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Abstract 
This document is a set of guidelines for managing supply chain team relationships between 
two organisational entities. Previous research in the Knowledge Enabled Wing Engineer 
(KEWE) task showed that relationship topics such as the level of trust between partners 
would act either as enablers or inhibitors to efficient knowledge exchange. This knowledge 
enabled solution supports information sharing in wing engineering, by providing the user with 
a relationship management process. We propose interventions to make the process work, 
give advice on how to sustain the guidelines and to position them in the real world and 
describe how they can support the supply chain measurement process. It is the aim of these 
guidelines to give users practical support in implementing a relationship management 
process in the context of supporting knowledge exchange. It is not intended to be a research 
document. The bibliography lists papers, some of which are referenced in the guidelines and 
others that can be read for further research. 
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1.0 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This deliverable presents work carried out by the Knowledge Enabled Wing Engineer 
(KEWE) team in VIVACE.  The partners contributing to the deliverable are Airbus UK, 
Assystem UK, BAE SYSTEMS and Warwick University. 

The intention of these guidelines is to support knowledge exchange by improving the state of 
the relationship between supply chain partners. The KEWE team proposes a relationship 
management process that is practical and easy to use. It has been designed to consider user 
requirements, established through interviews, workshops and trials in a business 
improvement project.  

Relationship management in the supply chain is not a new topic, but the approach adopted in 
this document is novel in that it is has been created to support day-to-day relationships 
between two interacting organisational entities. This can be between two supply chain teams 
or two individuals. We feel that research on relationships between organisations is already 
well covered.      

It is appreciated that implementing knowledge-enabled solutions, particularly on a topic that is 
perceived to be intangible, is difficult. With this in mind we propose some specific 
interventions and also link the use of the relationship management process to supply chain 
measurement in order to help sustain an implementation.  

Templates for use are included in this document. Although the ideas are based on primary 
and secondary research it is not intended to be a research document. Research references 
are omitted in the main body of the text but a list of references can be found at the back of 
the document. 

 

2.0 INTRODUCTION 

These guidelines provide a framework for raising the awareness of and for discussing 
relationship topics that enable or inhibit knowledge flow. The main objective of these 
guidelines is to maintain good relationships or to improve poor relationships and to enable 
better information creation, capture and sharing between teams or individuals.  

This relationship management process is based on the Society of British Aerospace 
Companies (SBAC), Supply Chain Relationships in Action (SCRIA) model (ref SBAC web 
page). SCRIA takes a strategic look at relationships whereas the focus in this work is at a 
more detailed level on; 

• Relationship factors that impact knowledge exchange  

• Transactional day to day relationship management, and 

• ‘One to one’ relationships i.e. between two interacting organisational entities 

 

3.0 RATIONALE FOR GUIDELINES 

Knowledge management literature describes how the majority of information sharing occurs 
through people interacting. It follows that effective knowledge sharing, can only happen 
where relationships exist. These guidelines provide a tool and a process around which 
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relationship issues that impact knowledge exchange can be discussed, managed and 
enhanced.  

We can consider that a virtuous circle exists between knowledge management (KM) activities 
such as capturing lessons learnt and good relationship management. As the supply chain 
relationship improves, KM activities are more successful which in turn consolidate a 
successful relationship. 

Knowledge will be shared if there is a willingness, opportunity and ability to do so. The 
relationship evaluation tool provides an opportunity for a knowledge management ‘space’ to 
exchange information and in the process improve a relationship. 

 

4.0 PROPOSED BENEFITS 

The benefits accrued to supply chain partners from using these guidelines include 

• The reduced risk of errors and misconceptions in information exchange by jointly 
addressing relationship issues 

• The provision of a tangible way to describe relationship issues 

• An opportunity for people to ‘think critically’ about supply chain team performance 

• The provision of a two-way (both sides of the story) perspective on relationships 

• The potential to ‘self-evaluate’ the status of a relationship  

• Learning from a relationship e.g. capture lessons learnt from the process 

• The use of the outcome of this process to contribute to supply chain measurement 
(see section 10) 

 

5.0 CONTEXT FOR USE 

These guidelines were developed in the context of the following supply chain scenario.  

