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Umbrella Agreements as Commitment Framing Devices

“... look here it says...but, well .... it's just not the spirit of the contract”

ABSTRACT

This paper conceptualizes umbrella agreements asnitment framing devices. We define the
concept of commitments as undertakings through twhaators agree or accede to future actions. Our

concept of commitments differs from the affectivehzhvioural form of intra and inter-organizational

{ Deleted: )

that they are inter-cognitive achievements. Commiitts are labile and predominantly loosely
specified in one or more crucial dimensions. Theg highly precarious, affording no ease or

assurance in any dimension. We develop a concégdtiah of umbrella agreements as framing
devices that enable the effective shaping and isirsgiaof commitments in the face of a) manifold

rationality b) recursive time c) multilateral exdgg that characterises inter-organizational
interaction. It is the inherent precariousness ahagerial commitments, and hence that of the inter-
organizational webs into which they are woven, timatkes umbrella agreements useful framing

devices for their shaping and sustaining. It ishpps, their prime purpose.

Keywords: Agreement, commitment, framing, inter-organisadil relationships
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Introduction
Commitments can be seen as everyday agreementadioas make in their interaction with other
actors, no matter whether they are individuals @mnganies, friends or neighbours. Actors make
commitments in a multiplicity of institutional sitfjs such as society, business, politics, games or
even leisure activities in order to shape or maingém arrangement. In this paper we deal with inter
organizational arrangements
We define a commitment as an undertaking througlkthwan actor agrees or accedes to a future
action (Lenney and Easton, 2007).
“That's fine. It will be ready for you by Friday”

An umbrella agreement is a frame that guides éutnteractions and has the power to shape and
sustain both inter and intra-organizational comraitts. (Mouzas, 2006; Mouzas and Ford, 2006;
Mouzas and Furmston, 2008).
Our concept of commitments differs from the affeetbehavioural form of intra-organizational
commitment that a manager may have towards his étganization or job, so widely discussed in
the organization behaviour literature (Meyer andeAl1997, Mowday et al 1979, Randall 1987,
Brickman 1987, Locke et al 1988). Nor is it the sams the inter-organizational affective-
behavioural form of commitment discussed in the ketng literature (Morgan and Hunt 1994,
Cullen et al. 2000, Noble and Mokwa 1999). In thésen, commitment is often seen as a
psychological attachment that reflects the relasivength of an actor’s identification or involveme
in an undertaking.

“I cannot see me working for any other organisation
The stronger the actor’'s commitment, the strongehis or her belief in the undertaking and
willingness to exert considerable effort (Kiesl&871). These conceptualisations provide valuable
affective-behavioural constructs but do not delivesights into the phenomenon of inter-cognitive
achievement of agreement among actors.
We distinguish our conception of commitments by kyipg the plural form. This reinforces the
notion that they are extremely common in all somdieu. Our notion of commitments builds on the
perspective on collaborative work developed by édpWinograd and their co-workers (Flores and
Ludlow 1981, Winograd and Flores, 1986) and uponkway researchers in the field of distributed
artificial intelligence systems (Singh 1999, Cdsagichi 1995). In Winograd and Flores (1986), the

authors conceived of organizations as “networkcahmitments”,and managerial work as the
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“articulation and activation” of this network. Hower being systems developers, not organization
theorists, they failed to develop the concept imay which would allow its empirical content and
theoretical power to be exercised.

Commitments are not actions, nor necessarily elversort of pledge which completely binds. They
may be but are not necessarily explicit, irrevoeabpublically made or voluntary. These
commitments are the deceptively simple everydaymiges that are made, crafted, solicited,
conduced and fulfilled by actors, especially thdeeorganisations. They are inter-cognitive
agreements, by which we mean that they exist pifyniarthe minds of the actors involved, though
there may be signs and signifiers such as emaitg,ipnotes or task lists in Outlook. They ardltab
and, usually, loosely specified in one or more i@ludimensions. lit is this inherent precariousness
of commitments, and hence that of the inter-orgativnal webs into which they are woven, with
which umbrella agreements attempt to deal.

While this is primarily a conceptual paper it isbd on research in a number of organisations ds wel
as the managerial experience of all 3 authors. gittgations used to illustrate particular aspects of

commitments are mostly based upon recorded cori@isaut often edited to make the sense clear.

