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Abstract 
 
The main purpose of this dissertation is to examine how inter-firm relationships are 
formed and maintained to improve relationship performance. Much of the research on 
inter-organizational relationships has been conducted by marketing channel researchers 
based on transaction cost economics as well as the industrial marketing and purchasing 
(IMP) group researchers who commonly adopt the so-called context perspective, 
assuming relationships as distinct antecedents of performance outcomes. A framework 
unique to the IMP group is the activities–resources–actors (ARA) model, which posits 
three layers, or dimensions, characterizing relationships: activity links, resource ties, 
and actor bonds. This dissertation consists of the four studies that draw on the ARA 
framework to investigate the performance effects of activity coordination, resource 
configuration, trust building, and network orchestration. 

First, activity coordination is a main issue in the activity-link dimension. 
Coordination among firms’ activities is facilitated by inter-firm interaction and 
information sharing. Study 1 addresses how activity coordination promotes relationship 
performance. Second, the resource-tie layer is related to resource configuration. Study 2 
empirically tests the performance effects of resource configuration across organizations.  
Third, actor bonds are associated with the concepts of trust and commitment between 
companies. Study 3 provides a case analysis of inter-firm trust development. Finally, as 
the ARA model is a framework for analyzing not only business relationships but also 
networks, Study 4 focuses on the issue of establishing and managing 
inter-organizational networks to investigate a case of a trap in network orchestration. 
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Zusammenfassung 
 
Der Hauptzweck dieser Dissertation ist es zu untersuchen, wie zwischenbetriebliche 
Beziehungen gebildet und gepflegt werden, um ihren Erfolg zu verbessern. Zwei 
Richtungen prägen die Forschung zu inter-organisationalen Beziehungen bislang: 
Erstens Arbeiten auf der Grundlage der Transaktionskostenökonomik, die sich im 
Wesentlichen auf Absatzkanal-Phänomene konzentriert haben, und zweitens die 
Arbeiten der "Industrial Marketing and Purchasing Group" (IMP), die üblicherweise 
eine Kontextperspektive einnehmen und welche die Merkmale der 
Geschäftsbeziehungen als Antezedenzien ihres Erfolgs ansehen. Prägend für die 
IMP-Gruppe ist dabei das Aktivitäten-Ressourcen-Akteure (ARA)-Modell, das drei 
Schichten oder Dimensionen aufweist, anhand derer Beziehungen charakterisiert 
werden: Verknüpfungen von Aktivitäten und Ressourcen sowie die Bindungen der 
Akteure. Basierend auf diesem ARA-Framework beinhaltet die vorliegende Dissertation 
vier Studien, welche die Auswirkungen von Aktivitätskoordination, 
Ressourcenkonfigurationen, Vertrauensbildung und Netzwerkorchestrierung auf den 
Erfolg von Geschäftsbeziehungen untersuchen. 

Die Koordination von Aktivitäten verschiedener Unternehmen wird durch die 
Interaktion zwischen den Unternehmen sowie deren Informationsaustausch erleichtert. 
Studie 1 befasst sich deshalb mit der Frage, wie die Koordination von Aktivitäten den 
Erfolg von Beziehungen fördert. Darüber hinaus steht die Ebene der Ressourcenbindung 
in Zusammenhang mit der Ressourcenkonfiguration. Aus diesem Grund wird in Studie 
2 empirisch getestet, wie sich die Performance-Effekte der Ressourcenkonfiguration in 
verschiedenen Organisationen auswirken. Akteursbindungen werden zudem mit den 
Konzepten des Vertrauens und des Commitments zwischen Unternehmen in 
Verbindung gebracht. Vor diesem Hintergrund umfasst Studie 3 eine Fallstudie der 
Entwicklung von Vertrauen zwischen Unternehmen. Schließlich ist das ARA-Modell 
als Rahmen nicht nur für die Analyse von Geschäftsbeziehungen, sondern auch von 
Netzwerken geeignet. Studie 4 konzentriert sich deshalb auf die Frage des Aufbaus und 
der Pflege von inter-organisatorischen Netzwerken, um einen Fall einer unzureichenden 
Netzwerkorchestrierung zu untersuchen. 
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1. Introduction 

 
1.1. Theoretical background 
 
The aim of this dissertation is to investigate how inter-firm relationships are formed and 
maintained to improve relationship performance, such as value creation in relationships. 
In the field of relationship marketing, there are several distinct research traditions that 
view inter-firm relationships or networks as the decisive context for value creation 
(Kleinaltenkamp & Ehret, 2006). These context views of relationship marketing have 
drawn, to some degree, on new institutional economics (NIE), including transaction cost 
economics (TCE), to explain why organizations build tight relationships with other 
organizations (Kleinaltenkamp & Ehret, 2006; Kleinaltenkamp & Jacob, 2002). TCE, 
which focuses on the governance-mechanism choice, defines inter-firm relationships as 
mixed forms that have the characteristics of both the market and hierarchy. Based on 
this perspective, difficulties with market transactions caused by asset specificity, 
uncertainty, and so forth will require firms to select more hierarchical governance 
modes (Williamson, 1975, 1985). Thus, transactional difficulties induce inter-firm 
relationships as mixed modes rather than the pure market. 

Much of the research on inter-organizational relationships has been conducted by 
marketing channel researchers based on TCE (see e.g., Geyskens et al., 2006; 
Rindfleisch & Heide, 1997) as well as the industrial marketing and purchasing (IMP) 
group researchers (see e.g., Ford et al., 2011; Håkansson & Snehota, 1995). These 
researchers commonly adopt the so-called context perspective, assuming relationships 
as distinct antecedents of performance outcomes such as value creation and cost saving 
(Kleinaltenkamp & Ehret, 2006). However, several differences exist between the two 
research groups. Most IMP studies adopt qualitative research methods, mainly case 
studies. They are oriented to holistically capture business-to-business (B2B) 
relationships and networks. A framework unique to the IMP group is the 
activities–resources–actors (ARA) model, which posits three layers, or dimensions, 
characterizing relationships: activity links, resource ties, and actor bonds (Ford et al., 
2011; Håkansson & Snehota, 1995), as illustrated in Figure 1.1. On the other hand, 
studies on marketing channels draw upon TCE to focus on the roles of trust, 
commitment, and norms in relationships, and they perform quantitative analyses using 
survey data (Geyskens et al., 1998, Geyskens et al., 1996; Heide & John, 1992). These 
studies on marketing channels are essentially quantitative research orientated. In 
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addition, due to its basis in TCE, marketing channel research is in line with the 
economics tradition of methodological individualism as a form of reductionism (Arrow, 
1994). 

 
Figure 1.1 ARA dimensions and scope of the dissertation 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Indeed, both research groups have significantly contributed to the literature on B2B 

marketing. Nevertheless, they have made little headway towards furthering the 
theoretical and empirical development of the field. By reviewing studies on marketing 
channels based on TCE, it was found that the research models of earlier empirical 
studies focus on the relations between exchange-context factors, such as asset 
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Geyskens et al. (2006) pointed out. They rarely address the performance effects of the 
interactions between exchange-context attributes and relationship forms; although, there 
has been a recent increase in studies that deal with several performance variables as 
dependent variables. In addition, few empirical studies holistically investigate the 
relationships among contextual attributes, marketing strategy factors, and governance 
forms (Ghosh & John, 1999). 

On the other hand, IMP researchers tend to holistically address how firms form 
business relationships and networks. They posit that relationship and network formation 
will affect business performance. Nevertheless, IMP research fails to successfully 
explain the causal path from relationship formation to business performance. These 
researchers often adopt a qualitative case study approach. Thus, few studies test 

Activity links�
Activity coordination�

Resource ties�
Resource configuration�

Actor bonds�
Trust building�

R
el

at
io

ns
hi

p 
pe

rf
or

m
an

ce
�

Relationships as a context�



��

�

hypotheses based on the ARA model that comprehensively capture B2B relationships. 
Although the knowledge that is acquired from case studies is significant for theory 
building (Eisenhardt, 1989), quantitative empirical studies are required to test and 
generalize that knowledge. This dissertation intends to bridge the gap between the 
conceptual and empirical knowledge about the ARA model. 

Marketing channel and IMP research complement each other. The main purpose of 
this dissertation is to build hypotheses based on the comprehensive ARA framework 
from the IMP research group and to empirically test them by employing the quantitative 
research methods often used in marketing channel research. However, it is noted that 
this dissertation does not intend to test the model per se. As per Håkansson (2009), it 
might be difficult (or impossible) to test the ARA model holistically because it was not 
created for quantitative empirical studies. Thus, the studies in this dissertation intend to 
utilize the insights of the framework to establish more comprehensive research models 
for studying marketing channel relationships than those developed by previous 
marketing-channel research. Figure 1.1 shows the scope of this dissertation in addition 
to the ARA dimensions. Works related to this first purpose of the dissertation are used 
to constitute the chapters for Studies 1 and 2, which focus on the issues of activity 
coordination and resource configuration in the ARA framework. In contrast, many 
quantitative empirical studies on the issue of trust in the actor bond dimension have 
already been conducted in the marketing channel research field. However, the issue has 
been little studied in the IMP research. Thus, Study 3 is a qualitative study to address 
the issue of trust building processes. A longitudinal case-study method is appropriate for 
this study because it focuses on the processes by which trust develops. Finally, in line 
with the traditional IMP network approach, Study 4 is conducted to address the issue of 
network management. A network approach is required for this study because it involves 
networks of various types of actors. 

