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Abstract

The goal of this research was to understand what strategic options are available to small
shipping companies in an asymmetrical relationship with a powerful supplier, and how
relationship characteristics influence these options. To reach this goal, a multiple case study of
three shipping companies was conducted, focusing on the characteristics of the relationship
with their dominant supplier. In this study, qualitative data was collected in the form of both
semi-structured- and structured interviews. The data from semi-structured interviews were then
analysed using a template analysis, while the structured interviews were analysed deductively.
The results revealed that dyadic dependency, relationship closeness, and network dependency
significantly influenced strategic decisions. It showed an ambiguous impact of dyadic
dependency on strategic decisions within the dyad, where increased dependency could either
decrease the likelihood of exiting the relationship or motivate an exit, depending on the degree
of dependence. Secondly, while relationship closeness significantly influenced decisions
regarding exiting the relationship, it had minimal impact on other strategic choices within the
network, where the supplier's use of power was more important. Thirdly, high network
dependency appeared to positively affect strategic options within the network, indicating that
companies might pursue diversification and collaboration to mitigate the power of dominant
suppliers, despite a limited amount of available alternatives. Lastly, the research highlighted
the importance of considering external factors, such as regulations, in choosing strategic
options. In conclusion, the study contributes to the literature by empirically demonstrating how
relationship characteristics in power-imbalanced buyer-supplier relationships affect small
companies' choice of strategic options. It offers practical insights for small businesses in similar
situations by providing a model that visualises the links between relationship characteristics
and strategic options. This can help companies evaluate their relationship with their powerful

partner and navigate them by choosing strategic options.
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1 Introduction

Power imbalance: it is one of the critical characteristics of dyadic relationships between buyers
and suppliers in supply networks (Bastl et al., 2013). A dyadic relationship with an imbalanced
distribution of power can, depending on how the dominant actor uses its power, have benefits
regarding the duration and stability of the relationship, since power-dependent relationships
tend to last longer when the dominant actor uses its power responsible way (Pan et al., 2020).
Entering a relationship with a powerful partner can also be helpful for the less powerful actor
to accomplish common goals like entering a new market or doing joint research to develop a
new product or service (Akpinar & Zettinig, 2008). Nonetheless, several issues will arise when
the stronger actor starts using its power position in a way that disturbs the weaker actor’s
operations and business objectives (Caniéls & Gelderman, 2007). In this case, the relationship
becomes less efficient, the innovation performance decreases, and the benefits for the weaker
actor decline (Liu et al., 2018; Bobot, 2010). Ultimately, this leads to a damaged relationship
and eventually to conflicts between the weaker- and the stronger actor (Bobot, 2010).

Three Dutch bicycle courier companies! recently experienced such a conflict with their
common powerful supplier. Their biggest supplier was acquired by one of the biggest webshops
in The Netherlands. Since the supplier got acquired by this webshop, it used its strong position
by lowering the prices, making unreasonable demands and forcing its partners to ship many
packages even though they have limited resources to do this, by imposing negative financial
consequences when packages are not delivered or delivered late. In other words, the supplier
uses its power position in a way that disturbs the weaker actor’s operations and business
objectives.

In the first quarter of 2023, this led to two out of three companies deciding to exit their
relationship with the supplier. The third company decided to continue the relationship. The
exact situation will be elaborated on in the next section to better understand the nature of this
conflict between the three companies and their supplier. Table 1 gives an overview of the three
bicycle courier companies, including information about their operating areas and the status of

their relationships with the supplier.

1 A ‘bicycle courier company’ is a shipping company that specializes in delivering packages, such as clothes,
medication, documents, or other items, using bicycles as the primary mode of transportation.



Table 1: An overview of the three bicycle courier companies, including their operating areas and the status of
their relationships with the supplier

Company name Operating area Continuation or exit

Company A City A, with 1.292 addresses Exit
per square kilometre.

City policy moderately
focused on sustainable urban

logistics

The city government consists
of the following parties: VVD,
Local party, GroenLinks, SGP
and SP

Company B City B, with 1.161 addresses Exit
per square kilometre.

City policy strongly focused
on sustainable urban logistics

The city government consists
of the following parties:
Local party, PvdA, D66, and
CDA.

Company C City C, with 1.039 addresses Continuation
per square kilometre

City policy strongly focused
on sustainable urban logistics

The city government consists
of the following parties:
GroenLinks, PvdA, D66, and
a local party.

1.1 Situation
A fundamental characteristic of this buyer-supplier relationship between the three individual
bicycle courier companies, who will be called ‘shipping companies’, and their supplier, is that
these companies ship packages for their supplier in two different ways.

To begin with, the shipping companies pick up Packages for their suppliers that must
be distributed to other cities. This is called the ‘first miles process’.

Secondly, they deliver Packages to the end user. This is called the last miles process. A
schematic overview of these processes can be found in Figure 1. In case this figure is difficult

to read, a larger version of this figure can be found in Appendix IV.
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Figure 1: The two main processes of the bicycle courier companies

Although two of the three shipping companies abandoned their relationship with the supplier,
the first miles process was quite lucrative for these shipping companies, and this is still the case
for company C, which is still in business with the supplier. The supplier pays them about one
euro per package they pick up at a supplier’s local retail partner. This process breaks even when
an average of six packages are collected per retail partner. Every additional package is almost
pure profit, as the variable costs do not rise when more packages are collected from a retail
partner. The three CEOs all stated that this process was, or is, profitable since they structurally
collected an average of more than six packages per retail partner. This is still the case for
company C which did not end the relationship with the supplier. Important to know is that this
first miles process was not affected when the supplier was acquired by the webshop.

On the other hand, there is the last miles process in which the shipping companies
deliver packages to the end users. In contrast to the first miles process, this last miles process
was heavily impacted by the acquisition of the supplier. This last miles process was the process
with the highest volume and turnover for the companies who left the relationship, and is still
the process with the highest volume and turnover for company C. In this process, the supplier
supplies its local bicycle courier partners (like companies A, B, and C) with packages from its
retail partners that need to be delivered in the city their bicycle courier partner operates. After
the acquisition of the supplier by the webshop, this accounted for about 25%- 50% of the
packages within the last miles process, supplemented with packages from the shipping

company’s own local partners.
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In this process, the shipping companies received about 3,00 per Package from the supplier

and 4,50 per Package from their local partners. Because the acquisition by the webshop led to
a significant increase in the number of packages subject to a compensation of 3 euros, the
companies faced difficulties, especially since costs increased due to the substantial increase of
packages that needed to be delivered. However, this has not always been this way. Before this
acquisition, the last miles process was a sufficient and profitable process for the three shipping
companies. In the next paragraph, the impact of the acquisition of the supplier on the last miles

process of the shipping companies will be further elaborated.

1.2 Complication

When the webshop acquired the supplier in May 2022, the relationship negatively impacted the
last miles process for the shipping companies. The table below visualises how the acquisition
of the supplier affected the volume and revenue of the last miles process for each of the three
shipping companies, alongside with a comparison of expenses related to the last miles process,

which increased strongly compared to the revenue.

Table 2 The daily volume, revenue, and expenses related to the last miles process of the shipping companies

Company name

Daily volume and
revenue of the last
miles process
before the

acquisition

Daily volume and
revenue of the last
miles process after

the acquisition

Daily expenses on
bikes and
personnel
regarding the last
miles process
before the
acquisition

(estimated)

Daily expenses on
bikes and
personnel
regarding the last
miles process
after the
acquisition

(estimated)

(+43,10%)

Company A Packages: 186 Packages: 403 | €480 €1100 (+129%)
(+117%)
Revenue: €837 Revenue: €1488
(+78%)
Company B Packages: 269 Packages: 443 | €550 €850 (+55%)
(+64,7%)
Revenue: €1211 Revenue:  €1733
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Company C Packages: 93 Packages: 194 | €250 €580 (+132%)
(+108%)
Revenue: €419 Revenue: €722
(+72%)

The change in revenue and costs of the last miles process is a result of two things. First, the
supplier obliged the shipping companies to ship extra packages ordered on the website of the
webshop. This resulted in an extreme increase in the number of packages the shipping
companies had to deliver within their operating areas. This might seem beneficial for the
shipping companies as they get paid per package; however, this abrupt increase demanded
resources that the shipping companies did not have. They did not have the capacity to ship the
increasing flow of packages and since they did not have the financial resources to buy new
bikes, so they had to rent them which is relatively expensive. The increase in packages also led
to a situation in which couriers could only ship some of the packages with one bike. Because
of this, the couriers had to return to the distribution centre in the middle of their shift to pick up
a new loading of packages, which is vastly ineffective according to the CEOs. Both effects of
the obligation to ship the packages of the webshop hurt the profitability of the last miles process
of the shipping companies.

Second, since the delivery companies receive less compensation per package for those
they deliver for the major supplier compared to packages for local partners, and as the share of
packages from the major supplier increased, the costs of the last miles process increased more
than the turnover of the last miles process.

This led to a dilemma for the shipping companies; the profitability of their last miles
process stood under pressure, and their trust towards the supplier declined, but breaking up with
their supplier would mean the company drastically shrinks. Especially for companies A and C,
since Table 2 shows they were most affected after the acquisition of the supplier, and became
more dependent towards the supplier compared to company B.

The shipping companies therefore found themselves in a difficult situation. What are
the strategic options for small buyers in such a situation? And which option aligns best with the

companies based on their relationships with the strong supplier?
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1.3 Research Question
The CEOs responded differently in this situation. The CEOs of companies A and B decided to
exit their relationships with the supplier. They made this decision even though they were aware
that this had severe consequences for the company structure since their main business processes
significantly depended on their relationships with the supplier. Nonetheless, they chose to do
so after initially attempting to redesign the relationship in a way that was acceptable to both
parties and by compromising. On the other hand, the CEO of company C made a different
choice by holding on to the relationship with the supplier, but he also indicated that the
relationship did not remain the same and that he chose to reconfigure the relationship and reduce
his dependence on the supplier by collaborating with others. This indicates that ending the
relationship or continuing in the same way are not the only two strategic options, but that there
are multiple strategic options available to respond to the dominance of a powerful supplier.

Moreover, the decision of Company C to maintain its relationship with the supplier, as
opposed to companies A and B choosing to exit the relationship, indicates that additional
relationship characteristics are influencing the selection of strategic options, since companies
A and C undergoing relatively similar changes in dependence, revenue, and costs following the
supplier's takeover (see Table 2). This implies that relationship characteristics beyond supplier
dependence and relationship profitability play a role in shaping strategic decisions.

Therefore, this research aims to understand what strategic options are available
to small shipping companies when they experience the negative consequences of a strong and
powerful supplier, and why these small shipping companies make these, sometimes different,
choices, considering the characteristics of their relationships with their major supplier. This
analysis will be executed based on the following research question: Which
strategic options does a small shipping company have in an asymmetrical relationship with a

supplier, and how do the relationship characteristics influence the strategic options taken?

1.4 The Contributions of this Research

By analysing how relationship characteristics in power-imbalanced buyer-supplier
relationships will affect the choice of strategic options for small companies, this study will
contribute to the literature. Before this study, no published research explicitly mapped the links
between relationship characteristics and strategic options, and how they relate to each other. By
conducting a multiple case study involving three shipping companies and their powerful
supplier, this research will provide a comprehensive overview of how relationship

characteristics influence the choice of strategic options.
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Moreover, this research will have practical value for small companies operating in

power-dependent relationships. It will provide these companies with a model to understand the
links between relationship characteristics and strategic options. This model will serve as a tool
to identify which strategic options might best suit their specific situations, based on the

characteristics of their relationship with their dominant partner.
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2 Theoretical Framework

This theoretical framework will discuss the theories, concepts and models related to the aim of
this paper. This framework will therefore focus on what is known in the literature about power
dependency, conflicts in power-dependent relationships and the links between relationship
characteristics and the strategic options available to counteract the dominance of a powerful

partner.