Firstly we further elaborate our conception of caimments, their forms and character, and thence
the conception of inter-organisational arrangemastaebs of commitments. The processes of inter-
organizational agreement/accession are brieflyudsed and we then move on to examine the

conceptualisation of umbrella agreements as framé@wices for these processes.

What are commitments?
Commitments are everyday things, and all sociabracare involved in them. As individuals we
make commitments to our friends, family, neighbowsd club members, even strangers if the
culture of our society expects or demands it. Vé® ahake commitments within social institutions
like business organisations, armies, football cr®@add also in inter-organisational relationships, t
focus of this paper.
Commitments are, more explicitly, undertakings tigi®o which someone agrees, or accedes, to
endeavour to do, or forbear to do, ‘something’aation of some kind. For example

“Yes. | will get that new specification to you byidray”
These undertakings are simply agreements or pleidgesdertake to do something in the future.
Fulfilments of commitments are almost always terafiprand spatially dislocated from when and
where they were created. They can be agreed tinglyl, or simply acceded to with some
reluctance, against an actor's will.

“OK! But | don't think this product will quite workhe way you want it to”

Formatted: Tabs: 17,2 cm,
Right + Notat 8 cm + 16 cm

|

I

Formatted: Font: (Default)
Arial, 8 pt

|




| Abstract preview &~~~ Formatted: Tabs: 17,2 cm,
Right + Notat 8 cm + 16 cm

N

The actors concerned will normally endeavour téilftle commitment but may not be able to do SO.\\I
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“I tried but they wouldn’t agree”

Not doing something is also an action so forbearaamn also be a commitment.

“l won't bring that issue up again at the inter-quany logistics meeting”
.In buyer — seller situations commitments includ¢ only those made by sellers to buyers and vice
versa but also commitments made within the sellind buying organisations that allow exchange
processes to be agreed and fulfilled.
Commitments serve as coordinative mechanisms #ilptriealize the purposes of social actors. All
human systems have goals whether planned or entefigeiachieve those goals social actors must
work together and in doing so they both accept citmemts themselves and conduce them in
others.
Put another way, commitments are normative stokkany point in time they provide a prescriptive

cage which guides and empowers, but also constairial actors in their institutions.

Forms of Commitments
‘What, Who, When and How' represent the four cdntlianensions in which commitments are
specified. All commitments must have at least trst fwo of these dimensions. The ‘what’ refers to
the ‘content’ of a commitment e.g.

‘we’ll take the retailers logo off the ‘availabld-gag that's been put on the ‘Zest’ Adshel poster’
and the ‘how’, its mode of fulfilment e.g.

‘I'll talk to the customer tonight and the agenagtthing tomorrow’.

Certain forms of commitment content predominaten@itments to:
Execute a physical act e.g. ‘I'll talk to Adam’
Execute a cognitive act e.g. ‘OK, I'll think abatit
Prioritise / sequence e.g. ‘I will kill this offréit”
Focus attention e.g. ‘I will need to watch the nensbcarefully ’

Exhibit a certain behaviour e.g. ‘not quite the wage it, but I'll support you’

YV V V V V V

Allocate resources; for example:
» Financial e.g. ‘Zeb OK!..I'll authorise the Zest'apend’
» Physical e.g. ‘ Let them have that stock’
» Man-hours e.g. I'll put Sandi on it full time’
> Endeavour to achieve a projected outcome or goal
e.g. ‘I'll do whatever it takes to get the prodtiatre”.
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All commitments have the last two forms of contdsgjng in essence resource deployments, of\aI

certain kind, to achieve a certain outcome. In #sisse commitments give access to what might be
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termed second-order resources.

This final purposive characteristic is crucial dscammitments are commitments to endeavour /
attempt to take action of a certain form; they @oe obligations, nor should they be conflated with
the resulting ‘actions’ of commitment fulfilment. edce, in essence, all commitments are
intrinsically goal commitments, but with differirextents and degrees of specification in the ‘how’
dimension. The purpose of a commitment, its inhewd)ective, represents, one might say, its

‘spirit’.