 
1.2. Some methodological issues 
 
The empirical studies in this dissertation are based on the following two perspectives: 
IMP and TCE. Before conceptualizing a framework for consolidating the two 
perspectives to be used in the studies in this dissertation, a discussion regarding some of 
the methodological issues that arise when combining the different approaches is 
required. 

Håkansson and Snehota (1995) acknowledge that they treat problems with 
relationship governance in a manner similar to TCE. However, they recognize a certain 
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point on which their approach differs from TCE. TCE defines each relationship or 
transaction as the basic unit of analysis (Williamson, 1993a). According to Håkansson 
and Snehota (1995), while TCE assumes that each relationship is isolated from others, 
the IMP network approach assumes that business relationships mutually affect each 
other (Håkansson & Snehota, 1995). They argue that the overall market performance of 
a firm depends on its individual relationships; performance in a relationship is affected 
by performance in other relationships. One might think that this idea might lead to a 
kind of holism that could conflict with TCE, which adopts a reductionist position. 

Nevertheless, it can be argued that this difference is not a strong obstacle to 
combining the two approaches. Although reductionism has been criticized, most 
researchers in business studies explain some object by reducing it to a simpler level. For 
example, we can operationalize the effects among different relationships as influences 
among variables at simpler levels including resource configuration, practices, and trust 
in each relationship. Inherently, the ARA is a framework for explaining complex 
phenomena by reducing them to activity links, resource ties, and actor bonds at simpler 
levels. In the same manner, previous studies based on TCE conceptualize or 
operationalize other relationships as an environmental or contextual factor that affects 
the focal relationship. Thus, in this respect, the two perspectives are complements rather 
than substitutes. 

Another methodological issue that should be discussed is the different means of 
reasoning: calculative or non-calculative reasoning. The issue of how to deal with the 
notion of “trust” is a good example to explain this difference. In TCE, which adopts the 
calculative economic reasoning that prevails in most economic approaches, trust is a 
label for a certain class of behavior or a particular action or strategy that is associated 
with the term “risk” (Williamson, 1993b; Craswell, 1993). TCE refers to contractual 
safeguards to protect transacting parties from others’ opportunism, which imply 
calculative trust. (Williamson, 1993). Instead of this notion of calculative trust in TCE, 
IMP researchers seem interested in non-calculative trust based on social norms. As 
Håkansson and Snehota (1995) argue, trust is built based on informal bonds and 
personal connections among actors. In the theory developed by Håkansson and Snehota 
(1995), trust is the third governance mechanism that substitutes for markets and 
hierarchies, as behaviorists such as Granovetter (1985) and Bradach and Eccles (1989) 
assume. Interestingly, the calculative and non-calculative views can complement one 
another rather than serves as substitutes (Craswell, 1993). Williamson assumes that 
social factors, such as socialization, social approval, and sanctions, “are best accounted 
for by treating them as part of the environment within which all calculations take place” 
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(Craswell, 1993, p. 495). On the other hand, Williamson also “leaves open the 
possibility that non-calculative forces)—tradition, ethnocentrism, religion, and the 
like—might provide superior explanations of a culture’s norms and that non-calculative 
sociological or psychological theories might therefore have a place in the social sciences” 
(Craswell, 1993, p. 496). 

In fact, in conceptualizing trust, prior studies have been based on both of the 
calculative and non-calculative views. This is reflected by several trust typologies 
developed in previous studies. For example, McAllister (1995) categorizes trust into 
cognitive-based and affective-based types. Cognitive trust is based on rational 
judgement according to the partners’ competence, honesty, and reliability, while 
affective trust consists of non-calculative emotional bonds between exchange partners. 
Prior research on trust has associated affective trust as well as cognitive trust with firm 
performance because trust is assumed to play a role in saving transaction costs. 
Seemingly non-calculative behavior can be explained according to calculative reasoning 
by associating it with performance. In this respect, it can be argued that the IMP group’s 
notion of trust and TCE’s calculative reasoning complement each other. 

IMP and TCE probably take their position in the middle of the continuum from the 
calculativeness to the non-calculativeness. Indeed, TCE builds the theory based on the 
assumption of bounded rationality. Obviously, TCE keeps a distance from neo-classical 
economics whose assumption is referred to as the homo economicus. On the other hand, 
IMP are to some extent open to the calculative reasoning. In fact, Håkansson and 
Snehota (1995) address what the market performance of a company, such as sales 
volumes, market share, profits, and growth, is dependent on. In order to establish 
hypotheses or propositions regarding the performance effects of relationship formation, 
calculative reasoning, the so-called principle of efficiency, is useful. The lens of 
calculativeness has enabled previous marketing-channel studies to hypothetically draw 
paths from co-alignments between contextual factors and governance attributes to 
several performance variables, including flexibility (Heide, 1994), profit (Jap, 1999), 
competitive advantage (Jap, 1999), channel performance (Choi & Hara, 2018; Samaha 
et al., 2011), and the like. 

 
1.3. Research gaps bridged by this dissertation 

 
The IMP network approach addresses the issues of how to connect and mutually fit 
various activities and heterogeneous resources across firms and how to develop 
cooperative posture and coordination mechanisms in relationships (Håkansson & 
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Snehota, 1995). The ARA model is a framework for examining these issues. Appendix 
A provides an overview of prior studies focusing on any of the ARA dimensions: 
activity links, resource ties, and actor bonds. Through a review of the literature, the 
main research topics and findings of previous studies are recognized. As a result, 
research gaps are identified along each of the dimensions. 

First, with reference to activity links, previous research has been primarily 
interested in the coordination of various activities across companies as well as the 
interdependence between their activities. Activity coordination is a main issue in the 
activity-link dimension (Crespin-Mazet et al., 2014, Insanic & Gadde, 2014; Lundberg 
& Anderson, 2012;�Olsson et al., 2013; Veludo et al., 2004). Inter-firm interaction and 
information sharing facilitate coordination among the activities of different firms in a 
network (Insanic & Gadde, 2014). Activity coordination promotes firm performance, 
including access to further resources for R&D development (Lundberg & Anderson, 
2012). Several studies report on the roles of particular actors in coordinating the 
activities of network members (Crespin-Mazet et al., 2014; Olsson et al., 2013). 
Previous studies have obviously focused on activity coordination among firms as the 
main research topic related to the activity link because this research topic is considered 
to be critical. However, few studies examine how inter-firm coordination affects firm or 
relationship performance; although, each of these studies deals with a single case or 
several cases of inter-firm networks that seem successful. Thus, quantitative empirical 
research in the performance effects of inter-firm coordination needs to be conducted. 
This gap leads to Study 1 in this dissertation. 

Second, the resource-tie layer is a dimension of the ARA model used to 
characterize the combination of resources (Håkansson & Snehota, 1995). Resources 
companies can access to and control over are a key source of competitive advantage for 
them (Grant, 1996; Håkansson & Snehota, 1995). Because firms are only partially 
capable of forming the required resource constellations, they must cooperate with others. 
Different approaches to combining and coordinating the counterparties’ heterogeneous 
resources will affect relationship performance (Ivens et al., 2009; Mouzas & Ford, 
2012; Nyström, 2012; Ritter & Gemünden, 2003). The issue of resource configuration 
across firms has attracted interest of researchers in B2B marketing. However, 
comparatively, most existing studies focus on the issue within organizations. Although 
there are quantitative empirical studies focusing on the issue within organizations, few 
are conducted to empirically test the performance effects of resource integration across 
organizations. This research gap is bridged by Study 2. 



��

�

Third, actor bonds develop through two different, but closely intertwined, 
processes: construction of identity and formation of trust and commitment (Håkansson 
& Snehota, 1995). The concepts of trust and commitment have drawn the interest of 
various researchers in a wide range of business studies. In the IMP research, several 
studies also address inter-firm trust (Partanen et al., 2008; Veludo et al., 2004; 
Westerlund & Svahn, 2008). However, existing studies in the IMP tradition have mainly 
focused on the resource-tie and/or activity-link layer while fewer case studies deal with 
the actor layer (Perna et al., 2012; Ciabuschi et al., 2012; Huemer, 2013). Study 3 is 
associated with this gap. 

Finally, the ARA model is a framework for analyzing business networks as well as 
inter-firm relationships. IMP researchers have traditionally attempted to understand 
business networks as a self-organizing system emerging outside of anyone’s control 
(Håkansson & Ford, 2002; Wilkinson & Young, 2002). In the last decade, however, 
more studies have focused on an intentional mode wherein actors can manage and 
coordinate business networks to some extent (Möller & Rajala, 2007; Möller et al., 
2005). In line with this research trend, Study 4 attempts to examine how intentional 
actions affect business networks using a case of a network-orchestration failure caused 
by peripheral actors in a business network. 
 
1.4. Structure of the dissertation 

 
The studies in the dissertation are in accordance with the three dimensions of the ARA 
framework: activity links, resource ties, and actor bonds. The dissertation consists of 
essays reporting four studies. Study 1 is associated with the activity-link dimension and 
addresses activity coordination across firms. In this study, several hypotheses regarding 
inter-firm integration, as an issue of coordination, are built and tested empirically. Study 
2 is aligned with the resource-tie dimension and focuses on the roles of resources in 
inter-firm governance. Studies 1 and 2 are quantitative studies using survey data. Study 
3 provides a longitudinal case analysis that addresses trust building processes. Finally, 
in contrast to Studies 1, 2, and 3, Study 4 focuses on the issue of establishing and 
managing inter-organizational networks and attempts an analysis at the network level 
rather than the relationship level. It investigates a case of a trap in network 
orchestration. 

