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Abstract

Orientation: Many organisations find it difficult to implement supply chain risk management (SCRM) processes successfully without the existence of trust in buyer–supplier relationships.

Research purpose: The purpose of this study was to explore the taxonomies of trust in SCRM in a buyer–supplier relationship within the South African third party logistics (3PL) industry.

Motivation for the study: The advantages and disadvantages of trust in buyer–supplier relationships have been researched extensively. However, within the context of South Africa, there is a dearth of research on the main components of trust in buyer–supplier relationships when implementing SCRM processes.

Research design, approach and method: A generic qualitative research method was used to gather data. A total of 21 purposively selected senior managers were interviewed from buyer and supplier organisations in South Africa with headquarters located in Gauteng province participated in semi-structured interviews. Within this sample, 10 buyer and 10 supplier organisations were interviewed.

Main findings: The findings of this study indicate that value similarity improves SCRM processes by relationship building, transparency, information sharing and similar supply chain objectives. Past performance improves SCRM processes by increasing the business knowledge of supply chain partners, confidence in ability and goal congruity. Risk perceptions improve SCRM processes by supply chain partner alignment and similar intentions. Social trust improves SCRM processes by increasing the responsiveness, agility and communication of supply chain partners.

Practical/managerial implications: This study provides practitioners in the 3PL industry with insights into the role of having trust in their buyer–supplier relationships, as trust acts as a catalyst and enabler when implementing effective SCRM processes.

Contribution/value-add: The theoretical contribution of this study is the use and adoption of the Trust Confidence and Cooperation Model by Earle, Siegrist and Gutscher (2010), to create a taxonomy of trust within a SCRM and South African 3PL context.
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Introduction

Warren Buffet stated that ‘Risk comes from not knowing which cog in your supply chain is in trouble’. Supply chain risk management (SCRM) can be seen as a strategic process used by organisations to mitigate the impact that supply chain risks (SCRs) have upon the supply chain (Kwak et al. 2018:373; Nooraie & Parast 2015:192). Supply chain risks are considered risks that can negatively affect any part of the supply chain and that hinder the organisation in the accomplishment of its desired ideals of efficiency and effectiveness (Ho et al. 2015:5035; Prakash, Soni & Rathore 2017:130). To successfully implement SCRM, buyers and suppliers must work together to jointly address SCRs (Wandfluh, Hofmann & Schoensleben 2016:201).

The necessity for organisations to establish supply chain relationships and the value thereof is well recognised in current literature (Gligor & Holcomb 2013:329; Mocke, Niemann & Kotzé 2016:2). Benefits of buyer–supplier relationships include greater customer satisfaction, better market and operational performance, a rise in customer referrals and higher levels of partner commitment and trust (Meyer, Niemann & Kotzé 2017:1; Villena, Revilla & Choi 2011:562). Trust in general between a buyer–supplier relationship can be defined as ‘perceived competence, objectivity, fairness, consistency, goodwill, confidence and the prediction that others will act supportively rather than exploitatively’ (Van Riper et al. 2016:25). This can be explained as the certainty that one party will not misuse the welfare of the other party (Van Riper et al. 2016:25). One of the main aspects that add to SCRs is the lack of trust in a buyer–supplier relationship, which results in less collaborative operations (Gligor & Esmark 2015:518; Yang 2014:106).

Trust matures with constant and recurring interactions between the buyer and the supplier, resulting in a long-term relationship between the two parties (Ghadge et al. 2017:264). The advantages and disadvantages of trust in a buyer–supplier relationship have been the subject of considerable research (Fan & Stevenson 2018:20; Prakash et al. 2017:77). However, creating a broader understanding of trust beyond mere advantages and disadvantages has received less attention in extant research. This study aims to focus upon an expansive understanding of elements within trust that enable effective and efficient SCRM processes, which will henceforth be referred to ‘taxonomies of trust’. Taxonomies of trust can be described as exploring multiple constructs pertaining to trust within SCRM (Earle et al. 2010:27).

Within the Trust Confidence and Cooperation (TCC) Model, a simplified model of the direct relationship between risk and trust specifically is presented (Earle et al. 2010:27). The key constructs mentioned in this model are value similarity, past performance, social trust and risk perception. Further research is required to create a deeper and holistic understanding of the various taxonomies of trust in SCRM in a buyer–supplier relationship, so as to contribute theoretically and practically to the field of supply chain management and to provide tangible and intangible elements that are not limited to advantages and disadvantages (Li et al. 2015:86; Prakash et al. 2017:77).

A typical example of a buyer–supplier relationship is the relationship between a third party logistics (3PL) service provider and its clients. A 3PL provider is an external organisation that provides a range of logistical services on behalf of their clients (Akman & Baynal 2014:3). Third party logistics performed a relational role that focuses on a partnership for strategic advantage (Jayaram & Tan 2010:264). In addition, 3PLs also act as a customer developer or logistics integrator where the internal resources might be lacking within an organisation (Niemann et al. 2018:1745). The taxonomies of trust in SCRM between buyers and suppliers in a 3PL industry within a developing country context entail a considerable knowledge gap as the role of 3PLs is changing into a value-adding and orchestrating role within developing countries (König & Spinler 2016:123; Macdonald & Corsi 2013:285) because of their engagement with an organisation’s suppliers and customers (Heiyantuduwa, Wannisingha & Rupasinghe 2015:2). Furthermore, organisations make use of 3PL providers to focus upon their core competencies. Thus, 3PL providers are strategically important for when SCRs arise in the supply chain (König & Spinler 2016:123). In order for organisations to move towards successful SCRM, a stable trust relationship should exist between the 3PL organisation and the buyer organisation (Friday et al. 2018:231). The following research questions guided the study:


	What role does value similarity have in SCRM in a buyer–supplier relationship?

	How does past performance shape SCRM within a buyer–supplier relationship?

	What role does supply chain parties’ perception of risk have in SCRM within a buyer–supplier relationship?

	How does social trust in a buyer–supplier relationship improve SCRM?