An aircraft manufacturer out sources work to a supplier due to the lack of availability of 
resources in the company.  The manufacturer interacts with the supplier by providing the 
information needed to complete the task, review progress of the assignment and receive 
back the completed work.  

The relationship is transactional in nature in that the customer and supplier operate as 
separate entities. They engage through participation in operational or management team 
meetings and by individual communication. Focus is on information exchange stipulated by 
the contract. Personal, cultural and behavioural issues will impact the relationship. 

 

Figure 1 shows the different factors that need to be managed in the relationship. Contracts 
need to be structured to support a knowledge sharing relationship. Partners will have their 
own culture and systems that will enable or inhibit knowledge sharing and their teams will 
include individuals who demonstrate different knowledge sharing behaviours. Each entity 
(team and individual) will bring different perspectives to the working relationship. Supply 
chain teams may be organised differently to facilitate the partnership. Archer and Cameron2 
say that success in partnerships isn’t about being alike, but is about understanding the 
differences and working with them. 
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These guidelines propose a way to manage this complexity. It enables discussion on the 
knowledge management issues that matter in the relationship and presents a method to 
overcome these knowledge sharing barriers.  
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Figure 1: Managing complex relationships on a spectrum of collaboration (Archer and 
Cameron, IEE, August/September 2005) 

6.0 THE RELATIONSHIP EVALUATION TOOL (RET)  

The RET was developed as a subset of the SCRIA relationship evaluation tool, and 
concentrates on the aspects that are directly relevant to knowledge sharing across the supply 
chain. It is a matrix that consists of six relationship criteria on the vertical, a relationship 
maturity scale of 1 to 5 on the horizontal and generic descriptions of ‘what can happen’ in the 
relationship at their intersects (go to section 11 for the RET template). 

 

Figure 2: Knowledge Sharing Version of the Relationship Evaluation Tool 
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The criteria in the RET are information exchange enablers and/or inhibitors and were chosen 
following research into supply chain relationships. Some of these subjects may appear to 
overlap but actually represent different considerations in supporting knowledge exchange.    

• Formal communication concerns the existence of formal meetings e.g. progress 
reviews or drumbeats. The frequency of and participation in these meetings is 
important. They provide the opportunity for discussing relationship issues and if the 
appropriate people are present then the decisions made will be effected. 

• Quality of communication is about how well managed communication is in achieving 
positive change in a relationship. It also takes account of the user perspective on the 
quality of communication. 

• Personal relations consider the strength of personal relationships in a network and 
how they influence communication. Social network analyses shows that relationships 
are not always structured according to the organisation chart. Personal contacts are 
important in making things happen. It is worth understanding these networks, as 
information can more easily flow along these connections. If they enable knowledge 
exchange then maintain and support them, if they act as inhibitors to information flow 
then intervene and work to change them.  

• Information exchange is closely linked to quality of communication. The focus in 
information exchange is on the quantity and level of information being transferred. 
Kanter12 describes open communication as a characteristic of a successful 
partnership. She talks of the need to ‘share information required to make the 
partnership work’. This includes ‘objectives and goals, technical data, and knowledge 
of conflicts, trouble spots, or changing situations’.   

• Problem notification and resolution asks you to think about how proactive or pre-
emptive you are in dealing with problems. Some partnerships operate in a vicious 
circle of continuous fire fighting, while others forecast potential issues and put in place 
actions to address them. Fire-fighting often leads to blame for mistakes. As a result 
people feel less confident in sharing information for fear of blame.  

• Trust or lack of it, will affect your knowledge sharing behaviour. If you do not trust then 
you won’t (or will limit) knowledge sharing and vice versa. A lot of literature on trust 
recognises it as being ‘at the heart of knowledge exchange’ (Davenport and Prusak6, 
1998) and as the ‘gateway to successful relationships’ (Wilson and Jantrania22, 1993). 
Trust is also positively related to conflict resolution (Twomey21, 1995). 

