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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: Relocating business activities during exogenous shocks such as pandemics and geopolitical disruptions exposes
Exogenous shocks firms to heightened uncertainty, compressed decision timelines, and intensified relational tensions. Although
Relocation

prior research highlights organizational agility as critical in turbulent environments, comparatively limited
attention has been devoted to how agility is relationally enacted through interorganizational interactions when
relocation occurs under crisis conditions. This study examines how business relationship dynamics evolve during
crisis-induced relocation and how firms mobilize relational capabilities to manage disruption. Drawing on two
longitudinal case studies from the aviation industry in Sweden and Australia during the COVID-19 pandemic, we
demonstrate that agility is not merely an internal adaptive capability but is enacted relationally through ongoing
coordination, renegotiation, and network reconfiguration. We introduce the concept of Relational Agile Practices
(RAP) to explain how firms stabilize, reconfigure, and expand relationships at both dyadic and network levels
under extreme uncertainty. By specifying the mechanisms through which firms preserve and renew relational
value during crisis-driven relocation, this study extends dynamic capabilities research, advances the relational
view of the firm, and contributes to research on regional geography by showing how spatial reconfiguration
reshapes relational dependencies and network positioning.
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1. Introduction

Companies today operate in environments of persistent disruption
that destabilize the interorganizational relationships through which
value is created and coordinated (Golgeci et al., 2023; Chatterjee et al.,
2023). Exogenous shocks (e.g., geopolitical conflicts, financial crises,
natural disasters, and pandemics) can rapidly fracture coordination
routines, and interrupt resource flows across business networks
(Hartmann & Lussier, 2020; Jacquart et al., 2024), exposing the fragility
of relational arrangements that companies rely on for continuity and
resilience. The COVID-19 pandemic revealed these vulnerabilities, dis-
rupting global production networks and compelling firms to reconsider
how relationships are maintained under extreme uncertainty (Rapaccini
et al., 2020; Sharma, Adhikary & Borah, 2020; Sheth, 2020).

Prior research shows that exogenous shocks can trigger relocation
decisions (Barbieri et al., 2020; Chen et al., 2022; Runfola, Milanesi &
Guercini, 2023; Shih & Lin, 2022; Van Hoek & Dobrzykowski, 2021),
enabling firms to overcome spatial lock-ins and reposition themselves
within business networks (Eklinder-Frick & Age, 2017; Nicholson,

Gimmon & Felzensztein, 2017) while simultaneously opening opportu-
nities for new collaborations (Atakhan-Kenneweg, Oerlemans & Raab,
2021; Chuetal., 2019; Ramirez & Selsky, 2016). Yet relocation may also
disrupt relationships built on trust and mutual adaptation (Dwyer et al.,
1987), destabilizing coordination routines and compressing relational
trajectories (Zafari, Biggemann & Garry, 2023; Zhang et al., 2021).
Under these conditions, collaboration can shift from an asset to a lia-
bility requiring continuous renegotiation and iterative adjustment
(Beeler et al., 2017; Heirati et al., 2016; Hiitten et al., 2018), while
heightened uncertainty may further undermine reciprocity norms and
trust (Tangpong, Li & Hung, 2016; Verbeke & Yuan, 2021). Relocation
during an exogenous shock thus exposes relationship dynamics at the
intersection of spatial disruption, environmental turbulence, and com-
pressed decision-making. Because shifts in location reshape relational
embeddedness (Johanson & Mattsson, 1987), and geographic proximity
influences interaction and knowledge exchange (Eklinder-Frick & Age,
2017; Nicholson et al., 2017), relocation can simultaneously alter de-
pendencies and create new collaborative opportunities (Atakhan-
Kenneweg et al., 2021). Maintaining relational continuity requires
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rapid coordination, transparent communication, and flexible adjustment
across organizational boundaries.

Evidence from exogenous shocks, including the COVID-19 pandemic,
indicates that firms exhibiting strong organizational agility cope more
effectively with disruption (Handscomb et al., 2020). This is particularly
critical in relocation contexts, where firms must shift activities across
locations while maintaining coordination, delivery reliability, and
partner trust (Chen et al., 2023). Organizational agility reflects the ca-
pacity to sense disruptions, seize adaptive responses, and reconfigure
relational structures as turbulence challenges coordination, trust, and
operational continuity (Teece, 2007; Doz & Kosonen, 2010; Teece,
Peteraf & Leih, 2016; Zahoor et al., 2022). In this sense, organizational
agility functions as a relational dynamic capability through which
relational resources (e.g., trust, shared knowledge, and collaborative
routines) are mobilized and renewed during disruption (Dyer & Singh,
1998; Dyer et al., 2018), supporting interorganizational resilience and
performance under turbulent conditions (Wieland & Wallenburg, 2013;
Brandon-Jones et al., 2014).

Despite these advances, the literature remains theoretically frag-
mented. Studies on relocation have predominantly focused on location
decisions and operational restructuring, frequently treating relation-
ships as static contextual constraints rather than dynamic processes
reshaped by turbulence (Baraldi et al., 2018; Miklian & Hoelscher,
2022). Although studies on exogenous shocks recognises relational
disruption they rarely examine how spatial reconfiguration restructures
interorganizational dependencies and interaction patterns (Chen et al.,
2022; Shih & Lin, 2022). Similarly, research on organizational agility
has highlighted firms’ adaptive responsiveness under turbulent condi-
tions but has largely conceptualized agility as an internal capability,
offering limited insight into how it is enacted through interorganiza-
tional relationships (Moi & Cabiddu, 2022; Zahoor et al., 2022; Ozanne
et al., 2022). Consequently, we still lack a relationally grounded un-
derstanding of how firms maintain coordination, preserve trust, and
reconfigure network ties when relocation unfolds under crisis condi-
tions. To address this gap, this study investigates how relocating busi-
ness activities during an exogenous shock shapes business relationship
dynamics, with particular emphasis on interorganizational agile prac-
tices. In doing so, it responds to calls for better understanding of how
business relationships are maintained and reconfigured during envi-
ronmental turbulence (Baraldi et al., 2018; Chatterjee et al., 2023;
Poblete, Mizruchi & Murnighan, 2022), especially in the context of
crisis-driven relocation. Accordingly, we pose the following research
question:

How do organizational agile practices influence business relationship
dynamics during the relocation of business activities in turbulent
environments?

Our empirical investigation draws on two cases from the aviation
sector in Sweden and Australia during the COVID-19 pandemic. This
context is particularly appropriate as it exposes the tensions that arise
when relocation decisions, business relationships, and organizing prac-
tices are simultaneously tested and reconfigured. Case 1 examines the
relocation of manufacturing from Norway to Sweden, whereas Case 2
focuses on a company’s decision the reshoring of heavy maintenance,
repair, and overhaul (MRO) operations to Australia after a period of
extensive global outsourcing.

This study makes three key contributions to research on business
relationship dynamics, organizational agility, and organizational re-
sponses to exogenous shocks. First, it provides an empirical account of
how relocating business activities during an exogenous shock reshapes
business relationship dynamics. We conceptualize relocation under
turbulent conditions as a relationally embedded, tension-laden process
in which relationships both influence and are influenced by crisis-
related demands. Extending relationship process research (Dwyer
etal., 1987; Dyer et al., 2018), our findings show how exogenous shocks
compress and destabilize relational trajectories, prompting accelerated
renegotiation, selective stabilization, and network repositioning as firms
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strive to sustain, reset, or advance relationship development during
relocation.

Second, we advance understanding of organizational agility by rec-
onceptualizing it as a relational dynamic capability rather than solely an
internal adaptive attribute. We demonstrate how relational resources,
such as trust, coordination routines, and shared knowledge are mobi-
lized, safeguarded, and renewed during crisis-induced relocation.
Spatial reconfiguration intensifies relational tensions and network in-
teractions, prompting rapid coordination, renegotiation, and resource
recombination across customers, suppliers, and political actors. By
examining relocation across distinct national and regional contexts, the
study also contributes to research on economic geography and business
networks (e.g., Eklinder-Frick & Age, 2017; Nicholson et al., 2017) by
demonstrating how spatial reconfiguration reshapes relational de-
pendencies, institutional embeddedness, and access to network re-
sources during crises.

Third, we introduce the concept of Relational Agile Practices (RAP)
to explain how firms manage relational tensions when relocating ac-
tivities during exogenous shocks. RAP represent patterned relational
responses through which firms stabilize, reconfigure, and expand busi-
ness relationships across both dyadic and network levels under extreme
uncertainty. By framing organizational agility as relationally enacted
through RAP, we offer an integrative perspective that connects dynamic
capabilities, relational strategy, and business network research. RAP
explain how firms transform crisis-induced relational strain into rela-
tional resilience and renewed network opportunities, thereby reposi-
tioning business relationships for long-term resilience in a world where
exogenous shocks are increasingly viewed as inevitable rather than
exceptional (Giones et al. 2020).

