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Abstract 
 

The purpose of the thesis is to examine how relationships between internal suppliers and 

internal buyers that are a part of the same international corporation are managed and 

maintained in an industrial market. In order to fulfill the purpose, a multiple case study 

of Atea, a Scandinavian IT infrastructure provider, is applied. A total of 16 semi-

structured interviews are conducted with Atea´s subsidiaries located in Sweden, 

Denmark, Norway and Finland. The findings from the study show that the supplier and 

the buyer manage the relationships by communicating, adapting, having similar goals, 

bonding, cooperating and interacting. However, there are large variations between the 

firms, which makes the relationship management difficult.  

Based on the findings, firms are recommended to invest foremost to the core of the 

business and adapt to one another. In addition, the service quality should be enhanced as 

the information distribution is the biggest form of cooperation, and everyone should be 

involved in the relationship management. Lastly, the managers should define whether 

they want their firms to be seen as a sister company or as a regular supplier/buyer.  

This paper is limited due to the nature of the qualitative research method used. In 

addition, the findings represent the individuals´ opinions and beliefs and do not 

necessarily represent the entire firm. Due to the limitations, future studies could focus 

on the effect of the corporation´s headquarters on the relationship or the relationship 

between the same actors after a crisis has occurred. One could also investigate how the 

actors see each other, as sister companies or as regular suppliers and buyers, and how 

the relationship can be managed accordingly. Lastly, future research could include other 

factors that have an effect on relationships than the ones used in this study; interaction 

approach, trust and commitment.   

This study has been one of the first ones to study relationships between internal supplier 

and internal buyer belonging to the same corporation and operating in an industrial 

market characterized by external competition. The study has contributed to the 

qualitative research stream by approaching the phenomenon from a qualitative point of 

view, and also to the theoretical literature by using theoretical concepts that earlier have 

mostly been applied to regular supplier-buyer relationships.  
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1 Introduction___________________________________ 
In this chapter, the topic of the thesis will be presented and discussed followed by the 

problematization of the topic leading to a research gap. Based on this gap, a research 

question and purpose of the paper will be defined and delimitations will be presented. 

The chapter will end by presenting the structure of the whole paper. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

1.1 Background 
 

An increasing amount of corporations choose to establish different functions within the 

same corporation to occupy different tasks, for example both buying and selling 

components or services (Heide, 2003; Parmigiani, 2007), hence integrating the entire 

supply chain within one corporation (Pagell, 2004). A supply chain that is well managed 

provides higher customer value because it integrates all customer adding processes 

together (Pagell, 2004). These different functions that are coordinated by the integration 

could be, for example, purchasing, supply management and logistics (Ellegaard and 

Koch, 2012). By doing so, all functions work in accordance to the same purpose of the 

organization (Pagell, 2004), which is important since the theory of integration proposes 

that higher level of integration leads to higher performance of the entire organization 

(Pagell, 2004; Narasimhan and Das, 2001).  

  

In environments that are characterized by constant change, firms have to come up with 

more creative ways to compete with other firms in competitive markets (Doney and 

Cannon, 1997). Therefore, the supplier and the buyer create relationships between each 

other, which is a great barrier to entry to other firms (Ford, 1980).  According to 

Samaha, Beck and Palmatier (2014), many academics agree that relationship marketing 

enhances the firm´s performance. According to Zineldin (2012), relationship 

management focuses on long-term profitability, customer orientation and combination 

of marketing and other functions in an organization. Study conducted by Pagell (2004) 

suggests that communication is one of the keys in order to enable integration, and lack 

of communication between functions results in inhibiting integration and, hence, the 

performance of the firm. However, the same author argues that firms may enable or 

inhibit the communication, but open communication about opportunities and problems 

across the supply chain leads to integration (Pagell, 2004). Communication and 

cooperation are also some of the key characteristics of relationship marketing, according 
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to Zineldin (2012). Based on the same author, lasting and trusting business relationships 

are a long-term process where the uncertainty will decrease over time while trust and 

commitment to the relationship will increase. The goal of the relationships is to make 

exchanges that provide satisfaction and something of value for both parties in question 

(Zineldin, 2012). Overall, business relationship is one of the key resources that a firm 

possesses in an industrial environment (Håkansson, 1989).  

 

An example of the above could be the relationship between a supplier and several 

buyers belong to Atea, a Scandinavian IT infrastructure provider. Atea consists of 

several subsidiaries that operate in foreign markets and includes both the supplier of the 

corporation and buyers in Sweden, Norway, Denmark and Finland (Atea, 2015). As the 

buyers purchase from the supplier and both the supplier and the buyers belong to the 

same corporation, one could assume that they have some kind of relationship between 

them.  

 

1.2 Problem Discussion 
 

Managing relationships between different internal functions can be difficult due to 

several reasons. According to Ford, Gadde, Håkansson, Lundgren, Snehota, Turnbull 

and Wilson (1998), while firms encounter various different potential actions, they also 

face number of restrictions in their business environments. The authors continue that the 

firm encounters various changes that can make the relationship marketing difficult, and 

the changes occur because various other changes happen at the same time. The authors 

imply that firms face restrictions from both inside and outside of the firm; internal 

limitations can be restrictions caused by skills or resources that exist within the firm, 

while external limitations can refer to restrictions where the firm´s decisions are 

affected by other firms. The authors state that predicting the actions of other firms is 

very difficult, so in order to find a common ground, the relationship should be one 

where information and decisions are communicated and coordinated (Ford et al, 1998). 

 

According to Pagell (2004), communication on its own, however, does not guarantee 

consensus, but the consensus cannot happen if the members of the firm do not 

continuously communicate about purposes and priorities to the entire supply chain. A 
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study of the same authors shows evidence on firms that contain communication but 

could not reach consensus because each function is measured on their own and based on 

their own efficiency rather than that of the entire supply chain. Pagell (2004) adds that 

in the study, the priorities of the managers are all wrong since they prioritize to their 

own benefit and hence neglect the benefit for the whole supply chain. The same author, 

therefore, proposes that job rotation and cross-functional teams along with other 

processes that increase the level of communication would increase consensus and global 

understanding of the entire supply chain system (Pagell, 2004).  

 

Interactions between organizations are, however, not clear-cut but rather ambiguous 

since firms exist in complex networks of interactions (Ford, Håkansson and Johanson, 

1986). One aspect that makes interactions between supplier and buyer so complex is the 

fact that so many people are involved (Ford et al, 1986; Håkansson and Snehota, 1989). 

Ford et al (1986) suggest that firms not only have common but also conflicting interests, 

which is why the interaction is characterized by back-and-forth communication as the 

firms try to adapt to each other´s activities. The same author continues that firms that 

depend on others may wish to develop matching activities with them, but the problem is 

then who is responsible for taking care of the cost of the adaptation. The same author 

mentions that another aspect that makes the situation so complicated is the fact that 

firms evaluate interactions based on previous experiences. However, the experiences 

can also ease the upcoming interaction as they enable the firm to predict the interaction, 

which refers to trust (Ford et al, 1986). 

 

Interactions and exchanges between firms create relationships which connect actors to 

each other and, hence, create interdependency between them (Håkansson and Snehota, 

1989). Interdependency and trust are needed in order to create healthy and successful 

business relationships that provide benefits for both parties (Zineldin, 2012). In 

addition, both parties have to be involved and reciprocal in the relationship, it cannot be 

a responsibility of one party only (Håkansson and Snehota, 1989). If reciprocity is the 

dominating element in the relationship, the relationship evolves, but if the dominating 

element is conflict, the relationship is not likely to survive, according to Håkansson 

(1989).  
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Based on the above discussion, managing relationships between supplier and buyer is 

difficult and it requires attention and priorities from both parties to reach mutual 

benefits. Traditional supplier-buyer relationships and theories are rather well-known in 

the academic literature, and one of them is the Interaction Approach introduced by the 

Industrial Marketing and Purchasing (IMP) group in 1982 (Håkansson, 1982). However, 

there is a lack of academic literature concerning relationships between internal suppliers 

and internal buyers belonging to the same organization which operates in an industrial 

market. There is a lack of studies in the current literature especially when the market is 

characterized by external supplier competition, where one internal supplier has to 

compete with several external suppliers to manage a successful relationship with several 

internal buyers simultaneously. In addition, the ways on which the internal supplier and 

internal buyers contribute to the management of the relationships so that both parties 

benefit from it has not been widely or thoroughly studied either. This could probably 

stem from the trend of viewing relationship management on behalf of the headquarters 

and investigating the influence of the headquarters to its subsidiaries and their 

relationships (see for example Grewal, Kumar, Mallapragada, and Saini, 2013). Pagell 

(2004) also states that many scientists have focused on describing the relationship 

between integration and performance, but left out the descriptions on the ways in which 

integration can be achieved.  

 

This discussion leads to the forming of the research question that will be the main focus 

of this paper. The research question is as follows: 

 

How are the relationships between internal suppliers and internal buyers managed? 

 

Hence, the purpose of this thesis is to extend the understanding of relationships between 

internal suppliers and internal buyers belonging to the same corporation. The aim is to 

make a contribution to the already existing theoretical literature on supplier-buyer 

relationships and widen it by investigating this topic. Based on the findings of the study, 

the aim is also to come up with recommendations for managers on how to manage these 

relationships and suggestions for future studies within this field. In order to fulfill the 

purpose, a case study of Atea corporation will be applied. 
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1.3 Delimitations 
 

This paper is delimited in a way that it only focuses on the relationships between 

internal supplier and internal buyers, hence leaving the control, power and influence of 

the headquarters out from the investigation. The study is also delimited when it comes 

to the choice of case study; the study focuses only on one international corporation and 

the subsidiaries in Scandinavia due to ease of access and author´s familiarity with the 

corporation due to previous job employment in one of the subsidiaries.  

 

1.4 Thesis Structure 
 

In chapter two, a short literature review based on earlier literature of key concepts is 

presented in order to show the relevance of this paper. After that, the main theoretical 

concepts and frameworks are presented in chapter three, which provides the basis for 

the upcoming analysis of the empirical investigation. The theoretical framework leads to 

formation of a conceptual model that will guide the empirical investigation. After the 

theoretical framework, the paper turns focus to the methodological procedures in 

chapter four, where methodologies and methods occupied in this study are discussed 

and each step taken is explained and discussed. In the following chapter, in chapter five, 

the results gained from empirical data gathering are presented in connection to the 

theoretical framework. In chapter six, the findings and the main issues are discussed 

thoroughly followed by chapter seven where the conclusions and concluding remarks 

are provided to sum up the results of the investigation and the research question is 

answered. Lastly, in the same chapter, further studies and implications for managers are 

provided and discussed along with limitations and theoretical contributions of this 

paper. 
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2 Literature Review_______________________________ 
This chapter offers a review on previous literature on the key concepts that are in focus 

in this paper; supplier-buyer relationships and relationship marketing. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

2.1 Supplier-Buyer Relationships 
 

Supplier-buyer relationships in industrial markets have been studied for decades, and 

there are plenty of studies conducted within this area. However, based on Turnbull 

(1987), there was a lack of theories on interorganizational behavior, which inhibited the 

understanding of the phenomenon and contributed to the creation of new theoretical 

frameworks. A theoretical concept of Interaction Approach was created as a challenge 

to the traditional industrial supplier-buyer literature and it emphasized the importance of 

relationships between the supplier and the buyer in industrial markets (Håkansson, 

1982). The theory was outlined by the Industrial Marketing and Purchasing (IMP) group 

established in the late 70´s, and it is explained in detail in, for example, Håkansson 

(1982) and Turnbull and Valla (1986). One of the IMP group members, Ford (1980), 

introduced also five steps of the evolution of buyer-supplier relationships in his article 

on relationship development in industrial markets. He described how buyers and sellers 

go from pre-relationship stage to the established final stage, and how experience, 

distance, uncertainty, commitment and adaptation relate to the changes (Ford, 1980).  

 

After its creation, Interaction Approach became an established research stream, and 

industrial marketing along with relationship management received noticeable attention 

across Europe, according to Turnbull (1987). Members of the IMP group have since 

published several books and articles with the attempt to develop previous studies of 

interactions between firms (see for example Ford et al, 1986; Håkansson, 1989; 

Håkansson and Ford, 2002). Studies conducted by the IMP group have contributed to 

the literature on industrial marketing when it comes to theories on industrial networks as 

well; for example in Håkansson (1989), different actors, activities and resources were 

linked in the industrial environment and together created a model for the network. These 

ideas were also developed in Ford et al (1998) who focused on the nature of industrial 

business markets and the connections of different firms in these markets.  
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According to Vanpoucke, Vereecke and Boyer (2014), many of the previous studies 

have focused on the outcomes, the risks or the benefits of the supplier-buyer 

relationships and have, thus, neglected how firms actually can develop successful 

relationships. For example, Doney and Cannon (1997) focused on the nature of trust in 

these supplier-buyer relationships, while the main focus of Han, Sung and Shim (2014) 

was performance outcomes of flexibility in the relationships. In the focus of many 

scholars has also been the interdependency between the industrial supplier and buyer 

and one firm´s dependency on the other (see for example Ganesan, 1994; Fink, James 

and Hatten, 2011).  

 

2.2 Relationship Marketing 
 

According to Zineldin (2012), relationship marketing is one of the oldest topics of 

marketing, which has led to many perspectives and approaches by numerous of different 

researchers. Hence, there is no unite definition of relationship marketing, but many 

scholars have interpreted and defined it as they see fit (Zineldin, 2012). For example, 

Armstrong, Kotler, Harker and Brennan (2009) defined relationship marketing as a 

firm´s focus on long-term customer management instead of transactional marketing that 

is used to describe the classic marketing management, or in detail, the 4 P´s of 

marketing (Armstrong et al, 2009). Despite the various definitions, many researchers 

within the relationship marketing field focus on long-term customer retention by 

developing the relationships (Zineldin, 2012).  

 

Relationship marketing has evolved throughout the years, and many scholars have 

agreed that it has made firms to focus more on the customer and the relationship 

between the firm and the customer than transactions. Levitt, in his article “After the sale 

is over…” (1983) started stressing the importance of supplier-buyer relationship 

management after the sale has been made due to the changing nature of services and the 

increasing complexity of technology. He stated that those firms that manage their 

customer relationships the best will be the ones who succeed at the end. Rather similar 

approach was taken by McKenna (1991) who predicted that marketing will move from 

the volume-based marketing approach to a more modern approach where knowledge 

and experience are stressed more within the marketing concept. As a reason he named 
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the evolvement of technology which, by the time he wrote the article “Marketing is 

everything” (1991), had experienced an enormous expansion among businesses. He 

described marketing as the key focus of businesses and stressed the importance of 

customer relationships and market-driven adaptations so that the customer will be better 

integrated into the firm (McKenna, 1991).  

 

Today, relationship marketing is a part of the very business itself and it should involve 

everyone working in a firm and not just some pointed out employees, according to 

Zineldin (2012). The same author suggests that firms should work together with the 

customer to increase added value which enables the firm to compete in the competitive 

and changing market. The author adds that in order to increase the added value, the firm 

needs to build relationships with not only the customers but also with suppliers, 

investors and other firms so that the firm will manage even the most turbulent times. 

The author also explains how changes in prices and technologies can happen rapidly, 

but strong and long-lasting relationships with customers can last forever (Zineldin, 

2012). 
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3 Conceptual Framework__________________________ 
In this chapter, the main theoretical concepts will be presented and the conceptual 

framework will be defined. The chapter ends with proposition of a theoretical model 

that will guide the empirical investigation.  

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

3.1 Interaction Approach 
 

Interaction and communication are the main aspects of a relationship (Zineldin, 2000). 

The main focus of the interaction approach is the interactions between parties and it 

focuses on the relationships between firms instead of relationships within each firm 

(Håkansson, 1982). Based on Ford et al (1986), interaction takes place both in words 

and in actions such as deliveries and purchases; it is the combination of the actions that 

comprise the existence of the firm. Interactions enable the firm to perform its activities; 

without it, the firm would not have any capability (Ford et al, 1986). Therefore, 

Håkansson (1982) developed an interaction model that includes all the main variables 

that have an effect on interactions between suppliers and buyers (see Figure 1). 

