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Abstract 
This multiple case study investigated the role of supply chain management in the relational 

competitive advantage by companies from the textile, footwear and food industries in the 

northeastern region of Brazil. We concluded that the manufactured products from each sector 

influenced directly the relational competitive advantage. 
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Introduction 

 

The issue of competitive advantage has been discussed from different theoretical perspectives of 

business strategy, of which the resources theory stands out (Vasconcelos and Cyrino, 2000). In 

turn, the resources theory is evolving, extending its focus of internal resources to a broader vision 

that incorporates the importance of so-called relational resources and the institutional 

environment in which firms are embedded, to the establishment of competitive advantage. 

Therfore, in this paper, we consider the scope of resource theory as defined by Acedo, Barroso 

and Gallan (2006), called the Resource-Based Theory, which is used as theoretical support to the 

analysis of supply chain management contribution to competitive advantage, especially through 

its Relational View (Dyer and Singh, 1998).  

Moreover, into the organizational context, Supply Chain Management - SCM emerges as 

an important element that can facilitate the achievement of competitive advantage by companies 

that follow their assumptions. Thus, the present study has the following research question: How 

does supply chain management contribute to the achievement of competitive advantage by 

companies in the textile industry, footwear industry and food industry? 

To allow evaluation of supply chain management contribution to achieve competitive 

advantage by companies, Viana (2010) developed an analytical model to be applied in industrial 

supply chains, using the resource-based theory as theoretical support to analyze the contributions 

of SCM, with greater emphasis on relational view, according to the arguments presented by Dyer 

and Singh (1998). It is worth mentioning that, both the relational view as well as supply chain 

management, are theoretically developed knowledge fields from empirical studies on the 

industries of durables goods, notably the automotive industry. Therefore, it is important to assess 

the relationship between SCM and competitive advantage in traditional industries, such as those 

that are the focus of this work, especially in developing countries like Brazil and mainly in more 

economically depressed regions such as the Brazilian Northeast. 
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In order to study the proposed problem, it has as its main objective to analyze the 

contribution of supply chain management to competitive advantage by companies of these 

industries, being restricted to investigating these company sectors that have production facilities 

in northeastern Brazil, specifically in the Ceará State, with the primary focus on 

interorganizational relationships analysis (dyads). Thus, the following specific objectives were 

set: (i) To characterize the interorganizational relationships of the researched companies with 

their raw materials suppliers and logistics providers. This characterization involves the 

investigation of the relational schemes, investment in specific assets, exchanging of information 

and knowledge and relational rents; (ii) To discuss the major similarities and differences found in 

the analysis of industries and researched companies. 

 

Theoretical Reference 

 

According to Vasconcelos and Cyrino (2000), there are four groups of competitive advantage 

explanatory chains: (a) industry structural analysis, (b) the resources theory, (c) the Austrian 

school (market processes) and; (d) the dynamic capabilities theory. 

The resources theory has evolved and established itself as an outstanding theoretical 

framework for studies on competitive advantage, especially to the extension of the focus on 

internal resources for a more comprehensive view. In this work it is considered the scope of the 

Resource-Based Theory (TBR) as defined by Acedo, Barroso and Gallan (2006). 

In this context, the relational view (Dyer and Singh, 1998), which focuses on the routines 

and dyadic or network processes as an important analysis unit for understanding competitive 

advantage, points out that unique interfirm connections can be a source of relational gains and 

competitive advantage. 

A relational rent is a supernormal profit jointly generated in an exchange relationship that 

cannot be generated by either firm in isolation and can only be created through exclusive joint 

contributions of specific alliance partners (Dyer and Singh, 1998). In summary, the four 

relational rents sources are: (1) investments in specific assets to the relationship; (2) substantial 

knowledge sharing, including the knowledge exchange that results in joint learning; (3) 

combination of complementary resources and capabilities or skills, but few, that result in the joint 

creation of new products, services or unique technologies and; (4) low transaction costs 

compared to competing alliances due to more effective governance mechanisms. 

In order to advance the construction of the conceptual basis of the SCM, Chen and Paulraj 

(2004) developed a research model with the objective of contributing to the development of SCM 

constructs, from an initial set of operational measures. In this model, the main element used by 

Chen and Paulraj (2004) to characterize SCM consists of relationships between buyers and 

suppliers, which in turn can be represented by five constructs: (i) Supplier base reduction, (ii) 

Long-term relationships, (iii) Communication, (iv) Cross-functional teams, and (v) Supplier 

involvement. 