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. Section 2 dis-
cusses exogenous shocks and relocation and presents extant research on
business relationships under uncertainty, as well as on aspects of orga-
nizational agile approaches. Section 3 describes the research process and
methods used to gather and analyse the empirical material in this study.
Section 4 presents the main findings from two cases, leading to a dis-
cussion of novel theoretical insights in Section 5. The conclusion section
offers a summary of our theoretical contribution and managerial im-
plications, limitations of the study and suggestions for future research.

2. Conceptual background
2.1. Exogenous shocks and relocating business activities

Exogenous shock refers to an unexpected external event that disrupts
the normal functioning and regular flow of material, goods or services
within a system (Craighead et al., 2007; Zahoor et al., 2022). It can be a
sudden and unforeseen event or a long-term development that alters the
operating environment of a system, often with far-reaching conse-
quences (Pedersen, Ritter & Di Benedetto, 2020; Hartmann & Lussier,
2020; Zhang & Gao, 2022). Typical examples include pandemics, wars,
terrorist attacks, geopolitical conflicts, natural disasters and economic
downturns (Blessley & Mudambi, 2022; Runfola et al., 2023; Zahoor
et al., 2022). Exogenous shocks can be categorized according to their
nature (i.e., underlying causes and time horizons). For instance, an
exogenous shock can be classified as man-made (e.g., terrorism),
inflicted by nature (e.g., earthquake, tsunami), and can be sudden (i.e.,
unexpected, happens overnight) or smouldering (i.e., structural, and
slowly developing (e.g., Habel et al., 2020). Consequently, exogenous
shocks can take different forms with varying implications for companies,
including bankruptcies, reorganizations and business closures
(Hartmann & Lussier, 2020).

Such incidents tend to create chains of cascading consequences with
profound effects on business activities. For example, the COVID-19
pandemic seriously disrupted global supply chains and affected
numerous companies around the world (Kumar & Sharma, 2021; Ped-
ersen et al., 2020; Rapaccini et al., 2020). Beeler et al. (2017) highlight
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how such major events trigger attention shifts, reframe priorities and
reshape relational systems, entailing that relocation decisions under
exogenous shocks can be viewed as event-driven responses.

Previous studies show that companies frequently respond to exoge-
nous shocks by relocating business activities (Barbieri et al., 2020). In
this paper, relocation refers to the movement of a company’s business
activities from one physical location to another (Mudambi & Venzin,
2010; Lampon et al., 2017; Hoffmann & Miiller, 2009), this includes not
only the movement of manufacturing facilities but also shifts in the
geographical base of core functions such as production and supply chain
management (Ellram, 2013). Relocation therefore provides a valuable
context for examining organizational responses to exogenous shocks, as
it combines strategic decision-making with spatial and interorganiza-
tional reconfiguration. Such transitions generate structural change that
disrupts established coordination patterns, resource interdependence,
and governance across business networks, thereby making relational
tensions and vulnerabilities more salient and time compressed.

Prior research also shows that exogenous shocks can trigger reloca-
tion decisions (Chen et al., 2022; Runfola et al., 2023; Shih & Lin, 2022),
enabling firms to escape from spatial lock-ins and reposition themselves
within business networks (Atakhan-Kenneweg et al., 2021). These shifts
typically require the reconfiguration of existing relationships and can
create opportunities for new collaboration (Ramirez & Selsky, 2016).
From an industrial network perspective, relocation entails far more than
geographic movement; it reshapes relational embeddedness by altering
interaction patterns, knowledge exchange, and access to network re-
sources (Nicholson et al., 2017; Tornroos, Halinen, & Medlin, 2017).
Because proximity is multidimensional and relational, adaptation de-
pends on how actors mobilize and recombine resources within regional
network structures and ongoing relationships (Eklinder-Frick & Age,
2017; Mason & Chakrabarti, 2017). Consequently, relocation under
shock conditions represents a process of relational reconfiguration that
reshapes interdependencies and coordination across business networks.
Moreover, although relocation can stimulate relational innovation (Chu
et al., 2019), exogenous shocks create nonlinear, time-compressed de-
cision environments that intensify relational challenges (Runfola et al.,
2023). These pressures heighten the risk of disruption to established
coordination routines and trust, increasing the relational complexity
that companies must navigate during crisis-induced relocation.

Despite these insights, prior research has largely examined reloca-
tion as a response occurring after the shock has unfolded (Miklian &
Hoelscher, 2022) or has described relocation processes without explic-
itly addressing the tensions and vulnerabilities that emerge in turbulent
and uncertain environments. In particular, the relational consequences
of relocation under crisis conditions remain underexplored, leaving
limited understanding of how business relationships are strained, and
reconfigured during such high-stakes transitions (Baraldi et al., 2018).

Focusing on relocation under exogenous shocks allows us to examine
relationship dynamics in contexts where spatial disruption, environ-
mental turbulence, and compressed decision-making converge.
Although relocation constitutes only one of several possible responses to
such shocks, it offers a uniquely revealing context for understanding
how relational structures are reconfigured under extreme conditions.

2.2. Business relationships in high turbulent and uncertain business
environments

Business relationships represent critical sources of value creation, as
competitive advantage increasingly arises from interdependencies
generated through joint investments, knowledge-sharing routines,
complementary resources, and governance mechanisms (Dyer & Singh,
1998). Consistent with relationship development models that emphasize
the gradual evolution of exchange relationships through interaction,
mutual adaptation, and trust building (Dwyer et al., 1987), relational
value is generated over time through coordinated activities and shared
commitments. Extending this perspective, Dyer et al. (2018) highlight
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the dynamic nature of relational resources, emphasizing that their value
depends on continuous coordination, adaptation, and renewal.

Complementing this view, relationship portfolio research un-
derscores the need for firms to continuously allocate attention and re-
sources across different exchange relationships to balance relational
depth with transactional efficiency (Johnson & Selnes, 2004). Accord-
ingly, business relationships function as strategic relational resources
whose value depends on trust, coordination, and mutual adjustment
(Dwyer et al. 1987; Dyer et al. 2018). However, under conditions of high
turbulence these relational resources and the dynamics that sustain
them become increasingly vulnerable. The heightened uncertainty ex-
poses relationship dynamics to disruption, accelerating the need for
renegotiation, and increases the likelihood of potential relational
reconfiguration as firms respond to often rapidly changing conditions.

Uncertainty challenges coordination, trust and mutual commitment
in business relationships (Poblete et al., 2022; Ford & Mouzas, 2010). In
highly turbulent environments, business relationships become more
vulnerable, exposed to coordination failures, misaligned expectations
and power imbalances (Zafari et al., 2023; Poblete, 2021). Previous
research highlights the importance of understanding how companies
rely on business relationships to manage risk, secure resources and
maintain stability in times of high turbulence and uncertainty (Doney &
Cannon, 1997; Dyer & Singh, 1998; Cannon & Perreault, 1999; Lai, Bao
& Li, 2008). Given that business environments are characterized by
interdependent relationships where companies continuously interact
and adapt to each other (Ford, 1980; Johanson & Mattsson, 1987),
mutual adaptability becomes critical under conditions of uncertainty
(Mero & Haapio, 2022). According to Zafari et al. (2023), under such
conditions, parties are more vulnerable and rapid responses and quick
access to resources requires close cooperation. Hence, uncertainty can
test central elements of business relationships such as trust and
commitment as companies may fear opportunistic behavior and
breaches of agreements (Zhang et al. 2021). Earlier studies (Mero &
Haapio, 2022) have also shown that strong relationships are important
resources in uncertain times. Kreye, (2022) specifically studied how
uncertainty drives relationship strength, and contributes to intended
future relationship strength.

External shocks such as the COVID-19 pandemic, introduce sub-
stantial environmental uncertainty by disrupting supply chains
(Matthews et al., 2022; Oehmen et al., 2020), altering demand patterns
(Zafari et al. 2023), and affecting regulatory frameworks (Shams et al.,
2024). Although companies often rely on long-term relationships (Ford,
1980; Johanson & Mattsson, 1987), during periods of extreme turbu-
lence and uncertainty, contracts may need to be renegotiated and
readjusting relational terms becomes critical to maintaining the rela-
tionship (Wang et al., 2015; Jindal, Sivadas & Kang, 2021). Heirati et al.
(2016) show that environmental turbulence heightens the dark side of
collaboration by changing relationships from cooperative to strained as
tensions intensify. Tangpong et al. (2016) demonstrate how uncertainty
intensifies reciprocity pressures and ethical vulnerability, offering
strong grounding for understanding the renegotiations, concessions and
relational fragility during relocation processes. Further, Hiitten et al.
(2018) propose that relationship evolution unfolds through dialectical
and processual dynamics, where tensions and contradictions drive
change, entailing that relocation during high turbulent and uncertain
business environments involves iterative relational modifications,
communication loops and tension management.

Companies may need to revise the terms of their business relation-
ships, offering greater flexibility in contracts, pricing, and logistics to
sustain cooperation during turbulent periods (Oehmen et al., 2020). For
instance, during the COVID-19 pandemic, many companies renegotiated
contractual arrangements and delivery timelines in response to severe
supply chain disruptions (Zafari et al., 2023). In high-tech industries,
uncertainty linked to rapid technological change often compels com-
panies to adopt more innovative relational practices (Mero & Haapio,
2022; Leonidou, Barnes & Talias, 2006), such as providing frequent
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technological updates and allowing flexible project timelines (Matthews
et al., 2022; Gligor & Holcomb, 2012).