 

 

Figure 1: Interaction model (Håkansson, 1982) 

 

The interaction model includes; (1) the interaction process, (2) the participants within 

that process, (3) the environment where the interaction takes place and (4) the 

atmosphere that affects the interaction (Håkansson, 1982). 
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The interaction process includes exchanges between two parties which occur in 

industrial market relationships (Håkansson, 1982). The same author refers to the 

product or service exchange as the core exchange, and explains that it has a significant 

effect on the relationship; exchange process will be rather different if the product or 

service is unable to fulfill the buyer´s needs. The author also continues that information 

exchange includes several important aspects, such as the depth and width of the 

information, formality of the information and what kind of topics dominate the 

exchange the most. Based on Håkansson (1982), financial exchange refers to the 

economic importance of the relationship in terms of money, while social exchange 

refers to the long-term process where firms gradually get connected with each other 

through interactions. The same author explains that building trust is a long-term social 

process where the other three elements of exchange should be conducted successfully. 

Based on Håkansson (1982), the four types of exchange build up a long-term 

relationship which gets routinized over time since both parties acquire expectations of 

their counterparts. In addition, communication builds inter-organizational relationships 

which includes people from different functions of the firms (Håkansson, 1982). 

 

Based on Håkansson (1982), both the relationship and the interaction that occurs within 

it depend on several characteristics of parties that include both characteristics of the 

firms and its individuals, referred to as participants. The same author continues that 

some of the greatest characteristics are technology, organizational size, structure and 

strategy, organizational experience and individuals. According to Håkansson (1982), 

technology refers to connecting the supplier´s production technology expertise to the 

buyer´s application technology expertise. The same author explains that organizational 

size, structure and strategy provide the firm with basic position on how to interact; for 

example a large firm may have more power over its smaller counterparts. Håkansson 

(1982) describes that individuals of both firms are involved in the relationship since 

they exchange information and create strong bonds, which develops the relationships. 

Since several individuals are involved, they all bring different experiences, attitudes and 

motivations, which together build a total experience (Håkansson, 1982). 
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Håkansson (1982) states that the interactions cannot be studied in isolation but in a 

wider context in the environment which has different aspects, for example 

internationalization and the social system. He continues that internationalization affects 

the firm´s willingness to develop its international relationships which, in turn, may 

affect the entire organization. The social system refers to wider environment where 

attitudes and perceptions may affect the building of a relationship or the exchange 

process (Håkansson, 1982).  

 

According to Håkansson (1982), atmosphere is one of the main aspects that affects the 

relationship since it contains a group of variables with various characteristics, such as 

power-dependence, conflict versus cooperation and closeness versus distance. He 

continues that relationships are stable due to the length of the relationship, and there are 

both advantages and disadvantages when it comes to different atmospheres which can 

be analyzed within the cost-benefit dimension and a control dimension. The former 

dimension includes, for example, transaction and production cost while the latter refers 

to increasing the control or power over the counterpart (Håkansson, 1982). 

 

3.2 Commitment & Trust 
 

According to Zineldin and Jonsson (2000), trust and commitment are results of 

relationships characterized by collaboration. Based on Zineldin (2012), parties wishing 

to create long-term relationships should be committed to the business relationship and 

aware that they require interdependence from both parties. The same author continues 

that ultimately, the firm wants customers to become loyal so that the firm can possess 

long-term customer retention which refers to the commitment on behalf of the customer 

to be willing to do exchanges with the firm continuously. Customer retention and 

loyalty create various benefits, for example positive word-of-mouth and higher 

revenues, market share and switching costs (Zineldin, 2012). 

 

According to Zineldin and Jonsson (2000), many researches have shown that successful 

relationships depend on relational exchanges where trust is the key element. Trust is 

thought of being a necessary condition for commitment, and lack of trust is one of the 

main reasons why so many relationships are inefficient (Zineldin and Jonsson, 2000). 
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Based on the findings by Doney and Cannon (1997), trust influences long-term 

relationships since trust increases the likelihood of the buyer to do business with the 

supplier. Zineldin (2012) states that successful business relationships are based on trust 

which has to be earned; it cannot be forced but it should not be blind either. Therefore, 

one should look at business relationship creation as a process where uncertainty and 

risks decrease incrementally while trust increases (Zineldin, 2012). In order to 

demonstrate trust the firm can, for example, share information and experiences with its 

counterpart, which will eventually lead to higher level of commitment (Zineldin and 

Jonsson, 2000).  

 

Zineldin and Jonsson (2000) argue that commitment and trust are results of different 

relationship management activities, such as cooperation, adaptation, bonds, shared 

values, communication and satisfaction, that have been implemented successfully. The 

same author states that positive actions are needed in order to manage, maintain and 

develop successful business relationships because they encourage firms to expect long-

term benefits when staying with existing partner (Zineldin and Jonsson, 2000). These 

six characteristics are defined below.  

 
3.2.1 Adaptation 

 

According to Zineldin and Jonsson (2000), in a committed relationship, the partners 

adapt products and processes to each other in order to get a better fit. Adaptations can 

be, for example, modifications of a product, a service or a process, but they can also 

relate to investments as both parties agree to invest in tangible or intangible resources 

(Zineldin and Jonsson, 2000). Adaptations are a critical aspect of a relationship, and 

they can occur, for example, when a firm adapts its products, social relations or 

information routines to fit better with the counterpart (Håkansson, 1982). Based on 

Håkansson (1982), adaptations can provide the firms with benefits such as increased 

revenue, cost reduction and control of the exchange. According to Zineldin and Jonsson 

(2000), adaptations affect the level of commitment and trust between a supplier and 

buyer, and it is the willingness to adapt that shows commitment to the relationship. 

Based on Ganesan (1994), willingness to adapt may show to the other counterpart that 

the firm cares for the relationship and is ready to make sacrifices for the relationship. 
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3.2.2 Bonds 

 

Existing long-term relationships act as barriers to entry (Ford, 1980), and especially 

relationship bonds that have been created between parties can create high switching 

barriers for the firms (Zineldin and Jonsson, 2000). Bonds can be referred to as social, 

knowledge-related, technical and economic/legal bonds (Zineldin and Jonsson, 2000; 

Håkansson, 1989), which increase trust and commitment in the relationship (Zineldin 

and Jonsson, 2000). When parties trust and have confidence in one another, they 

become more responsible to fulfill their tasks, which refers to the social bonds 

(Håkansson, 1989). The same author continues that knowledge-related bonds are 

created when the parties obtain knowledge about each other, which leads to integration 

of knowledge between parties. Technological bonds refer to adapting to the other party 

in a technical way, and economic/legal bonds refer to agreements and legal contracts the 

task of which is to act as an insurance and be visible to others (Håkansson, 1989).  

 
3.2.3 Shared values 

 

According to Zineldin and Jonsson (2000), shared values between collaborative parties 

affect relationship commitment and trust since shared values mean the parties have 

same goals, behaviors and policies. Based on Forsgren (2008), shared values bring up 

the question of centralization versus decentralization since differences in decision-

making can cause conflicts between subsidiaries. He continues that the answer to these 

conflicts is shared values as they decrease divergent interests, stress interdependence 

between subsidiaries and, hence, lead to consensus. The same author adds that, 

therefore, firms should share same goals that shape the behavior and perspectives of 

subsidiaries. According to Forsgren (2008, pp. 90), “The shared values are the glue that 

keeps the multinational firm together”. Shared values refer to goals, beliefs and values, 

and they are achieved through communication between different units (Forsgren, 2008). 

 
3.2.4 Communication 

 

Forsgren (2008) states that the more communication there is, the better the relationship. 

Zineldin and Jonsson (2000) argue that communication is a major factor that influences 

trust, and defines communication as formal and informal information sharing between 

parties. Based on Turnbull (1979), factors that prevent information sharing could be 
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caused by disturbance to the information flow due to differences in, for example, 

culture, language and education. The same author continues that communication is 

important in industrial markets especially since the whole market is characterized by 

personal service and selling instead of impersonal communication tools. He states that 

in industrial markets, both the supplier and buyer have a need for more information and 

they prefer personal communication to written contracts. The same author also suggests 

different kinds of information that is shared between parties; the information can refer 

to formal or informal interactions the aim of which is to assess the suitability and 

competence of the counterpart. Based on Turnbull (1979), information can refer to a so-

called insurance contact which is established in order to act rapidly in case of an 

emergency or a crisis. Information can also be about private social interactions, or it can 

be about an individual deliberately establishing certain contacts to increase his/her own 

status in the firm (Turnbull, 1979).  

 
3.2.5 Satisfaction 

 

According to Zineldin (2012), service quality has a positive impact on customer 

satisfaction which, in turn, affects customer retention. The same author continues that 

customer retention eventually has an effect on profitability, which is why services are 

important in relationship management when it comes to building and developing 

relationships. When the customers are satisfied they create long-term and strong 

relationships with suppliers which leads to loyalty and customer retention (Zineldin, 

2012). Satisfaction can refer to the customer´s experience of the relationship in terms of 

what value the customer received (Zineldin and Jonsson, 2000). However, Anderson 

and Narus (1990) define satisfaction as the holistic evaluation of the relationship 

between partners and suggest that cooperation leads to greater satisfaction.  

 
3.2.6 Cooperation 

 

Cooperation is an important element in relationship commitment (Frazier and Rody, 

1991) and it leads to increase in trust, efficiency and achievement of goals (Zineldin and 

Jonsson, 2000). Cooperation can be seen as the intention to develop trust and 

commitment in a relationship (Zineldin and Jonsson, 2000) and it occurs when parties 

act together in order to achieve mutual goals (Anderson and Narus, 1990). 
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Interdependence between firms arises from cooperation, and the supplier should pay a 

lot of attention to the buyer, according to Campbell (1985). The same author continues 

that, therefore, the supplier should develop services and stay ahead technologically in 

order to stay at a privileged position. He adds that the supplier should use the buyer´s 

cooperation to find better ways to satisfy their needs; taking advantage of the 

cooperation and the buyer´s loyalty increases the risk of ruining the relationship for 

good. That kind of behavior destroys the interdependence and shared values which the 

relationship depends on (Campbell, 1985). 

 

3.3 Theoretical Model  
 

Based on the theoretical framework above, we can predict that firms aim at trust and 

commitment in their relationships with buyers since, according to Zineldin and Jonsson 

(2000), successful relationships depend on trust and commitment. Therefore, a model 

(see figure 2) can be built were trust and commitment are both the result and the 

influencing factor of the relationship, hence the arrow that points to two directions 

between relationship and trust & commitment. In the model, based on the literature of 

supplier-buyer relationships, trust and commitment are affected by adaptation, bonds, 

shared values, communication, satisfaction and cooperation, while the interaction 

approach has an effect on the relationship.  

 

Figure 2: Theoretical model (Author´s own) 

 

In the model (figure 2) we, hence, can assume that interaction approach affects 

relationships directly and trust and commitment indirectly. We also assume that 

adaptation, bonds, shared values, communication, satisfaction and cooperation affect 
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trust and commitment directly and the relationship indirectly. In addition, we assume 

that these previously mentioned factors and theories can be applied to internal supplier-

buyer relationships also and not only to traditional supplier-buyer relationships. Since 

the theoretical literature used in this paper has focused on the overall supplier-buyer 

relationships and not specifically on relationships between internal suppliers and 

internal buyers, we assume that this theoretical model is applicable to the latter also and 

that the relationship management can be described based on these factors presented in 

the model.  
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4 Method_______________________________________ 
In this chapter, the chosen research method will be discussed and the empirical data 

gathering process will be explained in detail. Operationalization of the research will be 

presented at the end of the chapter along with reliability and validity of this study. 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

4.1 Pre-understanding 
 

According to Bryman and Bell (2007), values have an impact on business research, and 

they refer to researcher´s beliefs or opinions concerning the topic, which could cause 

personal bias. Based on the same authors, in order to minimize the effect of values, the 

researcher should be self-reflective and not let values affect the research. However, a 

research can never be completely value-free due to previous knowledge, understanding 

and experience that the researcher has, according to Bryman and Bell (2007). The same 

authors continue that these factors affect what the researcher sees while conducting the 

study.  

 

It is important to notify the concept of pre-understanding and the dimensions in this 

context since the author of this paper was employed at Atea Logistics, one of the 

subsidiaries of Atea, prior to and during the thesis writing process and worked in their 

Växjö office. Therefore, the author had previous knowledge, understanding and 

experience of the firm, the industry and the markets in which it operates and had good 

access to the interview participants and Atea Logistics´ sister companies. Pre-

understanding in this case was considered as an advantage instead of a liability, 

although the author was aware of putting own opinions and thoughts aside and focusing 

on the participants´ answers in order to decrease the bias.  

 

4.2 Research Approach 
 

According to Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2009), all research leads to developing 

new knowledge despite how modest the purpose may be. The same authors continue 

that, however, the way in which the research is conducted tells how the author views the 

world, which is also why it is important to be able to argue and defend one´s choice of 

research method compared to other alternatives. Based on Saunders et al (2009), a 

certain research method may be more applicable to a certain research question while 
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another method may suit another question better. There are two different research 

approaches for the researcher to choose from when conducting a study, based on 

Saunders et al (2009). Deductive approach refers to developing theories or hypotheses 

and designing the entire research strategy so that the hypothesis will be tested while 

inductive approach, on the contrary, refers to collecting and analyzing data and then 

contributing to theories as the result of the data analysis (Saunders et al, 2009). 

 

In this paper, the inductive approach is taken due to its main aim to get a better 

understanding of the problem and to contribute to the existing pool of theories within 

the topic. Based on Bryman and Bell (2007), the research findings are added back to the 

amount of theories which were the starting point to the whole study in the first place. 

Saunders et al (2009) state that inductive approach also concerns the context of the 

phenomenon, which is why a small sample may be more suitable for an inductive study 

than a large sample which is the case in the deductive approach. Inductive approach 

refers to in-depth understanding of the research context, gathering qualitative data, the 

researcher being a part of the process and less need to generalize than the deductive 

approach (Saunders et al, 2009).  

 

4.3 Research Design 
 

Based on Saunders et al (2009), research approach focuses on how to choose to answer 

to the research question, while research design focuses more on how to turn the research 

question into a research project. Saunders et al (2009) explain that research design is a 

general plan on how the researcher intends to answer to the research question, and it 

includes details on how the researcher intends to gather data, what kind of constrains the 

researcher may face and why the researcher chose the specific design. Based on the 

same authors, research purposes can be classified as exploratory, descriptive and 

explanatory design. Exploratory design is suitable when the researcher wishes to 

expand the understanding of a problem, and it can be conducted by (1) searching the 

literature, (2) interviewing experts who possess special knowledge on the topic or (3) 

arranging focus groups (Saunders et al, 2009). The same authors explain that the 

advantage of exploratory design is that it is flexible and adaptable; however, it may 

force the researcher to redirect the focus as new data appears. The authors continue that 
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descriptive design refers to having a clear picture of the data collection objective before 

the data collection takes place, and its aim is to explain the phenomenon in detail. 

However, “it should be thought of as a means to an end rather than an end in itself”, 

according to Saunders et al (2009; pp. 140), which is why it can be attached to or 

extension of exploratory or explanatory design. Finally, explanatory design is used 

when the research aims at explaining relationships between variables; explanatory 

design is suitable both for statistical quantitative research methods as well as qualitative 

approaches (Saunders et al, 2009). 

 

Due to the nature of the purpose and the research question of this paper, both 

exploratory and descriptive designs could be applied. The study is exploratory because 

the purpose is to widen the understanding of the research topic, the participants are 

specifically selected individuals that provide insights on the topic and the study has a 

flexible nature. The study has descriptive characteristics due to the need for clear picture 

of the phenomenon prior to data collection and the aim to explain the phenomenon in 

detail. 

 

4.4 Research Strategy 
 

Based on Bryman and Bell (2007), case study refers to detailed and thorough 

investigation and analysis of one case. A case can refer to a firm, a location, event or a 

person (Bryman and Bell, 2007), and a suitable case study method could be, for 

example, interviews or observations (Saunders et al, 2009). According to Bryman and 

Bell (2007), if the researcher includes more than one case to the study, the strategy is 

then a multiple case study, which is an extension of a single case study. Multiple case 

study allows the researcher to compare the findings to each other, which enables the 

researcher to distinct what is common or uncommon in the results (Bryman and Bell, 

2007). Multiple case study refers to establishing whether the results of one case can be 

found in another, which gives it more generalizability and hence perhaps makes it more 

attractive than a single case study (Yin, 2003).  
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Multiple case study is the most suitable research strategy for this thesis since the aim is 

to deepen the understanding of the phenomenon and look for common patterns across 

the cases.  

