
Clauss, Thomas; Tangpong, Chanchai

Article  —  Published Version

Perception‐based Supplier Attributes and Performance
Implications: A Multimethod Exploratory Study

Journal of Supply Chain Management

Provided in Cooperation with:
John Wiley & Sons

Suggested Citation: Clauss, Thomas; Tangpong, Chanchai (2019) : Perception‐based Supplier
Attributes and Performance Implications: A Multimethod Exploratory Study, Journal of Supply Chain
Management, ISSN 1745-493X, Wiley, Hoboken, NJ, Vol. 55, Iss. 4, pp. 34-66,
https://doi.org/10.1111/jscm.12211

This Version is available at:
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/230119

Standard-Nutzungsbedingungen:

Die Dokumente auf EconStor dürfen zu eigenen wissenschaftlichen
Zwecken und zum Privatgebrauch gespeichert und kopiert werden.

Sie dürfen die Dokumente nicht für öffentliche oder kommerzielle
Zwecke vervielfältigen, öffentlich ausstellen, öffentlich zugänglich
machen, vertreiben oder anderweitig nutzen.

Sofern die Verfasser die Dokumente unter Open-Content-Lizenzen
(insbesondere CC-Lizenzen) zur Verfügung gestellt haben sollten,
gelten abweichend von diesen Nutzungsbedingungen die in der dort
genannten Lizenz gewährten Nutzungsrechte.

Terms of use:

Documents in EconStor may be saved and copied for your personal
and scholarly purposes.

You are not to copy documents for public or commercial purposes, to
exhibit the documents publicly, to make them publicly available on the
internet, or to distribute or otherwise use the documents in public.

If the documents have been made available under an Open Content
Licence (especially Creative Commons Licences), you may exercise
further usage rights as specified in the indicated licence.

  http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.zbw.eu/
http://www.zbw.eu/
https://doi.org/10.1111/jscm.12211%0A
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/230119
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.leibniz-gemeinschaft.de/


PERCEPTION-BASED SUPPLIER ATTRIBUTES AND
PERFORMANCE IMPLICATIONS: A MULTIMETHOD

EXPLORATORY STUDY

THOMAS CLAUSS
University of Southern Denmark, and Philipps-University of Marburg

CHANCHAI TANGPONG
North Dakota State University

Attributes of suppliers such as capabilities are considered important
aspects of successful buyer–supplier relationships. Previous research relates
supplier attributes largely to intraorganizational supply chain practices,
such as supplier selection and evaluation, and assumes that supplier attri-
butes can be objectively assessed independently of the relationships with
suppliers. This study expands on this literature by (1) exploring supplier
attributes as perceived by purchasing managers in ongoing buyer–supplier
relationships and (2) examining how these perception-based supplier attri-
butes are associated with performance-influencing practices, which can in
turn shape relational outcomes of the relationships. In doing so, we com-
bine two exploratory qualitative studies. We conduct 60 repertory grid
interviews with purchasing managers in Study 1 and 25 semi-structured
interviews with another set of purchasing managers in Study 2. The find-
ings of this study are finally theorized through the supply chain practice
view and are summarized into an integrative theoretical model. This study
thus provides a more nuanced understanding of perception-based supplier
attributes and their implications on performance-influencing practices and
relational outcomes in buyer–supplier relationships.

Keywords: buyer; supplier relationships; supplier evaluation; buyer perceptions; sup-
plier attributes; relational performance; dark side of buyer; supplier relationships;
supply chain practice view; repertory grid technique; semi-structured interviews

