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Abstract

In the literature on inter-organizational relatibips and networks, interaction is often seen asoaegss of
mutual adaptation among business partners. Adaptairthermore is viewed as a precondition for it
and sustaining commitment within business relatigpes This paper is concerned with how the increéase
standardization and modularization enabled by haertechnologies challenge our understanding of
adaptation, commitment and the relationship betwigeriwo. A theoretical framework for analyzingfdient
types of adaptation is developed and applied tase study in the IT industry. Analysis of the cakews
how the application of Internet technologies redutee extent of some types of inter-organizational
adaptation; however, without severely affecting ootment. Analysis also shows that the improved
efficiency and optimization of activities and resms found in some relationships is contingent ufien
continued individualization and market-orientatmfother relationships and that the two theref@enot be
viewed in isolation.
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Adaptation and commitment in Inter net-supported relationships and networks: A case
study

I ntroduction

With reference to the increased standardization mwodularization of activities and interfaces betwee
companies enabled by Internet technologies, the@sed use of such technologies to support retdtips
with customers, suppliers and other business partren be expected to cause a fundamental shifiein
nature and extent of inter-organizational coordamatAs Internet technologies pave the way for hess
models in which activities and information are lesatext-bound and accessible without personatantmsn,
the need for relationship-specific investments addptations is expected to decrease and a gemenage
from relational to more discrete exchange formssaloto the market efficiency ideal of neoclassical
economics has been predicted (Anselmi, 1997). Afigva wide range of actors to access large amaifnts
detailed information across geographical and omgdiunal boundaries, the Internet is seen as aolemaf a
new, quasi economically efficient market place,atirey the foundation for a general increase in miark
exchange efficiency reflected in reduced costsogirdinating and executing transactions (Evans & téur
2000; Pires & Aisbett, 2003). However, although liternet allows for improvements in informatioraghg
and transaction efficiency, it has also been arghad this may not lead to an overall rationalizatiof
interfirm coordination, but instead to increasettidependence and complexity (Gadde, 2004). Digmss
have addressed how activities, processes and iatmmmthat require adaptation to, for instancefamsrs or
markets and that rely on the transfer of un-coldiiaand ambiguous information cannot be satisfagtor
handled over the Internet and is likely to continaerequire physical presence (Leamer & Storpef120
Petersen, Welch, et al., 2002).

In the literature on inter-organizational relatibips and networks, the interaction process in l@ssin
relationships is often seen as a process of matiggtation among business partners (Hallén, Johaastal.,
1991; Hakansson, 1982; Johanson & Mattsson, 198®raction and coordination between actors in a
relationship take place as these actors make matjastments or adaptations of the activities asdurces
that are part of the relationship (Hakansson & 8meh1995). Due to the idiosyncrasy and irreveligibof

the costs of making adaptations for the specifippses of a single relationship, mutual adaptatiaffirms

the intentions of business partners of continumgintain or grow a business relationship andusaldink
between adaption and commitment is often assumadgison, Hakansson, et al., 1994; Hagberg-Andersson
2006; Walter & Ritter, 2003). This paper addresbesissue of whether the use of Internet-technolagy
support and maintain business relationships makevethis link. Based on the increased standardizand
modularity enabled by the use of Internet-techngpl@general decrease in the level of relationshgeific
investment and adaptation may be posited (FordihBey et al., 2002). If the mentioned link between
adaptation and commitment does indeed exist, onddMurther expect decreased adaptation to reault i
relationships characterized by a lower level of coiment between actors. However, besides comments
about changes to the level of adaptation as aromgaf the increased application of Internet-tettuiies
made in related discussions, the issue of adaptatimternet-supported relationships and netwislseldom
explicitly addressed. This paper therefore addeegsbe following research question: How should we
understand adaptation and the relationship betadaptation and commitment in Internet-supportedniess
networks? In order to more fully understand theafbf Internet-enabled ICT on adaptation, it guad that
we need to take into account the interdependerméseen adaptations in the different relationsliipa
network.

The research question is discussed by means afeastady in the IT industry concerning a compariieda
Comlog A/S. Comlog is a Danish developer and prawvaf telematics solutions for the transport induand

the case is about their introduction of a new Imtébased fleet management solution and how theoluse
Internet technology as the backbone of their bgsimaodel has provided a number of opportunities for
reconfiguring and relocating activities and resesrgvithin this system. It has also, however, suibistdy
affected the level and nature of adaptation indifferent relationships within Comlog’s network.

The paper is structured as follows. First, a thismakframework is presented, where adaptationwigmeed in
terms of an activity, a resource and an actorrlgitfikansson & Snehota, 1995). In developing the
framework, the expected effect of the Internet achelayer is addressed. Next, the case study amd th
methodology applied in developing and analyzing ¢hee are introduced. Then, findings pertaininghto
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levels of the framework are presented, leading wisaussion of how different types of adaptations a
affected differently in Internet-supported relasbips and how apparently relationship commitmemnt loa
maintained despite a general decrease in adaptdti® also discussed how the improved efficiearyd
optimization of resources and activities made pdssithrough the increased standardization and
modularization of some relationships through the o$ the Internet is contingent upon the continued
individualization and market-orientation of othetationships and that the two therefore cannotibaed in
isolation. Finally, implications for management dather research are outlined.