2.1 Power Dependency in Buyer-Supplier Relationships

First, a literature search has been conducted to define what the recent literature says about power
dependency, particularly about dependency in power-imbalanced relationships between buyers
and suppliers.

To understand the concept of power dependency, it is important to know what the
concept of ‘power’ means. In this research, power is defined as the ability of a company to
influence other companies. Hence, if company X can influence company y more than company
Y can influence company X, company X is considered the powerful/dominant actor in that
relationship while company Y is considered the weaker actor. (Wilding et al., 2012; Rezaeli
Vandchali et al., 2021; Schwieterman et al., 2020). Two different kinds of power can be
distinguished, these are structural- and behavioural power (Makkonen et al., 2021). Structural
power means being able to shape and control the rules, institutions, and resources in a system,
while behavioural power is about having the ability to influence others through personal actions,
communication, and persuasion (Makkonen et al., 2021; Oukes et al., 2019).

Power dependency is a well-studied phenomenon in the field of supply chain
management and many definitions of power dependency have been used over the years. When
looking at some highly cited core papers in this field, it is interesting to see that they all refer
to the leverage the more powerful company has towards the less powerful company. In other
words, a power-dependent relationship seems to occur when one actor (the more powerful
company) has something that the other actor (the less powerful company) needs (Gulati &
Sytch, 2007).

For example, Cox (2004) explains power dependency as a situation that occurs when
the circumstances allow one actor to use its leverage towards the other actor to benefit from the
relationship. On the other hand, Sanzo et al. (2007) state that a power-dependent relationship
can be defined as ”a company’s need to maintain a relationship with a partner to achieve its
goals” (p.270). Thirdly, (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978) applied the resource dependence theory, in

which they argue that inter-organizational dependency is a phenomenon that “exists whenever
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one actor does not entirely control all of the conditions necessary for the achievement of an
action or for obtaining the outcome desired from the action” (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978, p. 40).
According to this definition, interdependence is closely associated with power (Gulati & Sytch,
2007).

Looking at more recent academic literature, the definition of power dependency has
been further expanded, but the core of these definitions is still the concept of leverage. Based
on this recent literature, a power-imbalanced relationship between a buyer and a supplier can
be described as a situation where one actor has a significant advantage over the weaker actor
when it comes to decision-making, controlling resources and negotiating because it has leverage
towards the weaker actor, which leads to a situation in which the weaker actor starts depending
on the stronger actor (Bhardwaj & Ketokivi, 2021; Meqdadi et al., 2017; Pan et al., 2020;
Siemieniako et al., 2022; Wontner et al., 2020).

2.2 Conflicts between Buyers and Suppliers in Power-Dependent Relationships
Since the definition of power dependency in buyer-supplier relationships is stated, it is
important to understand how and why conflicts in power-dependent relationships arise.

Firstly, it is crucial to be aware that power-dependent relationships do not necessarily
come with conflicts. In fact, power asymmetry can positively affect the relationship's efficiency
(Pan et al., 2020).

However, the literature states that power imbalance in buyer-supplier relationships
almost inevitably leads to a conflict when the more powerful actor starts using its power over
the weaker actor in a way that disturbs the weaker actor’s business operations and business
goals (Caniéls & Gelderman, 2007; Makkonen et al., 2021). In these conflicts, the weaker actor
often finds itself in a disadvantageous position, as it depends on the resources of the stronger
actor (Siemieniako et al., 2022). This allows the powerful actor to use its power at the expense
of the less powerful actor (Caniéls & Gelderman, 2007) The following section will discuss the
options for the less powerful actor to counteract power abuse in a power-dependence

relationship.
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2.3 Relationship Characteristics and Strategic Options

Although a weaker actor seems to find itself in a disadvantageous position towards a more
powerful partner, Habib et al. (2015) developed a conceptual model showing six strategic
options available to a weaker actor to encounter the dominance of their powerful partner when
the dominant actor abuses its power (see Figure 2). Additionally, the authors develop eight
relationship characteristics, called underpinning factors in the model, that affect the choice
between the available strategic options (Habib et al., 2015).

Underpinning Factors Strategic Options

Within a dyad -
Dyadic Level Relationship continues
- Dyadic collaboration

- Relationship governance - Compromise

- Sources of power
Within a network -

Relationship continues

|
|
I
I
I
|
|
I
I
|
- Type of conflict '%I
: yp - Network collaboration
|
|
I
|
|
|
I
I
I

|

| |

| |

| |

- Nature of interdependence (dyadic) : :
| |

| |

| |

- Switching costs | :

- Relationship closeness . e
- Diversification

- Coalition
MNetwork Level

- Available alternatives
Within a dyad -

- Nature of interdependence (network) Relationship ends

Figure 2: “Factors underpinning the strategic options available to a weaker actor to counteract the
dominance of a stronger actor in a buyer-supplier relationship” (Habib et al., 2015, p. 192)

This research shows that relationship characteristics are essential in choosing strategic options
to encounter the use of power by a powerful partner (Habib et al., 2015; Han et al., 2022;
Skowronski et al., 2022; Tian et al., 2022).

However, the research conducted by Habib et al (2015) is not the only study focused
on how relationship characteristics influence the choice between strategic options in
asymmetric buyer-supplier relationships. Since 2015, much other research has been conducted
on this topic and according to Ghauri et al. (2021), the relationship characteristics that influence
the choice of strategic options might have changed since. Therefore, systematic literature
searches have been conducted (see Appendix | & Il) to create a comprehensive list of
relationship characteristics that influence the choice of strategic options based on this
systematic literature search and additional papers that have been found. This list can be found
in Table 3.
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Table 3: The relationship characteristics and their meaning according to the literature

Relationship characteristics

Meaning according to the literature

Nature of interdependence

To what extent do the firms need to maintain the
relationship with their partner to achieve their
organisational goals (both on a dyadic- and network
level) (Habib et al., 2015; Tang et al., 2016).

Relationship governance

The formal, informal and institutional instruments
buyers and suppliers utilise to ensure their relationship
with another buyer or supplier (Bonatto et al., 2020,
2022; Habib et al., 2015).

Sources of power

The way the stronger actor uses its power. This can in
a way helps the weaker actor or in a way it disturbs the
weaker actor’s operations and business objectives.
(Caniéls & Gelderman, 2007; Habib et al., 2015;
Makkonen et al., 2021). Power can be structural and/or
behavioural. Structural power means being able to
shape and control the rules, institutions, and resources
in a system, while behavioural power is about having
the ability to influence others through personal
actions, communication, and persuasion (Makkonen et
al., 2021; Oukes et al., 2019).

Switching costs

The costs and other difficulties involved when a firm
wants to change its buyer or supplier (Crook &
Combs, 2007; Habib et al., 2015; Pellegrino et al.,
2019).

Type of Conflict

Functional conflicts are conflicts when both parties
have different perspectives on their relationship.
Dysfunctional conflicts arise when one of the parties
thinks the other party acts dysfunctional (Amason,
1996; Habib et al., 2015; Newell & Ellegaard, 2022;
Pfajfar et al., 2019).

Relationship closeness

The way the parties trust each other and share
information with the other party (Bonatto et al., 2020;
Habib et al., 2015; Newell & Ellegaard, 2022).

Longevity of the relationship

The total length of the relationship (Kim & Fortado,
2021; Ngouapegne & Chinomona, 2019; van der
Werff et al., 2018)

18




Available alternatives

The quantity and quality of alternatives available

within the

As presented in Table 2, eight relationship characteristics that can influence the choice of a

strategic option available to a weaker actor when counteracting the dominance of a powerful

partner have been found in de literature search. network of the weaker actor (Caniéls &
Gelderman, 2007; Ghauri et al., 2021; Habib et al., 2015; Makkonen et al., 2021; Oukes et al.,
2019; Tang et al., 2016; Yamano & Sakata, 2023).

Additionally, a systematic literature search (appendix I1) has been conducted

to create a comprehensive list of strategic options available to a weaker actor in buyer-supplier

relationships based on recent literature. This list can be found below in Table 4 and is based on

the systematic literature search and additional papers that have been found about this topic.

Table 4: The relationship characteristics and their meaning according to the literature

Strategic options available to the weaker actor

Meaning according to the literature

Dyadic collaboration

Enhancing the importance of the weaker actor’s
resources for the stronger actor and finding a solution
to continue the relationship in a way it fulfils both
parties’ needs (Habib et al., 2015; Jraisat et al., 2021).

Compromise

Finding a solution both actors (partially) agree to,
requiring mostly the weaker actor to compromise in
order to continue the relationship and benefit in the
long term.(Habib et al., 2015; Huang et al., 2020;
Vogel et al., 2022)

Network collaboration

Not only enhancing the importance of the weaker
actor’s resources for the stronger actor but also
collaborating with other parties that possess needed
resources for the stronger actor to increase leverage
and power towards the stronger actor. The goal is to
find a solution to continue the relationship in a way
that fulfils the needs of all parties involved(Habib et
al., 2015; Pateman et al., 2016; Touboulic & Walker,
2015).

Diversification

Creating new relationships with other partners without
damaging the current relationship with the stronger
partner, in order to create multiple options in the long

term and decrease the dependency on the stronger
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actor (Habib et al., 2015; Niu et al., 2019; Wu et al.,
2019).

Coalition

Establishing short-term, mainly unofficial
agreements, with other parties that own resources the
stronger actor needs in order to gain leverage and
power towards the stronger actor that can be used to
improve the terms of the relationship for the weaker
actor (Habib et al., 2015; Wang et al., 2019).

Exit

The decision of the weaker actor to end the
relationship because the disadvantages of the
relationship outweigh the advantages of the
relationship(Habib et al., 2015, 2020; Wagner et al.,
2022).

As shown in Table 3, the recent academic literature distinguishes six strategic options available

to a weaker actor. So far, this literature research has demonstrated that small businesses in

asymmetric buyer-supplier relationships have various strategic options and that the choice

between these options is influenced by different characteristics of the relationship. This

confirms the expectation expressed in the introduction (chapter 1.3), namely that small buyers

have different strategic options for responding to a powerful supplier, and that this choice is

determined by various characteristics of the relationship.

However, how these relationship characteristics influence the choice of different

strategic options is not yet clear. Therefore, the next paragraph explores what is known in the

literature about the impact of relationship characteristics on the decisions that small buyers

make when choosing whether or not to adopt strategic options.
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2.4 The Links between the Relationship Characteristics and Strategic Options

Table 5 shows what the literature searches (Appendix I, Il and Ill) showed about the links

between the relationship characteristics and the strategic options.