The Character of Commitments
Unlike most other resources, commitments are labitksince they exist in the ether of social

relationships they have an essentially ephemerabcker. Some of their inherently labile character

is due to the imprecision of their specificationr Example “I'll sort the problem out somehow”.
This imprecision, this looseness as we term &, fisndamental property of commitments as it is rare
that their constituent task(s) can be comprehehsimerigorously specified in all their dimensions,
not least because, as Isenberg comméniike the proverbial manual for riding a bicyclen action
plan can never be entirely spelled out, becauseethe always another level of operational
specificity” (Isenberg 1986 p259). As a result, determining theaning of ‘commitment
descriptions’, that is their interpretation in sfiecsituations, is an important component of
organisational conduct.
Commitments may also be more or less conditionalekample;

“If you get me this order | will certainly go ahewdth that other project”.
Also, social actors may be more or less commitbecbimmitments, for example, in the form
“I'll do what I can”.

Some of this lack of enthusiasm is due to the reitiogp that changing circumstances may render
commitments null and void, for example,
“Sorry; the fire at the factory means we won't ideao make the product on time?”
Very often commitments change en route to theifilfuént even if the commitment context is
stable, particularly asocnmitments are accepted with differing degreesoaimitment, so to speak:
“...Jjust fed up of people agreeing then doing dyathe opposite...I'm gonna get some kind of
electrocution system.....
As the ANT theorists term it, this token “is in nyamands (and) everyone shapes it according to their

different projects... faithful transmission...becomesirggle unusual case among many, more likely,
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others” (Latour 1986 p268). In this sense commitisieas well as being loose, possess differin\gI
Arial, 8 pt

Formatted: Font: (Default) }
‘strengths’ and degrees of authenticity.

The accidental, or deliberately malicious, lackfoffilment of commitments contributes to the
vulnerability of collective endeavour. However, o the commitment lability that managers face
derives from the ‘changes of mind’, ‘changes ofuaion’, ‘unexpected outcomes’ and the
unintended consequences inherent in the turbuldokéd problem littered weak situatior{Eenney
2006) in which they are embedded.

“.. in most realistic scenarios agents are situaieiine-varying contexts — the external world may
change, another agent may attempt to interactityitmd so on. Therefore in many cases an agent’s
beliefs will alter between the making of a committhand it actually performing the associated
processing — in fact the longer the time betweesdh? events the greater the likelihood of change
occurring....commitments may need to be reviewedhnifings 1986)

Commitments, given the predominant ‘looseness’ tdirt specification, their mutation through
multiple re-interpretation and differing strengtire, as a result, inherently precarious. They get

things done but not necessarily exactly as requirad the ways expected or agreed.

Means — Ends Pyramids

Commitments in and between organisations are glastdted to and involved with both goals, and
actions to achieve those goals. Indeed commitnaetthe vehicles through which goals are

realised. However goals can be more or less spe€ifganisations have rather general goals such as
“getting closer to our key customers”. These cafobmally stated and enacted or emergent goals.
Such high level goals, more generally ends, havetdevolved into a series of lower levels goals

until those goals become actionable, which aregtieséd as means.

Getting “closer” to our key customers

\

Inviting key customers to trade exhibitions
Figure X
In the diagram above the former statement is thet amd the latter, one of the means for its

achievement. Since there is usually more than osanm for any end, the resultant structure is

pyramid like and so we call it a means — ends pidam
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In reality such pyramids contain both normative poditive elements at the same time. They are
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normative because the ends will strongly influetiheemeans but not solely determine them, except

in extreme cases. On the other hand means caetfiiciuan end. In the above example this would
mean that inviting key customers to trade exhib&icould reveal that customers don’t want close
relationships and so the means could change the end

While the ends will change relatively slowly, mastans will be in a state of constant flux. The

more micro level the means the more likely it igttthis will be the case. In the example given abov
the means statement still needs to be specifiggtins of the actions to be taken; for example in
terms of which trade shows, with what productslemting what data, with what measures of
performance, measured how often, by whom, repoitittgwhom, in what way, with what kinds of
recommendations. Any of these parameters can agdeadjusted at any time especially since the
actions depend on what is happening external torti@nisation.