Table 1.1 provides an overview of the studies in the dissertation and shows the 
related dimension, main research focus, research questions, methodology, and main 
findings of each study. 
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Table 1.1 Overview of the studies 

 Dimension Main 

research 

focus 

Research 

question 

Methodology Main findings 

Study 

1 

Activity 

links: 

Activity 

coordination 

The two 

different types 

of inter-firm 

integration: 

coordination 

and authority 

Their 

performance 

effects 

How different 

are the 

performance 

effects between 

coordination 

and authority 

integration?  

What factors 

moderate the 

path from the 

two types of 

integration to 

performance? 

Quantitative 

empirical 

study 

The two types of inter-firm 

integration have different 

roles in improving 

performance. Coordination 

integration has a direct 

performance effect. High 

(low) coordination 

integration matches high 

(low) product uniqueness. 

Greater coordination 

integration mitigates 

demand uncertainty, while 

authority integration has a 

significant role in 

moderating behavioral 

uncertainty. 

      

Study 

2 

Resource ties: 

Resource 

configuration 

Resource 

configuration 

across firms 

Resources as 

alternative 

inter-firm 

governance 

mechanisms 

How should 

firms combine 

their resources 

with the other 

firms’ in 

relationships? 

What resource 

can play a role 

as a governance 

form? 

Quantitative 

empirical 

study 

Marketing channel 

capabilities serve as a 

governance mechanism 

moderating the paths from 

relationship-specific 

resources to performance. 

Exploitation capacities can 

also serve as an alternative 

governance mechanism so 

that they could reduce 

environmental uncertainty. 

     Continued. 
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 Dimension Main 

research 

focus 

Research 

question 

Methodology Main findings 

Study 

3 

Actor bonds: 

Trust 

building 

Trust building 

processes 

Three trust 

bases: 

Institutional, 

cognitive, and 

affective trust 

                                  

How does trust 

develop in 

inter-firm 

relationships?  

How are the 

three trust bases 

interrelated 

during trust 

building? 

Single 

longitudinal 

case study 

Institutional trust generates 

an initial expectation of 

continued interaction with 

a partner and functions as a 

basis for supporting the 

development of cognitive 

and affective trust. 

Cognitive trust helps to 

attract many parties to the 

relevant business context. 

It takes a long time to 

build affective trust 

because it gradually 

accumulates from the past 

experience. 

      

Study 

4 

Inter-firm 

networks 

Network 

orchestration 

How do actors 

other than hub 

organizations 

affect network 

orchestration? 

How is a failure 

of network 

orchestration 

caused? 

Single case 

study and 

qualitative 

content 

analysis 

By examining a failure of 

network orchestration, it 

was found that peripheral 

actors in industrial 

networks, such as political 

actors, can disable network 

orchestration; offerings 

and technologies related to 

networks could be 

stigmatized. 
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2. Study 1: Inter-firm integration as a form of activity 

coordination 

 
 
This chapter is based on the single-authored article entitled “Integrated marketing 
channel relationships: Integration dimensions and channel performance” (Journal of 
Business and Industrial Marketing, 34(6), 2019, 1360–1373). 
 
https://doi.org/10.1108/JBIM-01-2018-0050 
 
The texts, tables, and figures of this chapter exist in the printed version of this 
dissertation. 
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3. Study 2: Resources for inter-firm governance1 
 

3.1. Introduction 
 
Resource availability and control is a source of competitive advantage for companies 
(Håkansson & Snehota, 1995). However, no firm can have all the needed resources 
without buying them. Thus, it is important to effectively combine and integrate 
heterogeneous resources in a business network. To attain synergy of combined 
resources across companies, firms have to build and manage relationships with each 
other. Resource combination that companies can access is a critical source of their 
competitive advantage (Grant, 1991; Håkansson & Snehota, 1995). Additionally, the 
relationship performance relies on how firms combine and coordinate their 
heterogeneous resources in their relationships (Ivens et al., 2009; Mouzas & Ford, 2012; 
Nyström, 2012; Ritter & Gemünden, 2003). 

How should firms combine their resources with those of other firms in inter-firm 
relationships? This study aims at investigating the configuration or co-alignment 
between resources of different firms to enhance performance in marketing channel 
relationships. Additionally, the characteristics of a firm’s resources change over time. 
For example, as B2B relationships develop, the firms’ resources become specific to the 
relationships (Ford et al., 2011; Håkansson & Snehota, 1995�Hallén et al., 1991; 
Metcalf et al., 1991). From the viewpoint of the IMP-ARA framework, exploiting the 
firm’s resources that are specific to its relationships with counterparts (i.e., so-called 
relationship-specific resources) could play an important role in improving performance. 
Therefore, this study investigates what characteristics of resources affect performance 
as well as how the configuration of resources across firms is associated with business 
outcomes in marketing channel relationships. 

Regarding relationship-specific resources, previous studies based on the TCE 
literature (Williamson, 1985) and the organization-design view (Langlois, 2002; 
Langlois & Robertson, 1995; Sanchez & Mahoney, 1996) emphasize the dark side of 
relationship-specific resources—that is, the cause of transaction and coordination 

�����������������������������������������
1 The data set utilized for Study 2 and the description in “3.2.1. Relationship-specific resources and 
performance” in this chapter are based on those in the article co-authored with Y. Choi, which is entitled 
“The performance effect of inter-firm adaptation in channel relationships: The roles of 
relationship-specific resources and tailored activities” (Industrial Marketing Management (IMM), 70, 
2018, 46-57, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.indmarman.2017.05.007). However, the research model and the 
tested hypotheses in Study 2 is fully changed so that Study 2 can be recognized to be different and 
independent from the study in the IMM article. 
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difficulties (Choi & Hara, 2018). Moreover, this study clarifies the benefits of the 
specific resources, namely, the performance-enhancement effect. 

Furthermore, this study assumes that firm resources improve or undermine the 
performance effects of them each other. In other words, it is assumed that interactions 
among resources affect performance, as a resource moderates the performance effect of 
another. IMP researchers have assumed the complementarity or combination of the 
resources of two different firms in a B2B relationship and the dependence of 
relationship performance on the nature of the combination (Håkansson & Snehota, 
1995; Ivens et al., 2009; Mouzas & Ford, 2012; Nyström, 2012; Ritter & Gemünden, 
2003). The research model of this study incorporates the role of marketing channel 
capabilities in moderating the path from resource specificity to relationship performance. 
The study also investigates the role of exploitation capacities that comprise partially 
absorptive capacities (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990) in reducing environmental uncertainty. 

The theoretical background of this study is discussed in the next part, and the 
hypotheses are presented through a relevant literature review. The research method 
section explains the procedures of collection and analysis of data, which is followed by 
the analysis results. The theoretical and managerial contributions and limitations of this 
study are finally discussed. 

 
3.2. Review of Literature 
 
3.2.1. Relationship-specific resources and performance 
The IMP network approach emphasizes that interactions between heterogeneous 
resources across firms affect the relationship performance (Håkansson & Snehota, 1995; 
Ivens et al., 2009; Mouzas & Ford, 2012; Nyström, 2012; Ritter & Gemünden, 2003). 
In other words, owing to the complementarity of the resources of two different firms in 
a B2B relationship, the relationship performance depends on the combination of their 
resources, with the adaptation concept in the network approach being critical. As 
inter-firm adaptation in B2B relationships develops over time, the firms’ resources will 
become specific to the relationships (Ford et al., 2011; Håkansson & Snehota, 1995). 
Thus, at first, this study investigates how relationship-specific resources of wholesalers’ 
resources specific to their transacting manufacturers influence relationship performance. 

Table 3.1 summarizes explanations of the perspectives that relate to the 
performance effects of relationship-specific resources. Relationship-specific resources 
refer to site, physical, human, and dedicated assets in support of a particular relationship, 
which are less valuable to alternative relationships (Williamson, 1985). In TCE, it is 
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assumed that the relationship-specific resources or assets cause the hold-up problem and 
increase transaction costs due to the actors’ opportunism (Klein et al., 1978; Williamson, 
1979). In this sense, TCE emphasizes a negative aspect. In other words, the logic of 
TCE is that specific resources raise the problem of higher transaction costs in inter-firm 
relationships, which in turn leads to vertical integration to reduce the costs. In marketing 
channel relationships, the wholesalers and retailers often invest in various facilities 
including distribution centers and training sales forces that are specific to particular 
manufacturers. Moreover, the empirical studies in the early marketing-channel literature 
demonstrate the positive relationship between relationship-specific resources and 
vertical integration (e.g., Anderson, 1985; John & Weitz, 1988; Klein et al., 1990). 
These studies focus on the drawbacks of relationship-specific resources, namely the 
lock-in effects, to explain why vertical integration occurs. 

 
Table 3.1 The performance effects of relationship-specific resources 
Perspectives Emphasized 

aspects 

Explanation Authors 

ARA model Positive  Relationship-specific resources facilitate 

inter-firm adaptation, thus enhancing the 

relationship performance. Additionally, 

adaptation leads to unique resource combinations 

that improve the resource value in a relationship. 

Ford et al. (2011), 

Håkansson & 

Snehota (1995), 

Metcalf et al (1991) 

TCE Negative The transaction-specific assets cause the hold-up 

problem and increase transaction costs, resulting 

in vertical integration. 