INTRODUCTION
Over the past decades, numerous industries have

been restructured toward vertical disintegration (Jaco-
bides, 2005), and firms have increasingly relied on
suppliers at higher levels of their operations, ranging
from technologies, modules, and even systems
(Helander & M€oller, 2008). The role of suppliers in
many industries has even expanded from primary

contributions to cost efficiency to a greater engage-
ment in new product development and innovation
(Azadegan, Dooley, Carter, & Carter, 2008; Clauss &
Spieth, 2016; Terpend, Tyler, Krause, & Handfield,
2008). Today, suppliers account for more than 60%
of the gross value-added in the manufacturing sector
in industrial countries (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017).
This number even increases to over 80% in certain
industry sectors such as the automotive industry (Sta-
tista, 2017). Consequently, the management of buyer–
supplier relationships and supply chains has become
pivotal for focal firms (i.e., buyers thereafter) in
attaining long-term viability in today’s marketplace
(Clauss & Tangpong, 2018; Koufteros, Vickery, &
Dr€oge, 2012; Terpend, Krause, & Dooley, 2011).
To address this managerial challenge, research has

long investigated supply chain management practices
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and related performance outcomes (Terpend et al.,
2008; Zimmermann & Foerstl, 2014). The focus of
this research stream has evolved from operational per-
formance outcomes (e.g., cost and quality) to capabil-
ity-based values (e.g., continuous improvement and
new product development) (Terpend et al., 2008),
and from individual firm performance to relational
performance or outcomes generated from buyer–sup-
plier relationships (Carter, Kosmol, & Kaufmann,
2017). With this evolution of the research field, sup-
plier attributes have become a key consideration in
supplier selection and evaluation (e.g., Koufteros
et al., 2012). However, supplier attributes in the litera-
ture are conceptually derived to assist buyer firms in
conducting supplier evaluations and audits as part of
intraorganizational supply chain management practice
(Carter et al., 2017). This research assumed that sup-
plier attributes could be objectively assessed, indepen-
dent of the context of a particular buyer–supplier
relationship. Therefore, supplier attributes have largely
been decoupled from the contexts of buyer–supplier
relationships. With such a narrow domain of applica-
tion, the supplier attribute as a theoretical concept has
not been fully harnessed to advance our understand-
ing of supply chain management practices and rela-
tional outcomes generated from buyer–supplier
relationships in supply chains.
In this study, we maintain that the meaning and

the effects of supplier attributes are contingent on
the relational context of buyer–supplier relationships.
This is because (1) several supplier attributes emerge
in the course of repeated interactions (e.g., Ta,
Esper, Ford, & Garcia-Dastuge, 2018; Wagner, Coley,
& Lindemann, 2011), (2) varying and negative
(dark-side) effects of supplier attributes could only
be explained in the relational context of buyer–sup-
plier relationships (e.g., Anderson & Jap, 2005; Nar-
ayanan & Narasimhan, 2014), and (3) supplier
attributes are not always fully objective but can
result from the perception of the individuals (i.e.,
purchasing managers) who are carrying out supply
chain management practices (Kaufmann, Meschnig,
& Reimann, 2014). With that backdrop, this study
has two main objectives:

1 To revisit the concept of the supplier attribute.
Specifically, we aim to expand it into the perception-
based supplier attribute, which refers to the attributes
of suppliers that are embedded in buyer–supplier
relationships and are inherent in the perceptions of
purchasing managers who manage buyer–supplier
relationships. To attain this objective, we use the
repertory grid technique (Kelly, 1955) in Study 1 to
uncover the perception-based supplier attributes in
the relational context of buyer–supplier relation-
ships.

2 To explore the performance-influencing practices
linking the perception-based supplier attributes to
relational outcomes. This objective is motivated by
the supply chain practice view (Carter et al., 2017),
suggesting that imitable interorganizational supply
chain management practices can explain differences
in relational outcomes (i.e., performance, either effi-
ciency or effectiveness, generated from relationships
in the supply chains). We define performance-influ-
encing practices in this study as the supply chain
management practices that are associated with per-
ception-based supplier attributes (identified in
Study 1) and have implications on relational out-
comes. These practices could reinforce or inhibit
relational outcomes in the supply chains. To
accomplish this objective, we conduct semi-struc-
tured interviews with purchasing managers in Study
2 to garner perceptions that buyers have formed
not during selection but instead over the course of
relationships with suppliers. Based on such inter-
view data, we then derive a theoretical model
regarding perception-based supplier attributes, their
performance-influencing practices, and relational
outcomes.