To allow analysis of SCM contribution for relational competitive advantage, Viana (2010) 

developed an analytical model that considers an expanded scope of the supply chain, including, 

besides the suppliers and customers of the primary core analysis, actors who can somehow 

influence the performance of the chain and its constituent companies. In this present study we use 

a cropped model, given that the analysis is limited only to the relationship with suppliers of raw 

materials and logistics providers.  
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Briefly, it can be stated that the proposed model allows the analyzing of how the supply 

chain management contributes to the formation of competitive advantage, as the analysis is 

subdivided into three levels, as shown in Table 1. 

 

Table 1 - Analysis Model 

Analysis Level Analysis Unit Analysis Focus  Analysis Objective 

1. Intraorganizational Individual firms that 

form the core of 

analysis. 

Financial resources. 

Human resources. 

Technological resources. 

Material resources. 

Knowledge resources. 

Characteristics of the resources. 

Contribution of resources to 

generate income above normal 

and gaining competitive 

advantage. 

2. Interorganizational Interorganizational 

relations of firms in the 

supply chain and those 

with logistics providers. 

Types of relationships. 

Relational resources. 

Characterizing the types of 

interorganizational relationships. 

Identifying investments in 

specific assets and relational 

resources. 

Rating information sharing and 

knowledge, combining 

resources, capacity and skills in 

relationships. 

Identifying relational rents and 

mechanisms of preservation. 

3. Institutional Environment Relations of the 

companies in the 

supply chain with  

components of the 

institutional 

environment. 

Development institutions. 

Government. 

Evaluating the influence of these 

relationships leading to 

resources and achieving 

competitive advantage. 

 

Considering the objective of this study, the analysis focus was restricted to relations 

between the companies forming the core, as the vision of the supply chain presented in the work 

of Lambert, Cooper and Pagh (1998), with its suppliers, in other words, the 2nd 

(interorganizational) level of analysis. Thus, while recognizing the importance of internal 

resources for companies to obtain competitive advantage, it does not constitute the objective of 

this research work of the 1st (intraorganizational) and 3rd (institutional environment) analysis 

levels.  

 

Methodological procedures 

 

Considering the analysis model and the analysis level proposed for this study (Table 1), its 

specific aims and theoretical framework, it was defined a key category: Characteristics of 

relationships with suppliers. 

Regarding the research strategy used, it is an interpretative case study (Godoy, 2007) 

which, besides containing a rich description of the phenomenon studied, seeks to find patterns in 

data and to develop conceptual categories that allow illustrating, confirming or opposing the 

theoretical assumptions, characteristics which are aligned with the objectives of this study, 

constituting a qualitative approach .  

The realization of the research in more than one company sets up a multiple case study 

(Yin, 2005). For the choice of cases to be studied, it was defined as the first parameter the 
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necessity of what belongs to industrial sectors of economic importance for the Ceará state, 

considering the number of jobs created in each sector. In each industry studied, two companies 

with different characteristics were chosen, in terms of types of products they offer and market 

segments in which they operate, successfully recognized in the market and that, moreover, were 

available for the research. Specifically in the food industry, the researched companies are in 

different sectors: manufacturing pasta and cookies and roasting and grinding coffee. The 

companies surveyed in this study received the designations of Footwear1, Footwear 2, Textile1, 

Textile2, Pasta1 and Coffee1, to preserve their anonymity, as agreed between the researchers and 

their equals. 

For the collection of primary data, we chose to use a semi-structured interview script, 

featuring an in-depth interview. In total there were twenty-two subjects interviewed, which  are 

responsible for conducting investigated relationships, five being interviewees from Footwear1 

company, three respondents from Footwear 2,  three respondents from Textile1, six respondents 

from Textile2, three respondents from Coffee1 and two respondents from Pasta1. Each interview 

was recorded, with prior authorization of the respondents and, later, transcribed to facilitate data 

analysis.  

The data analysis used the constant comparison method (Bandeira-de-Mello and Cunha, 

2007), the analytical procedure of grounded theory (Strauss and Corbin, 2008) and adaptative 

theory (Layder, 1998). In this case, the integration was sought between the main aspects that 

emerged from the data and the pre-existent theory reported in the literature, in order to meet the 

objectives set for the study. It is worth noting that, although one analysis approach linked to the 

development of theories from data has been used, this article does not propose that. 

