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Collaboration in humanitarian supply chains: an organisational culture framework
Sabari R. Prasanna
Ira Haavisto
Humlog Institute, Hanken School of Economics, Helsinki
The purpose of this study was to determine the impact that institutional logics, and more
specifically, organisational culture, in an organisation can have on humanitarian supply
chain collaboration. A framework was developed which explicates buyer–supplier
collaboration in a humanitarian setting. Twenty-nine semi-structured interviews were
conducted with buyers and suppliers. The data indicated that in a humanitarian supply
chain (HSC), collaborative outcomes, such as new product development, inventory
management, and product/service delivery, are influenced by the buyers’ and suppliers’
organisational cultures. Based on their characteristics, suppliers can be classified as
humanitarian suppliers, commercial suppliers, and humanitarian and commercial
suppliers. These groups have distinct organisational cultures. An unexpected finding is
that suppliers which serve commercial buyers primarily claim to have encountered no
issues in supply chain collaboration with humanitarian buyers, although they have
different types of organisational cultures. The factors that lead to successful collaboration
are identified as trust, commitment, information sharing, and mutual respect.
Simultaneously, dominant institutional logics are found in the dyadic relationship.
Keywords: humanitarian supply chain; framework; organisational culture; institutional
logics; collaboration

1. Introduction
Due to the increasing number of disasters (EM-DAT 2016), it has become essential for actors in
the humanitarian supply chain (HSC) to provide effective relief aid. To provide aid for those in
need, several actors participate in relief efforts in the aftermath of a disaster. The actors involved
can include governmental agencies, United Nations (UN) agencies, international non-
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governmental organisations (NGOs), local NGOs, military or armed groups, logistics service
providers, private companies, and various community actors (Kovács and Spens 2007).
Hence, relief is provided through HSCs comprised of a diverse group of actors with a
wide variety of organisational cultural backgrounds (Dowty and Wallace 2010). Organisational
culture can manifest via different ways of working and of defining organisational success (e.g.
profits, market share, volume of business, or non-profit orientation). Other notable differences
between organisations with different organisational cultures include dissimilar leadership styles
and organisational structures (Cameron and Quinn 2006).
According to Van Wassenhove (2006), diversity amongst actors can create a multitude of
goals and priorities during emergency responses. A broad range of priorities could inherently lead
to a decreased response efficiency (Balcik et al. 2010). As a result of poor information sharing,
mistrust, poor of coordination among the actors and inappropriate proportion of responsibility
and assigned authority lead to inefficiency in the response (Diallo et al. 2017; Dwivedi et al.
2017). Other reasons for inefficiencies in HSCs have also been found to result from information
overload, a sudden influx of funds and relief materials, damaged infrastructures used to carry out
relief operations, and personnel shortage (Kovács and Spens 2007). To mitigate the potential
inefficiencies, actors in HSCs are increasingly striving to work together when responding to the
impacts of disasters (Balcik et al. 2010). This study is positioned in the on-going dyadic
collaborative relationship during non-emergency phases of disaster management: the
reconstruction phase and the preparedness phase (Kovács and Spens 2007). This study fills the
research gap, as studies relating to upstream collaboration are rare. However, drawing from
commercial supply chains, differences in organisational cultures in upstream dyads lead to
tension in the dyadic relationship (Madupalli, Pannirselvam, and Williams 2014), mutual blaming
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for poor collaboration (Koulikoff and Harrison 2008), and lack of trust (Ulgen and Forslund
2015), and in some instances, the collaborative relationship ceases to exist (Fawcett et al. 2015).
Supply chain collaboration has been found to reap benefits for all actors involved
(Fawcett, Magnan, and McCarter 2008). The benefits of collaboration between two actors can
range from increased inventory turnover (Agrawal and Pak 2001) and reduced logistics costs
(Cooke 1997) to responsiveness (Jayaram, Kannan, and Tan 2004), reduced time to market
(Mentzer et al. 2001), and overall economic value (Daugherty et al. 2005). Coordination through
sharing of resources among aid organisations in a humanitarian context helps in timely supply of
humanitarian aid (Singh, Kumar and Gunasekaran, 2018) thereby improving overall emergency
response efficiency (Naor et al. 2017).
Organisational cultural fit between the buyer and the supplier helps in planning for joint
inventory management during product promotions (Cadilhon et al. 2005). Such cultural fit also
enhances the buyer–supplier relationship and aids in fixing quality and delivery issues (Pressey,
Tzokas, and Winklhofer 2007), in developing high ethical standards between the dyad (Manu et
al. 2015), and in developing new products (Wang et al. 2008), and promotes a healthy dyadic
relationship (Inemek and Matthyssens 2013).
Fawcett et al. (2015) found that differences in organisational cultures between buyers and
suppliers potentially lead to collaboration failure. In the humanitarian context, the differences in
organisational cultures of the dyad could hamper effective relief responses (Rodon, Serrano, and
Gimenez 2012); however, only a few studies have been conducted on the influence of
organisational culture on HSC collaboration.
The aim of this study is to obtain a better understanding of the influence of organisational
culture on HSC collaboration and collaborative outcomes. A framework of organisational culture
in humanitarian supply chains is developed based on the following research questions: How can
3