The study contributes from a theoretical perspective on trust in SCRM by using a well-established consensus model of trust (the TCC Model), which has predominantly mostly been used in the disciplines of social psychology and organisational trust in previous research. By exploring the taxonomies of trust through the lens of this consensus model, and the role which these constructs have in enhancing trust in SCRM, it may also provide insights into other recurrent issues such as trust asymmetry between buyers and suppliers, as well as the relationship between trust and impartiality (Prakash et al. 2017:77). The managerial contribution is to be able to determine which of these concepts should be prioritised and better managed, so as to enhance trust in SCRM between buyer–supplier relationships.

This article is structured as follows: the first section offers an extensive review of literature pertaining to the main topics of the study. This is followed by a discussion of the study’s research design, sampling and data collection and analysis. The next section presents the research findings, followed by the conclusion, which compares the findings to the existing literature. Subsequently, the theoretical implications, managerial recommendations, the limitations of the present study and recommendations for future research are discussed.

Literature review

Supply chain risk management

Jüttner (2005:124) defines SCRM as ‘the identification and management of risk for the supply chain, through a coordinated approach among supply chain members, to reduce supply chain vulnerability as a whole’. The main goal of SCRM is to reduce vulnerability and costs, leading to potential long-term profitability and growth (Kilubi & Haasis 2015:40). These benefits can only be acquired if successful collaboration and synchronisation between the various partners in the supply chain are evident (Sahu, Datta & Mahapatra 2017:121). One way in which organisations can create value is to have the entire supply chain network make use of the four-step SCRM process, to mitigate SCRs (Rashid, Loke & Ooi 2014:296).

The first step in the SCRM process is the identification of the relevant SCRs that the organisation faces (Fan et al. 2017:63). In the process of identifying the SCRs, it is crucial to consider the relevance of the SCRs to the organisation (Fan & Stevenson 2018:9). The SCRM identification process involves, among others, the listing of possible SCRs, the prioritising of SCRs and the categorising of SCRs (Kwak et al. 2018:373). The second step in the SCRM process is the assessment of the relevant SCRs (Simba et al. 2017:3). In this step of the SCRM process, two major characteristics of each risk should be anticipated when assessing the SCR (Dong & Cooper 2016:145). The first characteristic to consider is the possible impact that the SCR will have upon the organisation (Bühler, Wallenburg & Wieland 2016:704). The second characteristic is the probability (likelihood) of the SCR occurring (Moore et al. 2015:15).

The third step of the SCRM process entails the mitigation of the relevant SCRs (Prakash et al. 2017:84). There are various ways in which organisations can handle risks, including risk transference, risk acceptance, risk sharing and risk avoidance (Fan & Stevenson 2018:13). Organisations select the most appropriate mitigation strategies according to the likelihood and significance of the SCRs while also considering the available resources (Chang, Ellinger & Blackhurst 2015:645). Lastly, the final step in the SCRM process is the monitoring of the SCRs (Elleuch, Hachicha & Chabchoub 2014:642). It is of the utmost importance for organisations to unremittingly revise the SCRs, to ensure value creation of the SCRM process (Charkhab, Eslami & Dehnavi 2014:418). Risk monitoring is a pivotal step in the SCRM process.

Third party logistics

Organisations outsource their logistics activities to competent 3PL organisations, so as to control and manage this important function in the supply chain (Alkhatib, Darlington & Nguyen 2015:102). Logistics services include distribution, manufacturing services, financial services, transportation, warehousing, reverse logistics and information-related services (Coyle et al. 2017:495). According to the annual Agility Emerging Markets Logistics Index of 2019, South Africa is ranked as the 11th fastest growing logistics market of the 50 developing countries within the surveyed index. Globally, within this market, organisations rely upon the skills and implied knowledge of the logistical network of 3PL service providers, to provide them with a number of economic and operational benefits (Zhu et al. 2017:32).

The significant contribution to the South African Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and employment of the 3PL industry in South Africa is also clearly evident. In 2016, logistical costs contributed R499 billion to the South African GDP (Armstrong & Associates 2017). This accounted for approximately 11.8% of South Africa’s GDP in 2016 (University of Stellenbosch 2016:5). Within South Africa, the majority of logistic services are provided through the transportation of goods. Organisations that make use of 3PL providers have seen a reduction in costs and an increase in customer satisfaction (Coyle et al. 2017:495). However, organisations can only take full advantage of outsourcing logistical activities through having a solid relationship and trust between buyers and their 3PL provider (D’Amato et al. 2015:2).

The main advantage of having a well-functioning, sophisticated buyer–supplier relationship is the increased efficiency that will be noticeable in the operations of both parties (Nyaga, Whipple & Lynch 2010:101). In addition, another important advantage includes the trust that stems from robust relationships (Wieland & Wallenburg 2013:316). Well-established trust in a buyer–supplier relationship enables organisations to create ways of reducing complexities and SCRs (Li et al. 2015:86). The motive behind trust-reducing SCRs and complexities is that supply chain members can anticipate possible behaviours of supply chain partners (Chung et al. 2016:70).

Buyer–supplier relationships

A formal buyer–supplier relationship is defined by the mutual commitment derived from both members (Huo et al. 2017:928). Buyer–supplier relationships are further defined as where one organisation acts as the supplier of a certain product or service and the other party purchases the product or service (Maestrini et al. 2018:3). Buyer–supplier relationships are formed with the intention of generating strategic objectives for each member contributing towards the success and longevity of the relationship (Barnes et al. 2015:27). Various tenets of a buyer–supplier relationship exist, which include information sharing, collaboration, cultural alignment and risks that are shared between the two organisations (Barnes et al. 2015:27).

Information sharing can be defined as the exchange of valuable information, such as demand forecast, point-of-sale data, product mix and inventory level between organisations in the supply chain network (Handfield et al. 2015:7). Previous research suggests that information sharing is invaluable for successful supply chain management and SCRM because it fosters flexibility, cohesion and responsiveness in the relationship (Fan et al. 2017:65). The implementation of continuous information sharing between members in a buyer–supplier relationship will enable the successful implementation of SCRM (Riley et al. 2016:957).

