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1. Intermediary in Triadic Business Relationships

In this paper the focus is on specific kinds of international business
relationships, namely, relationships where the supplier and the tustomer have
both direct contacts with each other and contacts involving an intermediary. 1
ca11  these triadic business relationships, distinguishing them from those where
the intermediary mediates all the contacts between the supplier and the
tustomer. Interviews concerning 64 business relationshipsi, between Swedish ~
suppliers and one of their important industrial customers abroad, show that in
62 relationships the supplier has some kind of direct contact with the
tustomer abroad, even though an intermediary is involved. In most of these
business relationships the intermediary is either a subsidiary of the supplier or
an agent.

Intermediaries are usually said to have a general role based on the assumption
that they stand between production and consumption (Alderson, 1957; Stern
& El-Ansary, 1992). However, in triadic business relationships the role of the
intermediary cannot be defined solely based on the assumption that they stand
benueen something. The direct contact between the supplier and the tustomer
implies that the role of the intermediary is not solely that of a mediating
agent. Hence in triadic business relationships its role is defined rather from its
role performance than from its position between two parties. What specific
rolelroles an intermediary may perform Will not be discussed here; instead
this paper Will be devoted to a discussion concerning the intermediary’s
ability to perform the role/roles in the triadic business relationships. If the
intermediary is not able to perform its role in a way that satisfies  all parties,
the business relationship as a whole can be affected negatively.

“When roles  are unclear or not performed  as expected, con-flict
is inevitable. ” (Stern & Heskett, 1969, p. 294)

When is the intermediary not able to perform its role in a way that satisfies all
parties? One situation, which Will be focused here, may occur when the
supplier and the tustomer have conflicting expectations concerning the
intermediary’s role performance and when they try to impact the role

’ The interviews  were perfomed  in standardised form within the framework of the IPM2-project,
which is a cooperative  project  behveen researchers in France, Germany, Italy, Japan, Sweden, the
U.K. and the U.S.
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performance according to their own Will. This may lead to an intra-role
conflict. Whose expectations should the intermediary fulfil?

The discussion concerning the intermediary’s ability to perform its role Will
be built around the concept of the role-set (Merton, 1957), which means that
the focus Will be on the expectations of the supplier and the tustomer
regarding the role of the intermediary. If these expectations do not coincide,
or agree with the intermediary’s own role perception, the intermediary’s
ability to perform its role may be impacted negatively. The discussion Will be
illustrated with nine international business relationships which could be
characterised as being triadic.

2. The Concept of the Role-Set Applied  to Business Relationships

In this paper the role of the intermediary is treated as a “publit” phenomenon.
By that 1 mean that a role exists together with a position (Linton, 1936;
Merton, 1957). If the individual leaves the position, the role remains there
and another individual can learn to perform this role. In this case the role
definition is made outside of the individual (Levinson, 1959), and it is thus
not a question of a “private” role. To mark this 1 Will use the words
“suppliet-” and “tustomer”, instead of “seller” and “buyer”.

According to Blau and Scott (1963, pp. 195-196) it is possible to extend the
role-set approach from the individual leve1 to the organisational level. This
Will be done here. The business relationship Will be seen as consisting of
three parties: the supplier, the intermediary and the tustomer, and each, in
turn, consists of a number of individuals. However, an organisation as such
does not have expectations (Rothstein, 1988); it is the individuals who
perform the roles and have role expectations within the frames of their
positions in the business relationship, i.e., the party they represent. In a
triadic business relationship there are then always at least three individuals
involved. The specific individuals dealing with each other Will not be
discussed here.
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2.1 The Memhers of the Intermediary’s Role-Set

With the concept of the role-set it is possible to illustrate the complexity of
even a simple social structure (Merton, 1957). What then is a role-set?
According to Merton (ibid., p. llO), a role-set is “... that complement of
role-relationships  in which persons are involved by virtue of occupying a
particular social status. “* The statuslposition of the intermediary in a business
relationship relates it to several other parties;  these parties are the members of
the intermediary’s role-set. The intermediary does not have “. . . a single role,
but an array of associated roles, relating [it] to diverse others.” (ibid., p.
11 l), who have expectations regarding its role performance.