Our study makes two important theoretical contri-
butions. First, we investigate perception-based sup-
plier attributes, which are embedded in the context
of the relationship and emerge from the perceptions
of purchasing managers, along with their implica-
tions on performance-influencing practices and rela-
tional outcomes. This study thus elaborates and
extends the initial supply chain practice view (Carter
et al., 2017) in relation to supplier attributes. Our
findings provide a nuanced understanding of the
practices that are associated with perception-based
supplier attributes and that can influence relational
outcomes in buyer–supplier relationships. As certain
practices are involved with behavioral mechanisms
potentially intertwined with perception-based sup-
plier attributes, this study also reveals that some
supply chain management practices, when associated
with perception-based supplier attributes, might be
more idiosyncratic and less imitable than it has
been theoretically assumed. Second, by analyzing
several performance-inhibiting practices leading to
negative effects on the relational outcomes, this
study also contributes to the emerging literature on
the dark side of buyer–supplier relationships (e.g.,
Villena, Revilla, & Choi, 2011).
In addition, being limited to the empirical data

from the buyer side, this study expands our under-
standing of how buyers recognize supplier attributes
that may matter to certain supply chain management
practices and relational outcomes in the relation-
ships. This study does not capture suppliers’
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perceptions to develop a truly complete picture of
buyer–supplier relationships. Thus, it can only serve
as a first step toward the ultimate goal of under-
standing the interorganizational dynamics in buyer–
supplier relationships.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Supply Chain Management Practices, Supplier
Attributes, and Operational Performance
An extensive body of empirical research has investi-

gated the performance effects of supply chain manage-
ment practices in buyer–supplier relationships
(Terpend et al., 2008). In a recent meta-analysis, Zim-
mermann and Foerstl (2014) have revealed that sup-
ply chain management practices have positive effects
on various performance dimensions, such as opera-
tional performance, market performance, and finan-
cial performance. However, the types of outcomes
that can be derived from buyer–supplier relationships
have changed considerably over the years. Suppliers
are increasingly associated with capability-based out-
comes, such as joint new product development
(Azadegan et al., 2008; Terpend et al., 2008). They
have become more integrated into the buyers’ opera-
tions and need to possess relevant attributes beyond
competitive prices and the ability to deliver on time
(Koufteros et al., 2012). As such, supply chain man-
agement practices must ensure that suppliers possess
the attributes needed for facilitating effective buyer–
supplier relationships and enhancing the operational
performance of the relationship (Eggers, Hofman,
Schiele, & Holschbach, 2017; Katsikeas, Paparoidamis,
& Katsikea, 2004).
Supply chain management practices lean on supplier

attributes as a means of evaluating/selecting suppliers
and managing buyer–supplier relationships. Specifi-
cally, research studies in the domain of supplier evalu-
ation and selection provide a considerable number of
supplier attributes or different characteristics of suppli-
ers, such as performance indicators, organizational
factors, relational behaviors, and competences (e.g.,
Anderson, Coltman, Devinney, & Keating, 2011;
Eggers et al., 2017; Katsikeas et al., 2004; Sarkis & Tal-
luri, 2002). Empirical research has also linked sup-
plier attributes with the performance of buyer firms
(Eggers et al., 2017; Kannan & Tan, 2002; Katsikeas
et al., 2004; Koufteros et al., 2012). This research
stream has shown that, if suppliers with the desirable
attributes are selected, better performance outcomes
may be realized. Table 1 provides a summary of the
attributes that have been identified and tested in these
previous studies.
While this line of research has greatly advanced sup-

ply chain management practices, most of the above-
mentioned supplier attributes are decoupled from the

relational context of buyer–supplier relationships.
Classifications of supply chain management practices
typically consider activities such as supplier selection
and supplier evaluation as intraorganizational supply
chain management practices, which only require inter-
nal resources from the buyer and are independent of
the relationship between the buyer and the supplier
(Carter et al., 2017; Terpend et al., 2008; Zimmer-
mann & Foerstl, 2014). However, Carter et al. (2017)
recently argued that the distinction between intraorga-
nizational and interorganizational supply chain man-
agement practices might not be as clear-cut but rather
gradually varying in degrees of suppliers’ involvement,
ranging from purely one-sided to highly intertwined
practices. Thus, to effectively carry out certain intraor-
ganizational supply chain management practices (e.g.,
supplier evaluation), it might still call for the mutual
relationship between the buyer and the supplier and
the consideration of relational context.