These criteria represent the most common elements, identified in the research, that 
engineers use to think about the maturity of relationships. There is a connection between 
them but it is beneficial to present them separately to allow for different relationship 
experiences. 

 

Note that; 

• By having only six criteria to evaluate, less investment in time is required to use and 
more focus to the main topics influencing knowledge exchange is possible. It is a 
manageable number of attributes for individuals to handle.  

• The descriptions in the relationship tool are generic. As context is important in 
resolving relationship issues, it is ok for users to amend the descriptions to reflect 
their situation.  
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• The user may choose to consider a subset of the criteria to represent their situation. 

The  choice may also depend on the time available to analyse the relationship. Focus 
on the topic most important to you. 

 

7.0 THE RELATIONSHIP EVALUATION PROCESS 

 

 

1.Manufacturer and 
Supplier jointly agree 
a business objective  

2.Manufacturer 
completes the RET and 
records rationale 

Supplier completes the 
RET and records 
rationale 

3.Jointly agree the 
relationship ‘As-Is’ on 
the RET and share 
rationale 

4.Agree interventions 
to achieve the 
relationship ‘To-Be’ 

5. Formalise 
interventions in a 
project plan 

6. Agree to review the 
relationship evaluation 
process after at project 
milestones 

 

Figure 3: Relationship Management Process 

 

The process is; 

1. Agree and document, with your partners, an opportunity that can be achieved in the 
context of your project. This can for example be ‘to reduce the time taken to produce 
a design drawing by reusing previous experiences in the form of lessons captured’. 
Express the opportunity as a SMART (specific, measurable, achievable, realistic and 
timed) objective. 

2. Record the level of maturity for each of the relationship criteria on the scale of 1 to 5. 
Do this independently of your supply chain partner. Document the context and 
rationale behind your choice.  

3. During the next supply chain meeting (or other opportunity) discuss the scores and 
rationale. Come to an agreed ‘score’ for each criterion. The gap between where you 
are now and the target opportunity can be visualised.  

4. Agree on what subject to focus on. Is trust the issue or is it that problem notification 
and resolution is not appropriately managed? Each partner may want to focus on 
different topics. Agree on interventions to improve the state of the relationship. At this 
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stage the resources that you have available may ‘force your hand’. You may find that 
you have more issues than your resources will allow you to address. Focus on the 
most pressing topics.  

5. Include interventions in a project or action plan. 

6. Relationships are dynamic so review the relationship after an agreed period. This can 
be at particular milestone in the project plan. 

 

8.0 PROPOSED INTERVENTIONS TO SUPPORT RELATIONSHIP MANAGEMENT 

There are various changes that can be made to maintain a productive relationship. They will 
be specific to your context. Listed below are some possibilities to consider.  

• Schedule time in a team meeting agenda for the relationship management 
process. 

• Stimulate the behaviours that can improve the relationship. Regular meetings are 
formal mechanisms for sharing information. However you still need to create the 
links between engineers that optimise these meetings. It is recommended that this 
can be done via more ‘informal’ events such as social events and off-site 
workshops. 

• Include knowledge sharing behaviour requirements in team members 
performance reviews e.g. ask an engineer to demonstrate capture and sharing of 
lessons learnt relevant to the project. 

• If someone is scheduled to leave the team arrange for an expertise transfer 
session to reduce the risk of loss of knowledge. Agree on what expertise needs to 
be captured and formally capture and share this knowledge. Identify the team 
members that can benefit and give them access to this knowledge. 

• Organise joint training activities between the customer and supplier. If engineers 
have the same perspective on a topic then they are likely to be more efficient in 
exchanging the right information. Shared understanding reduces risk in achieving 
task requirements. 

• Relegate the inhibiting fear factor of what information may and may not be shared. 
Increase transparency in the relationship by declaring what type of knowledge 
exchange can take place to achieve your objective. 

• Structure the team to enable optimised knowledge flow. Identify and remove 
bottlenecks to knowledge exchange. Actively connect workers with similar roles, 
interest and/or capabilities.  

• Analyse personal networks. Are the main actors in the relationship talking to the 
right people? How do they communicate? Do they trust each other?  Agree a plan 
with individuals to optimise their knowledge-sharing network.  An example request 
can be for them to communicate more regularly with nominated team members 
(ref section 11 for a personal network exercise). 

