we can deduce that power relation is balanced and aligned between B 
and C. In case of C and D, D holds the power position. As stated before, power position is held by a 
player who has a resource or element which is demanded by other player. This model also explains 
concept of virtual power structure as followed. D holds the power over C, but A holds the power over 
D. So even if D holds the power in relationship with C, it is on the receiving end when related to A. So 
being in a power position is a virtual contextual thing and each member may or may not be in power 
position in the same supply chain.  

 

 
Figure 6 Power Imbalance model  

As shown above, Figure 6 represents the imbalance in power. Consider A as a buyer company and B as 
a supplier company. In this case, company B holds power over company A. It is holding power over A 
because A is more dependent on B. When a company is dependent on another firm due to resource or 

Subordinate Member

More Dependence on B

Dominant Member

Less dependence on A
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any other reason, then it is under power influence of that firm with demanded resources. This scenario 
can be supplier dominance over a buyer.  

 

2.3 Components to sustain or maintain the relations 
 
Based on the literature study, there are four main elements that are significant for sustaining the 
supply chain relations. These are cost, transparency, reliability and flexibility. Each component is 
described briefly to serve the thesis purpose. The model that relates to these components in the 
scheme of supply chain relations is formulated in the Figure 7 given below. Our thesis findings are 
tested based on these elements to understand their significance for maintaining the power relations in 
supply chain. 
 

 
 
Figure 7 Conceptual study model 

 

2.3.1 Cost 
 
To examine the relationships by the means of power among supply chain members, one of the four 
criteria listed as influential is cost. Cost for the supply chain activities is a broader concept comparing 
to logistics cost. There is a need to make this distinction as for the thesis purpose, the cost factor that is 
to be analyzed is the one related to supply chain and its management.  
Supply chain cost is related to all supply chain activities managed in a particular company and the cost 
is divided into six areas; one is viable specifically for the supply networks in which the installation cost 
has an existence in the budgeting of sales (Pettersson & Segerstedt, 2013). These six elements are 
listed as followed: 
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 Manufacturing cost 

 Administration cost 

 Warehouse cost 

 Distribution cost 

 Capital cost 

 Installation cost 

 
The brief explanation of each cost element is conducted in the study of Pettersson and Segerstedt, 
(2013). Manufacturing cost is defined as the cost which involves the production related costs, i.e. 
physical instruments, workforce and operating. Administration cost is defined as the costs including 
administrative regulation of payment to the employees who are involved in the process of these supply 
chain activities (Pettersson & Segerstedt, 2013). Capital cost is the investment that is associated with 
the procedure or material of the product to be operated effectively and bring profit (Schaschke, 2014). 
The cost of warehouse, distribution and installation are the factors where the thesis is mainly 
concentrated on due to the fact that the companies that were interviewed had the relevance of them on 
the relations with the supplier or buyer firm. Thus, these elements will be modified and analyzed in 
details under the area of warehouse cost. 
Warehouse in the basic term is the place where firms keep their goods. Hence, the main activities in a 
warehouse are the managing time and space (Speh, 2009). Company perspectives on these activities 
and the association of costs related to these differ. Speh (2009) divides the warehouse costs into four 
areas, 

 Handling 

 Storage 

 Operations administration 

 General administrative expenses 
 
He identifies the handling cost related activities as product movements inside the warehouse or 
outside the warehouse, workforce, instruments to carry or place products, installing of goods as well as 
reworking on products with damages. Storage is identified as those goods kept in the warehouse and 
occupying the space for a particular time. On the other hand, he explains that operations 
administrations are it solutions for recording, taxes etc. and general administrative expenses are 
managerial, office related costs. Installation cost is viable for these with the activities of establishing 
their products via elevators or electronic systems in the plant of customers (Schaschke, 2014). This 
cost is associated with the operations administrations listed by (Speh, 2009). Whereas distribution 
cost is involved in the handling cost. 
 
The concept of cost relations among supply chain members mainly gains an importance in the cases of 
cost disruptions. Cost disruptions that eventually results in cost deviation is a newly term introduced 
to resemble the effects of drastic changes occur in demand (Cao, Wan, & Lai, 2013). Concerning the 
core elements of cost deviation, one can be the increased demand resulted in an accelerated delivery or 
on the contrary due to the decreased demand resulting in the manufacturer or the retailer holding the 
inventory in their facilities to compensate the buyer (Cao, Wan, & Lai, 2013). 
 
Considering the warehouse cost, if the power relations among the buyer and the supplier firms is in 
the favor of buyer as such the buyer holds the dominancy then the buyer firm can enforce the supplier 
to produce the quantity that is needed for the firm (Sucky, 2005). Thus, in this case the supplier 
company always needs to follow the buyer’s orders and change the production strategy such as using 
lot streaming. Lot streaming is the production policy in which the jobs are split into sub-lots and 
produced at the same time on multiple machines in production systems with multistage characteristics 
(Mortezaei & Zulkifli, 2013). They remarked the fact that the lot streaming brings an accelerated 
production system. One solution to tackle this power relation related issue can be handled with having 
a cooperative supply network with an extra payment and that is to say need to be offered by the 
supplier in this case (Sucky, 2005). 
 
In the case of supplier dominancy, there is the tendency of customer being urged to wait considering 
the cost of waiting (Kaya, Kubah, & Örmeci, 2013). Another case will be that the supplier urges the 
customer to buy the products in the quantity they manufacture. For instance, if the supplier produces 
ten units per batch and customer orders five units, then the supplier may enforce the buyer to buy that 
lot size and keep the inventory in buyer’s plant. Or supplier keeps the inventory instead of having a 
collaborative supply chain. Depending on the demand uncertainty, supplier may need to keep the 
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excessive amount of inventory in their sites. Thus, the cost of keeping the inventory in-house of 
supplier distribution center will be allocated in the cost of every batch that is sold to the buyer. 

 

2.3.2 Transparency 
 
Transparency is the next factor that we analyze the mitigation of power relations among supply chain 
members. The present situation of the business world is illustrated with ongoing changes and 
penetrating rivalry among the firms as such constantly change occurring in the demand form, 
customization gaining popularity, existence of competitors in the same product segment or a segment 
with a product that can substitute current one (Wadhwa, Mishra, Chan, & Ducq, 2010). For firms to 
cope with these situations, there is a need for cooperation and strengthen information sharing value. 
Cooperation can be executed with partnerships. Partnership is defined as relationship between 
different firms holding either the position of buyer or seller in a supply chain with the key 
determinants of companies being open for communication, coordinated and planning accordingly 
(Tuten & Urban, 2001). For the application of those three elements, the transparency in the existing 
partnership of a particular supply chain is the core activity (Su, Fang, & Young, 2013). Transparency 
apprehends the information about the suppliers, buyers and production locations and it makes this 
information available to the consumers as well as the supply chain members (Kassahun, et al., 2014) 
addresses the necessity of transparency in food chains especially aiming to bring safety conditions and 
stimulate consumer knowledge on the product they purchase. They divide transparency in two parts: 

 Internal transparency 

 External transparency 
 
There are certain distinctions in between these two transparency methods. Internal transparency is the 
extent of the firm being transparent to its internal-self whereas external is the extent of the firm being 
transparent to its external partners such as shareholders, customers or suppliers (Egels-Zandén, 
Hulthén, & Wulff, 2015). One example for external transparency is H&M exposing their list of mainly 
first-tier suppliers. They didn’t reveal certain information related to sustainability policies held in the 
plants. A company that is having a full transparency in their supply chains would differ in a sense they 
would enable external parties to trace the raw supplies of the product till the very end of the supply 
chain reaching the consumers (Egels-Zandén, Hulthén, & Wulff, 2015). However, if the two side of the 
supply chain are willing to build the long term partnership, trust, being depended mutually and 
cooperating will bring transparency (Su, Fang, & Young, 2013); starting internally and continue 
externally. The steps to achieve the transparency in internal level is discussed as followed (MacLean, 
2011): 

 Start open communication in every level of the firm including the bottom and upper 
management 

 Establish metrics to lead the information related to the transparency and measure them to 
report 

 Keep the communication means open among the experts of EHS (environment, health and 
safety) and sustainability 

 Be realistic and modest in every stage of the transparency 
 
In the case of buyer and supplier partnerships, buyer exposing his internal information to the supplier 
should act carefully. If supplier is dominant in this case, buyer may face difficult situations by 
revealing the internal data. Supplier may use this information in its benefit and apply force to make 
the buyer accept the conditions intended by the supplier (Li, Tong, & Zhang, 2014). Hence, 
transparency in this situation enables the dominant supplier to gain more power and increase the 
imbalance of power (Mol, 2013). On the other hand, this disclosure may be beneficial if the supplier 
can take the attention of buyer with showing the different value they offer. Thus in this case the 
information will be the traces of predictable success of buyer and it may accumulate success to the 
supplier in return (Li, Tong, & Zhang, 2014). The transparency can empower the weak part in this 
relationship and keep the dominant behavior of the other part controlled so it allows a balanced 
interest to the act of transparency from both sides (Mol, 2013). 
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2.3.3 Reliability 
 
The performance of the supply chain can be affected by undesirable, abnormal changes faced by 
supply chain. Unexpected conditions in supply chain do occur suddenly which result in stern 
fluctuations in demand. This affects the functioning of even the well-made network due to endurance 
of abnormal condition of the network. Further, to maintain the performance of supply chain during 
the bumpy phase, the supply chain needs to have the inherent quality. This inherent quality is factored 
as reliability of supply chain. To ensure the efficiency and success of supply chain, it needs high 
reliability (Miao, Yu, & Xi, 2009). Supply chain reliability can be defined as the possibility of supply 
chain fulfilling the demand requirements in order to provide the essential supplies at the precarious 
points of the supply chain system (Miao, Yu, & Xi, 2009). Further, the chain can be termed reliable if it 
performs well even when the part of chain fails or does not perform. The reliability factor can be traced 
on the basis of product quality, product delivery, stock estimation. The supply chain members develop 
reliable emotions with longer association and the factor of trust. The company becomes reliable when 
it develops trust between the members (Kwon & Suh, 2004). To develop trust among the supply chain 
members, long association between them is important factor. 