Collaboration is defined as the organisations in the supply chain working together to produce an intended improved result (Wang et al. 2016:838). Collaboration is required from both organisations in a relationship to improve supply chain performance (Wu, Chuang & Hsu 2014:129). Organisational attitude towards collaboration can be directly linked to the long-term benefit that they received from such earlier or existing relationships (Soosay & Hyland 2015:625). If an organisation’s past experiences of long-term relationships are positive and lucrative, then their approach to building a long-term relationship in the future will be optimistic (Ramanathan & Gunasekaran 2014:258).

Buyer–supplier relationships can be influenced by various factors, one of these factors being the culture of both organisations (Barnes et al. 2015:27). There needs to be an alignment of the cultures and values of the two organisations so as to create a long-lasting relationship (Spence et al. 2018:143). A buyer–supplier relationship is an area that needs constant attention to maintain and even improve upon the benefits achieved (Kumar Sharma & Bhat 2014:1025). The presence of risk sharing in a relationship can have significant advantages for a supply chain network (Ghadge et al. 2017:264). Risk sharing can be regarded as a SCRM enabler, and if SCRM is implemented properly, it may even result in a competitive advantage (Brandon-Jones et al. 2014:58). When members in a buyer–supplier relationship embrace a risk sharing approach successfully, the meaningful increase in responsibility of resolving SCRs is apparent (Li et al. 2015:86).

Trust, confidence and cooperation model

Trust is an abstract and dichotomous concept to manage, as trust is accumulated over a sustained period of continuous and multiple interactions, contrasted to the fact that it can also be extirpated instantaneously by a single negative interaction (Tejpal, Garg & Sachdeva 2013:52). The best way to address this complex and contextual phenomenon is to make use of a sound model that is based upon extant literature (Capaldo & Giannoccaro 2015:36). The TCC Model is originally based upon the work of Slovic (1993:676), who states that in resolving any conflict having trust between the two parties is more important than the risk in itself (Slovic 1993:676). The TCC Model fills the role of a uniform framework of trust which can act as a base for future research (Earle et al. 2010:27). Trust and risks are inter-related, and if there is no trust present, then there will most probably be an increased risk (Ojha, Shockley & Acharya 2016:214). The model adapted from the TCC Model of Earle et al. (2010:27) within a SCRM context focuses upon four distinctive, yet very inter-related concepts. These concepts are value similarity, past performance, risk perception and social trust.

For any relationship to be successful, intentions from both parties should be similar (Spence et al. 2018:143). The intentions should be perceived as organisations focusing on achieving the same outcomes (Thomas et al. 2018:194). The value similarity applicable to the study is the manner in which the organisation conducts business. Employees tend to shape the values of the organisation; thus, the values of the employees influence the values of the organisation (Trkman, Oliveira & McCormack 2016:1075). Organisations can have either a proactive or a reactive approach towards SCRM (Grötsch, Blome & Schleper 2013:2842). Trust between a buyer and a supplier can be damaged beyond repair if certain discussions regarding SCRM, such as their relevant approaches to SCRM, are not known to each other nor discussed (Chen, Chen & Wu 2017:459). Two of the most important values that need to be visible in a successful buyer–supplier relationship are openness and honesty (Cho, Ryoo & Kim 2017:185). When there is dishonesty from one of the two organisations, and the other one suspects it or finds out about it, the trust is automatically diminished (Lord et al. 2017:486).

Past performance is the record of accomplishment of the organisation’s performance over a period of time (Wang, Craighead & Li 2014:377). Past performance plays a distinctive role in establishing the willingness of the other organisation to conduct business with the focal organisation (Wang et al. 2014:377). How an organisation has dealt with past SCRs can be a key indicator to the other organisation if they want to start a relationship with this organisation (Li, De Souza & Goh 2016:307). Past performance influences risk perception and is influenced by social trust. The perception that organisations have of the other organisation’s ability to mitigate and handle SCRs is based upon their past performance with related SCRs (Abeyratne & Monfared 2016:2).

An organisation’s perception of SCRM will have a major influence upon the organisation’s ability to work with its organisational counterparts creating a multi-beneficial relationship (Kwak et al. 2018:385). The literature shows that when organisations share the same view of SCRM, they are expected to present more successful SCRM efforts (Kumar et al. 2017:433). Risk perception entails the organisations’ current knowledge of the SCRs that they are facing, based upon previous experience (Ramanathan & Gunasekaran 2014:258). Another aspect that influences risk is the morality information of social trust (Branyi, Jozsa & Machova 2015:103). Morality information is mainly based upon organisational beliefs and value similarity. Risk perception directly influences an organisation’s ability to enhance trust (Kumar et al. 2017:433). Organisations need a certain risk perception to successfully have SCRM (Revilla & Saenz 2017:560).

Social trust can generally be defined as the overall basic trust level of individuals in humanity (Qu et al. 2015:152). From a SCRM perspective, social trust can be considered to be the trust that is built up over the years through relationships between individuals from two organisations (Yan, Zhang & Vasilakos 2014:121). The second concept that is needed for enhancing trust in a buyer–supplier relationship is the belief of one organisation in another (mutual trust) (Ryciuk 2017:627). Trust, however, is not a pre-defined agreeable clause in the contract. Trust, as with perceptions, is not a directly measurable attribute and cannot be benchmarked (Qazi et al. 2018:26).

Organisational trust is a combination of trust relationships between individuals (Yan et al. 2014:121). Because human beings are socially interactive creatures, a strong building block of trust is the social interaction between individuals of different organisations, such as dining together, playing golf or other sport and even joint leisure activities (Meyer et al. 2017:7). Social trust is influenced only by value similarity (Earle et al. 2010:27). Figure 1 illustrates what role each of the four concepts has in enhancing trust.
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Methodology

Research design

The study applied a generic qualitative research design, which was used to illustrate the understanding of participants’ opinions of a specific phenomenon at a specific time (Percy, Kostere & Kostere 2015:78; Plano Clark & Creswell 2015:289). According to Percy et al. (2015:78), researchers generally make use of a generic qualitative research design when there is a basic understanding of a specific topic. However, the perspectives of participants contribute to an improved description of the basic understanding of the trust element in SCRM. This understanding was required regarding the role of trust in SCRM, and this research design was, therefore, the best suited to the research problem.