Theoretical framework: Relationships as reflections of mutual adaptations

The processes underlying buyer-seller relationsttpssist of interaction (Ford & Hakansson, 2006).
Interaction is a range of repeated exchange emsdoeleveen two actors, each of whom is influencedrayis
able to influence the other (Canning & Hanmer-LIo2802). In this way, the interaction process &an
adaptation process and repeated interaction réaulte linkages between two actors becoming irsinggy
adapted to each other (Hallén, et al., 1991; H&@ms1982; Johanson & Mattsson, 1987). Adaptatia@ve
been defined as ‘behavioral or organizational modalifons at the individual, group or corporate leearried
out by one organization, which are designed to rieespecific needs of one other organization’ (Bem,
Turnbull, et al., 2003:1639). As such, adaptatiaresnot confined to products, but may be madertoraber

of different dimensions related to exchange amoaoginess partners, such as, for instance production
processes, stocks and logistics and informatiohaxge (Brennan, et al., 2003; Hallén, et al., 198hanson

& Mattsson, 1987). Adaptations are idiosyncratiestments in relational assets. They are relatsgeaific,
individual relationships, represent locally optietizsolutions to specific problems and thereforeehitie
value in other relationships (Hallén, et al., 199fh)other words, investments in adaptations regesunk
costs that cannot be transferred from one reldtipr® another and in this respect, the conceptdaftation
bears some resemblance to that of transactionfgp@orestments and asset specificity as associaiédu
transaction cost analysis (Heide, 1994). At theestime, the concept of adaptations is more inckugivthat

it also entails the investments to foster trust famther develop existing relationships just asythee related

to inter-organizational relationships and not justnsactions (Brennan, et al., 2003). Because makin
adaptations is an investment in terms of time andey on behalf of the actors that are part of atiaiship,
the extent of adaptations is generally dependertherintensity, frequency and complexity of the hextge
process. The adaptation literature typically ad@ptiyadic perspective, focusing on the type of tadagms
made in individual relationships and sometimes atso the adaptation process, but seldom on the
consequences of and for adaptation in other reiships with which a focal relationship is connected
dependent.

Adaptation has become a central concept in theatitee on buyer—seller relationships and businessarks,

not least as discussed within the IMP tradition.apt@tion is viewed as a necessary element of the
management of individual relationships and as acqméition for value-creation and sustained
competitiveness (Brennan & Turnbull, 1999; Brennanal., 2003; Hagberg-Andersson, 2006; Walter &
Ritter, 2003). A shared assumption underlying thejomty of literature on adaptation is that the
implementation of mutual adaptations is a pre-reitpii for engaging in and developing long-term
relationships (e.g. Brennan and Turnbull, 1999, in order to obtain the necessary commitment in a
relationship, adaptation on a relationship-by-ref&hip basis is needed. Adaptation hence is ceresida
central feature of business relationships (Halktnal., 1991). As illustrated by the arrow in Figuk, the
outcome of adaptations is an increased level ofnaibment between actors (Hagberg-Andersson, 2006;
Walter & Ritter, 2003). According to Anderson, Hakaon and Johanson (1994:10), “[r]elationship
commitment captures the perceived continuity omginoin the relationship between two firms”. As such
commitment is closely linked to relationship contty and is indicative of the intent of businessoes to
continue their relationship, making them prone xoleding from consideration alternative relationshior
exchange alternatives (Anderson, et al., 1994; Dw§ehurr, et al., 1987). This, in turn, means that
relationships which are highly adapted to fit taquirements of a single counterpart are generkty\dewed

as more endurable (Johanson & Mattsson, 1987).oAdth the literature does recognize negative
consequences such as increased dependence andf losstrol as also resulting from adaptation, the
assumption that the benefits of adaptation outw#ighcosts of it seems to go largely unquestio@sdthe
contrary, a high level of mutual adaptation is sasra desirable end and adaptive behaviour isdedaas
symbolic of the commitment of actors within a relaship towards one another (e.g. Hagberg-Andersson
2006).
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Figure 1. Adaptation and commitment.

However, speculation that the increased use ofriateechnologies to support relationships may lead
general decrease in the need for dyadic adaptasiesimis warranted. A widely accepted consequentiee of
digitalization of information and activities is im@ased standardization and modularization (Gopahdsh, et
al., 2003). The modularization debate focuses a@n réationship between standardization and costs of
coordination and a central claim is that increagingtalization entails increasingly modular arelstiures,
which, in turn, allow for clearly specified inteckass among activities and firms (Andersen, 200&)yeasing
modularity can substantially decrease the compleitcoordination within, for instance, inter-orgaational
relationships and the coordination of activities\pously handled by means of adaptations may beateg

to decrease accordingly. Increased standardizatiay take place alongside differentiation, as ong¢hef
advantages often linked to the Internet is its \aility to allow for a greater degree of standzation of
activities, while at the same time making theseaviiels appear differentiated or individualized toe
counterpart (Moen, Endresen, et al., 2003; SawlBnegrikh, 2001). On that background, we may realsigna
expect that the integration of the Internet intbusiness relationship may provide opportunitiesstufting
the balance between standardization and diffetgattiaf activities towards increased standardizatieord,
Berthon et al. (2002), for instance, argue thata@frtbe consequences of the increased use of thmét is an
expected reduction in the level of relation-specifivestment. The question is, however, not onlyhié
decrease of dyadic adaptation actually does takeeplbut also to what degree it affects the level o
commitment within a network, illustrated by the téot arrow in Figure 1. In order to look into thssile, the
framework illustrated in Figure 2 will be applied.