Mero and Haapio (2022) further highlight that unexpected uncer-
tainty can destabilize existing relational arrangements, but companies
can mitigate these effects through a set of rapid, agile relational actions.
This suggests that companies engaging in proactive, and adaptive
communication are better positioned to preserve and strengthen busi-
ness relationships when uncertainty is high. Such practices help reduce
relational tensions, align expectations, and maintain continuity despite
environmental turbulence (Mero & Haapio, 2022). Although business
relationships represent critical resources in turbulent environments
(Gulati, Nohria & Wohlgezogen, 2010), their maintenance under such
conditions requires intensified coordination, greater transparency, and
joint problem-solving (Cannon & Perreault, 1999).

2.3. Organizational agile approaches and business relationships

Organizational agility is increasingly conceptualized as a dynamic
relational capability that enables companies to adapt within interorga-
nizational networks (Bekos et al., 2025; Guo, Yin & Liu, 2023; Hagen,
Ghauri & Macovei, 2024; Kalaignanam et al., 2021; Mero & Haapio,
2022). Although earlier research on agility emphasizes a company’s
ability to sense, seize, and reconfigure resources (Teece, 2007),
emerging work highlights that agile responses often hinge on relational
coordination across partners, suppliers, customers, and political actors.
Under exogenous shocks such as the COVID-19 pandemic, companies
must deploy multiple elements of agility to cope with uncertainty and
enact rapid changes in business relationships (Zhang & Gao, 2022;
Zhang et al., 2022; Zia et al., 2023).

Agility involves managing contradictory demands, balancing speed
with stability, flexibility with control, and dyadic with network-level
coordination (Hiitten et al., 2018). These paradoxical tensions inten-
sify during crises, when relational vulnerabilities and ethical risks
become more pronounced (Heirati et al., 2016; Tangpong et al., 2016).
In such situations, agile relational practices (e.g., rapid communication,
collaborative problem-solving, and adaptive role reconfiguration) are
essential for sustaining cooperation, protecting trust, and maintaining
continuity.

Companies also leverage business relationships to access resources,
information, and political support during uncertainty, which
strengthens the ability to respond quickly to disruptions (Zhang et al.,
2022). Relationship quality plays a central role in this process as
absorptive capacity, innovation capability, and relational commitment
can help maintain high-quality relationships even in volatile environ-
ments (Zhang et al., 2021). Ashiru et al. (2022) show that strong re-
lationships form a foundation for organizational agility during crises
such as COVID-19, whereas Yeniaras, Di Benedetto and Dayan (2021)
demonstrate how ties with political actors can enhance responsiveness
and innovation under dynamically changing conditions.

Earlier research in supply chain management emphasizes the
importance of relational collaboration in building agile supply chains
(Christopher, 2000; Centobelli et al., 2020). Companies with higher
relational agility are better equipped to develop flexible, adaptive, and
resilient supplier-customer relationships (Blome, Schoenherr &
Rexhausen, 2013). Organizational agility is enabled by strong rela-
tional management capabilities, especially transparent communication
and the ability to renegotiate roles and expectations as conditions
change (Braunscheidel & Suresh, 2009). During exogenous shocks, such
capabilities allow companies to rapidly renegotiate contractual terms
and mitigate negative impacts across the supply chain (Blome et al.,
2013).

Further, prior research demonstrates that tensions (e.g., strategic,
structural, behavioral, and temporal) are inherent in interorganizational
relationships and tend to be increased under crisis conditions (Smith &
Lewis, 2011). One widely studied behavioral tension is cooperation
versus competition within interorganizational relationships. The
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concept of co-opetition (Brandenburger & Nalebuff, 1996) illustrates
how firms can simultaneously collaborate and compete to create and
capture value, a persistent paradox that characterizes many business
relationships and must be continuously balanced over time (Bengtsson &
Kock, 2000; Tidstrom, 2014).

Exogenous shocks also heighten structural tensions, particularly the
trade-off between flexibility and rigidity. Flexibility enables rapid
adaptation to changing needs, whereas rigidity provides stability
through established routines and interconnected resource structures
(Fang, Chang & Peng, 2011). Balancing these opposing demands is
especially critical during relocation, when companies must simulta-
neously preserve continuity and reconfigure interorganizational struc-
tures. Tensions are enduring features of business relationships that
evolve over time (Hiitten et al., 2018) and can be mitigated through
“soft” practices such as openness, helpfulness, and mutual accommo-
dation (Clauss & Tangpong, 2018).

2.4. Relational dynamics and organizational agility in crisis-induced
relocation

Our conceptual background indicates that relocating business ac-
tivities during an exogenous shock has significant implications for
business relationship and network dynamics. Because business re-
lationships function as strategic relational resources (Dyer & Singh,
1998), crisis-induced relocation places those resources under consider-
able strain. Exogenous shocks heighten uncertainty and compress deci-
sion timeframes (Jacquart et al., 2024; Miklian & Hoelscher, 2022),
thereby intensifying behavioral, structural, and temporal tensions
within interorganizational relationships (Heirati et al., 2016; Hiitten
et al., 2018; Zafari et al., 2023). These tensions become particularly
important during relocation, when established coordination patterns,
trust, and resource interdependence are disrupted and must be renego-
tiated. From a dynamic relational perspective (Dyer et al., 2018), the
value of these relational resources thus hinges on continuous coordi-
nation and adaptive interaction.

Organizational agility consequently plays a critical role in enabling
companies to navigate heightened relational tensions by responding
rapidly to emerging threats and opportunities (Clauss & Tangpong,
2018; Mero & Haapio, 2022), communicating proactively about how
relocation affects partners (Matthews et al., 2022; Oehmen et al., 2020),
and developing new forms of collaboration under time pressure (Zafari
et al., 2023). Effective relocation during an exogenous shock requires
the coordinated reallocation of financial, technological, and human re-
sources (Barbieri et al., 2020), alongside transparent communication,
and early engagement with partner concerns to mitigate relational strain
(Braunscheidel & Suresh, 2009; Blome et al., 2013).

When enacted through agile relational practices, relocation can
evolve from a disruptive event into a catalyst for relational reconfigu-
ration. Organizational agility supports firms in adjusting and renewing
business relationships (Atakhan-Kenneweg et al., 2021) and in identi-
fying emergent collaborative opportunities that arise as routines and
relational structures become unsettled (Ramirez & Selsky, 2016). In this
way, organizational agile responses help preserve, reconstitute and
strengthen relational benefits under conditions of extreme uncertainty,
thereby contributing to long-term relational resilience.

3. Method

To enable theory building and due to the nature of the aim of this
paper, we adopted an exploratory case study approach (Stake, 1995;
Yin, 2018). This approach allowed us to elaborate on the dynamic
interplay between relocating business activities during an exogenous
shock and business relationships, with particular emphasis on the role of
organizational agile approaches in this process. Although relocation
represents only one response to shocks, this focus enables deeper insight
into relational reconfiguration under extreme conditions, while other
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responses such as downsizing, diversification, or digital transformation
may involve different relational dynamics (Baraldi et al., 2018).

Following recommendations for case research (Piekkari,
Plakoyiannaki & Welch, 2010) when examining an under-researched
topic (Beverland & Lindgreen, 2010), this paper employs the princi-
ples of purposeful sampling, triangulation, respondent validation and
systematic procedures for data analysis through coding.

We selected two cases because this approach offers an opportunity to
explore how a phenomenon may unfold differently in decidedly
distinctive contexts (Yin, 2018). By analysing two cases, the study
benefits from richer data, capturing a more diverse set of experiences,
perspectives and outcomes that can lead to deeper insights into the
complexities of the phenomenon being studied (Stake, 1995), and allows
for more detailed theory-building (Siggelkow, 2007). This is especially
valuable when studying dynamic phenomena like relocation during
sudden exogenous shocks. Two cases, such as the relocation efforts of
two aviation companies, can help illustrate different strategies and
outcomes depending on how each company coped with challenges
related to the relocation, the exogenous shock and business
relationships.

We were particularly interested in providing our participants with
the opportunity to describe from their own perspective how the process
evolved over time (Langley et al., 2013), as well as detecting causal
mechanisms (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007) concerning the dynamic
interplay between relocating business activities during an exogenous
shock and business relationships, with particular emphasis on the role of
organizational agile approaches in this process. A grounded perspective,
in which we used the participants’ views to identify broader themes as
well as connections among the events we studied (Yin, 2018; Fereday &
Muir-Cochrane, 2006) allowed us to gain a more complete and more
balanced picture of the process.

The study examines relocation under exogenous shocks as an
empirical context in which spatial disruption, environmental turbu-
lence, and compressed decision-making intersect, making relationship
dynamics particularly observable. Although relocation constitutes only
one of several strategic response available to firms facing such shocks, it
offers a suitable basis for investigating relational reconfiguration under
extreme conditions.

