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Idea Logics and Network Theory in Business Marketing
Abstract
We argue that the model of relationships and networks proposed by the IMP group in terms of actors, activities and resources (AAR), which forms the basis of much IMP research, needs to be extended to incorporate a fourth dimension of relations and networks, namely that of ideas or schemas.  These schemas are the way managers make sense of their world and the interactions taking place with other organizations and represent a different kind of dynamical force shaping relationship and network development.  We use an extended longitudinal case study to illustrate the role of firms’ schemas in shaping the evolution of a business network and consider the research and management implications arising from this additional network dimension.

Idea Logics and Network Theory in Business Marketing

1. Introduction
There is a rapidly expanding literature concerning the role and importance of interfirm and buyer/seller relations and networks in business marketing (e.g. Achrol 1997, Achrol and Kotler 1999, Anderson et al 1994, Moller and Halinen 1999).  Various models of aspects of interfirm relations have been proposed and tested in a variety of business marketing and channels contexts (e.g. Anderson and Narus 1990, Morgan and Hunt 1994, Wilson 1995). A significant contributor to the development of theory and research in this area is the Industrial Marketing and Purchasing (IMP) group.  This group of primarily European based researchers started in the 1970s and has conducted many studies of interfirm relations, including many in-depth case studies as well as major empirical surveys of relations and networks in a variety of domestic and international contexts (eg. Axelsson and Easton 1992, Ford 1997, Johanson and Mattsson 1994, Turnbull et al. 1996). 

The focus of IMP researchers has been on the nature and role of interactions, relations and networks in business markets and a central part of their analysis rests on an actors, activities and resources (AAR) model as the fundamental dimensions of relations (e.g. Hakansson and Snehota 1995).  In this paper we argue that the AAR model might usefully be extended to incorporate a fourth dimension of relations and networks, namely that of ideas or schemas. Idea logics are confounded with actors and resources in the current AAR model but have their own character and structure which impacts on network structure and operations, and interacts with the other three dimensions.  Drawing on empirical evidence from a longitudinal case study of an international sugar industry network, we trace the evolution of idea logics and their impact on network membership, structure, behavior and development.

2. The AAR Model and Idea Logics
The IMP group views business relationships as comprising three “layers” or “effect parameters” (Håkansson & Snehota 1995): activity links, resource ties and actor bonds.  Activity links refer to the connections among operations that are carried out within and between firms in networks and how mutual adaptations in activities take place between relationship partners. Resource ties develop as companies exchange or access each other’s resources (broadly defined) in carrying out their activities, in the process often transforming and adapting existing resources and creating new resources. Actor bonds refer to the ways individual and collective (organizational) actors in a relationship perceive and respond to each other both professionally and socially.  These bonds arise over time and are mutually adapted through the knowledge and experience gained in interaction.  They affect the way actors view and interpret situations, as well as their identities in relation to each other and to third parties. Bonds include the closeness-distance, degree of commitment, power-dependence, degree of cooperation, and conflict and trust among relationship partners. 

Both suppliers and customers in a focal business relationship are in turn connected to other parties that affect the exchange, forming a business network comprising “a set of two or more connected business relationships” (Anderson et al. 1994, p. 2).  Hence, the actor bonds, activity links and resource ties that evolve in a single dyadic relationship are connected to a wider web of actors, activity patterns and resource constellations comprising the business network.

IMP theories identify the development of shared cognition as one dimension of relationship and network development but it is not clear how such cognitions fit within the AAR conceptual framework. The most obvious link is with actor bonds, as shared cognition plays a role in the development of actor bonds within relationships. Actor bonds both create, and are dependent on, shared meanings, perceptions and norms. Over time, the network develops shared understandings, “a kind of network logic” (Håkansson & Snehota 1995). However, shared cognition is also important in the development of activity links and resource ties. As activities are adapted, modified and created, the emergent pattern of behaviour is “rationalized” by actors and “given a meaning that keeps the activity structure together” (p. 53).  In the case of resource ties, learning takes place about the use, combination and re-combination of resources. The shared knowledge that develops within relationships influences the structure and content of resource ties. The resource constellation of a network “provides a favourable setting” for learning, making innovative resource use possible (p. 142). Yet at the same time, the shared wisdom accumulated in this process constrains and conditions the way in which resources are connected and adapted. Because the development of shared ideas and meanings affects each AAR dimension in different ways, we suggest analyzing it as a separate network process.

