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The role of buyer–supplier relationships in
achieving economic sustainability in the private
telecommunication sector in Zimbabwe
Tinotenda Fredrick Munyimi1* and Doctor Felix Chari2

Abstract: This research assessed the role of buyer–supplier relationships in achieving
economic sustainability in the private telecommunication sector in Zimbabwe. The
objective was to determine the role of buyer–supplier relationships in achieving eco-
nomic sustainability in the private telecommunication sector in Zimbabwe. The target
population of this research was composed of private telecommunication companies in
Zimbabwe. This study employed simple random sampling technique where a sample
size of 76 procurement staff was selected to participate in this research as respon-
dents; these were procurement managers, procurement officers, buyers and procure-
ment clerks. The independent variables for buyer–supplier relationships were
transactional types of relationships, collaborative relationships and strategic alliances
relationships. On the other hand, the dependent variable was economic sustainability
of private telecommunication companies in Zimbabwe. This study was a survey of
private telecommunication companies in Zimbabwe and primary data were gathered
by the use of self administered closed-ended questionnaires and open-ended inter-
views as research instruments. Data were analysed using descriptive and inferential
statistics using Statistical Package Social Science (SPSS) software (Version 20), and
quantitative results were presented in the form of tables. Analysis for variant ANOVA
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and multiple regression analysis were used to test the hypothesis. This research
discovered that strategic alliance types of relationships with strategic suppliers and
transactional relationships with suppliers of routine materials have a great role in
achieving economic sustainability of private telecommunication companies in
Zimbabwe; hence, this research recommends private telecommunication companies
to partner with suppliers who supply strategic items and take advantage of transac-
tional kind of relationships especially with those suppliers who supply routine items in
order to take advantage of best available price in themarket. Future researchworks are
recommended to include the following:Would the recommendations for these kinds of
relationships reduce corruptions dramatically or eliminate them?. This is because the
current “Zimbabwe is open for business mantra” and telecommunication companies
are promoting transparency in all activities which include procurement as part of their
efforts to fight against corruption. Moreover, further research should be undertaken to
find out why collaborative types of relationships such as closer–tactical and single
sourced do not have a statistically significant role in achieving economic sustainability
in the private telecommunication sector in Zimbabwe, despite the fact that previous
literature is suggesting otherwise.

Subjects: Economics; Finance; Business, Management and Accounting

Keywords: buyer–supplier relationships; economic sustainability

1. Introduction
Companies compete in head-to-head battles for market share and position with other organiza-
tions in their competitive sets. In such competitive environments, suppliers are often treated in an
adversarial manner by procurers, as the relationship between procurers and suppliers is viewed as
a win–lose situation. However, many forward-looking companies have found it more effective to
work collaboratively with their suppliers to serve the ultimate customer. Terms such as alliances,
partnerships, collaborative relationships and boundary less organizations have been used to
describe these new buyer–supplier relationships (Terpend, Tyler, Krause, & Handfield, 2016).

Research in the supply chain has identified a number of key success factors to improve overall
performance of the supply chain, strategic alliances are one of them. In the past decades, alliance
activities have shown a tremendous growth. Alliances seem to have established themselves as
cornerstones for the competitive strategy of many organizations.

Today, buyer–supplier relationships have become “strategic” and the process of relationship
development is accelerated as firms strive to create relationships to achieve their goals. An
important phenomenon related to buyer–supplier relationships is that many procurers are devel-
oping single source suppliers because of the pressure to increase quality, reduce inventory, develop
just-in-time systems and decrease time to market. The ultimate goal in developing these capabil-
ities is to reduce costs. These cost reductions can be obtained through one of two models. In an
adversarial model, procurers pit suppliers against each to achieve lower costs. In a cooperative
model, both parties achieve lower costs through working together to lower both procurers’ and
supplier’s operating costs. This reduction is accomplished through better inventory management
and elimination of unnecessary tasks and procedures (Lysons & Farrington, 2015).