Due to the amount of data to be analyzed,  the ATLAS.ti software was used to support the 

analysis, following the proposed analysis method by Bandeira-de-Mello (2007), which involves 

coding and labeling, the development of data (microanalysis) and the discovery and validation of 

categories and their relations, in other words, the testing procedures specified in the constant 

comparisons method. With the use of ATLAS.ti, the creative and intellectual tasks remain the 

responsibility of the researcher and, using the transcribed interviews as a starting point, the 

process of segmentation and coding alternates with the construction of graphic schemes 

(networks) and textual structures. 

 

Results Analysis 

 

For the results analysis, the key category had their properties and dimensions defined from the 

theoretical framework. For each property, the behavior was verified from the various dimensions 

quotes. From there, then, theory-incident and incident-incident comparisons were performed 

(Bandeira-de-Mello and Cunha, 2007), in order to identify the behavior of the properties 

dimensions on the data collected. From the emergence of groups of similar property dimensions 

in each category, the most representative were denominated manifestations of categories, which 

allowed the formatting of graphic schemes that relate categories, properties, and manifestations at 

each analysis level. 

The category "characteristics of relationships with suppliers" includes the relationships of 

companies with their suppliers of raw materials and components, as well as relationships with 

these logistics services providers. For this category it was originally defined from the theoretical 

framework and the analysis model a total of seven properties and their dimensions, which are 

more directly linked to the first specific objective of the work. The dimensions represent the 
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possible variations which may be subject properties. Table 2 shows the properties and dimensions 

of the category. 

 
Table 2 - Properties, concepts and dimensions of characteristics of relationships with suppliers category 

CATEGORY PROPERTIES CONCEPT DIMENSIONS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHARACTERISTICS 

OF 

RELATIONSHIPS 

WITH SUPPLIERS 

Relationships 

Orientation Regarding 

the Term 

Average time maintaining 

relationships with 

suppliers 

Short (-) Short-term 

deadline 

Long (+) long-term 

deadline 

Quantity of Suppliers   Number of suppliers for 

each type of product or 

service 

Small (-): few suppliers for 

each product or service 

purchased 

Large (+): many suppliers 

for each product or service 

purchased 

Contract Formality  Mechanisms of regulation 

of buying and selling 

relations 

Low (-): absence of formal 

contracts 

High (+): presence of 

formal contracts 

 

Relationship Specific 

Assets  

Investments in durable 

assets that are held in 

support of particular 

transactions without value 

for alternative uses 

(Williamson, 1989) 

Low (-): absence of 

specific investments for 

the relationship; 

Alto (+): presence of 

specific investments for 

the relationship 

 

 

 

Relational Rents  

 

Earnings constitute above 

the market average, which 

can only be generated 

through joint idiosyncratic 

contributions of the 

partners in a relationship 

(Dyer and Singh, 1998)  

Low (-): the relationship 

does not present relational 

gains 

High (+): the relationship 

presents relational gains 

 

 

Information Exchange 

Review the types of 

information exchanged 

and their importance to 

the relationship 

Small (-):when there is 

little or no exchange of 

information 

Large (+):when there is 

intense and frequent 

exchange of information 

 

Knowledge Exchange 

Relationships can 

contemplate the exchange 

of knowledge through the 

supplier participation in 

processes of the buyer and 

vice versa    

Small (-):absence of 

knowledge exchange 

Large (+):presence of 

knowledge exchange 

 

At first, we attempted to identify the behavior of the key category properties in each one 

of the industries studied, providing a descriptive analysis of the cases, in the event that there was 

a comparative overview between sectors. Briefly, Table 3 presents this information. 
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Tabela 3 - Key Features of Relationships of Researched Companies in Each Sector with their Suppliers of 

Raw Materials and Components 

Investigated Aspect Characteristics 

Footwear Industry Textile Industry Food Industry 

Relationships Orientation 

Regarding the Term 

Prevalence of long-term 

relationships. 

Prevalence of long-term 

relationships, without 

losing sight of the short-

term opportunities. 

Prevalence of long-term 

relationships. 

Quantity of suppliers per item Few suppliers per item Few suppliers per item 

except in the case of 

cotton purchases. 

Few suppliers per item 

except in the case of 

green coffee purchases. 

Use of contracts Formal contracts are not 

used. 