Table 5 Literature on the links between relationship characteristics and strategic options

Relationship Strategic options
characteristi | Dyadic Compromis | Diversificati | Network Coalition Exit
cs collaboratio | e on collaboratio
n n
Nature of A positive A high level A high level
interdepend | impact of of of dyadic
ence (dyadic | high dyadic interdepende interdepende
level) interdepende nce has a nce
nce on positive negatively
dyadic influence on impacts the
collaboration network choice to exit
(Jraisat et al., collaboration the
2021; (Pateman et relationship
Touboulic & al., 2016) (Wagner et
Walker, al., 2022;
2015) Habib et al.,
2020)
Relationship Positive A negative
governance impact of impact of
governance good
on governance
compromisin on the exit
g when the option
governance (Habib et al.,
aligns with 2020)
the
relationship
goals of both
parties
(Vogel et al.,
2022)
Sources of Positive High use of High use of
power impact of power by a power by a
non- supplier supplier
hierarchical positively positively
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use of power | impacts impacts
by the diversificatio forming
willingness n by the coalitions by
to buyer (Wu the buyer
compromise | etal., 2019; (Wang et al.,
by the Polyviou et 2019)
weaker actor | al., 2023)
(Vogel et al.,
2022)
Switching Low
costs switching
costs
positively
impacts
diversificatio
n (Wuetal.,
2019)
Type of A positive
conflict impact of
dysfunctiona
| conflicts on
the exit
option
(Habib et al.,
2020)
Relationship | A high Positive A negative
closeness relationship | impact of impact of
closeness high high
positively relationship relationship
impacts closeness on closeness on
dyadic compromisin the exit
collaboration | g option
(Alajoutsijar | (Alajoutsijar (Alajoutsijéar
vietal., vietal., vietal.,
2000; 2000; 2000;;
Halinen & Halinen & Halinen &
Téahtinen, Téhtinen, Téhtinen,
2002) 2002) 2002)
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diversificatio
n (Wuetal.,
2019)

Longevity The A negative
longevity of impact of
the relationship
relationship longevity on
positively the exit
impacts option
dyadic (Habib et al.,
collaboration 2020)
(Alajoutsijar
vietal.,

2000;
Halinen &
Tahtinen,
2002)

Available Few A high A high Few

alternatives | available number of number of available
alternatives available available alternatives
negatively alternatives alternatives negatively
impacts new positively positively impacts the
dyadic impacts impacts exit option
collaboration diversificatio | network (Wagner et
s (Wagner et n (Wuetal., | collaboration al., 2022)
al., 2022) 2019) (Pateman et

al., 2016)

Nature of A low level

interdepend of network

ence interdepende

(network nce has a

level) positive

influence on

First, Jraisat et al. (2021) argue that dyadic dependency has a positive impact on dyadic
collaboration. They state that companies that depend on one another are more likely to have a
sustainable relationship that works out for all parties involved. Moreover, they show that
securing common goals and interests in contracts contributes to optimal cooperation and that a

long and trustful relationship is more likely to benefit everyone. Touboulic & Walker (2015)
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published a paper that showed similar links between these relationship characteristics and

dyadic collaboration.

Second, Vogel et al. (2022) examined the key factors necessary to reach compromises within a
relationship. Their research showed that when the governance logic matches the logic of the
relationship goals, it is easier to reach a compromise that works for all parties involved.
Moreover, Vogel et al. (2022) state that common value and mutual trust (relationship
closeness), and a non-hierarchical use of power (sources of power) are relationship
characteristics that positively impact compromises.

Third, Wu et al (2019) proved that a low network dependency and a high number of
alternative suppliers make it financially more enforceable for a buyer to diversify the supplier
base.

Fourth, Pateman et al. (2016) determined two key drivers of network collaboration.
They showed that the choice of collaboration depends on the nature of interdependence and the
presence of new possible partners to collaborate with (Pateman et al. 2016). Their research
states that a high level of dyadic- and network interdependence with a current partner stimulates
dyadic- and network collaboration, while the strategic necessity to collaborate with others,
driven by factors such as economic considerations, is also a driving force for network
collaboration (Pateman et al., 2016).

Fifth, Wang et al. (2019) made an interesting analysis of the role of power in forming
coalitions. They argue that coalitions are usually a response to a powerful supplier and that the
goal of a coalition is to counteract the dominance of the supplier. Wang et al. (2019) state that
the success of such a coalition is determined by its size and the position of the suppliers in the
coalition; when there are several buyers with a strong position relative to the supplier in the
coalition, the coalition is more powerful.

Sixth, Wagner et al. (2022) focus on the impact of dependency on the exit option. They
argue that the choice to stay in a buyer-supplier relationship depends on the dyadic dependency
towards the other, as well as on the number- and quality of available alternatives (Wagner et al.
(2022). Their research shows that a high dyadic dependency and a lack of sufficient alternatives
increases loyalty and therefore negatively impacts the choice to exit the relationship. Habib et
al. (2020) underscore the negative impact of interdependence on the exit option. They argue
that parties who are less dependent towards each other are more likely to end their relationship
(Habib et al. 2020). In addition to Wagner et al. (2022), Habib et al. (2020) determine additional

relationship characteristics influencing the choice to ‘a kind exit’. They argue that a long-term
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relationship, trust, good governance, and the absence of dysfunctional conflicts positively
impact a ‘kind exit, which is an exit “where the risk of harm to the supplier as a result of the
buyer's relationship termination is low” (Habib et al. 2020. P1). Habib et al (2020) do not
specifically show if buyers are less likely to exit the relationship when these relationship
characteristics are present. Nonetheless, Alajoutsijarvi et al. (2000) and Halinen & Tahtinen
(2002) do show that these relationship characteristics lead the buyer to develop a more positive
perception of the relationship, thereby reducing the likelihood of the buyer exiting the

relationship.

In this thesis, these links between the relationship characteristics and the strategic options will
be further examined with empirical data.
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3 Research Design
Since the aim of this research is clear and the theoretical framework is developed, it is time to
elaborate on how this case study will be designed. This section will discuss the research context,

the data collection, and the data analysis.

3.1 Research Context

Table 5, displayed at the end of the theoretical framework in chapter 2.4, shows that multiple
strategic options are available to counteract a dominant partner. It suggests that the choice
between the strategic options depends on the characteristics of the relationship, but it does not
cover every link. Therefore, three bicycle courier companies are studied to examine how the
relationship characteristics in this case are linked to the choice of the different strategic options
that are available to a weaker actor, in order to counteract the powerful actor’s dominance. By
doing this, the aim was to answer the following research question: Which

strategic options does a small shipping company have in an asymmetrical relationship with a
supplier, and how do the relationship characteristics influence the strategic options taken?

The three companies that were studied to provide an answer to this question are
three quite similar companies. They all experienced comparable issues with the dominance of
their common, more powerful, supplier. However, the introduction and Table 2 also showed
that company B was less affected by the acquisition of the supplier compared to companies A
and C. Since the companies made different decisions throughout this process, these companies
are suitable for the collection of empirical data to gain an understanding of their decision
process regarding considering various strategic options based on the characteristics of their
relationships with their powerful supplier and provide a comprehensive answer to the research
question.

Nonetheless, the companies all operate in a slightly different context. Company A
operates in a relatively more dense area, while companies B and C operate in relatively less
densely populated areas. Moreover, company A also operates in an area where there is less
attention to sustainable urban distribution, while companies B and C operate in areas where
there is more political emphasis on sustainable urban distribution. These differences were
included in this research.

Nonetheless, the companies are very similar regarding their number of employees, and

most importantly, their company structures are almost identical which means they all have a
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first miles- and a second miles process, of which the first last miles process was the most

important in the period the supplier got acquired.

3.2 Data Collection

During the first round of interviews, the data was collected by using semi-structured questions
based on the relationship characteristics from the conceptual model. By using semi-structured
interviews, the interviewer had the space to react to the interviewees” answers and some guiding
questions to remain focused on the right subjects (Dundon & Ryan, 2010).

In the second and third rounds of interviews, the result of the template analysis that
was used to analyse the data of the first round of interviews, which will be discussed later, was
used as a foundation. By using the clusters and final themes of this template analysis,
comprehensive and precise interview questions were made, resulting in more structured
interviews (Dundon & Ryan, 2010).

The interviews with the three companies were held in the same setting, which means all
the interviews were on location instead of online to increase the validity of this research
(Dundon & Ryan, 2010). The audio of the interviews was recorded and transcribed afterwards.

The interviewee regarding company A was the founder and CEO of this company,
CEO A. He is responsible for the company’s strategic choices and he managed the relationship
with the supplier. Since the company only has three management functions, no other employees
of company A could provide helpful information.

In the case of company B, interviews were held with the CEO of company B since he
was in charge of the negotiations with the supplier, which eventually led to their breakup. Just
like in the case of company A, the company only has three management functions and no other
employees could provide any relevant information.

The interviews with company C have been conducted with the founder
and CEO of company C . He is in charge of maintaining the relationships with strategic partners
including the relationship with the supplier. Therefore, he could provide the relevant
information that was required for this research. Just like in the other cases, no other employees

could provide relevant information about the relationship between company C and the supplier.
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Table 6: The three rounds of interviews

Interview The goal of the interviews Length of the

round interviews

Round one The mapping and assessment of relationship characteristics. CEO A 43 min
CEO B 31 min
CEO C 41 min

Round two Gaining insight into how the relationship characteristics influence the CEO’s | CEO A 18 min
decision-making process when choosing between the strategic options within | CEO B 14 min
a dyad CEO C 23 min

Round three | Gaining insight into how the relationship characteristics influence the CEO’s | CEO A 21 min
decision-making process when choosing between the strategic options within | CEO B 13 min
a network CEO C 22 min

As shown in the table above, all the CEOs were interviewed three times, one time in each round
of interviews. The first round aimed to map and assess the relationship characteristics in the
relationships between the shipping companies and the supplier. The second and third rounds of
interviews aimed to gain insight into the links between the relationship characteristics and the
strategic options within a dyad and the network. Because at this point the relationship
characteristics and the strategic options were already mapped and assessed, in these rounds of
interviews, the CEOs could be specifically asked how the relationship characteristics influenced
the choice of strategic options. Therefore, structured interviews were used in the second and

third rounds of interviews.

An exception to this data collection method applies to the data that was used for the
introduction. This data was collected during explorative talks with the CEOs before the actual
research process. During these talks, notes were kept which were later used to write the
introduction Additionally, the database of the central bureau for statistics and the public
websites of the three cities were consulted for information about the cities the companies
operate in, which was used for creating Table 1.

Moreover, the CEOs were approached by email to provide information about the

changes in volume, costs and revenue, this data was used for creating Table 2
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3.3 Data Analysis

After the first round of interviews that aimed to map and assess the relationship characteristics,
the data was analysed using the ‘template analysis’ method. This method is considered to be a
good way of coding and analysing quantitative data and fits well with abductive coding (King
et al., 2017) (Ciesielska & Jemielniak, 2017) By using template analysis and abductive coding,
no categories need to be set up in advance. (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). This makes template
analysis a very unrestricted method in which unexpected results are captured correctly
(Ciesielska & Jemielniak, 2017).

However, according to King et al. (2017), one thing that is explicitly permitted
within Template Analysis is the use of a priori themes. “These are themes which are defined in
advance of the start of detailed analysis, often based on theoretical ideas that have guided a
particular study, or on pragmatic concerns such as evaluation criteria. If a segment of text
appears to relate to an a priori theme, you simply code it to it. It is important to note that a priori
themes do not have any kind of ‘protected status’—they are just as much subject to revision or
removal as analysis progresses as any other theme” (King et al., 2017, p. 188).

In the template analysis executed in this research, priori themes were predetermined
before the analysis began. These priori themes were the nine relationship characteristics
captured in the conceptual model. When a text segment that seemed to be related to an a priori
theme was encountered, it was coded to that theme. Nonetheless, it is crucial to note that the
priori themes didn't hold any special privilege and were subject to revision or removal as the
analysis progressed, just like any other theme. The table below shows how the rest of the

template analysis has been executed.

Table 7: steps for the template analysis

Steps for template analysis (King et al, 2017) The steps taken in this research

Familiarization with the data After the interview data was transcribed, the
transcripts were read thoroughly to get a good
understanding of the data. Furthermore, the audio
recordings were listened to again in order to interpret

the data as accurately as possible.

Preliminary coding The first notes and comments were made to capture
the initial thoughts, observations and potential

emerging clusters.

Clustering The preliminary codes from the last step were merged.

This started by merging obviously duplicate and
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similar codes. The rest of the codes were clustered

together based on shared characteristics.

Developing the initial template with themes

In this step, the clusters that relate to each other were
grouped into overarching themes and an initial

template was created.

Modifying the template and defining the final template

After the initial template was created, the data was
analysed again and the template was modified based
on new insights. After that, the final template was

designed.

Using the template to interpret the data

The template was finalized and has been used to get a
better understanding of the data, and was the
foundation of the second and third rounds of

interviews.

Figure 3 visualizes the final data structure after the template analysis is finalized. Chapter 5.1

further elaborates on the results of the template analysis, using the exact quotes by the CEOs.