Generally, adjustment is done to the network to prevent the sustaining cost and the loss to the 
manufacturer when low reliability is detected from the projected results (Hsu & Li, 2011). The 
situation of unreliability exists when the predetermined capacity cannot be matched to the demand of 
customer due to occurrence of anomalous event. Another reliability definition given is the probability 
of initial planned capacity of the chain that will function effectually during the high demand 
fluctuation period. The tool to analyze the reliability of supply chain is called supply chain operation 
reference (SCOR) (Taghizadeh & Hafezi, 2012). Reliability measurement is important from the supply 
chain operation. It is the functioning criteria which measures the supply chain performance 
(Taghizadeh & Hafezi, 2012). 

2.3.4 Flexibility 
 
Supply chain flexibility is another factor that enables the sustainability of power relationship among 
buyer and supplier companies. Flexibility can be defined as adaptive retort in the time of uncertainty 
or anxiety by the supply chain members (Gosling, Purvis, & Naim, 2010). Flexibility is the aptitude of 
the producing firm to handle or manage the internal and external changes with high spirited 
competence and high economic profits (Gong, 2008). It is also the ability of the firm to meet the 
variable customer anticipations without excessive cost, time, organizational changes and loss in 
performance (Grigore, 2007). Moreover, it can also be termed as capability of supply chain members 
to change or adjust with no time lapse, expenses and functional change. One more aspect to the 
definition of flexibility is the merge of different aspects of flexibility like product flexibility, volume 
flexibility, delivery flexibility and market flexibility (Vickery, Javaram, Dröge, & Calantone, 2003). 
Flexibility can be evaluated by measuring or gauging how the designed network will behave when the 
potential abnormal demand fluctuation occurs. 

In short, supply chain flexibility can be termed as the ‘elasticity’ in relations between the buyer and the 
supplier under varying supply situations (Gosling, Purvis, & Naim, 2010). Supply chain flexibility has 
two main subtypes; internal flexibility and external flexibility. Internal flexibility is further classified as 
vendor flexibility and sourcing flexibility. External flexibility is classified as product flexibility, volume 
flexibility, delivery flexibility and market flexibility (Grigore, 2007). Similar subtypes were illustrated 
in the original model by (Gosling, Purvis, and Naim (2010) included following types under external 
flexibility: product flexibility, volume flexibility, delivery flexibility, mix flexibility and access 
flexibility. But we altered the external flexibility components by adding the market flexibility from 
Grigore (2007) instead of access flexibility and mix flexibility. 
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   Figure 8 Flexibility in supply chain  Source: (Gosling, Purvis, & Naim, 2010) 

Vendor flexibility can be defined as a factor concentrating on choosing the different vendors in case of 
product manufacturing, storing and transporting procedures (Gosling, Purvis, & Naim, 2010). 
Meanwhile, sourcing flexibility can be the capacity to rearrange the supply chain network by choosing 
or substituting the sellers. External flexibility is further classified into volume flexibility, delivery 
flexibility, market flexibility and product flexibility (Gong, 2008; Gosling, Purvis, & Naim, 2010). 
Volume flexibility is the capacity of the firm to efficiently increase or reduce the cumulative production 
according to the customer demand (Vickery, Javaram, Dröge, & Calantone, 2003). Delivery flexibility 
can be the capacity to effectually distribute or collect the product according to the change of the 
customer or other source (Grigore, 2007). Product flexibility is the capacity of the firm to efficiently 
alter the configurations or patterns of the product according to the customer demand or bring in the 
new product in the market if required (Grigore, 2007). Vickery, Javaram, Dröge and Calantone (2003) 
further add in the definition that it is the ability to survive unusual special orders in order to meet 
conditions of the customer. Market flexibility can be defined as the ability to modify on large scale and 
develop local relations with the customer or other supply chain member (Grigore, 2007). Flexibility 
can further be bifurcated into capacity of swiftness and point up to which the company can alter the 
speed of its supply chain and sizes (Lummus, Vokurka, & Duclos, 2005). 
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3 Method 
 
The method section of the thesis consists of how the core research activities were carried out. In the 
following section we elaborated in detail about the research approach. Research approach consisted 
of our view in doing the research study. In the next section, we give details of research design i.e. 
how the overall research was carried out. It is like a roadmap of our research study. In the methods 
sections, we have stated the criteria for selecting a particular case, the techniques used for data 
collection process i.e. in this case the interview guide and its design, question sets development and 
trustworthiness of designed research. The ending part of this section has ethical considerations in 
our research study and also the research validity considerations.  
 
 

3.1 Research Approach  
 
Interpretive methods of research assume the view that the real world information or understanding is 
a social creation by the individual persons. The data in this process is the perceptions of the human 
actors (Walsham, 1995). The interpretivist qualitative approach helps researcher to make sense of 
what the participant constructs the sense of the real world (Merriam, 2002). In our research study, 
interpretivist approach was the apt one because we intended to study the perceptions of the employees 
of the company. The perceptions were then interpreted to the theoretical data collected prior to the 
interviews. There was a choice to be made between positivist and interpretivist approaches. But in 
positivist approach nature of reality is objective whereas in interpretivist the nature of reality is 
socially constructed (Hudson & Ozanne, 1988). We intended to follow the social constructionist 
approach. The interview questions were aimed at extracting the opinions or insights of the employees 
about the components to sustain the power relations. Generalization of study by interpretivist 
approach was a difficult aspect. In the interpretivist approach, once the research question is 
formulated, the researchers decide about who will be the center of exploration (Williams, 2000). In 
our research study, company employees of the selected firms were the source of information. Their 
opinions were interpreted to understand the perceptions of the interviewees.   

 
We designed an exploratory qualitative study. Exploratory study can be considered as a perspective 
study which essentially includes what is the learning (Stebbins, 2001). In our research study, we 
wanted to learn about how the companies are sustaining the power relations in supply chain. The data 
was a qualitative data in nature. Our thesis was solely based on perceptions of the interviewees for 
which no company’s financial data was required for analysis. Qualitative research method can be 
investigation of the subject of curiosity through case studies (Harwell, 2011). The approach of 
qualitative research is inductive i.e. theories are constructed from the information provided by the 
participant (Harwell, 2011). Qualitative interviews offered in-depth and thorough information from 
the interviewees to reveal their perceptions, understandings about a topic and incidents they came 
across in their professional life (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe, & Jackson, 2015). So by using the means of 
interviews, the qualitative data was extracted. Following section deals with how the interview guide 
was developed and how the questions were designed to extract appropriate data from the respondents.  

 

 

3.2 Research Design   
 
For research approach we worked on qualitative study. The main interest of the researcher for 
qualitative study is to understand the approach of informants for the meaning of a particular situation 
(Merriam, 2002). Thus, our study fits the qualitative approach as it investigates the approach of 
employees to understand how firms maintain the power relations. 
 
Qualitative research approach embeds five types of research design. These are ethnography, narrative, 
phenomenology, grounded theory and case study (Cresswell, 2012). We chose case study as our 
research design. The unit analysis of the study is the power relations in the supply chain. The case 
study explores multiple bounded systems in particular time with in-depth analysis and the source of 
information is interviews. Case study enabled us to examine the employees’ perspectives in the topic of 
power relations and analyze the effects of the four components to maintain the supply chain power 
relations in the dyadic relationship of firms. 



 21 

 
To understand the topic from different angles, multiple cases were studied. Multiple case study 
concentrates on one issue as main drive of the study and to serve the aim of the thesis the multiple 
cases are selected (Cresswell, 2012). Our thesis focused on developing a notion on how the power 
relations are maintained so to understand the different approaches of power holding scenarios the 
multiple cases are used. Examining mainly the different characteristics the companies show in the 
power relations was the main concern of our case study selection. The in-depth understanding of the 
cases from different perspectives were needed to trace the approaches of these three actors of separate 
supply chains with dominant, subordinate and mutually dependent stand points in the dyadic 
relationships.  