We argue that a focus on meanings, logics, norms, theories, recipes, knowledge systems, paradigms, cognitive maps, ideologies, schemas, scripts and mental models – in short, ideas – can contribute to our understanding of network development and behaviour. Ideas encompass the perceptions individuals and organisations have about self and others, their beliefs or “theories” about how the world functions, norms about appropriate behaviour, attitudes toward particular issues as well as values concerning what is desirable. As in the case of actors, activities and resources, ideas are shared and shaped through interaction. It is this collective, intersubjective nature of ideas which is the focus of this paper.

Support for our view comes from the work of other researchers.  Thus Hellgren, et al. (1993) believe that existing IMP theory downplays the role of “meaning”, neglecting an important dynamic within networks. They argue, as part of their “force-field” analysis, that the “relational” dimension discussed by the network approach should be supplemented with an account of the ideological dimension within industries. They propose to remedy this neglect with the concept of “industrial wisdom”, which they define as “shared beliefs about the competitive rules of the game and the structural freedom of action within an industrial field.” (p. 93).  Fairhead and O’Sullivan (1997) also argue that the actors, activities resources model should be extended to include underlying patterns of cognition and sense making processes.

Like these researchers, it is our contention that the connections between ideas within and between organisations are still not well developed and understood in network theories, and have become confounded with the analysis of other dimensions.  By focusing attention on ideas and how they are interconnected and adapted to each other, we introduce another force driving network behaviour, development and evolution. Ideas are a co-evolutionary force in networks: actors act in networks according to ideas which themselves evolve through interaction.  Ideas are in part socially constructed as well as communicated through intra- and inter-organisational interactions and relations (Easterby Smith et. al. 1999). As ideas change and evolve they affect the actor, resource and activity structures of networks; at the same time, changes in the AAR dimensions flow through to the idea logic of a network 

In focusing on the role of ideas in inter-firm relationships, we are engaging with a trend in the social sciences variously labelled “the interpretive turn” and “the cognitive revolution”. This “revolution” was sparked by new theories of social cognition in ethnomethodology, phenomenological sociology, hermeneutics, cognitive psychology and the “new” institutionalism.  The central concern of such theories is how individuals and groups make sense of the social world of which they are a part. Reality is not seen as external to human interpretation, or verstehen, but is constructed by our understanding of it; by interpreting the reality around them, actors change and structure it. Human action is based on existing preconceptions derived in part from an individual’s social world; at the same time, as individual act according to their preconceptions they induce changes to the world around them. Individual cognition and the social world therefore constitute each other.  

In marketing such approaches have been used to study the way consumers make sense of their world and the role that consumption experiences play (e.g. Arnould and Wallendorf 1994; Calder 1977; Thompson 1998).  However, little work has been done to understand the way organizational participants make sense of their world.  But this is not the case in other management disciplines. Interpretive approaches have gained ground in organizational behaviour and strategic management since the 1980s (eg. Bartunek 1984; Isabella 1990), with research focusing on three different levels of cognition in organizational settings. The first, that of the managerial level, examines the information processing of individual managers. Such research has focused on the mental maps of managers and the way they use devices such as heuristics, biases, analogies and prototypes to make sense of the complex world around them (eg. Fiol and Huff 1992, Schwenk 1985). The second level of research is organizational, with researchers seeking to explain how “collective cognitions” emerge within firms (eg. Langfield-Smith 1992). Institutionalist and cognitive accounts turn their attention to the ways in which shared meaning systems develop and are regularised in social interaction. Organizations are viewed as “socially constructed systems of shared meaning” (Smircich & Stubbart 1985, p. 724), not just formalized patterns of behaviour. Meaning is institutionalized when it develops a “taken-for-granted” nature in organizational life. 