 

4.5 Data Collection Techniques 
 

Saunders et al (2009) divide the data collection techniques into two categories, 

quantitative techniques and qualitative techniques; the former referring to numeric data 

and the latter referring to non-numeric data. Qualitative techniques include methods 

such as interviews which help the researcher to obtain relevant and reliable information 

that fit to the purpose of the study and the research questions, according to Saunders et 

al (2009). The same authors continue that interviews can be divided into several 

different types, for example structured interviews, in-depth interviews or semi-

structured interviews. The latter one of these, semi-structure interviews, are so called 

non-standardized, where the context is taken into consideration since it affects the 

choice of questions and topics to be covered (Saunders et al, 2009). Based on Saunders 

et al (2009), depending on the flow of the discussion, the order of interview questions 

may vary and additional follow-up questions may be asked, and it is also suggested that 

the interview is audio-recorded and notes are taken while discussing. Semi-structured 

interviews fit well with the aims of exploratory studies (Saunders et al, 2009), the 

research design chosen for this thesis. That is why the qualitative research technique and 

semi-structured interviews as a research method are chosen to fulfill the purpose of the 

thesis.  

 

4.6 Population and Sample 
 

According to Miles and Huberman (1994), sampling is an extremely important aspect 

when it comes to qualitative data gathering as it is crucial for the analysis. The authors 

continue that a researcher cannot include everyone into the study, so one has to make 

choices that will affect the conclusions drawn from the analysis. Sampling in qualitative 

research usually focuses on smaller sample sizes than in quantitative research, but the 

focus in qualitative research is on the in-depth information that can be collected from 

the sample (Miles and Huberman, 1994) 
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Each participant was individually picked for the study based on their variety of 

occupations, the firm each participant works at and their knowledge and/or familiarity 

with the topic of the thesis. People with different backgrounds and job titles were 

chosen in order to increase the variety in the responses. Eight people were interviewed 

from the supplier´s side and eight people were interviewed from the buyer´s side which 

represents four sister companies. These participants, their occupation, workplace, date 

of interview and the place of interview are presented below: 

 

 Frank Svensson, Managing director, Atea Logistics, March 30
th

 2015, Växjö 

 Jens Karlsson, Purchase manager, Atea Logistics, April 7
th 

2015, Växjö 

 Malin Edlund, Customer care manager, Atea Logistics, April 7
th 

2015, Växjö 

 Annie Platzer, Administrator, Atea Logistics, April 8
th

 2015, Växjö 

 Christer Vång, Sales manager, Atea Logistics, April 8
th

 2015, Via Lync 

 Henric Olofsson, Salesperson, Atea Logistics, April 16
th

 2015, Växjö 

 Fredrik Örnberg, Sales manager, Atea Logistics, April 21
st
 2015, Växjö 

 Mikael Fredriksson, Product marketing manager, Atea Logistics, April 21st 

2015, Via Lync 

 Oskar Aspengren, Business assurance manager, Atea Sweden, April 7
th

 2015, 

Växjö 

 Per Melbi, APS manager, Atea Sweden, April 17
th

 2015, Via Lync 

 Morten Felding, Managing director, Atea Denmark, April 7
th

 2015, Via 

telephone 

 Jari Hyle, Logistics manager, Atea Finland, April 10
th

 2015, Via telephone 

 Virva Hilli, Sales specialist, Atea Finland, April 14
th

 2015, Via telephone 

 Pertti Laitinen, Customer care manager, Atea Finland, April 14
th

 2015, Via 

telephone 

 Jo Haugen, Vendor manager, Atea Norway, April 27
th

 2015, Via Lync 

 Anders Killingstad, Purchase manager, Atea Norway, April 28
th

 2015, Via Lync 

 

4.7 Data Collection  
 

Empirical data was collected during a period of one month, starting March 30
th

 and 

lasting until April 28
th

, during which all the interviews were conducted. Interviews were 
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conducted either via face to face contact, telephone or the Microsoft chat system Lync. 

The interview questions (see Appendix A) had been sent to each interviewee a good 

time prior to the interview and the participants were instructed of the semi-structured 

nature of the interview and the purposes for which the interview is conducted. 

Furthermore, it was explained to each participants that they could be anonymous if they 

wished so and they were guided to speak openly and reply to the questions in any order 

they preferred. The author and the participants came to an agreement on mentioning the 

participants´ names only in this methodological chapter but leaving the individuals´ 

names and workplaces out of the interview summaries, results and analysis sections. 

The duration of the interviews varied between 20 to 70 minutes and follow-up questions 

connected to the discussed topic were asked by the interviewer to each participant. 

Managing director of Atea Logistics, Frank Svensson, provided background information 

of Atea corporation during his interview in March (see Appendix B). Summaries of all 

the interviews can be found in Appendix C; detailed transcripts can be provided on 

behalf of the author if requested.   

 

4.8 Data Analysis  
 

According to Miles and Huberman (1994), data reduction refers to simplifying, 

selecting and transforming the transcribed data, and it does not only happen after the 

data has been gathered but also before it as the researcher decides on several aspects of 

the case, such as the conceptual framework and data gathering approach. The same 

authors state that data reduction continues as the project proceeds in terms of coding, 

selecting and summarizing, which is why it is a continuous process. The previous 

authors add that data display refers to organized and structured information that has 

been put together so that conclusions can be drawn. Displaying the data helps the reader 

understand the case and make actions based on that understanding, and its aim is to 

assemble the information so that it is easily accessible and compact (Miles and 

Huberman, 1994). 

 

Based on Bryman and Bell (2007), coding is one of the most central forms in analyzing 

qualitative data and it refers to gradually reducing the large amount of data gathered 

from the qualitative study. The same authors continue that the researcher should not get 

overwhelmed with the amount of data gathered but code as early on as possible and read 
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the transcripts several times. Then the researcher shall connect the theoretical concepts 

with the found patterns and interconnect the data (Bryman and Bell, 2007). 

 

Based on the above discussion, the written transcripts from semi-structured interviews 

have been simplified and transformed by finding patterns of the data which then has 

been shortened and coded. Summaries in Appendix C represent the simplification of the 

data. The data in the summaries of each interviews has been selected based on the 

relevance to the topic. The findings have also then been coded based on the theoretical 

framework and concepts discussed in the previous chapter in order to show the linkage 

between the findings and the theoretical concepts.   

 

4.9 Quality Measures 
 

In order to assess the quality of the study, the researcher should apply reliability and 

validity as the criteria of the assessment (Bryman and Bell, 2007). These both are 

discussed below. 

 

4.9.1 Reliability  

 

Reliability refers to the extent to which other researchers would find similar information 

or results if they replicated the study, according to Saunders et al (2009). Based on the 

same authors, however, expecting other researchers to be able to replicate the same 

study is not realistic due to the complex and dynamic nature of qualitative non-

standardized interview method. However, transparency and motivating the choice of 

method and strategy along with presenting the data gathered are important aspects 

because that way other researchers can understand the processes the researcher has gone 

through (Saunders et al, 2009).  

 

According to Saunders et al (2009), reliability refers also to issues of bias, and there are 

several types of bias. The same authors continue that interviewer bias refers to the effect 

of the interviewer´s non-verbal behavior, comments or tone on the respondent´s 

response; interviewer bias also refers to the researcher pushing his/her own beliefs and 

opinions through the interview questions and affecting the results. Saunders et al (2009) 

describe response bias as another type of bias that may affect the reliability of results. 
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The authors explain that response bias can be caused by perceptions concerning the 

interviewer and the interviewer´s credibility, or the sensitivity of information; the 

respondent may not wish or be able to provide all the information, which could lead to 

the interviewer getting just a partial picture of the whole situation (Saunders et al, 

2009).  

 

In order to increase the reliability of results and transparency, the data gathering 

process, the steps within it and motivation for each choice have been described in detail 

in this chapter. In addition, each interview was audio-recorded and transcribed after they 

took place and summaries of these transcripts were attached to the Appendix C. In 

addition, in order to decrease the interviewer bias, the interviewer was very aware of 

putting own feelings, thoughts and beliefs aside and explained to the respondents that 

the topic is investigated and the data is gathered objectively. Response bias was 

diminished by offering every respondent a possibility to anonymity and coming into an 

agreement with the participants to not publish the transcripts or mention the 

participants´ names or place of work.  

 

4.9.2 Validity 

 

Based on Bryman and Bell (2007), validity refers to the researcher observing and 

investigating what should be investigated in the specific study. Validity refers to the 

match between the findings of the study and the theoretical framework created for the 

particular study (Bryman and Bell, 2007).  

 

In order to increase validity, the interview questions were designed based on the 

conceptual framework, theoretical concepts and previous literature presented earlier in 

this paper. All interview questions were connected to the theories covering the entire 

conceptual framework, which is visualized in a table below.  
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Concept Conceptual 

Definition 

Operational 

Definition 

Measures Question 

Numbers 

Interaction 

Approach 

Interaction 

approach focuses 

on the interactions 

and relationships 

between firms 

instead of 

relationships 

within the firm 

(Håkansson, 

1982). 

To see how 

the firms 

interact and 

how 

interaction is 

considered in 

their 

relationship 

management.  

Interaction process 

(Håkansson, 1982) 

Participants 

(Håkansson, 1982) 

Environment 

(Håkansson, 1982) 

Atmosphere 

(Håkansson, 1982) 

3, 4, 9 

 

3, 4, 7 

 

3, 4, 6 

 

2, 3, 4 

Trust & 

Commitment 

Trust and 

commitment are 

the results of 

relationships that 

are characterized 

by collaboration 

(Zineldin and 

Jonsson, 2000) 

To see how 

trust and 

commitment 

are 

considered 

within the 

firms.   

Trust (Zineldin and 

Jonsson, 2000; 

Zineldin, 2012; Doney 

and Cannon, 1997) 

Commitment (Zineldin 

and Jonsson, 2000)  

9 

 

 

 

10 

Characteristics 

of trusting and 

committed 

relationships 

Commitment and 

trust are a result of 

different 

relationship 

management 

activities that have 

been implemented 

successfully 

(Zineldin and 

Jonsson, 2000) 

To see how 

the firms 

conduct these 

activities 

within the 

relationship.  

Adaptation (Zineldin et 

al, 1997; Zineldin and 

Jonsson, 2000; 

Håkansson, 1982; 

Ganesan, 1994) 

Bonds (Zineldin and 

Jonsson, 2000; 

Håkansson, 1989)  

Shared values (Zineldin 

and Jonsson, 2000; 

Forsgren, 2008)  

Communication 

(Forsgren, 2008; 

Zineldin and Jonsson, 

2000; Turnbull, 1979)  

Satisfaction (Zineldin, 

2012, Zineldin and 

Jonsson, 2000; 

Anderson and Narus, 

1990)  

Cooperation (Frazier 

and Rody, 1991; 

Zineldin and Jonsson, 

2000, Anderson and 

Narus, 1990; Campbell, 

1985)  

7 

 

 

 

 

6, 7 

 

 

5 

 

 

3, 4, 7 

 

 

 

2, 5, 8 

 

 

 

 

2, 5 

 
Table 1: Operationalization (Author´s own) 
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5 Analysis & Results______________________________ 
In this chapter, the empirical data from the research method gathered will be presented 

and connected to the theoretical framework and the conceptual model developed in 

chapter 3. For thorough empirical data, please see Appendix C.  

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

5.1 Interaction Approach 
 

Interaction is one of the main aspects of a relationship (Zineldin, 2000), and the 

interaction takes place both in words and in actions such as deliveries and purchases 

(Ford et al, 1986). Many participants mention deliveries as a big part of the relationship; 

for example, participant J says that the most crucial aspects when it comes to trusting a 

supplier is the reliability of deliveries and correct information. Participant G stresses the 

importance of delivery precision while participants I and M wish that the supplier would 

live up to expectations more when it comes to deliveries and would stick to the 

information they have given concerning the delivery time. Participant L also says that 

her cooperation is mostly about regular orders and deliveries, and when she contacts the 

supplier, the matter most often concerns these issues. Participant M stresses the fact that 

the basic aspects, such as deliveries, are the most important aspects of the relationship 

and mentions that it does not matter how good the relationship is if the basic matters do 

not function. He also adds that the delivery time is often very long compared to 

competing suppliers, which is why they often choose another supplier. This can also be 

referred to the interaction process and product or service exchange since, according to 

Håkansson (1982), it is the core exchange, and the exchange process will be very 

different depending on whether the product, or in this case the service, is able to fulfill 

the buyer´s needs.  

 

Information exchange by Håkansson (1982) is also present in the relationship since, 

based on the interview with participants B and P, much of the relationship is about 

information distribution. In addition, participants C and G think that more information 

should be exchanged between firms. Participant F states that the clarity of information 

affects the entire interaction, and according to participant M, the information should be 

more honest. Financial exchange by Håkansson (1982) is a crucial part of the 

relationship since the supplier and the buyer are dependent on each other in order to do 
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a good job, according to participant A. Participant F feels that the supplier is more 

dependent on its sister companies, but many of the participants agree that together they 

are stronger than alone and wish that the other party would succeed so that they 

themselves could succeed. Finally, social exchange by Håkansson (1982) refers to those 

comments where it comes across that the supplier is connected to some firms more than 

others, for example through mutual background and history, as participants E, O and H 

explain. Participants A and F say that the supplier is dependent on its sister companies, 

which can bring issues in power-dependence as referred to in atmosphere by Håkansson 

(1982). The four exchanges also build up a long-term relationship which get routinized 

over time (Håkansson, 1982), which can be applied to participant H who says that the 

communication does not even necessarily affect the sales since his firm and the supplier 

are so familiar with each other that the buyer will purchase anyways.   

 

The participants are some of the main characteristics that affect the relationship and the 

interactions, based on Håkansson (1982). Technology refers to participant G mentioning 

that Atea Logistics tries to integrate its systems to its sister firms, but more integration 

should be done when it comes to information distribution. Organizational size, structure 

and strategy refer to many of the participants saying that since one of the buyer firms is 

bigger than the others and buys the most from the supplier, it may be favored over the 

other firms, which also refers to the atmosphere of the interaction by Håkansson (1982). 

Participant D says that the firm should not prioritize only one of the buying firms but 

treat all countries equally and integrate all countries into the business since they are one 

corporation. Lastly, individuals by Håkansson (1982) refer to for example participant C 

saying that the relationship varies between individuals and that one is the closest with 

those one talks with most often. Participant C also says that the experiences of the 

counterparts affect the relationship. 

 

Internationalization in the environment refers to the firm´s willingness to develop its 

international relationships which can have an effect on the entire corporation 

(Håkansson, 1982). Based on the interviews with the employees of the supplier, 

everyone wishes to develop international relationships with the buying firms and no one 

thinks the relationship today is exactly where it should be. There are also different 
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attitudes and perceptions among the participants, which has an effect on the relationship 

and the exchange process, which refers to the social system by Håkansson (1982). 

Attitudes of some participants, such as participants I and L, are noticeably more critical 

than some other participants´ attitudes, such as those of participants A and N, which 

could affect the social system.  

 

5.2 Trust 

 

Trust is a result of relationship characterized by collaboration and the key element of a 

successful relationship, and lack of trust is one of the main reasons why so many 

relationships are inefficient, based on Zineldin and Jonsson (2000). When asked about 

trust, the participants had very differing insights and while some would trust completely 

to each other, the others would not trust at all. Participants E, C and N believe that the 

counterparts trust each other and everyone works towards the same goal. Participant E 

adds that he has trust even though some buying firms seem to be keener on chasing the 

money than others. Participant N´s trust has been proven by actions from both sides 

throughout the years. Participant B explains that he has the most belief in one of the 

buying firms since they have come the furthest together and they know each other, but 

he trusts in other buying firms as well. Participant D describes his personal trust as high, 

but does not think he has any option if he wants to work successfully with the supplier. 