- . - Value-creation

Figure 2. Dimensions of adaptation

Adaptations
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Inter-organizational relationships are often vieweterms of an activity, a resource and an aetger, which
together form the substance of a relationship (H&kan & Johanson, 1992; Hakansson & Snehota, 1995).
The concept of adaptations can be related to efatttese layers. First, adaptation of activitiesstaklace as,
over time, two actors develop and implement intglaaizationalroutinesin order to increase the efficiency
of activity coordination (Hakansson, 1982; Hakamssb Snehota, 1995). Secondgsource adaptations
emerge as two actors combine their individual reseaito form relationship-specific resource tiebird,
inter-organizational adaptations are also part eb@al exchange process leading to the formatfoimust
between actors in a relationship (Hallén, et &091). Together, routines, resource adaptations tar
constitute the collective adaptations within a tieleship, which in turn lead to increased committnand
mutual dependence between two actors. At the same Bdaptation and commitment determine value
creation opportunities in the relationship (Wa&eRitter, 2003).

Inter-organizational routines

An organizational routine describes a sequencedmpadf activities performed to achieve a speaiim and
as such ‘organizational routines can be definexkpstitive, recognizable patterns of interdepenaetibns,
carried out by multiple actors’ (Feldman & Pentla@03:95). Used in a business network contextjnes
are used to coordinate the activities of individualithin interacting companies (Andersen, 2003)eyTh
reflect how actors in their attempts to minimize #osts associated with this coordination comegteeaon
certain operating procedures (Hakansson & Sneti®8f). These procedures give stability to the imiahip
and direction to recurring activities within it (&g & March, 1963). Routines represent solutionprtablems
that actors have encountered and solved over tiideaa such, they represent locally efficient sohgithat
may only be beneficial for a single relationshipdkadnsson & Snehota, 1995). Over time, the formadion
routines leads to increased commitment betweemsacto

As the Internet makes it possible to efficientlyoinate activities in other ways than through the
development of relationship-specific routines, gemeral level of idiosyncratic inter-organizatiomabtines
can be expected to decrease. Underlying this exfi@ctis the suggestion that the increased uséef t
Internet will lead to better informed, more assertactors, indicating a shift away from ‘the iddébosiness
customers constrained in existing relationshipsviriue of inertia and lack of knowledge’ (Ford, @i,
2002:195). This potential ability of the Internet make redundant or work against the inter-orgaioizal
inertia, which traditionally has been the price éfficient relationships, means that efficiency tanobtained

in other ways than through the development of khogatic routines over long periods of time. Leek,
Turnbull et al. (2000), for instance, expect th@iaved information access and exchange provide€byto
lead to a lesser degree of institutionalizationrelationships and hence, implicitly suggest thaterin
organizational routines questioned by neither efdhtors in a relationship will become less pravaie the
future.

Resource adaptations

In general terms, resources can be understoodhadangible and intangible assets firms use to ewacof
and implement their strategies’ (Barney & ArikarQ02:138). Inspired by the work of Penrose (1959),
resources can be viewed as heterogeneous (HakafisSnahota, 1995; Hakansson & Waluszewski, 2002).
Resource heterogeneity reflects the fact that angnesource can be put to use and combined witlr oth
resources in an indefinite number of ways and apnsetly, the value of a resource depends on itsande
combination with other actors’ resources (Hakans&dWaluszewski, 2002). The combination of different
actors’ resources creates specific resource iesfhetween individual actors, which in turn oweetcreate
resource ties where resources are adapted tosyheific actors’ needs (Hakansson & Snehota, 1995).

The development and increased use of the Intesratadracterized by an increase in resource standton,

as Internet-enabled tools in general are more atdimbd than the resources they replace or compleme
(Baraldi & Nadin, 2006). The resources that aret jpérthe interaction process between two actors are
consequently expected to become more standardimbdnare easily shared among a wider range of actors
Resources can be viewed as being provided as seibed within the context of a relationship. Thierdmet
can be seen as a technology with the potentiaiatadardize in particular the provision of resouraéhin a
relationship. Extending ideas about increased neaothaltion following from the increased use of theetnet

to the context of resource adaptations within otgganizational relationships leads to the expiutathat
more clearly specified interfaces among networkractvill entail a lower level of idiosyncratic insnents
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within relationships in general owing to the in@ean standardized, replicable resources. Discussid
resource standardization owing to the increasedfisternet-enabled ICT have pointed out, howettesat

not all knowledge can be standardized and transthiiver the Internet. There is agreement thatrtesriet
has potential for the friction-free sharing of altjee knowledge, whereas its role as a platformsiwering
experiential knowledge is more questionable, ay sgmowledge is not easily standardized (Petergeal..e
2002). The degree of resource standardization &edfdllowing decrease in resource adaptation are
accordingly expected to depend on the type of kadg.