3.1. Empirical setting — aviation sector in Sweden and Australia

The single industry focus allows us to compare our empirical mate-
rial without additional complications that might arise due to variation
across industries (Yin, 2018). We take advantage of naturally occurring
variations within and around the industry to operationalize business
relocation, exogenous shock and organizational agile approaches. In
both countries, Sweden and Australia, aviation was one of the most
affected sectors by the COVID-19 pandemic. While air transport expe-
rienced globally a demand reduction shock of 66% fewer passengers in
2019-2020 (IATA, 2021), in Sweden and Australia this decrease was
72% and 94% respectively (World Bank, 2020). The disruption due to
travel restrictions and border closures, especially from March 2020, was
larger than any previous shocks, such as 9/11 in 2001, the SARS
outbreak in 2003 and the global financial crisis in 2008 (IATA, 2021).
The airlines lost their customers over a couple of weeks and with that
came ripple-effects along the aviation supply chain including airports,
but also technical services related to maintaining aircraft and their
components.

While Sweden and Australia have both suffered this unprecedented
shock to their aviation sectors, they still differ in terms of culture, ge-
ography and embeddedness in the wider business network. Sweden is
close to many European partners, whereas Australia is geographically
isolated where airlines are typically characterized as end of line carriers.
These contrasts created naturally occurring variation in how our two
case companies sensed, seized, and reconfigured under exogenous
shocks, providing a strong setting for comparative process tracing of
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relocation decisions and their relational implications.

3.2. Selecting the cases

We opted for a processual case study approach (Langley et al., 2013)
and used a detailed longitudinal description of deeply contextualized
data to demystify the “black box™ of the interplay between exogenous
shocks, business relocation and organizational agile approaches. Re-
searchers have argued the need for qualitative research that allows us to
understand the core issues underlying an approach for developing
organizational agility. In particular, Barbieri, Dosi, & Vignoli (2023) call
for more case studies that are capable of capturing the complexities and
dynamics of business relocation.

The selection of the two cases was based on theoretical sampling
(Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). Our inclusion criteria were: (i) an actual
relocation decision enacted during COVID-19 (not merely considered),
(ii) clear entanglement of the relocation with inter—organizational re-
lationships, and (iii) observable adoption of agile organizational ap-
proaches (e.g., rapid iteration, role flexibility, temporary governance) in
response to rapidly changing conditions during turbulent and uncertain
times. Hence, the cases were chosen to extend theoretical expectations
across contrasting contexts within a single industry.

Case 1 is based on relocating manufacturing of physical products
from Norway to Sweden. The company (Alpha) develops and manu-
factures components for the world's largest aircraft engine manufac-
turers producing commercial engines. Case 2 is based on Beta, an airline
company which relocated its heavy aviation maintenance, repair and
overhaul (MRO) activities' to Australia.

The two cases were selected due to their relocation decisions being
associated to the COVID-19 shock and connection to the aviation sector,
while differing in their primary business focus—manufacturing in Case 1
and services in Case 2—as well as being situated in geographically
opposite contexts. For instance, examining two companies’ relocation in
different geographical contexts (aviation companies in Sweden versus
Australia) can highlight important factors affecting responses to the
same exogenous shock. A key assumption was that relocating services
and manufacturing of physical products during the COVID-19 pandemic
may differ substantially in terms of the logistical and operational chal-
lenges involved. Hence, the differences in activity type and geography
provided leverage to observe how crisis—specific constraints related to
business relationships during relocation. The cases are structured
chronologically in accordance with the different phases in the relocation
process.

3.3. Data collection

We combined semi-structured interviews with secondary sources to
establish a chain of evidence (Miles, 1994) and to control for recall bias.
The empirical material was collected between September-November
2022 and January-November 2023. We first contacted different actors
in the aviation sector in Sweden and Australia to obtain a broader view
of relocating business activities related to the COVID-19 pandemic.
Thereafter, semi-structured interviews were conducted within the two
cases. The professional roles of the interviewees included chief executive
officers (CEOs), management executives, senior managers, operating
officers, aviation operations, and site director as illustrated in Table 1. In
total, we conducted 32 interviews (plus quick follow-up interviews) and
collected a total of 2,170 min of audio recordings, with an average of 70
min per interview.

An interview guide was used (Castillo-Montoya, 2016) to provide a

! MRO in aviation refers to activities involved in keeping aircraft in safe and
operational condition. MRO is a critical aspect of the aviation industry as it
ensures that aircraft are maintained to the highest standards of safety and
reliability.
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Table 1 Table 2
Interviewee details. Sources of empirical material.

Interviewed Interview Interview No. of Source type Examples Purpose
professional titles location date Interviews

Case Senior Manager Sweden 14-09-2022 1 Interviews and CEOs, executives, engineering; Core process narratives;

1 Site Director Sweden 17-09-2022 1 brief Zoom & in-person; recorded & event sequencing;

Senior Manager Sweden 19-09-2022 1 follow—ups transcribed relational mechanisms
Senior Manager Sweden 27-11-2022 1 Observations/ Visits (Case 2); field notes and Contextualization;
Business Sweden 20-10-2022 1 site visits informal conversations validation of operational
Development constraints
Operating Officer Sweden 20-10-2022 1 Company Annual/press reports; internal Corroboration of dates/
Management Sweden 02-06-2023 1 documents minutes (selected) decisions; partner mapping
Executive Media/trade National/trade news, airport/ External validation;
Senior Manager Norway 02-06-2023 1 press aviation authority notices regulatory context
Operating Officer Norway 08-06-2023 1 Email exchanges Researcher-informant emails Member checks;
Management Sweden 08-06-2023 1 clarifications; arranging
Executive follow-ups
Customer Strategy Sweden 22-06-2023 1
Site Director Norway 15-06-2023 1
Senior Manager Norway 28-11-2023 1 collected email exchanges between the research team and informants to
Senior Manager Sweden 28-11-2023 1 follow up on ideas, such as the relocation process, business relationships
Customer Strategy Sweden 28-11-2023 1 d izati 1 agility di d in the intervi K clarity aft

Case Aviation Operations Australia 29.01-2023 1 an org.al.nza lona. agi llty iscussed in (le %n erviews, seek clarity .a er

2 Operations Manager  Australia 12-02-2023 1 transcribing the interviews, collect additional data on the business
Non-Executive Australia 22-02-2023 1 relocation’ situation in general and on their current perspective on the
Director pandemic period, as well as schedule follow-up interviews. We used
ior M: A li 22-02-202; 1 . . . .
Senior Manager ustrafia 02-2023 these sources to time-stamp events, corroborate interview claims, and
Managing Director Australia 04-03-2023 1 .
Managing Director Australia 14-06-2023 1 enrich context. A source log (e.g., document type, date, provenance) was
Senior Manager Australia 14-06-2023 1 maintained as an audit trail and examples are cited in the findings where
Managing Director Australia 15-08-2023 1 relevant.
I\O/Ipera“o“s Services Australia 15-08-2023 1 We combined and triangulated these sources to develop theory and
anager o . . . .

Senior Manager Australia 15.08-2023 1 maintain the 1n'Fegr1t¥ of our fmalysl.s (Miles & Huberman, 1994). We
Senior Manager Australia 15-08-2023 1 contrasted our interview findings with secondary data and found no
Senior Manager Australia 01-11-2023 1 substantial differences between what happened between the pre, under
Business Director Australia 01-11-2023 1 and post pandemic period and what our interviewees reported. For
g;)rre"c]i:fcumve Australia 01-11-2023 1 reasons of confidentiality, we do not provide the informants’ names, or
Operations Services Australia 03-11-2023 1 the name of the companies participating in the study.
Manager
Member of the Board  Australia 03-11-2023 1 3.4. Analysi h
of Directors - Anatysis approac
Aircraft Maintenance Australia 03-11-2023 1
Engineer We employed a systematic and iterative analysis process inspired by

Total 32

set of questions to guide the process as well as systematically develop
and strengthen the reliability of the interviews, but the interviewees
were given the necessary degrees of freedom to shed light on unforeseen
aspects of the project. The questions addressed central aspects of the
relocation process, including: the rationale behind the initial location of
business activities and the decision to relocate; the challenges and dy-
namics of relocating business activities during the evolving COVID-19
pandemic; and the implications of relocating business activities in the
immediate post-COVID-19 period, following the lifting of lockdowns.
This approach allowed for a comprehensive understanding of the relo-
cation process, considering both structured and emergent insights from
the participants.

We conducted face-to-face Zoom-based interviews, and in-person
interviews (Archibald et al., 2019; Gray et al., 2020). The semi-
structured interviews for Case 1 were conducted in Swedish by the
first author, while those for Case 2 were conducted in English, primarily
by two of the authors. All interviews were recorded and transcribed
verbatim, resulting in over 300 single-spaced pages. The research team
also conducted three site visits for Case 2, which included numerous
informal conversations with management and operational staff, gener-
ating observational field notes.