He adds that his colleagues in other countries may not share his opinions when it comes 

to trust.  

 

Participants C, H and M say the trust has probably decreased since the communication 

has been really bad; participant M also says the counterpart has not always given them 

the truth but it has been covered up and dishonest. Participant F believes that the trust 

on behalf of their buying firms is now re-established, but admits that one has to work 

continuously with a relationship. One of participant J´s goals and values is trust, and the 

most crucial aspects within the trust are reliability of deliveries and correct information. 

Participant H is also unsure if the counterpart can deliver with high quality since he 

thinks the overall quality is low. The counterpart has to prove themselves and make 

some changes in order to build trust in participant H and J´s firms, and they say it is 

going to take some time to do it. Participant K chooses to trust the counterpart, which is 



 
 

 

 

34 

something he says he has to do. Therefore, he is deeply disappointed when the 

relationship is not working since the relationship between the firms is highly based on 

trust and if the counterpart does not show him their commitment, it could destroy the 

relationship for a long time. This refers to the theory of trust by Zineldin (2012) and 

Zineldin and Jonsson (2000).  

 

Participant G thinks trust depends much on the individual and says that one cannot trust 

everyone. He does not trust that the sister companies share a mutual goal and want to do 

their part in order to reach it. He adds that some people are too much concerned with 

their own agenda than thinking of the mutual good. Participant I says that one cannot 

trust in anyone but themselves, and there is no trust in the relationship right now. 

Participant I adds that his firm has a negative way of adapting due to inability to trust 

that the counterpart can deliver. He also mentions that they need to rebuild the trust and 

assess whether it is a sustainable solution to stay with the counterpart. On a scale from 

zero to ten, Participant I describes his trust as three; he has very low trust but believes 

that the trust can be built over time. He tells that his firm has hired an external 

consulting firm which will look into the issues and opportunities when it comes to doing 

business with the counterpart. Participant L does not consider Logistics as a very good 

supplier so that it would stand out from the competitors, and is unsure if she can trust 

that her firm´s issues and customers are treated with same priority and devotion as some 

other buyer firm´s customers.  

 

5.3 Commitment 

 

Nearly all participants say that they are committed to the relationship, but a few also say 

that their commitment is higher than their firms´ overall commitment. For example, 

participant H´s firm thinks the counterpart is very invisible and difficult to get into 

contact with. Participant B thinks that some of the countries are more concerned with 

their own economies and where they can buy items in order to make the most amount of 

money. Participant D things that his colleagues who do not buy that much may not have 

fully realized the potential of the business or what a corporation entails. This refers to 

the benefits long-term relationships bring, such as higher revenues and higher market 

share, as presented by Zineldin (2012). Participant D also thinks the whole corporation 
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could be stronger and more competitive if they had realized this. Participant G says that 

his commitment is probably bigger than his firm´s because there are too few people in 

the firm who are customer-oriented. According to participant L, the firms have moved 

further away from each other, and according to participant M, the purchasing volume 

reflects the commitment of the firm; if it goes up, the commitment goes up. Recently, 

the negative feedback from customers has weakened the commitment. According to 

Zineldin (2012), long-term customer retention and loyalty are created by commitment 

on behalf of the customer who is willing to do exchanges with the firm continuously. In 

addition, those who want to be in a collaborative relationship should be committed 

(Zineldin and Jonsson, 2000). 

Participant F says that the supplier is committed to the relationship just because it is 

dependent on its sister companies. Participant J also says that his firm has to be 

committed in order to be successful and that they do not have another option. He says 

that “The relationship is good and I´m committed to Atea Logistics, but I would like to 

be more enthusiastic as well.” This enthusiasm could be increased if the counterpart 

was more proactive and customer-oriented. Participant E also says that the whole point 

is to be committed and proactive, but his firm takes too much for granted. He says that 

there is no other alternative than becoming better in the relationship, but it also takes 

both parties to build it. This refers to Zineldin´s (2012) theory on commitment and the 

fact that long-term relationships require interdependence from both parties. 

5.4 Adaptation 
 

Based on the interviews, the biggest adaptation the counterparts do is adapting the 

information systems to each other in order to increase the information distribution, 

which applies to Håkansson (1982) who wrote that firms adapt their information 

routines to fit better with the counterpart. However, according to participants B and P, 

the supplier has adapted its processes mostly to one of its sister companies, and 

participant E also admits it can be experienced that the supplier favors one of the firms. 

Participants F and C think adaptation should concern all the countries, but participant F 

also admits that it is not always possible. Participant G supports adaptation but reminds 

that it has to be within reasonable limits. According to Zineldin and Jonsson (2000), 
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adaptations refer to investments as both firms decide to invest in tangible and intangible 

resources. 

 

In addition, there were several participants who would want the information systems be 

even more integrated and that the supplier would adapt more to its sister companies. For 

example, participant C would want all information be visible to the sister companies 

while participants H, K, M and J would want the supplier to adapt more to the buyer 

firms. In addition, participant E says the supplier has to do it since without them it does 

not have any value. However, based on Zineldin et al (1997), in a committed 

relationship, both partners adapt processes and systems to each other in order to get a 

better fit with each other, it is not just one party who adapts.  

 

Participant I says his firm has a negative way of adapting due to inability to trust that 

Logistics can deliver. According to Zineldin and Jonsson (2000), adaptations affect the 

level of commitment and trust between a supplier and buyer, and it is the willingness to 

adapt that shows commitment to the relationship. In addition, based on Ganesan (1994), 

willingness to adapt may show to the other counterpart that the firm cares for the 

relationship and is ready to make sacrifices for the relationship. 

 

5.5 Bonds 
 

Technological bonds refer to the adaptation to the other party in a technical way 

(Håkansson, 1989), which can be applied to the adaptation of information systems as 

discussed above. Many participants also trust in each other, as also discussed above, and 

they want to do their job as well as possible in order to succeed, which refers to social 

bonds by Håkansson (1989). However, not all participants had confidence in one 

another, which, according to Håkansson (1989) can decrease the responsibility to fulfill 

the tasks. Participants J and M mentioned that their cooperation is regulated by a written 

contract between the supplier and a buyer, which refers to economic/legal bonds by 

Håkansson (1989). Also, written contracts with manufacturers was considered as a 

barrier to entry by participant G. Many participants also mentioned that the expertise 

and knowledge that the corporation has creates a great competitive advantage and 

barrier to entry towards competitors, which relates to knowledge-related bonds by 
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Håkansson (1989). For example, participant A says that what is unique about the firm is 

the service, the experience and the knowledge. Participants G, N and H stress the 

expertise and knowledge of the firm and participant G says that those things will make 

them reach their goal. Participant C suggests better communication and personal 

meetings with the countries; according to her, these things would create tighter bonds 

between the firms, made the relationship stronger and made the goals more visible. 

 

5.6 Shared Values 
 

When asked about the goals when it comes to the relationship, the goals of many 

participants have something to do with making the relationship and the cooperation 

better so that the firms can succeed together. According to participants B, C and E, the 

goal of their firm is to always be the natural choice of a supplier for the entire 

corporation. Participant F thinks that everyone´s goal should be to keep the turnover 

within the corporation, and that is done by being loyal to each other. Participants C, F, 

N and E also think that all the sister companies share the same goal, but participants E, 

O and F acknowledge that some firms are more concerned with their own agendas than 

others. Participant G does not trust that the sister companies have the same goal and 

want to do their part in order to reach it; he says that some people are too concerned 

with their own agendas. According to Forsgren (2008), shared values, which refer to 

goals, beliefs and values, help the multinational firm to stay together since they decrease 

divergent interests, stress interdependence between subsidiaries and lead to consensus. 

Therefore, firms should share same goals that shape the behavior and perspectives of 

subsidiaries (Forsgren, 2008). In addition, according to participant B, the business 

structure of some sister companies is more centralized than others´, which can be 

problematic as the differences in decision-making and centralization vs. decentralization 

can cause conflicts between subsidiaries (Forsgren, 2008). 

 

5.7 Communication  
 

Participant F tells that most of the communication happens through information 

systems, such as email or Lync. However, participants C, F, G and N state that they 

prefer personal contacts and face to face interactions since those interactions have an 
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effect on the entire relationship. Participant C also feels that the relationship has got 

better when personal meetings have been conducted and when the parties have got more 

familiar with each other. This refers to Turnbull (1979) who argues that suppliers and 

buyers prefer personal communication to impersonal contacts since the latter increases 

the buyer´s perceived risk and decreases the supplier´s credibility. In addition, 

communication is important in industrial markets especially since the whole market is 

characterized by personal service and selling (Turnbull, 1979). Many of the participants, 

for example participants D, E, F and P have both formal and informal communication 

and have established personal relationships with the counterpart, which refers to the 

private social interactions as presented by Turnbull (1979). Zineldin and Jonsson (2000) 

also define communication between industrial firms as formal and informal information 

sharing which influences trust.   

 

Many of the participants agree on what could affect the communication between parties. 

Participants A and D mention that the business situation affects the communication and 

hence the entire relationship; when the business is good, the communication good and 

the other way around. Participants A, B and H also say that going through crisis 

together affects the relationship, which refers to the so-called insurance contact which is 

established in case of a crisis, as presented by Turnbull (1979). Participant E thinks that 

discussion topics, people involved, business cultures in different countries and national 

cultures have an effect on the communication, and participants E, O and G think 

language affects the communication, which refers to factors that prevent information 

sharing due to differences in, for example, culture, language and education, as presented 

by Turnbull (1979).  

 

Participants E and J value communication so much that it could be a competitive 

advantage for the firms. Participants F, H, P and L would want the communication to be 

better, and participants C and P think issues would be fixed so much quicker if the 

communication was better. Based on Forsgren (2008), the more communication there is, 

the better the relationship, which implies that it is better to have too much information 

than too little, as said by participants C and H. Participant H also thinks it should be the 

supplier who is more out there and visits other offices more often, and participant D 
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thinks that the supplier should shape up its communication if an issue occurs. 

Participant G says those that are in contact with other people should be educated for the 

task and right people should be chosen for that task. However, according to Håkansson 

(1982), communication builds inter-organizational relationships which includes people 

from different functions of the firms. Therefore, communication and building the 

relationship is not only a few employees´ task but everyone´s who work in the 

organization.   

 

Participant G says that there are people in the sister companies who merely look out for 

themselves and are too concerned with their own agenda. This refers to the theory 

concerning an individual deliberately establishing certain contacts to increase their own 

status in the firm (Turnbull, 1979). According to Turnbull (1979), firms share 

information that can refer to formal and informal interactions the aim of which is to 

assess the suitability and competence of the counterpart. This could refer to participant I 

explaining how his firm hired an external consulting firm to assess the issues and 

opportunities of the supplier in order to make a better judgment. 

 

5.8 Satisfaction 
 

According to participant G, the supplier gives too bad service to its customers, which is 

why he suggests that the firm would invest in the service function more. Based on 

Zineldin (2012), service quality has an impact on customer satisfaction which affects 

customer retention. The same author continues that customer retention affects 

profitability, which is why services are important in building and developing 

relationships. When the customers are satisfied they create long-term relationships with 

suppliers which leads to loyalty (Zineldin, 2012). Some of the participants are at least 

somewhat satisfied with the relationship but think the relationship could be even better, 

such as participants B, C, D, E, O and F. However, participants I and M are not very 

satisfied with the relationship due to dishonest information they have received from the 

counterpart, which refers to Zineldin and Jonsson (2000) who argue that satisfaction can 

refer to the customer´s experience of the relationship in terms of what value the 

customer received. If the value the customer has experienced is dishonesty, the 

relationship may not lead to satisfaction. Participants K and H say the relationship has 
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potential to becoming more satisfying, while participant L says her satisfaction is fine 

but she does not have high expectations when it comes to the relationship. Participant J 

says that even though his satisfaction is fine, it will take a lot of time to make his entire 

organization satisfied. Satisfaction is a holistic evaluation of the relationship and is 

increased by cooperation, according to Anderson and Narus (1990).  

 

5.9 Cooperation 

 

Cooperation occurs when parties act together in order to achieve mutual goals 

(Anderson and Narus, 1990). Participants D, O, P and F describe the cooperation as 

close, but eight of the participants also say that the cooperation between parties varies 

greatly among different individuals and firms. Participants B and G wish to have closer 

cooperation with their sister companies; however, according to participant A, it is a 

challenge to control the cooperation with all sister companies due to lack of resources. 

In addition, participants B, O, P and E say that their firms cooperate more closely with 

some firms than others. According to participants F and G, the supplier tries to 

cooperate equally with all its sister companies, but since there are differences in 

business cultures in different countries, the cooperation is not really the same with all 

sister companies. Participant F tells that one of the sister companies is the closest one to 

the supplier, and they share a lot of the same routines. Participant I feels this one firm 

gets treated differently than the rest, and when a decision should be made, it is made 

based on that firm´s interests. Participant M describes the cooperation between the two 

firms as the supplier being one supplier among all of the rest. He says there is no 

flexibility with the supplier, and he thinks that flexibility is a sign of good cooperation. 

Based on Campbell (1985), cooperation creates interdependence between firms, and the 

supplier should pay a lot of attention to the buyer and use the buyer´s cooperation to 

find better ways to satisfy their needs. If the supplier can take advantage of the 

cooperation and loyalty, the risk of ruining the relationship will be decreased 

(Campbell, 1985). 
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6 Discussion____________________________________ 
In this chapter, the main findings will be discussed in detail based on the author´s 

insights on the topic and the patterns detected from the last chapter. Findings will be 

discussed in relation to the firm´s proposed aim at developing trust and commitment in 

the relationship with others as they are the result of collaborative relationships.  

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

Based on the results, it is obvious that basic operational activities, even those most 

profound and needed for the entire existence of a supplier, such as deliveries, affect the 

relationship between the supplier and the buyer. Interaction does not only take place in 

words but actions also (Ford et al, 1986) and based on the empirical data gathered, it 

could be stated that the actions have as big, if not even bigger, impact on the 

relationship than the words. Therefore, it is good for the supplier to acknowledge that 

basic activities, such as deliveries, are a part of the interaction and have a huge impact 

on the buyer´s experience. Based on the results, relationship is not just built by 

communication and buyer-supplier service but mostly by the core process, which in this 

care is the delivery. It seems that many of the participants wish the supplier to prove 

that they can execute their core processes, which probably have to be done before trust 

and commitment, and finally the fully collaborative relationship, can be developed. This 

result supports the assumption and the theoretical model (figure 2) created in Chapter 3 

where it was described that interactions affect relationships directly and trust and 

commitment indirectly.   

 

Many participants wish that the information was exchanged more especially on behalf 

of the supplier and that the supplier would adapt its information systems more to the 

buyers. Information sharing is a demonstration of trust which eventually leads to 

commitment (Zineldin and Jonsson, 2000), which is why it is a crucial aspect in a 

relationship. In addition, based on Zineldin et al (1997), both parties should adapt in 

order to find a better fit with each other. Zineldin and Jonsson (2000) also states that 

adaptation affects the trust and commitment and therefore the entire collaboration 

(Zineldin and Jonsson, 2000) as visualized in the theoretical model (figure 2). 

Therefore, information should be communicated between parties as much as possible, 

which is something that does not seem to happen at the current moment between the 

supplier and the buyer. In addition, it may be difficult for the supplier to adapt to every 
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buyer if the buyer does not adapt also, and if there is no adaptation from both sides, trust 

and commitment will be lower and the relationship will be less collaborative, based on 

the theoretical framework discussed earlier.  

 

Besides the adaptation, it seems that many of the buyers interviewed would want to see 

several changes happening in the supplier´s side so that the relationship can become 

better. In addition, the responses from the buyers tend to mostly concern the supplier´s 

inadequate methods, routines and processes instead of reflecting how the buyer could 

contribute to the relationship development also. Much of the responses, especially when 

it comes to adaptation, communication and trust, concern aspects which the supplier 

could possibly do better for the buyer so that the relationship could become better. Even 

though the supplier should pay a lot of attention to the buyer and use the buyer´s 

cooperation to find better ways to satisfy their needs (Campbell, 1985), trust and 

commitment do not occur until the parties act together in order to achieve mutual goals 

(Anderson and Narus, 1990). Therefore, relationship management and development 

does not only involve the supplier but both parties who should together find better ways 

to make the relationship better. Even though the commitment to the relationship is 

considered quite high among the participants, many also say that their individual 

commitment is higher than their firm´s total commitment. Therefore, one could question 

the actual commitment of the buyers, which reflects the unwillingness to focus on what 

the buyers could do on their own behalf to enhance the relationship.  

