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A firm’s design for its supply chain partner network reveals the firm’s pursuit of resources and
opportunities to build up the best-value supply chains in terms of agility, adaptability and alignment.
This study develops a research framework, proposing that a firm with an entrepreneurial supply chain
partner network, characterized with strong and highly-diversified ties, enjoys a high level of relational
learning, trust and integration, and contending that the three types of relational competencies exert
positive influence on supply chain agility, adaptability, and alignment. The framework offers a theoretical
platform to guide future research and practice concerned with supply chain entrepreneurship.

INTRODUCTION

In today’s global economy, competition is increasingly being fought at the supply chain level: rather
than competing “firm versus firm”, organizations are battling “supply chain versus supply chain” (e.g.
Davis and Spekman, 2004; Lambert and Cooper, 2000). In seizing opportunities and handling
disturbances/risks that the increasingly turbulent business environment presents, best-value supply chains
characterized by agility, adaptability, and alignment, have been highlighted as a crucial means for firms to
obtain sustainable competitive advantage and superior firm performance (e.g. Ketchen and Hult, 2007;
Lee, 2004; Li et al., 2015).

Within this context, scholars have been called to investigate the impact of work design on best-value
supply chains (e.g., Li et al., 2008, 2009). Two major issues motivate this call for placing the study of
work design high on the research agenda. First, the design of work has been and will continue to be a
central problem challenging organization theory and practice, because the system of arrangements and
procedures for doing work affects us every day (Sinha and Van de Van, 2005). Second, the practice of
work in a supply chain had been changing dramatically over the past 20 years and these changes are
outpacing our theories and methods for representing and explaining them (Child, 2005).

The biggest change in work practice is that work activities, undertaken to develop, produce and
deliver a product, have become globally distributed in supply chain networks, transcending the
boundaries of organizations and countries (Borgatti and Li, 2009). As a result, the design of supply chain
partner network has become the focus of a firm’s work design. The value of effective design of supply
chain partner networks is reflected in how firms such as Walmart, Toyota and Dell have developed their
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supply chain partner networks as strategic weapons to gain advantages over peers. General Electric has
increased revenues by 60% and doubled profits by putting customers into its work network for innovation
(Magee, 2009).

Work networks do not emerge at random, nor are they ecologically niches waiting to be filled (Burt,
1992). Firms can purposely design their networks to have access to new market opportunities, best
managerial practices, work support, and so on (Zaheer and Zaheer, 1997). In this line, we contend that the
design of supply chain partner network reflects a firm’s strategic choices of supply chain partners in
pursuit of entrepreneurship: leveraging connections and ties in supply chain partner network in
discovering and exploiting opportunities to obtain competitive advantages and create value. However, to
date, few studies have investigated how a firm injects entrepreneurial factors into its design of supply
chain partner networks, and how the resulting network patterns affect the development of best-value
supply chains.

In this study, we apply social network and entrepreneurship theories to supply chain partner network
design to derive how the entrepreneurial supply chain partner network facilitates the forming of three
types of relational competencies (i.e., relational learning, relational trust, and relational integration). We
contend that the three types of relational competencies contribute to the building of best-value supply
chain on agility, adaptability, and alignment. The rest of this article is organized as follows. In the section
of theoretical foundations, we provide a brief review of best-value supply chains, introduce a typology of
supply chain partner network to identify the relational dimensions of an entrepreneurial supply chain
partner network, and describe the three types of relational competencies. Next, we present a research
framework and offer propositions to explain the mechanisms through which the entrepreneurial supply
chain partner network affects relational competencies, and relational competencies exert positive impact
on the development of best-value supply chains. The article ends with a discussion of theoretical and
managerial implications, and future research directions.

THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS

Best-value Supply Chains

To create and sustain competitive advantages in today’s turbulent global environment, firms must
build their supply chains on agility, adaptability, and alignment (Ketchen and Hult, 2007; Lee, 2004; Li et
al., 2015). Agility refers to the capability of a supply chain to be alert and respond to sudden changes in
demand or supply (Lee, 2004; Li et al., 2008). Adaptability refers to the capability to track macro-
economic changes (e.g., structural shifts in markets), and adjust supply chain designs to respond to those
changes (Lee, 2004). Alignment refers to the capability for creating shared incentives among participants
for better performance (Lee, 2004).