“No role exists without a paired reciprocal role which is a part of a different
position.” (Bates, 1955-56, p. 317) For example, the role of a teacher also
involves the role of a pupil, and vice versa. The concept of the role-set
focuses on this fatt that a role always involves other roles. According to
Merton, the person occupying a specific position has a set of roles which
relate that person to other persons with other roles. This way of treating roles
differs from that where the focus is on the different roles one person can
have, e.g. one person can be said to have the role of teacher, father, son,
tustomer in a shop, chairman. When the focus is on a role-set, it can instead
be said that ” . ..the status of publit school teacher has its distinctive role-set,
relating the teacher to his pupils, to colleagues, the school principal and
superintendent, the Board of Education, and, on frequent occasion, to lotal
patriotic organizations, to professional organizations of teachers, Parent-
Teachers Associations, and the like.” (Merton, 1968) Thus, at the individual
leve1 the members of an individtralls  role-set comprise all the relationships
this individual has when helshe occupies a particular social position. At the
organisational leve1 the role-set of the intermediary relates it to several
parties. Examples of possible parties  are suppliers, customers, banks and
different organisations. As the focus here is on the triadic business
relationship, only two of the intermediary’s role-set members Will be
considered: the supplier and the tustomer.

2 The word position could be used instead of the word status.



2.2 Differing Role Expectations

All the role-set members have expectations regarding role performance. The
individuals representing the supplier and the tustomer enterprises have for
example expectations regarding the role performance of the individuals
representing the intermediary; the individuals in the intermediary enterprise
also have special perceptions of the tontent of their own role. The
expectations of the individuals in the supplier and the tustomer enterprises
regarding the role performance of the individuals in the intermediary
enterprise need not always coincide or agree with the perception held by the
individuals in the intermediary enterprise.

I,. . . there is always a potential for d@ering  and sometimes
conjlicting  expectations of the conduct appropriate to a
status-occupant among those in the role-set. ” (Merton, 1957, p. 112)

These differing role expectations may result in an intra-role conflict, i.e., a
conflict perceived by the individual performing the actual role. This, in turn,
can cause difficulties for the role performance.

2.3 Intra-Role Conflict

There are some social mechanisms which may prevent instability and conflicts
in role-sets (Merton, 1957). According to Blau and Scott (1963) these
mechanisms are also valid at the organisational level. The social mechanisms
which Merton discusses are as follows:

1. Role-set  members’ involvement difsers.  Usually not all the members in the
role-set are equally involved, i.e. there are variations in scope and intensity of
involvement inasmuch as each member gives more or less importante to the
role. This means that those with less involvement do not try to impact the role
performance to the same extent as those with higher involvement.

2. Role-set  members'  power d@krs. Intra-role conflict is prevented if some of
the role-set members have less power and authority to influence the role than
others. Some of the less powerful members can however build coalitions to
gain more collective power (Caplow, 1956; 1959) and thereby be able to
impact the role performance.
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3. Same of the role-set  members are not able to observe the role peeormance.
The social structure can be of the character where interaction with each
member of the role-set varies, and where some of the members are not able to
observe the performance. Thus, intra-role conflict is prevented if the role
performance is shielded from observation.

4. Role-set members are not aware that their expectations are conticting. As
far as this is the case, the role performance is not impacted. If the members _
of the role-set become aware of their conflicting expectations, a conflict may
arise between the members of the role-set, and the person who is supposed to
perform  the problematic role may be left outside of the conflict.

5. Support among occupants of similar  positions. An intra-role conflict may
be prevented if occupants of similar positions where they are likely to meet
similar difficulties in role performance, lend each other support. This
mechanism is not discussed further here because the focus is on one role-set,
and not on connections between several role-sets.