Perception-Based Supplier Attributes in the
Relational Context of Buyer–Supplier
Relationships
The established buyer–supplier relationship literature

also provides several reasons for analyzing supplier
attributes within the relational context of buyer–sup-
plier relationships. First, several empirical findings
indicate that the performance effects of supplier attri-
butes are contingent on the relational context of the
buyer–supplier relationship. Anderson et al. (2011)
found that buyers’ preferences for supplier attributes
varied greatly between different classes of buyers, indi-
cating that the individual perceptions of supplier attri-
butes might not be consistent across different buyer–
supplier relationships. Narayanan and Narasimhan
(2014) also found that positive effects of supplier flex-
ibility on performance only emerged if the buyer–sup-
plier relationships were partnership-like.
Second, certain supplier attributes are inherently

intertwined with buyer–supplier relationships and
could not be evaluated in a purely intraorganizational
context. Spekman, Kamauff, and Myhr (1998) showed
that buyers highly valued supplier attributes, such as
integrity, familiarity, and fairness, which are inher-
ently bound to mutual interactions. Wagner et al.
(2011) further showed that suppliers’ reputations for
honesty, fairness, and concern for buyers fostered rela-
tionship continuity and future collaboration intent
from the buyer’s perspective. The supplier attribute of
trustworthiness, which reflects the buyer’s belief that
the supplier is reliable and will adhere to their obliga-
tions in the relationship (Inkpen, 2000), is not static
but varies along the relationship life cycle in buyer–
supplier relationships (Ta et al., 2018). Since buyer–
supplier relationships are often characterized by inter-
personal interactions of individual agents, scholars
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have highlighted that supplier attributes might also
involve amicable attitudes toward suppliers based on
positive emotions and social benefits to purchasing
managers (Gligor & Autry, 2012). According to Heide
and Wathne (2006), friendships between professionals
in buyer–supplier relationships are formed either
through the selection of a supplier that possesses lik-
able attributes or through development in a social
process. As friendships usually create social value,
mutual friendliness accompanies greater relationship
performance (Heide & Wathne, 2006).
Third, focusing solely on supplier attributes from an

intraorganizational perspective fails to explain why
generally positive characteristics of buyer–supplier
relationships might also have negative effects. Recent
research has emphasized that a dark side of long-term
and close buyer–supplier relationships exists (Oliveira
& Lumineau, 2019). Studies have shown that close
buyer–supplier relationships with excessive social capi-
tal can hurt the operational performance of those par-
ties involved in the relationships (e.g., Anderson &
Jap, 2005; Villena et al., 2011). Cognitive processes
such as collective blindness or carelessness might cre-
ate situations in which generally positive supplier
attributes, despite strengthening the relationships,
might even harm the operational performance of
buyer–supplier relationships (Anderson & Jap, 2005;
Villena et al., 2011).
Finally, as supplier attributes are embedded in rela-

tionships between buyers and suppliers (e.g., trustwor-
thiness, fairness, or friendliness), they often are not
objectively measurable but rather dependent on the
perception of individual agents (i.e., purchasing man-
agers in this study) (Adobor, 2005; Riedl, Kaufmann,
Zimmermann, & Perols, 2013). Purchasing managers
or other individual agents thus possess opinions,
beliefs, and attitudes when interpreting supplier attri-
butes in the relationships (Kaufmann et al., 2014).
We maintain that this individual perception signifi-
cantly influences the behavioral dynamics linking sup-
plier attributes and relational outcomes (Hald,
Cord�on, & Vollmann, 2009). Scholars have also called
for research to open the black box of behavioral
dynamics in supply chain management practices
(Guercini, La Rocca, Runfola, & Snehota, 2014). Thus,
we aim to explore perception-based supplier attributes
in the context of buyer–supplier relationships based
on the perceptions of purchasing managers who per-
form related supply chain management practices. We
maintain that, by examining on the perception level
of purchasing managers, we can gain a more nuanced
understanding about how supplier attributes influence
supply chain management practices and in turn the
performance outcomes of the buyer–supplier relation-
ship. We thus position our exploratory investigation
of perception-based supplier attributes in the supply