organisational culture influence collaboration in humanitarian supply chains? How can the role of
organisational culture surpass the organisational level and the assumptions, values, beliefs, and
rules to be understood as institutional logics in the HSC? Organisational culture and institutional
logics are embodiments of values, assumptions, beliefs and norms which operate at the
organisational level and the inter-organisational level, respectively (Hinnings 2012). Institutional
logics can be defined as ‘socially constructed, historical patterns of material practices,
assumptions, values, beliefs and rules by which individuals produce and reproduce their material
subsistence, organise time and space, and provide meaning to their social reality’ (Thornton and
Ocasio 1999, 804). Institutional logics, as defined by Thornton and Ocasio (1999), serve as a
theoretical lens for this study.
2. Institutional logics
Institutional logics provide a coherent set of organising principles for a specific realm within
society (Besharov and Smith 2014) and can be extended to the organisational level or to the
supply chain level. Institutional logics can provide the organising principles for a field (Friedland
and Alford 1991). They are the basis of taken-for-granted rule-guiding behaviours of field-level
actors (Reay and Hinings 2009), and as Scott (2001, 139) stated, they ‘refer to the belief systems
and related practices that predominate in an organisational field’. Scott (2008) also argued that a
community of actors who comprise a specific field share common values and beliefs. Field-level
logics can influence organisational-level behaviours (Greenwood et al. 2011). Scott (1991)
defines a field as ‘a community of organizations that partakes of a common meaning system and
whose participants interact more frequently and fatefully with one another than with actors
outside the field’ (56). In other words, the field is the chain of organisations which work together.
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The ‘field’ is the supply chain which is comprised of several organisations working together, for
example an HSC.
Institutional logics influence the collective identities of an organisation, profession,
industry, or population (Tajfel and Turner 1979; March and Olsen 2010). Collective identities
develop based on social interactions and communications between members (organisations) of a
group (White 1992). Because members are part of the collective identities, it is likely the
members will follow the norms and prescriptions (Kelman 2006) of the institutional logic.
Organisational procedures and managerial practices can be manifestations of as well as
legitimated by institutional logics (Lounsbury 2007; Greenwood et al. 2010). Institutional logics
hence can help explain the connections which create a sense of common purpose and unity within
a field.
In a context in which several institutional logics exist, Reay and Hinings (2009) argued
that there is usually one dominant institutional logic amongst the competing institutional logics.
Fields or industries might have developed a dominant logic of their own; however, competing
institutional logics can exist simultaneously (Thornton and Ocasio 1999). Organisations typically
encounter institutional complexity when prescriptions from multiple incompatible institutional
logics converge (Greenwood et al. 2010).
Institutional logics can exert pressure on a supply chain which originates from the central
firm. For instance, in a commercial supply chain setting, Glover et al. (2014) found that
institutional logics exert pressure from the central organisation on other actors in the supply chain
to embrace changes which are central to the logic. For example, supermarkets in the dairy supply
chain pressurise other actors to drive cost-reduction, which is the dominant logic. For this study,
it was assumed that several institutional logics exist in the humanitarian context. Whether a socalled humanitarian institutional logic exists has not yet been studied; however, Bremberg and
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Britz (2009) studied European civil protection and found no common humanitarian institutional
logic, at least for emergency preparedness at the European level. Furthermore, Barnett (2013)
studied humanitarian governance and identified commonalties which were considered
institutional logics for the humanitarian sector.
Based on these arguments, it is posited that the dynamic interaction between institutional
logics can exist at the humanitarian supply-chain level. The next section discusses the
background of organisational culture.
3. Organisational culture in the humanitarian and supply-chain literature
Organisational culture has been broadly studied by several researchers since the 1980s, leading to
a plethora of definitions and understandings (Quinn1988; Schein1992; Hofestede 1998). For this
study, the definition by Schein (1991) was adopted. Accordingly, culture is defined as:
a pattern of shared basic assumptions, invented, discovered or developed by a given group, as it
learns to cope with its problems of external adaptation and internal integration, that has worked well
enough to be considered valid, and therefore is to be taught to new members of the group as the
correct way to perceive, think, feel in relation to those problems (p.247).

This definition takes change and learning into account and hence is suitable when studying a
complex and dynamic environment, such as the humanitarian context.
Schein (1991) divided organisational culture into three levels: artefacts, values, and
underlying assumptions. Artefacts include the visible organisational structures and processes and
are observed at the surface level when an unfamiliar culture is encountered. Values include the
strategic goals and philosophies (espoused justification). Values can be viewed as latent
compared to artefacts and represent ‘ought to bes’. Underlying assumptions include unconscious
beliefs, habits of perception, thoughts, and feelings, which are the source of values and actions.
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Organisational culture also influences the ways in which a firm interacts with the key
actors, such as employees, customers, and suppliers (Barney 1986), making it important in a
supply-chain context. Based on the competing values framework, Cameron and Quinn (2006)
developed an instrument to assess organisational culture referred to as the organisational culture
assessment instrument. Six dimensions are included: dominant characteristics, organisational
leadership, management of employees, organisational glue, strategic emphasis, and criteria for
success.
Recent literature has also shown that organisational culture can be divided into five
dominant models (Giorgi, Lockwood, and Glynn 2015): values (what we prefer, hold dear, or
desire [Schein 1985; Cameron and Quinn 2006]), stories (verbal or written narratives with
causally linked sequences of events that have a beginning, middle, and end [Vaara and Tienari
2011]), frames (filters or brackets that delimit the focus [Smets, Morris, and Greenwood 2012]),
toolkits (sets of stories, frames, categories, rituals, and practice which actors draw upon to make
meaning or take action [McPherson and Sauder 2013]), and categories (social constructions or
classifications which define and structure the conceptual distinctions between objects, people,
and practices [Wry, Lounsbury, and Jennings 2014]). Of the five models, the values-based model
developed by Schein (1991) and Cameron and Quinn (2006)was adopted for this study.
In a humanitarian context, research related to organisational culture is rare; however,
Walkup (1997) found ways in which the organisational culture of humanitarian organisations
impedes the learning and innovation of the organisation. Tatham and Kovacs (2010)
demonstrated the importance of swift trust between actors in disaster relief. Stephenson (2005)
indicated that humanitarian organisations need to rethink their organisational cultures:
organisational cultures which actively encourage improved inter-organisational trust leading to
effective cooperation. Dibble and Gibson (2013) found that organisations which successfully
7