Evidence from the literature on strategic supplier alliances, a particular manifestation of a long-
term, collaborative relationship, suggests that procurers tend to prefer closer relationships when
they wish to control the dependability of supply or influence supplier quality and delivery sche-
dules. Suppliers may be similarly motivated when they seek to secure long-term, reliable markets
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or to influence customer quality. Much of the recent literature on buyer–supplier relationships
focuses either on the underlying attributes of relationships or how relationships impact perfor-
mance. It should be noted that the implicit assumption is that the subject is a cooperative rather
than a more hands-off relationship.

Economic sustainability is the pursuit of economic sustainable development objectives and
involves balancing economic issues such as fair trade, bids awarded to lowest bidder and other
economic considerations are included in procurement decisions. (Chartered Institute of
Purchasing and Supply 2016). In recent years, academics and procurement practitioners have
become increasingly interested in how organisations and their suppliers impact on the econ-
omy (Lysons and Farrington 2015). This has been compelled by the need by organizations to
comply with economic laws, control costs through whole life costing, managing supply chain
risks and the need for these organisations to have good reputation in the community and
industry.

The strategic role of buyer–supplier relationships as a lever for economic sustainability is much
more manifested now than before. These issues are relevant to managers as their stakeholders,
customers, regulatory bodies, non-governmental organisations and even their own employees are
increasingly demanding that organisations address and manage the economic issues which will
affect the future generation (Van Weele, 2017). Procurement managers are more relevantly
positioned here as they can impact the economic performance, through for example product or
service specification, evaluation and supplier selection, and evaluating performance of the provider
either by developing the performance evaluation criteria or using that criteria to evaluate the
providers’ fulfilment of the contract for which the provider was contracted.

A close scrutiny into studies on buyer–supplier relationships and economic sustainability
confirms that there are a number of researches, both older and newer, in this field. These
studies are explaining other independent variables contributing to economic sustainability
without showing how buyer–supplier relationships contribute to economic sustainability. For
example, Seuring and Muller (2016) and Carter and Roger (2017) assessed 191 papers that
hypothesized the framework of and a model to develop a sustainable supply chain and also in
their paper proposed a sustainable supply chain framework which focused on balancing eco-
nomic sustainability issues. Another research piloted by Gimenez, Sierra and Rodon (2015)
studied 41 research papers on sustainable supply chains and highlighted the importance of
a governance mechanism in developing a sustainable supply chain while also finding the
enablers of this governance mechanism.

To the best knowledge of the researcher, despite the existence of these vital studies in this area,
there are scarcely any researches investigating the relationship with a mixed approach design
which has been done to show the role of buyer–supplier relationships in achieving economic
sustainability in the private telecommunication sector in Zimbabwe. It is against this background
that this research endeavours to add to the existing body of knowledge and to ascertain the role of
buyer–supplier relationships in achieving economic sustainability in the private telecommunication
sector in Zimbabwe.

Understanding the role of buyer–supplier relationships in achieving economic sustainability in
the private telecommunication sector in Zimbabwe is the objective of this research. Both null and
alternative hypothesis were tested.

H0: There is significant correlation between buyer–supplier relationships and economic sustain-
ability of private telecommunication companies in Zimbabwe.
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H1: There is no significant correlation between buyer–supplier relationships and economic sustain-
ability of private telecommunication companies in Zimbabwe. The next section of this research
reviews the conceptual and empirical researches on buyer–supplier relationships. The other section
looks at the methodology employed before concluding with data presentation, analysis and
discussions of results. Finally, conclusions and some recommendations are presented.

2. Conceptual framework and empirical literature review
According to Njeru, Njeru, Memba and Tirimba (2015), conceptual framework refers to a group of
ideas which are scientifically organized to deliver a focus, a tool and rational for explanation and
integration of information and is generally attained in graphic illustrations. The variables show the
statistics that were related to this research as illustrated on Figure 1.

The conceptual framework in Figure 1 above demonstrates the interaction between the buying
firm and the external firm (supplier) and the role in the dependent variables. The conceptual
framework shown depicts how the independent variables directly affect economic sustainability
which helps in derivative of economic sustainability.