chain practice view recently introduced by Carter et al.
(2017).
The supply chain practice view extends the practice-

based view (Bromiley & Rau, 2014), which argues that
performance variations among firms can be explained
by imitable and transferable intraorganizational prac-
tices, across the boundaries of the firm. The central
argument of the supply chain practice view is that
imitable interorganizational supply chain manage-
ment practices can explain differences in relational
outcomes of buyer–supplier relationships (Carter
et al., 2017). According to the supply chain practice
view, relational outcomes are defined as performance
benefits that are mutually generated in the relation-
ships and could not be attained by one firm alone.
These outcomes encompass the dimensions of effi-
ciency (e.g., cost reductions) and effectiveness (e.g.,
joint product development; Carter et al., 2017). Fol-
lowing the supply chain practice view, in this study,
we explore perception-based supplier attributes, their
related interorganizational performance-influencing
practices, and relational outcomes generated in buyer–
supplier relationships.

OVERVIEW OF THE EXPLORATORY
MULTIMETHOD RESEARCH DESIGN

As the purpose of this study was to identify percep-
tion-based supplier attributes and explore their rela-
tional outcome implications, we leverage the
strengths of two methodologies: the repertory grid
technique and semi-structured interviews. The reper-
tory grid technique, used to identify the perception-
based supplier attributes in Study 1, is a cognitive
mapping tool used in a structured interview to elicit
and evaluate mental models of individuals concern-
ing personal constructs (Wright, 2004). The “ap-
proach captures cognitive content within the person’s
specific meaning of his/her knowledge while also
integrating cognition, affect, and behavior within the
act of ‘construing’. . .” (Carrillat, Riggle, Locander,
Gebhardt, & Lee, 2009, p. 484). The repertory grid
technique can be applied to obtain information
about the underlying perception-based attributes that
operate in purchasing managers’ minds in characteriz-
ing suppliers (Flint et al., 2012). The repertory grid
technique rests upon the assumption that individual
perception-based attributes regarding a subject are
built by assessing the similarities and differences in
this subject compared with others (Fransella & Ban-
nister, 1977). Hence, in the context of our research,
the identification of perception-based supplier attri-
butes requires that each interviewee (i.e., purchasing
managers) compare different suppliers to become
aware of nonobvious differences.
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As the repertory grid technique is primarily focused
on the identification of relevant constructs for charac-
terizing certain objects (i.e., suppliers), its method-
ological scope is rather limited regarding the analysis
of underlying processes and performance implications.
We thus combine the repertory grid technique with a
traditional semi-structured interview approach in
Study 2, which is more appropriate for in-depth
reflections on incidents from managers’ experiences
(Eisenhardt, 1989). We specifically use the perception-
based supplier attributes from Study 1 to direct the
analysis in Study 2 and to design the initial interview
guide. The semi-structured interviews with purchasing
managers then help us to unveil the performance-in-
fluencing practices in buyer–supplier relationships that
are potentially associated with these attributes. Taken
together, the results from the two studies are used to

guide the development of our theoretical model
regarding perception-based supplier attributes, their
performance-influencing practices, and relational out-
comes perceived by buyers. The multimethodological
steps used in this study are illustrated in Figure 1.

STUDY 1: REPERTORY GRID STUDY

Methodology
Advantages of the Repertory Grid Technique for the

Identification of Perception-based Supplier Attributes.
As the topic is complex and operates on the percep-
tual level, traditional direct interviews can be more
prone to biases in the interviewees’ understanding as
well as their responses. The repertory grid technique
provides a highly structured approach for the data col-
lection and analysis that directs attention to

FIGURE 1
Methodological Procedure

2. Identification of relational outcomes and performance-influencing practices related to 
perception-based supplier attributes 

Content: • Judgmental sampling and acquisition of informants
• Semi-structured  interviews with purchasing managers about the supply chain management 

practices, and relational outcomes  related to the 7 key perception-based supplier attributes  
from Study 1