To distinguish from traditional supply chains, Ketchen and Hult (2007) refer to supply chains with
superior agility, adaptability, and alignment as best-value supply chains. Compared to traditional supply
chains, best-value supply chains create value for firms by focusing on strategic supply chain management
(SCM)—the use of a supply chain as a means to excel along multiple competitive priorities that drive
firms’ competitive performance (Ketchen and Hult, 2007; Hult et al., 2004).

Work Design for a Supply Chain: Supply Chain Partner Network Design

In an increasingly global economy, work practice in a supply chain has become geographically
dispersed. Supply chain work often develops in a network of supply chain partners cutting across
locations, the boundaries of firms, industries and nations. For example, Sinha and Van de Ven (2005)
claim that modern organizations reconfigure the arrangements of doing work by focusing on their
distinctive competence, outsourcing the rest and playing the niche role as nodes in work networks.
Therefore, we need to take a network perspective to view today’s work design for a supply chain.

We take the position that a firm’s work design should anchor on its supply chain partner network for
two major reasons. First, in today’s global economy, work design for a supply chain is a function of
supply chain partner selection involving public and private parties within and across industry boundaries.
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Second, it has been recognized in a growing body of research that buyer-supplier
relationships/partnerships are critical strategic options for supply chain capability related issues, such as
new product development (e.g, Petersen et al., 2005), risk mitigation (e.g., Braunscheidel and Suresch,
2009), and so on. This leads us to introduce this concept of work network: supply chain partner network.
Doing so is consistent with the common practice in social network research, which focuses on specific
types of networks, such as "friendship network" or "advice network" (Brass 1995; Krackhardt 1990).

To understand the impact of a supply chain partner network, we must first discuss the patterns of
partnership networks that a firm can develop. This discussion centers around a network typology adapted
from the work of Higgins and Kram (2001). Although their typology was developed to understand
mentoring in a current-career context, we argue that it also applies to supply chain partner network.

Network Dimensions

The network typology is characterized by two network dimensions: relationship strength and network
diversity. Relationship strength refers to the duration and frequency of communication among network
participants. Network diversity refers to the range of social systems from which the focal firm (i.e., an ego
node in social networks) draws and receives support for work. The two dimensions are also consistent
with core concepts in social network theory and research (for reviews, see Brass, 1995 and Ibarra, 1993)

Relationship Strength

In general, relationships or ties may be characterized as weak (i.e. infrequent communication), strong
(i.e., frequent communication), or indeterminate (as with casual contacts or strangers). For the purpose of
characterizing a supply chain partner network, we consider relationship strength as a continuum that
ranges from weak ties to strong ties. Social network researchers have examined the role of weak ties
versus strong ties in the acquisition of novel information. The power of weak ties derives from the
likelihood that they may be exposed to different information than actors with whom the focal actor
interacts intensively (Granovetter, 1973). More recently, however, attention has shifted to the role of
strong ties. Research from a variety of disciplines has shown that strong ties transfer tacit and complex
knowledge. Network actors bonded by strong ties tend to be highly motivated to collaborate with each
other (Borgatti and Cross, 2003; Hansen, 1999; Higgins and Kram, 2001; Krackhardt, 1992).

Relationship Diversity

In social network research, the concept of diversity concerns the extent to which the information
provided by different participants in one’s network is not similar or redundant (Burt, 1983, 1992;
Granovetter, 1973). The less redundant the information provided by an ego node’s network, the greater its
access to valuable resources and information. There are two basic ways to define diversity: 1) range, the
number of different social systems from which relationships stem, and 2) density, the extent to which
network nodes are connected to one another (Brass, 1995; Burt, 1983; Krackhardt, 1994).