The third level of cognition discussed in existing management literature is the one with the most relevance to this paper, because it concerns inter-organizational relations. This strand of cognitive research examines the way in which a distinct body of knowledge is generated and shared among firms. This set of shared ideas is most often analysed at an industry level and is variously termed “strategic frames” (Huff 1982), “industry recipes” (Spender 1989), “industry mindsets” (Phillips 1996) or “business communities” (Eriksson et al. 1996). Porac et al. (1989) take a slightly different approach, with their focus being competitive groups. They find that the structure of resource exchanges in a value chain affects the information flow and idea structure of firms, while at the same time the prevailing “mental models” inform the decisions which firms make about resource exchange. The result, they find, “is a competitive arena defined by symmetrical mental models throughout the value chain” (1989, p. 410). In other words, the mental models of firms align themselves over time, producing “cognitive communities” which span the boundaries of firms.

Only limited attention has been given to such cognitive theories in the business-to-business marketing literature.  Perhaps the closest is work on the concept of relationship norms. For example, a recent study of buyer-seller relationships includes “cooperative norms” among its six relationship “connectors” (Cannon & Perreault 1999).  However, the antecedents and dynamics of such norms are not well understood, as the authors of a seminal work on norms acknowledge (Heide & John 1992). Lusch and Brown (1996) find that the presence of relational norms are positively related to high bilateral dependency between buyer and seller, and a long-term orientation on the part of the parties to the relationship. They concede that their model is limited, and that other constructs ​¾ such as trust, commitment and bureaucratic structure ¾ may be connected to the development of relational norms. The cognitive literature suggests that an additional construct, that of mental models, may also be a contributing factor to the development of individual and shared behavioral norms in business relationships, and that its role is worth exploring.  

Other research in the channels area has drawn attention to the role of firms’ cognitive structures in shaping conflict and communication between firms.  Research on the sources of conflict among firms have identified lack of shared meanings as sources of conflict, including differences in firms’ perceptions of reality and expectations and domain dissensus as causes (eg. Rosenbloom 1999).  For example, a classic early study by Wittreich (1962) demonstrated how the different meanings small versus large firms attach to their role and purpose affect the problems of conflict and communication.  Another example is the work of Hakkio and Pirjo (1998), who examined how relationship communication behaviour is affected by the degree of shared product meaning of channel members.  

While ideas have been shown to be an important dimension of inter-organizational relations, the question remains as to how they might be incorporated into the IMP “market-as-networks” approach.  Table 1 depicts the place of ideas in the scheme of analysis of industrial networks.  It is an extension of the scheme described by Håkansson and Snehota (1995) and therefore we only describe the dimension of ideas that we have added.  The rows of the table refer to the four dimensions of relations and networks: actors, activities, resources and ideas.  The columns reflect three levels of analysis: the organization, relationship and network.  Interactions occur among all cells in the matrix; change in any one of the dimensions affects the rest. 

Table 1 about here

At the level of the organization are schemas, which refer to the systems of ideas underlying an organization’s actions and responses (Gell-Mann 1995).  Because organizations are collective actors an organization’s schema is the product of the interaction among the schemas of those individuals comprising it, i.e. schemas are co-produced within the organization through the internal and external interactions of its members.  An organization’s schema may be in part explicit as when it is written down in the form of objectives, values, missions, plans, technologies and blueprints.  But it is also tacit and embedded in the machinery and equipment employed and in the behaviour and ongoing interactions taking place in the organization and with other organizations.  Badaracco (1989) identifies different levels of knowledge embeddedness within an organization: within an individual craftsmen, within teams, and within the organization. 

A relationship develops between two organizations as activity links, resource ties, actor bonds and schema couplings are formed. The latter reflect the way the schemas of two organizations become interrelated and adapted to each other over time in such a way as to be consistent with the ongoing relationship.  Schema couplings are driven by the desire for people to maintain consonance among their various cognitions, including those related to the ongoing experience of interactions with the relationship partner.  

At the level of the business network we may identify schema configurations, which are the pattern of co-adapted ideas characterising a network and which underlie its functioning.  Other terms that suggest themselves as descriptors of the pattern of beliefs and values underlying network action and response are network cultures, paradigms, ideologies or recipes. The configuration of ideas and schemas within and between organizations in a network is embedded in the network of relations among organizations (Badaracco 1989):

Toyota’s knowledge of how to make cars lies embedded in highly specialized social and organisational relationships that have evolved through decades of common effort. It rests in routines, information flows, ways of making decisions, shared attitudes and expectations, and specialized knowledge that Toyota managers, workers, suppliers and purchasing agents, and others have about different aspects of their business, about each other, and about how they all can work together (ibid p 87).