Inter-organizational trust

The interaction that takes place within relatiopshhas been described as a social exchange process
(Anderson, et al., 1994; Hallén, et al., 1991; Holiiriksson, et al., 1996; Hakansson & Snehota, JL98%
social exchange element of relationships is impoitaestablishing long-term relationships. Relasioips are
built up over time and develop during a proceswhtich actors gradually become committed and it toe
embrace other than strictly economic activities egldtions (Hakansson & Snehota, 1995). Eventuttig,
process leads to the emergence of mutual trustamanitment between the two interacting parties kl-e¢
al., 2000). Trust implies managing relationshipssbgial norms and informal rules as opposed to giaga
them by formal authority, and it can be seen agemepuisite for value creation in inter-organizatib
relationships (Gadde, 2004; Morgan & Hunt, 1994)Ini Eriksson et al. (1996) stress the informalrabier

of business relationships as an important featuiginating from the social exchange perspective.
Traditionally, such informal coordination is basad personal relationships and face-to-face comnatioit,
which are considered important features of thet toudding process. Impersonal communication chéne
therefore, are seen as suitable to transfer ordig liidformation (Leek, Naudé, et al., 2003).

One of the most significant changes emanating ftbenwidespread use of the Internet is the ability o
companies to gain access to and exchange rich, pgeonalized, information through communication
channels that are less personal than previouslgn&& Wurster, 2000). As a nhew communication channe
with the potential to complement or even entir@glace existing channels of communication, therhatiecan

be expected to impact the interaction process oh su way that trust may become less important as a
prerequisite for accessing information. Such chanigethe business environment of networks have led
researchers within the industrial network approtchtiscuss the future nature and value of relakigrss
however, so far findings point in several directioRor instance, Leek, Turnbull and Naudé (2008eeithe
potential depersonalization and clearer task-catent of IT-enabled communication to lead to a dase in
face-to-face communication and to relationshipsobeng increasingly impersonal and formalized. Moen,
Endresen at al. (2003), on the contrary, highlitilg limited capability of the Internet to substiuior
relationship development through face-to-face axtgon.

The existence of long-term relationships built nrst and personal bonds may be viewed as a meaisk of
reduction and minimization of conflict potentialdgk, et al., 2000). From this angle, the existefdeng-
term relationships characterized by a high degfé¢rist and commitment could also be seen as @quésite
for the implementation of Internet-related initi@s in those relationships. For instance, in aystofde-
commerce adoption of export intermediaries, Hougtaod Winklhofer (2004) found that trust is notyonl
affected by, but also mediates the process of exmnee adoption of export intermediaries. Likewigea
case study of the implementation of a shared ITasifucture to support innovation processes in a
manufacturing and distribution network, Baraldi aaldin (2006) discuss how dissemination of prieate
critical information within the network is requiréd achieve proper implementation; yet, communicatf
such information also requires a high degree dittamd it may be met with reluctance, because siétar
exploitation and the loss of independence.

As mentioned above, adaptation is usually analyzedrms of its effect on dyadic relationships. &ivthe
idiosyncratic nature and the focus on the desighatlividual other actor in a relationship chaesistic of
the adaptation literature, it typically does nopleitly address the underlying assumption of thdustrial
network approach that relationships within a nekware connected (Anderson, et al., 1994; Holm,let a
1996). This connectedness is defined as the etdemhich exchange in one relationship is continggrin
exchange in another, even if these relationship®aly indirectly connected (Anderson, et al., 199dok &
Emerson, 1978). Reverting back to the standardizdirought on by the Internet discussed above, henyve
the expected decrease in the general level oioakitip-specific investment is linked to the fdwttactivities
can now be performed centrally and then take effeatss a wide range of relationships, a processhwias
been referred to as de-duplication (Yip, 2000).ISde-duplication means, for instance, that acésitire less
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tied to individual relationships and therefore dependent on the knowledge and competencies offispec
individuals who over time have come to know theadetof specific, individually customized activisie
processes or products. This in turn leads to tipeaation that in order to increase our understandf how
the Internet affects adaptation, we must addredsonty the effect of the Internet on single, dyadic
relationships, but must include also other relaiops in the network of which a focal relationsisippart.

The following case study addresses the natureeua of dyadic adaptation, the link between adaptand
commitment, and the interdependence of adaptatiwade in different relationships in a network where
Internet technologies are an integrated part efigrships.

M ethodology

In order to study adaptation in Internet-supporedtionships and also address network level irapbos, a
single case study methodology was adopted. Thestad&d is the export marketing network of a sriall
company called Comlog. The case concerns the ittaxh of an Internet-enabled solution into Comog’
export marketing network and is suitable, becauseiges an example of the introduction of an Ingégrn
enabled solution into a network, which would othiserbe characterized by a considerable number adidy
adaptations. Furthermore, the solution introducad mmplications for all major relationships withihe
network and as such allows for studying adaptatioresswider context than single, dyadic relatiopshiThe
purpose of the case as it is presented in thewoilpis to serve as an illustration of how adaptatinfolds in
a context heavily influenced by Internet technoésgiln this way, it provides the basis for elabogabn and
refining the theoretical discussions and expeatatjresented above.