Consider the following example to illuminate the premises of network range and network density.
Suppose there is a focal firm in consumer goods industry whose supply chain network spans industry
boundaries involving an aircraft manufacturer, a personal computer manufacturer, and an automobile
manufacturer. This firm’s network range is relatively high. In contrast, a firm’s partner network with all
ties from within the same industry has less range. Consider a focal firm that is a manufacturer and has
ties to three different parties (i.e., alter nodes in social network), for example, a key supplier, a distributor,
and a primary customer. If the four nodes are connected pair-wise with each other, then the firm's partner
network density is high. On the other hand, if there are no direct ties among the four alter nodes, the
network density is low. Here, we adopt range as our specific conceptualization for network diversity. This
is because it more closely captures the real-world environment for a firm’s supply chains: the four nodes
in the manufacturer’s partner network normally do not have working relationships with each other.
Therefore, we define diversity of supply chain partner network in terms of range: the number of different
social systems from which the information ties originate.
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Patterns of Supply Chain Partner Network

As illustrated in Figure 1, the two network dimensions yield four distinct network patterns: (1)
Receptive network (low network diversity and weak relationship); (2) Traditional network (low network
diversity and strong relationship); (3) Opportunistic network (high network diversity and weak
relationship); (4) Entrepreneurial work network (high network diversity and strong relationship). In
Figure 1, supply chain partners are identified with S1, S2, S3, and S4 and the focal firm with F.
Consistent with social network research, we depict the connections between the focal firm and its supply
chain partners with lines: solid lines for strong relationships and dotted lines for weak relationships (Burt,
1983). We use ovals to denote the boundaries of social systems.

FIGURE 1
SUPPLY CHAIN PARTNER NETOWRK TYPOLOGY
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The distinguishing feature of a receptive network is the ego actor's openness to receiving work
assistance from the same social system but does not actively initiating or cultivating work relationships.

Traditional Network

Traditional networks exhibit a clique-like structure composed of interconnected strong ties (Burt,
1980). We use the term traditional, because these work ties come from the same social system (e.g. S1, S2
work for the same firm), which is generally assumed to be the classic case of work. Given that the work
supporters are affiliated with the same social system, it is likely that there will he interconnection between
them. As in the receptive work network, the ego actor is more likely to receive similar information, yet
unlike the receptive work network, the work support provided is less likely to be strong.
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Opportunistic Network

The distinguishing feature of opportunistic network is that an ego actor’s openness toward receiving
work support from multiple sources and its passive stance toward actively initiating and cultivating such
relationships.

Entrepreneurial Network

The key distinguishing feature of an entrepreneurial network is that it is made up of heterogeneous
work supporters who are highly motivated to act on behalf of the ego actor and who collectively provide
the ego with access to a wide array of work related information. In the past, social network researchers
have pointed out that strong ties will lead to network density because people with whom an individual has
strong ties will tend to be affiliated (Berscheid and Walster 1978: Byne, 1971). Such cases are always
found within bonded social systems, such as organizations. However, for a supply chain partner network
with work supporting ties spanning organizational boundaries and emerging from different social
systems, strong ties do not necessarily imply interconnection among them.

Relational Competencies

In the modern competitive environment, the ultimate success of a firm depends on its management’s
ability to leverage the relational competencies of the firm’s business relationships in its supply chains
(Christopher, 1997; Drucker, 1998; Lambert, 2008). Particularly, the importance of three relational
competencies has been highlighted in prior research: learning, trust and integration. The learning
dimension highlights the importance of shared representation, understanding and systems of meaning for
work practices/activities (e.g., Dyer and Hatch, 2006; Modi and Mabert, 2007). The trust dimension
address motives, expectations and norms among related parties (Carey et al., 2011; Cousins et al., 2006;
Day et al., 2013; Krause et al., 2007; Lawson et al., 2008). The relational integration refers to the
seamless coordination among supply chain partners (Cousins and Menguc, 2006; Fabbe-Costes and Jahre,
2007; Petersen et al. 2005).

There has been a growing trend for firms to create external linkages based on the sharing of
information (Borgatti and Cross, 2003). This is the realm of relational learning, which can be viewed as a
knowledge transmission process among supply chain partners, refers to the flow of implicit and explicit
information (Modi and Mabert, 2007). Effective learning between firms can be characterized as genuine,
frequent and involving personal contacts (Dyer and Hatch, 2006). However, opportunistic behavior is a
common reason why firms fail to achieve high performance. Here, trust comes into play. Relational trust
develops in the process by which individuals and organizations come together, interact and form
psychological connections for mutual gain or benefit (Coleman, 1988). Trust entails the active
participation by the actors involved toward sustaining the relationship (Dyer and Singh, 1998).