Such configurations of schemas and ideas emerge in a bottom-up, self-organising way through the micro interactions and schema couplings developing among network actors (Holland 1998).  Figure 1 depicts the processes involved in terms of the interactions among three organisations.  Over time the actions, reactions and feedback result in single loop and double loop learning and the co-adaptation of ideas, bonds, activities and resources.  Organizations act and react based on their schemas, which in turn leads to actions and reaction by others which affect the outcomes of individual organizations’ actions.  Persistent patterns of schema configurations, together with their behavioural manifestations, may be conceptualised as network attractors, ie. self-reinforcing patterns of ideas and resulting actions and interactions within a network that are more or less stable and adapted to the network environment (Wilkinson & Young, forthcoming). 

Figure 1 about here

Introducing new ideas into a business network and connecting them to existing ideas can have important effects on actor bonds, activity links, resources ties in the network, as well as on schema couplings.  They can introduce dissonance and tension into the network leading to adaptations of various kinds.  They can undermine existing relationship and network attractors, engendering a process of adaptation that may eventually lead to a new configuration of actors, activities, resources and schemas, ie. a new network attractor.  The nature of these change processes is demonstrated in the case study below, which describes two networks as idea constructions. We highlight the way changes in the system of ideas, the introduction of new ideas and the way they are linked to existing ideas impacts on the structure and operation of the network.

3. The Case Study:  International Sugar Networks before and during EEC negotiations
The case study focuses on the development of the business networks associated with British sugar imports over a 30-year period  – from 1950 to 1980. The case forms part of a more extensive longitudinal project that analyzes a range of networks involving an Australian sugar exporter (1950-1990). The time period and network discussed in this article was chosen because it was the one displaying the most deep-seated and fundamental changes in ideas, and for which material was publicly available. In this sense, the network during the time period discussed in this paper represent a “critical” or “intense” case of the phenomenon under study (eg. Patton 1990). The data was collected via in-depth interviews with network actors from a range of organizations involved and from the analysis of surviving archival records. While the case is historical, the passage of time means that key archival sources are now available and surviving informants no longer felt they were bound by the same confidentiality pressures that would have once guarded their responses. As a result it was possible to undertake the type of longitudinal study required to identify shifts in ideas, which would be hard to detect if studying a shorter episode of time. The network will be analyzed in terms of its idea logic, whose evolution is shown to have a profound impact on the other dimensions of the network.

3.1 The Empire configuration

During World War II the British Ministry of Food had depended on imports from Commonwealth countries to supply the population with raw sugar. The future of this wartime trade became an issue of intense negotiations once peace was declared. Eventually a formal agreement, the Commonwealth Sugar Agreement (CSA), was signed in 1951 between the Ministry of Food and the industries of five Commonwealth sugar producing countries (Australia, South Africa, British West Indies, Mauritius and Fiji). The CSA guaranteed that Britain would import annually a certain quota from each country at a price “reasonably remunerative to efficient producers”, to be set at a “negotiated price” according to an agreed formula. The Agreement initially committed the British Government for a period of eight years, but it was routinely extended until 1974 when it was terminated. Under the terms of the Agreement price and quota issues were negotiated annually between the Ministry of Food – later the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food (MAFF) – with “negotiated price” sugar then being refined by Tate & Lyle, the monopoly British refiner. As a result of this agreement Australia and other exporters expanded their sugar production for export.

In the CSA cooperation between buyer, MAFF, and sellers, the Commonwealth sugar producers, was intense. The exporters wielded considerable influence over British sugar policy at this time. The negotiated price for Commonwealth sugar was in most years higher than the free market price, yet the Government defended the Agreement despite protests from British industrial users of refined sugar that prices were too high, and it even curtailed the expansion of domestic beet sugar production. MAFF and the exporters set up joint working parties for discussion, adhered to unofficial rules and norms of behaviour, and followed regular procedures for the annual price negotiations. Close and consensual actor bonds also developed among the exporters, who over the years formalised their ad hoc consultations and discussions. A central administrative unit, the Commonwealth Sugar Exporters’ Association (CSEA), was established, and a series of working parties met on a regular basis. 