3. Empirical literature
Chari (2016) carried out a research on the significance of supplier relationships management on the
competitiveness of the manufacturing companies in Zimbabwe. The author noted that transactional
types of relationships are important to enhance organisational competitiveness typically in refining
supplier responsiveness, sustainability and decreasing of procurement costs in bread manufacturing
companies. It was recommended that transactional kind of relationships, which emphasise on price
alone, provides competitive advantage to manufacturing sector in the bakery industry. Kumar and
Rahman (2016) investigated the relationship between buyer–supplier relationships and supply chain
sustainability. Strategic alliances types of relationships were found to be positively contributing to
sustainability which comprises economic, social and environmental pillars by the researcher. Nsiah-
Asare and Boateng Prempeh (2016) study using the target population of polytechnics in Ghana on
measures of ensuring value for money in public procurement found out that background information
on respondents such as gender of respondent, level of educational qualification, age of respondent
and years of experience are vital as control variables because the demographics aids generate
sureness in reliability of data collected and finally the findings of the study.

4. Methodology
This study used a mixed method approach which employs both qualitative and quantitative
research methods in the form of descriptive survey. The target population of this research was

Independent Variables:                                                         Dependent Variables: 

Buyer-supplier relationships 

Transactional Relationships 

i. Adversarial 

ii. Arm’s length 

Collaborative Relationships 

i. Closer-tactical 

ii. Single sourced 

iii. Outsourcing 

Strategic Alliances Relationships 

i. Partnerships 

ii. Co-destiny 

Economic Sustainability 

i. Bids are awarded to 

lowest bid 

ii. Fair trade 

Figure 1. Conceptual
framework.
Source: Author (2018).

Munyimi & Chari, Cogent Business & Management (2018), 5: 1540917
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311975.2018.1540917

Page 4 of 11



all the procurement practitioners in the private telecommunication companies in Zimbabwe, by
the regulator POTRAZ report as in December 2017. Purposive sampling was used to select
respondents in the private telecommunication companies in Zimbabwe to gain access to
those who could give accurate information on the role of buyer–supplier relationships in
achieving economic sustainability in the private telecommunication sector in Zimbabwe.
A sample size of 76 procurement staff members out of total population of 95 was selected
using Krejcie and Morgan (2017)’s sample size calculator. Using closed-ended questionnaire and
open-ended interviews to back questionnaire results, data were gathered using questions
adapted from related study and individual questions formed by the investigator. To determine
if the respondent agreed or disagreed in a statement, Likert scale was used. The researchers
self administered a questionnaire in the private telecommunication sector in Zimbabwe.
Questionnaires were used because it can be used to collect both quantitative and qualitative
data from respondents at the similar time (Kothari, 2016). The researcher pretested the instru-
ment before final distribution to the procurement professionals. Pretesting assisted the
researcher in removing some ambiguities and confirming that the instrument measured what
was needed. Furthermore, pretesting enables the researcher to remove errors before the actual
collection of data begins (Gujarati, 2017) and 1% of the sample was considered sufficient for
pilot study that is 10 out of the 76 sampled procurement practitioners seen to be well informed
in procurement issues. Cronbach’s alpha test was conducted to ensure validity and reliability of
the questionnaire. An alpha score of .70 or more indicates that the instrument is reliable
(Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2017). Data collected using the questionnaire were analysed
using descriptive statistics by use of SPSS software (version 20). The data were then transferred
to Microsoft Word where it was presented and analysed. Tables were used to present the
findings on data. The data obtained were analysed based on the objectives of this research
and this research questions are to be answered. Multiple linear regression was run to assess the
role of this research variables which are set out in the objectives of this research. The econo-
metric model formulated to examine the relationship between the variables is as follows:

Ec ¼ A0 þ A1 T1ð Þ þ A2 T2ð Þ þ A3 T3ð Þ þ A4 T4ð Þ þ A5 T5ð Þ þ A6 T6ð Þ þ A7 T7ð Þ þ μ

where Ec = economic sustainability; A0 = the intercept term; µ = error term; A1, A2, A3, A4, A5, A6

and A7 = regression coefficients for the following variables respectively; T1 = transactional relation-
ships; T2 = gender; T3 = experiences in the procurement department; T4 = age of respondents; T5
= levels of education of respondents; T6 = collaborative relationships; T7 = strategic alliances
relationships.