 
On the topic of power relations among supply chain members to define the perspectives of firms with 
different standing point in supply chain relations as such either being the buyer firm or a supplier 
firm, semi structured interview was chosen as the means of method. Semi-structured interview is 
defined as the data collection tool in which the interviewee is asked predefined questions with open-
ended design by the researcher (Ayres, 2008). The reason behind this choice is the fact that the data 
we wanted to collect relies on perspective of employees of chosen firms. Thus, interview as a tool 
enabled us to interact with target groups and observe their ideas rather than conducting a survey and 
specifying the possible answers that will limit the interviewee. For the thesis concern the aim is to 
analyze the relationship in between two different firms based on the knowledge and experience each 
employee has. In that case, the listed steps were followed as stages of thesis road map: 

 Selection of cases 

 Design of interviews 

 Framing questions, preparing an interview guide 

 Piloting and conducting the interview 

 Data extraction 

 
 

 

Figure 9 Research Design Source: Shenton (2004) 
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3.3 Methods 
 

3.3.1 Selection of cases 
 
Qualitative research brings a different perspective to the case selection process; the important 
variables are not only the case selection of situations and materials but also the information that these 
elements contain internally (Flick, 2007). The first step of defining the case selection was to select the 
target groups and situations to collect data for thesis analysis. Apart from the buyer or the supplier 
characteristics of the companies, we searched for the companies with different characteristic when it 
comes to the power relations. The reason behind choosing three cases was that we wanted to examine 
the different perspectives regarding their supply chain relationships and how they sustain these power 
relations. The following cases were chosen based on the relationship status they have: 

 Subordinate  

 Mutually dependent 

 Dominant 
 

3.3.2 Design of interviews 
 
The next step was to define the context of comparison basis and the most viable figures to use in our 
research. Since it was decided upon to conduct a comparative case study, the criteria that were used to 
design the interviews shaped by the theoretical knowledge and these are reliability, flexibility, cost and 
transparency. The design was flexible in the beginning of implementing the interview, during later 
stages we had the continuous designing. Flexible design is that one decides the selection of 
interviewees and customizing the questions on the purpose of the study and accessibility of the 
information that serves research; continuous design requires adaptation and improvement of the 
design during the research process as such adding new questions or subjects related to the field (Flick, 
2007). The latter one serves to the purpose of the thesis as employee’s expertise were in different levels 
so there was the need for customization as well as asking for different points to complement the thesis 
study. However, the level of openness was limited to the point of examining the idea of employees on 
the supplier or buyer relations since we were particularly interested in examining this specific relation. 
 
The question sets were carefully and systematically designed. The supplier-buyer relationship of 
dominancy, mutual dependency and subordinate was our main aim. The questions were open-end 
questions which are generally used in semi-structured interview. As stated Easterby-Smith, Thorpe 
and Jackson (2015) by questions in semi-structured interviews can be flexible. Flexible questions are 
easy to maneuver and to get in-depth information and through perspective about the power relations 
between the buyer and the supplier, open-end questions were required. The topic guide was essential 
factor when choosing semi-structured interview (Easterby-Smith, Thorpe, & Jackson, 2015). Topic 
guide was designed based on the concerned topics of interest. The topics that were of main interest 
were as followed,  

 Supplier buyer relationship, 

 Supplier dominance over the buyer, 

 Buyer perspective of the dominancy situation, 

 Mutual dependency among the buyer and supplier, 

 Factors sustaining the relationship in despite of dominancy and mutual dependency, 

 Other factors which have the role in sustaining the power relations 
 

Our main focus was to get the company perspective on the power relations and how they sustain these 
relations in supply chain. Topic guide and interview questions were covering all the important points 
of interest. Question sets covered all the above listed facets. The questions were divided into number of 
groups based on the information which we wanted to gain. Interview guide for both supplier and buyer 
case are attached in the Appendix A.  
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Question Set Description 
1 Company information, manager background 

details and supplying/ buying details. 
2 Cost and transparency; reliability and flexibility 
3 Role of power and power relations in supply 

chain  
   Table 1 Interview question set description 

 

3.3.3 Development of questions and measures  
 
The informants’ ideas on the thesis topic was needed to be followed with an interview guide listing 
which topics to cover and questions with open structure. Concerning semi-structured interviews, this 
guide portraits the general outline of the researcher’s intend for the interview, however he/she can 
follow the questions in a different order and give importance to particular questions differing to the 
person who is the informant (Morgan & Guevara, 2008). For the thesis purpose, two interview guides 
were designed; one guide for a buyer firm that we intended to get the perspective regarding to their 
relations with the supplier and second guide for a supplier firm that our intention was receiving 
information on their relations with the particular buyer. The two guides are question based allowing 
researcher to follow the topics as well as extending the discussion to the following question. The 
interview guides can be found in Appendix A and B. Questions were framed in a specific order starting 
with a grand tour and followed with a mini tour (Spradley, 1979). First questions were aiming to get 
the background information of interviewee as well as a broaden understanding of the relationships the 
firm hold with the buyer or supplier firm. In later stages the questions were narrowed down to 
understand their perspectives with examples on thesis topic related power relations. 
 
 

3.3.4 Data collection techniques 
 
Three components of qualitative research are data, procedures and reports of the research (Corbin & 
Strauss, 2008). Data extraction process is important of the above three mentioned by Corbin and 
Strauss (2008) as the data is the component on which research writings are based on.  Our view on 
data extraction process was very clear and straight. We looked at the perspective or outlook of the 
interviewee as the data as we wanted to see their views on particular scenario. The scenarios in this 
case were the supplier dominance over the buyer, the buyer’s dominance over the supplier and the 
mutual dependence between the buyer and the supplier. So the important element that we were 
looking for in the interviews was the perspective of the dominant supply chain member, subordinate 
supply chain member and the mutually dependent supply chain member in the relationship. There 
were few components listed in the model of our thesis on which the relationship between the supply 
chain members depended on. We wanted to test these factors practically by asking the particular 
questions in the interview. 
 
The face-to-face interviews were conducted to analyze the key success factors of supply chain 
management such as cost, transparency, reliability and flexibility (Merschmann, Thonemann, & 
Ulrich, 2011).  
Importance of methodology can be illustrated as it is a visualization of the researcher where he wishes 
to take the research further (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Primary data as the first-hand experience data 
that has not been previously published is important means to approach to the research problem. For 
our thesis, data was mainly the employee perspective and experiences. As our thesis did not require 
any confidential company data or company yearly reports, we targeted on the employees’ perspective 
on the questions we designed regarding the power relations and other factors influencing the power 
imbalance and mutual dependency. So primary data was extracted by the means of semi- structured 
interviews.  
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3.4 Data Analysis 
 
The next phase in the research study was data analysis. As it was an exploratory study, we used semi-
structured interviews to extract the data. Qualitative data was extracted in the form of employee 
perceptions. The interviews were held in person or through Skype or telephone conversation. We had 
obtained the permission from the interviewee to record the interviews. After interviews were carried, 
we extracted the data acquired from the interviews. Once the data collection process was completed, 
initial codes and written notes were made. As Houghton, Murphy, Shaw and Casey (2015) suggested 
that the extracted data from the interviews was transcribed into the words and quotes. The data was 
transcribed by listening the audio of the recorded interview. Transcription was done in the Word 
document without any manipulation. The relevant parts with the components were highlighted and 
extracted to an Excel table. The data was coded and each component was tabulated.  

 

3.5 Trustworthiness  
 
The following section was organized according to the study of Guba (1981). 
 

3.5.1 Credibility 
 
The companies that took part in the thesis were three in number and each one of them belong to 
different industries. As their distinguished roles either as being a buyer or a supplier were examined, 
the fully understanding of different practices were needed before the interview was conducted. Thus, 
we communicated via phone calls as well as e-mails with the companies that are located abroad and 
the company that is located in Sweden to understand their standpoint in the supply chain. That 
enabled us to determine if the company is a subordinate or a power-holder or a mutually dependent 
among the relationships it holds with its supply chain relations. As the companies have supplier(s) and 
buyer(s) in the supply chain they are part of, we chose to examine one particular relationship they have 
in their supply chain to fully understand and be able to compare the different practices of supplier and 
buyer applies. Thus, we interviewed the employees of a firm that purchase particular product from a 
dominant supplier or the firm that sells a product that is purchased by mutually dependent buyer, i.e. 
Company A is a buyer that has a subordinate relationship with its supplier. Hence, the companies that 
contributed to the interview process were selected on purpose.  

 
To serve the aim of our thesis, we did not randomly choose and interview the employees representing 
the buyer or supplier firm in their particular supply chain. Since the comparison of different 
perspectives is the main part of understanding the power relations among supply chain members, case 
selection for the interviews had been formulated purposively. The purposive selection enabled us to 
get the useful information we needed to understand the power relations among supply chain members. 
Employees from related departments such as supply chain or purchasing had been chosen as these 
employees have deep knowledge and expertise regarding to the relations of their companies with 
supplier or buyer. Thus, profession of the interviewees was the key determinant for us. The managers 
of the supply chain and purchasing departments were the first contact persons for us to reach the 
possible interviewees in their departments. They gave us the contact details of the employees who 
would like to participate our study so in that way the willingness of the candidates was taken in the 
consideration. Each interviewee was given background information in the beginning of the session and 
asked for their permission to voice record the interview. 