Klein et al. (1978), 

Williamson (1975, 

1979, 1985) 

Earlier 

marketing- 

channel 

literature 

Negative The level of vertical integration will likely 

increase as the level of relationship-specific 

resources increases within the marketing 

channels, due to increasing transaction costs. 

Anderson (1985), 

John & Weitz 

(1988), Klein et al. 

(1990) 

Later 

marketing- 

channel 

literature 

Positive The relationship-specific resources influence 

relationship performance positively, since they 

induce operational cost reduction and/or value 

enhancement. 

Brown et al. 

(2009), Ghosh & 

John (1999, 2005), 

Heide & John 

(1988), Jap (1999) 
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Nevertheless, some studies on B2B marketing report the bright side of 
relationship-specific resources. For example, the relationship-specific resources can 
have bonding effects to strengthen the ties between buyers and sellers because they 
increase the relational value and switching costs (Geiger et al., 2012). Studies based on 
the ARA model assume that as B2B relationships develop, they become characterized 
by mutual dependency between firms, resource specificity, and difficulties in changing 
partners (Möller & Halinen, 2000). Additionally, the transacting actors’ resources in an 
inter-firm relationship become so specific to each other that they adapt to one another 
(Ford et al., 2011; Metcalf et al., 1991). The inter-firm adaptation and close interactions 
have a positive impact on value enhancement, such as collaborative innovation and 
value creation (Håkansson, 1987). Furthermore, adaptation, which is a dynamic process 
where unique resource combinations develop, could improve the resource value within a 
relationship (Håkansson & Snehota, 1995; Mouzas & Ford, 2012). In other words, as 
per the IMP studies, the relationship-specific resources facilitate the relationship 
performance. The marketing channel literature also acknowledges the effect of 
relationship-specific resources on relationship performance, as specific resources can 
create more value than non-specific ones can (Brown et al., 2009; Ghosh & John, 1999; 
Ghosh & John 2005; Heide & John, 1988; Jap 1999). 

The positive performance effects of relationship-specific resources are categorized 
into two effects: the operation-cost reduction and the value enhancement of offerings 
(Brown et al., 2009; Ghosh & John, 1999). That is, the relationship-specific physical 
and human resources in the production and distribution processes will reduce the 
operational costs. Additionally, using specific resources in collaboration enables firms 
to add value to their products and services. Thus, the relationship-specific resources in 
marketing channel relationships could also contribute to the channels’ ability to provide 
customers with higher quality products and services, or comparable-quality products 
and services at lower prices (Brown et al., 2009; Ghosh & John 2005). 

 
H1: The relationship-specific resources developed by wholesalers are positively 

related to the channel performance in marketing channel relationships. 
 

3.2.2. Marketing channel capabilities and performance 
The resource-based view assumes that valuable and rare resources offer competitive 
advantage (Barney, 1991), with resources specific to individual firms being especially 
important in this regard (Grant, 1991). Several types of resources exist: tangible and 
intangible resources (Wernerfelt, 1984), and property-based and knowledge-based 
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resources (Miller & Shamsie, 1996), financial resources, physical resources, human 
resources, technological resources, reputation, and organizational resources (Grant, 
1991). Moreover, marketing capabilities are also important resources for improving 
firm performance (Morgan et al., 2009; Vorhies & Morgan, 2005). This study focuses 
on marketing capabilities associated with channel management, selling, and market 
power of manufacturers, which are defined as marketing channel capabilities. 

Morgan et al. (2009) and Vorhies and Morgan (2005) demonstrate that marketing 
channel capabilities contribute to firm performance. Manufacturers with marketing 
channel capabilities and consumer loyalty can also gain dominant market power that 
leads to inducing cooperative efforts from channel members (Palmatier et al., 2014; 
Anderson & Narus, 1990). Reibstein and Farris (1995) found that relationships between 
the brand share and retail distribution show a convex pattern, as the market share 
cumulatively enlarges with the increase in retail distribution. That is, the market share 
of large-share brands gains more share points per percentage of distribution than 
small-share brands. The evidence shows that market share is an important source of 
competitive advantage for manufacturers. 

Moreover, manufacturers with a high degree of market power can effectively 
manage their relationships with intermediaries without high transaction costs, since the 
processes associated with bargaining, assembling information, and coordinating channel 
relationships can be facilitated by their market power (Coughlan et al, 2001). In terms 
of both developing and managing marketing channels effectively and efficiently, 
marketing channel capabilities are hypothesized to relate positively to business 
performance.  

  
H2: The marketing channel capabilities of manufacturers are positively related to 

channel performance in the marketing channel relationships. 
 

3.2.3. Marketing channel capabilities for governance 
Relationship-specific resources (assets) have been well-researched in the TCE literature, 
as they can affect the performance of the firms involved in the relationships negatively 
or positively, through the lock-in, bonding, and performance effects (Brown et al., 
2009; Rokkan et al., 2003). A lock-in situation is created by specific resources because 
they are less valuable for alternative uses outside a particular relationship, with the 
opportunism of transacting parties in a lock-in situation posing a transaction difficulty 
to the extent to which a certain exchange is supported by specific resources. A firm 
investing in specific resources faces the hold-up problem, as its counterpart has the 
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ability to appropriate the rent generated from the resources opportunistically (Klein et 
al., 1978). Furthermore, the situation causes the bargaining problem of splitting joint 
value in a small-numbers exchange, leading to increasing transaction costs (Williamson, 
1979). 

The TCE literature assumes that vertical integration with centralized authority has a 
role in reducing transaction costs. However, several studies report that alternative 
measures for governance could effectively reduce the transaction costs. For example, 
market power could play a role as a governance mechanism. Even in the case of 
high-resource specificity, firms with a high degree of market power tend to use 
unintegrated channels. Shervani et al. (2007) found empirical evidence that market 
power acts a deterrent to opportunism and that high resource specificity is significantly 
related to a high degree of forward integration, only when a firm’s market power is low. 

The IMP network approach argues that the firms’ performance depends on how 
they combine their resources with those of their partners to create value (Ivens et al., 
2009; Nyström, 2011; Ritter & Gemünden, 2003). Following the assumption of 
Shervani et al. (2007), firms with a high degree of market power do not have to make a 
forward integration, even in exchange relationships characterized by high asset 
specificity. Similarly, this study assumes that the rising transaction costs caused by 
relationship-specific resources could weaken as marketing channel capabilities increase. 
In other words, high marketing channel capabilities can moderate the negative effects of 
resource specificity. On the other hand, marketing channel capabilities cannot weaken 
the value-enhancing effects of the relationship-specific resources. Thus, the total 
performance effects of specific resources will strengthen as the degree of marketing 
channel capabilities increases. 

 
H3: The positive effects of relationship-specific resources on channel performance 

will likely be greater as the marketing channel capabilities increase. 
 
Environmental uncertainty causes several problems including market imperfection 

and contract enforcement difficulties (Williamson 1985). Additionally, uncertainty 
causes difficulty in adaptation to changing environments and requires firms to promote 
information sharing and processing (Geyskens et al., 2006). In the case of unforeseen 
contingencies, the transacting parties could face conflicts with their counterparties due 
to different interpretation of the environments (John & Weitz, 1988). Thus, firms will 
seek to internalize their transactions to reduce environmental uncertainty (Williamson, 
1985). 
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In marketing channel relationships, manufacturers rely on intermediaries and 
retailers to obtain the consumer’s market information. Thus, manufacturers have to 
enhance the information flow in the marketing channels. Although an integrated channel 
is appropriate for facilitating information sharing (John & Weitz, 1988), vertical 
integration is not the only measure to overcome transaction difficulties as mentioned 
early (Shervani et al., 2007). Since marketing channel capabilities have a role in 
resolving difficulties arising from resource specificity, they are assumed to contribute to 
uncertainty reduction. 

 
H4: The negative effects of demand uncertainty on channel performance will be 

moderated by marketing channel capabilities. 
 

3.2.4. Exploitation capacities and performance 
In recent years, the effects of firms’ capabilities on their performance have drawn the 
attention of marketing researchers (Krasnikov & Jayachandran, 2008). The way by 
which knowledge-based resources are leveraged will significantly influence relationship 
performance (Mouzas & Ford, 2012). Further, the concept of absorptive capacities, 
which refers to the ability to acquire, assimilate, transform, and exploit knowledge from 
outside sources, play an important role in marketing activities (Cohen & Levinthal, 
1990; Ghosh et al., 2006; Zahra & George, 2002). It is critical for manufacturers to 
acquire downstream knowledge and information in marketing channels and to exploit 
them for product development and improvement. Originally, Cohen and Levinthal 
(1990) emphasized exploitation among several aspects of absorptive capacities. 
Exploitation capacity refers to a firm’s organizational capability to exploit knowledge 
acquired from external sources to foster product and process innovation (Cohen & 
Levinthal, 1990; Zahra & George, 2002). In particular, the exploitation capacities are 
crucial for manufacturers’ successful development and implementation of marketing 
strategies. 

Studies on knowledge management acknowledge that sharing knowledge across, as 
well as within, companies is critical for innovation (Grant, 1996; Kogut & Zander, 
1992; Szulanski, 1996). Knowledge is shared among various operational units and 
exploited for planning and implementing product development, production, logistics, 
and sales (Calantone et al., 2002). Manufacturers with exploitation capacities can share 
knowledge with their channel partners effectively and efficiently, and leverage the 
acquired knowledge to develop and improve their products and processes. Thus, the 
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manufacturers’ exploitation capacities are assumed to contribute to enhancing the value 
created in marketing channels. 