Sampling

The unit of analysis for the study was buyer–supplier relationships in the South African 3PL industry and organisations that make use of 3PL services. The study made use of purposive sampling, which can be defined as the intentional selection of organisations or individuals that will make a significant contribution to the understanding of the presented phenomenon (Palinkas et al. 2015:534). Purposive sampling enabled the researchers to choose the most suitable and knowledgeable participants for inclusion in the study. The inclusion criteria for the participants were middle to senior management level with job titles such as, but not limited to, operations manager, logistics manager and supply chain executives. The participants in the study were required to have interaction with the other party of the buyer–supplier relationship and be involved in SCRM activities. In addition, the duration of the relationship between the two organisations had to be a minimum of 1 year, as this is how long it usually takes for a sound relationship to be formed (Chi, Zhao & George 2015:1122).

The secondary sampling technique used to obtain individuals of specific organisations for the study was snowball sampling. Snowball sampling involves requesting one or more than one participant, who is information-rich, to present the researcher with contact details of other possible participants (Merriam 2009:79; Patton 2015:270; Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2016:303). After interviewing participants, snowball sampling was used to identify the most suitable corresponding buyer or supplier organisations with whom to conduct additional interviews. The participant profiles are presented in Table 1.
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Data collection

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews. One of the advantages of conducting semi-structured interviews is that they allow for a deeper understanding of the phenomenon under investigation (Creswell 2012:218). A discussion guide was developed from a thorough literature review, to ensure that all the research questions were addressed. A pre-test was conducted with a participant, adhering to the criteria for participation, to test the discussion guide. After conducting the pre-test, minor amendments were made. In view of the fact that no major changes were made to the discussion guide after the pre-test, the participant was included in the actual sample.

Before commencing with interviews, permission was requested from participants to audio-record the interview. The recorded interviews were transcribed by a professional transcription service. All the transcriptions were examined and reviewed through listening to the recordings and reading the transcriptions at the same time, so as to ensure accuracy and verbatim statements of participants. The length of the interviews ranged from 22 to 51 min and the average length was 34 min. A total of 21 participants from 20 different organisations participated in the study. Of the 20 organisations, 10 organisations were buyers and 10 organisations were suppliers. Data saturation was reached after interview 16. According to the literature, when three consecutive interviews do not generate any new information, data saturation may likely have been reached (Charmaz 2006:113). Four additional interviews were conducted to ensure that no new ideas or data emerged before the data collection was terminated.

Data analysis

Data was analysed according to a thematic analysis approach, which included identifying patterns and crucial topics of the collected data through in-depth analysis and reporting (Vaismoradi, Turunen & Bondas 2013:78). The thematic analysis approach simplifies the process and flexibly offers dependable data. Transcripts were inductively classified into different categories, groups, themes and codes (Creswell 2012:236–253). Themes are defined as answers that shape a pattern, while codes are features that link to the particular study’s research questions (Braun & Clarke 2012:60). Themes and codes were generated inductively as interviews and data collection proceeded. The themes and codes were continuously reviewed and improvements were made, to ensure alignment with the research questions (Braun & Clarke 2012:4). In addition, Atlas.ti was also used to assist in the process in analysing the data.

Trustworthiness

The criteria to ensure trustworthiness of the study include credibility, dependability, confirmability and transferability (Polit & Beck 2012:584; Shenton 2004:64). Credibility entails that the findings of the study offer an accurate reflection of the state of the phenomenon in reality (Polit & Beck 2012:585). Voluntary participation and the confidentiality of participants were guaranteed and the use of reliable methods such as purposive sampling and thematic analysis assisted the credibility of the study by selecting the most appropriate participants and by inductively generating new findings based upon the participants’ opinions (Polit & Beck 2012:584–585; Shenton 2004:64–69). Dependability implies that the findings will be consistent and similar when the same context participants and methods are involved in a replicated study (Polit & Beck 2012:585; Shenton 2004:71). The researchers made sure that an in-depth and detailed description of the participants, context and methodology was provided, to create a well-defined path for future attempts to replicate the study.

Confirmability refers to the objectivity of findings and the fact that they are not influenced by the researchers’ own ideals or frame of reference (Shenton 2004:64). To help improve confirmability, the researchers made use of clear audit trails, to ensure that the findings are a true reflection of the participants’ opinions. By making use of audio recordings, document containments and verbatim interview transcriptions, a complete audit trail of the data analysis was constructed. Transferability refers to how well the findings in the study can be used in another setting or context (Polit & Beck 2012:585; Shenton 2004:67–71). A comprehensive explanation of the context in which the qualitative study was performed and providing the limitations of the study will assist in ensuring transferability.

Ethical considerations

The Research Ethics Committee at a traditional South African university in Gauteng approved the study prior to data collection. Each participant was required to sign a consent form before commencement of the interview, which indicated his or her willingness to be interviewed voluntarily. Participant were assured that their identity would be kept confidential. Every participant and organisation referred to throughout the interviews was given pseudonyms (Table 1). Participants were also informed that they were not obligated to answer every question and that they might terminate the interview at any given time.

University of Pretoria, Ethical Clearance Number: GU1605, Ethical Clearance was received: 2018/08/12.