Preliminary codes

Final themes (relationship

Clusters characteristics)

Quotes on the operational,

Dependency X towards Y

financial, and strategical

Nature of

mterdependence between the
shipping companies and de

Dependency Y towards X

interdependen-

supplier. Including both the
perceived dependency and the

ce (dyad)

actual dependency

Perceived dependency

Quotes on the contractual

agreements and the compliance
with the contract

Yearly contract

Quotes on the participation in the

Structural
power

collective labour agreements

Participation in the
collective labour agreement

Quotes on the supplier

threatening to end the
relationship during negotiations

Threatening to end the

Ny

expecting the shipping companies
to follow these decisions

notice and expecting the
other to follow the decisions

relationship
Quotes on the supplier imposing ) . ) ;
things without consulting the Imposing things without Behavioural
shipping companies consultation power
Quotes on the supplier making . ..
decisions on short notice, while Making decisions on short
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Quotes on the shipping companies
seeing the relationship as a
partnership before the acquisition
of the supplier

Quotes on the shipping companies
seeing the relationship
exclusively as a business
relationship after the acquisition
of the supplier

Quotes on the supplier sabotaging
the relationship by obstructing the
companies in their daily
operations

Quotes on common values,
mission, and vision between the
shipping companies and the
supplier, alongside quotes on the
mutual understanding and team
spirit between them

Quotes on the difficult and indirect
commurication, sensible
information not being shared, and
the lack of listening by the
supplier

Quotes on the supplier not keeping
promises, lying, and acting unfair

Quotes on the total length of the
relationship, and the length of the
relationship before the acquisition

Quotes about the lack of trust in
the continuity of the relationship

LAY DAY

Quotes on the lack of local
alternatives without a third party
mvolved, alongside quotes on
the variation of alternatives and
an alternative business model

Quotes on ongoing long-term
costs, time spent before fining a
new alternative, and on the
resources that need to be spent in
order to fit an alternative
supplier within the operation

Other buyers within the network
who are possible partners and/or
competitors

N/

Seeing the relationship as a
partnership

Seeing the relationship
exclusively as a business
relationship

Thinking of the other sabotaging
the relationship

Sense of togetherness

‘ Communication ‘

‘ Level of trust ‘

Total length of the relationship

Trust in the continuity of the
relationship

Functional
conflict

Dysfunctional
conflict

Relationship
closeness

Longevity of
the
relationship

Available alternatives

Nature of

Switching costs

interdepend-

ence (network)

Other buyers within the network

Figure 3: Data structure after template analysis
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Since the relationship characteristics were defined and assessed during the first round of
interviews, and the strategic options were already defined, the second and third rounds of
interviews were very well-structured and the interviewees were asked very directly about the
influence of the relationship characteristics on the strategic options. The data that emerged from
the second-and-third round of interviews was therefore suitable to be analysed in a deductive
way (Skjott Linneberg & Korsgaard 2019). This means that the data was categorized according

to the relationship characteristics identified in the template analysis.
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4 Results

4.1 Relationship Characteristics

In the introduction of this thesis, it became clear that dyadic dependency and changes in revenue

and costs alone could not explain why the CEOs opted for different strategic options. Later on,

the theoretical framework implied that several other relationship characteristics influence the

choice of strategic options. The first round of interviews aimed to map and assess these

relationship characteristics that are present in the relationship between the three companies and

their supplier. After analysing the interview data, eight main themes, which are relationship

characteristics in the context of this research, were distinguished. Besides that, the CEOs were

asked to assess whether the relationship characteristic ‘increased’ or decreased’.

Table 8: The assessed relationship characteristics

Relationship characteristic

Overall assessment

Differences

the companies

between

Nature of

(dyad)

interdependence

Shipping companies' dyadic

dependency  towards  the
supplier increased, both the
perceived dependency and the
actual dependency.

Supplier’s dyadic dependency
towards shipping companies

decreased.

Companies A

depend on the

for approximately 75%
of their revenue. In the
case of Company B, less

than 50% of its revenue

is dependent

supplier.

and C

supplier

on the

Structural power

Increased use of structural
power by the supplier in a way
that the shipping

companies in their operations

disturbs

and in the accomplishment of

their goals.

No significant

differences

Behavioural power

Increased use of behavioural
power by the supplier in a way
that disturbs the shipping
companies in their operations
and in the accomplishment of

their goals.

No significant

differences
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Functional conflict The amount of functional | Company A mainly
conflicts with the supplier | experienced

increased. dysfunctional conflicts
Dysfunctional conflict The amount of dysfunctional | with the supplier, while
conflicts with the supplier. companies B and C

primarily experienced

functional conflicts.

Longevity of the relationship Not applicable. No significant
differences
Relationship closeness Decrease  of  relationship | Company A, involved in
closeness an advisory  group

representing all bicycle
courier partners of the
supplier, highlights
significant damage to
their relationship with
the supplier due to
consistent broken
promises and disregard
for the interests of the

courier partners.

Nature of interdependence | Shipping companies’ dyadic | No significant
(network) dependency  towards  the | differences
supplier increased.

Supplier’s dyadic dependency
towards shipping companies

decreased.

Since the interview questions were based on the model presented in the theoretical framework,
it is no surprise that the relationship characteristics somewhat correspond to the relationship
characteristics discussed in the theoretical framework. However, this analysis exposed some

interesting and valuable insights that will be discussed in this section.
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1 Nature of interdependence (within the dyad)

The first relationship characteristic that shapes the relationship between the three companies
and their biggest supplier is the nature of interdependence of the dyadic relationship. The CEOs
of companies A and B stated that they both operationally and financially depended on the
supplier and needed their supplier for strategic reasons because it allowed them to gain a severe
market share and become an established shipping company in their area. For the CEO of
company C, this is still the case, and it is why he is still in business with the supplier. CEO C
described this dependency the following way: “Without the Packages we get from our supplier,
we need to let employees go and would not be able to continue with our current business model
and operational activities”. Since the amount of Packages extremely increased since the supplier
was acquired, the CEOs agree on the fact that the dyadic dependency towards the supplier
increased a lot.

However, the CEOs indicated that the supplier was also partially dependent on the
shipping companies. Since the supplier's core message to its customers is “ We deliver all your
mail and Packages by bike, throughout the Netherlands. Fast, sustainable and social”, they need
local shipping companies to fulfil this promise. However, since the webshop acquired the
supplier, they no longer rely on shipping companies for financial reasons and they do not seem
to care about shipping Packages per bike as much as before. The dependency of the supplier
towards the shipping companies therefore decreased.

Another important observation regarding the nature of interdependence is that the CEOs
of companies A and B imply a difference between their perceived dependency and the actual
dependency. The CEO of company A said: “Before we broke up with our supplier, we thought
our operational and financial activities would decrease by 80%, but in reality, this was only 40-
50%”. The CEO of company B made a similar statement, and it therefore seems important to
make a difference between perceived dependency and actual dependency.

Lastly, it is important to know that companies A and C had a much bigger dependency
towards the supplier when looking at their revenue. Company A and C would lose about 75%
of their revenue when leaving the supplier, while Company B would lose less than 50% of its

revenue.

2 Structural power
The second theme distinguished during the data analysis is the so-called structural power. It

became clear that the supplier used its powerful position towards the shipping companies
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through contracts and by forcing them to participate in the Collective Labour Agreement
(CLA). For example, the supplier used its powerful position by including things in the new
contract that were perceived as unfair by the three companies. As mentioned earlier, this
concerned an unequal distribution of earnings and an unreasonable amount of Packages the
companies had to deliver daily. Moreover, the supplier demanded that the shipping companies
had to participate in the CLA. This use of structural power was new to the shipping companies,
as they never experienced such behaviour from the supplier before it was acquired.

As shown in the table at the beginning of the results section, the relationship
governance’ characteristic is absent compared to the conceptual model. The reason behind this
is that the data indicated that relationship governance is a means through which the supplier
exerts its structural power. Therefore, the data has been further analysed and evidence is found
about a connection between structural power and relationship governance. For example, CEO
C stated “They tell us the contractual conditions and we just have to stick with it” and CEO A
said, “The rates were low and they simply did not come up with an acceptable contract proposal
and there was no room for consultation.” Both of these statements imply the way the supplier

governed the relationship is the symptom of structural power, exerted by the supplier.

3 Behavioural power

To start with, the supplier also used its power to informally suppress companies A, B and C.
They imposed things without any consultation of the companies and informed them about
impactful decisions on very short notice while they demanded the companies to commit to these
decisions, even if they had a significant impact on the day-to-day operations of the companies.
According to the CEO of company A, ” At a certain point in time, the supplier even threatened
to end the relationship immediately if we would not sign the contract and agree to certain
agreements immediately.” This manner of exercising power is also new to the companies, and

they did not experience it before the supplier was acquired.

4 & 5 Functional and Dysfunctional Conflicts

Zooming in on the conflict, a very interesting observation was made. It became clear that the
companies had, and have, different types of conflicts with the supplier. Company A experienced
the conflict with the supplier as dysfunctional since the CEO of company A felt like the supplier
sabotaged the relationship by threatening to end the relationship since it was acquired.
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On the other hand, Company B says the following about their past relationship with the
supplier: “Before the webshop acquired the supplier, the relationship was a real partnership,
after the acquisition, they saw it as a business agreement only while we still had the illusion it
was a partnership which caused a lot of friction.” So apparently, both parties had a different
perspective on the relationship that led to the conflict.

The same can be said about company C. The CEO of this company also noticed that
after the supplier was acquired, the situation appeared in which both parties had a different
perspective on the relationship. However, company C’s CEQO stated that he could live with that
situation by saying: “I understand why the supplier acts this way, and it is up to me to respond
to it.”

Nonetheless, it is important to know that companies B and C also experienced
dysfunctional behaviour from the supplier since it was acquired. They said the supplier did not
consider the stability of the relationship, which caused some serious conflicts between them
and the supplier. CEO C said the following about this: “There were indeed real problems in the
relationship when the supplier started sending us large boxes at one point, even though we had
agreed that it was not allowed. This put us and our couriers in trouble, but they didn't care. |
think they do these kinds of things to eventually crush companies so that they can start their

own.

6 Relationship closeness

One of the most noticeable observations during the data analysis is the vast role of ‘closeness’
in a relationship. First, it became clear that companies A, B, and C had a great sense of
togetherness with their supplier before the supplier was acquired. The CEOs indicated they
shared their core values, mission, and vision with the supplier. The CEO of company A put this
into words the following way, “we understood each other and we were on the same side by
taking over the industry with our unique concept’. However, all three CEOs concluded that
after the supplier was acquired, this feeling started to disappear and the communication and
contact with their supplier became worse.

They stated that after the acquisition, communication was not nearly as smooth as before
due to constantly changing contacts. They also indicated that the supplier started to share less
sensible information and that they did not consider the ideas of their buyers anymore.

In combination with the supplier not keeping its promises and acting “unfairly” according to
the CEOs of the companies, this damaged the trust between the companies and the buyer.

According to company A’s CEQO, “This might have been the key factor in our decision to exit
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the relationship with the supplier”. The CEO of company B stated that “the decreasing closeness
of the relationship made it hard to have open discussions about important decisions”.

Important to mention is that Company A states they were part of an advisory group,
where they, on behalf of all bicycle courier partners of the supplier, engaged in discussions and
negotiations with the supplier. CEO A indicates that this has caused significant damage to the
relationship closness with the supplier because, according to him, the supplier consistently
broke promises and did not consider the interests of the bicycle courier partners.

7 Longevity of the relationship
The longevity of the relationships between the companies and the supplier also seemed to have
impacted the decision-making process between the strategic options available. Companies A
and B stated that the fact they had a relationship with the supplier for around six years made
them stay longer than what might have been optimal for them. Additionally, the CEO of
company C said: “I would not just leave this relationship since we have a long history together”.
Hence, the length of the relationship is considered to be a relationship characteristic that
needs to be considered. However, the CEOs of companies A and B weighted the (lack of) future

perspective higher than the current length of the relationship.