 
H5: The exploitation capacities of manufacturers are positively related to channel 

performance in the marketing channel relationships. 
 

3.2.5. Exploitation capacities under uncertainty 
The TCE literature assumes that environmental uncertainty increases transaction 
difficulties, and suggests that the transaction costs, caused by uncertainty, can be 
weakened as the level of vertical integration increases (Williamson, 1979, 1985). If 
manufacturers have exploitation capacities, which refer to the organizational capacity to 
obtain and exploit knowledge and information from their downstream channel partners 
(Cohen & Levinthal, 1990; Ghosh et al., 2006), they could effectively cope with the 
fluctuation in the market demand and ensure that their products and channel services 
meet their customers’ needs, even without using hierarchical channels (Choi & Hara, 
2018). 

 In other words, the exploitation capacities serve as an alternative governance 
mechanism so that they could reduce environmental uncertainty. In line with the above 
discussion, it is assumed that without using integrated channels, manufacturers with 
superior exploitation capacities could reduce the substantial transaction costs that accrue 
under a high degree of uncertainty. 

 
H6: The negative effects of demand uncertainty on channel performance will be 

moderated by the exploitation capacities. 
 

The research model of this study is illustrated in Figure 3.1, with the arrows 
representing the causalities between the constructs in the model. All the causal 
relationships between the variables are predicted to be positive. 

 
3.3. Methodology 
 
3.3.1. Data collection 
In order to conduct a series of empirical analyses, this study used the data set based on 
survey data from Japanese manufacturing companies. The survey data was also used for 
the study in the previous chapter of this dissertation—that is, Study 1: Inter-firm 
integration as a form of activity coordination. With reference to the data source, the 
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number and overviews of samples, and the non-response-bias and key-informant-bias 
checks, see the prier chapter. 

 
Figure 3.1 Research model 

 
 

3.3.2. Measures 
Multi-item measures were used to operationalize all the focal theoretical variables. Each 
item was scaled by seven-point Likert scales (1 = “strongly disagree,” and 7 = “strongly 
agree”). 

Channel performance. This is a construct that consists of the items of the construct 
of differentiation capability introduced by Ghosh and John (2009). This variable 
captures the extent to which the wholesalers’ marketing activities contribute to 
improving the customers’ perception regarding the product differentiation, product 
image, and product reliability. 

Relationship-specific resource. This scale measures the intermediaries’ 
relationship-specific resources. It is a well-established construct in the marketing 
channel literature. Specific resources or assets that are uniquely dedicated to particular 
relationships are commonly observed in channel relationships. For example, channel 
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members often invest in training to distribute the products of particular manufacturers 
(e.g., Anderson, 1985; Anderson & Weitz, 1992; Heide & John, 1988; Jap & Ganesan, 
2000). Similarly, manufacturers often invest in helping and supporting particular 
resellers (e.g., Ganesan, 1994). The construct consists of two types of items: human 
(knowledge-based) and physical resources (e.g., Anderson, 1985, 1988; Anderson & 
Weitz, 1992; Heide & John, 1990). Each of the two types includes two items, 
respectively.  

Marketing channel capability. This scale is composed of three items to measure the 
market power (Shervani et al., 2007) and capabilities associated with channel 
management and selling (Morgan et al., 2009; Vorhies & Morgan, 2005).  

Exploitation capacity. This is a construct that captures the ability to leverage 
knowledge obtained from external sources for the development and improvement of 
products and processes, following Ghosh et al. (2006). Similar to the marketing channel 
capability scale, exploitation capacity is also a manufacturer’s capability, which refers 
to an ability to transfer the downstream knowledge and information within, as well as 
across, organizations, and to exploit them for developing and improving the products 
and processes. 

 Demand uncertainty. This scale refers to the extent to which firms cannot know 
and predict variations in the demand quantity and timing, being a part of environmental 
uncertainty. It is associated with the unpredictable nature of customers’ needs, sales, 
market growth, and competitors’ strategies (Geyskens et al., 1998; John & Weitz, 1988; 
Kumar et al., 1995). 

Tables 3.2 shows the descriptive statistics of all the measures and the correlations 
between every construct pair. 

 
Table 3.2 Descriptive statistics and correlations 

   Correlations 

Constructs M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1. Channel performance 3.53 1.16 1      

2. Relationship-specific resource 3.73 1.23 .29** 1     

3. Marketing channel capability 4.50 1.04 .26** -.17 1    

4. Exploitation capacity 4.39 1.11 .24** .10 .47** 1   

5. Demand uncertainty 3.35 1.09 -.07 .19** -.18** -.05 1  

6. Firm age 73.88 29.03 .03 -.05 .02 .02 -.14** 1 
* p < .05.         

** p < .01.         
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3.3.3. Common method bias assessment 
The issue of common method bias can occur when information on two or more 
constructs is collected from identical informants (Podsakoff & Organ, 1986). Since the 
data regarding the dependent and independent variables in this analysis were collected 
from a single informant, the possibility of a common method bias has to be evaluated. A 
Harman’s one-factor test was performed to assess the extent to which a common 
method bias was present in the data. The results of the exploratory factor analysis of all 
items in the research model show that five factors have eigenvalues greater than one and 
that the first factor accounts for only 23% of the total variance (72%). According to 
Podsakoff and Organ (1986), the results show no evidence of the threat of the issue. 

 
3.3.4. Analysis method 
A hypothesis test was performed following a measure validity assessment. To evaluate 
the measurement model of this analysis, a confirmatory factor analysis was conducted. 
According to the procedures recommended by Fornell and Larcker (1981), the 
convergent and discriminant validity of the multi-item constructs was evaluated. 

The hypotheses of this study were tested using the ordinary least squares regression. 
The full model is statistically expressed as follows: 

 
Channel performance = β0 + β1X1 + β2X2 + β3X3 + β4X4 + β5 X1X2 + β6X2X4 + β7X3X4 

+ control variables + ε, 
where 

X1 = Relationship-specific resource 
X2 = Marketing channel capability 
X3 = Exploitation capacity 
X4 = Demand uncertainty. 
 

Since the regression is conducted with interaction terms, the potential threat of 
multicollinearity between the main effects and the interaction terms has to be mitigated. 
Following Aiken and West (1991), all predictors constituting the interaction terms were 
mean-centered to reduce multicollinearity among the predictors and interaction terms. 

 
3.4. Results 
 
3.4.1. Confirmatory factor analysis 
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To validate the measurement properties of the multi-item scales, a confirmatory factor 
analysis was performed. All the factor loadings are significant. The fit indexes are 
almost acceptable (Bagozzi & Yi, 1988: χ2 = 409.181; df = 125; p < .01; CFI = .918; 
GFI = .896; RMSEA = .078). Additionally, the convergent and discriminant validity of 
the constructs had to be checked. As Table 3.3 shows, Cronbach’s alpha for each 
multi-item construct is greater than .70. The values of CR for all our scales exceed the 
threshold of .60. The values of AVE for the constructs of marketing channel capability 
and exploitation capacity do not exceed .50. However, since the AVE values for 
marketing channel capability (.481) and exploitation capacity (.499) are only slightly 
below .50, it can be considered that the convergent validity of the constructs is adequate 
(Fornell & Larcker, 1981). To assess discriminant validity, this study compared the 
AVE of each latent variable to the shared variance of that variable with each of the other 
variables. No HSV exceeds the relevant AVE (see Table 3.3). Therefore, the 
discriminant validity is satisfied (Fornell & Larcker, 1981) despite the small differences 
between the AVE and HSV for the marketing channel capability and exploitation 
capacity measures. 
 
Table 3.3 Results of the confirmatory factor analysis 

Construct 
Number 

of Items 

Range of 

Std. λ 
α CR AVE HSV 

Channel performance 3 .81-.95 .904 .755 .740 .112 

Relationship-specific resource 4 .60-.89 .845 .829 .730 .099 

Marketing channel capability 4 .59-.88 .814 .768 .481 .413 

Exploitation capacity 3 .67-.76 .754 .739 .499 .413 

Demand uncertainty 4 .74-.89 .880 .806 .525 .054 

χ2 = 409.181; df = 125; p < .01; CFI = .918; GFI = .896; RMSEA = .078 

α: Cronbach’s alpha; CR:�composite reliability; AVE:�average variance extracted; 

HSV: highest shared variance; Std. λ: standardized factor loadings. 

�

 
3.4.2. Hypothesis testing 
The hypotheses suggest that the relationship-specific resources, marketing channel 
capabilities, and exploitation capacities will have positive effects on the channel 
performance manufacturers perceive (H1, H2, and H5). It is also predicted that marketing 
channel capability will have a role as a governance mechanism moderating the paths 
from relationship-specific resource and demand uncertainty to performance (H3 and H4), 
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and that exploitation capacity moderates the relationship between demand uncertainty 
and performance (H6). Table 3.4 shows the estimated results. 