coordinate with other actors in an HSC are characterised by an organisational culture which helps
internal adjustment to external challenges.
Dowty and Wallace (2010) showed that lack of organisational cultural sensitivity results
in poor coordination amongst humanitarian actors leading to poor delivery of relief aid materials.
Bharosa, Lee, and Janssen (2010) found that organisational culture is one of the key drivers in the
collaboration between humanitarian organisations. McLachlin and Larson (2011) found
compatibility between organisational cultures drives successful collaboration between
humanitarian actors. Akhtar, Marr, and Garnevska (2012) found the contrary: incompatibility
amongst humanitarian organisations originates from different organisational cultures.
3.1 Organisational culture in the supply chain literature
The competing values framework proposed by Cameron and Quinn (2006) has attracted supply
chain researchers’ interest. This framework helps identify an organisational culture based on
competing values. A stream of literature utilises this framework to understand supply chain
integration,

quality

management,

contingencies,

product

development,

organisational

performance, and knowledge transfer within a firm (e.g. Braunscheidel, Suresh, and Boisnier
2010; Cao et al. 2015; Liao et al. 2015).
Quality management by a firm is found to be influenced by its organisational culture
(Yong and Pheng 2008; Baird, Jia, and Reeve 2011; Bortolotti, Boscari, and Danese2015). In
addition, human resources and organisational culture have been studied by management scholars
to understand the ways organisational culture influences employee behaviours, motivation,
knowledge transfer, employment contracts, teamwork, succession planning, employee
productivity, and leadership (Yong and Pheng 2008; Lucas 2010; Liao et al. 2015). Scholars have
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also investigated the performance of an organisation in relation to organisational culture
(Baird,Jia, and Reeve 2011; Bortolotti, Boscari, and Danese 2015; Yunus and Tadisina 2016).
Organisational culture has also been researched in relation to other aspects of supply
chains, such as supply-chain disruption, buyer–supplier relationships, alliances, and drivers of
supply-chain integration (Dowty and Wallace 2010; Cadden, Marshall, and Cao 2013; Kattman
2014).
4. Humanitarian supply-chain collaboration
Collaboration amongst supply-chain partners has attracted research interest from scholars since
the 1990s (Barratt 2004). The definitions of supply-chain collaboration can be grouped into two
major groups (Cao and Zhang 2011): relationship-focused (Bowersox, Closs, and Stank 2003;
Golicic, Foggin, and Mentzer 2003) and process-focused (Mentzer et al. 2001; Simatupang and
Sridharan 2002; Sheu, Yen, and Chae 2006).Relationship focus is exemplified by forming close,
long-term partnerships in which partners actively share information and resources to achieve the
common goal. According to Golicic, Foggin, and Mentzer (2003), collaboration which denotes an
inter-firm relationship is defined as ‘the extent or degree of closeness or strength of the
relationship between or among organizations’ (p.61). The process-focused definition used for this
study is related to two or more actors in a supply chain collaborating to achieve common goals.
Simatupang and Sridharan (2002, p.19) stated that supply-chain collaboration occurs when ‘two
or more independent companies work jointly to plan and execute supply chain operations with
greater success than when acting in isolation’. The process-focus definition was adopted in this
study as collaborative outcomes were investigated.
Four elements of collaboration can strengthen the collaborative behaviour of firms.
Barratt (2004) found that four collaborative cultural elements lead to collaborative behaviours:
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trust, mutuality, information exchange, and openness and communication. Trust between
organisations and within organisations is critical for long-term relationships between supplychain partners (Nesheim 2001). Trust between buyers and suppliers enhances the collaborative
relationships. Trust between the dyad reduces the transaction costs and also the buyer’s need to
monitor its suppliers (Nyaga, Whipple, and Lynch 2010) and enhances the collaborative
relationship (Fynes, Voss, and de Búrca 2005). Conversely, lack of trust between the dyad acts as
a barrier to collaboration and in turn promotes inter-firm rivalry (Fawcett, Magnan, and McCarter
2008). Tsanos and Zografos (2016) found that mutuality and reciprocity in a dyadic relationship
help develop trust and therefore lead to increased commitment in the relationship. In a
collaborative relationship, mutual benefits are expected to arise (Ellram and Edis 1996), and it
cannot depict a situation where ‘I win/ you go and figure out how to win’ (Ireland and Bruce
2000). In a dyadic context, mutuality takes several forms, for example, mutual trust (Bensaou
1999), mutual learning (Stjernstrom and Bengtsson 2004), mutual risk sharing (McIvor and
McHugh 2000), etc.
Information sharing is an essential element of collaborative behaviour which contributes
to better performance of the supply chain as a whole (Lambert and Cooper 2000; Cao et al.
2010). Information sharing between a dyad helps inter-organisational creativity through
developing new products or services (Wang et al. 2008) and reduces supplier opportunism
(Wang, Ye, and Tan 2014). In addition to fostering supplier innovativeness (Inemek and
Matthyssens 2013), information sharing helps in mitigating risks due to uncertainties, such as
supplier uncertainty, demand uncertainty, and technological uncertainty (Datta and Christopher
2011; Mamillo 2015). Openness in a dyadic relationship helps in clear communication which
helps in shared responsibility and understanding (Stank, Keller, and Daugherty 1999). Openness
and honesty help develop trust and commitment, leading to improved reliability in the dyadic
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relationship (Hoyt and Huq 2000); hence, in a way each of these four elements reinforces strong
collaborative ties. Besides these elements, commitment between the dyad acts as a differentiating
factor between dyads which have high levels of information sharing and information quality (Li
and Lin 2006), and as an indicator of which relationships continue and which do not (Wilson and
Vlosky 1998). Commitment in the dyadic relationship is also signified by long-term investments
in the collaborative efforts thereby enhancing satisfaction and performance (Nyaga, Whipple, and
Lynch 2010).
Collaboration in humanitarian supply chains can occur through one or more joint tasks,
such as information sharing, need assessment, resource mobilisation, joint procurement,
transportation, or the final delivery of goods and services to the beneficiaries (Moshtari 2016).
Technology plays an important role in the HSC collaboration through information sharing which