Within the case, multiple actor levels were addrds3 hese levels were Comlog’s headquarters in Begm
resellers in Germany, and end-users. As such, atilaqe in the relationships illustrated in Figurevdre
analyzed. Dotted lines indicate relationships tiiate only studied indirectly.

Comlog

sales rep

Comlog
—>
Aabybro Resellers .

Figure 3. Relationships within the export marketaygtem of Comlog in Germany

The field study period extended from May 2005 touday 2006. During this period 9 interviews were
conducted within the network of Comlog in Denmarida&ermany. Interviews were semi-structured and
relied on three different interview guides for useComlog, resellers and end-users. Interviews sedu
specifically on activity coordination between thiéfetent network actors and the effect of the Intdron
inter-organizational coordination and did not addrentra-organizational changes. Interviews weoended
and transcribed. Transcripts were subsequentlyteanformants along with a separate document cont
those passages from the interview that had begptesdirout for quotation in order to ensure that iinfants
recognized our assessment of their understandintpeofchange project (Kvale, 1995). This was further
ensured by sending the case draft to our contasbpdor a review, which led to a few factual chesign the
case.

Caseintroduction

Comlog is a small Danish developer and providetetdématics solutions for the transport and logsstic
industry. Established in 1998, the company curyesthploys well over 30 employees who are involvethie
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development, sale and support of GPS and GSM/GRRE&dfleet management and communication systems
used to transfer, document and coordinate actvigé®d administrative routines between customers’
administrative personnel (office) and drivers (eids). In short, Comlog deliver process optimizato their
customers. Today, in order to survive and rematfitpble, truck operators are constantly seekingnarove

and optimize the utilization of their fleets. Coml® fleet management solutions seek to improve the
performance of both drivers and vehicles by rafiaimy and automating internal processes in order t
optimize time management and fleet performance.

As part of a generational handover, Comlog is gdimgugh a restructuring process, where the main
challenge is to move away from focusing on custespexrcific development towards becoming more saids a
marketing oriented; a challenge that requires thmpany to devote attention to increasing salesmelu
through internationalization, a more standardizeodpct suite and an efficient support organizatidhe
backbone of this restructuring process is the thtetion of a new Internet-based fleet managemdutiso
called ComlogFleet. ComlogFleet consists of a hardwnit that is installed in the customer’s vedgcand a
software application, which along with the custodleet data is stored on a server located at Ggrahd
accessed via the Internet, as illustrated in Figure

=

gd;@

[

A

]

% [\

[

Server Database A

& T~

Back-office systems

Figure 4. Comlog’s system

ComlogFleet was introduced in 2001 and will graljuedplace its predecessor, a system called Trugtdio
which runs on a dedicated server. With the formeatesn, the end-user was required to buy and host a
communication server and a database dedicatedndogasoftware. Communication between the office and
the vehicles would then go via that communicatienver as opposed to via the Intefnet

The case study concerns the introduction of ComémgFon the German market, which is the cornerstdne
Comlog’s internationalization strategy. The wish fast market expansion and the need to gain adoess
existing network on the German market has motivdteduse of a network of presently 12 independent
resellers on the German market. The resellersra@pendent dealers with different profiles. Theyniar
instance, be software houses that sell back-offigiems to the transportation industry or they rbay
consultants working in the transportation industrngermediaries have different levels of commitmerith
Comlog with respect to their involvement in salegplementation and support. Some partners maimgnge
contact between Comlog and a potential customegereds others are heavily involved in the sales and
implementation process. Different levels of comnaitinthen entail different levels of provision fdret
reseller. The intermediaries work together with @ugis own sales force, which currently consistsfair
German employees with regional sales responsdsiliti

Case analysis

! Using Comlog’s own terminology in the following,ethiwo solutions will be referred to as ‘server-lihsand ‘web-
based’, respectively.
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In the following, key findings from the case retafito the three dimensions of adaptations outlinethe
theoretical framework will be presented.

Inter-organizational routines

The level of relationship-specific routines in Cogik network is considerably lower after the intiotion of
the web-based solution than in the server-basethalive. The most striking example of how the imé¢ has
actually changed the level of inter-organizatiamaitines needed is found in the relationship betw@emlog
and their end-users, where Comlog have managedatoatically reduce the need for activity adaptation
When marketing the server-based solution, whiclegted ComlogFleet, not only the sales processlbaot a
system implementation and subsequent maintenandesapport were highly relationship-specific. As
Comlog responded to individual customer requestsnguthe lifetime of each of these locally instdlle
systems, they tended to become increasingly cuseamiAlso, with end-users responsible for the paseh
and maintenance of servers, these would be martiffjecently and would require different kinds ofpgort.
Hence, over time, the amount of product-relatedptdmn would increase and this would subsequently
require much adaptation to support activities aedck to the management of each individual relatipns
between Comlog and their end-users, which in tagquired substantial amount of resources. The webeba
solution, on the contrary, has made possible auffisiy of e.g. support activities, that can be tralized to a
larger degree than previously. As a consequendhii®fcentralization, other support activities beeoless
dependent on specific types of actors. With the#ee@omlogFleet system including server, software data
placed at Comlog rather than at each individuataruer, support elements relatedsygstem supporte.g.
server maintenance and updates are centralizetiardled from Comlog in Denmark, no matter where the
customer is located. This way of supporting thdesyssis radically different from supporting a serbased
solution, where system support would often reqait€omlog employee on site at the customer’s premise
The centralization of system maintenance also alld@r better monitoring of and a higher degree of
transparency with respect to system use and conuamion between the system and the units instated i
customers’ vehicles. In that way, errors can beatetl faster and more easily. Other support elenest
those that pertain to individual customer requiretseather than system support may still need to bertak
care of locally. With the system supported and ta@&med centrally, the volume of local support ates
decreases.