Findings

Four primary themes were generated from the data, namely value similarity, past performance, risk perception and social trust. Each of these themes contains certain sub-themes, as indicated in the frequency table below (see Table 2). The themes and sub-themes were examined and supported with quotations from the participants that were compared to the literature. Table 2 presents the frequency table of the primary themes, the sub-themes and the research question related to each theme.
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Value similarity

The first theme that will be discussed is value similarity between the buyer and supplier. For any relationship to be successful, intentions from both parties should be similar (Spence et al. 2018:143). The intentions should be perceived as organisations focusing on achieving the same outcomes (Thomas et al. 2018:194). The role of value similarity in SCRM in a buyer–supplier relationship can be categorised into four distinctive sub-themes. Firstly, through relationship building by having the same values between a buyer and a supplier, organisations help to develop and establish a long-standing relationship, thereby improving SCRM. Eleven of the 21 participants indicated that sharing the same values helps to build better relationships with their supply chain partners. This aligns with the literature, which indicates that relationships are supported when similar values are held by both organisations (Cho et al. 2017:185). This is evident in the quotes below:


‘So if your values are complementary, or the same, your ability to work together or to be a friend is just so much easier.’ (P14, B4, Female, Strategic Sourcing Manager)

‘To mitigate risks quicker and better to kind of eradicate the finger pointing, when things don’t go right because we work in operations. So you plan for everything to go right. But often things don’t go right because things change. So it’s a much more mature relationship if you share similar values.’ (P15, S10, Female, Campus Manager)



Secondly, organisations that share the same values will attempt to have transparency, specifically openness and honesty between them and their supply chain partner. This ensures that true and correct information is shared, which improves SCRM. Sixteen of the 21 participants indicated that having the same values helps to enforce openness and honesty in the buyer–supplier relationship. This supports current literature, which states that openness and honesty are instrumental in forming a buyer–supplier relationship (Cho et al. 2017:185). The quotes below saliently illustrate this point:


‘Your customer has to trust you, and the only way your customer trusts you is by being transparent with them and being accountable.’ (P6, S5, Male, Managing Director)

‘For sure the typical relationship is built upon honesty and trust, so we need to be very open and honest with each other about our businesses, particularly those that are smaller than us.’ (P18, B7, Male, Head of Transport)



Thirdly, value similarity plays a role in SCRM through information sharing. Having similar organisational values helps to develop trust and improve SCRM, which is required in order for information sharing to be apparent in a buyer–supplier relationship. Five of the 21 participants indicated that information sharing is one of the constructs of value similarity, which plays a role in SCRM between a buyer and supplier organisation. This finding supports literature in stating that information sharing that is false can cause more damage than not sharing information at all (Handfield et al. 2015:7). Refer to the exemplary quotes below:


‘That also speaks to trust. So when something goes wrong, it’s a lot easier to speak to somebody where you have a good relationship and where there is trust. Where there is a lack of trust, there is a lack of integrity and honesty.’ (P7, S6, Male, Airfreight Director)

‘Yes, because if we don’t have trust, if we don’t have the same values, if we don’t see ourselves as partners, are you really going to share information or are you just a service provider and that’s it.’ (P11, S9, Male, Business Development Director)



Lastly, organisations with similar values find it easier to work towards a unified objective, which improves the collaboration in terms of addressing SCRs. Collaboration is of the utmost importance in order for both organisations to successfully improve SCRM (Wu et al. 2014:129). Fifteen of the 21 participants indicated that similar objectives are a way in which value similarity plays a role in SCRM. This finding corroborates statements reflected in the literature, in that organisations that share the same values tend to work towards similar, unified objectives (Soosay & Hyland 2015:625). This is evident in the quotes below:


‘Absolutely, I would say that the more that these values and goals and everything is aligned, the better the relationship is actually going to work. The less it’s aligned, the more there is going to be friction and clashes, and it’s going to be difficult to make that relationship work.’ (P3, S2, Male, General Manager)

‘Look, if the values are different, the problem is that there will not be a common goal that needs to be achieved. Then going about business there cannot be business continuity if there are issues with the values.’ (P9, B1, Male, Logistics Manager)



Past performance

Past performance is defined as the track record of the organisation’s performance over a period of time (Wang et al. 2014:377). The past performance of organisations in their operations, specifically in SCRM, plays a significant role in the buyer–supplier relationships (Abeyratne & Monfared 2016:2). The way in which organisations have dealt with SCRs in the past is a key determinant for organisations to decide upon doing business with a new organisation or not (Wang et al. 2014:377). How past performance shapes SCRM in a buyer–supplier relationship is divided into three sub-themes, namely business knowledge, confidence in ability and same goals.

Firstly, when the past performance in SCRM of an organisation is known, the supply chain partner is much more receptive to discuss future SCRM initiatives. Organisations want to know that their supply chain partner has integrated knowledge of their business before partnering with them. Eleven of the 21 participants indicated that business knowledge is a way in which past performance shapes SCRM in a buyer–supplier relationship. This finding is in line with the literature in indicating that business knowledge helps to shape SCRM and the buyer–supplier relationships (Hudnurkar, Rathod & Jakhar 2016:626). The quotes below clearly illustrate this point:


‘We not only look at their presentation and the survivability of their BCP [business continuity plan] or risk plan, we also go and meet up. If we can, we go and view certainly their premises and also their customers. We engage with them and interview them around their past history and what their views are in working with that new vendor, just to get a feel.’ (P18, B7, Male, Head of Transport)

‘Yeah, it obviously goes a long way. It goes without saying that a lot of our customers through the risk mitigation environments appreciate the coexistence with us, that strongly built relationship which has given us 10 years in our contracting.’ (P4, S3, Male, Business Development Executive)



The second sub-theme of past performance that shapes SCRM in a buyer–supplier relationship is the confidence in ability. The past performance in SCRM of an organisation indicates the organisation’s ability to mitigate SCRs successfully or not. This is key to establish trust in the relationship and ultimately to improve SCRM. Fifteen of the 21 participants indicated that the past performance in SCRM of the buyer or supplier organisations shapes SCRM in the buyer–supplier relationship. This adds to the literature in stating that not only does the past performance of SCRM play a role in the willingness to collaborate, it also plays a direct role in the successful implementation of SCRM (Wang et al. 2014:377). Refer to the exemplary quotes below:


‘But trust is something that’s going to be developed, you need to basically have a proven track record to say that you’ve done it for a couple of months or a couple of years and the guys can really see that you’re actually doing what you promised and not just selling them something.’ (P3, S2, Male, General Manager)