Formal contracts are 

used to purchase cotton. 

Formal contracts for 

other supplies are not 

used. 

Predominantly use of 

formal contracts. 

Investments in specific assets Occurrence of investments 

of some suppliers in the 

installation of production 

units in the Ceará state. 

Absence of specific 

investments by suppliers. 

Lack of investments in 

specific assets 

Relational gains Associated with 

investments in specific 

assets by vendors related to 

decreased lead times, lower 

logistics and production 

costs and tax gains. 

Predominate subjective 

relational gains, such as 

"differential treatment" 

received by suppliers. 

Lower acquisition costs 

of supplies 

Information sharing Information exchanged 

more frequently is the 

prediction of consumption 

of raw materials, generated 

from the MRP. Use of IT 

tools for information 

exchange (EDI). 

Exchange of strategic 

information about market 

trends, both company 

supplies and products 

Predominance of 

exchange of market 

information. In the case 

of pasta and biscuit 

industry, electronic 

information exchange 

through the corporate 

web page. 

Exchange of Knowledge Exchange of knowledge 

through direct participation 

of suppliers in the creation 

and development of 

materials and products. 

Exchange of knowledge 

through suggestions of 

companies to 

improvements of 

products from suppliers. 

Joint development of 

supplies with the supplier 

 

Given the objectives of this article, it were highlighted those categories, properties and 

events that showed greater consistency in the scenario that jointly contemplates the three sectors 

analyzed, considering the key category of the work. The properties considered were those whose 

occurrence was common to the three industries. 

During the analysis process and properties consolidation originally defined from the 

theoretical framework, it was observed that one of them, relational rents, showed no consistency 

in the reported incidents and therefore was discarded. Basically, there was no conviction by firms 

about tangible gains associated with supplier relationships.  

The constant comparisons between incidents obtained from the transcribed interviews 

revealed similar behaviors of the six properties along its dimensions. These similar behaviors 

were associated with the same code. A code whose occurrence was consistent and repeated 

throughout the interview transcripts led to the consideration that it was a manifestation, being that 
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each event can be related to more than one property. In total there were seven manifestations of 

the category characteristics of relationships with suppliers identified on collected data through the 

interviews, which are presented in Figure 1. 
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P: Information

exchange {0-4}
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M: Electronic

exchange of
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Trust {12-3}
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6:53
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6:54

3:29

12:60

12:39
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2:36

3:13

12:32
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24:10

2:97

19:2321:5
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21:2

24:3

25:6

M: Joint

Development of

materials and
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P: Knowledge

exchange {1-3}
6:28

13:14

21:13  
Figure 1 - Properties, manifestations, empirical basis and theoretical density graphic scheme of the 

category characteristics of the relationship with the suppliers of researched company. 

 

Figure 1 is a network generated using the ATLAS.ti. In this figure, the larger rectangles 

represent codes that can be categories (starting with C:), properties (starting with P:) or 

manifestations (starting with M:). The numbers in the format (a:b) represent citations (quotes) or 

excerpts of interviews that occurred with the manifestations of which are related.  

The "formal contract" property presented two equivalent manifestations in terms of 

consistency. The absence of formal contracts in relationships predominated in the footwear 

industry and for some supplies of the coffee and textile sectors. On the other hand, the 

predominant use of contracts in the acquisition of commodities as well as in virtually all pasta 

and biscuits manufacturer relationships with their suppliers. 

The manifestation denominated specific investments of suppliers occurred for the 

suppliers of raw materials and components of the footwear industry, being related to the 

installation of these plants in the Ceará state. In the food industry, vendor specific investment 

occurred in both cases, by the packaging suppliers to enable the development of packages that 
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meet the needs of businesses. Despite this manifestation in the textile sector data has not 

emerged, proving to be very significant in the incident-incident comparisons of the interviews.   

The long-term relationship is a manifestation of virtually all relations of companies in the 

three sectors with suppliers of raw materials and components, as well as with providers of 

logistics services, although, in the textile industry, companies seek to maintain long-term 

relationships, but without losing possible short-term opportunities that arise. Similarly, firms in 

these industries have sought to maintain relationships with few suppliers per item, although in 

some situations, this fact is not yet possible, for example, in relationships with logistics providers 

and relationships of companies with suppliers of agricultural commodities, especially for two 

supplies: cotton (textile industry) and green coffee (the food industry), both with international 

stock exchange listings.   