One explanation for this close cooperation is the common schema configuration that connected the parties to the Agreement. The CSA was initially negotiated and functioned in the dying days of the British Empire, and in the early years imperial values bound both buyer and sellers. All parties used the language of mutual obligation and solidarity: Britain, in terms of its duty as colonial master to improve the living standards of its territories and, more immediately, to reward its Empire partners for supplying it with sugar throughout the Second World War often at below-cost prices; while the exporters agreed to expand their production as quickly as possible to meet the needs of the mother country, which in view of its dollar shortage had to turn to sterling supplies in order to end sugar rationing. These mutual obligations were reflected in the agreement that was produced. Britain would supply the exporters with long-term security of access, price and quantity; in return the exporters would provide a guaranteed supply of sugar. The exchange which took place was infused with meaning beyond that of the product being bought and sold.

3.2 From Empire to development configuration

The imperial values of the CSA were seen as highly favourable to the CSA producers; the industrial sugar user associations occasionally complained that the producers had a more privileged network position than that of domestic interests such as themselves. As the British Empire quickly disintegrated in the post-War period of decolonisation, the CSA, and the position of the producers, might well have been expected to come into question. However, the “Empire” configuration was replaced with a “development” configuration. As issues of North-South justice came to the fore in the post-War trading system, and were institutionalised with the convening of the first UNCTAD conference, the CSA was increasingly portrayed, particularly by the British Government, as a model example of development assistance. This view spread from the Government throughout the existing network: it dominated the schema couplings between MAFF and the exporters; and although Tate & Lyle and the industrial users were never fully converted to the development logic, they did not oppose it and were prepared to align themselves with the prevailing configuration.

While Australia’s membership of the CSA was anomalous from the start, since (apart from South Africa, which left the CSA when it was expelled from the Commonwealth) it was the sole developed sugar-producing country, it could nevertheless make a claim to special treatment as a Dominion within the Empire. But once the Agreement was viewed largely as a development vehicle, Australia’s position in the network was increasingly regarded as illegitimate. Change in network schemas therefore impacted on the web of actors; in other words, the identity and position of various actors in relation to each other. Although it was the most efficient and reliable supplier of all the Commonwealth producers, Australia nevertheless found its network membership had come into question.

The shift in schemas also posed a dilemma within the ranks of the British Government. Those departments, notably the Treasury, which sought to alter or even overturn the Agreement, found it difficult to make headway. The Government held numerous internal reviews of the CSA but could never agree to abandon it. While the Government acknowledged that most of the original reasons for signing the CSA had dissipated, the dependence of its present and former colonies had remained. The Government remained divided, with the Treasury on one side, the Colonial Office on the other, and MAFF split down the middle. Conflict between the schemas of individual Government departments was often intense.

Just as actor bonds and norms were affected by the shift in schemas, so were resource ties. When the CSA was signed, it was agreed that a remunerative price for Commonwealth sugar would be decided on the basis of a formula that would calculate changes in the average costs of sugar production in the exporting countries and territories. However, the British Government became concerned about the inflationary effects of the formula. In the 1960s, after years of negotiation, it finally succeeded in having the formula replaced, thus affecting resource ties in the network. Instead of a uniform price that reflected rises in production costs, the negotiated price was linked to the prevailing world price, with additional payments made to developing countries. Whereas under the original price formula exporters who could improve their productivity benefited most from the uniform price, remuneration was now directly linked to the producer’s level of economic development. The change in the schema configuration of the CSA therefore caused a shift in the distribution of resources among network actors.

However, the rise of the new configuration was in conflict with existing network activities and actor bonds. The institutionalised routines governing network activities, which had been formulated in the “Empire” period, proved an obstacle to those attempting to reshape the Agreement. The CSEA proved a successful advocate against change, and the fact that cooperation among the exporters was so well established meant that they were able to present a united front against the British Government.  As a result, the “Empire” configuration of the CSA network was prolonged after it had faded in other parts of economic and political life in Britain. The CSEA was able to use established rules and procedures in their negotiations with MAFF that stalled any reform efforts on the part of the Government.

In these ways, the schema configuration of the CSA interacted with the actor bonds, resource ties and activity links of the network. Modification of the prevailing schema configuration caused dissonance in the AAR dimensions of the network. Existing actor bonds and resource ties came under pressure as the development configuration gained ground, while the existing activity patterns and actor bonds which had been institutionalised in the CSA constrained the adoption of the new configuration.