 
Table 3.4 Regression results 

 Model 1 Model 2  

Variables βa SEb βa SEb Hypotheses 

Constant 3.439** .153 3.399** .151  

Main effects      
 Relationship-specific resource (RSR) .277** .046 .261** .046 H1 (supported) 
 Marketing channel capability (MCC) .218** .061 .235** .061 H2 (supported) 
 Exploitation capacity (EC) .119* .057 .123* .057 H5 (supported) 
 Demand uncertainty (DU) -.080 .054 -.093† .053  

Interaction effects      

 RSR × MCC   .109** .041 H3 (supported) 
 DU × MCC   -.141** .035 H4 (Rejected) 
 DU × EC   .117* .051 H6 (supported) 

Control variables      

 Firm age .001 .002 .002 .002  
    

F 14.690 11.076  

R2 .168 .197  

Adjusted R2 .156 .179  

Dependent variable: Channel performance   

a Unstandardized coefficients    

b Standard errors    
† p < .1    

* p < .05    

** p < .01    

 
 

Two models were estimated using the ordinary least squares regression. Model 1 is 
the base model, including relationship-specific resource, marketing channel capability, 
and exploitation capacity as core independent variables and control variables. In Model 
2, the interaction terms (relationship-specific resource × marketing channel capability, 
marketing channel capability × demand uncertainty, and exploitation capacity × demand 
uncertainty) are added. The estimated results show that relationship-specific resource 
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has a significant positive influence on channel performance, thus supporting H1 (β 
= .277, p < .01 in Model 1 and β = .261, p < .01 in Model 2). Marketing channel 
capability, another core predictor in H2, also shows a significant positive relationship 
with channel performance, thus supporting H2 (β = .218, p < .01 in Model 1 and β 
= .235, p < .01 in Model 2). Additionally, exploitation capacity is positively related to 
performance, thus supporting H5 (β = .119, p < .05 in Model 1 and β = .123, p < .05 in 
Model 2). Therefore, the prediction that relationship-specific resource, marketing 
channel capability, and exploitation capacity improve channel performance is 
supported. 

From Table 3.4, the full model (Model 2) explains 18 % of the variance in channel 
performance, with the explanatory power of the model significantly increasing 
compared to Model 1 (∆R² = .023, p < .01). Moreover, the interaction between 
relationship-specific resource and marketing channel capability positively influences the 
channel performance, thus supporting H3 (β = .109, p < .01). Although H4 predicts that 
the coefficient of the interaction term between marketing channel capability and 
demand uncertainty will be positive, the estimated results show that the coefficient is 
significantly negative. Thus, H3 was not supported. Finally, the coefficient of the 
interaction term between exploitation capacity and demand uncertainty is found to be 
positive, thus supporting H6 (β = .117, p < .05). 

Since the interaction terms for H3 and H6 were significant, the slopes of interactions 
were calculated following the simple slope test procedure presented by Aiken and West 
(1992) and Holmbeck (2002). These tests involve estimating the slopes of the 
relationships between the independent variables and channel performance at high and 
low levels of moderators (i.e., at one standard deviation above and below the means). 
With reference to H3, which hypothesizes the interaction effect of relationship-specific 
resource and marketing channel capability on channel performance, the results plotted 
in Figure 3.2 show that the simple slope of the high marketing channel capability group 
is steeper than that of the low group, implying that high (low) marketing channel 
capability fits with a high (low) level of relationship-specific resource. 
Relationship-specific resources also have positive effects on the channel performance of 
both the groups of marketing channel capability. With regard to the post-hoc probing of 
the interaction of demand uncertainty × exploitation capacity (H6), high exploitation 
capacity is co-aligned with high demand uncertainty, and vice versa, as shown in Figure 
3.3. 
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Figure 3.2 The effect of marketing channel capability × relationship-specific capability 
on performance (H3) 

 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3.3 The effect of exploitation capacity × demand uncertainty on performance 
(H6) 
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3.5. Discussion 
 
3.5.1. Theoretical contributions 
This study investigates the issue of resource configuration across firms, that is, how 
firms combine their resources with those of their counterparts in business relationships. 
It aims to clarify the role of resources in improving the relationship performance, 
namely, how different characteristics of resources affect performance in inter-firm 
relationships. Resources are categorized in terms of several dimensions, such as 
physical- or -knowledge-based, specific or non-specific, and so forth. This study 
focuses on relationship-specific resources and firm capabilities including 
knowledge-based resources. 

The findings support the hypothesized effects of the marketing channel capabilities 
and exploitation capacities of manufacturers and the relationship-specific resources of 
their partner wholesalers on the differentiation of the manufacturers’ products. As firms 
rarely create value in isolation, and cooperation between firms has become prevalent 
(Webster, 1992), the results imply that the resources of both parties in a relationship 
significantly improve the relationship performance as a joint benefit. This study 
contributes to the literature on resource configuration and B2B marketing by clarifying 
the performance effects of resources of both parties in relationships. 

More importantly, this study aims to investigate the performance effects of resource 
combination based on the assumption of the ARA model that the performance effects of 
one firm’s resources depend on the resources of the other party in the relationship. It 
focuses on the combination of the wholesalers’ relationship-specific resources and the 
manufacturers’ marketing channel capabilities. Few studies have investigated the 
configuration of resources for both parties in relationships, while most of them focused 
on resource configuration within companies. The findings of this study support the 
ARA model framework’s assumption that the nature of combinations of heterogeneous 
resources of different firms significantly affects the relationship performance. Therefore, 
it deepens our understanding of resource configurations across companies in B2B 
relationships. 

Furthermore, this study examines the roles of resources as a governance mechanism 
across companies, finding that marketing channel capabilities play a role as an 
alternative governance mechanism in inter-firm relationships. As mentioned above, the 
capabilities moderate the path from relationship-specific resources to channel 
performance, although the results do not support the moderating role of the capabilities 
in the relationship between demand uncertainty and channel performance (H4). 
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Additionally, the findings of this study imply that exploitation capacities, which refer to 
the capacities to leverage downstream knowledge and information for developing and 
improving the products and processes, contribute to mitigating the demand uncertainty. 
Previous studies on marketing channels have found several governance structures that 
are alternative to hierarchies, such as power, influence, and dependence (Heide & John, 
1988; Payan & McFarland, 2005, Shervani et al., 2007). Thus, this study also 
contributes to the inter-organizational governance literature. 

 
3.5.2. Limitations and future research 
This study has several limitations. First, it utilizes the same data set (i.e., Japanese 
manufacturing companies) of Study 1, even though the data used in this study include 
several variables that are not used for Study 1. In other words, the limitations regarding 
the data collection that are mentioned in the chapter for Study 1 are also true for this 
study. 

Second, the research model includes only one aspect of performance, that is, 
product differentiation as the dependent variable. Future research is required to examine 
the effects of resource configuration on other performance factors such as financial 
outcomes and operational efficiency. 

Finally, previous studies suggest that some relational governance factors such as 
relational norms and trust mitigate the transaction costs and difficulties. Future research 
should explore other dimensions of the ARA model, that is, the actor-bond dimension, 
including the issues of commitment and trust. The study in the following chapter 
addresses these issues. 

 
3.6. Conclusion 
 
This study addressed the two main issues: how adaptation across firms in terms of 
resource affects relationship performance and how resource combination between 
companies influence performance. First, the analytical results show that as adaptation 
develops in terms of resources, that is, resources become relationship-specific, relational 
performance increases. The tested hypothesis was presented on the basis of a critical 
review of the transaction-cost and organization-design views that are the dominant 
approaches address issues in inter-organizational governance. This study also explored 
inter-firm governance mechanisms alternative to vertical integration. It investigated the 
role of marketing channel capabilities and exploitation capacities as a governance 
mechanism. 
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Second, according to the IMP assumption that relationship performance depends on 
resource complementarity and resource combination between companies, a hypothesis 
regarding the path from combination between relationship-specific resources and 
marketing channel capabilities to relational performance. In addition, the performance 
effect of fit between exploitation capacities and demand uncertainty as an 
environmental factor was statistically supported in the analysis. These are contributions 
of this study to the literature on inter-organizational relationships. 

Finally, several issues remain for future research. Obviously, there is no limit of 
resource combination. It is important to focus on some particular dimensions of 
resources. For example, this study focused on the role of resources as an alternative 
governance mechanism. An immediate purpose of future research is also to find other 
resources for inter-firm governance except marketing channel capabilities and 
exploitation capacities. 
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4. Study 3: Trust building processes in inter-firm 

relationships 
 
 
This chapter is based on the article co-authored with H. Kobayashi and T. Usui, which 
is entitled “Trust building process for new market entrants: A case study of a Japanese 
cosmetics company’s business expansion in China” (Journal of Business and Industrial 
Marketing, 32(6), 2017, 801–812). 
 
https://doi.org/10.1108/JBIM-06-2015-0108 
 
The texts, tables, and figures of this chapter exist in the printed version of this 
dissertation. 
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5. Study 4: A network approach into a trap in network 

orchestration 

 
 
This chapter is based on the article co-authored with T. Endo and H. Kobayashi, which 
is entitled “The hidden abode of network orchestration: The case of de-legitimated 
diesel cars in Japan” (Industrial Marketing Management, 49, 2015, 15-21). 
 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.indmarman.2015.06.001 
 
The texts, tables, and figures of this chapter exist in the printed version of this 
dissertation. 
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6. Conclusion 

 
6.1. Theoretical contributions to the literature on B2B marketing and 

marketing channels 
 
The four studies in this dissertation aimed to examine inter-firm relationship 
management along the three dimensions of the ARA framework of the IMP network 
approach: activity links, resource ties, and actor bonds. The framework provides holistic 
insight into the issue of relationship management. The four studies focused on 
governance issues associated with relationship management. These studies were based 
on not only the IMP network approach but also the marketing channel research stream 
that relies on TCE. Through a comprehensive review of the literature associated with 
these perspectives, research gaps were identified in each of the three dimensions. Each 
study contributes to the literature on IMP and TCE by bridging these gaps. 