8 Nature of interdependence (network perspective)
After discussing a variety of relationship characteristics within the dyadic relationship, the
characteristics of the network around this relationship will be discussed.

The interview results showed an interesting difference compared to the theory discussed
earlier. The CEOs indicated that the nature of interdependence within the network is determined
by both the available alternatives within the network and the costs and difficulties that come
with switching between suppliers, alongside possible partnerships on the buyer side.

There was consensus among the CEOs when it came to the importance of available
alternatives. They all stated that the presence of potential alternatives significantly impacted
their strategic decisions regarding the continuity of the relationship. Additionally, it also
became clear that their supplier having possible alternatives influenced the CEOs’ decisions
concerning the continuity of the relationship. For example, the CEO of company C stated:
“Since the supplier could easily replace us, my priority is to build a strong local network of
suppliers and diversify my network of suppliers”. Moreover, the CEOs of companies A and B

indicated that when looking for alternative suppliers they now rather focus on ‘direct
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relationships’ in which they have direct connections with the stores and webshops instead of
having a third party like the supplier in this case study.

The three CEOs also agreed on the role of switching costs that come with a change of
suppliers. The CEOs of companies A and B both experienced serious difficulties when changing
suppliers since the amount of Packages to be delivered decreased while they had a lot of fixed
costs. The reason why these operational activities decreased so heavily is that it was hard to
find the right alternatives. The CEO of company A stated, “The pressure the supplier put on us
during the relationship made it very difficult to build a network of possible alternatives during
the relationship.” Additionally, the CEOs declared that since they operated in a niche market
within the shipping industry, it was hard to find the right alternative suppliers that fit the
companies' operations.

Moreover, the CEOs also indicated that having other buyers in your network can lead
to collaborations in order to gain a stronger position towards the supplier or to search for a new
supplier together.

Finally, the CEOs argued that their network dependency towards the supplier did not
increase since the supplier was acquired because, due to the increasing volume since the
acquisition, they were mainly busy with restructuring the organization so that they could handle
the increasing volume, and as a result, the focus shifted away from maintaining and expanding
their local network. They also said that the dependency of the supplier towards the shipping
companies decreased since the webshop that acquired the supplier has an enormous network of
shipping companies shipping Packages for them who can easily replace the bicycle courier

companies.
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4.2 Strategic Options

Now that the relationship characteristics of the three relationships have been described in detail,
and the differences have been highlighted, the second step is to map out the strategic choices
made by the CEOs of the companies. As stated in the introduction, CEOs A and B have both
opted for the exit option, but they also indicated that they had already tried other ways to sustain
the relationship before terminating it. Additionally, CEO C mentioned that he made specific
strategic choices that changed his relationship with the supplier, which was necessary to sustain
the relationship with the supplier.

Therefore, this paragraph will describe all the strategic options chosen by the CEOs
from the moment the supplier was acquired until April 2023, which marked the point when
companies A and B decided to exit the relationship. The table below already shows that, except
for the exit option, all companies have exercised each strategic option at least once. The content

of the table will be further explained below.

Table 9 The strategic options exercised by the companies

Strategic Option Company A Company B Company C
Dyadic Yes Yes Yes
collaboration

Compromise Yes Yes Yes

Exit Yes Yes No

Network Yes Yes Yes
collaboration

Diversification Yes Yes Yes
Coalition Yes Yes Yes

In the first period after the webshop was acquired, all the CEOs attempted to collaborate with
the supplier in a way that was optimal for all parties involved. As the supplier increasingly
leverages its powerful position, dyadic collaboration becomes more challenging and eventually
is impossible, as indicated by the CEOs. At the point where dyadic collaboration is no longer
possible, it appears that all the CEOs initially choose to compromise and make concessions to
sustain the relationship.

In addition to compromising, all three companies also decided to strengthen their
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position towards to the supplier through network collaboration. The three companies all
participated in an initiative to establish an alternative network, allowing courier companies to
collaborate directly with each other without the involvement of a major supplier. Through this
network, bike couriers could collaborate by, for example, picking up packages in city A and
delivering them to city C without the involvement of an external supplier.

Moreover, the companies chose to diversify their partner portfolio since the supplier
was acquired. This was primarily done by increasing the number of local partners, reducing
revenue dependency on the supplier. Company C, which still delivers for the supplier, indicates
that it continues to focus on diversification to establish a broader safety net in case its
relationship with the supplier ends.

Furthermore, the supplier's acquisition has led the courier companies to seek each other
out more. The CEOs mentioned that coalitions formed in the form of WhatsApp groups. In
these groups, joint positions were determined for the negotiations with the supplier.

Finally, there is the exit option. Eventually, companies A and B chose to exit the
relationship, despite their effort to shape the relationship in a way it was sufficient for them by
exercising all six strategic options. On the other hand, company C seems to have succeeded in
shaping the relationship in such a way that they have decided to continue with the supplier, at

least for now.

Now that it is clear which strategic choices the CEOs have made and how these strategic options
manifested in practice, the next paragraph will analyse how various relationship characteristics
(described in chapter 4.1) have influenced the choices for different strategic options. This
includes finding an explanation for why companies A and B chose for the exit option, while
company C did not.
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4.3 The Links between the Relationship Characteristics and the Strategic Options

Since the relationship characteristics have been described, and the strategic choices made by
the CEOs are mapped, the links between the relationship characteristics and the strategic
options can now be examined. The table below shows a simplified overview of the links
between the relationship characteristics and the strategic options, based on the interviews with
the CEOs. As shown in this table, no distinction is made between the three companies. If
different answers have been given by the CEOs, this will be clarified in the text. In section
4.3.1, the links between the relationship characteristics and the strategic options within the dyad
will be described. Subsequently, in section 4.3.2, the links between the relationship
characteristics and the strategic options within the networks are analysed. Both sections will
highlight the most noticeable and surprising findings. A full description of each link between
the relationship characteristics and the strategic options, including statements from the CEOs,

can be found in Appendix V.

Strategic options within the dyad Strategic options within the network
Relationship Influence on | Influence Influence | Influence on | Influence on Influence
characteristic | the choice on the on the the choice of | the choice of | on the
for dyadic choice to choice to | Network diversification | choice of
collaboration | compromise | exit Collaboration coalition
Nature of Negative and | Positive Negative | Positive Positive Positive
interdependence | positive and
(dyad) Positive
Structural Negative Positive Positive Positive Positive Positive
power
Behavioural Negative Positive Positive Positive Positive Positive
power
Functional Negative Negative Positive No observed No observed No
conflict effect effect observed
effect
Dysfunctional Negative Negative Positive No observed No observed No
conflict effect effect observed
effect
Longevity of Positive Positive Negative | No observed No observed No
the relationship effect effect observed
effect
Relationship Positive Positive Negative | No observed No observed No
closeness effect effect observed
effect
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Nature of Positive Positive Negative | Positive Positive Positive
interdependence

(network)

Table 10: The influence of the relationship characteristics and the strategic options within a dyad
(simplified)

4.3.1 The Links between the Relationship Characteristics and the Strategic Options within
the Dyad

The differences between the theory and the interview results

When analysing the links between the relationship characteristics and the strategic options
within a dyad, two things distinctly differ from the theory that was discussed in the theoretical
framework.

First, while CEOs A and C’s views align with Wagner et al. (2022), indicating that
increased dyadic dependency has a negative influence on the exit option, CEO B said that this
increased dyadic dependency had a positive impact on choosing the exit option. He indicated
that this dependency was a push factor to leave the relationship by saying: “We chose to exit

the relationship because we did not want to depend so much on one party anymore”.
Second, the CEOs initially argue that dyadic dependency positively impacts the choice

for dyadic collaboration since they did not want to lose their major supplier. This is in line with
the findings of Jraisat et al. (2021). However, they also indicate that the dyadic dependency had
a negative impact on dyadic collaboration. CEO B put it this way: “The fact that we
significantly depended on the supplier made it impossible to come to an optimal solution for
both parties since they had the power to impose things without our consent”. Hence, it seems
the dependency towards the supplier and the associated power dynamic hurt the willingness of
the supplier to search for an optimal solution for all parties involved.
The differences between the theory and the empirical results will be further discussed

in the discussion section, where the differences between the theory and the interview results

will be (partly) explained.

The similarities between the theory and the interview results

Except for the two differences that were just discussed, the interview data revealed the

same links between the relationship characteristics and the strategic options as discussed in the
theoretical framework. In addition to this, the interview data also revealed the links between

the relationship characteristics and the strategic options that were not discussed in the
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framework (see Table 10). A description of each link between the relationship characteristics
and the strategic options within the dyad can be found in Appendix V. Concerning the new
links that were discovered, this did not show any special results that were not obvious.

Moreover, the interview data showed that relationship closeness played a very
prominent role in the choice of the exit option for companies A, B, and C. This is in line with
the theoretical framework, but since it can explain the different choices regarding the exit
option, this will be discussed in the following paragraph.

The impact of relationship closeness on strategic choices within a dyad, focusing on the exit
option.

When it comes to choosing strategic options within the dyad, it was already made clear that
dyadic dependency plays a big role. Yet, companies A and C made a different choice regarding
ending their relationship, despite their similar dependency on the supplier relationship.

Based on the interview data, relationship closeness seems to be a main force that can
explain this. CEO A indicated that the low relationship closeness, which was mainly shaped by
his experiences in the advisory group (see Chapter 4.1), was an important factor in exiting his
relationship. He also emphasized that the low relationship closeness after the supplier was
acquired had a strong negative impact on his willingness to collaborate with the supplier as well
as on his willingness to compromise to continue the relationship. When analysing the interviews
with the CEOs of companies B and C, it becomes apparent that for them, relationship closeness
was less important in their decision-making. CEO B downplayed the influence of relationship
closeness on each of the three strategic options within a dyad, while CEO C said that the
decreasing level of relationship closeness did have a negative impact on the choice to
compromise, but that it was not a main factor when considering collaboration or the exit option.

This may (partially) explain why CEO A chose to exit the relationship, as the theory
discussed earlier already emphasized the impact of relationship closeness on the choice to exit
the relationship (Alajoutsijarvi et al., 2000; Habib et al., 2020; Halinen & Tahtinen, 2002)

Additional findings on the possible impact of the operating areas

As mentioned, the difference in relationship closeness can (partially) explain why company A
decided to exit the relationship, while company C continued. However, during the interviews,
another factor emerged that could explain these different choices. This factor is the difference

between the cities the companies operate. As shown in the introduction, Company C operates

44



in a city with a more progressive policy regarding green urban distribution compared to
Company A. CEO C indicated that this was one of the reasons for deciding to maintain the
relationship with the supplier. The city in which he operates plans to make the city car-free
regarding the delivery of packages and the supply of stores, leading CEO C to believe that his
value to the supplier will increase, resulting in leverage to negotiate higher rates in the future.
He put this the following way: “Additionally, we also see that the municipality of City C is
quite progressive. They already have fairly concrete plans to implement exclusively green
delivery and supply in the city centre. This also provides me with a perspective not to stop,

because this can seriously strengthen our position towards the supplier.”

Conclusion 4.3.1
Section 4.3.1 revealed two key findings that diverged from the theoretical framework. First,
CEOs A and C aligned with existing literature, suggesting increased dependency negatively
influences the exit option. However, CEO B viewed increased dependency as a push factor to
exit, possibly due to their lower dependency on the supplier. Second, while dyadic dependency
positively impacted dyadic collaboration, it also negatively influenced the choice to collaborate
due to the power dynamics and unwillingness of the supplier to seek optimal solutions.
Additionally, relationship closeness emerged as a key factor, especially in explaining the
different choices made by CEOs A and C regarding the exit option. CEO A's decision to exit
was heavily influenced by low relationship closeness, particularly after the supplier's
acquisition. In contrast, CEO B and C considered relationship closeness less important when
considering the exit option, with CEO C acknowledging its impact on compromise but not as a
primary factor in collaboration or exit decisions. Moreover, the difference between the
operating areas of companies A and C can partially explain why company C did not exit the
relationship because company C thinks that the policy of the city he operates in will give him a
stronger position towards the supplier in the future.