 

Another thing that could make one question the commitment is one of the buyer firms, 

which is bigger than the others and closer to the supplier, being perceived to be favored 

or preferred by the supplier to the other sister companies. Many interview participants 

form the supplier side say that they treat everyone equally and give everyone the same 

amount of attention, while the participants on the buyer side feel that the supplier favors 

some buyers over others. So clearly there is a mismatch in these perceptions between 

the supplier and the buyer, which may make the relationship management difficult. In 

addition, as the buyer firms are familiar with the supplier´s preferance of one firm over 

others, they may not be willing to put resources or time to develop the relationship with 

the supplier. This behavior does not probably lead to trust and commitment, and if the 
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firms aim at developing a collaborative and well-functioning relationship, this behavior 

should be questioned. Both parties should be involved and invest in the relationship, one 

party cannot do it alone. In addition, as one of the buyers was bigger than the others and 

it buys from the supplier despite the state of communication or interactions, the supplier 

may not have the willingness or resources to invest in the relationship with other 

countries than the one which is the biggest. This, however, could create an issue for the 

relationship if both parties take the relationship for granted. Based on Zineldin and 

Jonsson (2000), both parties have to be committed in order to have a successful 

relationship, so if one party is not fully committed, the relationship will not get better. 

Attitudes of some participants are also noticeably more critical than others´, which even 

increases the importance of commitment as building a cooperative relationship will take 

long time.  

 

The supplier is considered to be dependent on its buyers, which can bring up the issue 

of power-dependence, as presented by Håkansson (1982), between firms. In a healthy, 

cooperative relationship both parties should be dependent on each other and both should 

experience that the benefits received together overcome the benefits each firm would 

gain alone. For example, Zineldin and Jonsson (2000) state that long-term relationships 

require interdependence. Therefore, one could question whether investing only in one 

buyer is the best policy due to the risks that arise from dependency, but develop 

relationship with other actors in the market also. The opportunity cost of relying on one 

relationship in expense of others can be very high.  

 

The buyer firms are rather varied compared to one another due to, for example, 

language, business culture and experience, and even one participant says it is difficult to 

manage the relationship with all the buyers with limited resources since these 

differences exist. However, as many participants agree on the fact that the relationship 

should be better, one may wonder if it could be profitable to invest in the relationship 

even though the results of this investment may not be visible right away. One 

participant even suggests investments on the service which, based on the interviews, 

would be appreciated by the buyers as many of them think the buyers are better at 

communicating and interacting than the supplier. Based on the interviews, most of the 
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interactions between firms happen via email or telephone, which creates pressure for the 

communication. Therefore, investing in the communication services may be a good 

idea, but it should not be the first priority; making sure that the basics work should be.  

 

There are rather differing opinions when it comes to the trust, but the overall 

atmosphere towards trust in the relationship today is quite negative. That means that 

different relationship management activities have not been successfully implemented, 

based on Zineldin and Jonsson (2000). As mentioned by several participants, building 

trust will take a long time, and it will take even longer time if the parties do not wish to 

invest in the relationship so that trust in enabled to be built in the first place. Many 

participants mention that their trust and commitment were challenged when the supplier 

faced unexpected challenges during a system change in the fall 2014. This is 

understandable, especially since the buyer could not trust in the information 

communicated to them concerning the event or they did not gain any information in the 

first place. As mentioned earlier, firms share information in order to demonstrate trust 

(Zineldin and Jonsson, 2000), which did not happen due to the system change. 

Therefore, the firm who has faced difficulties and has not acted according to the 

principles, procedures and contracts, has to prove that they can be trusted. However, 

there is never something bad without anything good also, as one of the participants says, 

so this challenge could also be seen as a teaching mechanism.  

 

According to one participant, it is sometimes difficult to know whether the supplier and 

a buyer should treat each other as sister companies or as any other supplier and buyer. 

This was particularly interesting as it seems that when it comes to some questions, such 

as cooperation, interaction and adaptation, the buyer seems to want the relationship to 

be more traditional supplier-buyer relationship. However, then when it comes issues 

such as trust, shared values and commitment, the buyer seems to want more internal 

relationship between sister companies. When it comes to cooperation, interaction and 

adaptation, the buyer seems to focus more on aspects such as delivery performance, 

supplier´s adaptation skills and contractual agreements. When it comes to trust, shared 

values and commitment, the buyer seems to want closer and more open relationship 

where the parties strive for same goals and share more information. Those aspects are 
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also described more personally and the participants seem more involved than when it 

comes to issues that reflect more the traditional supplier-buyer relationship. This is an 

interesting notification and does not make the relationship management or development 

any easier for either sides. The question here would be how does one know when to take 

more traditional supplier-buyer-relationship view and when the parties should treat each 

other as sister companies. It could also be that the buyer wants to be seen as an external 

buyer in order to get keep the supplier on its toes and make it more competitive while 

demanding the benefits, as mentioned by some of the participants, of an internal 

supplier-buyer relationship, such as closeness, honesty and transparency. Keeping a 

supplier on its toes is not entirely bad thing either, as one of the participants says, the 

high demands of the buyer makes them better and not want to settle. However, there is 

always some kind of demand for reciprocity when it comes to industrial supplier-buyer 

relationships, so while the supplier offers benefits to the buyer, the buyer should 

reciprocate.  

 

Based on this discussion and the results presented in Chapter 5, adaptation, bonds, 

shared values, communication, satisfaction and cooperation seem to affect the 

participants´ trust and commitment and, hence, the entire relationship either negatively 

or positively. In addition, interactions have proven to affect the relationship which, in 

turn, affects trust and commitment. What is interesting with the results is also that the 

characteristics that affect trust, commitment and relationship also seem to have an effect 

on each other; for example, when adaptation is well-working and positive, it has a 

positive effect on communication. Or, for example, when interactions between firms is 

tight, they have a positive effect on cooperation.  
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7 Conclusions and Contributions____________________ 
In this chapter, concluding remarks are provided and the research question will be 

answered. Limitations, propositions for further studies and recommendations for 

managers are also discussed.  

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

The goal of this thesis has been to answer to the research question which is as follows: 

 

How are the relationships between internal suppliers and internal buyers managed? 

 

In this paper, the relationships between internal supplier and internal buyers have been 

studied and evaluated based on theories of the interaction approach, commitment and 

trust. The theoretical model (figure 2) created in Chapter 3 predicted that the goal of any 

supplier-buyer relationship should be to build trust and commitment since they are the 

result of successful and collaborative relationships. The characteristics based on which 

trust, commitment and the entire relationship were analyzed were interaction, 

adaptation, bonds, communication, shared values, cooperation and satisfaction. Based 

on the earlier discussion, the theoretical model is able to be applied to the case study 

concerning internal supplier-buyer relationships despite the fact that the theories used in 

the model concern traditional supplier-buyer relationships. Therefore, the assumption 

that was made concerning the model´s applicability to this case has been proven to be 

correct. In addition, interactions between firms have a direct effect on internal supplier-

buyer relationships and indirect effect on trust and commitment. Also, in those 

relationships, adaptation, bonds, communication, shared values, cooperation and 

satisfaction affect trust and commitment directly and the relationship indirectly. Trust 

and commitment, in turn, affect the relationship while being the result of the whole 

relationship. This indicates that the other assumption created in Chapter 3 concerning 

direct and indirect impacts is also correct. 

 

In order to be able to answer to the research question of this paper, case study of Atea 

was applied and 16 interviews with both the supplier and the buyer were conducted. 

What was found was that both parties try to manage the relationship in order for it to be 

successful by communicating, adapting, having similar goals, bonding, cooperating and 

interacting. However, based on the interviews, no one´s satisfaction to the relationship 
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is that good that nothing could be enhanced. It is clear that majority of the interview 

participants would want the relationship to be better and closer, but there were varying 

opinions on how to reach this goal. Some participants think the relationship would be 

better if the supplier would adapt more to their systems, processes and markets, and 

would be better at communicating, while some others think the communication should 

be more honest and transparent and the supplier should do more visits and face to face 

meetings with the buyers. Overall, the majority thought that all the characteristics that 

affect trust and commitment could be enhanced.  

 

To conclude the results, the interactions consisted of actions as well as words, and 

sometimes the actions, in terms of order deliveries and information distribution, were 

considered more important than the words. When it came to trust, the participants had 

very differing opinions; some trusted fully in the counterpart while others did not have 

any trust. Nearly all participants were committed to the relationship, but some of them 

said their personal commitment is bigger than their firms´. When it came to adaptation, 

the biggest way of adapting was to integrate information systems between firms; despite 

this many participants thought the supplier should adapt more to its buyers. There were 

some bonds between the firms that could create a barrier to entry to competitors, such as 

technological bonds in terms of shared information systems and economic/legal bonds 

in terms of written contracts. The goals and values of many participants had something 

to do with making the relationship and the cooperation better so that the firms can 

succeed together. Communication today was mostly conducted via information systems, 

such as email and Lync, and despite the fact that communication occurred daily between 

firms, the majority would want it to be better. Overall satisfaction to the relationship 

was rather low; some participants were somewhat satisfied while others were not 

satisfied at all. Lastly, cooperation was considered as rather good, but it varied greatly 

among different firms and individuals.    

 

Even though the majority would want to enhance the relationship, some participants are 

unsure if they are willing to invest in it. In addition, the firms varied greatly between 

each other due to differences in, for example, business culture, language and history, 
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which is why the relationships are not managed the same way throughout the entire 

corporation, but there were several differences between firms and individuals.  

 

7.1 Theoretical Contributions 
 

This paper has provided a contribution to the existing literature on relationships 

between internal supplier and internal buyer and has been one of the first ones to 

examine the actors belonging to the same corporation in an industrial market. This study 

has also contributed to the qualitative research stream by approaching the phenomenon 

from a qualitative point of view in order to get a deeper understanding of the topic. The 

theoretical concepts used in this paper have mostly been connected to traditional 

supplier-buyer-relationships and not relationships between internal supplier and internal 

buyer. Based on this study, however, the theoretical concepts have shown their validity 

in this case also and could therefore be used as the framework for the study. Therefore, 

this study has made a contribution to the theoretical literature of interaction approach, 

trust and commitment to relationship between internal actors that are a part of the same 

corporation.   

 

7.2 Limitations 
 

Firstly, this paper is limited due to the qualitative research method chosen for this 

specific study. Because of this research method, the findings of this study cannot be 

generalized to the wider public and it, for obvious reasons, does not represent the entire 

population. In addition, all findings that were gathered for this study represent the 

thoughts, opinions and beliefs of the interview participants and does not, therefore, 

represent those of their firms. The buyer firms and the participants interviewed from 

each firm were not equally divided between different countries or firms, which is why 

more people were interviewed from some firms than others. This could have an effect 

on the results since there are big differences between the opinions and beliefs between 

individuals and firms.   

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

49 

7.3 Further Studies 
 

This paper has aimed at fulfilling the research gap identified earlier and has made a 

contribution to the existing literature. However, as there is a lack of research conducted 

concerning the phenomenon, several further studies would be needed to get a more 

comprehensive view on how internal supplier and internal buyer manage the 

relationship between them in an industrial market. Therefore, following research ideas 

are suggested for future studies within this subject: 

 

 Studying the entire corporation´s or the headquarters´ effect on the relationship 

management when the corporation includes an internal supplier and several 

international buyer firms, and when the market is characterized by external 

competition. Many studies have been conducted from the headquarters´ point of 

view when the same corporation has included several subsidiaries, but there is a 

lack of research concerning the relationship between internal supplier and 

internal buyer and how the relationship between them is affected by the power 

and the control of the corporation of the headquarters´. 

 Investigating how internal supplier and internal buyer see and treat each other, 

as sister companies or as traditional supplier and a buyer, and how the 

relationship is managed accordingly. It would also be interesting to investigate 

what aspects affect the ways the firms treat each other and how can one change 

the way the counterpart sees and treats the firm. 

 Including other variables that can have an effect on supplier-buyer relationships 

than interaction approach, trust and commitment along the factors that 

characterize them. By using other variables, the researchers could get a more 

thorough view on how these internal relationships are managed and if some 

other patterns come out from the investigation. 

 Focusing on the relationship management between internal supplier and internal 

buyer belonging to one corporation after a crisis has occurred. It could be 

investigated whether the ways of getting through and making the relationship 

stronger after a crisis or a challenge are similar to the more traditional supplier-

buyer relationships or if internal supplier and internal buyer act differently in 

that kind of situation.  
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 Studying the effects of the characteristics used in this thesis (interaction, 

adaptation, bonds, shared values, communication, cooperation and satisfaction) 

to each other instead of to trust, commitment and relationship. Based on the 

results, the characteristics affected each other, and this should be investigated 

further in order to get more comprehensive view on which characteristics affect 

each other the most and in what way.   

 

7.4 Managerial Implications 
 

There are several managerial implications that have derived from this study and the 

discussion that has followed. These following implications can be considered as 

recommendations for managers to think about when faced with issues discussed earlier 

in this paper: 

 

 Investing foremost to the core of the business is highly recommended to any 

business, not only to these mentioned in this paper. However, in this case, the 

core of the business means the delivering of services, products and expectations 

with precision, accuracy and earlier negotiated delivery time on behalf of the 

supplier. Keeping promises and sticking to the contracts in which the core 

business was regulated was considered as the foundation for any other business 

relationship to be able to be evolved. Therefore, the supplier should invest in 

solving the issue with this aspect before contributing to other relationship 

development activities.  

 Both parties should adapt to each other and integrate business systems and 

processes so that greater mutual benefit can be gained. Most of the adaptations 

dealt with integration of information distribution systems, so if information 

sharing demonstrates trust, and increased trust is something the firm strives for, 

both firms should invest in this integration which eventually would lead to 

higher cooperation.  

 In relation to the previous point, since most of the communication happens via 

information distribution systems, such as email, telephone or Lync, the service 

quality should also be in place so that the information reaches both parties as 

smoothly and effectively as possible. However, service quality is something that 
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should be the responsibility of everyone working in a firm, not just a task for 

some singular people. Everyone in a firm is involved in relationship, and since 

frequent and good communication is connected to trust and commitment, 

everyone should make sure they deliver high quality service and 

communication. 

 Both parties should be involved and committed in the relationship and its 

development; it is good to remember that one party is not free from that 

responsibility even though they would find more things they would want to 

change within the counterpart. Parties have to act together if they wish to 

achieve mutual goals, which does not happen if they are not both willing to 

invest in the relationship.  

 Parties are also recommended to be clear about how they want the counterpart to 

see them, as a sister company or as a buyer/supplier. This seemed to have caused 

some confusion among the participants, which is why defining the relationship, 

the goals, the values and other aspects of it, is important. By doing so, both 

parties could have better view on how to act with and treat the counterpart.   
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Appendices 

Appendix A Interview questions 
 

1. Can you tell a little bit about yourself?  

2. How do you cooperate within the relationship?  

3. How would you describe the communication and interactions within the relationship?  

4. What aspects do you think affect the communication and the interactions within the 

relationship?  

5. What are your goals and values when it comes to the relationship?  

6. What kind of barriers to entry does your relationship create to external suppliers and 

how?  

7. How and what way do you adapt your processes/systems/business to your 

counterpart?  

8. How would you describe your satisfaction with the relationship today?  

9. How would you describe your trust in your counterpart? Do you trust them? 

Why/Why not?  

10. How would you describe your commitment to the relationship?  
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Appendix B Corporation background 
 

This information below about the background of Atea corporation was provided by the 

managing director of Atea Logistics, Frank Svensson, in March 30
th

, 2015 in Växjö, 

Sweden. 