Demographics are included in the econometric model as control variables. According to Nsiah-
Asare and Boateng Prempeh (2016), background information on respondents such as gender of
respondent, level of educational qualification, age of respondent and years of experience are vital
as control variables because the demographics aids generate sureness in reliability of data
collected and finally the findings of the study.

5. Results and discussions
For reliability purposes of the tool, a Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient of .782 was established which
surpassed the minimum of .7 threshold supported by Saunders et al. (2017).

5.1. Demographic profile of the sample
This section presents the gender of respondents, length of service in the procurement department,
age of respondents and level of educational qualification in Table 1.

As shown in Table 1, this research revealed that majority of procurement personnel are male
with 60.5% while the fewer 39.5% were females. It is apparent from this research that the majority
of the respondents 38.2% fall within the 41–50 years age class as shown in Table 1. Nevertheless,
it can be inferred from this research that there is a standard level of knowledge amid the private
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telecommunication sector procurement professionals in Zimbabwe have attained at least diploma
and undergraduate degrees in purchasing and supply management, the basic level of education in
the procurement department. In terms of procurement experience, Table 1 shows a moderately
high number of experienced procurers in the private telecommunication sector with 46.1% having
been in the procurement field for 16 years and above.

5.2. Role of buyer–supplier relationships in achieving economic sustainability
Regressing transactional relationships, collaborative relationships, strategic alliances relationships,
age of respondents, gender, experiences in the procurement department and levels of education
gave the multiple linear regression analysis model summary in Table 2.

As shown on the Table 2, there is an R square value of 80.3%. R square shows that the seven
independent variables clarify 80.3% of the variance in economic sustainability of the private
telecommunication sector in Zimbabwe. It is therefore sufficient to conclude that the independent
variables play an important role in achieving economic sustainability in the private telecommuni-
cation sector in Zimbabwe given that the unexplained variance is only (100% − 80.3% = 19.7%),
some missing variables in the model which are explained by the error term constitute only 19.7%.
R = .896, this means that the dependent variable has a positive relationship with the independent
variables. Therefore, it suffices that by changing the independent variables in the equation,
economic sustainability will change in the same direction. The ANOVA table is illustrated in Table 3.

Table 1. Demographic profile of the sample

Characteristic Variable Frequency Percentage

Gender Male 46 60.5

Female 30 39.5

Age Below 20 years 2 2.6

21–30 years 10 13.2

31–40 years 16 21.1

41–50 years 29 38.2

51–60 years 14 18.4

Above 60 years 5 6.6

Level of education Postgraduate 6 7.9

Undergraduate 30 39.5

Diploma 22 28.9

Certificate 14 18.4

Advanced level 3 3.9

Ordinary level 1 1.3

Experiences in the
procurement department

0 ≤ Experience ≤ 5 6 7.9

6 ≤ Experience ≤ 14 18.4

11 ≤ Experience ≤ 15 21 27.6

Experience ≥16 35 46.1

Source: Primary Data (2017)

Table 2. Multiple linear regression model summary

Model R R square Adjusted
R square

Std. error of the
estimate

1 .896a .803 .783 .66241
aPredictors: (Constant), strategic alliances relationships, gender, transactional relationships, collaborative relation-
ships, age group, levels of education, experiences in the procurement department.
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As shown by Table 3, the overall model is statistically significant because p < α, there was
a statistically significant difference between groups as determined by one-way ANOVA F(7,
68) = 39,653, p = .000. The coefficients are illustrated in Table 4.

As shown in Table 4, transactional relationships was found to have a positive linearly significant
role in economic sustainability (β = .114, ρ = .046 < .05). Here one unit change in transactional
relationships results in .114 unit upsurge in economic sustainability. The results agree with inter-
view participants since they agreed they use transactional types of relationships almost always in
a perfect competitive market structure. Anonymous participant spoke about how transactional
kind of relationships influences economic sustainability positively:

Yes, definitely transactional types of relationships has a positive role in achieving economic
sustainability since transactional relationships with the suppliers of routine items like car-
tridges, computer consumables and stationeries allowed the company to take advantage of
best available prices.