In addition some ends require that a set of mesnsaordinated in order to achieve a particular. end
In the example given above, the end itself, ingitoustomers to trade exhibitions, would require a
great amount of coordination among many organisatiactors, at the same or similar levels in the
organisation. The processes by which they wouldaare by no means obvious since there are
many and varied interests represented and involMed. reinforces the salience of the means — ends
pyramid metaphor.

The original means-ends model is, of course, caligihéerms of actions but the vehicles by which
these actions take place are commitments. Hende reaans-ends pyramid implies a parallel and
conjoined cone of commitments to help ensure thasd involved take the required actions. The

diagram below illustrates the role of a “cone ahooitments” within the means —ends pyramid

Means-Ends - The Cone of commitments

Super-ordinate goals

Decompose into a Are instantiated
complex cascade of in the managerial
sub-goals, many of commitments
which are made and fulfilled

interdependent.

commitments commitments
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Commitments act as the vehicles that help to enaumeeasure of both vertical and horizontal
coordination of means — ends pyramids. Verticalrdioation requires that ends are delegated to
actors so that the requisite means are employedzdidal coordination ensures that means at the
“same” level work together to achieve a particelad.

Such commitments are the property of individuabectIndividuals are positioned within a set of
commitments, those that they have accepted or r@ctjand those they have captured from others
particularly those that transcend organisationalndaries. Commitments are, hence, a medium that
links social actors.

Actors can be seen as nodes within a web of comenitsnthat covers whole collective social
structures. This web of commitments provides a m@tinra structure that drives and guides actions in
both the short and long term. It is necessarilsigate and multidimensional in nature. Yet the exto
who work with and within them generally do so witlreat proficiency and with little
acknowledgement of the web’s existence. Since #liBost impossible to create measures that
provide control over the processes of interpretatind implementation the end result is that what

actors commit to may not be exactly what other péwl@ctors had envisioned.

Framing Devices

Since the realisation of ends is recognised to Hoblematic, organisations typically use various
framing devices to help organise and control thecgsses of ends means accomplishment. Such
devices include mission statements, strategieasplarojects, organisational structures (such as Ke
Account Management systems), managerial initiatares control systems. They can be any form of
organisational routine which can act as a placeravtends are devised and provide ways of
transformed them into means. These devices helgdrpret, instantiate and action means to achieve
ends.

The outputs from the processes of the employmeiraaiing devices are necessarily commitments
of various kinds. Some will be rather specific,athwill be more general involving other framing
devices to get to a level of commitments that cacrafted and fulfilled rather more readily.

However means ends chains do not always operae fine top down. Sometimes activities that
would normally be seen as means create opportsiridgieeconsider the ends that they are supposed
to be achieving. Moreover organisational actorsnadly question plans and strategies, and modify
them; most particularly and crucially at an integanizational interface. Both opportunities and
threats may call for actions that fall outside firevious visions that managers in the organisations

had previously espoused.
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Interorganisational Relationships as Commitment Web

Individual means—ends chains extend beyond orgé#misainto other organisations, connecting an
organisation to its suppliers, customers etc. Ttmamitment webs terms are truly boundary less,
with inter-organisational commitments connecting éinm’s commitment cone with that of another

firm and so on.

Inter-Organizational commitment web

Two [or more] inter-connected cones of commitments

The constituent commitments of inter and intra-aig@tional commitment webs can be, and very
often are, tightly coupled, not least in the tenghdimension:

“global went off their timeline again...everythirkgnda feeds off advertising ‘n what global are
doing..y’know..if you're not clear on that then thaill knock back on everything else that you
do...how do we get right and ready all the relevaaterials to do a compelling account presentation
for the sell-in that's due if we haven't got... lin@verything....there’s a real knock-on effect”

Even if the scope and degree of specification efitldividual commitments constituting a particular
part of a web are reasonably comprehensive and tiyh overall scope and degree of specification
of a web of commitment is most often somewhat ‘®pgven when the commitment web falls
predominantly within the same firm. This is a réswine might say, of the commitment web
equivalent of ‘engineering-tolerance stack-up’:

“..there’s been a load of confusion (Jim)..it's hurned out the way we envisaged.. basically nésw it
too late to fix anyway, we’ve got to use what's aped not what (Customer F) wants now..they

should be here on Friday, if we get them back ydub& able to use them...but (Simon) isn't in ‘til
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it together now, (Paul) may know...but the (Xs) ane éh on the fifteenth!” Arial, 8 pt