Generally speaking, the reduction in activity ad#iph is achieved through a high degree of stanzktidn,
which implies a shift in the balance between statidation and differentiation of activities towards
standardization. This is a generally accepted efiédhe use of Internet technology (Hagel Il &n§er,
1999). Activities within Comlog’s marketing systehat used to be entirely or partly relationshipesfie and
which, owing to the Internet, are now replicableoas the entire range of end-users, include system
development, software ‘installation’, system updatend server maintenance. Because of this activity
standardization, it has become possible to subsstiireviously idiosyncratic routines for a set ofversally
applicable routines that can be used to govern nodulge activities taking place between Comlog #reir
end-users; a process which was discussed abovedgptication. In the Comlog case, de-duplicaticzanms
that system maintenance is less tied to individelationships and therefore not dependent on toavlatge
and competencies of specific individuals who ovienet have come to know the details of specific,
individually customized solutions.

Resource adaptations

The web-based solution itself represents a resain@eis much more standardized than the servezebas
solution (Baraldi & Nadin, 2006). Consequentlycéin be shared across users without requiring signif
adaptation and, therefore, the level of resour@ptadion between Comlog and their end-users hasnimc
lower, at least when viewed from Comlog'’s side.

From the point of view of the end-user, howevermiy be argued that considerable relation-specific
investments are still required; although of a gdligdifferent kind than previously, where they hadnvest in
hardware and software, but had to host the soldtiemselves. Today, with the shift to a web-basddtion
located at the premises of and hosted by Comlogait be claimed that the need for coordinationctifzaies
with Comlog has increased. For instance, Gadde4)28@ints to developments within information sysseas
one of several factors increasing interdepender@tgeen actors’ activities and resources and aigthe
need for coordination. Along these lines, the eserus increasingly dependent on Comlog for systepport
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and for data security, for instance, indicatindhét ©f the power balance between the two partasl-users’
willingness to commit a substantial amount of reses to the relationship with Comlog should, howehe
considered in the light of the fact that a fleetnagement solution is always ‘mission-critical’ fie end-
user. Once implemented, it becomes the backbordapfo-day operations and the control of important
processes is assumed to disappear from managedat@ess. The mere decision to enter into a rekstip
with a fleet management provider can thus be ardaeshjual the relinquishing of control. From theden
user’s point of view, investing in a web-based Botumay hence not be regarded as a loss of pdwr,
more as a shift in coordination mechanisms impmwire efficiency of both parties (Boyle, 2001).

As for resource adaptation in the relationship leefw Comlog and their reseller network, they first
approached reseller relationships from an arm’gtleperspective in the sense that they did not wantake
special adaptations for individual resellers. Oa ¢time hand, this uniform treatment of the reseigwork
irrespective of the differences in their profilaslacompetencies is possible because of the censitialh and
standardization of the Comlog system. The breakdamd clearer allocation of certain types of adtegitto
certain types of actors can enhance operationalraloand resource management because products or
activities become more easily allocated to thogeraavho can perform them most efficiently (Goplal.,
2003). On the other hand, it was also Comlog’snitid@ that resellers should gradually become mkiléed

at handling ComlogFleet and that they would grdgiuag¢ able to take over a number of support aaiit
handled by Comlog and Comlog thus strived for agrdasing level of commitment in selected reseller
relationships. They had to realize, however, thit tequired upgrading the product knowledge ofrdseller
network, which, in turn, mandates a closer relaim between Comlog and the resellers. This cataket
place without dedicating more resources to theiogighip with resellers.

Trust

Comlog depend on intermediaries to handle a numbkrcal market-related activities and they havesemn

to leave the handling of certain aspects of thewsat relationship to a number of independent lerselThis
choice is motivated by several factors. First,dbeired fast expansion on the German market woerdbadd

far too many resources for Comlog to be able teeta#te internally. Second, in order to gain actedscal
markets, Comlog need access to the knowledge amihate of local actors. Third, as a new and foreign
player on the German market for fleet managemeluttisns, in order to obtain confidence from potehti
local end-users, a local intermediary is needesbgprb doubts regarding, for instance, trustwoetsn Still,
the range of activities with which intermediariesishbe entrusted decreases as a result of usiaghént
technology to support relationships in Comlog’svak.