As Table 2 shows, the sources of empirical material included sec-
ondary data such as the companies’ documents (e.g., websites, press
releases and annual reports), internal meeting minutes, marketing ma-
terials (e.g., videos and flyers) and media/trade press. Further, we

template analysis (King, 2012) and grounded theory logic (Strauss &
Corbin, 1998) to identify emergent themes between cases (Aaboen,
Dubois & Lind, 2012) and explain the evolution of relational dynamics
and build theoretical connections. The analysis progressed in four
stages.

First, initial open coding was based on our interviews, field notes,
and secondary data, using NVivo to develop themes grounded on liter-
ature on exogenous shock, relocation, business relationships and orga-
nizational agile approaches. Initial codes were generated inductively
from participants’ language (e.g., “we had to improvise,” “partners
withdrew support,” “we found local suppliers”) while being informed by
sensitizing theoretical concepts such as sensing and reconfiguring
(Teece, 2007) and relationship dynamics under uncertainty (Hiitten
et al., 2018). Hence, codes included sensing changes in unpredictable
environments, relocation decision, ability to adjust processes in
response to changes in the environment, reconfiguring business re-
lationships and dealing with uncertainty. After completing independent
coding, the authors compared their preliminary code lists and consoli-
dated them into a common codebook comprising first-order codes.
Disagreements were discussed until consensus was reached to ensure
conceptual coherence and alignment. For example, one researcher
initially coded several incidents as “supplier withdrawal,” emphasizing
suppliers’ hesitation to commit under heightened uncertainty, while
another coded the same instances as “supplier vulnerability,” high-
lighting increased dependence and exposure to delivery and capacity
risks. Through discussion, we consolidated these into a single code
capturing how uncertainty simultaneously intensified supplier depen-
dence and heightened exposure to operational risk. This process allowed
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us to refine conceptual boundaries and ensure consistent interpretation
across cases.

Second, using NVivo’s hierarchical coding tools, we grouped first-
order codes into broader axial categories capturing relational mecha-
nisms (e.g., “stabilizing existing relationships”, “reconfiguring in-
teractions”, “expanding networks”). The process was recursive and
abductive (Aaboen et al. 2012), alternating between data and literature
(King, 2012). Emerging themes were tested across both cases and over
time to identify temporal sequences and causal linkages. This stage
produced three core theoretical dimensions, linked to the dynamic-
capabilities framework (Teece, 2007; Zahoor et al., 2022) that we
label relationship agile practices (RAP), encapsulating companies’
ability to stabilize, reconfigure, and expand relational configurations
dynamically in response to exogenous shocks: (1) dyadic stabilizing,
which relates to maintaining trust and continuity with key partners amid
disruption; (2) dyadic reconfiguring, that is renegotiating relational roles
and redistributing tasks; and (3) network expanding, which is linked to
forming new collaborations and institutional relationships. To ensure
clarity and alignment, the themes were discussed among the authors
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998), leading to minor adjustments.

Third, several validation steps were implemented to enhance the
study’s credibility and dependability. To evaluate coding consistency,
two authors independently re-coded approximately 20% of the inter-
view material (using the finalized codebook. This comparison revealed a
high level of consistency in the application of first-order codes. Any
discrepancies were discussed and resolved through iterative compari-
son, which further refined category definitions and ensured conceptual
alignment across the coding structure. Additionally, summaries of the
emerging findings and interpretations were shared with key informants
in each case for feedback and factual verification. Coded themes were
also cross-checked against secondary data (e.g., company reports, media
coverage, and meeting minutes) to ensure consistency between narra-
tives and documented evidence. NVivo project logs and analytic memos
were maintained throughout the process to ensure transparency and
traceability of coding decisions.

In the final step of analysis, we sought to better understand the
connections between categories emerging from the empirical data and
extant literature (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006) on relocating busi-
ness activities (Barbieri et al., 2020), exogenous shocks (Zahoor et al.,
2022), business relationships under environmental uncertainty (Zafari
et al., 2023), and organizational agility (e.g., Teece et al., 2016; Blome
et al., 2013). The coding structure evolved from raw data to thematic
dimensions and aggregate theoretical categories, following template
analysis (Gioia et al., 2013; King, 2012) and grounded theory logic
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998).

Guided by process research principles (Langley et al., 2013), we
analyzed the empirical material longitudinally by structuring events
chronologically. As shown in Table 3, we identified three temporal
phases across both cases: (1) the initial location and relocation decision
period, characterized by established relational structures; (2) the relo-
cation during COVID-19 period, marked by substantial relational
reconfiguration; and (3) the post-COVID-19 relocation period, associ-
ated with relational stabilization and network repositioning after
lockdowns.

This temporal and chronological structuring aligns with Dwyer et al.,
(1987), who conceptualize inter-organizational relationships as
evolving through identifiable phases. However, whereas such models
typically assume relatively stable conditions and incremental develop-
ment, our cases show how exogenous shocks compress and destabilize
relational trajectories. Our empirical findings illustrate how relationship
dynamics evolved throughout the relocation process, moving through
phases of relative stability, disruption, and re-stabilization. They also
reveal that the COVID-19 pandemic compressed these trajectories,
forcing accelerated renegotiation and intensified relational adjustment.
Structuring the analysis around these three periods therefore enabled us
to trace how relational agility evolved before, during, and after the

Table 3
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Three key time periods in the two cases.

Initial location and
relocation decision
characterized by
established
relational
structures

Relocation during
COVID-19 period,
involving relational
reconfiguration

Post-COVID-19
relocation period,
characterized by
relational
stabilization and
network
repositioning after
lockdowns

Case

Case

—In 2013, Alpha
moved the
production of
complex components
for jet engines and
gas turbines from
Sweden to Norway.
—In 2020, Alpha
decided to relocate its
manufacturing
activities from
Norway and back to
Sweden.

—Beta ceased heavy
MRO activities in
Australia and
transferred them to
Slovakia, UK, Costa
Rica, and Singapore.
—In 2020, Beta
decided to relocate
back to Australia all
its heavy aviation
MRO activities.

—In March 2020, Alpha
developed the Nordic
project:
-Alpha relocated
manufacturing from
Norway to Sweden.
-Effects of the
relocation process on
business relationships.
e Creation of centres
of excellence
e Refocus
manufacturing
e Streamline
manufacturing
facilities
e Streamline
manufacturing
facilities
—Beta had the ability to
implement
modifications rapidly
by adjusting its plans
and resources in
response to the COVID-
19 pandemic.
—In 2021, Beta started
to develop an MRO
facility in Australia.
—Develop the
necessary
infrastructure
and human resources
for the relocation.
—Relationships with
political actors
—Current business
relationships with
customers and
suppliers.
—Developing new
business relationships.

—Readapting to a new
business environment.
—Rethinking new
customer needs and
accelerating the
development of
innovative solutions.
—Reshaping existing
business relationships
with customers and
suppliers.

—Returning to greater
reliance on domestic
capability.
—Reconfiguring
business network:
—Readapting business
relationships to new
consumer demand
patterns.

o New business
relationships
connected to
sustainability
issues.

exogenous shock, capturing both continuity and disruption in relation-
ship dynamics over time.

The analytic process was non-linear and iterative, involving contin-
uous comparison between data, emerging categories, and theoretical
constructs (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006). Regular peer debriefings
were conducted to challenge emerging interpretations and minimize
researcher bias.

4. Empirical findings

4.1. Case 1: Relocating manufacturing activities from Norway to Sweden

Alpha is a Sweden-based aviation company that develops and pro-
duces aviation components and systems for customers worldwide.

4.1.1. Initial location and relocation decision period, characterized by

established relational structures

In 2013, Alpha acquired a Swedish company operating a
manufacturing facility in Norway that specialised in complex engine
components for major civil, military, and space applications. For several
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years, the Norwegian site played a central role in Alpha’s production
operations and in maintaining stable relationships with customers and
suppliers. Internal documents from 2014 described the facility as
“strategically positioned to support long-term customer commitments in
Europe and North America,” indicating strong continuity in operations
and partner expectations.

During this period, coordination routines were largely predictable
and relationship structures well established. Customers relied on long-
term delivery agreements, while suppliers operated within stable lo-
gistics and production schedules. Managers described this period as one
characterised by operational predictability and incremental improve-
ments rather than major structural change.

By early 2020, Alpha had begun exploring restructuring options
aimed at improving efficiency and specialization. The emergence of
COVID-19 accelerated these discussions. A press release issued in April
2020 stated that “market volatility and supply-chain instability have
necessitated a reassessment of our manufacturing footprint.” Executives
later described the pandemic as a catalyst that required decisions to be
made faster than originally planned, with increased attention to how
relocation decisions would affect customers, suppliers, and employees.

4.1.2. Relocation during COVID-19 period, involving relational
reconfiguration

In March 2020, Alpha launched the Nordic Project, which aimed to
redesign its manufacturing structure and establish two specialized cen-
ters of excellence. The chief operating officer explained: “When we
started to relocate, we also made a lot of improvements to the latest tech-
nology to create strong centers of excellence. This entailed manufacturing
specific products in each site and becoming the best at it in each place.”.