Finally, this section revealed all the links between the relationship characteristics and
the strategic options, including the links that were not discussed in the literature. A description

of each link can be found in Appendix V.
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4.3.2 The Links between the Relationship Characteristics and the Strategic Options within
the Network

Since the links between the relationship characteristics and the strategic options within a dyad
are exposed, this paragraph will examine the links between the relationship characteristics and

the strategic options within the network.

The differences between the theory and the interview results

When looking at the CEOs’ answers on how the relationship characteristics the choice of
strategic options within the network, it becomes clear that the answers of the CEOs deviate
from the theory twice.

First, the three CEOQs indicate that their increasing network dependence on the supplier
since the acquisition had a positive impact on all three strategic options within the network. For
example, CEO B said the following about the impact of the increasing network dependency on
the ‘diversification” option.: “We simply noticed that our network was too small at that time,
especially when you consider alternative suppliers. That's why we started actively working on
diversifying, as you call it. For instance, we became more actively involved in looking for other
potential options, such as establishing local lines.” In addition to this, CEO A said the following
when he was asked about the impact of the increasing network dependency on the ‘coalition’
option: Yes, it (the increasing network dependency) had a significant impact because initially,
we didn't have anything other than our supplier, so you start looking for each other a bit. That's
why everyone who was dissatisfied began to connect in those chat groups to try to eventually
push for changes towards the supplier.”

These statements conflict with the theory discussed earlier, since Wu et al. (2019)
argued that high network dependency harmed the strategic choice to diversify,instead of
stimulating this choice, as the CEOs indicated.

Second, in line with the theoretical framework, CEOs A and C indicated that their
Dyadic dependency towards the supplier positively influenced their choice of network. On the
other hand, CEO B said the dyadic dependency towards the supplier did not really affect his
choice of network collaboration, which conflicts with the research conducted by Pateman et al.
(2016), who showed that increasing dyadic dependency stimulates network collaboration.
However, this can be explained by the fact that company B is less dependent towards the
supplier compared to companies A and C

The differences between the theory and the empirical results will be further discussed
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in the discussion section, where the differences between the theory and the interview results

will be (partly) explained.

The similarities between the theory and the interview results

Besides the differences between the theory and the interview data that were just discussed, the
interview data showed similar results to the theoretical framework.. However, this does not
mean that there are no more interesting observations made during the analysis of the data. The
fact that there is no observed effect between the relationship characteristics ‘functional
conflicts', 'dysfunctional conflicts', ‘relationship closeness', and 'longevity of the relationship’,
and the strategic options within the network, is quite interesting. Especially when you look at
the fact that these relationship characteristics, with relationship closeness in particular, seemed
to play an important role in the choice of strategic options within the dyad, and especially in
the choice of whether or not to exit the relationship. The next paragraph will further discuss
this. In addition to this, the interview data also revealed the links between the relationship
characteristics and the strategic options that were not discussed in the framework (see Table
10). A description of each link between the relationship characteristics and the strategic options

within the network can be found in Appendix V.

The influence of the supplier’s use of power on the choice of strategic options within the
network.

As mentioned, the data did not provide evidence that the relationship characteristics
‘functional conflict’, ‘dysfunctional conflict’, ‘relationship closeness’ and ‘longevity of the
relationship’ impact the choice of one of the strategic options on a network level. This is because
it appears that CEOs tend to focus on different aspects of the relationship when considering
strategic options at the network level. The interview data indicates that their dependence on the
supplier, and more specifically the associated use of power by the supplier, leads them to choose
to reduce their dependence through coalition, diversification, network collaboration, or a
combination of these options since these options diminish this dependency towards the supplier.

More interview data supports this statement since the CEOs made some valuable

remarks about the significant impact of the way the supplier used its behavioural- and structural
power. For example, CEO C said: “You can simply feel that the supplier is getting stronger,
especially since they got acquired, of course. You just really don't want to be so dependent on

one party that uses its power to make things difficult for us, so you start looking for others
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more.” CEO A made a similar statement and said: “Their use of power during contract
negotiations has always been a significant factor, actually, it's quite similar to that heavy
dependence. You just want to get rid of it and not be so reliant that you diminish some of their
power. That's why you're more inclined to choose a strategic option where you collaborate more
with others to diminish the supplier’s power. Lastly, CEO B also emphasized the influence of
their dependency towards the supplier and its use of power. He stated: “Yes, as I keep saying,
it (the use of power by the supplier) plays a significant role in collaborating with others. We
simply want to become more independent while the supplier imposes more, and we don't want
that. Therefore, we want to strengthen our network and make ourselves less dependent on the
supplier to reduce their power.”

All of this indicates that how the supplier uses its power is a reason for companies to
choose to weaken that power by choosing strategic options within the network. This fits the
findings by Wang et al (2019), who argued that dominant power use by a supplier encourages
collaboration among buyers, and stimulates new relationships between the buyers and new

suppliers.

Conclusion 4.3.2

Concludingly, there are two deviations between the theoretical expectations and the empirical
findings. First, contrary to the theory proposed by Wu et al. (2019), which suggested that high
network dependency negatively influences the strategic choice to diversify, the CEOs in this
study reported a positive influence of high network dependency on all three strategic options
within the network. Second, while CEOs A and C's answers aligned with the theoretical
framework, indicating a positive influence of dyadic dependency on their choice of network
collaboration, CEO B's experience did not align. He said that the dyadic dependency towards
the supplier did not affect his choice of network collaboration, explained by the fact that his
company is less dependent towards the supplier.

Finally, The interview data did not show a direct effect of the relationship characteristics
‘functional conflict', 'dysfunctional conflict', 'relationship closeness’, and 'relationship longevity'
on the strategic options within the network. Instead, the interview data emphasised the use of
power by the supplier. The CEOs highlighted how the supplier's use of behavioural and
structural power led them to choose the strategic options within the network that reduce this use
of power, such as coalition diversification and network collaboration. This aligns with the

findings of Wang et al. (2019), who noted that dominant power use by a supplier stimulates
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collaboration among buyers and stimulates the formation of new relationships between buyers

and alternative suppliers
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5 Discussion

Before drawing conclusions from this research, this chapter will discuss the results of the
previous chapter. The focus is to explain the results that deviate from the theory in the
theoretical framework. The findings for this discussion are divided into four parts. First, the
ambiguous role of dyadic dependency on the strategic options within the dyad is discussed.
Then, the (un)importance of relationship closeness is addressed, and thirdly, the opposite effect
of network dependency is discussed. Finally, the findings beyond the theoretical framework are

discussed.

The ambiguity of dyadic dependency
When looking at the results, it is noteworthy that the dyadic dependency has some ambiguous
effects on the choice of strategic options within the dyad.

First, as shown in the results, the answers of CEOs A and C aligned with the findings of
Wagner et al. (2022), suggesting that the increased dependency negatively influences the exit
option. On the contrary, CEO B viewed increased dependency as a push factor to exit, because
for him it was a push factor since he wanted to be more independent.

Both Wagner et al. (2022) and Habib et al. (2020) can explain this ambiguous impact of
dyadic dependency on the exit option. They both argue that particularly a high degree of
dependency on a supplier results in increased loyalty towards the supplier by the buyer. Since
companies A and C are more dependent towards the supplier compared to company B, it is
reasonable to assume that company B is not ‘dependent enough ’towards the supplier. As a
result, the dependency did not sufficiently influence their loyalty towards the supplier. The fact
that CEO B then sees this dyadic dependency as a push factor towards an exit is also explainable
by literature, including the research of Caniéls & Gelderman (2007), which exposes a positive
relationship between dyadic dependency towards a supplier and the negative effects of power
for the buyer. This aligns with the statement of CEO B, who indicated that they wanted to get
rid of a supplier who has the power to determine a lot for them.

Second, while dyadic dependency initially seemed to have a positive effect on dyadic
collaboration, which is in line with the theoretical framework (Jraisat et al., 2021; Touboulic &
Walker, 2015), it also negatively influenced the choice to collaborate, since the buyer’s
dependence towards the supplier resulted in the unwillingness of the supplier to seek optimal
solutions. Low & Li (2019) explain this, by concluding that power-advantaged firms are more

likely to abuse their power, where they do not take into account the interests of the buyer, just
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like the supplier in this case study did. Since dyadic collaboration requires taking others'
interests into account, it makes sense that the increasing dependency and therefore the
ascending power of the supplier also negatively impacted the choice for dyadic collaboration.

The (un)importance of relationship closeness

Additionally, relationship closeness emerged as the driving force behind de different choices of
CEOs A and C regarding the exit option. This is in line with the research that was presented in
the theoretical framework earlier, which showed that relationship closeness is an important
factor that influences loyalty towards the other party

However, as significant as the influence of relationship closeness is regarding the exit
option, so small it seems to be on the strategic options within the network. Just like the
characteristics ‘functional conflict’, 'dysfunctional conflict’, and ‘relationship longevity',
relationship closeness did not seem to have a significant impact on the strategic options within
the network. Instead, the use of power by the supplier played a big role.

This finding is supported by the literature since there is a lot of research showing that
cooperating and starting new partnerships is often triggered by having a powerful partner, as
this reduces the power of a powerful partner (Makkonen et al., 2021; Polyviou et al., 2023 Wang
et al., 2019). This research adds that relationship closeness and the other just mentioned
relationship characteristics are subordinate to the use of power when it comes to influencing

the choice of strategic options within the network.

The opposite effect of network dependency
In contrast to the theory proposed by Wu et al. (2019), which suggested that high network
dependency and a low number of alternatives negatively influence the strategic choice to
diversify, the CEOs indicated a positive influence of high network dependency on all three
strategic options within the network. Initially, this seems odd since a lack of alternatives and a
high network dependency towards the supplier makes it hard to find the right alternative.
However, when analysing the existing research on this topic, a possible explanation for
this has been found. Research has shown that, although high network dependency makes it hard
to find other suppliers, buyers still try to diversify if they want to mitigate the effects of supply
disruptions and to weaken the power of large suppliers (Polyviou et al., 2023;Wu et al. 2019).
Since all three companies wanted to weaken the power of their supplier, this theory fits to the

answers given by the CEOs.
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The findings beyond the theoretical framework.
Except for the findings that conflicted with the theoretical framework, this research also
discovered new links between relationship characteristics and the strategic options (Table 10)
that are not covered in research yet. Looking at Table 10, it seems these newly discovered links
relate logically to the rest of the links. Table 10 shows that the relationship characteristics have
opposite effects on the options dyadic collaboration and exit, which makes sense since dyadic
collaboration and exit are two opposite strategies. Moreover, the relationship characteristics
regarding dependency and power all positively impact the choice of strategic options within the
network, which, as mentioned earlier, matches the research showing that cooperating and
starting new partnerships is often triggered by having a powerful partner, as this reduces the
power of a powerful partner (Makkonen et al., 2021; Polyviou et al., 2023 Wang et al., 2019).
Second, CEO C indicated that external factors, such as local policies, may also
influence the choice of strategic options. This is not per definition surprising since external
factors, such as regulations, almost always influence business in one way or another (Mallett et
al., 2019). However, it is interesting to see that city C’s policy regarding green distribution
played a significant role in CEO C’s decision making process, and it might be a an interesting

subject for follow-up research.
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6 Conclusion

At the beginning of this thesis, the following research question was formulated:

Which strategic options does a small shipping company have in an asymmetrical relationship
with a supplier, and how do the relationship characteristics influence the strategic options

taken?