The relationship between resellers and end-usersngrass those end-user-related activities thatataen
standardized and that are not much affected byusieeof the Internet. Activities performed by resel
include identifying and establishing contact witbtgntial customers and initial identification ofstomer
needs. The resellers’ most important activitiestaose that are related to the actual sales protedsding
sales meetings, discussion and determination ofyfhe of solution, the handling of specific produefated
request, for instance regarding the performandbeftolution under certain conditions and negatmbf the
terms of the contract. Furthermore, depending errélsellers’ profile and competencies, after-satgivities
performed include channelling requests to Comlogheractual handling of some of these requestsselhe
activities are largely contingent on the persorédtionship between the reseller and the end-usgicannot

be coordinated using mainly ‘universal’ routings.other words, the relationship between the rasalid the
end-user mandates a number of actor-level adapsatiohich, as previously described, produce inter-
organizational trust and, consequently, increasathautment between two actors. In fact, the maisoador
Comlog to use resellers in the first place is tiy are in a position to gain the trust of locairkets.
Particularly in the initial stages of a sales pescahe end-user has to base his impression ofdgoam his
impression of the reseller, whose performance gmuoearance are therefore of crucial importance for
Comlog’s local market success.

In order for resellers to be able to instil trustldcal markets on Comlog’s behalf, they are depahdn
information and knowledge from Comlog. The relasioip between Comlog and their resellers, howesger, i
characterized by a lower degree of trust produbedugh interpersonal relationships than the ratatip
between resellers and end-users described abovang$tance, the German reseller interviewed hadcmnev
been to visit Comlog in Denmark; and in Spain, rseller with whom Comlog has signed up is supptsed
handle the market without support from Comlog. Bhexamples illustrate the fact that trust in these
relationships is based mainly on issues such asdimpetencies and contacts of local resellerstrust that
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can be verified through information and where ewmae of resellers’ failure to perform can be readily
obtained (Rousseau, Sitkin, et al., 1998).

Discussion

By demonstrating how coordination and commitmentvben actors in a network is obtained not without
relationship-specific adaptation, but nevertheleith a lower level of adaptation than would othesgvhave
been necessary, the case supports the expectatibmereased use of Internet technology reducesidied
for dyadic adaptation. However, although the absegtions have described how relationships in Coslog
marketing system are becoming increasingly stamtidand characterized by fewer relationship-specif
adaptations this is true for certain types of reteghips more than others. The case hence poitigotissues
regarding adaptation, which challenge the assumptigpically underlying our understanding of ad#ptain
business relationships. First, the analysis chgdéierthe accepted viewpoint that adaptation is dispensable
precondition for commitment in inter-organizatiomalationships. Second, and related to this, ciaskinfys
give rise to changing our understanding of andpeaisve on adaptation as a dyadic construct and&ads
encourage viewing adaptation across interdependktionships.

Adaptation of the activity and resource dimensiohselationships reflected in relationship-specifaitines
and resource adaptation have decreased followiegntinoduction of Internet-enabled ICT. This deseea
begins with a general standardization of resoustesbled by the Internet which implies that resoairce
previously adapted to specific counterparts, @fgrination, communication interfaces and produzs, now
be more uniform and shared across a wider rangectors. Standardization facilitates inter-orgamndretl
activity coordination and reduces the need forti@iahip-specific routines. Relationship-specifititines are
thereby replaced by more uniform sets of routiheas are applicable to a wide range of relationshijlsout
adaptation. As for adaptation at the actor levelth® one hand, the case shows that the needdptadibn is
not changed by the use of Internet technology,onuthe other hand, as a consequence of the int@ymait
Internet technology, trust is becoming largely @ntcated in one relationship, i.e. that betweeerimediaries
and end-users. Hence, trust seems to be less ltdaiguthan often suggested by network researcheigther
words, with the use of the Internet to support ekpdermediation, trust based on long-term, inéespnal
relationships seems to loose importance in sona¢ioakhips, provided that it exists in others, hosve

Findings concerning the increased standardizatfoactivities and resources as well as the diffiegltin
transferring trust from personal to Internet-basadtionships leave open the question of the caresmpes of
these changes on commitment. A basic assumptioariyiiy the industrial network approach is thatrove
time inter-organizational relationships become abtmrized by a growing number of mutual adaptataoms
that the existence of these adaptations resudsidneven conditions the development of mutual camanit
and interdependence between actors. It is integesti note, however, that Comlog is able to maméahigh
level of commitment to their end-users despite @ealese in the level of relationship-specific adapts; an
issue which is conditioned by adaptations betweasars of other relationships. In this way, the clksels
support to those who view the Internet as a toal tan actually be used to forge tighter ties betwactors,
because lines of communication can be used moigeetiy to the benefit of both parties (Boyle, 200
Hence, the reduced level of relationship-specifitapations does not necessarily mean that relationa
exchange is replaced by discrete exchange; onothieaty, the Internet can actually have a posigffect on
inter-organizational commitment and may be usedr&owv firms together rather than push them apares&h
findings lead to the modification of the contentsl aelationships between the different types optatéons as
illustrated in Figure 5.
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Trust
differentiated