The relocation involved simultaneous adjustments to production
processes, logistics arrangements, and site responsibilities. Managers
described the implementation process as iterative, with timelines and
plans repeatedly adjusted as pandemic restrictions changed and opera-
tional uncertainties emerged. Internal coordination intensified across
departments, and cross-functional meetings became more frequent to
align technical, operational, and relational considerations. Communi-
cation with external partners increased substantially during this phase.
One executive noted: “We've put a lot of time on communication and
working with many stakeholders... communication, relationships, people
involvement, skills, retention, etc. have been very difficult and challenging.”.

Customers frequently requested assurances that delivery commit-
ments and quality standards would remain stable despite relocation
disruptions. Managers described conducting regular update meetings
and maintaining ongoing dialogue to reduce uncertainty. As one exec-
utive stated: “When you do big projects like this, there is always a risk
connected to things happening during the project itself... Of course, we have a
close dialogue with our customers.”.

Supplier relationships also required adjustments. Contracts and de-
livery schedules were revised to align with new manufacturing time-
lines, and logistics processes were modified to support changing
production flows. A site director explained: “Despite the complexities
created by the relocation during the COVID-19 pandemic, we maintained
strong relationships with our suppliers. Our proactive communication ensured
that problems were minimized. ”.

Managers described frequent coordination calls and collaborative
troubleshooting sessions with suppliers to address capacity constraints
and transport disruptions. A senior executive noted that shifts in
manufacturing allocations across Nordic aerospace companies increased
pressure on suppliers, requiring continuous alignment of expectations
and delivery plans.

4.1.3. Post-COVID-19 relocation period, characterized by relational
stabilization and network repositioning after lockdowns

Following the easing of lockdowns, Alpha experienced rapid market
recovery and increasing production demand. Customers and suppliers
increasingly viewed the company as a dependable partner capable of
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stabilizing output during recovery. A managing director described Alpha
as: “one of the Nordic suppliers most successful in stabilizing output and
meeting post-pandemic demand acceleration. ”.

Relational activity during this period shifted toward longer-term
collaboration and expansion. The company increased focus on sustain-
ability and electrification, initiating new partnerships to support prod-
ucts such as modular electric drive units and electric commuter aircraft.
Executives described ongoing collaboration with new partners possess-
ing specialised technological capabilities. Internal meeting minutes from
early 2023 confirmed that additional suppliers were engaged specif-
ically for “green propulsion” and “lightweight electric systems.”.

These developments reflected a broadening of Alpha’s relationship
network following relocation, alongside continued interaction with
existing partners to maintain production continuity.

4.2. Case 2: Relocating heavy MRO activities from overseas to Australia

Beta is a regional airline based in Queensland, Australia, operating a
fleet of 74 aircraft.

4.2.1. Initial location and relocation decision period, characterized by
established relational structures

Between 2015 and 2019, Beta offshored heavy maintenance, repair,
and overhaul (MRO) activities to Europe, Costa Rica, and Singapore.
Internal feasibility reports described increasing turnaround times and
growing dependency on overseas providers. Relationships with inter-
national suppliers and maintenance partners were stable but
geographically dispersed, requiring complex coordination across mul-
tiple time zones and regulatory environments. With the emergence of
COVID-19, these dependencies became increasingly visible. Travel re-
strictions and quarantine requirements disrupted established mainte-
nance flows. The CEO described the situation: “During COVID, it was a
nightmare for us to get our aircraft across the globe for maintenance. ”.

Industry reports similarly noted growing concerns among regional
carriers regarding offshore maintenance dependence, contributing to
Beta’s decision to relocate activities back to Australia.

4.2.2. Relocation during COVID-19 period, involving relational
reconfiguration

In December 2021, Beta commenced construction of a new 10,000
sqm MRO facility in Queensland. The relocation required simultaneous
coordination with government agencies, suppliers, engineering teams,
and customers. The managing director explained: “We put a lot of work
into developing a business case... We couldn't have done it without all three
levels of government agreeing with each other.”.

Managers described frequent revisions to project timelines and
resource plans as pandemic conditions evolved. Planning meetings were
held regularly to adapt infrastructure development, staffing re-
quirements, and regulatory approvals. Supplier relationships were
reconfigured during this phase. Existing international suppliers
remained involved to preserve technical continuity, while new local
suppliers were introduced to improve responsiveness and reduce logis-
tics complexity. An executive described how collaborations were
encouraged between established and new suppliers to integrate capa-
bilities and align technical standards: “We encouraged old and new
suppliers to work together... a new supplier that had advanced equip-
ment and old suppliers with a particular technology were encouraged to
collaborate.”.

Field observations documented planning workshops where techni-
cians and suppliers jointly adjusted equipment layouts and workflow
designs. These sessions involved iterative decision-making and ongoing
adjustments as operational requirements became clearer. Customer
communication also intensified. Beta provided frequent updates on
project progress and invited customers to visit the facility during con-
struction. The CEO explained: “Customers see the new facility as a sign
of our growing capacity and expertise, which is strengthening our
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relationships in the long-term.”.

Email exchanges showed customers requesting detailed information
regarding operational timelines, indicating heightened sensitivity to
service continuity during relocation.

4.2.3. Post-COVID-19 relocation period, characterized by relational
stabilization and network repositioning after lockdowns

After lockdowns ended, the new MRO facility became a focal point
for regional network development. Several suppliers moved operations
closer to the facility, contributing to a more geographically concentrated
ecosystem. Industry media coverage noted that “the new hub is attracting
engineering and component service providers to the area” (Aviation Week,
2023). As the CEO reflected: “For us and our customers to have aircraft
that don't have to go overseas for maintenance is extremely beneficial. ”.

The relocation also supported broader initiatives linked to sustain-
ability and long-term operational resilience. The facility incorporated
energy-efficient systems and solar installations, and company materials
described it as “a next-generation MRO hub designed for operational resil-
ience and environmental responsibility.” New collaborations emerged as
the company expanded regional capabilities and strengthened local
partnerships.

5. Discussion

The empirical findings reveal several recurring patterns across both
cases and temporal periods, including accelerated decision-making,
intensified coordination with partners, and repeated adjustments to
relationship configurations as relocation unfolded under conditions of
uncertainty. These patterns suggest that organizational responses to
exogenous shocks were enacted primarily through interorganizational
interactions rather than through isolated internal actions. The temporal
progression from established relational structures, through crisis-driven
reconfiguration and into subsequent stabilization provides insight into
how organizational agility through evolving relationship dynamics.
Building on these empirical observations, we develop a series of prop-
ositions and introduce the concept of Relational Agile Practices (RAP) as
a framework for understanding how firms stabilize, reconfigure, and
expand relationships during crisis-induced relocation.

5.1. Business relationships and organizational agile approaches when
relocating business activities during exogenous shocks

As outlined in the conceptual background, responding to exogenous
shocks requires firms to preserve relational stability while simulta-
neously adapting to turbulent conditions (Miklian & Hoelscher, 2022;
Lai et al., 2008). Prior research shows that disruptive events unsettle
relational expectations, routines, and resource allocations (Beeler et al.,
2017), intensify relational tensions and reciprocity pressures (Clauss &
Tangpong, 2018; Heirati et al., 2016; Tangpong et al., 2016), and expose
contradictory relational logics (Hiitten et al., 2018). Our findings indi-
cate that relocation decisions made under such circumstances are
characterized by compressed timelines and heightened relational
vulnerability.

Across both cases, organizational agility was evident in rapid
decision-making, proactive communication, cross-functional coordina-
tion, and flexible resource reallocation enacted through ongoing inter-
action with customers, suppliers, and political actors. Rather than
functioning solely as an internal capability, agility emerged as relational
work aimed at containing tensions and sustaining collaboration through
the relocation process. Flexible organizational arrangements supported
the establishment of coordination mechanisms that kept partners
informed and aligned (Ashiru et al., 2022; Chu et al., 2019).

At the same time, the COVID-19 shock intensified customer uncer-
tainty, increased supplier vulnerability, and deepened institutional de-
pendencies. Consistent with dialectical perspectives on relationship
evolution (Hiitten et al., 2018), relocation unfolded through iterative
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relational adjustments. Agile responses, particularly transparent
communication, iterative coordination, and rapid relational readjust-
ment, helped counteract relational strain and mitigate the dark-side
dynamics associated with turbulent contexts (Heirati et al., 2016).
Additionally, agility reduced reciprocity pressures and preserved rela-
tional integrity during crisis-driven transitions (Tangpong et al., 2016).
Therefore, we posit the following proposition:

Proposition 1. When firms relocate business activities during exoge-
nous shocks, organizational agility enacted through rapid decision-
making, iterative coordination, and flexible resource reallocation en-
ables the preservation, reconfiguration, and expansion of key business
relationships despite compressed timelines and heightened relational
tensions.

This proposition is supported by both cases, where relocation de-
cisions were taken under severe time pressure and uncertainty triggered
by the COVID-19 pandemic. In Case 1 (Alpha), agility was evident in the
rapid launch of the Nordic Project, swift redesign of manufacturing roles
across sites, and continuous adjustments to customer and supplier co-
ordination mechanisms, which helped reassure customers and renego-
tiate supplier commitments during relocation. In Case 2 (Beta), agility
was reflected in the accelerated reshoring decision, fast-tracked facility
development, and flexible recombination of international and domestic
supplier capabilities, enabling the firm to stabilize operations while
expanding its relational network.