6. The role-set  member who has difhering  expectations may be excluded. Not
discussed further because roles are seen here from the struttural perspective.
This means that an individual can always be excluded (for example fired), but
the position remains in the structure and a new individual can compensate the
previous own.

II
. . . even when these (andprobably  other) mechanisms are
operating, they may not, in panicular cases, prove sujjicient
to reduce the contict  of expectations below the leve1 required
for the social structure to operate with substantial
efiectiveness.  This residua1 conflict within the role-set  may
be enough to interfere  materially with the eflective
pe$ormance  of roles by the occupant  of the status in
question. ” (Merton, 1957, p. 118)

The quotation above points out that, although the mechanisms are operating,
the role performance may still be difftcult. It can however be assumed that if
these conflict-preventing mechanisms “do not work”, it is more probable that
an intra-role conflict, which makes the role performance more difficult, may
exist.
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3. Intermediary’s Role Performance in Triadic Business
Relationships

3.1 Intermediary and Intra-Role  Conflict

If the expectations of the supplier and the tustomer differ, the question is
whether they Will try to impact the intermediary’s role performance in
different directions and cause thereby an intra-role conflict. The above four
first-mentioned mechanisms which are supposed to prevent intra-role conflicts
Will be used as the starting point for the discussion of the intermediary’s
ability to perform its role inside a business relationship.

Does the involvement of the supplier  and of the tustomer  difSer?  According to
Mechanism 1, all the members in a role-set are usually not equally involved.
In business settings, where the role of the intermediary is crucial for the
relationship seen as a whole, it is possible that the supplier need not be so
concerned if it is clear that the intermediary performs its role adequately. In
such situations the supplier’s role is that of a supporter, for example giving
technical advice or in advertising campaigns. On the other hand, in situations
focused in this paper where the tustomer is important for the supplier, it
could be supposed that both the supplier and the tustomer are similarly
involved in the business relationship. This is based on the assumption that the
customer’s involvement is high as it is the one who pays. Thus, both the
supplier and the tustomer may try to impact the intermediary’s role
performance.

Does the power of the supplier  and of the tustomer  d@er?  (Mechanism 2).
When the supplier and the intermediary belong to the same organisation, the
supplier has the authority to regulate the intermediary’s role. Whether it Will
use this possibility to influence the role may depend on the importante of the
intermediary in the business relationship. In situations where the tustomer is
important for the supplier, it is possible that the supplier may use its power to
form the role of the intermediary. This together with the fatt that the
tustomer always has power in the meaning that the business relationship
ceases to exist without the tustomer,  means that it is possible that this
mechanism does not work.
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Are both the supplier  and the tustomer  able to observe the intermediary ‘s role
peeormance? (Mechanism 3). The intermediary’s role performance can be
said to be ovett, i.e. likely to be observable by both the supplier and the
tustomer. The direct contact between the supplier and the tustomer  also
makes it possible for them to distuss  the intermediary’s role performance.
Hence is possible that also this mechanism does not work.

Are the supplier  and the tustomer  aware that their expectations are
conjlicting?  (2Mechanism 4). Inasmuch as the supplier and the tustomer have
direct contact with each other it is possible that they are aware of their
conflicting demands concerning the intermediary’s role and try to influence
the performance according to their own Will. This mechanism may then be
another of those which does not apply in triadic business relationships.

The conclusion is that in triadic business relationships it is possible that an
intra-role conflict does exist. All or some of the mechanisms which are
supposed to prevent an intra-role conflict may be “out of order”.

3.2 The Intermediary Role from SupplierKustomer  Perspective

As Table 1 shows the role of the intermediary can be assumed to vary
according to whether or not the expectations of the tustomer and the
expectations of the supplier coincide with the intermediary’s perception of its
own role. The table is build around a discrete scale, i.e., the expectations are
assumed to either coincide or not coincide. In reality this kind of clear-tut
situation is probably unusual.
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Table 1. Intermediary  ‘s Role in Four D@erent  Situations

Customer’s expectations
coincide with intermediary’s

perception of its role

Customer’s expectations do not
coincide with intermediary’s

perception of its role

Supplier’s expectations coincide
with intermediary’s perception

of its role

Situation 1

Intermediaq has a well-defined
role in the business relationship.