These precarious webs of commitments represergubstance of Strauss et al's ‘negotiated order’
(1963). When they are effective, they are effectio¢ because their constituent commitments are
reliable in the traditional sense (c.f. Sull, 2Q0B)t because they are constantly sustained; shat i
monitored, maintained and modulated, by the adtaslved, in a perpetual recursive process. This
process comprises several stages by which actoaft, cmonitor, maintain and modulate

commitments. This does not imply that all everydaynmitments necessary go through all these

stages, nor does it imply a simplistic sequentialsality.

Figure 1 The Recursive Process of Shaping and Sustainingn@mnents

MODULATING MONMITORING

/S”AP'”G SUSTAINING
COMMITMENTS COMMITMENTS
CRAFTING MAINTAINING

The intrinsically poor durability of commitmentsemiously highlighted would, at first sight, appear
to be a wholly negative attribute of commitmentkisTis not surprising given the fundamental place
of fulfilled commitments in the achievement of eallive inter-organizational endeavour. However,
the inherent unreliability that derives from thabile character is clearly the reverse-side of the
prized attributes of flexibility and responsiveneSsmmitment unreliability is the norm and the flip
side of their strength — their ‘responsive modukgbéity’ in the face of changing perspectives and
contexts.
Consider the following inter-organisational sitoats.
“Activity was due to start middle of July, that'shat we'd told the retailers,... but then there was
feedback from the factory...there were problemswuldn't hit... ‘til end July...all the media had
been booked so...”
“even though it was all agreed....short of actuphysically going out and putting it into everyrsto
ourselves there’s no way you can guarantee it'sgdrappen!”

10
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and even the action itself, differs substantiattyni that which was envisaged at its initiation. As

Boden characteristically describes:

“What ‘looks good’ or practical or desirable at @ften looks different a few days or weeks later, in
the light of intervening information and eventBofden1994 p191). And as Clegg et al comment:
“Most managerial policies spawn a set of unintendethsequences, not only because of...
complexity, but also because of the imperfectidnamguage as a means of communication” (Clegg
et al, 2002 p491).

Consider, for example, the following comments frasenior marketing manager:

“...we originally said we were gonna put their &iktr's) logo on the advertising.. but we became
less keen because as it ended up it was part igigarbbrand campaign and we had to back-track a
little bit...we counterbalanced it with a real giv&.. we've sited the ‘six-sheets’ (posters) cddsi
their sites..”

“..I'l try to bail us out of the second lot of guluct.. if | can.. this is another one where they'd
probably have ordered just 200 but when we getrioom with the customer everyone gets excited
and it goes to 1500..and everyone was right uft &drthe time.. then now all of a sudden!...”
Modulation is a critical stage in this iterativeopess as it can, at times, represent a re-crafing
large parts of a commitment web:

“.. managed to get their MD to say yes, to signtefd and half million pounds...got our Euro-
Marketing Director to say yes... so we all said ydsy.the Monday they had to find a £1 million

saving...”

Negotiating Commitments

Relationships between organisations are clearlyesdrat different from those within organisations.

In the latter case, membership of the organisatgsults in the creation of a set of obligations. Of
course, as suggested earlier, there is always aumeaf freedom within organisations for an

individual to interpret objectives and prescripgorather broadly. This is because it is simply
impossible, except in terms of the most mundanarosgtional tasks, to completely specify what
behaviours should be exhibited by those involveand specific roles.

It follows that interorganisational commitments \wedre likely to be somewhat different from their

organisational counterparts. Most obviously, buyarg sellers almost always have the option to opt
out of the relationship. However adaptations andtimmship specific investments that result from

fulfiled commitments can lock partners into a ation when breaking up becomes almost
unthinkable. However in the majority of cases thiexdreedom to manoeuvre and to negotiate

continually the nature of the commitments thattzeang made. An important driver of the need for

11
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two sources of variability in both means and endsckv have to be coped with within the

relationship.