First, Study 1 addressed the issue of activity coordination in the activity-link 
dimension. It distinguished the two aspects of inter-firm integration—coordination and 
authority—and demonstrated that each aspect plays a different role in improving 
channel performance. This leads to a contribution to the literature on firm boundaries in 
marketing channels and supply chains. Few prior studies have addressed both 
integration dimensions. This study attempted to explore the joint performance effects of 
governance forms, strategic factors, and environmental factors. It addressed the 
interactions of the two different integration dimensions with product positioning, as a 
strategic factor, and demand and behavioral uncertainty, as an environmental factor. 
Because few studies on marketing channels address the influence of both strategic and 
environmental factors on the choice of governance (Ghosh & John, 1999), this study has 
a significant contribution to these research fields. Particularly, Study 1 focused on the 
issue of complementarity between product strategies and governance forms. In other 
words, the study also dealt with the co-alignment between firms’ product positioning 
strategies and their business models (Zott & Amit, 2008). 

Second, Study 2 aimed to clarify the role of resources in improving the relationship 
performance. In particular, it addressed the issue of how firms combine their resources 
with those of their counterparts in inter-firm relationships. Resource configuration 
across firms has attracted the interest of researchers in the field of B2B marketing. Yet, 
although there are many quantitative empirical studies focusing on the issue within 
organizations, few studies empirically test the performance effects of resource 
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configuration across organizations. Study 2 investigated how the performance effects of 
one firm’s resources depend on the resources of the other party in the relationship while 
also focusing on the co-alignment of the wholesalers’ relationship-specific resources 
and the manufacturers’ marketing channel capabilities. Thus, this study contributed to 
the literature on resource configuration in B2B marketing. 

Another theoretical contribution of the study is that it addressed the governance 
roles of knowledge-based resources, including marketing channel capabilities and 
exploitation capacities, in improving channel performance. The findings imply that 
marketing channel capabilities strengthen the positive performance effect of 
relationship-specific resources and that exploitation capacities contribute to mitigating 
the negative effect of demand uncertainty on channel performance. A small number of 
prior studies have found several alternative governance structures, such as power, 
influence, and dependence (Heide & John, 1988; Payan & McFarland, 2005, Shervani 
et al., 2007). Study 2 also deepened our understanding of governance mechanisms in 
inter-organizational relationships that are alternatives to hierarchies. 

Third, the case analysis in Study 3 examined how the case firm developed the three 
trust components: institutional, cognitive, and affective. The findings show that the 
three trust bases have different roles in building trust in inter-firm relationships. In 
general, institutional factors, such as laws, reputational sanctions, and 
relationship-specific investments, function as deterrents to opportunism by transacting 
entities. In the case, the institutional trust component acted not only as a means of 
controlling opportunistic behavior but also as a basis for development of the cognitive 
and affective bases. Cognitive trust can be labeled as knowledge or competence-based 
trust. The institutional and cognitive trust bases functioned effectively at the early stage 
of the case firm’ business expansion, which were the antecedents of affective trust. The 
results of this case analysis showed that it took longer to build affective trust due to the 
transaction history, the so-called shadow of the past. These findings contribute to the 
IMP research stream on inter-firm trust because existing studies mainly focus on issues 
related to activity coordination and resource configuration, while fewer case studies 
address actor-bond issues (Perna et al., 2012; Ciabuschi et al., 2012; Huemer, 2013). 

Finally, although Studies 1, 2, and 3 dealt with dyadic relationships between firms, 
Study 4 focused on inter-firm networks composed of various actors. Traditionally, IMP 
researchers have viewed business networks as self-organizing systems emerging outside 
of anyone’s control (Håkansson and Ford, 2002; Wilkinson and Young, 2002). 
However, more studies have recently attempted to understand business networks as an 
intentional mode wherein actors can affect the networks to some extent (Möller and 
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Rajala, 2007; Möller et al., 2005). This view of networks as an intentional mode led to 
Study 4, which adopts the concept of network orchestration. Regarding research on 
network orchestration, most previous studies have dealt with only successful cases and 
have focused only on the major actors within the networks. Thus, by bridging the gap, 
this study contributes to the literature on B2B network management. 

 
6.2. Limitations and future research 
 
The quantitative empirical studies (Studies 1 and 2) in this dissertation collected survey 
data from manufacturers on the relationships between manufacturers and wholesalers in 
Japan. Due to the one-sided nature of the data, a CMV bias could be present. Although 
CMV bias was unlikely to be a problem in the data set used for Studies 1 and 2, future 
studies will collect dyadic data from both sides of relationship (both manufacturers and 
wholesalers); otherwise, secondary data must be utilized for the dependent variables 
and/or predictors. In addition, it is desirable to conduct comparative studies across 
countries in order to examine country-specific factors affecting relationship 
management. Because the data utilized for the studies in this dissertation were collected 
in only Japan, the analytical results might have been affected by factors specific to the 
country. For example, it is well-known that relational norms and trust are often 
observed as governance mechanisms alternative to the hierarchy in Japan rather than 
Western counties. 

In Study 3, a case analysis regarding a trust-development process across firms was 
conducted. Although the longitudinal case study method employed in Study 3 was 
appropriate to demonstrate the trust building process, it is desirable to demonstrate the 
performance effects of inter-firm trust. Thus, future research should test them by 
establishing more comprehensive models that also include relationship attributes such 
as trust and commitment. 

Network approaches are required to understand interactions among actors in 
business networks composed of various actors. Study 4 attempted to understand 
inter-firm networks holistically. However, its case analysis was limited to the short term 
in which diesel cars became illegitimate. It only examined the effects of this event on 
the network. Future studies need to conduct longitudinal case analyses to understand the 
processes by which business networks are organized, disorganized, and reorganized. 
Study 4 is also characterized by the use of text data. To examine changes in network 
logics that refer to the rationale behind actors’ behavior and actions in industrial 
networks. (Håkansson and Snehota, 1995), content analyses using textual data from 
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mass media are useful. Future studies will also conduct content analyses to address the 
issue of how network logics change. 
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Appendix 

 
Appendix A Examples of case studies utilizing the ARA model 

Study Method Context Underpinning 

dimension 

Main findings 

Veludo et al. 

(2004) 

Single case 

study 

Opel Portugal 

and its direct 

suppliers in 

Portugal 

AL: Information 

sharing, flexibility, 

and coordination 

AB: Trust, dealer 

help, and continuity 

The relationships are based on low levels of trust 

and high levels of flexibility in delivery. They are 

also mutually beneficial and are characterized by 

low coordination and absence of joint problem 

solving. 

     

Partanen et al. 

(2008) 

Multiple 

longitudinal 

case study 

The networks of 

three SMEs in 

the bio-pharma, 

environmental, 

and software 

industries 

RT: Knowledge, 

technology, 

marketing, and 

distribution 

AB: Personal 

relationships and 

trust-based ties 

Importance of the following three types of 

networks and relationships varies across the 

growth phases: the knowledge, innovation, 

technology, and financing networks, the 

distributors, marketing, and reputation networks, 

and the multifunctional networks. 

     

Westerlund & 

Svahn (2008) 

Multiple 

case study 

The 

relationships of 

eight SME 

software 

companies 

AL: Flexibility and 

adaptability in 

collaborations 

RT: Knowledge, 

technology, 

marketing, and 

distribution 

AB: Perceived trust 

The aspects of social capital creating value 

—cognitive, structural, and relational—vary 

according to the three types of relationships such 

as research and development, marketing and 

distribution, and business facilitation and 

support. 

     

Baraldi & 

Strömsten 

(2009) 

Single case 

study 

The 

relationships of 

a small biotech 

company 

RT: Resource 

combination and 

control 

The three different control mechanisms are 

identified in the innovation process: action, 

result, and personnel controls. The controls in the 

case can be seen either general or specific, either 

open or closed, and either direct or indirect.  

 

    Continued. 
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Study Method Context Underpinning 

dimension 

Main findings 

Finch et al. 

(2010) 

Multiple 

case study 

The 

relationships of 

companies 

including a 

daily company 

and an 

advertising 

agency. 

AL: Trust as a 

heuristic action 

RT: Resource 

mobilization 

AB: Social capital 

Trust is fragile and vulnerable. The vulnerability 

has at least two sources: the uncertainties 

associated with the qualities of mobilized 

resources as well as counterparts. The findings 

also include interplays between economic and 

social capital in connection with trust. 

     

Baraldi et al. 

(2011) 

Single 

longitudinal 

case study 

The network of 

an SME of the 

eco-sustainable 

technology 

RT: Interfaces 

between tangible 

and intangible 

resources that 

transform new 

technologies into 

innovations 

The three settings are involved in embedding an 

innovation: developing, producing, and using. 

Technology embedding is accompanied by 

downstream network expansion and upstream 

restrictions. Conflicts among actors increase in 

the producing and using. The more 

heterogeneous the shapes of a technology, the 

easier it will be to embed it in the three settings 

of developing, producing and using. 

     

Anderson et al. 

(2011) 

Single case 

study 

The networks 

related to new 

mobile payment 

and ticketing 

services 

AL: Activity 

patterns and activity 

interdependence 

RT: Resource 

combination 

AB: network 

structure of actors 

Emergence of the mobile payment and ticketing 

services created new values, changed actors’ 

roles, caused associated technological 

development. Additionally, it created new 

combinations of resources and cooperation 

patterns within and between networks.  