Situation 2

Intermediary’s role is unclear to
the tustomer.

Supplier’s expectations do not
coincide with intermediary’s

perception of its role

Situation 3

Intermediary’s role is unclear to
the supplier.

Situation 4

Intermediary’s role is unclear.

In Situation 1 the supplier and the tustomer have similar expectations
concerning the intermediary’s role and these expectations coincide with the
intermediary’s own perception of its role. This is then a situation where all
three parties agree concerning the intermediary’s role. The supplier can be
assumed to be deeply involved in the relationship. This means that probably
little freedom is allowed for in the intermediary’s role. The fatt that the
customer’s expectations also coincide with the intermediary’s own perception,
probably signifies that the intermediary has a specific role in the relationship,
whether important or unimportant. The role can be less important if the
supplier is well aware of the intermediary’s tasks and it is possible that the
supplier could quite easily learn to perform the role or allow someone else
perform it.

In the setond situation the customer’s expectations do not coincide with the
intermediary’s own perception, and thus, the supplier’s expectations. This is a
sign that the intermediary role is not so important in the business relationship.
Nonetheless it is performing a certain role which is known to the supplier,
who is in turn probably deeply involved in the relationship. The tustomer
may regard the supplier and the intermediary as a single entity.

The third situation occurs when the supplier’s expectations do not coincide
with the intermediary’s own perception. Also in this situation the supplier and
the tustomer have differing expectations but in this case the role of the
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intermediary is probably very important for the business relationship. The
supplier’s involvement in the relationship is low and it probably relies on the
intermediary’s ability to perform its role, and does not feel a need to be
informed of the tontent of the role. The fatt that the customer’s expectations
coincide with the intermediary’s is probably a sign of good co-operation
between the tustomer and the intermediary. From the intermediary’s point of
view this situation is probably the most desirable.

In the last situation neither the supplier’s nor the customer’s expectations
coincide with the intermediary’s perception of its role. This is a sign that the
intermediary role is less important in this kind of relationship. While the
position is clear and the intermediary is performing a role according to its
own judgement, the other parties expect it to do something else. It may be a
question of a new relationship where the role of the intermediary has not yet
become clear to the involved parties  or of an old one where the supplier and
the tustomer have formed some kind of coalition and “excluded” the
intermediary from the relationship.

As discussed above the importante  of the intermediary role can be supposed
to vary in different situations. This, in turn, may influence the intermediary’s
ability to perform its role. This Will be discussed further in the next section.

3.3 Intermediary’s Ability to Perform  its Role

In Situation 1, where all three parties  agree about the role of the
intermediary, the role performance probably does not involve any difficulties.
The role is well defined and it could be assumed that this kind of business
relationship is an old one. In Situations 2 and 3 the role expectations
concerning the intermediary’s role differ. According to Merton, in this kind
of case the role performance can be difficult due to these conflicting
expectations. Table 2 shows the possible effects on the intermediary’s ability
to perform its role in the four different situations.
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Table 2. Intermediary  ‘s Ability to Perfrm its Role in Four Different
Situations

Supplier’s expectations coincide Supplier’s expectations do not
with intermediary’s perception coincide with intermediary’s

of its role perception of its role

Customer’s expectations
coincide with intermediary’s

perception of its role

Customer’s expectations do not
coincide with intermediary’s

perception of its role

Situation 1

Easy for the intermediary to
perform  the role.

Situation 3

Difficulties in role performance
can exist.

Situation 2 Situation 4

Difficulties in role performance Difficulties in role performance
can exist. can exist.