Interorganisational webs of commitments are, Ih@rtorganisational counterparts, always changing
in detail if not necessarily in terms of their ggodorms. For example any new order lodged with a
supplier will set off a wave of commitments betweand within both organisations. Such
commitments may not be very different from thosssated in similar previous situations but different
enough that they cannot necessarily be totallyimm&d. However there will always be more
complex issues which have to be resolved betwegrrbland sellers, such as the renegotiation of
prices or the development of a new product or senso that new broader kinds of commitments
need to be entered into and agreed.

Agreeing or acceding to day to day commitments lbanseen to imply that exchanges among
companies are voluntary, but this does not meanatfganisational actors are always satisfied with
all aspects of their arrangements with others. Gorigs may accept costs and conditions today in
return for promised or potential future benefitd. @urse, the availability of options can also be
crucial. Companies will usually agree to an excleangly if the exchange is not worse than their
perceived alternatives. For these reasons, itteairgued that interorganisational exchanges which
are not based on genuine agreement, i.e. not asedithentic commitments, are not sustainable
(Raiffa, 1982, Sebenius, 1992; Mouzas and Ford6R00

Moreover there are at least three reasons whyagidements are difficult to negotiate; the manifold
rationality, recursive time and multilateral exchancharacteristics of business interaction. These
conceptual characteristics are drawn from previask within the IMP tradition (Ford and
Hakansson 2006, Mouzas and Ford 2006)

Actors’ rationality is manifold (or varied), in thgense that it emphasizes certain aspects of an
interaction that are important for individual actarhile it diverts attention from other issues that
might be important for other actors. Consider humganisational situations where parties fail to
move to a final contractual agreement such as dhneptetion of a sale, merger or acquisition of a
company. Undertakings such as mergers or acquisigwe often called off as the two parties apply
divergent rationalities on how the deal should workpractice. While the two parties may have
agreed to proceed to an integration of their bissieg, they have neglected to articulate and manifes
their shared understanding of the “spirit of de@brtgang, Lax and Sebenius 2003). Moreover,
individual managers, such as the heads of certaimbss units, may have had personal rationale that
differ from that which is “right” for their compan@Webster and Wind 1972). A typical manifold
rationality is manifested in the distinction betwe@strumental rationality’ and ‘value rationality

as analysed by Max Weber (1956). Value rationddityften guided by the consequences or ends of

12
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the process, whereas instrumental rationality isallg concerned with the means. Framing andI

articulating another actor’'s underlying logic seetosbe critical to achieving effective inter-
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organisational arrangements (Perrow 1999, Els6&QR

Institutionalized patterns of inter-organizatioriateraction such as routines, annual or periodic
negotiations, business reviews, summits, staff imggt or task reviews are manifestations of
‘recursive’ or ‘recurrent’ time. Moreover they alsprovide examples of framing devices.
Examination of these inter-organisational eventstscaloubt on conventional views of time as a
linear process. Recursive time invites us to uridrdstime in terms of recurrent practices and to
look at the inter-cognitive achievement of concoaamong actors as an indeterminate result of
these practices. Consider, for example, the ammaalufacturer-retailer talks that usually take place
during September and December, the periodic busir@gews that are scheduled quarterly or the
staff meetings organized monthly.

The inter-cognitive achievement of consensus igw@aome of heedful give-and-take processes at
numerous different levels. For example, busineg®tisions usually comprise several exchanges at
several levels as well as a plethora of inter-oiggional information-gathering activities,
sometimes with third parties such as professionpuiblic bodies such as trade associations or paten
offices. In this way, multilateral exchanges inadty introduce complexity and lack of transparency
into the whole interaction process. Furthermoreharges can be task-specific as identified above
as well as non-task-specific, for example, inforgathering and networking. Actors’ willingness to
move beyond existing task-specific exchanges arehtiage in thoughtful interactions is critical to
their ability to embrace new options and develoferahbtive perspectives of their surrounding
network (Mouzas et al. 2008). Inter-organisatioframing devices that link exchanges between
various organizational levels and encourage coatitin will thereby increase the thoughtfulness of
these multilateral exchanges.