This research question can be partly answered by showing Table 10, which exposes how the
relationship characteristics influence the choice between the strategic options, which were
exposed in the theoretical framework. However, this research showed that some relationship
characteristics have a more complex influence on the choice of strategic options. In conclusion,

this thesis reveals four central results

First, this research showed there was an ambiguous impact of dyadic dependency on the
choice of strategic options within the dyad. CEOs A and C said that the increasing dependence
towards the supplier negatively influenced their likelihood of exiting the relationship. In
contrast, CEO B saw increased dependency as a reason to exit, seeking greater independence.
This underscores the complex impact of dyadic dependency, where high dependency can either
foster loyalty or be a push factor towards an exit, depending on the degree of dependency.

Second, this study revealed that relationship closeness significantly influenced the
CEOs' views on the exit option, but that this relationship characteristic had a minimal impact
on the strategic choices within the network. The study found that the use of power by the
supplier played a more dominant role in the choice of strategic options within the network.

Third, high network dependency appeared to positively influence the choice of strategic
options within the network, suggesting that companies might still pursue diversification and
collaboration with others to reduce the power of dominant suppliers, even if they do not have a
strong network with many available alternatives.

Finally, this research showed that not just relationship characteristics influence the

choice of strategic options, but external factors such as regulations should also be considered.

Theoretical contributions
This research is unique in its approach to empirically analyse how relationship characteristics

in power-imbalanced buyer-supplier relationships affect the choice of strategic options for
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small companies. Before this study, there was no published literature explicitly mapping all
these links and the way they relate to each other. By conducting a multiple case study involving
three shipping companies and their powerful supplier, this research has provided a
comprehensive overview of how relationship characteristics influence the choice of strategic

options. Furthermore, the findings of this research nuanced the results of previous research.

Practical implications

This research has practical value for small companies operating in power-dependent
relationships. It provides these companies with a model to understand the links between
relationship characteristics and strategic options. This model can serve as a tool to identify
which strategic options might best suit their specific situation, based on the characteristics of
their relationship with their dominant partner.

For companies like Company C, and others in similar situations, this research is
particularly relevant and applicable. These companies, currently operating in power-dependent
relationships and facing challenges due to their suppliers' use of power, can use the findings of
this study to make informed strategic decisions. They can use the results of this research to
understand which strategic options align with their relationship characteristics, making the
results directly applicable to them.
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7 limitations and Outlook

While this study offers valuable insights into the relationship characteristics influencing
strategic decisions within the context of buyer-supplier relationships, it is crucial to be aware
of certain limitations that could have influenced the findings and their generalizability of this

research

7.1 limitations

The first limitation of this study regards the context of this research. While the three

chosen bicycle courier companies shared various similarities in their operational processes, they
operated in slightly different contexts, such as different operating areas. These contextual
variations might have influenced the decision-making processes and outcomes in ways not fully
captured by this study.

The second limitation relates to the data collection methodology. Although the
interviews provided valuable qualitative data, the relatively small sample size, consisting of just
the CEOs of the companies, might have limited the diversity of perspectives. Additionally, the
absence of input from other employees within the organizations might have added more depth
and understanding about the decision-making processes.

Thirdly, The chosen method of template analysis proved itself to be very effective in
capturing the relationship characteristics, but is not entirely immune to limitations. Although
the use of the so-called priori themes based on the conceptual model is allowed for a focused
analysis, it may have limited the exploration of hidden patterns and the merging of themes early
on in the process.

Furthermore, since the researcher behind this thesis works for one of the three
companies, the researcher’s subjective interpretation and potential biases could have influenced
the coding and/or analysis process, affecting the objectivity of the findings.

Concludingly, while the study provides interesting and meaningful findings about the
choice of the strategic options available to a weaker actor in power-dependent buyer-supplier
relationships, these limitations should be taken into consideration when interpreting the

findings and generalizing them to broader contexts or industries.

7.2 Outlook
Therefore, further research on this topic with a more diverse sample and broader contextual
scope would be recommended. Examining a broader range of companies and industries within

different markets and environments would provide a more inclusive understanding of how the
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relationship characteristics and the strategic options relate to each other in different contexts.
In addition to that, future research could benefit from including perspectives from various levels
within organizations, not just limited to top management

Second, follow-up research on the impact of contextual factors on the choice of
strategic options could provide valuable insights since this research already briefly highlighted
the effect of local regulations on the decision-making process.

Additionally, investigating the long-term consequences of these strategic choices on the
buyer-supplier relationships, alongside the long-term consequences on the companies after
choosing the exit option, would provide an even more inclusive understanding of the impact of
these decisions.

By doing all the things above, future research can contribute to a more
comprehensive understanding of the causal relationships between the relationship
characteristics and the choice of strategic options available to a weaker actor in a power-

dependent buyer-supplier relationship.
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Appendix I: Systematic Literature Search about the Causal Relationship

between Relationship Characteristics and Strategic Options.

characteristics
AND strategic
AND response

Keywords Initial | Hits in | Usable Search key

determined hits relevant | and

based on subject | assessed

exploratory areas papers

literature and time

search frame

Power AND | 29 14 3 TITLE-ABS-KEY ( power AND relationship AND
relationship characteristics AND strategic AND response )
AND AND (LIMIT-
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Appendix Il: Systematic Literature Search on the Relationship
Characteristics

Keywords Initial | Hits in | Usable  and | Search key

determined hits relevant assessed
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Appendix I11: Systematic Literature Search on the Strategic Options
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Appendix 1V: Figure 1
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Appendix V: all the links between the relationship characteristics and the
strategic options

1 Dyadic collaboration ?

The first link is between the nature of interdependence and dyadic collaboration. It is interesting
to see that the CEOs indicated that the increasing dependency towards the supplier had a
negative- and a positive effect on the option of dyadic collaboration.

The interview data shows that the reason for this is that the powerful position of the supplier
resulted in a negative attitude towards searching for an optimal solution for everyone involved
from the supplier’s perspective. CEO B put it this way: “The fact that we significantly depended
on the supplier made it impossible to come to an optimal solution for both parties since they
had the power to impose things without our consent”. Hence, it seems the dependency towards
the supplier and the associated power dynamic hurt the willingness of the supplier to search for
an optimal solution for all parties involved. However, the CEOs also stated that their willingness
to search for an optimal solution was positively affected by their dependency towards the
supplier since they needed their supplier to keep their business going.

Secondly, the interviews exposed that the way the supplier used its structural power negatively
influenced the choice of dyadic collaboration. CEO A and C both stated that the supplier had
all the power and the contracts, alongside the CLA they forced them to participate in, were not
acceptable for the shipping companies, without room for negotiation in order to come to a

solution that is optimal for all parties involved.

Thirdly, the way the supplier used its power in a behavioural way appeared to have a negative
impact on the option of dyadic collaboration. There was consensus among the CEOs that the
supplier used its powerful position to impose things without consent and that they did not give
the companies any room in their attempts to reach a situation that was optimal for all parties
involved. CEO C said: “There is no room for negotiation because of the supplier's power-

strategy”’.

Fourthly, both types of conflict had a negative impact on the strategic option of dyadic

collaboration. The three companies, who all experienced several functional- an dysfunctional

2 Enhancing the importance of the weaker actor’s resources for the stronger actor and finding a solution to continue
the relationship in a way it fulfils both parties’ needs (Habib et al., 2015; Jraisat et al., 2021).
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conflicts, stated that their conflict negatively impacted the option of dyadic collaboration. The
data therefore showed that having a conflict in itself has a negative effect on this strategic

option, but there is no clear observed difference between the types of conflict.

Fifth, CEOs A stated that the decreasing level of closeness with the supplier since they were
acquired negatively impacted the choice of dyadic collaboration. CEO B said that this worked
both ways. He said “They were acting cold towards us, which made us doubt whether we
wanted to continue with them, but since they got acquired, they lost their people who were
really connected to the industry, resulting in less effort from their side. CEO C said he separates
business and feelings and that the level of closeness does not impact his effort in finding a

solution that is optimal for all parties involved.

Sixth the three CEOs all said that the longevity of the relationship had a positive impact on the
strategic option of dyadic collaboration. Mainly because they worked with their supplier since
almost the beginning. The CEOs stated that this makes it hard to imagine your company
operating without them, resulting in more willingness to search for a solution that is optimal for

all parties involved.

Lastly, there was consensus among the CEOs about the role of the network in the choice of
dyadic collaboration. They expressed that the lack of alternative suppliers made them put more
effort into their current relationship with their supplier. On the other hand, CEO A said “If we
would have had a great alternative, the supplier would have needed to put more effort into the
relationship”. Concludingly, the lack of alternatives had a positive impact on the choice of
dyadic collaboration from the weaker actor’s perspective, but this lack of alternatives gave the

strong supplier the power not to work on a solution that is optimal for all parties involved.

2 Compromise 3

The interviews with the CEOs showed that the financial, strategic and operational dependency
towards the supplier positively affected the choice to compromise. CEO B said they
“compromised a lot to keep the relationship going” because “the compromises outweighed the

losses of losing a significant partner”. The CEOs of companies A and C made similar statements

3 Finding a solution both actors (partially) agree to, requiring mostly the weaker actor to compromise to continue
the relationship and benefit in the long term.(Habib et al., 2015; Huang et al., 2020; VVogel et al., 2022)
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about their choice to compromise. However, an interesting addition to this is that the companies
compromised a lot because, at that point in time, they thought they were more dependent than
they actually were. CEO A said this the following way: “In hindsight, perhaps we should not
have delivered for lower rates as quickly and should have stood our ground earlier, regardless
of any potential consequences. But, at the time, we truly believed that we were incredibly

dependent, yet in retrospect, that was not the case.”

Secondly, The CEOs said that the contracts with the supplier had a negative impact on the
choice to compromise. The reason for the CEOs is that the contracts were already very ‘tight’,
and that there was not much room for further compromising. However, they also state that they
already compromised a lot due to these contracts, so in fact, the increase in the use of structural

power by the supplier had a positive impact on the option to compromise.

Thirdly, the data shows that all the CEOs chose to compromise due to how the supplier used its
behavioural power since it was acquired. CEO B stated that “they make it almost impossible to
continue the relationship without compromising”. In addition to this, CEO A said that he had
conversations with the supplier for better conditions for about one and a half years without any
result since the supplier decided to just do what was best for them despite one and a half years
of discussion. Therefore, there was no other option but to compromise for the CEO.

Fourthly, the type of conflict did not seem to matter when the CEOs had to choose to
compromise or not, both the functional and dysfunctional conflicts with the supplier had a

negative impact on the willingness to compromise.

Fifthly, the CEOs of companies A and C stated that the descending relationship closeness had
a negative impact on the choice to compromise. They specifically said that their ‘preparedness’
to compromise decreased because of the supplier's bad communication and their lack of trust
in the supplier. CEO B expressed that relationship closeness did not influence his choice to

comprise or not.
Sixthly, the data shows that all of the CEOs thought the longevity of the relationship positively

influenced their choice to compromise. CEO A said that a reason for this is that “they were used

to doing this” and that it is, therefore a logical thing to do.
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Lastly, the CEOs said that the dependency in the network context had a significant positive
effect on their choices to compromise. On one hand, the lack of alternatives made it necessary
to keep the relationship going, even if compromises had to be made. On the other hand, CEO
B states that eventually, they “could finally stop compromising since we have a possible

alternative to the supplier”.

3 Exit4

The exit option is the third strategic option available to companies according to the literature.
When analysing the interview answers about the exit option, more differences appeared in the
answers of the CEO. CEOs A and C said that the increasing dyadic dependency towards the
supplier had a negative impact on choosing the exit option. CEO A stated that they postponed
their choice to exit the relationship because they could not oversee the decrease in operational
activities when leaving the relationship, while CEO C said the dyadic dependency is still a key
factor in his choice to maintain his relationship with the supplier.