• Adjustment of questions after theoretical saturation
Outcome: • Transcribed interviews with 25 purchasing managers (in total 857 min)

Content: Evaluation of perception-based supplier attributes based on variability and frequency
Outcome: 7 key perception-based supplier attributes

5. Identification of key perception-based supplier attributes 

4. Aggregation of perception-based supplier attributes

Content: Rating (1-6) of each supplier based on the perception-based supplier attributes from elicitation
Outcome: 63 (7 perception-based supplier attributes x 9 suppliers) ratings per respondent

Content: • Conducting bootstrapping by two raters to aggregate perception-based supplier attributes
• Reliability check with two additional raters

Outcome: 22 aggregated perception-based supplier attributes

Content: • Definition of elements ,preparation of repertory grid interview materials, and validation of
 the  procedure

• Judgmental sampling and acquisition of informants
Outcome: Sample of 60 purchasing managers covering 540 suppliers

Study 2: Semi-structured interviews for the exploration of the performance-influencing 
practices linking perception-based supplier attributes and relational outcomes

Study 1: Repertory grid study for exploration of perception-based supplier attributes
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subconscious differences and similarities related to the
subject under investigation. Therefore, the repertory
grid technique can mitigate the potential biases of tra-
ditional interviews in identifying supplier attributes
while allowing researchers to collect comparable inter-
view data across all interviewees (Flint et al., 2012).
In addition, since the interviewees elicit their personal
constructs independently, the potential risks of obser-
ver bias can be reduced (Stewart & Stewart, 1981).
The repertory grid technique has been used to unveil

the perceptions of individuals in various domains of
management research, such as perception of organiza-
tional members regarding the learning outcomes from
postproject reviews (Goffin & Koners, 2011), execu-
tives’ implicit understanding of the relationships
between corporate control types and decision speed
(Kownatzki, Walter, Floyd, & Lechner, 2013), as well
as the characteristics of long-term buyer–supplier rela-
tionships (Clauss & Tangpong, 2018). Although the
repertory grid technique has not been widely used in
supply chain management and buyer–supplier rela-
tionship research, it is considered to be particularly
suitable for increasing the rigor in qualitative research
in operations management regarding validity and reli-
ability (Flint et al., 2012). As our study focuses on the
perceptions of purchasing managers, the repertory grid
technique is considered a suitable research method
that fits the aim of this study in identifying percep-
tion-based supplier attributes.

Synopsis of the Methodological Approach. In this
study, we followed a detailed successive process as
illustrated in Figure 1 in conducting the repertory grid
analysis. We provide a synopsis of the main method-
ological considerations for this study as follows, and
the detailed description of the interview preparation
and execution can be found in the Appendix S1.
The basis of the repertory grid technique in our

study was the comparisons of nine supplier categories
that were provided to each of the respondents. These
supplier categories were adapted from Clauss and
Tangpong (2018) who used a repertory grid technique
to identify supplier characteristics that form strong
buyer–supplier relationships. These supplier categories
capture a range of typical, yet different types of suppli-
ers, such as “a supplier with whom you work together
frequently,” “a supplier with whom you work together
infrequently,” or “a supplier that could not be substi-
tuted by another due to unique products or compe-
tences.” The complete set of nine supplier categories is
shown in the repertory grid matrix shown in Table 2.
Before the interview, for each of these nine supplier
categories each respondent specified a name of a par-
ticular supplier that he or she knew well.
During the interview procedure, we utilized an

approach called “triading” (Jankovicz, 2004), in
which each respondent was provided with three of