helps in resource deployment for efficient relief at the disaster site (Li et al. 2013) and
coordination with logistics service providers (Van Wassenhove and Martinez 2012). Altay and
Pal (2014) showed that through the UN’s cluster approach, information sharing and coordination
become faster amongst the humanitarian actors and result in prompt response.
The developed framework which is discussed in the next section was based on the
previously discussed links between institutional logics, organisational culture, and supply chain
collaboration.
5. Framework on organisational culture in HSC collaboration
A framework was developed to obtain a better understanding of organisational culture and supply
chain collaboration (Figure 1). The framework links supply chain–level institutional logics with
organisational culture. Organisations which have a common set of goals can create a community
which shares the same logic of values and beliefs (Giorgi, Lockwood, and Glynn 2015).
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Organisational culture can influence an organisation’s collaborative culture, and hence the
collaborative behaviour of a firm at the inter-firm level, as well as the expected collaborative
outcomes. For these reasons, it can be argued that organisational culture is the foundation of
supply-chain collaboration (Kumar et al. 2016).
5.1 Linkage between institutional logics and organisational culture
Institutional logics are the composite of belief systems, and related practices dominate in the field
(Scott 2001). A field is the structured relationship between organisations which is bound by a
common meaning system (Hinnings 2012). As organisations are part of the field (supply chains),
these belief systems which originate from the logics influence the belief systems of the
organisation embedded in the field (an actor in the supply chain). Clearly, organisational culture
is the embodiment of belief systems of an organisation (Giorgi, Lockwood, and Glynn 2015).
5.2 Linkage between organisational culture and collaborative culture
Scholars agree that the values and assumptions of an organisational culture are hard to detect
through a study (Hofstede 1998; Schein 1992). However, values and assumptions manifest as
practices within an organisation which are easily detectable (Trice and Beyer 1993). Practices are
‘how we do things’; they refer to routine activities which are largely unconscious and automatic
(Swidler 2001). These organisational routines play an important role in collaboration and
collaborative outcomes. ‘Routines are repeated patterns of behaviour that are bound by rules and
customs and that do not change very much from one iteration to another’ (Feldman 2000). For
example, Bisogno et al. (2015) found that information exchange between partners as
organisational routines helps in improving the efficiency of port community systems through
integrated information flow in maritime logistics. Further, Inemek and Matthyssens (2013) found
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that knowledge sharing as an organisational routine between the buyer and the supplier in a
manufacturing context improves supplier innovativeness. Knowledge sharing with suppliers as a
part of organisational routines greatly improves supplier learning and reduces the number of
defects in Toyota manufacturing (Dyer and Hatch 2006).
5.3 Linkage between collaborative culture and collaborative outcomes
As Figure 1 illustrates, a collaborative culture is based on four organisational cultural elements:
trust, mutuality, information exchange, openness, and communication (Barrett 2004). In the
buyer–supplier context, collaborative behaviour plays an important role in achieving specific
goals, such as new product development, joint cost-reduction, and joint inventory management
(Horvath 2001). The figure also illustrates the ways the elements of an organisational culture can
drive these potential positive collaborative outcomes (Soosay, Hyland, and Ferrer 2008).
Dyer and Hatch (2006) found that knowledge sharing, as a form of organisational
routines, between the buyer and the supplier leads to better-quality final products and that defects
decreased by 50%, compared to another supply chain where no routine of knowledge sharing
existed. Wang et al. (2008) found that knowledge-sharing routines in the dyadic relationship
improves inter-organisational creativity. At a fundamental level, organisational routines help in a
higher level of inter-organisational coordination (Schilke and Goerzon 2010). Inter-firm
knowledge-sharing routines promote supplier innovativeness by expanding the supplier’s
knowledge in a specific domain (Inemek and Matthyssens 2013). In sum, attributes of
organisational culture are linked to specific collaborative outcomes.
6. Method
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In this study, the framework (Figure 1) functioned as a conceptual frame for collecting data. A
semi- structured interview guide was developed for the data collection. The semi-structured
interviews gave us the opportunity to explore set themes but still left room for the unexpected
(Mason 2002).Furthermore, unstructured interviews lack a specific direction, and structured
interviews leave no room for more information about the context; semi-structured interviews are
a mix of these two approaches (Fisher 2010). In a qualitative research setting, data is collected
from the context of a naturally occurring social phenomenon (Bryman 1988). Moreover, the
qualitative approach encourages theoretical and practical understanding, and helps in generating
new and alternative theories and concepts (Byrave 1989). Data collected through semi-structured
interviews captures rich data about the research problem. Such interviews also provide the
researchers the flexibility to explore any additional issues raised by the respondents (Soosay,
Hyland, and Ferrer 2008).This method helped in developing theory which aids in understanding
the institutional logics in the humanitarian context proposed as humanitarian institutional logics
(HIL). HIL is discussed in the findings section. Twenty-nine semi-structured interviews were
conducted with buyers and suppliers in an HSC, which included two buyers (B1 and B2) and 27
suppliers. B1 and B2 are big, international organisations with a presence in most countries. These
humanitarian organisations have been functioning for several decades. The interviews lasted
between 12 and 30 minutes. The interviews were conducted at the AidEx exhibition and meeting
in Brussels in 2015. AidEx is an annual exhibition for humanitarian buyers and sellers (current
and prospective). Out of the 127 suppliers and buyers which exhibited at AidEx, 29 agreed to
participate in this study. The selection of interviewees was based on their job function and their
firms’ relationships with the buyers either as suppliers or potential suppliers. The respondents
from the supplier group comprised of national managers who handle sales functions and heads of