In the setond situation, difficulties may arise in the intermediary’s role
performance because of the conflicting expectations between the supplier and
the tustomer. The fatt that the supplier is probably deeply involved in the
business relationship, allowing little scope for the intermediary in the role
performance, gives rise to the question whether the intermediary is
performing an own role or not. Moreover, the fatt that the customer’s
expectations do not coincide with the intermediary’s perception supports the
perception that problems may arise in the intermediary’s role performance.
Whose demands should the intermediary fulfil? Also in the third situation
diffculties in role performance can exist due to the conflicting expectations of
the supplier and the tustomer. Here however, the fatt that the intermediary is
probably very important in this relationship and is therefore given freedom to
decide how to perform the role suggests that conflicts concerning its role
performance are less likely to arise. In Situations 2 and 3, where the supplier
and the tustomer have entirely different expectations of the role the
intermediary is performing, the conflict can exist between these two parties.
The intermediary can, so to speak, remain an outsider or can “fight” for its
role in the business relationship.

In Situation 4 the supplier’s and the customer’s expectations do not coincide
with the intermediary’s perception of its role. If the supplier’s and the
customer’s expectations coincide with each other but not with the



12

intermediary’s, the business relationship seen as a whole is probably
undergoing change. It can be about to become a dyad comprised of supplier
and tustomer and excluding the intermediary. Another possibility is that the
parties Will come to a mutual agreement regarding the intermediary’s role; in
this case the intermediary’s role performance need not involve difficulties. In
a case, where all the three parties  have different opinions of the role of the
intermediary, the supplier and the tustomer may try to impact the
intermediary’s role performance, and thereby give rise to difficulties in this
role performance .

4. Expectations of Intermediary’s Role in Nine Business
Relationships

Nine business relationsbips Will be used to illustrate the theoretical discussion
concerning expectations of the role of the intermediary. Each is studied from
three perspectives: supplier’s, intermediary’s and customer’s. Inasmuch as the
persons interviewed are personally involved in the relationships, it can be
assumed that they hold the knowledge prevalent among these parties
concerning the intermediary.

The first interview was always made with a representative of the supplier
enterprise who then identified an important tustomer and the intermediary
they used in the relationship. All the nine business relationships cancern
relationships where the tustomer is an important party. Another tommon
feature is that the supplier and the tustomer have some kind of direct contact
with each other. Thus, these business relationships can be seen as being
triadic. These business relationships are also all international with suppliers in
Sweden, intermediaries (either a subsidiary or an agent) and customers in
England, France or Germany. The interviews were performed in standardised
form within the IMP2-project  by researchers from Sweden, France and
Germany.
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4.1 Classifkation of the Business Relationships

The three parties are asked the same questions regarding what services the
intermediary provides to the tustomer. The services to be considered are the
following:

- Personnel training and instruction
- Technical advice, cooperation and development
- Field installation service
- Maintenance service
- Lotal stockhalding of the products
- Stocks of spare parts
- Other services

1 shall in the following discussion regard these services as “the role the
intermediary” is expected to perform in the business relationship. Although
somewhat extended through the alternative “Other services”, the role is here
given a limited interpretation. This, because the interest here is not on what
the intermediary does, but on the expectations held by the supplier and by the
tustomer regarding its performance and whether these expectations coincide.
Inasmuch as the intermediary answers the same questions, it is possible to see
what perception the intermediary has concerning its own role as well as if this
perception coincides with the supplier’s and the customer’s expectations.

1 have classified the nine business relationships according to the four different
situations which can occur depending on the customer’s and the supplier’s
expectations regarding the intermediary’s role performance (Table 3). The
classification is made according to the principle that if the supplier’s or the
customer’s expectations coincide with the intermediary’s in more than half of
the seven alternatives, then the relationship is classified as “. . .expectations
coincide with intermediary’s perception of its role”. Otherwise it is classified
as “. . . expectations do not coincide with intermediary’s perception of its
role”. Most of the relationships could also be classified in an alternative
manner, some because the answers do coincide in four and do not in three.
The classification of these business relationships can be questioned; the
alternative classification is therefore given in parentheses. In some
relationships the person interviewed has not answered all the questions. None
of the business relationships can be classified as a clear-tut “Situation 4”
relationship. The opinions of the tustomer and of the supplier concerning the
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services which they expect  the intermediary to perform  do not fully coincide
in any of the business relationships.