On the other hand, CEO B said that the increasing dyadic dependency had a positive
impact on his choice to exit the relationship for strategic reasons. He said, “We did not want to
depend so much on one party anymore”. It is interesting to see that CEO B takes a different
approach, but it can be explained by the fact that company B’ is less dependent on the supplier,

while companies A and C are significantly more dependent towards the supplier.

Secondly, the CEOs all indicated that the way the relationship was governed by the contracts
since the supplier was acquired had a positive impact on the exit option. CEOs A and B stated
that the bad contractual conditions were an important reason for exiting the relationship and
CEO C said that some of the contractual agreements made him “consider leaving the
relationship”. Concludingly, all the CEOs concur that the supplier has increasingly utilized its
structural power since its acquisition by the webshop and that this positively impacts the choice

to exit the relationship.

Thirdly, CEOs A and B said the way the supplier used its behavioural power had a positive
impact on leaving the relationship. The thing that bothered them the most was the way the

supplier imposed things without consent and this became one of the reasons they considered

# The decision of the weaker actor to end the relationship because the disadvantages of the relationship outweigh
the advantages of the relationship (Habib et al., 2015, 2020; Wagner et al., 2022).
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leaving the relationship. CEO C, who is still in business with the supplier, also says the power

use of the supplier positively impacts his view on the option of leaving the relationship.

Fourthly, the interview data exposed that there is again no difference between the types of
conflict. Both the dysfunctional- and the functional conflicts had a positive influence on the exit
option. CEO A and B said that the fact that from their perspective, the relationship was not a

partnership anymore which played a role in their consideration to exit the relationship.

Fifth, the decreasing level of relationship closeness seems to have a positive effect on the exit
option. CEO A indicated that the bad communication and lack of trust that arose since the
acquisition of the supplier played a key role in his choice to break up with the supplier, while
CEO C says it also played a role in his considerations to end the relationship, However, in
contrast to CEO A, he found the relationship closeness less important, asserting that he
approaches the relationship in a more business-oriented manner and that it was not a key factor
when reconsidering his relationship with the supplier. CEO B also acknowledged that it had a
positive effect, but he downplayed this effect by saying, “Yeah, it (the decreasing level of
relationship closeness) did play a part, but for us, it was mostly about not wanting to be a

dependent company again and wanting to get away from their power play."

Sixth, the CEOs all said that the longevity of the relationship did negatively affect their choice
to exit the relationship. However, it is interesting to see that it is not the longevity of the
relationship itself, but it looks like it is the dyadic dependency that was created since the three
shipping companies have worked with the supplier from almost the very beginning. For
example, CEO B said, “We started to depend on the supplier because we worked together for

such a long time”.

Lastly, there is consensus among the CEOs about the relationship between the increasing level
of dependency on a network level and the exit option. CEO A and B argued that they postponed
their choice for the exit option because there was no promising alternative for a long time, and
that the appearance of a feasible alternative was the reason they eventually left the relationship.
At the same time, CEO C chose to continue the relationship with the supplier because they did

not have a feasible alternative within their network.
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4 Network Collaboration °

The first strategic option within the network is ‘network collaboration. CEO A and CEO C
stated that the high dyadic dependency towards the supplier had a positive effect on network
collaboration. Both CEOs said that they wanted to decrease their dyadic dependency towards
the supplier by collaborating with other shipping companies. On the other hand, the CEO of
company B stated that it did not influence his view towards network collaboration. This can be
explained by the fact that company B is less dependent towards the supplier compared to the

other two companies.

Secondly, the interview data showed that the three CEOs all agreed that the structural power
had a positive impact on network collaboration. The CEOs stated that the way the supplier used
its structural power resulted/results in low compensation rates and unreasonable demands. CEO
3 said that “this stimulates collaboration with other bicycle companies to stand stronger towards

the supplier”, and the other two CEOs made similar statements.

Thirdly, there is also consensus that the way that the supplier uses its behavioural power has a
positive impact on network collaboration. The data shows that the way the supplier imposes
things and the way it acts during negotiations is an incentive for the companies to start
collaborating with others in order to decrease the dependency towards the supplier. Not only to
gain leverage but also because they were/are afraid that the supplier would force something that
would end the relationship. CEO 3, who is still in a relationship with the supplier, puts it the
following way: “The supplier’s use of power mainly ensures that we are much more careful
with everything about the relationship. Look, I'm going to be more careful. I keep in mind that
it can stop like this because they can force it. And so we are constantly looking at that alternative

for when the supplier pulls the plug.”

Fourthly, both functional- and dysfunctional conflicts have a positive effect on network
collaboration according to the CEOs. The functional conflict with the supplier resulted in a
desire for the CEOs to have a more equal partnership, which resulted in more network

collaboration with other parties. On the other hand, the dysfunctional conflict, in which the

5 Not only enhancing the importance of the weaker actor’s resources for the stronger actor but also collaborating
with other parties that possess needed resources for the stronger actor to increase leverage and power towards the
stronger actor. The goal is to find a solution to continue the relationship in a way that fulfils the needs of all parties
involved(Habib et al., 2015; Pateman et al., 2016; Touboulic & Walker, 2015)

72



CEOs experienced disruptive behaviour from the supplier, also stimulated network
collaboration. CEO A said “That has had a truly enormous impact on our decision to collaborate

with others to strengthen ourselves, because then they can control us less, of course”

Fifth, both the longevity of the relationship and the relationship closeness between the
companies and the supplier did not influence the choice of network collaboration. This might
be explained by the fact that these are very dyadic-oriented relationship characteristics. CEO A
gave the following explanation about why their relationship closeness did not impact his choice
to network collaboration: “Yes, well, we did need better communication and trust, but it's not
necessarily the reason we looked for others. That was mainly because we wanted to be an
autonomous company again, without just doing what the supplier tells us to do because we

depend on them."

Lastly, the CEOs agreed upon the positive effect of the increasing network dependency on the
option of network collaboration. They indicate that the lack of alternative suppliers within the
network caused network collaboration between the shipping companies. CEO B expresses this
the following way: "It's just that there weren't really many alternatives, which is why you start
looking for the few other bicycle courier companies more and, in our case, come up with an

alternative ourselves."

5 Diversification ©

When investigating the relationship between the relationship characteristics and the strategic
option's diversification, the increasing dyadic dependency towards the supplier appeared to
have a positive effect on the diversification option. According to the data, the reason behind
this is that the companies want/wanted to decrease their operational, financial and strategic

dependency towards the supplier by working with multiple suppliers at the same time.

Secondly, the relationship governance seems to be a way the supplier used its structural power
again. The CEOs all mentioned the way the supplier uses its power to offer too little
compensation and make them participate in the CLA, which made them want to diversify their

supplier base. When CEO B was asked about the relationship between the use of structural

6 Creating new relationships with other partners without damaging the current relationship with the stronger
partner, in order to create multiple options in the long term and decrease the dependency on the stronger actor
(Habib et al., 2015; Niu et al., 2019; Wu et al., 2019).
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power by the supplier and diversification, he said: "Yes, absolutely. We wanted to seek out

other parties that could offer better contracts."

Thirdly, the CEOs were asked about the relationship between the supplier's use of behavioural
power. The data showed that similar to the structural power, the supplier’s use of behavioural
power had a positive impact on the strategic option diversification. CEO C put this the following
way: “You can clearly see that the supplier is getting stronger, especially since they got
acquired, of course. You just really don't want to be so dependent on one party that uses its

power to make things difficult for us, so you start looking for others more.”

Fourth, the interview data showed that all of the CEOs indicated both the dysfunctional- and
functional conflicts had the same impact on diversification. The CEOs all said that both the

dysfunctional- and the functional conflicts had a positive impact on diversification.

Fifth, the relationship closeness and the longevity of the relationship both have no impact on
the diversification option according to the CEOs. When CEO A was asked about this, he
responded the following way: “Not necessarily, no. It was mainly about us wanting to become
more of an independent company again, one that wasn't so dependent on just one supplier. This
is why we started collaborating with others, not so much because of these kinds of relationship-

specific issues.”

Lastly, the data exposed that the CEOs all agree on the fact that their increasing dependency
towards the supplier in the network context had a positive influence on the diversification
option. Their lack of an extensive network was an incentive for them to start expanding their
network and diversifying their portfolio of suppliers since they started to feel the disadvantage
of being dependent on one party. CEO B said the following about this: “We simply noticed that
our network was too small at that time, especially when you consider alternative suppliers.
That's why we started actively working on diversifying, as you call it. For instance, we became

more actively involved in looking for other potential options, such as establishing local lines.”
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6 Coalition ’

The last strategic option is coalition. The interview data revealed that the growing dyadic
dependency towards the supplier has a positive impact on this strategic option. The CEOs
mentioned that the operational, financial and strategic dependency towards the supplier caused
them to build a coalition with others in order to gain leverage against the supplier. CEO A said
the following: “Yes, as mentioned, we wanted to reduce that dependency on the supplier. So,
we tried this. We did attempt a few times, for example, with a small group, to take a stand by
not signing certain documents. Another example of this is that behind the supplier's back, small
groups formed to unofficially conspire against the supplier. So yes, that dependency and their

behaviour led to the formation of coalitions to collectively push back against the supplier”

Moreover, there was consensus among the CEOs about the positive impact of the relationship
governance on the strategic option coalition. The CEOs again indicate that the supplier uses its
structural power when governing the relationship. Therefore, the companies are bonding with
each other in the form of unofficial ‘coalitions’, in order to gain power when discussing
contracts. CEO C gave the following examples: “Yes, it definitely has an impact. Especially
because everyone working with the supplier is in the same situation when it comes to bad
contracts and a collective labour agreement that we are actually dissatisfied with. So, you do
tend to seek each other out more to collaborate here and there in order to collectively address

these issues.”

Thirdly, the CEOs once again confirmed the significant impact of the supplier’s use of
(behavioural) power on the strategic options. All the CEOs stated that the way the supplier used
its power by imposing difficult rules and their defensive attitude during conversations and
negotiations was an incentive to build coalitions. CEO A said “Yes, as I've been saying all
along, it (the way the supplier used its power) played a significant role. It's simply that we
wanted to become more independent while the supplier was imposing more and more, which
we didn't want. So, we wanted to strengthen our network and gradually detach ourselves from
the supplier, by starting to have unofficial agreements with other small shipping companies that

are dependent towards the supplier.”

7 Establishing short-term, mainly unofficial agreements, with other parties that own resources the stronger actor
needs in order to gain leverage and power towards the stronger actor that can be used to improve the terms of the
relationship for the weaker actor (Habib et al., 2015; Wang et al., 2019).
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Fourthly, the three CEOs again agreed to the fact that both the functional- and the dysfunctional
conflicts have a positive impact on coalition since the conflicts with the supplier increased the
CEQ’s desire to connect with others in order to start more equal partnerships and to stand

together in their conflicts with the supplier.

Fifth, the decreasing relationship closeness and the longevity of the relationship once again do
not seem to have an impact on the strategic option. The CEOs state that these factors are not
influencing their view on coalition. CEO B stated the following when he was asked about the
impact of relationship closeness on coalition:” No, I don't really think so. Those coalitions with
the other shipping companies came more from their mistreatment towards us, and | think that's
really quite different from what you just mentioned. The fact that we really sought each other
out, however, has to do with the sense of solidarity among the shipping companies working

with the supplier.”

Lastly, the data showed that the ascending dependency towards the supplier from the network
perspective has a positive impact on the strategic option coalition. The CEQs indicate that their
lack of alternative suppliers and small network of partners made them connect with the other
shipping companies that were in business with the supplier since they could not just move to a
new supplier and they therefore had to bond together in order to gain leverage against the
supplier. CEO A made the following statement about this: “ Yes, it (the lack of available
alternatives) had a significant impact because initially, we didn't have anything other than our
supplier, so you start looking for each other a bit. That's why everyone who was dissatisfied
began to connect in those chat groups to try to eventually push for changes towards the

supplier.”
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