14

sales. Senior management from the purchasing function in B1 and B2 responded from the buyers
group.
The semi-structured interview guide focused on the two main constructs of this study:
organisational culture and supply-chain collaboration. The purpose of the data collection was to
capture Schein’s (2010) and Cameron and Quinn’s (2006) five dimensions of organisational
culture (dominant characteristics, organisational leadership, management of employees, strategic
emphasis, and criteria for success), as well as collaboration between suppliers and buyers. In
addition, potential differences in the organisational cultures between the buyers and suppliers and
potential impediments to collaboration due to the differences were investigated. The data was
analysed using a content analysis, as suggested by Krippendorff (2004) for data gathered through
structured interviews. Content analysis can be defined as a research technique for objective and
systematic description of the manifest content of communication (Bryman and Bell 2007). The
transcribed interview material was coded and categorised into respondent characteristics and then
into themes following the five dimensions of organisational culture and collaborative outcomes
(please see tables 2 and 3).
The respondents were divided based on the size of the firm (Raghavendran, Xavier, and
Israel 2012). The number of employees was used to define a firm’s size. Respondent
organisations with fewer than 200 employees were classified as small, 200–500 as medium, and
more than 500 as large (see Table 1). The suppliers were classified based on key business units.
For example, suppliers which focused on the commercial sector without a humanitarian unit or
specialised products for humanitarian relief were classified as commercial suppliers (C).
Suppliers with separate units which handled the humanitarian and commercial sectors were
classified as humanitarian and commercial (H&C), and suppliers which focused on humanitarian
relief only were labelled humanitarian (H).
15

-------------------------------------------------------Insert Table 1 about here
---------------------------------------------------------