Table 3. ClassQication  of the Nine Business Relationships

Customer’s expectations
coincide with intermediary’s

perception of its role

Customer’s expectations do not
coincide with intermediary’s

perception of its role

Supplier’s expectations coincide
with intermediary’s perception

of its role

Situation 1

Relationship 1, Relationship 2,
Relationship 6

(Relationship 3)

Situation 2

Relationship 5, Relationship 7,
Relationship 8, Relationship 9

(Relationship 2)

Supplier’s expectations do not
coincide with intermediary’s

perception of its role

Situation 3

Relationship 3, Relationship 4
( Relationship 6)

Situation 4

(Relationship 5, Relationship 7,
Relationship 8)
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4.2 Supplier’s and Customer’s Expectations Coincide - Situation 1

In three of the eight business relationships, as can be seen in the Table 4,
there are few differentes between the views of the tustomer and the supplier.
This means that in these relationships a conflict due to differing role
expectations is less likely. In Table 4 below the answer from the intermediary
is given in the column marked with 1. If the answer from the tustomer or the
supplier is different from the intermediary’s, then the answer is given in the
columns marked with C and S.

Table 4. Services the Intermediary  Provides to the Customer
Situation 1: the three parties have similar  opinions

1 = Intermediary’s answer
C= Customer’s answer (when not coinciding with the Intermediary’s)
S = Supplier’s answer (when not coinciding witb the Intermediary’s)

(a) = No answer from the respondent
(b) = The respondent does not know

PerSOMd

training  and
instfuction

Technical advice,
cooperation  and
development

Field installation
service

Maintenance
service

Lotal
stockhalding  of
the products

Stocks of spare
parts

Other services

Relationship  1

I

Yes

Yes

No

No

Yes

No

L

c-
No

No-

s

VO

NO

VO-

I-

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No-

No

No

No

-

Relatiomhip  6

I-

No

Yes

No

No

No

No

No-

c s

Yes

Yes

Yes
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In Relationship 1 the intermediary has not answered the last question
regarding “Other services”, but the answer can be assumed to be negative
because neither the tustomer nor the supplier expects the intermediary to
provide other services. If we do not include the last question, there are two
services regarding which the supplier has another view than the intermediary,
and one case where the tustomer has a differing view. The tustomer  and the
supplier  have  d@ering  expectations regarding enly one of the questions.
Thus, in this business relationship the parties’ expectations coincide rather
well with the intermediary’s perception of the services it provides to the
tustomer, i.e., the role of the intermediary is fairly clear to the involved
parties. This business relationship is over 30 years old. The intermediary is a
subsidiary to the supplier and has been involved in the relationship at least 20
years.

The classification of Relationship 2 is not so clear because the customer’s and
the intermediary’s answers coincide regarding four services and do not
coincide regarding three. Therefore, and also because it is fairly clear that the
supplier’s expectations coincide with the intermediary’s perception, this case
could be classified as belonging to “Situation 2”. The tustomer  and the
supplier  have difSering expectations regarding two of the services. The
relationship is about 30 years old. The intermediary is a subsidiary and has
been involved for the same number of years.

In Relationship 6 there are three answers where the supplier’s expectations do
not coincide with the intermediary’s perception and four where they do have
the same opinion. The customer’s expectations are exactly the same as the
intermediary’s own perception of the services it provides to the tustomer.
Thus, this relationship could also be classified as “Situation 3”. The tustomer
and the supplier  disagree regarding three of the services. The relationship has
lasted 25 years; the intermediary is a subsidiary and has been involved also
about 25 years.
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4.3 Customer’s Expectations are Different - Situation 2

In four of the relationships (see Table 5), it is quite obvious that the role of
the intermediary is not so clear to the tustomer. There are several differentes
between the view of the intermediary and the tustomer. In the table the
answer from the intermediary is given in the column marked with 1. If the
answer from the tustomer or the supplier is different from the intermediary’s,
the answer is given in the columns marked with C and S.