the nine prespecified suppliers. Each of the respon-
dents was then asked the question, “What perception-
based attribute do two of these three suppliers have in
common that differs from the third one?” The result-
ing word or phrase was written on the left-hand side
of the repertory grid matrix (i.e., construct pole in
Table 2). For a more precise characterization, the
respondent was subsequently asked to provide a con-
trasting word or phrase that was put on the right-
hand side of the repertory grid matrix (i.e., contrast
pole) (Kelly, 1955; Wright, 2004). In total, each infor-
mant was provided with seven predefined triads of
suppliers, resulting in seven perception-based attri-
butes after each interview. After the informant elicited
seven perception-based supplier attributes, they rated
each of their nine suppliers using these perception-
based supplier attributes on a six-point scale ranging
from 1 (contrast pole fully applicable) to 6 (construct
pole fully applicable). Each repertory grid interview
resulted in a completed grid structure similar to the
example in Table 2. To ensure that the procedure
effectively elicits perception-based attributes of suppli-
ers from the interviewees, we conducted five pretest
repertory grid interviews with experienced purchasing
managers before commencing the full-scale repertory
grid study. The results of the pretests affirmed the ade-
quacy of the procedure, and then, we advanced the
repertory grid study to its full scale.

Sample
We used a judgmental sampling approach (Babbie,

1998) to identify informants for our study. In line
with previous studies on buyer–supplier relationships
(Goffin, Lemke, & Szwejczewski, 2006), we used the
German manufacturing sector as a sampling frame.
This sector is one of the most important contributors
to Germany’s economy and accounts for approxi-
mately 22.3% of its gross domestic product (Statista,
2017). These manufacturing companies integrate sup-
pliers’ parts, modules, and/or technologies into their
own operations; thus, they are relevant to the value
creation in buyer–supplier relationships and consid-
ered an appropriate context for the purpose of this
study. Our sample captured different industries within
this sector. We screened and selected suitable infor-
mants via XING, the leading professional social net-
work in German-speaking countries with more than
11 million registered users in Germany (XING, 2018),
based on (a) their professional background and expe-
rience and (b) their involvement with at least nine
suppliers representing each of the nine supplier cate-
gories in our repertory grid technique design. The pro-
fessional background and experience required that
each interviewee be a senior purchasing professional
and had at least five years of purchasing experience.
We collected a list of approximately 15,000 registered
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XING users who were working in purchasing in man-
ufacturing firms. We then randomly selected potential
interviewees from that list, prescreened their r�esum�es
for their current position and experience, and sent
them an invitation to participate in our study if these
criteria were in line with our requirements.1 In this
invitation letter, potential participants received a
description of our study intent and were asked
whether or not they were in close contact with at least
nine suppliers and whether they would be willing to
participate. If they answered yes, we sent the selected
informants the detailed instructions a few days prior
to the interviews to ensure that they were familiar
with the repertory grid interview procedure and had
adequate time to choose nine specific suppliers consis-
tent with the repertory grid technique design (cf.
Wright, 2004).
We conducted face-to-face repertory grid interviews

with 60 key informants. This number is considered
appropriate, given that we exceed the number of reper-
tory grid interviews used in most recent management
research (e.g., Clauss & D€oppe, 2016; Goffin & Koners,
2011; Goffin et al., 2006; Kownatzki et al., 2013;
Malmstr€om, Johansson, & Wincent, 2014; Wright,
2004). Although the number of interviews was prede-
termined (for details, see Appendix S1), repertory grid
researchers still advise to test whether or not data satu-
ration is achieved, so that the results adequately reflect
the phenomenon under investigation (Flint et al.,
2012). The results of a Pareto analysis showed that
after 16 repertory grid interviews, no new constructs
emerged; thus, data saturation was reached.
Our 60 informants came from different companies

in 12 manufacturing industries. Their managerial posi-
tions ranged from CEOs to operational purchasing
managers with a median tenure of eight years in their
current companies. The median size of these 60 com-
panies was 550 employees. Depending on company
size, the functional level of the informants changed,
as each of them had to be in direct contact with the
suppliers. In larger companies, the most knowledge-
able people were therefore identified mainly at an
operational purchasing level. Table 3 shows the details
of the informants’ characteristics.