3.3 Schematic conflict

The third stage of the case study concerns the way the network evolved in response to Britain’s attempts to join the EEC. When Britain applied to join the EEC in 1961 membership was not seen as a threat to the continuation of the CSA. However, by 1963, when negotiations were broken off by de Gaulle, the British Government had realised that EEC governments were hostile to an arrangement which gave non-EEC producers favourable treatment. This opposition had only strengthened by the time of Britain’s second application in 1967 and the British Government announced that, while it was prepared to negotiate for concessions to developing sugar producers, these provisions would exclude Australia. The same policy applied to Britain’s third, and successful, membership bid in 1970. The Commonwealth producers realised that they would have to fight to preserve their access to the British market once it became an EEC member. The buyer and sellers in the CSA were now in open conflict over its future.

The conflict between the British Government and the Commonwealth suppliers concerned market access, quotas and price; but it was also a conflict of schemas. The British Government saw the country’s economic future as lying in Europe, and the CSA as having to be adapted to EEC rules. The Government maintained that the CSA could be successfully transformed in this way, and that concessions to Commonwealth producers could be compatible with the EEC’s Common Agricultural Policy. The exporters, and in particular their association the CSEA, saw the issue as first and foremost one of moral justice for the Third World and the need for a fairer world trading system. However, at the same time they were aware that the issue of Commonwealth sugar had other dimensions. As well as representing the struggle of global “haves” and “have nots”, the future of Commonwealth sugar could be framed in terms of respect for Britain’s heritage and traditions (Britain should not cut itself loose from its Commonwealth past), British jobs and industry (loss of cane sugar would mean the death of a whole industry), and consumer protection (European beet sugar would cost more than Commonwealth cane sugar). 

By framing the significance of Commonwealth sugar in these multiple ways, the Commonwealth exporters solicited – and succeeded in gaining - support from a range of diverse organizations. New network relationships were therefore formed through the construction and reinterpretation of meaning. The World Development Movement (WDM), a newly-formed coalition of church-based pro-development groups, took up the cause of market access for Commonwealth sugar under the broad banner of Third World justice and “trade not aid”. Tate & Lyle campaigned for the Commonwealth producers to be able to retain their existing quotas; since their refineries could not be easily converted to beet processing, the company was dependent on the continuation of raw sugar imports. Tate & Lyle unions saw their jobs as being dependent on the current volumes of raw sugar; if Australia’s quota was cut, this would mean the closure of a refinery in Liverpool. In their campaign to keep the refinery open, they therefore championed the case for Commonwealth sugar. Anti-EEC groups, many of whom retained a sentimental attachment to the Commonwealth, were happy to lend their support to the sugar issue, although other groups in this network remained wary of being publicly identified with the anti-EEC cause. 

The interests of these organisations diverged considerably; some were seeking to preserve the future of the British cane refining industry, others were concerned with the development issues surrounding access for Commonwealth producers, while a third group saw sugar as yet another justification for their opposition to EEC entry. Nevertheless, these different groups became interconnected in the debate over the future of Commonwealth sugar. New relationships were formed through idea logics, with actors defining themselves as having compatible goals and interests. This involved some adjustment of individual schemas; the WDM, for example, had traditionally been a strong critic of multinational corporations such as Tate & Lyle. These new relationships that were formed shaped the development of the business network as a whole, by affecting the course of the debate over quotas and prices for Commonwealth sugar.

By linking diverse actors through an evolving idea logic, the network succeeded in redefining Commonwealth sugar as a highly visible cause with broad appeal. In other words, ideas concerning Commonwealth sugar were changed as a result of the alignment of new actors. The issue of access for sugar producers was no longer seen as the sectional interest of a handful of companies in foreign countries. Rather, the future of Commonwealth exports assumed a wider significance. As a result of this network development, the exporters were regarded by contemporary commentators as having been largely successful in their confrontation with the British Government, with all but Australia maintaining their access to the British market.