The electronic exchange of information is often used by companies in the footwear 

industry in the relationship with their suppliers, with the use of EDI (Electronic Data Interchange) 

as well as the manufacturer of pasta and biscuits. In the case of Footwear1 company, it is used the 

VMI (Vendor Management Inventory) tool.  

Finally, with regard to the "knowledge exchange" property, it manifested itself 

predominantly in the form of joint development of materials and products, something that does 

not occur just in the textile sector. In the footwear industry there is a concurrent development of 

products and their components, with teams of companies and their suppliers working in an 

integrated way. In the food industry, individual cases of materials and packing development of 

supplies to meet the specifications of new products developed by companies were observed.  

Observing Figure 1, it highlights the role of trust as a relationship governance mechanism, 

replacing the contracts in those cases where they are not used. Thus, trust is a key driver 

(causative) for companies to establish relationships with suppliers without requiring the use of 

formal contracts. Furthermore, trust is also associated with investments in specific assets for the 

relationship, on the part of suppliers, of which occurs in footwear and food industries. Moreover, 

it was observed in the researched companies their intention to establish long-term relationships 

with few suppliers. In some reports, they used the term "marriage" to describe these relationships. 

Using that term as a metaphor, it can be stated that companies seek to establish relationships with 

exclusive suppliers (monogamy) or few suppliers over a long period (duration of marriage) 

which, in some situations, can give specific investments and relational rents (children). For this it 

is essential that there be an intensive exchange of information (dialogue). 

Considering the major similarities and differences found in the relationships of firms in 

the three sectors with its suppliers, it can be argued that the observed differences in the 

characteristics of these relationships are directly related to the characteristics of the manufactured 

products, since in the footwear industry, whose companies manufacture products to meet specific 

audience targets, with strong influence of fashion trends, with a relatively short lifecycle and in 

need of materials and custom components, which demand a closer relationship of the 

manufacturers with their suppliers, was the sector that presented a greater alignment to the 

assumptions of supply chain management, revealing a more effective contribution of SCM for it 

to achieve relational competitive advantage by their companies. 

In all researched sectors, although there is an understanding of the importance of 

relationships for competitive advantage, especially in the footwear industry, other factors emerge 

with greater relevance, especially: 

• Product innovation: This is a relevant source of competitive advantage for the textile and 

footwear industries, which are heavily influenced by fashion and therefore need the ability to 

innovate to stay competitive in the market; 
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• Production scale: Source of competitive advantage for all researched companies, which 

are large companies operating in the domestic market and, in some cases, in the international 

market, having manufacturing plants in several states. The large-scale production provides a 

lower supply acquisition cost and lower unit manufacturing costs of the product. 

Thus, one could argue that the products manufactured by each sector directly influence 

the characteristics of the relationships and these characteristics can adhere more or less to the 

assumptions of supply chain management and, therefore, they influence a greater or lesser degree 

to obtain relational competitive advantage. 

 

Conclusions 

 

This paper investigated the role of supply chain management in the relational competitive 

advantage by companies from the textile, footwear and food industries in the northeastern region 

of Brazil, uses as a reference the analysis model developed by Viana (2010). The key category of 

the work, characteristics of the relationship with suppliers was analyzed with the aid of ATLAS.ti 

software. 

The manifestations of the category properties were consistent with the constructs of 

supply chain management (Chen and Pauraj, 2004), especially by the scene found in the footwear 

industry, since in this sector the companies manufacture products to meet specific target 

audiences with strong influence of fashion trends, with a relatively short lifecycle and in need of 

materials and custom components, which demand a closer relationship of its manufacturers with 

the suppliers. In other industries, it was perceived that the competitive advantage is associated in 

a more relevant form to other sources, such as the production scale and product innovation. 

It can be highlighted that the main theoretical contribution of this article is the application 

of resource-based theory for understanding how relationships and supply chain management can 

contribute to relational competitive advantage, investigating traditional industrial sectors of 

developing regions, incorporating new elements and strengthening the "core" of SCM field 

knowledge. 

Although the findings of this study have filled some gaps in knowledge related to the 

contribution of SCM to relational competitive advantage, one realizes that these same findings 

can be studied in greater depth by conducting further research. In the future we intend to develop 

a quantitative model to investigate the reality of a larger number of sectors and a broader 

geographical scope. 
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