7. Findings

7.1 Organisational culture and supply-chain collaboration
According to the B1 respondent, the fundamental difference was that the suppliers were ‘there to
make a profit’, whilst B1 functioned on a non-profit basis. Furthermore, bureaucracy was
mentioned as a differentiating factor. The B1 respondent indicated that they have a reputation for
rigorous processes, particularly in the procurement function, and that this is often highlighted as a
difference from their suppliers with perhaps more flexible structures. The B2 respondent shared
similar experiences.
Several suppliers differentiated between the goals and outcomes in this field. For
example, although they felt the organisational cultures were different, customer satisfaction was
highlighted as important: ‘Basically we are looking for the same ends – satisfy the needs of the
customers and customers satisfy our needs, too’(Supplier I). Furthermore, supplier respondents
who viewed their organisational culture as different stated that this was due to differences in
values related to making profits versus a non-profit goal. As Schein (1991, 1992) stated, values
are core factors which define organisational culture. Thus, the non-profit versus profit factor
seems to be a dominant segregator: ‘With regards to our customers, we mainly supply to the UN.
They have their own culture that is different from our profit-making culture’(Supplier C).
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Supplier F expressed the same line of thought: ‘Maybe since we are a commercial company and
they are NGOs, there is a difference right there. But I can’t think of anything else’.
Furthermore, three suppliers defined organisational culture in a similar manner as
Hofstede’s (1980) understanding of cultures. For example, these suppliers discussed differences
between the geographical locations of headquarters versus field locations: ‘The factory is based
in Denmark, and of course we have a very different culture compared to places we serve, like
Africa or India’ (Supplier D).
In addition, some suppliers perceived their organisational cultures as distinct and hence
unlike their buyers’ organisational cultures. One supplier (Supplier R) stated that the
organisational culture is based on family values because it is a family business. Another supplier
(Supplier W) stated that the operations are based on transparency and whether other suppliers
operated in the same way was unclear.
The interviews revealed that there were suppliers who shared their buyers’ organisational
culture and suppliers who acknowledged the differences due to the core value of making a profit
versus a non-profit basis. Initially, it seems that organisations which serve the humanitarian
community and the commercial sector identified differences between their organisational cultures
and their buyers’ organisational cultures. Suppliers which served only humanitarian actors as
customers shared fewer differences and indicated that the organisational cultures were the same
as those of the buyers. This could be because, despite the goal to make a profit, organisations
which serve only the humanitarian sector might share other values with their buyers, such as
serving the beneficiaries. As Supplier O stated, ‘We don’t really have customers so much as we
have beneficiaries.’
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At the organisational level, the cultural attributes were different for the three groups of
suppliers when compared to the buyers. Table 2 provides an overview of the ways the
organisational cultures differed in different dimensions of organisational culture.
-------------------------------------------------------Insert Table 2 about here
--------------------------------------------------------The analysis (as in Table 2) shows that the suppliers can be grouped into three categories:
commercial, humanitarian, and commercial and humanitarian. Clearly, there is a similarity in
attributes such as leadership, employee management, and success criteria amongst the
humanitarian suppliers and the humanitarian buyers, making it an organisational cultural
congruence. This congruence explains the collaborative behaviour between the humanitarian
suppliers and the humanitarian buyers. In terms of commercial suppliers and humanitarian
buyers, there is an obvious difference. However, in spite of the differences in the organisational
cultural attributes between the dyad, the attributes show complementarities. For example, the
leadership style of facilitator, mentor, and competitor (of the commercial supplier) complements
the buyer’s leadership attributes of coordinator and monitor. The complementarities in the
leadership between a humanitarian buyer and a commercial supplier provide a complementary fit
for the other four attributes of organisational culture, leading to collaboration between the dyad.
Similarly, complementarities can be found between humanitarian buyers and H&C suppliers. The
presence of congruence and complementarities of organisational culture between the buyer and
the suppliers as a whole enables the collaborative relationship.
7.2 Collaborative behaviour and outcomes
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In line with previous studies (e.g. Bstieler and Hemmert 2010), the findings indicated that a
similar organisational culture leads to enhanced collaboration, which can positively influence
joint efforts. Supplier T stated: ‘We collaborate with our customers to reduce the cost and time.
We also plan the movement of goods jointly’. Supplier K reflected on inter-and intra-level
collaboration: ‘We try to understand the requirement from them and develop products that suit
them. So, our engineering team and technical team work closely with them.’
It was also found that some suppliers put considerable effort into achieving the common
goal of improving the delivery of relief to beneficiaries: ‘We work together. We assume that they
are a part of our company, and they assume the same – we are part of their organisation’(Supplier
Q).
The data also indicated that in an HSC, collaborative outcomes, such as new product
development, inventory management, and product/service delivery, can be influenced by
elements of the buyers’ and suppliers’ organisational cultures, such as trust, information sharing,
and commitment. The findings specifically related to collaboration between buyers and suppliers
are shown in Table 3.
-------------------------------------------------------Insert Table 3 about here
--------------------------------------------------------As can be seen from Table 3, the range of collaborative outcomes for humanitarian
suppliers is limited compared to those for commercial supply chains. Product and service
delivery with customisation, joint cost-reduction, and occasional joint development of new
products are outcomes of collaboration. The limitation of the range of collaborative outcomes
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could be due to the buyers’ fairly hierarchical organisational culture along with ‘going by the
books’ (as B1 indicated). Whilst suppliers expressed interest in engaging in a higher level of
collaboration, the fairly short periods of collaboration (about three years) discouraged suppliers
from making a large investment.
It was also found that none of the supplier types (H, C, or H&C) mentioned any problems
with the buyers (B1and B2) due to differences in organisational cultures. The respondents
indicated that the factors which contributed to a seamless buyer–supplier relationship were
information sharing, trust, commitment, flexibility, transparency, and mutual respect, in addition
to contracts and agreements.
7.3 Institutional logics in the humanitarian context
Both responding buying organisations were characterised by institutional logics related to their
non-profit basis and assisting beneficiaries. The responding suppliers categorised as H (see Table
1) followed the same institutional logics as both buyers; however, types C and H&C followed an
institutional logic which was characterised by being innovative and achieving financial targets.
Thus, it appears some actors in the humanitarian context function and collaborate with
different institutional logics. Because the buyer organisations (B1 and B2) were large, they could
have caused a dominant ‘humanitarian’ logic to predominate the supply chain level and thus to
also influence supply-chain collaboration and outcomes. The finding could be considered novel
because, although this is a mature field and B1 and B2 have been active humanitarian
organisations for more than 50 years, actors with differing logics co-exist and collaborate rather
well according to the respondents. This finding contradicts previous findings, such as findings by
Meyer, Scott, and Strang (1987), that mature fields possess congruent logics at the supply-chain
level.
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Institutional logics characterised by non-profit and beneficiary assistance goals can be
referred to as humanitarian institutional logics. Institutional complexity exists when several
institutional logics converge (Giorgi, Lockwood, and Glynn 2015).Within humanitarian
institutional logics, institutional complexity can exist depending on disaster specifics (e.g. which
actors are involved), sectoral specifics (different product types, e.g. shelter might be influenced
by industry-specific logics), and phase specifics (different goals in the immediate aftermath of a
disaster than in a long-term development phase). As this study shows, the suppliers had different
institutional logics as well, leading to institutional complexity.
7.3.1 Humanitarian institutional logics
Institutional logics in the humanitarian context (HIL) are characterised by the field (the supply
chain) which consists of several actors working together with completely different backgrounds
and organisational cultures (supplier type C, H&C). Contrary to the extant supply chain literature,
whilst there is a difference in organisational cultures of the buyer and the supplier, collaboration
between the dyads did not cease to exist, neither there was any tension in the collaborative
relationship in the dyad. Further, the differences in organisational cultures did not hinder the dyad
to collaborate and reap collaborative benefits (product innovation, customisation etc.). The
overarching institutional logics, at the supply-chain level, originating from the humanitarian
buyer which aims to provide relief to the beneficiaries diminishes the effects of differences in
organisational cultures of the suppliers and keep them in collaboration with the buyers.
Moreover, the collaborative behaviour of the humanitarian buyer with the suppliers
fluctuates in placing context-specific relief priorities which are specific to the phase of the
disaster management (e.g. preparedness, immediate relief, and reconstruction or short term aid,
long term aid) and the disaster itself. These overarching logics are composed of values, norms,
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and beliefs which are aimed at helping the needful people: the beneficiaries. The dominant
institutional logics which emerge at the supply-chain level are characterised by the size (B1 and
B2 are very big and are international organisations), power, and organisational culture of the
humanitarian buyer and the participating suppliers. Based on the literature review (as Thornton
and Ocasio (1999) described, see section 2), the data and our proposed view of humanitarian
institutional logics, we understand humanitarian institutional logics as:
•