Typically, the goal of managing relationships in a supply chain is to integrate supply chain processes
(Flynn et al., 2010; Frohlich and Westbrook, 2001). This is the focus of relational integration, which
supplements the psychological level of relational trust by a level that is focused on the coordination of
work systems (e.g., enterprise resource planning) and processes (e.g., inventory management) among
supply chain partners.

RESEARCH FRAMEWORK AND PROPOSITIONS

A firm’s work network for its supply chain serves the evolving needs of a set of customers and thus
must utilize the supply chain partners’ relational competencies to stay agile, adaptable, and aligned in
addressing changes in customer needs. As presented by the research framework in Figure 2, we advance
the propositions that a firm can develop its supply chain partner network in the manner that the
relationship strength and network diversity are leveraged in the forming of relational learning, trust, and
integration.
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FIGURE 2
LINKING SUPPLY CHAIN PARTNER NETWORK DESIGN TO
BEST-VALUE SUPPLY CHAINS
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Supply Chain Partner Network Design and Relational Competencies

The selecting of supply chain partners and then managing these choice relationships are the primary
source of relational capital (Cousins et al., 2006). Taking a social network perspective, we contend that
the pattern of a firm’s supply chain partner network can conform to one of the four network patterns (i.e.,
receptive, traditional, opportunistic, and entrepreneurial). As shown in Table 1, different network pattern
has distinct impacts on relational learning, trust and integration.

TABLE 1
NETWORK PATTERNS AND RELATIONLA COMPETEMCIES

network diversity,
strong relationship)

public knowledge but low
level in private knowledge

Relational Learning Relational Relational Integration
trust
Receptive work | Redundant information Low level of Low level of

network (low | sharing; low level in both trust integration

network diversity, public and private

weak relationship) knowledge

Traditional work | Redundant information High level of High level of
network (low sharing; high level in trust integration in a closed

work network

Opportunistic work

Non-redundant

Low level of

Low level of

network diversity,
strong relationship)

level in public and private
knowledge

network (high | information sharing; high trust integration
network diversity, | level in public knowledge
weak relationship) but low level in private
knowledge
Entrepreneurial Non-redundant High level of High level of
work network (high | information sharing; high trust integration in an open

work network

The firm with either receptive or traditional network pattern tends to have a low level of learning. On
the other hand, the firm with either opportunistic or entrepreneurial work-network has a high level of
learning. Compared to the firm with receptive or opportunistic network pattern, the firm with traditional
or entrepreneurial work-network pattern is more likely to have high level of relational trust and
integration. Therefore, we further contend that, to develop relational competencies in its supply chain
partner network, a focal firm should design the network according to the pattern of an entrepreneurial
network.
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When a focal firm selects supply chain partners solely on transaction-by-transaction basis, the
relationships formed in the focal firm’s supply chain partner network are arm’s length ties. Arm’s length
ties are weak ties, because such ties are cool and atomistic, and actors are motivated by incremental profit
seeking (Uzzi, 1997). Consider, for example, a manufacturer that only uses a supplier for one transaction
because that supplier provides the lowest price. The network pattern derived from such a supply chain
partner network is a receptive one. The information transferred is either public knowledge or generic
inventory information. Public knowledge is reported through standard instruments such as company
reports, audited financial statements, regulatory filings, advertised bid and ask prices, price quotes,
contractual stipulations, warranties, and other forms of prepared information accessible in the public
domain (Uzzi and Lancaster, 2003). Generic, point-of-sale data or inventory status information exchanged
in supply chain partner networks are tied to operational processes and provide little insight for strategic
redirection. Arm’s length ties may promote exploitative learning through the collection and reporting of
standard information that enables firms to enhance their current competencies and processes. However,
such ties do not afford firms the capability to detect opportunities for innovation through restructuring
their competencies and processes (Uzzi and Lancaster, 2003). Additionally, although the focal firm can
easily replace arm’s level ties, it is hard to build up trust and integration through weak ties.

A focal firm can easily establish strong ties with its supply chain partners if that firm uses the
following criteria to select partners: open and honest communication, and commitment to a long-term
relationship, and reciprocity. Supply chain partners with those traits, showing the ability to understand
and rationalize the focal firm’s intent, are important toward maintaining a strong buyer-supplier
relationship (Wu and Choi, 2005). The network pattern derived from a supply chain partner network
composed of strong ties is a traditional one.