‘And since then, it’s probably been eight years just as a result of that. That client has never asked us for anything more, anything out of the ordinary. They knew that we would contain that risk and manage it, so that has been a feather in our cap as well.’ (P4, S3, Male, Business Development Executive)

‘Due to the past experiences that we have seen in their history, a situation has been created whereby we are very comfortable. And the trust has just grown from there.’ (P9, B1, Male, Logistics Manager)



Having the same goals constitutes the third sub-theme of past performance, which shapes SCRM in a buyer–supplier relationship. The past performance concerning SCRM indicates the intentions or attitude of organisations towards SCRM. Organisations that share the same intentions or attitude towards SCRM tend to implement SCRM more successfully. Ten of the 21 participants indicated that the past performance in SCRM of an organisation is a key indicator of their tendency to work towards a unified goal. This supports the literature in stating that the same end-objective needs to be evident on both sides of the relationship, to successfully implement SCRM (Ramanathan & Gunasekaran 2014:258). This is evident from the quotes below:


‘Your question was, has our historic experience, our historic experience with them, formed our mutual approach to risk in the future? And we have not had any disagreements.’ (P8, S7, Male, Chief Operating Officer)

‘Also, from the O8 international perspective, we have used O8 international as a benchmark to see whether O5’s past performances would be able to support our strategic objective. And they did.’ (P9, B1, Male, Logistics Manager).



Risk perception

The literature posits that when organisations share the same view of SCRM, they are expected to present more successful SCRM efforts (Kumar et al. 2017:433). In addition, risk perception entails the organisation’s current knowledge of the SCRs that they are facing, based upon previous experience (Ramanathan & Gunasekaran 2014:258). An organisation’s perception of risk can have a major influence on the SCRM that is conducted in a buyer–supplier relationship (Kwak et al. 2018:385). The perception of risk of supply chain parties plays a role in SCRM through three distinctive constructs, namely greater alignment, similar intentions and reliability. Firstly, greater alignment, which plays a role in risk perception, is one of the constructs that was identified by the participants. Organisations sharing the same perception towards SCRs implement SCRM more successfully. This is because of better alignment of end goals and what is required to mitigate the SCRs. Sixteen of the 21 participants indicated that greater alignment was one of the ways in which risk perceptions played a role in SCRM in a buyer–supplier relationship. This substantiates the literature in stating that an organisation cannot implement SCRM alone and needs supply chain partners who share the same aligned perception of SCRs (Kwak et al. 2018:373). The quotes below illustrate this point:


‘So those two things, are very similar and have very similar approaches in terms of what we believe and which risks are reasonable and unreasonable.’ (P8, S7, Male, Chief Operating Officer)

‘I think our attitude is very much aligned. They specifically understand our product, and they understand the inherent risks of moving it.’ (P12, B2, Male, Group Head of Logistics)



The second way in which risk perception plays a role in SCRM is through similar intentions. Organisations tend to implement SCRM more effectively because of having similar risk perceptions. Supply chain risks are classified and addressed in the same manner because of the intentional alignment of risk perceptions. This enriches collaboration, which enhances SCRM. Sixteen of the 21 participants specified that similar intentions are one of the ways in which risk perception plays a role in SCRM in a buyer–supplier relationship. This finding substantiates the literature in affirming that organisations that share the same view of SCRM tend to offer more successful SCRM efforts (Kumar et al. 2017:433). Refer to the exemplary quotes below:


‘The relationship is integral, the trust is integral. I don’t think we would get the legs and the length of our investments and what we have done if it was just one sided.’ (P4, S3, Male, Business Development Executive)

‘That is the key reason why we formed a partnership. Because of the fundamental risk identification, risk mitigation and risk containment. That was the backbone of forming the partnership with S5 and ourselves.’ (P9, B1, Male, Logistics Manager)



Lastly, reliability is indicated as the third way in which risk perception plays a role in SCRM in a buyer–supplier relationship. Organisations comprehend that their supply chain partner takes into consideration their own business well-being when making decisions. This is because of the alignment of risk perceptions. Supply chain risk management is implemented more successfully when the intentions of both organisations are reliable, true and aligned (Kwak et al. 2018:373). Eight of the 21 participants indicated that reliability is one of the ways in which risk perceptions play a role in SCRM in a buyer–supplier relationship. This adds to the literature in stating that having the same aligned perception towards SCRs helps to create reliability in the buyer–supplier relationship, which, in turn, aids in the successful implementation of SCRM. See the supporting quotes below:


‘I would say so, and I would say that it’s something that we certainly take very seriously when we look at supply chain partners. It is guys who take our business seriously for one, but also that are hands-on in understanding what the challenges are and then of when they occur and getting the results.’ (P17, B6, Male, Territory Manager)

‘It certainly helps you kind of have a comfort feel. As I said, in the last month, we had discussions about wage negotiations in the industry. We were quite comfortable that we didn’t have to ask them to get plans in place to potentially mitigate a strike if it ever happened.’ (P18, B7, Male, Head of Transport)



Social trust

Social trust is divided into two characteristics. The first is the overall basic trust level of individuals in humanity (Qu et al. 2015:152). This is the initial trust an organisation has in another organisation (Yan et al. 2014:121). The second is the personal relationships that develop between the buyer and supplier organisations (Ryciuk 2017:627). For social trust to play a role in enhancing trust or SCRM, either one of the two characteristics of social trust can be present. Responsiveness, agility and communication were identified as the three ways in which social trust improves SCRM in a buyer–supplier relationship. Firstly, a buyer–supplier relationship where social trust is evident presents a faster and more effective reaction to SCRM. The responsiveness between the buyer and supplier is aided by having that social trust in the relationship. Various formal processes and formalities can be moved aside, to be more responsive in the mitigation of SCRs. Thirteen of the 21 participants indicated that responsiveness is one way in which social trust assists to improve SCRM in a buyer–supplier relationship. This supports the literature in stating that because of social trust, organisations can respond more promptly to SCRs in a buyer–supplier relationship. This is clear from the quotes below:


‘Look I think that if anything needs to be done, if you have a good relationship you are going to get it done probably more efficiently and more effectively.’ (P13, B3, Female, Supply Chain Manager)