The finding coincides with Chari (2016) on his research entitled “The Significance of Supplier
Relationships Management on the Competitiveness of the Manufacturing Companies in
Zimbabwe” who found that transactional types of relationships have a positive correlation on
firm competitiveness. Gender positively and significantly affected economic sustainability
(β = .202, ρ = .054 < .05). This means that one unit change in gender results in .202 unit increase

Table 3. Multiple linear regression analyses of variance

Model Sum of
squares

Df Mean
square

F Sig.

1 Regression 121.794 7 17.399 39.653 .000a

Residual 29.838 68 .439

Total 151.632 75
aPredictors: (Constant), strategic alliances relationships, gender, transactional relationships, collaborative relation-
ships, age group, level of education, experiences in the procurement department.
bDependent variable: economic sustainability.

Table 4. Multiple linear regression coefficients

Unstandardized
coefficients

Standardized
coefficients

Multiple linear regression model
independent variables

B Std.
error

Beta T Sig.

1 (Constant) 6.040 .617 9.793 .000

T1 = transactional
relationships

.114 .067 −.103 −1.689 .046

T2 = gender .202 .332 .070 .609 .054

T3 = experiences in
the procurement
department

−.164 .162 −.113 −1.010 .316

T4 = age groups .036 .082 .030 .440 .051

T5 = levels of
education

.118 .107 .088 1.097 .027

T6 = collaborative
relationships

−.102 .071 −.097 −1.431 .157

T7 = strategic alliances
relationships

.858 .077 −.782 −11.075 .000

aDependent variable: economic sustainability.
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in economic sustainability. Experiences in the procurement department negatively and insignif-
icantly affected economic sustainability (β = −.164, ρ = .316 > .05). This means that one unit
change in experiences results in −.164 unit decrease in economic sustainability. Age groups
positively and significantly affected economic sustainability (β = .036, ρ = .051 < .05). This means
that one unit change in age groups results in .036 unit increase in economic sustainability. Levels
of education positively and significantly affected economic sustainability (β = .118, ρ = .027 < .05).
This means that one unit change in levels of education results in .118 unit increase in economic
sustainability. Collaborative relationships negatively and insignificantly affected economic sustain-
ability (β = −.102, ρ = .157 > .05). This means that one unit change in collaborative relationships
results in −.102 unit decrease in economic sustainability. The negative coefficient shows that there
is an inverse correlation between collaborative types of relationships and economic sustainability.
Anonymous participant explained why collaborative types of relationships have a negative role in
achieving economic sustainability:

Collaborative types of relationships have a negative role in achieving economic sustainability
since we use them rarely in a market composed of many sensitive buyers with few suppliers
on suppliers who supply strategic items like fibre optic cables, steel and concrete manhole
covers.

Strategic alliances relationships was found to have a positive linearly significant influence in
economic sustainability (β = .858, ρ = .000 < .05). Here, one unit change in strategic alliances
relationships results in .858 unit increase in economic sustainability. Another participant states
that strategic alliances relationships contribute positively to achieving economic sustainability at
their company as follows:

Strategic alliances relationships contribute positively to achieving economic sustainability
since there is presence of institutional trust with selective suppliers who supply strategic items
like optic fibre cables and networking equipment and manhole covers which enables the
procurer and the supplier to achieve a fair price, strategic alliances relationships with suppliers
had led to supplier complacency hence achieving economic sustainability.

The findings of this research concur with a research by Kumar and Rahman (2016) entitled “Buyer–
Supplier Relationships and Supply Chain Sustainability”; it was found that strategic alliances kind of
relationships positively impacted the triple bottom line of sustainability which comprises economic,
social and environmental performance measures, “this research confirmed their results”.
Replacing the multiple linear regression coefficients in the equation gives the following multiple
linear regression equation when the independent variables are changed.