Understanding the role of agreeing or accedingteriorganisational arrangements also requires a
fundamental insight into the significance of prdperights or entitlements which specify the
substance of rights that actors may possess, acguiransfer in their interactions with other asto
(Coase, 1960, Demsetz 1966). One of the endurirglesiin understanding business relationships
involves the question why there is disagreemenbdfaand Bazerman'’s (1987) work on the causes
of disagreements provides a number of alternativglaeations. Actors may have divergent
expectations, hold asymmetric information, be utaierabout the structure of their interaction with
others or whether a deal is possible and might Haeked themselves in other irreversible
commitments. The importance of agreeing or acegdimws our attention to the significance of
inter-cognitive articulation as well manifestatiand the crucial nature of the aforesaid contextual

factors in the shaping and sustaining of inter-pizgtional commitments.

13
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terms of a complex agreement. The underlying reastind this inability is related to the existence

of barriers which often make it nearly impossibde interacting firms to articulate important terms
of their agreements in complete and explicit conuiararrangements (Hart and Moore, 1988;
Schwartz, 1992). Such barriers to a final and detapagreement usually include information
asymmetries (Akerlof 1970) as well as transactiosts such as unforeseen contingencies and the
various costs of writing, enforcing contracts, aedegotiating contracts (Tirole 1986, 1999).
However, notwithstanding the intrinsic inability ofcipient collaborators to comprehensively and
fully express all the terms of a complex agreemewtors are usually capable of agreeing or
acceding, in principle, or provisionally, to a nuenlof basic rules and principles that ‘frame’ the

future shaping and sustaining of commitments. Ultdbeggreements are one form of such devices.

What are umbrella agreements?

Actors may attempt to remove the inherent bartiersontracting, as described above, by means of
umbrella agreements. An umbrella agreement betweéated parties is not concerned with
immediate exchange selection processes or decisibmstead an umbrella agreement is a joint
consent which explicitly spells out a frameworkpoinciples with the aim of providing guidance for
future agreements (Mouzas 2006, Mouzas and For®)20@n umbrella agreement can also be
described as a ‘framework agreement’, ‘umbrellatiemt’ or a ‘framework contract’ (Crone 1993,
Collins 1999, Mouzas and Furmston 2008). If a cletepagreement involves waiting for the
occurrence of contextual contingencies, businessgs consider the option of drafting contingent
agreements (Bazerman and Gillespie 1999). The @moblith such contingent agreements is that
they deal solely with risks and not uncertainty cehtainty is not the same as risk because risks can
be calculated, while uncertainty has a rather ahmup topology so that actors cannot assign any
probabilities. (Duncan 1972, Downey, Hellriegel a8lbgum 1975). Even in situations that are
seemingly certain, actors’ interests or relatiopsttan dramatically change. For this reason, actors
need to balance the need for certainty and calgiijain their undertakings with the need to remain
sufficiently flexible to embrace new or emergingopunities.

Thomas Schelling (1960) observed that actors aehiewch better agreements in their undertakings
when they are able to rely upon focal points. Thiegal points are usually mutually perceived
expectations, shared appreciations, preoccupationbsessions and sensitivities to certain issues o
aspects (Schelling 1960, Sudgen 1995). The intagepbint about umbrella agreements is that they
are jointly created and decided between the paitighis way, umbrella agreements transform focal
points embedded in customs and norms into an éxptenmitment frames. Umbrella agreements

thus guide the interaction between actors and laenshe consequences of fulfilling or breaching
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shape and sustain commitments.

Umbrella Agreements as Robust Commitments

Given the turbulence, indeterminacy and compleaftyhe organizational and business milieu, it is
in the ‘purposive spirit’ of accepted commitmentst in the detail of their specification that one
needs ones collaborators to act. In our termdabld’ inter-firm commitments are those where their
specification is just detailed enough to enablerdioation, but soft enough to enable flexibility.ew
term these robust commitments. It is this hard-shéracter of robust inter-firm commitments that
umbrella agreements attempt to propagate, enablgf@nthat purpose, to mirror, in the character of
their construction. From this perspective, umbredigreements can themselves be viewed as
attempted robust commitments; commitments to arté’'athat constrainsbut one thatalso enables
the requisite degree of interpretation and room rf@noeuvre for the responsive shaping and
sustaining of the inter-organizational commitmeebw