Proposition 2. During crisis-induced relocation, firms that adopt
organizational agile approaches such as proactive communication, rapid
renegotiation of relational arrangements, and cross-functional coordi-
nation with external partners, are better equipped to manage intensified
relational tensions and sustain collaboration across customers, sup-
pliers, and political actors.

The case evidence shows that Alpha mitigated customer concerns
about delivery reliability and quality through continuous dialogue while
renegotiating supplier logistics and capacity commitments as relocation
progressed. Beta addressed heightened dependence on political actors
and suppliers during the construction of the new MRO facility through
agile governance practices, frequent coordination meetings, and flexible
role reassignments across organizational and interorganizational
boundaries, sustaining collaboration under crisis conditions.

5.1.1. Relationships with customers

Our findings show that both relocating companies were able to
mitigate potential tensions in customer relationships by maintaining
transparency, and proactive engagement. This supports research that
highlights the role of transparency, and information exchange in
developing relational stability, particularly in times of uncertainty
(Doney & Cannon, 1997; Dyer & Singh, 1998; Cannon & Perreault,
1999). In Case 1, customers expressed concerns that the relocation
might result in delayed deliveries, and quality issues, fearing that Al-
pha’s focus would change toward internal restructuring. However,
consistent with earlier research on uncertainty in business relationships
(Matthews et al., 2022; Gligor & Holcomb, 2012), Alpha actively
engaged customers throughout the relocation process by providing
regular updates and addressing concerns directly. This proactive
communication reduced uncertainty, and reassured customers that the
company’s priorities remained aligned with their expectations.
Furthermore, in line with studies emphasizing relational agility in dy-
namic environments (Mero & Haapio, 2022; Leonidou et al., 2006),
Alpha involved customers in the relocation process, which reinforced
trust and commitment, and minimized the tensions in the relationships.

In Case 2, geographic proximity strengthened collaboration, coor-
dination, and joint sensemaking, demonstrating how spatial realign-
ment can enhance relational quality under uncertainty (Chu et al., 2019;
Eklinder-Frick & Age, 2017; Nicholson et al., 2017). Beyond physical
distance, proximity extends across cognitive, social, organizational, and
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institutional dimensions, each of which shape interaction and coordi-
nation in business networks (Tornroos, Halinen & Medlin, 2017). By
relocating activities domestically, Beta increased opportunities for face-
to-face interaction, shared problem solving, and knowledge exchange,
thereby improving relational alignment and responsiveness. These
proximity effects can reinforce network connections over time, as the
different dimensions of proximity mutually strengthen one another
through ongoing coordination (Mason & Chakrabarti, 2017).

Beta’s continuous communication and facility tours during the con-
struction phase served as symbolic assurance, reinforcing commitment
and reducing reciprocity pressures that might otherwise intensify rela-
tional strain (Tangpong et al., 2016). Customer involvement also reflects
the teleological logic described by Hiitten et al. (2018), whereby part-
ners intentionally coordinate efforts toward a shared relational goal.

Proposition 3. During relocation under exogenous shocks, trans-
parent and proactive customer engagement, combined with proximity-
enhanced interaction and selective involvement, reduces perceived un-
certainty and relational tensions, thereby strengthening trust and
commitment.

5.1.2. Relationships with suppliers

Our finding indicate that supplier relationships required substantial
reconfiguration in both cases due to shifts in logistics, capabilities, and
operational demands. In Case 1, relocating manufacturing from Norway
to Sweden necessitated redesigning logistics while ensuring that sup-
pliers could adjust to new timelines without disrupting production.
Alpha managed this transition through frequent, transparent commu-
nication, reinforcing trust and commitment during uncertainty (Lai
et al., 2008; Zafari et al., 2023; Cortez et al., 2023). Consistent with
previous research, suppliers became both more critical and more
vulnerable, necessitating intensified coordination and the use of trust-
reinforcing mechanisms (Kreye, 2022; Zafari et al., 2023).

In Case 2, relocation required restructuring the supplier base to
support expanded heavy MRO services. Beta retained partners whose
capabilities aligned with the technical demands of the new facility while
integrating new suppliers to address emerging needs, reflecting the
inherent tension between relational continuity and reinvention (Hiitten
et al., 2018). This compressed reallocation of relational investments
resembles portfolio rebalancing under uncertainty (Johnson & Selnes,
2004). Spatial realignment further facilitated coordination, as
increased proximity enabled more effective interaction, knowledge
sharing, and joint problem solving across technical interfaces (Tornroos
et al., 2017; Mason & Chakrabarti, 2017). Moreover, transparency,
contract renegotiation, and flexible scheduling helped reduce reci-
procity pressures and alleviate supplier concerns regarding volatility
(Tangpong et al., 2016).

Although relocation required broader network reorganization
(Baraldi et al., 2018), integrating new suppliers remained risky in this
technically complex context (Ford, 1980; Johanson & Mattsson, 1987).
Beta mitigated these risks through capability assessments, training, and
knowledge exchange, while renegotiating terms with existing suppliers
to maintain continuity (Poblete et al., 2022). By coordinating both new
and established partners, the firm strengthened supply reliability while
preserving trust, illustrating how deliberate supplier-base reconfigura-
tion can balance continuity and renewal under crisis conditions.

Proposition 4. During crisis-induced relocation, firms that combine
open communication with deliberate reconfiguration of the supplier
base, retaining critical partners while selectively integrating new sup-
pliers, are better able to balance relational continuity and reinvention,
thereby stabilizing supply reliability while preserving trust and
commitment.

5.1.3. Relationships with political actors
Previous studies indicate that political actors are often critical in
supporting transitions, and regulatory issues during organizational
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changes (e.g., Yeniaras et al., 2021; Hadjikhani et al., 2008). As our
findings suggest, although Alpha’s relocation process was less depen-
dent of such interactions, Case 2 highlights the critical role of political
relationships in Beta’s relocation process. The establishment of the new
MRO facility during the COVID-19 pandemic required close engagement
with political actors, including the federal government and local council
to secure essential support. Consistent with Yeniaras et al. (2021) and
Hadjikhani et al. (2008), our findings suggest that relationships with
political actors can influence organizational agile approaches by
providing access to important resources and facilitating problem-solving
in rapidly changing environments.

Our findings reveal that through relationships with political actors,
Beta was able to obtain essential financial and regulatory support,
including government grants, loan facilities, tax incentives and expe-
dited permits, which were instrumental in overcoming the regulatory,
financial, and operational challenges of such a large-scale project.
Hence, Beta’s ability to secure grants, permits and regulatory accom-
modations reflects the relational teleological logic (Hiitten et al., 2018)
as political engagement helped achieve a desired future state for the
company. At the same time, opaque and pressured political relationships
during crises may increase relational vulnerability (Tangpong et al.,
2016), but the Beta’s agile governance approach mitigated these risks.

These findings reinforce the view that political ties can serve as
valuable resources in business networks, enabling companies to deal
with turbulent and uncertain business environments (Hadjikhani et al.,
2008). Thus, we propose the following proposition:

Proposition 5. When relocating business activities during exogenous
shocks, firms that develop agile relationships with political and regu-
latory actors are more likely to secure critical financial, regulatory, and
infrastructural support while effectively managing institutional uncer-
tainty and relational vulnerabilities.

5.2. Relationship Agile Practices (RAP) as a dynamic relational
capability.

A central theoretical contribution of this study is the introduction of
RAP as a novel framework for conceptualizing how firms enact agility
through business relationships during exogenous shocks. We define RAP
as a set of dynamic relational practices through which firms stabilize,
reconfigure, and expand business relationships at both dyadic and
network levels when relocating activities under conditions of extreme
uncertainty. This conceptualization builds on the relational view of the
firm (Dyer & Singh, 1998; Dyer, Singh & Hesterly, 2018), which em-
phasizes that value creation originates in interorganizational relation-
ships. Our findings extend this perspective by showing how relational
resources become simultaneously critical and fragile during crisis-
induced relocation, as spatial reconfiguration, institutional disruption,
and time pressure converge.

RAP capture how firms mobilize, safeguard, and renew relational
resources to maintain cooperation under disruption, operating along
two key dimensions: (a) relational scope (dyadic versus network-level
engagement); and (b) response orientation (stabilizing versus expand-
ing). Viewed through these dimensions Table 4 provides an initial ty-
pology of RAP, illustrating how firms combine stabilizing and expanding
responses across customers, suppliers, and political actors to manage the
tensions that arise during crisis-driven relocation, including continuity
versus reinvention, flexibility versus control, and cooperation versus
self-protection.

As our two case studies indicate, despite the logistical and opera-
tional challenges posed by relocating during the COVID-19 pandemic,
RAP allowed companies to preserve and even improve key business
relationships in the process, which is consistent with Kreye (2022), who
discusses how relational agility can help companies maintain trust and
commitment in the face of uncertainty. RAP thereby function as mech-
anisms for containing the “dark side” of relationships under turbulence
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Table 4
Mechanisms of RAP.
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Type Dyadic stabilizing

Dyadic expanding

Network stabilizing

Network expanding

Coordination with Readjusting contract terms

suppliers and delivery schedules.
Customer Ensuring transparent and
engagement consistent communication.