3.4 EEC configuration

The CSA was terminated in 1974 and new arrangements for the import of sugar from the developing Commonwealth were organized as part of the Lomé Convention. The Commonwealth producers (now minus Australia) continued to export raw sugar to Tate & Lyle for refining, but under terms decided in Brussels, although the EEC did not act as the direct buyer as the British Government had done in the CSA. The Commonwealth exporters encountered a very different schema to that dominating sugar policy in Britain. Unlike Britain, which had always relied on imports for a proportion of its food supplies, the EEC was more pronounced in the priority it placed on self-sufficiency and the subsidisation of domestic beet production. Sugar policy in the EEC had been designed to suit the beet sugar industry and both exporters and Tate & Lyle felt there was little understanding of, or sympathy for, the differences between beet and cane sugar. In the EEC sugar imports from the Commonwealth and other former colonies was framed as a development issue, with the Commonwealth exporters being regarded as having a donor-recipient rather than supplier-customer relationship with the EEC. The EEC schema remained unchanged in 1979 when the second Lomé Convention was signed with no changes to sugar policy.

The effects on the other dimensions of this evolving network were profound, in particular the position of network actors. The EEC’s self-sufficiency configuration meant that the claims of beet sugar farmers in the EEC were seen as more legitimate than the interests of the Commonwealth producers. The dominance of beet sugar meant that EEC regulations on refining margins were designed for beet rather than cane, resulting in unprofitable margins for cane refineries and the closure of most of them over a decade. The fact that the exporters were now regarded as aid recipients, not suppliers on an equal footing with beet, meant that their power was reduced.  Tate & Lyle was now refining less cane sugar, but its cooperation with the exporters intensified as both sides saw a need to defend the cane industry against further encroachment by the beet industry. During the CSA competition between cane and beet in Britain had been mediated by MAFF, but in the post-accession sugar network the two were directly opposed. Exporters and refiners were forced to adapt themselves to the prevailing network configuration.

4. Conclusion
This paper has focused attention on a fourth dimension of networks, that of ideas. We suggest that, as in the case of the AAR dimensions, ideas can be analysed at three levels: as the schemas of an individual organization, the schema couplings within a relationship, and the schema configurations of a network. We argue that understanding how ideas are connected – how idea logics are formed – gives us insight into the structure and dynamics of networks. The ideas are made manifest in the visible network, ie. the patterns of actor bonds, activity links and resource ties characterising a network. Further, over time through the experience gained and the interactions taking place in the network these ideas are reinforced, communicated, modified and combined with other ideas, and contribute to network evolution. We submit that the logic connecting the ideas and schemas to each other within and between relations is a dimension of networks worth distinguishing from the actors, activities and resource dimensions, and that to do so is also in line with developments in other business disciplines. 

5. Research Implications

The scope of this paper is limited to a single industry, a thirty-year period, and ideas which, although they had a direct impact on the marketing of sugar, were largely socio-political in nature – perhaps not surprising, given that the socio-political environment is an important consideration in international business transactions, as other IMP researchers have found (eg. Hadjikhani & Sharma 1999). The network described in this paper was distinctive in that they included both political and business actors. Further research involving industry comparisons, different time frames, a different mix of actors and a broader range of ideas – for example, regarding innovation, internationalisation and business strategy – would undoubtedly extend our understanding of this dimension of networks. In other contexts, research has already been done on technological cognitive maps (eg. Durand 1993; Garud & Rappa 1996) and shared product meanings among channel members (Hakkio and Laaksonen 1998).

More generally there is a need to develop ways of measuring the dimensions of business network actors’ mental models, theories in use or schemas, and incorporating them into our theories of business networks and relations. Such schemas are difficult to capture in the form of the usual multi-item scales used in most empirical studies of firm relationships; they require a more enthnographic, phenomenological and interpretive approach to the study of interfirm relations and networks (e.g. Arnould and Wallendorf 1994, Calder 1977, Thompson 1997).  We expect that many different types of schema couplings and configurations are co-constructed over time by relationship and network participants and that these can underlie apparently similar levels of commonly measured dimensions of actor bonds, such as commitment, trust, and power-dependence. An example of what we mean comes from research on relationships in a different context, that of brand loyalty, carried out by Fournier and Yao (1997).  Through in-depth interviews they were able to show how previously undistinguished types of loyalties exist in terms of the quite different stories people use to describe the meaning a product has in their lives and the way it gives value.  In other words, the way in which the product was incorporated into a person’s mental model (schema) defined quite different types of relations with the product, which in turn had potentially important marketing implications in terms of segmentation and advertising. 