‘We pick up the phone and speak to senior management, and they are here within 10–15 minutes. We get it resolved, and we move on.’ (P19, B8, Male, Customer Service Manager)



The second way in which social trust improves SCRM in a buyer–supplier relationship is through agility. Having social trust present in a buyer–supplier relationship helps the organisations to be more innovative and flexible in implementing SCRM initiatives. Having social trust in the relationship assists organisations to be more agile with regard to implementing SCRM. Six of the 21 participants indicated that agility is a way in which social trust improves SCRM in a buyer–supplier relationship. According to the literature, buyer–supplier relationships, where social trust is present, are capable of implementing SCRM initiatives more flexibly and effectively, which is mentioned in the findings above (Kim & Choi 2015:63). The quotes below illustrate this point saliently:


‘Whereas if they have a good relationship and there is trust, they know that it’s happened in the past. We said that we will have it there first thing tomorrow, and we delivered on that. So they know that they can trust us. They’ll say that’s fine, as long as you have it there before this time. And so it works much better if you have their trust in place.’ (P3, S2, Male, General Manager)

‘But also what a high social relationship does is that it allows you to also think of creative ways. The guy might say, you know, I desperately need these five items. The other 10 I can wait for, just give me those five.’ (P8, S7, Male, Chief Operating Officer)



The third and predominant way in which social trust helps to improve SCRM in a buyer–supplier relationship is through communication. Communication between a buyer and supplier organisation is improved through the presence of social trust in the relationship. Supply chain risk management is improved through the enhancement of communication between the buyer and supplier. The findings of the study signified that personal relationships need to be perceptible to improve SCRM in a buyer–supplier relationship. Nineteen of the 21 participants indicated that communication is an imperative way in which social trust improves SCRM in a buyer–supplier relationship. These findings support the literature, which states that social interactions are a strong building block of trust (Meyer et al. 2017:7). Refer to the exemplary quotes below:


‘Having a level of personal relationship, where you know a little bit about the person and their life, I think that actually goes a long way to building a healthy trusting relationship.’ (P13, B3, Female, Supply Chain Manager)

‘Where because of the personal relations and the trust one can just pick up the phone and say it needs to happen and it does happen. Successful business partnering is first and foremost, but also interaction with people on a personal level is important. That is where you build and cement the trust.’ (P18, B7, Male, Head of Transport)



Furthermore, two additional distinctive findings were made through conducting the study. The first one being the importance of trust being present in a buyer–supplier relationship in aiding the implementation of SCRM. This is beyond doubt apparent. Improved customer satisfaction and overall business performances are some of the benefits of having trust in a buyer–supplier relationship (Fawcett & Waller 2013:3). These benefits cannot be attained without the successful implementation of SCRM, which is assisted by having a stable, trusting relationship. Throughout conducting the interviews, it was clearly indicated by all the participants that trust needs to be present in carrying out SCRM. This can be seen from the following quotes:


‘But the trust factor is integral to the relationship of risk mitigation.’ (P4, S3, Male, Business Development Executive)

‘And if customers trust you, then yes, once again, they are going to collaborate with you to reduce risk.’ (P6, S5, Male, Managing Director)

‘So again they are both so closely interconnected. One without the other means nothing.’ (P13, B3, Female, Supply Chain Manager)



The secondary findings indicated that organisations could not successfully implement SCRM independently. A supply chain network is affected as a whole by SCRs, and therefore organisations should not implement SCRM independently (Kwak et al. 2018:373). It is essential for organisations to collaborate with their supply chain partners to successfully implement SCRM in a buyer–supplier relationship. All participants indicated during the interviews that SCRM can only be implemented successfully if the parties do it collaboratively and not independently. This corroborates the literature, which indicates that organisations cannot implement SCRM successfully on their own (Kwak et al. 2018:373). Refer to the exemplary quotes below:


‘Directly, they form an integral part of the risk management system, and they form an integral part of our risk matrix as well.’ (P9, B1, Male, Logistics Manager)

‘Yes 100%, nothing actually happens here without O9 and nothing happens without O18, so it is a joint venture - 50/50. One cannot run without the other.’ (P19, B8, Male, Customer Service Manager)



Conclusions and theoretical implications

The purpose of this generic qualitative study was to explore the taxonomies of trust in SCRM in buyer–supplier relationships within the South African 3PL industry. The study focused, in particular, upon four key constructs adopted from the TCC Model of Earle et al. (2010:6) and their role in trust in SCRM in a buyer–supplier relationship. Findings in response to the first research question revealed that having similar values in an organisation plays an important part in enhancing trust in a buyer–supplier relationship. There are four ways in which value similarity plays a role in SCRM in a buyer–supplier relationship, namely relationship building, transparency, information sharing and similar objectives. Relationship building, transparency and similar objectives were the constructs that were most apparent in the findings. This indicates that organisations regard openness and honesty as crucial values that need to be aligned to improve SCRM. All four of the constructs supported what was stated in the literature, and therefore this confirms that these four constructs of value similarity play a key role in improving SCRM.

Findings relating to the second research question indicate that the past performance of organisations on how they previously handled SCRs has a major influence upon enhancing trust in a buyer–supplier relationship. The role of past performance in improving SCRM can be seen in three ways, namely business knowledge, confidence in ability and same goals. More than half of all the participants indicated that each one of these three ways, respectively, plays a vital role in improving SCRM. This reiterates the findings, which state that organisations use past performance to establish confidence in the supply chain partners’ ability to mitigate SCRs in the future.

The findings pertaining to the third research question revealed that risk perception of organisations played an integral part in enhancing the trust in the buyer–supplier relationship. The findings divulged that there are three ways in which risk perception plays a role in SCRM. The first two constructs, namely greater alignment and similar intentions, were most prominent in the findings with 16 of the 21 participants, indicating that these two concepts of risk perception play a vital role in improving SCRM. These two constructs indicate that when implementing SCRM, the alignment of objectives, as well as intentions, is of the utmost importance, to improve SCRM. The other concept, which was pointed out by only eight of the 21 participants, was reliability, which expands upon the existing literature. Greater alignment and similar intentions corroborate and confirm opinions raised in the literature.