Malhotra et al. (2005) propose that strong ties between collaborative supply chain partners facilitate
privileged, private information sharing between partners, hence enhancing opportunity detection.
Privileged information can be related to a firm’s strategy, distinctive competencies, undocumented
product capabilities, critical customer or supplier dependencies, and so forth (Uzzi and Lancaster, 2003).
In addition, privileged information is specific to the receiving partners in terms of being proprietary and
confidential. It provides the partner a unique perspective not available otherwise. An example of the
privileged information exchanges used in the research by Malhotra et al. (2005) is an optical electronics
manufacturer’s effort to inform the channel about the timeframe in which a new product is going to be
introduced and the associated transaction plan. The close collaborators (i.e., supply chain partners with
strong ties) are given this information six months in advance, while the rest of the supply chain players
are only given a month’s notice.

Once supply chain participants are engaged in a partner network, how much they can contribute to
relational competencies is affected by the participants’ own network patterns. If a supplier has
connections to other parties outside the boundary of the supply chain partner network (e.g., range from
firms in the same industry but not in the same supply chain network, to firms in other industries), we say
this supplier has relatively high network diversity. Compared to supply chain partners with lower network
diversity, supply chain partners with high network diversity function as boundary spanners, which are
more alert to divergent ideas sparked by their boundary-spanning ties (Kim et al., 2006) and interpret
environmental conditions and replaying that information to organization decision better (Huber, 1991).
Strong boundary-spanning ties facilitate the transfer of privileged information from a wide range of
sources, thereby enhancing learning greatly. Wu and Choi (2005) concluded in their case studies that a
supplier with high network diversity is more likely to become a solution provider and, consequently,
attains a larger share of supply responsibility from the buyer, thus contributing to supply chain
integration. Zhang et al. (2011) found that boundary spanning capabilities are positively associated with
trust development in buyer-supplier relationship.

When a firm selects its supply chain partners based on open and honest communication, commitment
to a long-term relationship, reciprocity, and network diversity, we say that this firm can design an
entrepreneurial supply chain partner network. As illustrated above, an entrepreneurial supply chain
partner network, characterized with strong supply chain partnership and high network diversity,
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contributes to the forming of all three types of relational competencies. Thus, we advance the following
propositions:
Proposition la: A firm with an entrepreneurial design of supply chain partner network enjoys a
higher level of relational learning than firms with other design patterns.
Proposition 1b: A firm with an entrepreneurial design of supply chain partner network enjoys a
higher level of relational trust than firms with other patterns.
Proposition Ic: A firm with an entrepreneurial design supply chain partner network enjoys a
higher level of relational integration than firms with other patterns.

Relational Competencies and Best-value Supply Chains

The extent to which the three capabilities of best-value supply chains (i.e., agility, adaptability and
alignment) can be enhanced is determined by the level of relational competencies cultivated in a firm’s
supply chain partner network.

Relational Learning and Best-value Supply Chains

An important way to enhance agility, adaptability and alignment is relational learning (Ketchen and
Hult, 2007). Kang et al. (2007) suggest that relational learning provide two types of cognitive
mechanisms that can facilitate learning outcomes: common architecture knowledge and common
component knowledge.

Common architecture knowledge refers to a shared understanding among network participants about
the interconnection of all components in some domain of interest, or of how things fit together (Matusik
and Hill, 1998). To be agile and adaptable, a supply chain needs to be alert to unexpected changes (Li et
al., 2009, 2017). The capacity of alertness benefits from the availability of knowledge that is sufficient in
diversity and detail. Because of the cognitive limitation of any given individual, knowledge availability is
greatly enhanced by knowledge shared and transferred among participants. In this sense, common
architecture knowledge provides a cognitive mechanism to transfer and understand large amount of
knowledge and complicated knowledge and experiences difficult to conceptualize adequately (Hill and
Levenhagen, 1995).