As already noted, ethnographic and interpretive research methodologies have been used in marketing mainly to study consumers.  But they can also be used to understand the way the people and firms involved in relations and networks organise and reorganise the history and their ongoing experience of interacting in relations and networks into different individual and collective meaning systems that in turn impact on their behaviour.  In short, the aim is to (borrowing from Calder’s (1977) characterisation of the phenomenological research on consumer behavior) “to experience the experience of participants in interfirm relations and networks.”  

The type of research approach advocated is in keeping with much of the research associated with the IMP group, which has involved numerous in-depth case studies of business relations and networks.  However, as we have pointed out in this article, much less attention has been devoted to the meaning systems or cognitive schemas constructed by those involved as a result of their interactions over time and how these interact with other dimensions of relations, ie. activity links, actor bonds and resource ties. 

One specific approach to measuring the characteristics of the schemas underlying firm’s relationship and network behaviour is through the use of techniques developed to study managers’ mental maps and the shared cognitions of organizations (e.g. Fiol and Huff 1992, Langfield-Smith 1992, Schwenk, 1988).  Mental maps refer to the dimensions of managers’ cognitive structures that drive the way they interpret and respond to their environment – in short, the way they make sense of their world (Weick 2001).  They include the conscious and implicit frameworks used to identify and categorise key actors, events and processes and the perceived causal and argument links among these entities that affect managers’ behavior.  To date there have been few attempts to use such techniques in business relationship and network contexts.  One example is work by Porac et al (1987), who examined the categories used by a group of retailers to understand their competitive environment, another is research by Hakkio and Pirjo (1998) who studied the impact of shared product meaning systems on channel relationship communication.  This type of research requires further development.  Research is needed to identify and measure the key dimensions of the mental maps used by firms to understand their relations and networks, to identify the factors shaping the development of these schemas over time, and how they affect firm behavior.  The dimensions of firms’ schema will include perceived actor bonds, resource ties and activity links, but also how these are perceived to be causally interrelated and connected to other beliefs, theories of firms concerning such issues as their goals, and the socio-economic and cultural context in which they operate.   

6. Management Implications
An understanding of the response of relationship partners to any action requires a sensitivity to the underlying schema involved – the logic that underlies the partner’s view of the relationship, its functions and how it fits into their overall business.  Assessments of relationship bonds  – such as the level of commitment, dependence, or trustworthiness – give part of the answer, but may obscure undifferentiated types of underlying cognitive frameworks and motivations which shape the response of other actors.   

Better knowledge of a firm’s own schema can also be useful because it affects the way a firm filters information.  Thus work on mental mapping tools has shown that such maps can have various functions:  “Maps can help to focus attention and trigger memory. They can signal priorities and supply missing information” (Fiol and Hiff 1992, p282).  In a business network a better understanding of the firm’s own and others’ schemas can assist firms in evaluating and responding to relationship partners and in understanding patterns of development over time. Just as interpretive approaches to research on consumer behaviour have yielded fresh perspectives on the ways in which firms can segment markets and differentiate their offers, so the approach can be used to develop more nuanced ways for firms to understand and interact with their intermediate and industrial customers and to other relationship counterparts.

A focus on ideas highlights another way in which firms may attempt to develop and manage relations and network positions over time.  They can try to influence directly and indirectly the schemas of others and the way they are coupled, instead of trying to alter the extrinsic costs and benefits.  As the case study has demonstrated, linking ideas about issues together in new ways can be a powerful force in shaping the participation of different types of actors in a network and the development of relationships. An understanding of schemas at the actor, relationship and network level is therefore central to an understanding of network behavior and development.
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Figure 1: The Interaction of Three Network Actors


Table 1: The AARI Scheme of Analysis

	
	Company
	Relationship
	Network

	Activities
	Activity structure
	Activity links
	Activity patterns

	Actors
	Organisational structure
	Actor bonds
	Web of actors

	Resources
	Resource collection
	Resource ties
	Resource constellation

	Ideas
	Schema


	Schema couplings
	Schema configurations 


Adapted from Håkansson & Snehota 1995, p. 45
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