Table 5.

PCWXUlCl

training  and
instruction

Technical
advice,
cooperation and
development

Field
installation
service

Maintcnance
service

Lotal
stockhalding of
the products

Stocks of spare
palts

Other services

Services the Intermediary  Provides to the Customer
Situation 2: the Customer’s expectations d@erfrom the
Intermediaty ‘s perception

1 = Intermediafy’s  answer
C = Customer’s answer (when not coinciding with the Intermediary’s)
S = Supplier’s answer (when not coinciding with the Intermediary’s)

(a) = No answer from the respondent
(b) = The respondent does not know

1-

YeS

YCS

YCS

Yes

NO

NO

YCS-

c-

vo

VO

Yes

Yes

vo-

s-

0

0

0

Relationship 7

I-

YCS

YCS

Yes

NO

YeS

NO

L

c-

No

No

No

No

No-

-r-

‘a)

W

vo

Relationship 8

c-

No

-i--

YCS

YCS

Yes

YCS

YCS

YCS

NO-

No

No

No

(4

Relationship 9

I-

Yes

YCS

YCS

YCS

YCS

YeS

YCS-

c

No

No

No

No

No

No

s-

No
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In Relationship 5 the customer’s and the intermediary’s answers do not
coincide with regard to five of the seven services. This relationship is about
30 years old. The intermediary is a subsidiary and has been involved about
the same length of time. In Relationship 7 the person interviewed from the
intermediary has not answered the last question, but the answer can be
assumed to be negative because the other parties  have not answered in the
affirmative. This means that in this relationship there are four services
concerning which the intermediary’s and the customer’s answers do not
coincide. This business relationship is about one year old and the
intermediary is a subsidiary. In Relationship 8 there are at least live services
for which the tustomer and the intermediary give different answers. In this
case the intermediary is a subsidiary and the relationship has lasted 20 years.
The intermediary has been involved the same length of time. In Relationships
5, 7 and 8, there are several services concerning which the persons
interviewed in the supplier companies do not answer at all or do not know
how to answer. This means that it is possible that the supplier’s expectations
do not coincide with the intermediary’s perception, and if so, these cases
should be classified as belonging to “Situation 4”.

In all of the three relationships the tustomer  and the supplier  expectations
difSer  regarding at least two services. Sinte many of the supplier answers for
each of these relationships are missing, it is not possible to say if conflicts
may exist due to the differing expectations between the tustomer and the
supplier concerning the services of the intermediary.

In Relationship 9 it is obvious that the tustomer  and the supplier  have
dljfering  expectations regarding the services of the intermediary; they give
difSerent  answers in jive of the questions. This business relationship is then
the most obvious “Situation 2” relationship. The supplier’s and the
intermediary’s answers coincide, and the customer’s expectations are almost
totally different from these two. The parties  have been doing business with
each other about five years and the intermediary is an agent (according to the
supplier)/trading  Company (according to itself).
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4.4 Supplier’s Expectations are Different - Situation 3

In Table 6 two relationships are presented where the supplier’s answers do
not coincide with the intermediary’s in four respective  seven questions
concerning the intermediary’s services to the tustomer.  In these relationships
it is possible that there may exist conflicts regarding the intermediary’s role
performance as the customer’s and the supplier’s role expectations difler
regarding feur (Relationship 3) respectivefive  (Relationship 4) services. As in
Tables 4 and 5, the answer from the intermediary is given in the column
marked wi th  1 and, if the answer from the tustomer  or the supplier  is
different from the intermediary’s, the answer is given in the columns  marked
with C and S.