 
To avoid the informants’ dishonesty, we asked the same concept of questions from different angles and 
demanded them to exemplify further. I.e. when we asked them to define their relationship with their 
supplier/buyer, they were further investigated to include examples of in which occasions they see the 
dominant or mutually dependent or subordinate relations. Thus, that enabled us to understand if their 
point of view were transferred correctly for the relations they have among supply chain members. We 
made the clear distinction of not asking deep knowledge of technical details of the firm’s supply chain 
in the beginning as well as during the sessions. The latter happened in the occasions when informants 
feeling that he/she cannot find a correct answer for the particular aspect. For example, when we said 
“Could you please define us what power means to you when it comes to relationships among supply 
chain members?” they had the tendency to stop and think if there is one theoretical answer for that. In 
these cases, we made sure for them to understand that these questions were asked to get their 
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individual opinions. If they would prefer not to answer, we skipped that particular question and moved 
to the next one. Our flexibility at these times worked in a positive way.  

 
The regular meetings we had with our thesis supervisor as well as other thesis groups helped us to 
further our thesis consistency. The feedbacks of colleagues during these meetings were constructive 
and broaden our perspective to conduct our study in a more explicit way and make it self-explanatory. 
Supervisor’s consultant was insightful as it contributed to our knowledge to see the power relations in 
supply chain topic via broaden perspective. In addition to that, before conducting the interview, the 
interview guide was piloted on people with the deep knowledge of supply chain relations as well as 
ones with smattering knowledge. The interview guide modified according to the feedbacks that were 
received. 
 
When data collection via face-to-face, Skype interviews and phone calls were finalized, the interviews 
were transcribed into documents. Later on, data extraction was made based on our purposive selection 
to serve the aim of our thesis and theory we studied. The transcribes were scrutinized according to our 
study purpose and the quotes of employees were organized under four categories that were cost, 
transparency, flexibility and reliability to evaluate the results and analysis part. These results that was 
determined had been checked with follow up phone call interviews or e-mail to sustain an accurate 
level of data extraction from transcribe.  
 

3.5.2 Transferability 
 
The companies that were interviewed belong to different industries and the company sizes are 
different. Company A is located in Sweden and it is a small medium scale enterprise in chemical 
industry whereas Company B is a bigger scale cement enterprise that is located in Turkey. Company C 
is located in India and it is a medium sized pharmaceutical company. The number of employees that 
take part from Company A is 6, Company B is 4 and Company C is 4. The employees that participated 
were member of purchasing or supply chain departments depending on the firm’s role that was under 
examination for the purpose of understanding the relations they have in the dyadic relationship. Thus, 
they were the employees that have the deep knowledge regarding to the supply chain relations. Data 
collection method was interviews with open-ended questions. The interview sessions differed 
depending on the employee experience and knowledge in the topic in between forty-five minutes to 
one hour. The collection of data from these three different companies lasted one month due to the 
different schedule of each employee. Even though they belong to different industries, the common 
point for them was the supply chain relations they hold, i.e. they have relations under the 
categorization of oppressed or subordinate or mutual-dependency among their supply chain members 
so that enabled us to make a comparison on the basis of power they hold in their particular supply 
chain relations. Thus, the analyzed relationship was the key determinant of our study rather than the 
industry based research. This work can be applied to different industries as well. Our research study 
was about the employee perspective rather than specific industry sector. So, this research study can be 
transferable to other sectors or companies possessing power relations among their supply chain 
members.  
 

3.6 Ethical issues 
 
Ethical issues were one of the aspects of research design we considered. There are many different 
ethical principles which need to be considered when writing the thesis. Following ethical principles 
were considered in thesis writing. All the below principles are stated by Singh (2012) and we modified 
it according to our thesis,   
 

1. Morality- We reported all the data that was collected from the interviews. The data was 
reported, transcribed and presented correctly without manipulation.  

2. Neutrality- While taking interviews or reporting the collected data we did not had any 
biased view. The data was interpreted without any biasness and there was no 
contradiction in the data. The answers were taken from the responses of the expert’s 
interview so there was complete data authentication kept.  

3. Integrity- There was a complete integrity kept on our side. We assured the companies that 
their identities would not be mentioned in the thesis paper. We were sincere in our work 
and strived to make the thesis document thoroughly consistent. There was no 
contradiction of statements or thoughts.   
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4. Carefulness- While transcribing interviews, we strived to make them error free. All the 
extracted data was recorded and kept neatly for further reference. We critically looked at 
our thesis for mistakes or inconsistencies. Negligence or errors in the report were avoided 
to the maximum.  

5. Openness- We were open to constructive criticism from our supervisor as well as peers in 
our seminar sessions. It helped us to make our thesis consistent. 

6. Plagiarism- We gave respect for intellectual property by giving credit where it is due.  
7. Confidentiality- Confidential data of the firms were thoroughly maintained as assured. 

Company name, manager name, company data was kept secret and not disclosed outside.  
 
Our thesis topic being related to power management in supply chain, we projected our topic in the 
positive frame of reference. As mentioned before, power can be positive or negative and its use can 
be constructive and destructive. But in our thesis, we only looked at the positive power with 
constructive approach. All the questions designed in the interview for the target groups were 
modelled according to the ethical consideration of projecting the power phenomenon in 
constructive way. The respondents were not compelled or biased to answer in a particular way 
which will hamper the thesis purpose or give false results. All the quotes and the perspectives 
about the negative usage of power were contextual or exemplified and the respondents didn’t 
advise to use the power in that manner. During the interview if some confidential data was 
presented to us we did not disclosed it outside the company.  
 
During the interview process, all the questions were asked in simple language as some speakers 
were not native English speakers. Some speakers had native language as Turkish, Hindi or 
Swedish. We presented the questions in simple manner so that the interviewee was able to 
understand it and answer it in best possible way. Some questions were answered in native 
language but we were able to translate it in English as one of the writers was native speaker of the 
language. We believed that time is very precious hence we took the interviews taking into 
considerations the company’s working hours and respondents schedule.  

 

3.6.1 Validity of Research 
 
We validated our thesis on the basis of three important factors mentioned by Easterby-Smith, Thorpe 
and Jackson (2015) in their book.  

1. Authenticity- Authenticity of the thesis paper was completely maintained. Most of the 
articles we analyzed for literature review were peer reviewed articles. The research was 
undertaken with complete and in-depth understanding about the issue and the purpose. 
Many articles were analyzed and then the gap in the current research was discovered. The 
cross theories, that we found relevant to our study, were analyzed before presenting the 
result of the thesis.  

2. Plausibility- The thesis produced is plausible as it can be linked to the current research in 
this area. It is related to the managing power relations and we tried to address the 
important issue of how the power relations can be maintained in supply chain. This 
research is important to the supply chain members, who belong to particular industries, as 
they want to sustain the power relation which is in balance or imbalance with the other 
members in supply chain.  

3. Criticality- since the inception of the thesis, we had welcomed the critical opinions of the 
readers. We were open to the constructive feedback during peer review sessions and also 
from our professor and supervisor. We maintained the attitude that the thesis is still open 
to critical opinions about the assumptions and theories developed or produced in the 
thesis.  
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4 Results 
 
For our thesis, we interviewed the employees of three companies that are located in Sweden, Turkey 
and India. The companies belong to different industries: chemical industry, cement industry and 
pharmaceutical industry.  
 
 

Company Founded In Industry No. of Participants 
A 1979 Chemical 6 
B 1972 Cement 4 
C 1999 Pharmaceutical  4 

   Table 2 Company profile 

 

4.1 Company A 
 
Selection of company played very important role in deciding the methodology we were using for thesis. 
In our case, we chose a company in a chemical Industry located in Sweden. It is a small-medium size 
company mainly producing phase change materials (PCMs). They have been in the chemical industry 
market since the inception of the company seven years ago. Their growth is being gradually upwards 
mainly because of the quality of their product. Their clients are spread across whole Scandinavia, 
Europe, China and India. Being a small company, it has the imbalanced relationship with its supplier 
of raw materials. The supplier was associated with the company since the launching. The supplier was 
of the aluminum foil which was a raw material for their product. 
 
Six participants were present for the interview we conducted. Four of the interviewees were the 
managers from production department, research and development department and sales department. 
Remaining two employees were the shop floor worker and inventory controller.  
Based on the interview data extraction, Company A holds the following relationship with its supplier in 
the supply chain network.  

 As supplier is a bigger firm than the Company A, it has dominancy over Company A who is 
dependent on the supplier.  

 The supplier has multiple buyers among whom Company A is relatively small scale customer. 

 Company A orders product quantity higher than the estimated value.  

 Company A keeps the excess inventory at the supplier’s warehouse. 

 Company A maintains the close relation with their supplier in a business level and not the 
personal level.  

 As Company A orders prototypical raw material, lead time is short.  
 

The elements they give importance to sustain these relations are interpreted as followed: 
 
Cost 
Company A is able to buy the raw materials from the supplier at lower price per pallet. Company A is 
one of the small buyers of the supplier. So Company A is indirectly dependent on the other bigger 
customers of the supplier. This is the case because if the bigger customers stop purchasing the raw 
material from the supplier, then Company A will be the only customer remaining of the supplier. In 
such a case, supplier will charge the higher price to the Company A to purchase the same amount of 
raw material.  
 