Ec ¼ 6:040þ 0:114 T1ð Þ þ 0:202 T2ð Þ � 0:164 T3ð Þ þ 0:036 T4ð Þ þ 0:118 T5ð Þ � 0:102 T6ð Þ
þ 0:858 T7ð Þ þ μ

Nevertheless, at 5% level of significance, transactional relationships, gender, age groups, levels of
education and strategic alliances relationships have a significant influence in economic sustainability
in the private telecommunication sector in Zimbabwe with p-values of .046, .054, .051, .027 and .000,
respectively, and therefore, their multiple linear regression coefficients should be retained in the final
multiple linear regression model. The p-values associated with the coefficients for experiences in the
procurement department and collaborative relationships are .316 and .157, an implication that
although experiences in the procurement department and collaborative relationships have an
influence in economic sustainability in the private telecommunication sector in Zimbabwe, its effect
is insignificant and so it may be released in reporting the final multiple linear regression model.
Therefore, predictor equation for economic sustainability multiple linear regression model becomes:

Ec ¼ 6:040þ 0:114 T1ð Þ þ 0:202 T2ð Þ þ 0:036 T4ð Þ þ 0:118 T5ð Þ þ 0:858 T7ð Þ þ μ

The results further concludes that of all the independent variables considered in this research,
strategic alliances types of relationships contribute the greatest to economic sustainability in the
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private telecommunication sector in Zimbabwe followed by gender as shown by their bigger
coefficients. Age groups have the weakest influence in economic sustainability in the private
telecommunication sector in Zimbabwe.

6. Conclusions, recommendations and areas for further research
This research concludes that transactional kind of relationships, which include adversarial and
arm’s length, have positively linearly significant role in the private telecommunication sector
sustainability in Zimbabwe. Through open-ended interviews with procurement staff in the private
telecommunication sector in Zimbabwe, this research established that transactional kind of rela-
tionships with suppliers of routine items like cartridges, computer consumables and stationeries
allowed the company to achieve economic sustainability in the private telecommunication sector
in Zimbabwe by taking advantage of best available prices. Collaborative relationships are insignif-
icant in achieving economic sustainability and they have a negative correlation with economic
sustainability in the private telecommunication sector in Zimbabwe. This research concluded that
suppliers who supply strategic items were considered for long-term relationships. It also concludes
that strategic alliances with suppliers of strategic items such as optic fibre cables and networking
equipment and manhole covers have a positive significant role in achieving economic sustain-
ability in the private telecommunication sector in Zimbabwe. Through open-ended interviews with
procurement staff in the private telecommunication sector in Zimbabwe, this research concluded
that strategic alliances enables the procurer and the supplier to achieve a fair price hence
achieving economic sustainability in the private telecommunication sector in Zimbabwe. From
this research, the following recommendations are made:

● The procurement should take advantage of transactional kind of relationships such as adversarial
and arm’s length especially with those suppliers who supply routine items like cartridges, compu-
ter consumables and stationeries in order to take advantage of best available price in the market
so as to achieve economic sustainability in the private telecommunication sector in Zimbabwe.

● The procurement should use strategic alliances types of relationships such as co-destiny and
partnerships to ensure that they partnered with suppliers, who supply strategic items like optic
fibre cables and networking equipment and manhole covers, in order to ensure fair prices
which will result in win–win outcome with the suppliers to achieve economic sustainability in
the private telecommunication sector in Zimbabwe.

● Private telecommunication sector companies in Zimbabwe must use these buyer–supplier
relationships with a pure vision in mind as to the nature of the products bought, the type of
the supplier and why they want to use the type of buyer–supplier relationship.

● Further research works are recommended to include the following, would the recommenda-
tions for these kinds of buyer–supplier relationships reduce corruptions dramatically or elim-
inate them. This is because the current “Zimbabwe is open for business mantra” and
telecommunication companies are promoting transparency in all activities which include
procurement as part of their efforts to fight against corruption.

● Further research should be undertaken to find out why collaborative types of relationships
such as closer–tactical and single sourced do not have a statistically significant role in
achieving economic sustainability in the private telecommunication sector in Zimbabwe,
despite the fact that previous literature is suggesting otherwise.
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