 

In 1980´s, the name of Atea was Owell, and its turnover was 199 million with zero 

profit in the entire year 1987. The financial crisis in the early 1990´s forced the firm to 

build a centralized function so that orders could be received directly from the customers 

via telefax and telephone. This is when the base for Atea´s service function started, and 

already then the focus was on buying big volumes from big manufacturers and stock the 

items in the warehouse in Växjö so that deliveries can be made immediately. In 1995, 

Owell got enlisted by WM-Data which was a corporation with big customers and 

willingness to see IT as a function. Couple of years later, by listening to a big customer 

who wanted unwrapped goods to be delivered and old equipment to be retrieved at the 

same time, the firm had created a service no one else had in the market that time. The 

firm also started to gather a so-called focus product range with standardized items that 

would always be in stock, which was a success. WM-Data, however, got some 

economic problems after the millennium, and they separated WM-Data and WM-Data 

Solution, the product-related part of WM-Data, which would later become Atea. WM-

Data Solution, however, managed well on its own and created corresponding firms, 

today referred to as buyer firms, in other Scandinavian countries, and the firm changed 

its name to Atea. During the 2000, Atea also divided the firm into two, one of which 

became Atea Logistics and the other became Atea Sweden. In 2006, however, Atea was 

bought by Top Nordic, which ended up being a very good decision for the future of 

Atea. The corporation decided to attach the name Atea to all the subsidiaries and sister 

companies.  

 

Below there is a figure showing the company information with the head offices of each 

subsidiary and the parent company. 
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Figure 4: Company information (Atea, 2015) 
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Appendix C Summaries of interviews 
 
Participant A 

 

When asked the cooperation, Participant A mentions that it varies between countries 

since there is a managing director in every country and someone who is responsible for 

contacts with his firm. He also states that the challenge is to be able to control the 

relationship between parties with few resources so that one gets the support one needs. 

He explains that they cannot be everywhere, but they can make sure that the experiences 

with are close and that the counterpart gets the support they need. In order to do this, 

Atea corporation has had corporation meetings where everyone gets to know each other, 

but now the firm has not had these meetings for a long time. Participant A states that it 

can be quite difficult when 50 people from different backgrounds and positions get 

together but it is all about building the foundation for the business. There may also be 

some need for continuity, but the organization´s CEO has preferred to communicate via 

video blogs and Twitter instead to deliver the information. Participant A says he mostly 

hangs and has dialogues with people from one buyer firm, and the relationship between 

Participant A and the buyer firm is very undramatic and good. He also thinks the 

relationships become friendly naturally over time when they work closely together; both 

firms are dependent on each other in order to do a good job. 

 

Participant A describes the communication and the interactions as both formal and 

informal, but his firm wants to keep a high level of communication at all times. He 

values contacts, communication, replies and respect when it comes to business 

relationships and stresses the importance of being available at all times. He also 

mentions that very big successes and very big challenges affect the interactions and 

communication; he agrees that going through a crisis with a partner makes the 

relationship stronger. Then he also states that having employees who speak other 

Scandinavian languages is also important and it shows respect.  

 

When asked about the goals and values they may have when it comes to relationships, 

Participant A mentions the feeling of safety; both salespeople and end-customers must 

feel safe in order to trust their business on someone´s hands. To ensure the safety, 
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Participant A stresses their experience, competence, capacity and cost efficiency. 

Another thing is simplicity, and therefore it is important to have clear communication 

and clarity in the transactions, he says. The point is not to have a good relationship, 

that´s not the most important thing for Participant A. Instead, honesty and openness are 

the keys.  

 

“If one thing is safe for me, it may not be safe for you, and there I think communication 

and dialogue creates the expectation that you listen to the client.” 

 

According to Participant A, understanding the customer needs and offering them what 

they need creates barriers to entry for competitors. What is unique about his firm is the 

warehouse, configuration and recycling under one roof along with experience and 

knowledge.  

 

“I would say it´s both the people and what we have done.”  

 

According to Participant A, his firm strives for big volumes and standard processes, but 

at the same time it is important to listen to customer needs. The firm would have never 

been where it is now without listening to the customers. However, he acknowledges that 

they cannot build a new service to every customer´s wishes but they should always find 

a solution to every customer; someone somewhere else may have exactly the same need. 

Overall, Participant A is very satisfied with the relationships with some countries; he 

does not have daily dialogue with all of them so at some points the relationship is better 

and sometimes it is worse. When it comes to one of the countries, he acknowledges that 

they do not understand fully each other; the supplier has not delivered safety to them 

since the system change and they have lost a bit of the relationship. However, 

Participant A has plans for that even though he mentions that the firms take each other 

for granted too much in the corporation.  

 

 

  



 
 

 

 

VI 

Participant B 

 

Participant B describes the cooperation between his firm and its counterparts as very 

varied. With some countries they have very little cooperation so they just talk on the 

phone, while with some other countries it is the opposite. His firm has very much 

cooperation with one of the countries and the cooperation is equal and intense in all 

fields, according to him. When it comes to the other countries, the relationship has gone 

up and down throughout the years and there the business structure is less centralized 

and more local. Participant B also mentions that one of the countries has been rather 

angry with them lately due to the system change and problems that came after, and a 

while back the buyer firm in that country took away all deliveries and started doing 

them by themselves. He adds that now they are slowly but surely letting the internal 

supplier take care of at least a part of their volume again. Participant B´s firm tries to 

enhance the relationship with all countries since the entire corporation earns money 

from all firms buying their items from one place.  

 

When asked about communication and interactions, Participant B says they are good 

when it comes to some countries. He also mentions many aspects that affect the 

relationships and communication, such as the problems derived from the system change, 

closeness and cooperation. He explains that the countries are very good at demanding, 

which is a good thing because it is easier for Logistics to deliver quality when the 

demand for quality is high. If colleagues doubt or are unclear and do not know what 

they want it is difficult to provide them with what they need.  

 

When asked about the goals and values his firm has when it comes to relationships, 

Participant B states: 

 

“… the goal is to always be Atea corporation´s supplier, experts within logistics.” 

 

For the values he mentions that they always put the team before the chase, they work 

together and closely and they consider it as a team sport. It is important to have a good 

relationship and give constructive criticism when needed without getting defensive. The 

supplier also creates entry barriers to competitors by having information on products 
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and assets and owning the entire chain, which gives them control at all levels of the 

process. Participant B also mentions the ease of ordering and system related interactions 

that could create barriers to entry.  

 

When asked about the firm´s adaptation to its counterparts, he mentions that the 

business and the sales processes are similar to one of the buyer firms. Both firms have 

customer care and business development groups who work closely together. However, 

when it comes to purchasing and economy, they are not entirely integrated to each other 

since they have double purchasing organizations and different economy systems, 

according to Participant B. When it comes to some other countries, Participant B is not 

sure how all the groups look like but they have different departments and organizations 

also.  

 

Participant B is quite satisfied with the relationships today, but states that they can 

always be better and there are always things to enhance. He would want his firm to do 

the business plan together with regional centers instead of alone; right now they have to 

guess a lot as they write their own business plan. He would also want closer cooperation 

and to know how his firm can work with the counterparts and contribute in order to 

meet their goals. He mentions they are not there yet, but he hopes they will get there. He 

has the most belief in one of the buyer firms since they have come the furthest together 

and they know each other, but he trusts in the other countries as well. However, he 

explains that the other countries are more concerned with their own economies and 

where they can buy items in order to make most money. The reasoning is based on their 

own perspectives and it can be quite short-term in many times, he adds. He also feels 

committed to the relationship and says it is about sticking and working together.  

 

Lastly, Participant B explains that relationships do not only involve a couple of people 

but all the people who work in the firm despite the role, position or department. Much is 

about information distribution and being clear and visual. He also thinks the service 

quality has been increased after the system change compared to before; there is no “we 

can do it later” –mentality anymore but things should be done now. 
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Participant C 

 

Participant C describes the cooperation and relationship as quite good and says the level 

of cooperation depends on competence on the other party´s side and their earlier 

experience of the counterpart. She adds that one has better relationship with those 

people one talks the most with than those one mostly sends emails and argues with. 

According to Participant C, the communication and the interactions could be much 

better even though they are good now too. She wishes more personal meetings to 

countries, and she says that since most of the interactions happen via email, she 

encourages people to call or set up a video meeting instead. She mentions that many 

situations would be fixed so much faster if communication was better and states that 

everything affects the communication and interactions in a relationship since one builds 

up the relationship through communication.  

 

According to Participant C, the counterpart sees her firm as a regular supplier among its 

competitors and does not necessarily regard it as a sister company. Therefore, she 

suggests better communication and personal meetings with the countries; according to 

her, these things would create tighter bonds between the firms, made the relationship 

stronger and made the goals more visible. She tells that every time they have visited the 

counterpart, the relationship has become better and tighter. So the goal is to make the 

buyer firm to see that they are one corporation and to create tighter bonds so that they 

will choose this supplier more often. Participant C also states that the fact that these two 

firms belong to the same corporation is also an entry barrier for competitors and that it 

is a huge advantage. She explains that the firms hold each other´s backs and try to help 

each other, which has become even more critical and visible after the system change. In 

addition, she mentions the services, such as the volume and the level of the service, as 

their advantages since competitors do not possess the same services. 

 

According to Participant C, her firm is quite adaptive to some extent and listens to 

customer needs in all countries, however, the firms do not use all same systems, which 

is something she questions. She asks if it was not better to share all the information and 

systems with the sister companies who then get to decide which information is shown to 

the end-customer instead of her firm choosing what information is shared. She points 
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out that there is a huge difference between the sister companies, and sometimes it feels 

like “they are they and we are we”, completely different firms. She says it would be an 

advantage for everyone if the firms were closer, saw each other as one and felt bound 

and connected with each other. She continues that in order to do so there should be 

more informal meetings also, and tells how the atmosphere changed completely after 

the customer care of her firm met the customer care of their sister company. 

 

When asked about the satisfaction towards the relationship, Participant C says it has 

become better during the last year, but it could be even better. She describes that during 

and after the system change, the communication was very bad and investment on 

communication was too low, which probably caused lower trust in the firm on behalf of 

its sister companies. She, however, trusts that the sister companies want to achieve the 

same goals and want to include their counterpart in their business. Although, she 

mentions that her firm has to step up also, compete and promote itself instead of relying 

sales firms to buy just because of loyalty. She also thinks the communication should be 

better so that the counterpart would know what happens there. Participant C also says 

that she is committed to the relationship and adds that there cannot be anyone who 

would like the relationship to be bad.  
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Participant D 

 

Participant D tells that the cooperation between firms takes place in many different 

levels, and as an example he mentions that he is in contact with the managing director 

of the counterpart weekly. Some employees of his firm are in contact with the 

counterpart daily, and the management teams meet up once every quarter. Participant D 

describes the cooperation mostly formal when it comes to business, but there is also 

much place for informal contacts. He also describes the communication and the 

interactions as very professional and sometimes even tough; he explains he has no 

problem saying if there is a problem and people treat him the same way. He says that 

there have been harsh words exchanged between the management teams of both firms, 

but it is about making a difference between the business and the private sides. When 

that happens, the role of a customer is forgotten and the firms treat each other as sister 

companies. He tells that the communication and the interactions are affected by 

business situations; if the situations is good, they are affected positively, and if the 

situation is bad, they are affected negatively.  

 

When asked about the goals and values when it comes to the relationship, Participant D 

would want to have mutual values and “put as much business through the counterpart 

as possible since if they blossom, we blossom.” However, that puts some demands on 

the counterpart also, he explains, as he does not have any problems placing the business 

on another supplier if needed, and he explains how that makes the communication 

crucial. Both firms should communicate quickly and openly, and the counterpart should 

change its behavior and shape up communication if an issue occurs. Participant D adds 

that his firm is much better at communicating than the counterpart. Strong partnership 

also creates barriers to entry to external suppliers, he tells. Partnership along with big 

volumes and services Atea has are something no one else has in the market.  

 

Participant D tells that his firm has kind of broken away from the counterpart due to the 

development of their own systems, processes and ideations some years ago. However, 

cooperation between different departments is tight and they can always communicate 

with each other. Participant D also says that there is no big problems with the 

relationship between the two firms now, but both firms have gone through an 
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enormously difficult period where some of the biggest customers threatened to leave 

due to their inability to deliver. However, Participant D sees light at the end of the 

tunnel and says that the relationship gets better every day even though there is still a 

long way to go, and his firm has not really let it go yet. He also tells that some external 

consultants will come to Växjö and make an assessment on what has happened and how 

to move on and become better together. This report is ordered by the CEO of the entire 

corporation, he adds.  

 

Participant D describes his personal trust as rather high but also asks what other options 

does he really have; the counterpart is his sister company and it would not be beneficial 

to not trust them or not work with them. That is why he wants to put much business 

through the counterpart and convey customer needs to them so that they can make the 

changes accordingly. However, he mentions that his colleagues in other countries could 

have other opinions when it comes to trust and says that Logistics should not prioritize 

only Sweden but treat all countries equally and integrate all countries into the business 

since they are one corporation. He also adds that his colleagues who do not buy as much 

as he does may not have fully realized the potential of the business or what a 

corporation entails. He also thinks the whole corporation could be stronger and more 

competitive if they had realized this. So his commitment to the relationship is very high 

but he also stresses that no relationship is ever that good that it cannot be even better. 

He says that there is no bad thing that has not brought something good also, and adds 

that the relationship is now stronger and firms understand each other better than before 

the system change.  
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Participant E 

 

According to Participant E, the cooperation between the firms is based on the fact that 

they belong to the same corporation and share the same history, some more than others. 

He says the firms have to cooperate in order to grow stronger together and keep the 

current customers. He also thinks there are differences between the countries due to 

history, national culture and business culture which affect the entire relationship. 

Another thing that affects the relationship is the fact that Atea Logistics has to compete 

with other suppliers and earn the business; it cannot take the business for granted. 

Participant E describes the communication and interactions as very varied due to the 

amount of people involved in the relationship and says they take place in both formal 

meetings and informal discussions on a daily level. He says it is very easy to reach and 

come into contact with people and believes it is the same way to all employees. He 

thinks that discussion topics, people involved, business cultures in different countries 

and national cultures affect the communication and interactions. He also stresses the 

importance of language; the language barrier between some countries is very high and 

affects the interactions and communication. Language barrier also affects the feelings of 

comfort and safety in the business relationship, he adds.   

 

When asked about the goals and values, Participant E explains: 

 

“We exist for our sales firms and for creating customer values, if we do not do that we 

have no reason to exist. We do not exist for ourselves, we exist for our customers, so it 

is about creating value to our mutual end-customers.” 

 

Therefore, the firm aims at reaching the corporation´s mutual goals and strategies. 

Therefore, his firm should have a relationship that enables them to be the natural choice 

for its sister companies and to help the sister companies implement their business. The 

goal is to be customer-oriented, which includes building relationships and 

communication. Participant E also thinks being one big corporation creates an entry 

barrier to external suppliers since the firms can have more open relationship and simpler 

communication and no one thinks anyone has a hidden agenda or will leak information. 

For Participant E it is obvious that his firm has to adapt itself to its sister firms since it 
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does not have any relevancy without them. He also acknowledges that it is the sister 

companies who have better knowledge on the end-customer, which is why his firm 

should fit better to them. He also admits some countries may experience that his firm is 

more oriented towards some particular buyer firm with adaptation due to the large 

volume, but he explains that this only comes from their background and history. He 

admits that the majority of communication and relationships are oriented towards this 

specific country, but it happens due to the large volumes to this country.  

 

Participant E thinks the relationships could be better in many ways since it is affected 

by the way the situation is now; it is clear that the problems occurred last autumn has 

affected the relationship. He says they are facing a hill now when it comes to rebuilding 

the faith again. However, he believes that there is trust between the firms and all the 

firms are working towards the same goal even though he acknowledges that some 

countries chase for the money more than others. He also thinks there is a bit less 

partnership in some countries than others where his firm is much more involved and 

welcome in. Some of the countries are big opposites when it comes to business culture, 

Participant E says, and for some countries, Atea Logistics is just another regular 

supplier.  