“We are dependent on other customers of our supplier.  
If they are not in the business, price will go up!” 

 
Company A has to pay certain cost to the supplier as inventory cost. Company A orders the estimated 
quantity of raw material for the duration of one year. But they stock their raw material in the 
warehouse of their supplier. This saves the inventory cost of Company A, but the supplier compensates 
this cost. Company A is committed to purchase certain minimum quantity from the supplier at one 
time.  
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“Cost is more if I store the material in my company, 
 but we don’t pay for the inventory of the supplier.  
We commit to the certain volume that we purchase  

at once.” 
 
 
Transparency 
Company A produces best quality products. Since the inception of company A, it has an upward graph 
of its growth in the market. Supplier of the company can observe this fact through transparency 
between the company A and supplier sustains the relation between them.  
 

“Our supplier is aware of the best quality we maintain,  
and as we are growing since the company has started, 

 their interest in us grows steadily.” 
 
Company A gives an accurate forecast to the supplier. This transparent way of sharing the inventory 
information with the supplier enables the supplier to plan its own storage and production in advance. 
So Company A sustains the relationship with the supplier by being more transparent.  
 

“We need to give better forecast about my estimated requirement,  
so that they plan better production for my company.” 

 
Company A gives the exact product specification to their suppliers. This transparency in the product 
specification enables the supplier to share their inventory cost information with the buyer. Supplier 
knows Company A well so it will not use the power which it possesses in negative manner.  
 
Reliability 
For company A to become a reliable customer of the supplier, it has to purchase the raw material every 
year in ascending quantity. When supplier believes that the buyer’s purchase of the raw material is 
increasing every year, then supplier develops a sense of reliability with the company. If the company 
purchase increase quantity from the supplier, the company A becomes more important to them and 
they start to be dependent. Company A is known among its suppliers for the quality of their products. 
So even if the Company A is relatively smaller, it is more reliable for the supplier. Quality can be a good 
indicator of how reliable a company is.   
 

“Our supplier is aware of our best quality we maintain,  
and as we are growing since the company has started,  

their interest in us grows steadily. There are certain criteria 
 in order to be the Company’s supplier. Quality of raw material  

along with reliability is very important.” 
 
More accurate estimate from the company enables the supplier to make better planning. So Company 
A is becoming more reliable for the supplier. As the supplier has been associated with the company 
since the inception, there has been an easy accessibility for both the buyer and the supplier. Company 
A has maintained good relations with the supplier. 
 

“…Keeping a good relation with supplier, 
 having a daily contact with them enables 
the long association and good relationship.” 

 
When the supplier knows that the Company has always been supportive in adverse times, then it 
develops a sense of reliability with the Company A. Company A has been supportive towards the 
supplier in the past with the hope of being same in the future that has developed a reliable bond 
between the supplier and the buyer. 

“We sustain the dependency because the supplier knows  
we are reliable in our business relation. We have helped  
our supplier yesterday and we will help them tomorrow 

 as well. “ 
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Flexibility 
Company A is more reliable for its supplier as it gives a better estimated forecast of the supply order. 
When the supplier gets a better forecast from the Company A, then it is able to plan the storage and 
supply for the company in the accurate way.  

 
“We need to give better forecast about my estimated requirement,  

so that they plan better production for my company.” 
 
Though the relationship is limited to the business, Company A has daily telephone contact with its 
supplier. As Company A orders a prototypical raw material, there is a standard procurement procedure 
followed. Last moment ordering or cancellation of order is manageable for both the parties. Both 
Company A and the supplier resulting into the cordial relationship have maintained this flexibility.  
 

“We sustain the relation with the suppliers 
 because the supplier knows  

we give importance to flexibility” 
 

“Showing flexibility when ever required  
and keeping all things standard 

 enables us to order last moment.” 
 

4.2 Company B 
 
Company B is located in Turkey and founded in 1972. They currently own 5 manufacturing plants, one 
packing facility and one packaging facility and these are located in different regions of Turkey. The 
company is listed in the position of being among the world’s first three brands in white cement. Thus, 
they sell their products to international customers with different distribution centers located in Europe 
as well as Russia. Their product range includes exclusive products in cement industry including white 
cement and calcium aluminate cement.  
We conducted four interviews with the company. As we aimed to see the supplier’s perspective in the 
power relations among supply chain members, the participants were the four employees of Sales 
department.  
Based on the interviews of employees working in Sales department, we have finalized the data 
extraction of the relationship with their buyer. The following part summarizes their current situation 
with the buyer based on the views of employees: 
 

 Company B has open communication with the buyer firm. They are able to approach each 
other easily. 

 

 The company is mutually dependent with the buyer firm. There is a distinction with the 
buyer firm’s high sales power in the market. However, Company B is their main supplier 
with the exclusive products so the buyer firm takes that into account. This enables them to 
hold power equally with different means. 
 

“The buyer firm may look as if they have the power in the market.  
However, they need us to grow even more and  

attract new customers with our exclusive products.  
More to mention… If the buyer firm’s offer doesn’t attract  

our company and we feel that they try to enforce us, 
 we have the power to reject their offer.” 

 

 Buyer firm’s purchasing policy is multiple so they purchase their products from multiple 
suppliers. However, Company B is the one who supplies the bigger share of the products.  
 

“As supplying process is weekly, our selling rates 
 have a bigger share than the other supplier firms” 

 

 The competitor’s relations with the buyer firm don’t affect the relationship Company B 
holds with the buyer organization. 
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The elements they give importance to sustain these relations are interpreted as followed: 
 
Cost 
Cost is an important element in Company B, in the times of exclusive projects and discounts. As one of 
the employees stated that the buyer tries to implement the discounts in these exclusive projects. The 
buyer firm wants company B to prepare special projects with high quality products of Company B in a 
lower cost. Even though they are qualified as premium projects and lowering cost isn’t beneficial for 
the company still Company B tries to satisfy the customer.  
 

“We have to satisfy but at the same time think about  
the cost of these sales activities for our company. As it is 
 costly for us, we may need to make sure not to lose any  

profit and channel this loss amount to other sales we have 
 with the buyer firm.” 

 
On the other hand, employees state the fact of the buyer firm’s need to Company B. For instance, 
brand name of Company B brings the buyer firm the reputation and success. 
 

“They need our names to brand their product qualities  
so it is a win-win situation and that brings us the chance 
 to negotiate for cost and any other elements that affects  

our relationship with them.” 
 
The mutual dependency keeps the cost factor under control and enables Company B to channel this 
amount to other products or stocks they keep for the buyer firm. 
 
Transparency 
Transparency relates as a priority for them to sustain their relations. One employee states that for him 
to keep relations with his friends the biggest factor is negotiation skills and open communication. He 
associates this to the relation that Company B hold with the buyer firm. 
 

“Weighting the open communication as a priority,  
I can say we maintain our relations through  

information sharing with the buyer firm.” 
 
As the end customer is the target of both the buyer firm and indirectly Company B, they share the 
same main goal to reach this market segment. As such, the buyer firm conducts detailed market search 
to identify the customer needs in first hand and they share these information with Company B. The 
transparency of the information flow enables both firms to have higher sales rate and respond the 
demand changes of customers quickly through innovative products as well as high production rates in 
the times of seasonality. In addition to the information sharing of market demands, Company B is able 
to track the stock levels of the buyer firm closely and follow their orders closely. One of the employees 
said that they communicate and place order every week and that is thanks to the transparency in their 
supply chain. 
 
Reliability 
The buyer firm purchases the cement from multiple suppliers and has close relationships with the 
competitors of Company B. However, the market share of Company B is promising and dominating the 
market with its high quality product offers. Thus, according to the employees the reliability of their 
products plays an important role for them to maintain the relationship.  
 

“We have long-term business relations comparing to  
other business partnerships they hold. I believe our unique 

 products with a high reputation in the existing market 
 and investments on improving existing cement  

qualities are attracting them.” 
 
The differentiation and long term relations convinces the buyer firm hold on Company B and differ 
Company B from others. In addition to that, as employees stated that their lead-time is short for 
supplying the products, we believe that their close relationships are thanks to the rapid supply of 
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Company B as well. Thus, the statement of employees for not feeling any threats from competitors 
even though the buyer firm holds close relationship of competitors must be related to the reliability 
feature of Company B-the buyer firm relationship.  
 
Flexibility 
According to the employees, the common idea is that their relations with the buyer firm lies upon open 
communication. During the case of emergencies, the inter-organizational relations were cordial and 
flexible. 
 

“We can easily approach the buyer firm and  
same goes for them as well, especially in  

the case of emergencies.” 
 
They were asked to exemplify the cases related to the flexibility’s importance to sustain their 
relationship. One example given was when there are unexpected changes in demand of consumers, the 
buyer firm may need more products then they forecasted. Company B tries to keep safety stock for the 
buyer and meet their demands in a short amount of time. On the other hand, lead time of a product 
can be longer than expected if the supplier of Company B wasn’t able to meet the demand of Company 
B and that may create an effect at the other end of supply chain. In these cases, Company B has the 
privilege to postpone the delivery date of transporting cement to the buyer firm. In addition to open 
communication, they believe that cooperation is another element that enables them to have flexibility 
in their relationship. 
 