behaviour with fluctuating patterns

•

disaster-phase specific

•

embodied with norms, values, and beliefs influenced by non-profit and helping
people in need goals

•

influenced by a hierarchy as well as power and the size of the central actor

•

overarching mechanism that connects organisations regardless of their
organisational culture.

8. Conclusion
The aim of this study was to develop a framework which linked institutional logics at the industry
level to organisational culture on the organisational level with collaboration at the supply-chain
level. The framework guided the qualitative data collection from 29 respondents. The
respondents included two buyers and 27 suppliers. The purpose of the study was to better
understand the impacts that institutional logics, and more specifically organisational culture, can
have on humanitarian supply-chain collaboration.
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The findings indicated that organisational culture is mostly related to the values of the
organisation rather than assumptions and artefacts, as Schein (1991, 1992) included in the
definition of organisational culture. Moreover, the findings indicated that there are on-going
collaborative efforts between suppliers and buyers and that these efforts lead to greater outcomes
for the beneficiaries.
An unexpected finding was that no suppliers claimed to have experienced issues with the
buyers, although they had different types of organisational cultures. The factors which
contributed to successful collaboration were identified as trust, commitment, information sharing,
and mutual respect. In addition, strong institutional logics exert normative pressure on suppliers
to be flexible, and hence existing institutional logics might mask the influence of a specific
organisational culture on collaborative outcomes. The identified institutional logics are referred
to as ‘humanitarian institutional logics’. Institutional logics can arise from collective identities
(Tajfel and Turner 1979), and organisations such as buyers and suppliers can be seen as members
of collective identities which follow the norms and prescriptions of the sectoral (humanitarian)
institutional logics (Kelman 2006). Although the respondents in this study did not discuss norms,
they did identify a common value based on non-profit goals. Hence, the findings can be seen as
an indication of common institutional logics at the sectoral and supply-chain levels in the
humanitarian context.
This study provides original contributions in several ways. Firstly, the presented
framework (Figure 1) explicates the relationship between key constructs, organisational culture,
and HSC collaboration. In a humanitarian setting, this framework can be used to further the
understanding of buyer–supplier collaboration despite differences in organisational cultures and
institutional forces. Secondly, framework can also be used to develop models for the statistical
testing of collaboration in HSCs for further research. Thirdly, the application of institutional
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logics as a lens for HSCs expands the boundary conditions of the theories discussed in HSC
research. Finally, despite differences in organisational cultures, insights from the success story of
a harmonious buyer–supplier relationship in an HSC can be applied to a commercial supplychain setting to enhance the collaborative outcomes.
8.1 Further research and limitations
Future research studies could investigate organisational culture and collaboration in a
humanitarian setting with both local and international NGOs, as well as UN agencies.
Furthermore, other dimensions of organisational culture developed by Cameron and Quinn
(2006) could be used to obtain insights. Specific geographical locations and disaster-specific
research could be conducted to generate additional in-depth knowledge of a specific supply
chain. The data collection was limited to two buyers and 27 humanitarian aid suppliers. A larger
sample of humanitarian buying organisations is suggested for future research.
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Table 1. Respondents’ profiles.
Supplier/Buyer