 

He describes his commitment as high since the whole point of it all is to be committed 

and proactive. He also admits that his firm takes too much for granted and thinks too 

much that they rule the world. There is a big way to go so that the countries will 

consider his firm the way it wants to be considered, there is a difference between the 

picture the sister companies have and how the firm considers itself. He does not see any 

other alternative than becoming better in the relationship, but it also takes both parties to 

build a relationship, Participant E adds.  
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Participant F 

 

Participant F tells that cooperation with the counterparts differs between countries but 

they have good and close cooperation with all of the countries. Local cultures and 

different counterparts affect the cooperation, but her firm tries to standardize and work 

similarly in all countries. However, Participant F points out that it will never fully 

happen but her firm has to adapt to each country quite a bit and try to enhance the 

cooperation continuously with all the countries. A lot of the communication with 

counties occurs via email, telephone and Lync, and her firm tries to offer service in the 

counterpart´s mother language, which makes the cooperation easier, she explains. 

Interactions are both formal and informal, but foremost professional, which is the most 

important thing. Interactions and communication are affected by clarity of information, 

video meetings and visiting sister companies´ offices, which Participant F would want 

to do more often since it makes the communication easier and it creates the relationship. 

Overall she would want the communication to be better and her firm to adapt and 

change itself based on the changes in different countries.  

 

When asked about the goals and values, Participant F says the values relate to being 

humble, serious, professional, honest, straightforward and clear. She thinks it is better to 

give an honest reply as early on as possible instead of making the customer 

disappointed, which is why it is important that those who are in contact with countries 

have the right education and are serious and professional. She explains that her firm has 

a goal on how to meet customer experience, and that is to give them quick and correct 

replies; her firm works with effectivity continuously and strives towards the pleased 

customer.  

 

Participant F thinks that one of the biggest entry barriers is the fact that all the firms are 

one big corporation where Atea Logistics is the internal supplier. That along with the 

large warehouse capacity, pricing, recycling and configuration which construct the 

whole concept are something no one else offers. Everyone´s goal should be to keep the 

turnover within the corporation, and that is done by being loyal to each other. The more 

her firm gets closer to its sister companies, the more they bind themselves to each other, 

according to Participant F. Therefore, her firm has tight integration with its sister 
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companies, but it also adapts much when a big project has to be taken care of. In those 

cases it assesses the possibilities while keeping standardized processes in mind. The 

firm also offers same adaptation and processes to all the countries, although one of its 

sister companies is very interested in developing the cooperation, which is why some of 

the routines and procedures are closest to that sister company. She also says 

unfortunately not all adaptations or changes are possible in all the countries;  

“And even though we always have standards we can always try to adapt it so that the 

customer will get as satisfied as possible.” 

According to Participant F, the relationship can always be better but it is now on its way 

back after big challenges last autumn. She believes that the trust on behalf of their 

customers is now re-established, but one has to work continuously with relationships 

and there is big development potential in the future, she adds. She also believes that 

everyone works towards the same goal even though there are always individuals or 

departments who strive for something else. She adds that everyone has to have the same 

goal, it is the bottom line to our cooperation. In addition, her firm is very committed to 

the relationship because it is dependent on its sister companies, so it has to make itself 

more attractive and develop continuously in order to keep old customers and attract new 

ones. That is why the firm is keen on having customers and salespeople visiting them; it 

is much easier to sell the items to the end-customers if they can see what the firm offers.  
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Participant G 

Participant G says the cooperation is very varied between regional offices and people, 

and sometimes the relationship is more customer-supplier-oriented while the other times 

it is more obvious that they belong to the same corporation. His firm tries to cooperate 

equally with the countries, but Participant G explains that there are differences in 

business cultures which can affect the cooperation. As an example he tells about the 

background of his firm and one of its sister firms, which is why the blood can be a bit 

thicker there, while the other countries may be more forced to buy from them. He also 

thinks some buyer firms are more long-term and loyal in the relationship, while the 

some other firms are much more about fast track business and exposition to the 

competitors.  

He stresses the importance of being present and close and doing quick affairs with the 

market, when asked about the communication and the interactions. He tells that even 

competing suppliers often visit Atea´s buyer firms, and he wants to try the more 

structured and strategy-oriented way of doing business while bringing a bit of the 

Swedish model to other countries. The interactions are mostly formal; some countries 

are not keen on chit-chatting over the phone as some other people, he says. When it 

comes to the interactions, the customer-supplier relationship becomes more obvious; the 

buyer firm does not have any problem buying from another supplier instead. One aspect 

that affects the communication and interactions according to Participant G is the 

language; for some countries, it is very important to speak the same language. He adds 

that face to face meetings and visiting them also affect the communication and 

interactions. 

His firm´s founding philosophy is that it would support and make it easier for its sister 

companies to make business, Participant G tells. He adds that the goal is to be there and 

help their friends make affairs, and it can be done with good logistics and the 

knowledge and the expertise the firm has. He also thinks that the service function, the 

customer care and those who communicate with other firms, should have better 

relationship; even if the buyer firm loved the salesperson, it would not work if the 

service did not work. He stresses the importance of the service and delivery precision 
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since those are the things his firm is the best at and suggests investments on the service 

function.  

Aspects that create barriers to entry are the fact that the blood is thicker than water, they 

have contracts with manufacturers, their uniqueness in what they do and the fact that 

there is one Atea, which is the biggest barrier to entry, he adds. In order to adapt, his 

firm tries to integrate its systems, but more information should be exchanged between 

countries; he thinks that is the key in the future. His firm has gone pretty far with 

integration with some countries, but there is still a long way to go in some countries. In 

some other markets, the firm is quite unique since there the buyer firm has the same 

connection with it as with its competitors. The firm should also be more proactive, 

come up with more ideas and be able to do more than its competitors. He also says that 

his firm has to be able to adapt so that it fits the market within limits that make sense; 

therefore, one needs to offer both standardized and unstandardized items.  

Participant G does not think they are in the relationship with their countries as they 

should be; they should be together much more, he says. He also thinks that the countries 

should guide them more and develop the business more. He feels that people in his firm 

sit too much in their locale thinking what customers want while their sister companies 

are those who actually sit with the end-customers. Integration and cooperation should be 

enhanced much more so that the firm could join the processes and the development 

better since there is a huge potential in the logistics operation.  

When asked about trust, he says it depends much on the individual level, one cannot 

trust everyone. He does not trust that the sister companies have the same goal and want 

to do their part in order to reach it; he says the salespeople are too concerned with their 

own agenda. He also says that his commitment is probably bigger than his firm´s 

because there are too few people in the firm who think about the end-customer and are 

customer-oriented. He also thinks the firm offers them too bad service, which affects the 

relationship, which is why investment should be put on developing and educating 

customer care, giving them responsibility and choosing the right people there. He also 

thinks the communication should have a strategy all the way from the corporation level. 
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Participant H 

 

Participant H describes the cooperation as close but says that the cooperation is rather 

case-based and that his firm has more coordination and future planning with other 

suppliers than the counterpart. He, though, feels that the cooperation works well but 

admits that it can also depend on the location and the history of the two firms and adds 

that his colleagues within the same buyer firm could have a different opinion on the 

cooperation. According to those people it is difficult to get into contact with the 

counterpart and get replies from them. He also says that the system change in the 

autumn has made the interactions and communication better; now the two firms have 

started to talk much more to each other. Earlier it was mostly the buyer firm who took 

the initiatives and coordinated, but now the counterpart has started to show more respect 

and willingness to integrate.  

 

He also says that communication should be even better than it is today and that it is the 

counterpart who should be more out there visiting offices and countries than people 

visiting them. According to Participant H, people in the counterpart are too comfortable 

sitting in their offices and bad at going out and visiting firms, and it should be other 

people too visiting firms than merely the managing director. He says that if one wants to 

be involved in the business early on, one has to be present. He also thinks that both 

parties are too comfortable since they know the sales firm will buy anyways, which is 

why communication does not necessarily affect the result or the sales. Due to the 

comfort, the counterpart does not provide the same customer-supplier service as other 

suppliers. However, he would want them to have better communication but is not 

prepared to pay for that; the volume comes anyways. The counterpart does not compete 

as the other suppliers due to its role as an internal supplier, and the buyer firm would 

want to put all their volume to them if they could.  

 

When asked about the goals and values, Participant H says the goal is to work more 

closely together so that high quality can be delivered; this could be done by much closer 

cooperation and his firm telling the supplier what their customers want. He adds that the 

counterpart has been very bad in that because his firm has not invited them to the 

business like that either. As a competitive advantage, which could hinder competitors to 
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come to the market, Participant H mentions the fact that Atea is both a supplier and a 

retailer and therefore owns the entire supply chain; it is also the knowledge and 

expertise Atea has that creates a barrier. He does not see the internal supplier as a 

regular supplier and would never compare it to its competitors; he says this thinking is 

completely wrong and hopes no one else would do that either.  

 

When asked about adaptation, Participant H explains that the counterpart has decided a 

lot how products are delivered and how services are conducted, but he does not think it 

is about adaptation but delivering products in the smartest way. His firm adapts in order 

to make it work as well as possible for the counterpart, but he thinks the counterpart 

should also meet the customer´s expectations; this is where the buyer firm has to push 

sometimes when the customer demands something more than the standard process. 

Therefore, he wishes the counterpart would adapt more, although he is not willing to 

pay the price. In addition, he wishes the counterpart was more proactive instead of 

reactive and thought about the customer more; it is better to give overload of 

information than too little. He is, however, mostly satisfied with the relationship and 

thinks that what happened is going to make everything even better than before the 

system change. However, he thinks the counterpart lacks some business understanding 

and the willingness to be offensive. He also wishes that everyone else would get the 

same response as he does; for example, he can get a reply immediately while his 

colleagues have to struggle to get an answer.   

Participant H´s trust in the counterpart got a real hit when the system change occurred, 

he says the communication was really bad and not transparent at that time. Now, he is 

unsure if the counterpart can deliver with high quality since he thinks the overall quality 

is low. They have to prove themselves and make big changes in order to build trust in 

his firm, and it is going to take a long time to do it, he adds. His commitment to the 

relationship is, however, big and hopes the counterpart would be well working and 

would have good communication. However, he says his colleagues in the same firm 

would probably disagree; according to them the counterpart is very invisible and 

difficult to get into contact with. Lastly, he suggests that a change of personnel between 

the firms, especially those who communicate with each other, could do well for both of 

the firms. 
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Participant I 

 

When asked about cooperation, Participant I says every firm within Atea has a strong 

culture and is very country-based, and no one wants to let go of their own country 

perspectives. In addition, he mentions that one of the buyers gets treated differently than 

the rest of the sister companies since it is the biggest, and when there is a decision to be 

made it is done based on them rather than the rest of the countries. Therefore, one 

cannot trust in anyone but themselves, and there is no trust in the relationship right now, 

he adds. He stresses honesty and telling the truth, and did not experience honest and 

truthful communication and interactions when the system change occurred last autumn, 

which has stretched the relationship in a negative way. According to Participant I it is 

even better to admit if you do not know, because then you will be honest, instead of tell 

a story. He points out, however, that it is not about the people, it is only about the 

expectations that have not been met on behalf of the counterpart. He wishes more 

proactive approach from them instead of reactive one; he experiences that he only gets 

answers when he demands them.  

 

When asked about the goals and values, Participant I sees the possibilities, synergies 

and opportunities of having a shared logistics center in terms of buying power, but he 

wishes better living up to expectations when it comes to delivery times and higher 

customer satisfaction. He also wishes that the relationship was better since there are 

many possibilities and synergies that could be reached. Therefore, he tells that there will 

be an external consulting firm who will assess the counterpart and its issues in order to 

come up with proposals. He stresses that Atea or anyone working for Atea is not 

capable of doing that assessment and says he does not know whether they are the skills, 

processes, location, organization or people that should be assessed.  

 

When asked about the barriers to entry, Participant I mentions the buying power, low 

prices and effectivity, and states that many times they purchase from a supplier who 

simply has the item in stock just then. He thinks the prices could be even lower due to 

the size, processes and economies of scale. When asked about adaptation, Participant I 

says his firm has a negative way of adapting due to inability to trust that the counterpart 

can deliver. Therefore, they have redirected their behavior and focus on other suppliers 
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since his firm could not give up the customer expectations and they would have lost a 

lot of customers otherwise, according to Participant I. He also mentions that they need 

to rebuild the trust with the counterpart and assess whether it is a sustainable solution to 

stay with them before they change back their processes. On a scale from zero to ten, 

Participant I describes his trust as three; he has very low trust in the counterpart but 

believes that the trust can be built up in the future. He says that is why they hired the 

external consulting firm; they want to have the counterpart but they also need the right 

judgment of issues and opportunities.  

 

Personally, Participant I would like to have stronger relationship with the counterpart, 

but he tells he needs to see some change before that can happen. He tells that there will 

be a lot of work to be done and it will take a lot of time to convince people working in 

his organization that things are the way they should be. He also says that it is a big 

shame that the problems happened last autumn, but those problems can happen to 

anyone; it is about communication, transparency, proactivity and honesty that are 

important in those situations. However, he tells, those things were missing, and it will 

take ten good experiences to be able to forget one bad experience.  
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Participant J 

 

Participant J tells that the cooperation and the supplier-buyer relationship between his 

firm and the counterpart is regulated by a contract that his firm has with all of its 

suppliers. Besides the written contract, the firm has meetings regularly and contacts 

continuously with the counterpart, sometimes more and sometimes less. 

Communication takes place at several levels but overall he describes it as open and 

honest, and adds that they have a special relationship due to the fact that they both 

belong to the same organization. Even though Participant J says that this is a 

competitive advantage, he wishes the counterpart was more competitive. He also says 

that it can be a bit confusing when the counterpart sometimes treats them as a sister 

company and sometimes as a customer; then it is difficult to know how to act in some 

situations. The way the counterpart looks at the relationship and the way they see the 

buyer firm, as a sister company or a customer, affects the entire cooperation, 

relationship and the way the firms do business together. In addition, aspects that affect 

the communication and interaction are; personalities, relationships, history within the 

firm, knowledge of local businesses and different countries´ needs, Participant J adds.  

 

When asked about the goals and values, Participant J mentions trust, openness, 

proactivity and communication along with the counterpart´s understanding on the buyer 

firm´s needs as a customer and willingness to meet the goals of the local market. He 

also points out sharing of resources as an important aspect and stresses the importance 

of doing business together. He also says the counterpart has a special position as a sister 

company, but the performance requirements for them are the same than for any other 

supplier. He thinks there are two big entry barriers when it comes to the relationships; 

more open and thorough communication with the counterpart than with other suppliers 

and the unique services they offer, such as customer adaptation and configuration. He 

adds that his firm is rather dedicated to the counterpart when it comes to its unique 

services, which probably makes that barrier the biggest.  

 

When asked about adaptation, Participant J says it is important to have integration in 

order to operate sufficiently together, but his firm does not necessarily follow all of 

updates and other procedures of the counterpart; they, for example, use different 
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program than everyone else. However, Participant J stresses that the counterpart should 

respond to their local market´s business needs and be able to adapt so that the customer 

will be satisfied. Right now this adaptation to customer needs lacks some mentality, and 

Participant J would need somewhat stronger customer orientation from the counterpart´s 

side. He would also like to hear more what the counterpart can do for the buyer firm 

instead of what the buyer firm can do for them and he wishes they sought for more new 

business opportunities and initiatives. However, Participant J says he is, within a lot of 

parameters, satisfied with the relationship today and his trust in the counterpart is re-

established; although it may take some time to re-establish the trust within the entire 

sales firm. The most crucial aspects within the trust are reliability of deliveries and 

correct information, according to Participant J.  

Lastly, when asked about commitment, he answers that his firm has to be committed to 

the counterpart in order to be successful since it is their largest supplier; they do not 

have other option, he adds. However, he would want to be more enthusiastic about the 

counterpart, and in order to be that he would need to see more proactivity and customer 

orientation from their side. He says:  

“The relationship is good and I´m committed to Atea Logistics, but I would like to be 

more enthusiastic as well.” 
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Participant K 

When asked about the cooperation in the relationship, Participant K explains they have 

scheduled meetings with some regularity, which is the formal part of the cooperation. 