4.3 Company C 
 
Company C is located in India and it is a pharmaceutical logistics company. The company was founded 
in 1999. They are the wholesale distributers for the pharmaceutical companies. The company is mainly 
ensuring the availability of the medicines to their retailers or chemist by providing effective 
distributions of the medicines. General supply chain of a pharmaceutical company has four important 
cogs in their chain. In the supply chain of pharmaceuticals, there is a manufacturer, a distributer 
(wholesaler), a retailer (chemist) and an end consumer (patient or hospitals). We had Skype interviews 
with four employees of the company. The interviews were taken on Skype in English. One of the 
employees was a Sales Manager and other three employees were from Sales department. Current 
relation of Company C with the buyer is of dominance. Following points elaborate more on the 
relationship of the two members based on the conducted interviews.  

 There is immense competition in pharmaceutical sector in India due to the multiple 
stockiest of medicines for the company.  

 Company has many competitors in the business market but it shares good business 
relationship with its customer in the market.  

 Company has a multiple buyer in the business. Supplying process differs according to the 
different buyer.  

 Sales of the company are strictly as per the prescription of professional medical 
practitioners.  

 
 
The elements they give importance to sustain these relations are interpreted as followed: 
 
Cost  
Cost is an important factor as far as sustaining the business relations with its customer for Company C. 
Cost is one of the essential factors in form of credit policies and competitive rates offered by the 
customer. Competitive rates and credit policies is one of the major factor influencing the 
competitiveness between suppliers during contract awarding criteria. Contracts under the tender are 
mainly driven by cost effectiveness. Only one factor which overcomes cost in this case is quality of the 
product.  
 

“The lower rates will not be effective in getting the further orders 
 if the quality of the product is not up to the mark” 

 
 Cost factor plays such a major role that even co-operation of the best regard cannot over come the cost 
factor. Costing plays a major act in terms of influencing the buyer decision.  
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“If stockiest A is stronger financially, he can  

influence the buyer by offering more credit days  
which stockiest B may not be able to afford.” 

 
Transparency  
Transparency is the one factor which Company C does not really seem to depend on to sustain the 
relation. Though the manager in the interview stated that transparency is important for co-operation, 
it is not essentially required for them to sustain the power relations with their buyers. 
 

”I would like to state that the service levels, personal touch, 
 transparency in the transactions can work in getting good 

 co-operation from the buyer” 
 
 Transparency is a secondary factor as far as company in pharmaceutical is concerned. The reason 
being that the stockiest and the hospital have so many options available to buy the products that the 
transparency issue does not play a significant role in this relation. Manager quoted that,  
    

“There is immense competition in the pharmaceutical  
sector in India. We can’t share vital information with our  
buyer that will in any way hamper our business relations.”  

 
Reliability  
Reliability is another important factor that sustains the power relations in case of Company C. 
Manager during the interview pointed out at the market in which they were and stated that reliability 
in this market plays very important role. He believed that reliability bond was developed as a result of 
healthy relation with the customer. 
 

“Healthy relations develop the personal understanding and 
 that results into the supplier being more flexible  
and reliable as there is a personalized bond other  

than the professional one.” 
 

The manager gave importance to the aftersales service provided.  
 

“We always look if the supplier is committed to provide  
the after sale services to the customer. After sales service  

improves the reliability in the relationship.” 
 
Managers think that if the supplier is reliable, then even sometimes, cost is ignored so that relations 
are maintained between the two members.  
    

   “I will opt for more reliable customer rather  
           than the one providing cost benefits. “ 

 
Flexibility 
When we asked to the manager during the interview, the question about flexibility in supply chain 
relations, they considered it as one of the important factor. For Company C to sustain the relation, 
buyer should be flexible. In reply for the question regarding the quantity of order, he quoted the 
following, 
 

   “Supplier needs to be more flexible in their approach. 
 In our business, it is very important that we need  

    to alter the value of the ordered stock weekly or monthly.  
So supplier should be flexible with this approach 

 
Manager further elaborated that, flexibility is generally shown during the emergency times. In 
pharmaceutical industry, it is important to deliver the medicines on weekends or in case of urgency 
during midnights. He quotes that,  

 
“There are instances where the medicines are short at odd  
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hours in the night or even on holidays.  But, we are committed to 
 the buyers to provide the medicines to ensure that the patient 

 does not suffer due to non availability of medicines” 
 

Manager also stated that uneven demand needed to be coped as demand is always varying for the 
medicines. So flexible approach yields better results.  
 

“Sometimes the medicine requirement is high and 
     sometimes it is lower than predicted, but supplier  

needs to be flexible in the approach and cope up with this varying demand.” 
 

The following table summarizes the results section briefly. 
 

 
Table 3 Summary of the results 

 

 



 34 

5 Analysis  
 
Company A is a buyer firm with subordinate characteristic in relation to its supplier, this case will be 
called in following parts as Subordinate A 
Company B is a supplier firm with mutual dependency characteristic in relation to its buyer, this 
case will be called in following parts as Mutually Dependent B 
Company C is a supplier firm with dominant characteristic in relation to its buyer, this case will be 
called in following parts as Dominant C 

 

5.1 Cost 
 
As Pettersson and Segerstedt (2013) divided the cost elements of a supply chain into 6 main 
categories, we observed certain elements of them in our study. The six elements were manufacturing, 
administration, warehouse, distribution, capital and installation cost. For the connection of the cost 
elements to each case of the firms that were interviewed, the warehouse, distribution and installation 
costs were studied deeply. After conducting the interviews, the main cost driven motivations for 
sustaining the power relations was defined as quality vs. cost and warehouse services. 
 
Subordinate A showed the motivation to sustain its relationship with its supplier thanks to the cost 
advantage and high quality products they receive from the supplier. As the supplier was a bigger 
company, employees of Subordinate A stated “As long as they have good relations with big scale 
buyers, we don’t have to worry to receive high prices per pallet.” For subordinate, the existence of big 
scale enterprises among buyers of their supplier firm was advantage when receiving a price on the 
chemical they purchased.  
 
On the other hand Dominant C, which is a supplier that has multiple buyers and multiple competitors 
in the market, displayed that being cost advantageous as a firm with a certain quality products is the 
key for the firm to hold the power and still continue its business relationships. With this regard, one 
employee of Dominant C said lower rates of a cost wouldn’t matter if they cannot sustain high quality 
product. As Cao et al. (2013) briefly talked about the main reason of cost deviation that is the result of 
cost disruptions; they stated that the unexpected high scale changes in demand is the core reasoning 
behind cost deviations. In the sayings of Subordinate A and Dominant C on the effects of cost 
deviation and how they manage that to sustain their relationships was traced, 

 The former one mentioned ordering higher amount then its forecasted demand in order to 
keep their relations with supplier firm 

 Latter one offering slightly cheaper price to the buyer in the case of Dominant C not being able 
to meet their demand quickly and instead choosing to deliver weekly with a cheaper price.  

 
The warehouse cost was the frequently mentioned during the interviews. Speh (2009) divided the 
warehouse cost into four categories as handling, storage, operations administration and general 
administrative expenses. Due to excessive amount of order to keep the relations with its supplier, 
Subordinate A needed to keep the inventory instead of withdrawing high quantity order of demand 
with likelihood of losing its relations with the supplier. Thus, the supplier offered Subordinate A to pay 
slightly extra amount of money for the warehouse costs. Instead of losing its supplier, they accepted 
the quest. On the other hand of that dyadic relationship, Dominant C kept a safety stock for certain 
pharmaceutical products that were sold quickly in the market. If the buyer chose that option of quick 
delivery, Dominant C demand a higher price per batch comparing to delivering a lower quality product 
or higher quality product in the long run. 
 
In the case of Mutually Dependent B to compare with these two cases, Mutually dependent B had a 
different standpoint in its dyadic relationship when it comes to cost relations. For them cost is an 
important element to certain extent. Mutually dependent B got the demand of discounting exclusive 
projects and they tried to meet that demand but they still had the power to negotiate or channel that 
profit loss to other sales relations they hold with the mutually dependent buyer.  
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5.2 Transparency 
 
Transparency is a prior motivation when it comes to supplier and buyer sustaining their relationships 
under the circumstances of power application. Subordinate A’s employees stated that the success they 
have in the market is traceable by the supplier through information sharing. Thus, through open 
observation of the firm, the predictable success and quality level of the products of Subordinate A 
encouraged the supplier firm to rely on Subordinate A and receive benefits through their success as 
well. Mutually dependent B interviewees dictated the advantages of having a transparent relationship 
as it allows them to follow the stock levels of the buyer firm and place an order according to that. The 
buyer firm saves time and concentrate on their main activities whereas mutually dependent B is able 
to track the stock levels and respond to changes in the demand quickly. Thus both sides have the 
mutual benefit and save time and money through their transparent relationship. 
 
On the other hand, the data sharing of the firm regarding to its stocks level and the information on 
other suppliers might put Subordinate A in a problematic position. However, Mol (2013) stated the act 
of transparency bringing balance to the existing supplier buyer dyadic relationship. One of the 
informants said that the relationship level they had with the supplier firm was an indication for them 
to bring transparency for their supply chain relation. It eventually enabled Subordinate A to build 
more trust with its supplier and control the dominant behavior of the supplier firm. 
 