 

     

Lundberg & 

Anderson 

(2012) 

Single case 

study 

Relationships 

between 

companies, 

government, 

and universities 

AL: Joint activities 

RT: Resource 

sharing and 

development 

Examining the wider business context including 

nonbusiness organizations enables identification 

of new dimensions for each ARA variable. 

Cooperative activities and sharing resources 

facilitate companies’ access further resources for 

R&D development. 

    Continued. 
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Study Method Context Underpinning 

dimension 

Main findings 

Ciabuschi et al. 

(2012) 

Single 

longitudinal 

case study 

The 

relationships of 

an automotive 

venture 

RT: Resource 

combination 

Due to partial knowledge of how to combine 

resources, firms need to extensively adapt and 

interact with others to make resource 

combination workable. 

     

Huemer (2013) Single 

longitudinal 

case study 

The networks of 

Chilean salmon 

farming 

AB: Actors features Based on the case study, the paper provides a 

conceptual framework and presents a synthesis of 

identity layers (actor features–activities) and 

processes (internal control–external influence). 

     

Olsson et al. 

(2013) 

Single case 

study 

The operations 

of a global 

distributor of 

mobile phones 

in Sweden 

AL: Activity 

coordination 

RT: Resource 

positioning 

AB: Actors position 

Numerous value-generating opportunities are 

available for a middleman. The variety of 

middleman roles is explained by the ARA model. 

     

Jraisat et al. 

(2013) 

Multiple 

case study 

Relationships 

between 

producers and 

exporters in 

export supply 

chains 

AB: Information 

sharing 

Information sharing in business relationships is 

positively related to performance of export 

supply chains. Long-term and joint planning 

tends to trigger sharing wider types of 

information. 

. 

     

Insanic & 

Gadde (2014) 

Single case 

study 

Business 

networks in the 

PC industry 

AL: Activity 

coordination 

RT: Resource 

combination 

Interaction and information exchange among 

firms condition activity coordination and 

resource combination. 

    Continued. 
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Study Method Context Underpinning 

dimension 

Main findings 

Crespin-Mazet 

et al. (2014) 

Single case 

study 

The network 

supporting the 

actual use of 

AEDs 

AL: Activity 

coordination 

RT: Resource 

combination 

The paper introduces the concept “usage 

network” that reflects a plurality of actors such as 

public institutions, sponsors, associations, and 

opinion beyond users. The network actors 

combine their idiosyncratic resources to relate 

and interact with users. The actors transform the 

original innovative product and the resource 

combination to additional solutions. Moreover, 

the paper shows the roles of boundary actors in 

coordination of various actors’ activities. 

     

Pinheiro et al. 

(2015) 

Single case 

study 

The community 

of biological 

sciences in 

Portugal 

AL: Activity 

interdependence 

AB: Trust, 

commitment, and 

shared interests 

Shared interests and mutual benefits in 

university-industry relationships promote their 

activities. Trust and commitment are not 

ubiquitous at the outset, but develop as partners’ 

interdependence grows. 

     

Alenius et al. 

(2015) 

Single case 

study 

The supplier 

network of a 

large grocery 

retailer 

RT: Resource 

combination 

Open book accounting functions a tool for 

managing interdependencies between companies. 

It is used to affect indirect relationships as used 

for influencing the second tier suppliers. 

Additionally, it also has a role in new resource 

combination and in identification of new 

interfaces. 

     

Crespin-Mazet 

et al. (2015) 

Single case 

study 

The network 

surrounding a 

proton therapy 

project in 

Sweden 

RT: Resource 

adaptation 

The choice to enter a partnering agreement seems 

mainly due to the project's functional challenge. 

Once a positive experience of project partnering 

gained, the subsequent choice of partners 

depends on high relational congruence. 

Adaptations of various resources of parties in a 

relationship creates benefits for both of them. 

    Continued. 
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Study Method Context Underpinning 

dimension 

Main findings 

Sundquist et al. 

(2015) 

Single case 

study 

Relationships in 

the construction 

industry 

AL: Activity 

interdependence 

RT: Resource 

exploitation 

AB: Relationship 

building 

The paper investigates alternative approaches 

into make-or-buy decisions in the three respects 

of the ARA model: activity, resource, and actor 

layers. The conclusions show that what approach 

is the best depends on which aspects are 

considered most crucial in the specific contexts. 

     

Finke et al. 

(2016) 

Single case 

study 

The 

public-private 

network for 

responses to 

climate change 

in Germany 

AL: Collective 

actions 

AB: Tie strength 

Companies fail to collectively respond to climate 

changes because of their multiple interests The 

multiplicity of interests includes the following 

sub-barriers: economic reasoning, weak actor 

bonds, and different perceptions of the rules of 

the game.  

     

Hedvall et al. 

(2016) 

Multiple 

case study 

Networks of 

transport 

services 

AL: Activity 

interdependence 

RT: Resource 

interdependence 

AB: Actor 

interdependence 

The cross-case analysis identifies the three 

general dimensions in which the network settings 

differ. First, the buying firms' influence on the 

vehicles utilization differs. Second, the division 

of labor regarding coordination of vehicle 

operations differs. Third, the nature of the 

transport needs plays an important role in 

coordination of transport activities. 

     

Bayne et al. 

(2017) 

Multiple 

case study 

The networks in 

Australian 

agri-business 

AL: Developing 

activity patterns 

RT: Utilizing 

resource 

constellations	  

AB: Building actor 

webs 

Building actor webs and collective sensemaking 

are associated with strategic network 

effectiveness, whereas developing activity 

patterns and utilizing resource constellations 

contribute to network efficiency. There are 

potential trade-offs between network 

effectiveness and efficiency in relation to overall 

network performance. 

    Continued. 
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Study Method Context Underpinning 

dimension 

Main findings 

Pagani & Pardo 

(2017) 

Multiple 

case study 

Digitization in 

five different 

industrial 

sectors 

AL: Activity 

coordination 

RT: Resource 

combination 

AB: Creating new 

bonds 

This paper shows that the ARA model is useful 

to describe how changes proceed in networks. Its 

case studies on digital solutions for businesses 

identify the three types of digitalization: 

activity-links-, resource-ties-, and 

actor-bonds-centered. 

     

Bocconcelli et 

al. (2018) 

Single case 

study 

The 

relationships of 

a small Italian 

supplier with 

large customers 

in the 

mechanical 

sector 

RT: Resource 

coordination 

The findings includes that resource development 

is associated with interaction processes among 

organizational units belonging to the supplier as 

well as its customers and that specific 

standardized and joint coordination mechanisms 

can effectively combine and integrate technical 

and organizational resources. 

     

O'Toole & 

McGrath (2018) 

Longitudinal 

and 

comparative 

case study 

Strategizing of 

two new 

ventures in 

Ireland 

AL: Activity 

interaction 

RT: Resource 

interaction 

AB: Actor 

interaction 

The findings show two distinct approaches to 

strategizing for network capability development: 

emergent and deliberate. Further, nine patterns 

were identified in the two strategizing processes. 
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Appendix B Constructs and items for Studies 1 and 2 
Channel 1. Channel’s contribution to product differentiation 

 performance  2. Channel’s contribution to improvement of customers’ perception of the product image 

 

3. Channel’s contribution to improvement of customers’ perception of the product 

reliability 

    
Coordination 1. Differentiated wholesalers’ marketing and logistics activities for the products 

 integration 2. Customized wholesalers’ marketing and logistics endeavors for the products 

 3. Coordinated wholesalers’ marketing and logistics endeavors for the products 

 4. Relationship-specific wholesalers’ marketing and logistics activities 

  
Authority 1. Control over wholesalers’ pricing  

 integration 2. Control over wholesalers’ promotion 

 3. Control over wholesalers’ logistics 

 4. Control over wholesalers’ sales endeavors 

  
Product 1. Novel products 

 uniqueness 2. Products with innovative technologies 

 3. Remarkable product improvement 

 4. Products with novel attributes 

 5. Unique products 

  
Demand 1. Unpredictable consumer needs 

 uncertainty 2. Unpredictable sales volume 

 3. Unpredictable market growth 

 4. Unpredictable competitors' actions 

  
Behavioral 1. Difficult assessment of wholesalers’ sales performance 

 uncertainty 2. Difficult observation of wholesalers’ marketing and logistics endeavors. 

 3. Difficult evaluation of wholesalers’ activity efficiency 

    
Relationship- 1. Specific facilities dedicated to distributing the products 

 specific 

 resource 

2. Relationship-specific tools and equipment  

3. Specific experience and skills 

 

4. Investments in personnel dedicated to selling the products 

  
Continued. 
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Marketing 1. High sales performance 

 channel 

capability 

2. Capable sales forces 

3. High market share 

 

4. Capabilities for channel management and selling 

  
Exploitation 1. Cross-functional teams to exploit information from customer for product development 

 capacity 2. knowledge systems to transfer our experience from one customer context to another 

 

3. Company-wide systems to help customers understand our technological capabilities 
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Appendix C List of interviews for Study 3 
 
The table here is in the article co-authored with H. Kobayashi and T. Usui, which is 
entitled “Trust building process for new market entrants: A case study of a Japanese 
cosmetics company’s business expansion in China” (Journal of Business and Industrial 
Marketing, 32(6), 2017, 801–812). 
 
https://doi.org/10.1108/JBIM-06-2015-0108 
 
The table exists in the printed version of this dissertation. 
 
 