Customer

Firm size

Type

A

UNRWA, NGOs

L

H

B

Turkish Red Crescent, UNICEF,UNHCR, Red Cross and Commercial

M

H&C

C

UNDP, UNHCR, UNICEF, UNWFP, Oxfam, World vision, ICRC, IFRC
and Commercial

M

H&C

D

UNICEF, WHO, ICRC, local NGOs and Commercial

L

C

E

UNHCR, NGOs and Commercial

M

C

F

NGOs, actors such as Red Cross, WHO, UNICEF

M

H

G

UNICEF, Oxfam and Commercial

M

C

H

Local rescue agencies in Finland – Crisis management agencies,
UNHCR, MSP, Red cross and Commercial

M

C

I

UNICEF, MSF (Medicines Sans Frontiers)

M

H

J

Commercial

S

C
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Process

K

UNHCR, WFP, UNOPS, UNDP, Peacekeepers, ICRC, many other
NGOs, Save the Children, Oxfam.

M

H

L

UNHCR, WFP and Commercial

M

C

M

UN, Red Cross mainly, also some charities and commercial

M

H&C

N

Red Cross, MSF, UNHCR, Norwegian refugee council and Commercial

S

H&C

O

Oxfam, JSI, US Aid, Save the Children, Farm Africa, UNICEF,
HealthPartners International

M

H

P

Red Cross, MSF, UNICEF, and Commercial

S

H&C

Q

UNFPA, Red Cross, German Red Cross, British Red Cross

S

H

R

UNICEF, NGOs, Red Cross, Defence forces and Commercial

M

C

S

Governments, UNHCR, and NGOs

S

H

T

NGOs, UN and Commercial

S

C

U

Norwegian Refugee Council, Mercy Corps, CRS, ACF Spain,UNICEF,
NGOs and Commercial

M

H&C

V

UNHCR, and Commercial

S

C

W

UN Agencies, Red Cross, NRC and Commercial

S

H&C

X

Local and international NGOs, UN, and Commercial

M

H&C

Y

UNICEF, NGOs

S

H

Z

UNHCR, Oxfam and Commercial

S

H&C

ZA

UNHCR, NGOs

M

H

B1

Wide range of actors and beneficiaries

L

H

B2

Wide range of actors and beneficiaries

L

H

S-small, M-medium, L-large; H-humanitarian, H&C-both.

Table 2. Buyer and supplier view of organisational culture dimensions.
Supplier/Buyer type

Suppliers/

Organisational culture dimensions

Buyers
Dominant

Leadership

characteristics
Commercial supplier

D, E, G, H,
J, L R, T
and V

Entrepreneurial,
results-oriented
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Facilitator,
mentor, and
competitor

Employee

Strategic

Success

management

emphasis

criteria

Innovation,
freedom

Trying
new
things,
targets,
openness

Product
innovation,
financial
targets

Humanitarian supplier

A, F, I, K,
O, Q, S, Y
and ZA

Result-oriented,
personal place

Organiser,
coordinator

Teamwork,
conformity

Efficiency
, smooth
operations

Helping
beneficiaries,
timely
product and
service
delivery,
network,
innovative
products

Humanitarian and commercial
supplier

B, C, M, N,
P, U, W, X
and Z

Entrepreneurial,
results-oriented

Competitor,
visionary

Teamwork,
innovation

Trying
new
things,
targets

Helping
beneficiaries,
innovative
products,
production
capacity,
profits

Humanitarian buyer

B1 and B2

Structured,
controlled

Coordinator,
monitor

Conformity to
norms

Control

Helping
beneficiaries

Table 3. Collaborative outcomes and enablers.
Supplier/Buyer type

Commercial supplier

Suppliers /
Buyers
D, E, G,
H, J, L, R,
T, and V

Level of
collaboration
Limited
collaboration,
short-term
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Collaboration
Outcomes of
collaboration
Joint costreduction,
product
customisation

Enablers
Flexibility,
information
sharing,
commitment, trust,
transparency,
mutual respect

Humanitarian supplier

A, F, I, K,
O, Q, S,
Y, and ZA

Limited
collaboration,
short-term

Joint product
development
and
customisation

Flexibility,
information
sharing,
commitment, trust,
transparency,
mutual respect

Humanitarian and commercial supplier

B, C, M,
N, P, U,
W, Z, and
X
B1 and B2

Limited
collaboration,
short-term

Customisation,
joint costreduction, and
some innovation
Product/service
delivery,
customisation,
and some
innovation

Information
sharing, trust,
commitment,
transparency
Information
sharing, contracts,
and agreements

Humanitarian buyer

Limited
collaboration,
short-term

Humanitarian/commercial supplier

Competing
institutional
logic

Humanitarian buyer

Dominant
institutional logic

Dominant
institutional logic

Organisational
culture

Organisational
culture
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Competing
institutional
logic

Collaborative culture (practices/routines)

Enablers: Trust,
commitment, info
sharing

Enablers: Trust,
commitment, info
sharing

Collaborative outcome

Figure 1. A framework for organisational culture in humanitarian supply-chain collaboration.
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