A supply chain involves the coordinated effort and integration of various parties. To be agile and
adaptable, a supply chain also needs to be well-coordinated and integrated so that it can take quick
responsive actions to address changes. In that sense, common architecture knowledge is needed. Common
component knowledge refers to the knowledge of "parts" or "components". Specifically, it is overlapping
knowledge that relates to a subroutine or discrete aspect of a firm's operations. To explore new
opportunities or alternative ways of work, supply chain partners must know enough about the content
domain of other members' expertise to assimilate it, interpret it, and recognize its value in work practices.
Common component knowledge allows supply chain partners to recognize, understand and assimilate
novel knowledge from a wide range of related participants and enables partners to be aligned with each
other in taking agile and adapting actions in response to new opportunities. In line of the above
discussion, we have the following propositions:

Proposition 2a: Relational learning exerts positive influence on supply chain agility.
Proposition 2b: Relational learning exerts positive influence on supply chain adaptability.
Proposition 2c: Relational learning exerts positive influence on supply chain alignment.

Relational Trust and Best-value Supply Chains

Work networks vary widely in the degrees to which members share a common goal or recognize a
common authority (Sinha and Van de Ven, 2005). Participants in supply chains tend to pursue their
different partisan interests in collaborating in the construction of an infrastructure that sustains the supply
chain. As a result, incentives must be organized in such a way that all parties' interests are aligned. When
work partners are simultaneously dependent on and vulnerable to the actions and decisions of others and
when hierarchical authority does not exist, trust becomes a major organizing principle in a work system
(McFvily et al., 2003).
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Researchers have argued that trust can take several distinct forms (Kang et al., 2007). Among them,
institution trust can he developed through the security of rules, structures and organizations to buttress
risks, and relational trust can be developed through direct positive exchange experience. Although both
can deliver many advantages to the work system’s agility, adaptability and alignment, we contend that
relational trust among supply chain partners requires less effort than the institution trust to build and
allows actors to customize to each other's needs flexibly. There is significant evidence to suggest that
relational trust can lead to agility, adaptability and alignment related benefits, including improved
delivery, early insights into new technologies, on-time product launches, buyer-supplier congruence, and
others (Handfield et al., 1999; Lier and Choi, 2004; Monczka et al., 1998). Thus, we advance the
following propositions:

Proposition 3a: Relational trust exerts positive influence on supply chain agility.
Proposition 3b: Relational trust exerts positive influence on supply chain adaptability.
Proposition 3c: Relational trust exerts positive influence on supply chain alignment.

Relational Integration and Best-value Supply Chains

Relational integration, as manifested in integrated and coordinated supply chain activities, is
necessary for a firm to reconfigure supply chain resources and respond quickly to the changing
environment. Successful SCM involves the coordination of activities between members of the supply
chain (Croxton et al., 2001). Therefore, as an important element of relational integration, coordinated
value activities within a firm enable the firm to make prompt strategic and operational decisions,
adjustments and resource reconfigurations in response to unforeseen environmental disturbances and
market changes. The existing literature has acknowledged that an important means for being agile and
adaptable to changes is to integrate with its suppliers so that suppliers can be more responsive to the
demands of the marketplace (Cousins and Menguc, 2006; Fabbe-Costes and Jahre, 2007; Petersen et al.
2005), thus enhancing supply chain agility and adaptability.

Nowadays, economic globalization has forced companies to adopt a more integrative perspective on
supply chain alignment (Meijboom and Obel, 2007). Supply chain decisions are tightly interlinked and
interrelated at all the decision-making levels. The literature on risk management generally concurs that
relational integration plays a fundamental role to mitigate uncertainty with the help of synchronizing work
flows in the supply chain system (Holweg and Pil, 2008; Ivanov, 2010). Relational integration creates
value for a firm by aligning all relevant parties into the value creation process. On the other hand, when
supply chain partners are misaligned, a series of adverse outcomes could occur. For instance, work flow
may be interrupted; targets may be compromised or unattained; measures may neither be fully understood
nor implemented; key initiatives may not be prioritized, optimized, or adequately funded (Paladino,
2000). In line with this reasoning, we propose that:

Proposition 4a: Relational integration exerts positive influence on supply chain agility.
Proposition 4b: Relational integration exerts positive influence on supply chain adaptability.
Proposition 4c: Relational integration exerts positive influence on supply chain alignment.