• Make use of knowledge sharing IT platforms to exchange information. Ensure that 
all team members have access and training on these systems. Organise joint 
training sessions on their use. 

• Ensure that all required sources of information are available to the team. Develop 
and share a database that lists the team members and other non-team expert 
sources of information along with their contact details. 
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9.0 MAKING IT WORK 

Relationship management is an intangible concept and in this respect can be difficult to 
deploy. Listed below are proposed change management techniques to help to ‘make it stick’. 

• Elicit management support to enable processes/contracts to include a relationship 
management initiative, as described in these guidelines. 

• Define clear opportunities that can be achieved through the application of 
relationship management. 

• Identify and address, through relationship management, quick wins that are ‘dear 
to the heart’ of people.  

• Communicate achievements through the use of the process. 

• Organise joint training sessions on the use of the relationship management 
process.  Ensure that people are ‘pulling in the same direction’. 

• Include the relationship management discussion as an agenda point in a supply 
chain meeting. 

• Include agreed interventions in project plans.  

• Incentivise users by rewarding relationship-building behaviours. 

• Mandate the use of the process by including in personal objectives. 

 

10.0 THE RELATIONSHIP MANGEMENT PROCESS AND SUPPLY CHAIN 
MEASUREMENT  

The relationship management process is an active one in that it looks at and records how the 
supply chain partnership is performing. It enables improvement areas to be identified and 
managed on an ongoing basis. A passive approach would look back at what was done, 
possibly over a long period and can miss improvement initiatives that took place some time 
ago. People simply forget. Listed below are some ideas on how using the RET can 
complement the supply chain measurement process. 

 

• Rationale recorded through the process can be re-used to help think critically 
about supply chain performance. This will make the measurement process less 
subjective and can be referenced when completing a scorecard measurement (or 
other) process (ref section 11 for Balanced Scorecard criteria and how the 
relationship evaluation process can help). 

• A requirement in the relationship management process is to set objectives against 
which relationship improvement can be benchmarked. Use the achievement of 
these objectives as evidence of performance. 

• Relationship evaluation is a two way process. Both the customer and supplier 
contribute. If the output of the process is used to measure supply chain 
performance then it will increase the level of trust in published performance 
indicators as all sides have had some input (either directly or indirectly) into their 
creation.   
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• By improving the state of the relationship you can improve knowledge exchange. 

With this in mind learning can be explicitly measured e.g. the number of lessons 
learnt captured and re-used or the number of expertise transfer sessions 
conducted. 

 

11.0 TEMPLATES 

Relationship Evaluation Tool - Template used to evaluate the relationship 

"Relationship 
Evaluation Tool.pdf"  
 
RET with scores and rationale – example of scoring the RET template plus some rationale 
capture 

  

RET_score_rationale
.pdf  

 
Balanced Scorecard criteria – how the relationship evaluation process can help in supply 
chain measurement 

 

"Balanced Scorecard 
and the relationship e 
 
Personal network exercise –Get key members of the supply chain team to try the personal 
network exercise. The output will help to see if they are communicating with the ‘right’ people 
and can give an indication of other factors, such as the strength of the communication and 
trust in the network. 

 

"Personal Network 
Exercise supply chain 
 

12.0 CONCLUSION 

The purpose of these guidelines is to offer the user a practical method for managing 
relationships. They are designed for use in relationships between two entities and their 
implementation will enable better knowledge management.  
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Relationships are contextual and we encourage the user to adapt the relationship evaluation 
tool and to ‘cherry pick’ relevant interventions in order to best suit specific situations. To 
optimise the use of the guidelines, one should think about how they can help support existing 
business processes. The example of the balanced scorecard for supply chain measurement 
has been used.  

With regards to knowledge management, these guidelines can be used to support lessons 
learned capture and reuse, expertise transfer, or creating value from analysing networks.  

Finally the bibliography gives references to paper and articles for those with the intention to 
read further in this subject. Some are referenced in the document. 
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