Adaptations

Figure 5. Modified dimensions of adaptation

There are not only differences in how the Inteafédcts different types of adaptation; howeverrelere also
differences across different types of activitiesr kstance, the case shows how the shift to aerriat-
enabled business model enables increased staratsodinf so-called core activities, but also thatal
market-oriented relationships and activities, dteda peripheral activities, still need a high levet
differentiation and adaptation. At the same tinte fact that core activities such as for instarafénvare
development are centralized provides new opporasifor configuring local market relationships émrhs of
both activities performed and actors included. Hehallowing the integration of Internet technolagyo the
network, Comlog is able to maintain a high levelcoimmitment to the individual end-user, not as rofte
claimed through numerous individual adaptationd, ibstead through a parallel standardization ofecor
activities and differentiation of market-relatedi@ties (Sawhney & Parikh, 2001). This developmeqtals
the simultaneous push of network intelligence tasahe core and the periphery of a network desdyifoe
instance, by Sawhney and Parikh (2001), who arbat increased standardization of activities reldted
information processing and storage coupled withtinard differentiation of market-related activitissone
of the main consequences of digitalization. Aloigilar lines, Malone (2004) argues that standatdbnaof
critical activities allows for decentralization ofher activities. Such decentralized activitiesfqrened at the
periphery of the export marketing system studiedugie mainly local market-related sales and manigeti
activities, which have proven to be highly dependeninter-organizational trust as well as persqmnakence
and communication.

There is a parallel between this discussion ancudsons concerning what types of knowledge thathea
transferred to an online context and what knowle@ggiires personal communication and physical piese
since in the Comlog case, core activities rely targe extent on the transmission of codifiableinfation,
whereas peripheral activities are more dependenheriransmission of uncodifiable and tacit infotiom,
which is more likely to be committed to a particulalationship and require trust and adaptatiorather &
Storper, 2001). This is also pointed out by Will&if2007) in his discussion of how discrete knowtedg
begets activity replication within inter-organizatal relationships, whereas context-dependent leuiyd,
such as that found in the market-related relatimssin Comlog’s network, requires a higher degrée o
adaptation.

As pointed out above, however, the Comlog casetpamnthe interdependence between adaptationsein th
different relationships in a network. On the onadahe relationship between Comlog and end-usEms
to be characterized by a lower level of dyadic #ategn as well as a high degree of commitment, eher
commitment is understood as the intent to contiand grow the relationship. This is underlined ie th
Comlog case by the fact that end-users trust Comiitiy proprietary, mission-critical information. iBhis
only possible, however, because a high level optd@n still takes place in other relationshipg. ¢hat
between reseller and end-user or that between $ade$ representatives and end-users. In contmuatithe
above discussion the case hence shows not onhdHfarent types of activities are affected diffettgrby the
Internet, but also that the increased standardizagind centralization of certain types of activaty one
position in the export marketing system is depehdsn other activities being performed locally and,
furthermore, standardization of central activitiesults in increased specialization at the locatlleThese
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findings challenge the view of adaptation as a tanslinked to individual dyadic relationships amstead
instigate a broadening of the concept to also epassithe network level.

Managerial implicationsand issuesfor further research

The Comlog case shows the potential of applyingrivdt-enabled ICT to support the relationships iwitin
export marketing system in terms of increasingddagiization of relationships without compromisingriet
commitment; yet, it also directs attentions to eliéint issues that management should be aware aif whe
considered how to use ICT to support their relaimms with business partners. It should be ackniydd
that not all types of activity lend themselves diyuaasily to substitution or complementation ofdmet-
enabled ICT and hence, organizational requiremdiffisr depending on whether ICT is applied in marke
related relationships or development-related m@atiips, for instance. Although analysis has detnatesl
that there are definitely benefits to be gainednfithie integration of Internet-enabled ICT into tifferent
relationships of a network, particularly by miniinig relationship-specific resource deployment, ¢hes
benefits cannot readily be obtained in any kindetditionship. Managerial attention should thereforis, in
particular, on the importance of trust when condidewhich relationships to support with Interneabled
ICT. Generally speaking, activities closer to logarkets are more dependent on the establishménteof
personal trust than activities further away. Evlough trust can be created by external partners it
important to note that the management of the welahips with these partners, in turn, also requinast
creation and that an active, physical presencegsired for partners to be able to generate busifidss does
not mean that these relationships cannot be swggport complemented by ICT; it does mean, howevet, t
managers must think in terms of ‘traditional’ plogipresence along with virtual presence.

The limitations of the present paper point to a benof opportunities for further research. Firsialgsis and
discussion in this paper is based on a single stasly. Although using a single case study has geavthe
opportunity to study the issue of adaptation iradlén different types of relationships and takingp account
the context of Internet-related change, these quéati contexts also state some limitations. Fotamse, the
case studied is from the IT industry and as sukbstalace in a technologically advanced settinditeato
the speculation that the effect of the Internetfon,nstance, inter-organizational adaptationBkisly to be
more visible extensive than would be the case imduostry where new technology is integrated abaer
pace. In the Comlog case, this is to some extamiteoed by the fact that end-users in the transpdustry
generally have been relatively slow to responcetdimological change. Still, research should beneleé to
cover a wider range of industries, not least bexdle fact that the product studied in the Comlageds a
digital product, which also might pave the waydbanges that would be less extensive for physicalyets.
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