CONCLUSION

This study is the first to link the design of a firm’s supply chain partner network to the development
of best-value supply chains. The pattern of a supply chain partner network is conceptualized in terms of
two dimensions: relationship strength and network diversity. Higgins and Kram (2001) describe the
relationship network characterized with strong and diversified ties as an entrepreneurial network, which
benefits firms most in terms of opportunity identification and exploitation. However, there is an apparent
shortage in the SCM area regarding the value of an entrepreneurial design of a firm’s supply chain partner
network. In this study, we integrate the social network theories, entrepreneurship and SCM literatures to
address the interplay among a firm’s design of supply chain partner network, relational competencies, and
attributes of best-value supply chains.
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This research speaks to supply chain managers. It suggests to them that the entrepreneurial design of
supply chain partner network can help them to form and leverage such relational competencies as
learning, trust, and integration. Specifically, it underscores the need for firms to think about how to inject
entrepreneurship-related network dimensions into their designs for supply chain partner networks. It
highlights the role of relationship strength and network diversity in developing relational competencies.
The three types of relational competencies (learning, trust, and integration) conform to the three
dimensions of relational capital (cognitive, affect, and structural) (Kang et al., 2007), which are critical
resources in building supply chains on agility, adaptability, and alignment.

Future Research

This research extends the precepts of entrepreneurship to supply chain settings. Figure 3 displays the
general framework used by researchers to address why, when, and how some individuals become
entrepreneurs. This general framework is based on the combination of the Austrian School of economics
(Kirznar, 1973, 1979) and cognitive psychology (e.g., Koppl, 2002). We can illustrate this framework
briefly as: because of knowledge asymmetry (Austrian approach), personal differences (e.g., locus of
control, Harper, 1998) and beliefs, individuals vary in their ability to access and extract resources, which
are required in opportunity recognition and exploitation.

FIGURE 3
GENERAL FRAMEWORK FOR ENTREPRENEURSHIP

e Knowledge Resource Access Opportunity Recognition
e Personal Differences & Extraction & Exploitation
e Beliefs

We extend this framework to the study of supply chain entrepreneurship as indicated in Figure 4.
Supply chains differ considerably in the patterns of their supply chain partner networks. The patterns of a
firm’s supply chain partner network reveal firms’ differences in accessing and extracting resources
through relational competencies (learning, trust, and integration). Relational competencies are critical for
developing supply chain capabilities for opportunity recognition and exploitation (agility, adaptability,
and alignment).

By combining research from the three areas (social networks, entrepreneurship, and supply chain
management), the proposed framework for supply chain entrepreneurship can be used to guide future
research in many directions. From the network literature, in addition to network diversity and relationship
strength introduced in this study, scholars can investigate how other network variables are related to
relational competencies. For example, network embeddedness is the mechanism whereby an entrepreneur
becomes part of the local structure and learns how to draw on and use the resources provided by available
social capital (Anderson and Jack, 2002). Supply chain settings provide an opportunity for scholars to
extend this idea from the traditional level of individuals to an inter-firm level by investigating the
relationship between network embeddedness, access resource access and extraction.
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FIGURE 4
GENERAL FRAMEWORK FOR SUPPLY CHAIN ENTREPRENEURSHIP
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In the entrepreneurship literature, organizational rejuvenation is an important corporate
entrepreneurship form by which the organization seeks to sustain or improve its competitive standing by
altering its internal processes, structures, and capabilities (e.g., Lejeune and Yakova, 2005; Peng et al.,
2008; Shi and Gregory, 1998). A firm’s supply chain management involves multiple hierarchical levels
within a firm and horizontally spanning across firms. Supply chain entrepreneurship opens a new research
domain that requires scholars to examine new processes, structures, and capabilities that enable a firm to
rejuvenate its supply chains through opportunity identification and exploitation. Our research framework
made such an attempt by exploring how the design of supply chain partner network, an entrepreneurial
process of leveraging relationship strength and network diversity in enhancing learning, trust and
integration, is related to supply chain agility, adaptability and alignment, which requires supply chain
rejuvenation activities. For future research, scholars can look at how the design of supply chain partner
network is related to specific supply chain rejuvenation practices, for example, lean and agile
manufacturing, new product development, product customization, total quality management, risk
management, and so on.

The literature has shown that a firm’s entrepreneurial behaviors are contingent on its business
environment (e.g., Miller and Friesen, 1982). Future research can examine the environmental effects on
the design of supply chain partner network. For example, we can investigate the possible relationship
between environmental dynamism and the relational dimensions of the partner network. Future studies
also can examine other contingent variables, such as type of industries and firm age. For example, we can
investigate whether industry type and firm age are associated with different patterns of supply chain
partner networks.
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