The misusage of the transparency policy through the supply chain wasn’t an issue for mutually 
dependent B. One of the implications for that was one informant said Company B and their buyer both 
have their mutual interest met by the transparency so none of the actors would prefer to jeopardize 
this relationship. These interests include their shared goals when it comes to the market and end 
customer they target as well as profit. Thus, flow of information from buyers to mutually dependent B 
enables them to understand the changes in the end-customer, i.e. consumer, demand. They also 
increase their profit with less inventory holding and quick reply to the buyer’s demand without loss of 
loyalty of their buyers. 
 
Dominant C didn’t show any positive implication for their transparency policies. Instead informants 
claimed the importance of transparency being the least important for their dyadic relationships with 
buyers. The main reason was given as the availability of other firms in the existing market. Thus 
companies don’t prefer sharing their internal data instead in the lack of supplies they prefer supplying 
the products from another firm or buying cheaper products with same substances from Company C till 
the time they receive the main supply they requested from Dominant C. 
 

5.3 Reliability  
 
Reliability of supply chain was one of the components mentioned on which the supply chain members 
depend on to sustain their relationship with the other member in the chain. Supply chain reliability 
was defined mainly as fulfilling the required demand in supply chain in spite of hiccups or unwanted 
disturbances in the chain. We found that all the three companies considered reliability as one of the 
essential component to sustain the relationship with the other member. The literature elaborated high 
reliability as the factor which will gauge how effective and successful supply chain (Miao, Yu, & Xi, 
2009). To see the effectiveness of the supply chain, reliability factor was interpreted differently by the 
company employees in the interviews conducted.  
 
In case of Subordinate A, they gave importance to the purchasing power of the member. They 
expressed the purchaser view as, the more you purchase, the more you became reliable to the supplier 
and more the supplier considers the firm as significant and reliable. This enhances the relationship 
between the firm and their supplier. Another factor in connection with the reliability was the quality of 
the products. If the product quality is maintained, then the supplier believed that the company is more 
reliable. Quality of the products played major role for the supplier to continue the association with its 
subordinate buyer. Trust is another factor which make the firm reliable (Kwon & Suh, 2004). There 
should be trust present between the firm when they want to keep relations with other firms in the 
chain (Panayides & Lun, 2009). This trust builds up between the members which further develops the 
emotions of reliability. Reliability was an emotion that was developed between the two members as 
both have been associated for long time. Supplier believed that the Subordinate A was reliable and 
trustworthy as they had helped the supplier when it was required.  
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The mutually dependent supplier believed that their products had dominated the market which made 
them the reliable supplier. They also believed that the quality of products which was best in the market 
and shorter lead time of their firm made the other buyers choose the company. Hence for them, 
reliability factor was important from the point of shorter lead time and quality of the products. When 
employees of the Dominant C were interviewed, reliability was one of the essential factors for a 
pharmaceutical company according to them. Dominant supplier stated that after sales service also 
increased the reliability quotient of the company.  
Following points gave clear picture about how they maintained relationship using reliability factor.  
 

 Subordinate A, mutually dependent B and Dominant C, all three gave importance to the 
quality of the products as the main driver of reliability. To sustain the power relations, quality 
of products they manufacture or supply signifies how reliable the companies are. 

 While Subordinate A and Dominant C stated that long association with their supplier and 
buyer respectively developed the sense of reliability. 

 Mutually dependent stated shorter lead time as the driver of reliability. Shorter lead time 
enhanced the customer value which sustained the power relations with their suppliers. 

 Dominant C stated stock estimation and amount of order as the reliability factor. Sometimes 
refilling of stock is required weekly and sometimes monthly. So the buyer should be reliable 
enough to adjust to this varying order time. They further stated that giving right stock 
estimation was another factor of being reliable.  

 All three had same view that long term relation and association with the company and product 
quality played significant role in increasing reliability in supply chain. Trust was another facet 
which all the companies gave importance in the context of sustaining the power relations. 

 All three companies considered factor of reliability as one of the components to sustain the 
power relation with supply chain member.  

 

5.4 Flexibility  
 
Flexibility was another important factor that was underlined by all the interviewed companies. Though 
each one had a different perspective regarding to the flexibility in supply chain. Flexibility was 
important for Dominant C for the purpose of keeping this relation intact while for Mutually Dependent 
B it played significant role in improving the relationship. Subordinate A referred to flexibility as the 
factor to impress the supplier and improve this imbalanced relationship. Flexibility perspective was 
mainly considered with respect to company’s internal flexibility and its external flexibility like product 
flexibility, volume flexibility, delivery flexibility and market flexibility (Gosling, Purvis, & Naim, 2010). 
Flexibility on the other hand can be coping up with the variable customer demand without the over 
usage of money, resources or time (Grigore, 2007). Flexibility is an essential factor to sustain power 
relations and in the results we found the similar attributes during the interviews with the managers of 
the companies. When we compared the perspectives of the three companies, they were more or less 
having a similar path to define the importance of flexibility.  
 
For Subordinate A, flexibility in delivery time played a crucial role in sustaining the relationship. While 
Mutually Dependent B and Dominant C were concerned with volume flexibility. All three companies 
maintained that, flexibility resulted in strong bond and better understanding between the members of 
their respective chains. They all stated that, flexibility was one of the components that played role in 
sustaining the power relations. Following points gave more in depth picture of flexibility importance. 

 Delivery flexibility is the capacity to efficiently allocate or gather the product according to the 
variation in the customer demand (Grigore, 2007). Subordinate A believed that delivery time 
flexibility was important. Manager said that last moment orders also should not be a problem 
as demand curve is always fluctuating. Here estimated forecast also doesn’t play important 
role as the forecast estimated is the approximate value and there could be the demand for the 
raw material anytime. But supplier needed to supply the required amount of raw material as 
quickly as possible and for this to happen, delivery flexibility should be there.  

 Mutually dependent B stated that volume flexibility is more important. Volume flexibility is 
altering the company production according to the variable demand of the customer (Vickery, 
Javaram, Dröge, & Calantone, 2003).  Manager stated the example that if the buyer needs 
more products then they forecasted then mutually dependent B has to have some flexible 
product stock in their inventory. So if there is sudden increase in demand for another product, 
mutually dependent B feels buyer should be flexible enough to adapt to this change.  
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 Dominant C also associated flexibility with respect to volume of the products ordered. 
Dominant C stated that, pharmaceutical orders are always flexible. The manager of the 
company which was the supplier of the medicines stated that there was sudden demand of 
medicines at the night time or during the weekends. Thus during this short notice period, it 
was very important to supply the medicines on time. Thus providing the desired medicines at 
the short notice increased the flexibility factor of the dominant supplier in the market.  

 Dominant C and Subordinate A both agreed to the fact that the flexibility resulted into better 
communication and longer association with the other member of supply chain whereas 
Mutually Dependent B was able to sustain the balance of power by better communication and 
understanding between them and the buyer.  

 Dominant C gave more importance to the flexibility approach of their buyer rather than better 
cost for its products. According to him as far as pharmaceutical sector is concerned, flexible 
buyer is most sought after than the one who gives better credit options. The varying demand 
should be taken care of rather than making some profit by opting for better credit policies of 
buyers.  

 Subordinate A and Dominant C felt that keeping a daily contact and letting know your supplier 
about your demands and the fluctuations increased the flexibility factor in the relation which 
later results into better relationship with the supplier. 

 

5.5 Interconnection of the components  
 
 

 
 
Figure 10 Interconnection of the components 

1. If the cost element is a motivation for firms to sustain the power relations, it brings reliability in 
the long run as it brings long-term associations in between the firms. 

2. If a company gives importance on reliability as a driving source on maintaining the power 
relations, the long-term trust encourages firms to offer lower cost to each other. 

3. If there is transparency on the information flow in between two firms in the same supply chain, it 
encourages them to be more reliable and sustain the power relations. 

4. If there is transparency on the information flow in between two firms in the same supply chain, it 
encourages them to be more flexible and sustain the power relations. 

5. If a firm is reliable, then it builds controlled power relations with the other firm via the trust and 
long-term associations in the dyadic relationship. That enables two firms to be flexible enough to 
cope up with the power relations. 
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6 Conclusion 
 
In this study, we examined how power relations are sustained in supply chain. We first conducted the 
literature review that reflected the role of power with its challenges in the supply chain. Based on the 
literature findings, we created the conceptual model with the four components namely cost, transparency, 
reliability and flexibility. We studied these components individually. The broader picture was to have all 
these components together and looking how they help in sustaining the power relations under imbalance 
and balance of power. We had an interpretivist approach regarding to the study to answer our research 
questions, 
RQ1. What is the perspective of the supply chain members regarding to the role of power relations among 
supply chain actors? 
RQ2. How do the cost, transparency, reliability and flexibility help to sustain the power relations in supply 
chain?  
 
We contributed to the current study that, these components are inter-connected to each other for 
enabling companies to handle their power relations. Furthermore, this study has shown that the power is 
not an element that only has a negative effect on the relations. Instead, if it is managed with 
consciousness it leads companies to have improved relations and also enhancing the supply chain 
efficiency.  
 