Commitments are both the progenitors and descemadinnhstitutions (Singh 1999). As Mangham
points out, even the sustaining of rules, procezlarel processes “... are not automatic occurrences
but rather must be worked out and sustained bydpeated acts of participants” (1979 p74). This
perspective highlights the institutional settingesichange relationships. Norms, rules and routines,
for example, are methodological prototypes, mostrobeing latent commitment webs, evolved
through experience and captured in various formssdription. Initiating and establishing norms,
rules and routines would thus trigger a cascadmofmitments; althougthere is often no absolute
certainty that the institutional setting would héfigient to execute the embedded task as specified
or intended by the involved actors. Umbrella agreeism among actors transform existing rules and
processes which are embedded in customs and bsiganastices into an articulated agreeing or
acceding to perform an act. Hence, the craftingntaming, monitoring and modulating of these
agreements, even of those supposedly institutieedliwvebs of commitments that constitute

‘business processes’, is a perpetual activity.

Conclusions and Research Implications

In this paper we have attempted to advance thieagspect of the relationships between buyers and
sellers in B2B markets. In particular we have exadithe relationship between a macro level
relationship framing device, umbrella contractsg dhe micro-level processes and structures of
interorganisational webs of commitments. This agierat integration was not decided upon

arbitrarily. Both are implicated in the issue ofetllay to day management of buyer- seller

relationships and both deal, or attempt to deah Wie problems of the stochastic nature of such
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situations. It is the inherent precariousness ommdments, and hence that of the inter-\I

organizational webs into which they are woven, #meir necessary perpetual maintenance and
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modulation with which umbrella agreements atteroptdal.

On the one hand umbrella contracts attempt to geosi broad framework within which the day to
day operations of buyer-seller relationships caerate. On the other, our model of webs of
commitments suggests how such relationships agtwedirk in practice constituted by webs of
relatively labile, temporary and specific commitrtgeibut which exist within rather more stable,
longer term but less specifically designated commaiits. And it is at this point that the two
conceptual frameworks meet. Umbrella contractsesgmt normative framing devices that seek to
provide a structure within which exchanges can falleee. Webs of commitment are the positive,
actual structures and processes that govern thxabarmges.

Conceptualising umbrella agreements as framing cdsvifor the shaping and sustaining of
commitments allows us to see the mechanisms threwigbh various devices deal with manifold
rationalities and multi-lateral exchange, and hempagentially enable and ‘future-proof’ the
necessary responsive reliability of inter-organaal collaboration.

Six possible research themes suggest themselve8y Four conceptualisation suggests that in inter
organisational relationships the phenomenon ofeagest is often not a snapshot at the moment that
a commitment is made or a contract is concludede@ment is rather an inherently dynamic and
stratified inter-cognitive process that deservesenattention.

Secondly research needs to include the existencbaoiers to agreements. Such research is
extremely useful as a number of inter-organisatiph@&nomena are characterised by conflicts and
disputes even in situations where it is apparemibye advantageous to have a jointly decided upon
action.

Thirdly we would be interested to try to understémel importance of inter-cognitive express-ability.
Agreeing or acceding to an undertaking is an integnitive achievement if it is expressly articuthte
and inscribed.

Fourthly, we know very little about what happensewlrcommitments are breached. What are the
consequences of commitment breaches and how doacoespcope with them?

Fifthly, the present study shows that commitmengsrather ephemeral and flexible in character and
form. Nonetheless, inter-organisational relatiopshare inextricably linked with each other and,
therefore, we need to gain a better understandiogitathe dynamics of commitments and their
repercussions in wider webs of relationships. $ix#tudy could be extended to look at how other
framing devices such as KAM systems, regular resjeannual or periodic negotiations, business

reviews, summits, staff meetings, or task revieffecaand are affected by patterns of commitments
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find out what current relationship involving comménts actors are committed to since it is
precisely those things that govern their everydealyalviour and which are embodied in their to do
lists, Outlook tasks lists and mental prioritisiyorking up the means- ends chain will present a
somewhat more difficult task since it will usualipvolve multiple actors and less precise
commitments descriptions but clearly it can be ddnehis way it should be possible to map out
parts of the commitment web at any point in timel axamine the role of various other framing
devices.

More generally research which seeks to uncoveepettof commitments can provide a new and
powerful explanatory concept. It can help to explai least how certain events occurred and, at a

sufficiently high level in the means ends pyramitiy.
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