The findings of the study corroborate the extant literature in three ways. Firstly, according to Friday et al. (2018:231), organisations attempting to perform SCRM benefit exponentially from continuously enhancing the trust present in a buyer–supplier relationship. This statement was confirmed by the findings of the study, which clearly indicate that trust is of immense value in the implementation of SCRM in a buyer–supplier relationship. Secondly, in accordance with Kwak et al. (2018:373), SCRM can rarely be implemented successfully independently. This was confirmed by the findings of the study, namely that SCRM cannot be implemented independently. Thirdly, for each main construct, the study presents three or four ways on how they play a role in improving SCRM. Each one of these concepts (sub-themes) supports and confirms statements made in the existing literature. Each of the main constructs presented at least one or two concepts that are more perceptible than the rest of the concepts. For value similarity, the most noticeable concept was transparency, which concurs with the literature in stating that openness and honesty are crucial for successful SCRM implementation (Cho et al. 2017:185). Past performance identified confidence in the ability of the supply chain partners to mitigate SCRs. This was the concept most apparent in the findings. This adds to the literature in indicating that the confidence in ability is the most important concept of past performance to improve SCRM (Wang et al. 2014:377).

Regarding risk perception, two equally important concepts were most noticeable in the findings: greater alignment and similar intentions. This confirms what was stated in the literature by pointing out the importance of aligning risk perceptions and working towards a unified objective when implementing SCRM (Kwak et al. 2018:373). Communication, a cornerstone of social trust, was the finding of paramount importance, and this was in alignment with the existing literature. Communication between a buyer and supplier organisation is improved with the presence of social trust in the relationship (Meyer et al. 2017:7). Through better communication, the implementation of SCRM is aided and improved.

Managerial implications

Firstly, managers should acknowledge the importance of having trust in their relationships with their 3PL partners. The study indicates that trust is of the utmost importance when implementing SCRM, especially with key suppliers such as 3PLs that play an orchestrating role between the buying organisation and their customers within their respective supply chain. Trust can be considered as an enabler of SCRM, and therefore managers should work upon establishing and maintaining trust in a buyer–supplier relationship. The study recommends that managers focus upon processes or strategies that may be implemented to improve trust in a buyer–supplier relationship, by value similarity, past performance, risk perception and social trust.

Secondly, the study indicates which of the specific concepts of each of the four main constructs should be prioritised when considering improvements in the trust in the relationship. The findings indicate which of the concepts under each main construct plays the particular leading role in improving SCRM in a buyer–supplier relationship. With value similarity, transparency plays the biggest role in improving SCRM in a buyer–supplier relationship. In the case of past performance, the confidence in ability plays the biggest role in improving SCRM. For risk perception, greater alignment and similar intentions play equally important leading roles in improving SCRM. Important to note is the fact that communication plays the biggest role in aiding social trust in the relationship and ultimately improving SCRM in a buyer–supplier relationship. Managers should shift their focus to concepts such as those listed above, in an attempt to improve the SCRM in their relationships.

Limitations and directions for future research

The study conducted interviews with the same number of buyer and supplier organisations, which yielded an equal volume of data. The present study only managed to involve eight dyadic relationships. A recommendation for future research is, therefore, to collect data only from dyadic buyer–supplier relationships. Such a focus will provide two perspectives upon the same constructs in the same relationship. Investigating the similarities and differences arising from such a study would provide a more in-depth description of the research problem than the current study has been able to do. Furthermore, the current study only focused upon the four constructs proposed by the TCC Model of Earle et al. (2010:6). Therefore, the study’s scope of taxonomies of trusts is limited as data were collected from a limited (cross-sectional) period. Future research may discover more constructs related to taxonomies of trust if the study is conducted from a longitudinal period. There might be other constructs, which this study did not address, and therefore further research should be conducted regarding the phenomenon. Lastly, the study was conducted from a qualitative research methodology. By applying a quantitative research methodology, a larger sample of participants from multiple industries may allow a greater generalisability of the findings of the study. This will also allow for a more rounded perspective of SCRM among supply chain practitioners. Because a qualitative approach was used, the findings cannot be generalised to other industries and sectors in South Africa. The findings are therefore applicable to the 3PL industry only. A replication of this study can be conducted in other industries to increase the generalisability of the findings.
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FIGURE 1: Influence of four core concepts upon enhancing trust.
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TABLE 2: Themes and sub-themes identified.

Participants Theme 1: Value similarity Theme 2: Past performance Theme 4: Social trust
Relationship ~ Transparency  Information Similar Business Confidence in Same Greater Similar Reliability Responsiveness Agility ~ Communication
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TABLE 1: Participants’ profiles.

No. Pseudonym Position of participant Relationship duration (years)  Duration of interview (min)
Participant Buyer/supplier
1 31 s1 Warehouse Manager 3 28
2 P2 s1 National Warehouse Manager - :
3 P3 ) General Manager - Supply Chain Innovation 10 40
< P4 S3 Business Development Executive 15 43
5 P5 s4 Senior Business Analyst 9 32
6 P6 S5 Managing Director 1 29
7 7 s6 Airfreight Director 6 26
8 P8 7 Chief Operating Officer 15 31
9 P10 s8 National Customs Manager 14 34
10 P11 s9 Business Development Director 5 44
11 P15 s10 Warehouse Manager 8 32
12 P9 B1 Logistics Manager 2 2
13 P12 B2 Group Head of Logistics 8 36
14 P13 83 Supply Chain Manager 15 36
15 P14 B4 Strategic Sourcing Manager 6 43
16 P16 85 Inbound Logistics Manager 10 31
17 P17 B6 Territory Manager 7 51
18 P18 87 Head of Transport 20 26
19 P19 B8 Customer Service Manager Africa 6 35
20 P20 B9 National Risk Manager 10 29
21 P21 B10 Transport Operations Manager 15 2

Total 21 20 Average 9 years 34 min
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