Political and Closer interactions with

Exploring new opportunities with
suppliers.

Co-developing new service and product
solutions based on evolving customer
needs.

Co-developing bilateral agreements for

Coordinating sourcing and logistics
with multiple suppliers.
Strengthening customer trust along

the network through joint initiatives.

Aligning with network actors for
regulatory readaptations.

Developing supplier networks for
sustainable sourcing.

Developing new relationships to
improve customer experience
models.

Interacting with multiple actors for
new regulatory changes.

regulatory individual political actors regulatory guidance.
Communication and Ensuring real-time updates Exploring new opportunities for mutual
reposition with key relationships. development of relationships.

New cross-sector collaborations
with a stronger focus on
sustainability.

Coordinating relationships among
multiple actors.

(Heirati et al., 2016), where power asymmetries, opportunism and
conflict may otherwise escalate. By enabling transparent dialogue, joint
problem solving and common goal alignment, RAP help companies deal
with reciprocity pressures and ethical vulnerabilities (Tangpong et al.,
2016), mitigating the risk that crisis-induced concessions undermine
relational integrity over time. Hence, we argue that our RAP model
captures the multifaceted practices used when dealing with business
relationships amid uncertainty and volatile environments such as relo-
cating business activities during exogenous shocks.

At the dyadic level, relocating companies focus on stabilizing busi-
ness relationships with individual actors such as suppliers and customers
by readjusting contract terms and ensuring transparent and consistent
communication (dyadic stabilizing). These practices reduce relational
strain and address tensions between control and flexibility, counter-
acting the dark-side pressures identified by Heirati et al. (2016) and
Tangpong et al. (2016). Moi and Cabiddu (2022) have highlighted the
importance of constant communication in protecting core business in
times of change, specifically noting the need for agility to respond
quickly to ensure relationships can be maintained.

On the other hand, companies can improve business relationships
through exploring new opportunities with suppliers and co-developing
new service and product solutions with customers to maintain long-
term collaboration (dyadic expanding). This dimension addresses ten-
sions between short-term problem solving and long-term opportunity
seeking and is consistent with sensing and shaping new opportunities
(Teece, 2007), that in this case arise from exogenous events.

At the network level, relocating companies can coordinate relation-
ships among multiple suppliers, customers and political actors, which
contributes to overall network stability (network stabilizing). Network
stabilizing aligns with the company’s ability to recombine and recon-
figure resources (Zhou et al., 2019) and help cope with tensions between
local optimization and system-wide coordination, as well as between
existing network structures and emergent configurations. Further, as our
results suggest, companies may extend beyond dyadic relationships to
expand business networks, engaging in new cross-sector collaborations
with a stronger focus on sustainability (network expanding), as demon-
strated by our two empirical cases in the post-COVID-19 period.

Network expanding relates to the company seizing opportunities
through deeper engagement with others in the network, reflecting the
teleological orientation of working toward a desired future state (Hiitten
et al., 2018). RAP are thus central to future-proofing the company
because whereas some companies sense opportunities, without the
ability to seize them and commit to relational and resource investments
they are unlikely to succeed (Teece, 2007; Zahoor et al., 2022). Orga-
nizational agility has clearly been shown to be crucial for identifying
opportunities and responding quickly in times of change, thereby
enabling companies to compete more effectively (Zhou et al., 2019). We
then formulate the following proposition:

Proposition 6. When exogenous shocks trigger relocation as a critical
event, firms that enact Relational Agile Practices, across both dyadic and
network levels and across stabilizing and expanding responses, are
better able to transform intensified relational tensions into strengthened
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relational resilience and new network opportunities.
6. Concluding remarks

This study contributes to research on business relationship dynamics,
organizational agility, and organizational responses to exogenous
shocks in three key ways. First, it demonstrates that relocating business
activities during exogenous shocks is a deeply relational process that
intensifies existing tensions and generates new coordination challenges
across interorganizational relationships. Examining relocation under
extreme uncertainty reveals that relational stability depends on the
ability of firms and partners to renegotiate expectations, reconfigure
interdependencies, and maintain collaboration despite disruption to
established routines (Beeler et al., 2017; Zafari et al., 2023). In this
respect, the findings extend relationship process research by illustrating
how crisis conditions compress relational trajectories and reshape co-
ordination patterns (Dwyer et al., 1987; Hiitten et al., 2018; Poblete,
2021). These results also complement relationship portfolio research
(Johnson & Selnes, 2004) by showing that crisis-induced relocation
forces firms to rapidly reassess and rebalance exchange relationships
rather than gradually optimizing them under more stable conditions.

Second, the study advances understanding of organizational agility
by demonstrating that agility is enacted relationally rather than solely as
an internally orientated adaptive capability. The findings show how
firms integrate operational and relational adjustments through coordi-
nated communication, renegotiation, and joint problem solving,
enabling continued cooperation during disruption (Ashiru et al., 2022;
Zahoor et al., 2022). From a dynamic capabilities perspective, business
relationships function as agility-enabling infrastructures through which
firms mobilize resources, manage uncertainty, and reconfigure in-
terdependencies during relocation (Doz & Kosonen, 2010; Teece et al.,
2016). Spatial reconfiguration further intensifies relational
terdependencies, reinforcing insights from business network and eco-
nomic geography research that relational embeddedness and proximity
shape coordination and access to resources (Nicholson et al., 2017;
Eklinder-Frick & Age, 2017).

Third, the study introduces the concept of RAP to explain how firms
stabilize, reconfigure, and expand relationships when relocation occurs
under conditions of extreme uncertainty. RAP capture patterned rela-
tional responses through which firms address tensions such as continuity
versus reinvention, cooperation versus self-protection, and flexibility
versus control across both dyadic and network levels. By conceptual-
izing agility as relationally enacted, RAP bridge the relational view and
dynamic capability perspectives, showing how relational resources are
mobilized and renewed to sustain cooperation and support long-term
resilience (Dyer & Singh, 1998; Dyer et al., 2018). In turbulent envi-
ronments, these practices enable firms not only to withstand disruption
but also to reposition relationships and network configurations to
strengthen resilience.

in-
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6.1. Managerial implications

This study offers actionable implications for managers navigating
relocation decisions during periods of extreme uncertainty caused by
exogenous shocks. Rather than framing relocation as a predominantly
internal or operational challenge, the findings underscore the impor-
tance of managing relocation as a relational coordination problem.
Table 4 provides a practical framework that managers can use to oper-
ationalize RAP across dyadic and network levels.

At the dyadic stabilizing level, managers should prioritize protecting
critical relationships that are essential for short-term continuity during
disruption. This involves rapidly readjusting contractual terms, rene-
gotiating delivery schedules, and maintaining transparent, real-time
communication to prevent misalignment and escalation of relational
tensions. Beyond stabilizing existing ties dyadic expanding practices
encourage managers to view relocation as an opportunity to selectively
deepen relationships with strategically important partners. This may
include involving key customers and suppliers in capability alignment,
joint problem-solving, and co-development initiatives linked to new
facilities, technologies, or service models, thereby strengthening long-
term commitment and relational value creation.

Because relocation during exogenous shocks rarely affects single
relationships in isolation, it disrupts interdependent networks involving
multiple suppliers, customers, logistics providers, and institutional ac-
tors. Managers should therefore emphasize network stabilizing practices
by coordinating across interdependent actors to align expectations,
timelines, and roles across these actors, thereby preventing cascading
disruptions and to maintain system-wide continuity. Further, relocation
provides a strategic moment to engage in network expanding) by
forming new collaborations aligned with emerging priorities such as
sustainability, regional capability building, and long-term resilience.
Such network expanding practices can reduce dependence on vulnerable
configurations and improve preparedness for future shocks.

6.2. Limitations and avenues for future research

Although this study advances understanding of business relation-
ships and network dynamics under exogenous shocks, it has limitations
that provide fertile ground for future research. Our inquiry is based on
two case studies within aviation, a sector heavily affected by COVID-19,
which may limit generalizability. Future research should examine RAP
and relocation dynamics in other industries with differing levels of
technological intensity, regulatory complexity and supply chain struc-
ture. Our findings highlight that suppliers, customers and political actors
play significant roles in influencing relocation outcomes, suggesting the
need for deeper investigation into network-level coordination, power
asymmetries and multi-actor adaptation during relocation (Hagen et al.,
2024).

Further research could explore how relational tensions evolve across
time, how relational agility interacts with digitalization and sustain-
ability pressures, and whether RAP can be systematically further
developed as an organizational capability. Table 4 can be viewed as an
initial typology of RAP, distinguishing between dyadic versus network
orientations and stabilizing versus expanding responses. Future research
may operationalize these dimensions quantitatively, examine boundary
conditions across industries, or explore how RAP evolve over repeated
exogenous shocks. Comparative and longitudinal studies could also
illuminate how companies in different institutional contexts mobilize
relational agility in the face of recurring exogenous shocks.
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