Table 6. Services the Intermediary Provides to the Customer
Situation 3: the Supplier’s expectations d@erfiom  the
Intermediary ‘s perception

1 = Intermediary’s answer
C = Customer’s answer (when not coinciding with the Intermediary’s)
S = Supplier’s answer (when not coinciding with the Jntermediary’s)

(a) = No answer from the respondent

Personnel  training and
instruction

Technical advice, cooperation
and development

Field  installation service

Maintenance  service

Lotal  stockhalding  of the
products

Stocks of spare parts

Other services

Relationship 3 Relationship 4

-i--

Yes

Yes

No

No

Yes

No

No-

s

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes-

-i--

Yes

Yes

YeS

YeS

YeS

Yes

ii?L

c- s
No

No

No

No

NO No

No No

Yes- No-
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In Relationship 3 the customer’s expectations coincide exactly with the
intermediary’s perception. Here an alternative classification could be
“Situation 1”. Although the relationship between the supplier and the
tustomer is old (40 years), the intermediary, which is a subsidiary, has been
involved only about four years. Relationship 4 is a very obvious “Situation 3”
relationship: the supplier’s and the intermediary’s answers do not coincide
concerning any of the services This is a new business relationship (less than 2
years) and the intermediary is an agent.

5. Concluding Remarks

The nine business relationships presented above show clearly the complexity
of a triadic business relationship. The expectations of the supplier and the
tustomer regarding the intermediary’s services to the tustomer do not fully
coincide in any of the relationships. The material does not reveal whether
there are conflicts or not but can be useful in a discussion of the
intermediary’s ability to perform its role in different situations. In all of these
relationships the supplier and the tustomer have some kind of direct contact
and hence there is a potential for conflicts. It is possible that they are aware
of their conflicting expectations and put pressure on the intermediary to
perform the services in the way they want, thereby making the intermediary’s
role performance difficult. The question is if they Will try to influence the
intermediary’s role performance, causing an intra-role conflict. Whose
demands should the intermediary fulfil if the tustomer and the supplier try to
impact its role performance in different directions? If the intermediary is not
able to perform its role satisfactorily for all parties, the relationship as a
whole can be affected negatively.

In situations where both the supplier’s and the customer’s expectations
coincide with the intermediary’s perception of its role (“Situation l”), it is
probably easy for the intermediary to perform the role. This type of
relationship could be characterised as stable. Also, if the intermediary can be
seen to have an important role in the business relationship (“Situation 3”), it
can be assumed that difficulties due to the conflicting expectations are less
likely to arise. When the role of the intermediary is important in the business
relationship, the supplier’s involvement can be assumed to be low in the
meaning that it gives the intermediary freedom to decide how to perform its
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role. This means that in such business relationships the intermediary has a
very explicit role.

In “Situations 2 and 4”, where the customer’s expectations do not coincide
with the intermediary’s perception, the role of the intermediary can be said to
be implicit. The question is whether the intermediary Will be satisfied to have
an implicit role? In “Situation 2” it can be assumed that the supplier allows
little scope of freedom for the intermediary in performing its role, whereas
the supplier’s expectations coincide with the intermediary’s perception.
“Situation 4”, interesting because both the supplier’s and the customer’s
expectations differ from the intermediary’s perception, is a situation which
cannot survive.

To conclude, when both the supplier’s and the customer’s expectations
coincide with the intermediary’s own perception, the intermediary is able to
perform  its role in a way which satisfies all parties. Thus, the business
relationship may remain stable.  When the expectations do not coincide, the
supplier and/or  the tustomer may try to influence the intermediary’s role
performance. As discussed above, this is more likely in some situations than
in others. If the supplier and tustomer have conflicting expectations and if
they try to impact the intermediary, its role performance may be difficult.
This means that these business relationships can be characterised as dynamit
in the meaning that it can be supposed that the intra-role conflict leads to
some kind of change. It can be a question of change concerning the role of
the intermediary or of change which can cancern the business relationship as
a whole. One example of this could be the exclusion of the intermediary from
the business relationship.
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