He explains that he has known the counterpart for so long that informal interactions also 

occur. He describes communication and interactions as friendly and based on long 

relations, but thinks that there are too few initiatives coming from the counterpart when 

it comes to the development of the business. He also says communication is biased 

since the two firms are very well connected, which is a good thing but can also be a 

challenge to the development. He does not interact with the counterpart daily but only 

when there is some serious matter or something that requires his involvement. He says 

the fact that the firms are a part of the same corporation affects the communication; the 

counterpart expects his firm to be the proactive part of the relationship when it comes to 

new affairs and “takes in our view too much”, as he puts it. He would want the 

counterpart to be more competition-driven and be more on the edge towards the sales 

firm and its market.  

He says the main goal of the relationship with the counterpart is to establish together 

something that means something extra to their customer in the way that it develops 

long-lasting and more endured customer relations. He values trust and says that the 

relationship is partly based on competition between suppliers, but when it comes to an 

established customer relations that they build up together, both parties are totally 

committed to each other. Something that could create an entry barrier to external 

suppliers is the fact that the counterpart is pretty unique, according to him. Other 

suppliers may not support the same structure as Atea, and the common strength should 

be used against competitors.  

When asked about the adaptation, he explains that the two firms have established 

processes between their systems since it is important that the online system is up to date 

with prices and stock values at all times.  

“It gives strength to the relationship and gives up opportunity to deal with our 

customers in a very highly automated way.” 
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Despite this, he wishes that the counterpart adapted more to his firm and that they were 

more on their toes when it comes to adapting better technically to his firm´s systems. He 

experiences it to be difficult to keep the issues on the run towards the goal because the 

counterpart has so many other issues to deal with. He thinks they are far too 

concentrated on their internal issues, one of the markets or aspects other than his firm. 

His satisfaction to the relationship has a potential of becoming much better but it is 

about proactivity towards the market, he says. They are lacking the attention they feel 

their business deserves from the counterpart and they feel that they have to make the 

initiatives for the counterpart. Therefore, there is a great potential of improving the 

relationship.  

He chooses to trust the counterpart and that is something he says he has to do, and he 

thinks about the trust and relying on Logistics often. Therefore, he is deeply 

disappointed when the relationship is not working. The relationship between the firms is 

highly based on trust and if the counterpart does not show him its commitment, it could 

destroy the relationship for a long time. His commitment to the relationship is high and 

he thinks the potential of the relationship and the muscle of the supplier is something 

unique in the market. He wants the counterpart to grow strong, be strong, be able to 

develop in the same way the market develops, be self-driven towards adapting to 

changes and listen carefully what his firm tells them about the market. He wants the 

counterpart to succeed and that is why he wants to be a bit harsh on his words, he ends.  
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Participant L 

 

Cooperation between the firms is about regular orders and deliveries, Participant L tells, 

and she contacts the counterpart mostly when there is a question about those aspects. 

Her firm is daily in contact with the counterpart and most of the cooperation between 

the firms is formal. She feels that most of the issues in interactions and processes derive 

from the counterpart´s extremely stiff processes; she wonders if it is because of different 

business culture and logic. The challenge of the process is especially visible when it 

comes to returns and cancellations of orders; sometimes she has felt very unfair towards 

the customer when it comes to these matters and the counterpart´s stiff and slow 

processes. Sometimes she has also wanted to just forget the purchase from the 

counterpart and buy it from somewhere else even with higher price just to get better 

service. She has wished that there were better ways to serve the end-customer. She says 

she rather buys items from anywhere else than from the counterpart even if the price is 

higher because she does not want to struggle with these aspects with Logistics. She says 

in the beginning, the counterpart was sold to them by saying that they are same 

corporation and it´s smart to buy from them, but sometimes she regrets of purchasing an 

order when things do not work smoothly and flexibly. She says that when everything 

works fine, it is good, but when issues occur they have to struggle more with the 

counterpart than the local suppliers.  

 

When asked about the goals and values, she says she wishes that the service was better, 

communication would work both ways, they could buy more the counterpart since they 

belong to the same corporation and the systems would be more transparent when it 

comes to delivery times and stock information. She says the last aspect works much 

better with their other supplier. However, she thinks since the counterpart belongs to the 

same corporation, it should serve her firm better, but she is unsure if it will happen. She 

is also unsure if the counterpart sees them as just a regular customer or as a partner; 

however, better service could be an entry barrier. The sales firm has done some system 

integration with the counterpart, but that they have done with other suppliers also. She 

also wonders if they could get a better price from the counterpart when it comes to big 

volume purchases, or if the counterpart is more concerned with its own selfish profit 

like everyone else.  
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She describes her satisfaction as fine but does not have high expectations towards the 

relationship. She trusts in the counterpart and does not think they would lie and then do 

the opposite; it is mostly the processes that cause issues, she adds. She does not consider 

the counterpart as a very good supplier so that it would stand out from the competitors, 

and is unsure if she can trust that her firm´s issues and customers are treated with same 

priority and devotion as other buyer firms´ customers. In order to serve their end-

customer as well as possible, she rather chooses a supplier who has clearer systems and 

is more transparent. She also says that they have moved further away from the 

counterpart; earlier they made visits to their office, which increased the commitment. 

That time she felt that if there is any ways she could buy items from the counterpart she 

would, but now, since the face to face contact is not there anymore, she feels that they 

have moved further away. Now the only time she is in contact with the counterpart is 

when something is wrong. She, although, admits that it can be a positive also; when 

everything works they do not have to be in contact so much.  
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Participant M 

 

Participant M describes the cooperation as the counterpart being one supplier among all 

of their suppliers and acknowledges that the corporation wishes the counterpart to be the 

corporation´s logistics unit. He describes that to some extent it is, but from their local 

market´s point of view, the counterpart is a very small player when it comes to their 

customers and sales. The sales firm has its own warehouse, which is why he thinks the 

sales are a bit different compared to those firms whose warehouse is Växjö. There are 

also many items Participant M´s firm cannot buy from the counterpart, which is why 

they turn to other suppliers. Sometimes people have invested in the relationship more, 

then the relationship has got a real boost, but many times they have then noticed that it 

is not beneficial to do that business through the counterpart due to limitations. A big con 

in the relationship is the long delivery date compared to other suppliers, he explains and 

adds that his firm is not that keen on socializing with other suppliers either. All they 

want is things to work and items to be delivered in time and with the price agreed upon.  

 

The communication in the time of the system change was terrible; the extent of the 

problem was underestimated and no information could be received about the issues. 

Participant M says that if the two firms were a part of the same corporation, the 

information should have been more honest so that they could have planned again and 

for example used another supplier until the problem was fixed. He adds that you should 

not keep one in the darkness and still try to sell it when everything has gone bad. He 

explains that when it comes to cooperation, we are down in the basics. It does not 

matter how many meetings you have or how much you talk if the basics are not in 

order;  

“We expect that deliveries work, prices are correct, problematic or differing situations 

are handled with class and we have some contact when we need it. We don´t expect 

anything else. We don´t need anyone to sell us anything. We will make the sales when 

these things work. And the sales will increase when these things work. And it´s the other 

way around also.” 

Participant M describes that the communication was better earlier and adds that their 

culture is much about actions; if you notice someone taking care of things, it works. 
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Therefore, there are big differences in the business cultures between the countries. 

Aspects that affect communications and interactions are talking bad about something 

and trying to please someone, he says.  

“It is the actions that mean something to us and show if the cooperation works or not.” 

When asked about the goals and values, Participant M does not expect anything else 

than the counterpart working towards them as a supplier in a way that they can be 

competitive and that they stick to the information they have received, such as delivery 

times. He thinks taking advantage of the big power of the whole corporation is an 

extremely good thing, but he admits the counterpart does not have anything they would 

not get somewhere else. There are only a few things that separate the counterpart from 

its competitors, and they are the ability to deliver internationally, configuration services 

and recycling. If the sales firm was the customer and the counterpart was the supplier, 

the latter should adapt its processes to the former´s processes, he says. His firm adapts 

so that the information distribution can be distributed through both parties´ systems, but 

the counterpart does not convey all the information as wished, which is one of the 

biggest issues for the sales firm. All countries have had to work to fix this and they have 

created their own routines for it, and if for example the delivery date was more visible, 

it would decrease the amount of inquiry rapidly. He adds that confirming the delivery 

date electronically could also be a competitive advantage.  

According to Participant M, they are not very satisfied with the relationship today; they 

are disappointed with the honesty of the information during the system change and with 

the delivery processes. He also says all kinds of flexibility has disappeared with the new 

system; he says flexibility is a sign of good cooperation. He is, however, satisfied with 

the pricing and availability of items. The level of trust has decreased due to covering up 

things during the system change, but when everything starts working again the trust can 

be built up. Then they could trust that the systems will work the way they should be 

based on their contract and promises given to them. The purchasing volume reflects the 

commitment of the firm; if it goes up, the commitment goes up, if it goes down, the 

commitment goes down. Recently, all the negative feedback from customers perhaps 

has weakened the commitment even more, he says.   
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Participant N 

Participant N describes the relationship as good, close and sincere. He says he gets 

support and help whenever he needs it and he can always contact the counterpart; 

always someone tries to help him, and this behavior goes both ways. He is in contact 

with the counterpart weekly and says the cooperation is challenged due to locations and 

acknowledges that due to that the cooperation is a bit different than with other countries. 

Due to the location, the delivery may not always be beneficial.  

Participant N says the interactions and the communication are very straight, direct and 

sincere, and both parties can say if there is an issue they want to address; one gets both 

help and feedback, he adds. He thinks the communication and interactions are affected 

positively by face to face meetings which he has been a part of along with other 

communication tools, such as emails or Lync, just as long as it is frequent enough. The 

interactions can be both informal and formal. His goal is to have and maintain a 

functioning relationship with the counterpart so that they can help each other, and he 

tries to be honest while hoping the other party does the same. 

“And after all we belong to the same corporation, so it can´t be anything else than 

communication based on honesty, openness and trust.” 

As a barrier to entry he names the ability and the width to deliver internationally and the 

effectiveness of Atea corporation. He also mentions international knowledge, expertise 

and the ability and willingness to help each other; for example they can ask other 

countries to help them with a customer of which another country may have more 

knowledge. When asked about adaptation he says that when it comes to the operative 

part they try to take advantage of the expertise and experience of the counterpart since 

they are always so willing the help each other out. He also says it would be good if all 

Atea countries had the same systems so that they could see each other´s stock and so on, 

but local differences, for example the laws, between countries can make it difficult. He 

acknowledges that it is not always so simple to put everything into one format, and 

there would definitely be aspects to enhance in order to do so.   
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Overall, Participant N is satisfied with the relationship today even though there can be 

differences in the way of acting between the firms. He also trusts in the counterpart and 

believes that they both work towards the same goal. The trust has been proven by 

actions from both sides throughout the years, he says. He acknowledges that it is 

difficult to say if something should be done differently since both firms have their own 

familiar markets in which they operate. He also thinks that everyone is just as 

committed to the mutual success as he is and says that both parties understand that it is 

beneficial for everyone that they succeed in the business and work together.  
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Participant O 

Participant O describes that the cooperation between countries occurs daily, but there is 

not equal amount of cooperation with all the countries. With different levels, the 

communication and dialogues are worse than with others, but according to him, his firm 

is working towards making them better. Overall, he describes the relationship as tight 

on many levels. When asked about the communication and interactions, he thinks they 

work well. His firm communicates more with some buyer firms than others, and he says 

the challenge is to make sure that the information reaches the right people. He adds that 

his firm is always welcome to the other firms, and the interactions are both formal and 

informal. He mentions that aspects that affect the communication and interaction are 

differing ideas on what is important for each firm, every firm having their own agenda 

like his firm has, differing understanding of the business sides, history and language. He 

adds that it is extremely important with both business and personal relationships and his 

firm wants to work even tighter together with mutual plans. The system change may 

have also caused frustration among individuals, which could have an effect on the 

interaction and communication also. He says that after the system change, the 

relationship with some buyer firms got better while it got worse with the rest. The 

system change had an impact on his firm and made them question some things that had 

just been adequate before. Therefore, he says something good came out of it also.  

When asked about the goals and values, he says his firm´s goal is to increase the 

competitive power in the market for their buyer along with meeting their need for 

information. He says his firm exists for its buyers and wants to make things simpler for 

the buyers. He adds that what his firm can contribute is great service and high class 

delivery. As examples on how this goal could be achieved he mentions offering world-

class services, mutual processes and systems within the organization and face to face 

meetings and visits. He also says because they all belong to the same corporation, they 

can count on that sensitive information will stay in the corporation. He mentions that 

contracts with manufacturers which enable his firm to have the lowest price in the 

market and having services that others have difficulties to handle are barriers to entry to 

competitors. 
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When asked about adaptation, Participant O says his firm adapts in many different ways 

since it is so integrated to the others. Systems that are used for information distribution 

are the biggest adaptation channel for this firm. He adds that his firm also adapt much 

their offering based on the buyer firms and the end-customers want. He does not think 

that his firm would adapt more to some buyers than others, but they try to build 

something for the entire corporation so that it reflects effectiveness and scale economies 

for everyone. It is difficult to adapt to everyone, so it is better to have a mutual, big 

warehouse and mutual plans so that everyone can benefit from it together. He describes 

his satisfaction as fine, but says everything could always be better. His firm´s 

relationship varies largely between firms; in some countries it is very good while in 

others there are many things that should be done to make it better. He wishes more 

mutual goals and mutual plans and making sure the contacts ways are clear to the 

buyers so that the business can be made as effective and simple as possible. He 

acknowledges that in some countries people may have their own interests and they may 

think the supplier is just one among the many, but he thinks it is important that both 

parties can both give and take.  

Overall, Participant O absolutely trusts in the counterpart and believes it goes the other 

way around also even though his firm may need to prove themselves to the buyers. He 

says both parties need to communicate and exchange information, because it gets easily 

one-sided. Therefore, both parties should be willing to accept and take the information 

given to them. Participant O´s commitment is very strong since the relationships are a 

very big part of the firm´s business plan. He says: 

“One has to have a good relationship in order to do good business, and one has to have 

trust in the relationship, which goes both ways.” 
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Participant P 

Participant P described the cooperation as good with all the countries; however, it 

depends much on the country in question. With one of the counterparts, Participant P´s 

firm has a special relationship due to the history of the two firms, and some firms see 

his firm as their sister company while other see it as a regular supplier-buyer 

relationship. Some counterparts also are keener on making the relationship better than 

others. Participant P´s firm communicates by mostly sending product information to its 

sister companies, which is something they are working on in order to make it better. He 

says his firm needs to adapt the ways of communicating information based on the 

modern demands of today. He is not satisfied with the communication today; he says it 

is unmodern and ineffective, and there is very little information, which makes the 

customer experience low. He thinks relationships between individuals in the businesses 

affect the communication and the interactions even though one cannot have personal 

relationships with everyone.  

When asked about the goals and values, he says his firm wants to be experienced as a 

trustworthy channel and a modern firm, which the firm is not today. So the goal now is 

to take the firm from this situation and develop it. He values the relationships and thinks 

they are the foundation for his entire firm. He also thinks his firm should consider its 

customers as customers and nothing else since it is their customers´ competitive ability 

in the market that influences how his firm should develop their services and products. 

He mentions that Atea´s structure creates an entry barrier to competitors since it is 

unique and difficult to mimic. The structure enables his firm to have low prices and 

contracts with manufacturers, which is a big hinder for competitors.  

When asked about adaptation, Participant P says his firm tries to adapt to all of its 

counterparts in a way that the adaptation can then be used in other countries also than 

just the one for which it was developed. He adds that not all adaptations or models are 

possible in all the countries. He says his firm has gone furthest with one of the 

counterparts while with some it may still have rather long way to go. In some areas 

Participant P is satisfied with the relationship while in other areas there are many things 

still to be enhanced. Some countries understand less what Participant P´s firm can do for 

them and contribute with. He also says his trust in some of the counterparts is very high 
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and the firms try to reach for the same goals, but in some other firms, his trust is very 

low. He does not think some of the counterparts trust in his firm either and do not think 

his firm can do its job. He, however, mentions that this is something his firm will start 

working with this issue actively. Finally, he says that the challenges the firms have 

faced in the past have made the relationship stronger. During the challenges, he had 

colleagues who did not want to communicate with the firm due to the fierce frustration 

they faced in their own customer relationships. But now he feels that the relationship is 

better in all levels and the communication has become better.  
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