This study investigated how the supply chain needs to cope up while maintaining the imbalanced power 
relations. This study highlighted the literature finding on prevalent notion about ramification of enforcing 
power in supply chain relationship. However, our findings based on the qualitative study showed that, as 
long as supply chain members are aware of this situation, usage of power can be averted to a certain 
extent. For example, the Subordinate buyer in our study was aware of the power that is used by the 
supplier. However, the reliability component that was examined in our study helped them to continue the 
relationship as the supplier builds the emotion of trust in their relationship.  
 
We found that, each of the components was helping the companies to sustain their power relations. The 
study has given indication that, even though the companies do not give equal importance to each 
component, the four components in some way are present to sustain the power relations. As we argued 
the individual importance of each component, they were tested separately to see how they enable 
sustaining the power relations. Companies take into consideration the particular subtypes of the 
components. For example, all the companies gave importance to lower cost as a motivation to handle the 
power relations whereas transparency was not an important factor for Dominant C. 
 
Through the conceptualized results and the literature review, this study has given an understanding 
regarding to the sustainability of power relations. We emphasize on discussing how the four components 
enable to maintain the power relations in supply chain and show how they are interrelated to each other. 
Thus, we formed a broad representation of sustaining the power relations in supply chain. 

 

 

 

 

 
  



 39 

7 Limitations and Future Research 
 

7.1 Limitations 
 
The first important element as a limitation we identified through the study is that the companies that 
were part of our data collection process are located in different countries. That difference in geographical 
locations triggered two main obstacles. Firstly, the communication was through Skype, phone and e-mail. 
Secondly, the existence of different work culture habits. Former one was eliminated through introducing 
frequent communication with follow-up interviews. The latter one was taken into consideration however 
the importance was given to the power relations each firms hold. We believe that effect of different work 
cultures is eliminated since it cannot only be examined through interviews instead there is a need for mix-
study of quantitative and qualitative study. That would have expanded our main concern regarding to the 
study and distorted the aim of the research questions. 
 
The second factor is the time limitation. Considering the different influential factors on the power 
relations, there is a need for detailed study with a longer time period. However, for our short-term study, 
we concentrated on the most common influential factors to maintain the relations of supply chain 
members that were detected through literature research. 

 
In the research study undertaken, one of the limitations was that the companies selected in the thesis 
belonged to different industries. The interviewed employees had distinct perspectives related to their 
industry so this was reflected in the result. Though industries were different, the validity of the research 
was in no way hampered as only employee perspective was considered. But in future, companies from the 
same industries can be included in the study.  
 
In our research study, buyer and the supplier did not belong to the same supply chain. The buyer and the 
supplier who were interviewed were not related to each other in the business context neither they were 
part of the same supply chain. Though it did not affect the thesis results, in future study it would be viable 
to include the companies belonging to same supply chain so we get the in depth essence of their dyadic 
relationship.  

 

7.2 Future Research  
 
For the proposed conceptual model on maintaining power relations among supply chain members, 
further examination on quality of product could be studied. We have showed that the four pre-defined 
components include quality related concerns, we suggest including quality as one of the predefined 
component to test it separately. Also, it would be interesting to see how the perspective of the company 
changes when the quality is tested alongside the pre-mentioned components.  

 
For our thesis, we examined the companies belonging to different industries and countries since our 
concern was to have a perspective of the companies irrespective of their industry, but mainly their power 
relation status in their supply chain. Due to the time constraint, we were able to include one company for 
each case, for further research examining more companies and their perspective will add more value to 
the current research. The research was a qualitative study, however mix study with quantitative approach 
will enable to see the factors that have impact on the results we acquire to understand the sustainability of 
power relations in supply chain e.g. work culture in different countries. 
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Appendices 
       

Appendix A: Supplier Question Set 
 

A. Background information  
 

1. What is your profession? What is the recent department you are working in the company? 
Elaborate your position in the firm and please briefly explain your job definition.  

 
 
 

2. What is the industry your company belongs to and what is the current status of your company in 
this industry?  

 
 
 

3. Can you describe your buyer (i.e. products you are supplying as well as brief intro of your buyer) 
and your relationship with it? 

 
 

B. Your Supplying details  
 

1. Please describe your buyer’s approach towards your company (buyer management). Do you think 

that your buyer keenly tries to implement competition? Or cooperation? Or even both?   
 
 

2. Please describe your buyer’s purchasing policy (i.e. single, dual, and multiple) for the part you 
supply. (Single: you are the only supplier for that specific product, dual: they source the product 
from two separate suppliers, multiple: they source the products from multiple suppliers) 

 
 

3. Please define your supplying process of that particular product to the firm and also describe if it is 
different from the standard process that you have with your other buyers.   

 
 
 

C. Cost and Transparency 
 

1. Is cost the factor essential for sustaining the relations with the supply chain member?  
 

2. Is cost affecting your decision to maintain the relation with your buyer who has a superior 
product quality? 

 
3. Does higher inventory cost or manufacturing cost have effect on your relationship with the 

buyer? Would you prefer to keep inventory cost low even if you lose out on the relationship 
with the buyer? 

 
4. How important is transparency considering the context of sustaining the relationship? 

 
5. If a buyer is more transparent, does it strengthen the relationship?  

 
6. Do you think too much transparency may lead to imbalance in power     relations among 

supply chain?  
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D. Reliability and Flexibility  
 

1. Is reliability the factor essential for sustaining the relations with the supply chain member?  
 

2. Do you think reliability increases when you have long association with your buyer? Explain  
 

3. Is quality and reliability interdependent? Buyer having a quality product   is more reliable or 
the buyer having long association is?  

  
4. How important is flexibility considering the context of sustaining the relationship? 

 
5. If a buyer is more flexible, does it strengthen the relationship?  

 
6. What is the difference between: more flexible and more reliable?  

 
7. Which of the four components you feel play most significant role in sustaining the 

relationship between you and your buyer? You can choose all four or any one of them as well.   
 
 

E. Power and Power relations 
 

1. According to you, what is power in the context of relationships among individuals? 
 
 

2. What is the role of power in maintaining or sustaining the relationship of supply chain members? 
(Example of power implications in dual relationships: Firm A holding the power against Firm B. 
Thus, Firm B follows the orders of Firm A even though these orders are not in the best interest of 
Firm B.) 

 
3. After finalizing the power context, do you think the mentioned components help in balancing the 

power issue? Would you like to add more components to enable the maintaining relations among 
the supply chain members? 

 

 

Appendix B: Buyer Question Set  
 

A. Background information  

 
1.  What is your profession? What is the recent department you are working in the company? 

Elaborate your position in the firm and please briefly explain your job definition.  
 
 
 

2. What is the industry your company belongs to and what is the current status of your company in 
this industry?  

 
 
 

3. Can you describe your supplier (i.e. products you are purchasing as well as brief intro of your 
supplier) and your relationship with it? 

 
 

B. Your Purchasing details  
 

1. Please describe your supplier’s approach towards your company (supplier management). Do you 

think that your supplier keenly tries to implement competition? Or cooperation? Or even both?  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2. Please describe your buyer’s purchasing policy (i.e. single, dual, and multiple) for the part you 
purchase. (Single: you are the only buyer for that specific product, dual: they source the product 
for two separate buyers, multiple: they source the products for multiple buyers) 

 
 

3. Please define your purchasing process of that particular product to the firm and also describe if it 
is different from the standard process that you have with your other suppliers.   

 
C. Cost and Transparency 

 
1. Is cost the factor essential for sustaining the relations with the supply chain member?  

 
2. Is cost affecting your decision to maintain the relation with your supplier who has a superior 

product quality? 
 

3. Does higher inventory cost or manufacturing cost have effect on your relationship with the 
supplier?  Would you prefer to keep inventory cost low even if you lose out on the relationship 
with the supplier? 

 
4. How important is transparency considering the context of sustaining the relationship? 

 
5. If a supplier is more transparent, does it strengthen the relationship?  

 
6. Do you think high level of transparency may lead to imbalance in power relations among supply 

chain members?  
 

D. Reliability and Flexibility  
 

1. Is reliability the factor essential for sustaining the relations with the supply chain member?  
 

2. Do you think reliability increases when you have long association with your supplier? Explain  
 

3. Is quality and reliability interdependent? Supplier having a quality product is more reliable or the 
supplier having long association is?  

  
4. How important is flexibility considering the context of sustaining the relationship? 

 
5. If a supplier is more flexible, does it strengthen the relationship?  

 
6. What is the difference between: more flexible and more reliable?  

 
7. Which of the four components you feel play most significant role in sustaining the relationship 

between you and your buyer? You can choose all four or any one of them as well.   
 

E. Power and Power relations 
 

1. According to you, what is power in the context of relationships among individuals? 
 

2. What is the role of power in maintaining or sustaining the relationship of supply chain members? 
(Example of power implications in dual relationships: Firm A holding the power against Firm B. 
Thus, Firm B follows the orders of Firm A even though these orders are not in the best interest of 
Firm B.) 

 
3. After finalizing the power context, do you think the mentioned components help in balancing the 

power issue? Would you like to add more components to enable the maintaining relations among 
supply chain members? 

 