Results
Aggregated Perception-Based Supplier Attributes. Dur-

ing the repertory grid interviews, 420 perception-based
supplier attributes were elicited (for details, see Phase
2 in Appendix S1 and the list of elicited attributes in
Appendix S2). To evaluate the relative importance of
perception-based supplier attributes for purchasing

managers, the attributes must be aggregated. We did
so by bootstrapping (Jankovicz, 2004), a procedure
in which all attributes are sorted iteratively into sub-
groups until homogeneous groups of attributes with
similar meanings are retrieved. Two coders performed
this procedure independently. After completion, the
coders compared their results and discussed different
groupings until consensus was reached. Finally, the
420 initial attributes were categorized into 22 higher-
order attributes (see in Appendix S2 for details). To
ensure that the 22 attributes were sufficiently reliable
when used by other researchers, a reliability check
was performed by two additional coders. Each coder
was provided with a randomly selected subset of 21
(5%) of the initial 420 attributes and was asked to
assign each of them to one of the 22 attributes. We
calculated conservative Krippendorff’s alpha values
(Krippendorff, 1970). With Krippendorff’s alphas of
0.893 and 0.846, the intercoder reliability of our
aggregation was considered reasonable. These 22 per-
ception-based supplier attributes were then used in
our subsequent analyses. Table 4 summarizes the
results of our aggregation and provides descriptions of
each perception-based supplier attribute.

Identifying the Key Perception-Based Supplier Attri-
butes. To focus only on those perception-based sup-
plier attributes with a high relative importance in
buyer–supplier relationships, we identify these key
attributes among the 22 perception-based supplier
attributes with a high relative importance for purchas-
ing managers. Therefore, we use the methodology of
Goffin et al. (2006), which utilizes frequency and vari-
ability measures. They suggest that an attribute can be
important if at least 25% of the interviews (i.e., 15 of
60 interviews) elicit it. However, the frequency mea-
sure alone is not sufficient to affirm the importance of
an attribute, as an attribute that is more apparent or
more easily articulated would be mentioned more fre-
quently by informants. Variability has thus been used
as an additional indicator of key attributes. Variability
is a mathematical measure of the spread of ratings for
a particular attribute in an individual grid. If an attri-
bute has high variability, the informant perceives
greater differences between the suppliers (Smith,
1986). Since the spread per interview can differ, the
variability of each attribute in an individual grid was
calculated and normalized across the 60 grids. If this
measure for an attribute is greater than the average
variability of all attributes (14.29%, see Table 5), this
attribute would adequately distinguish one supplier
from another (Goffin et al., 2006). Taken together,
the adequate levels of both frequency and variability
measures determine the key supplier attributes. The
key attribute analysis with frequency and variability
measures is reported in Table 5. The results show that
seven perception-based supplier attributes meet the

1Although this approach was designed to recruit a sample of
respondents that represents the German manufacturing sector in
general, we have no evidence to back up this assumption.
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TABLE 4

Description of the 22 Perception-Based Supplier Attributes

No.
Perception-based
supplier attribute

Example of initial bipolar supplier
attribute

Description as perceived
by purchasing managers

1 Agility agile ↔ unwilling, dynamic ↔ sedate,
spontaneous ↔ rigid

The supplier is dynamic
and spontaneous in
relation to changes.

2 Being fast fast ↔ slow, fast ↔ unhasty The supplier is fast and
efficient in carrying out
tasks.

3 Being organized structured ↔ chaotic,
structured ↔ unstructured

The supplier organization
and behavior is
structured and well-
organized.

4 Commitment to tasks committed to the task ↔ reluctant,
hard-working ↔ lazy,
motivated ↔ unmotivated

The supplier shows
significant commitment
and persistence that
manifests in the
willingness to work hard
and to go the extra mile
for the task at hand.

5 Communicativeness communicative ↔ noncommunicative,
open ↔ closed, talkative – offish

The supplier is willing to
openly communicate.

6 Competence competent ↔ incompetent,
experienced ↔ inexperienced,
professional ↔ unprofessional

The supplier has
professional experiences
and capabilities of
fulfilling even complex
tasks.

7 Conscientiousness Accurate ↔ careless,
conscientious ↔ sloppy,
precise ↔ imprecise

The supplier is accurate
and shows high precision
in its operations as well
as a clear focus on joint
goals and solutions.

8 Cooperativeness acting in concert ↔ competitive,
cooperative ↔ selfish, ready to
compromise ↔ stubborn

The supplier is fair and
cooperative and focuses
on mutual interaction
instead of opportunism.

9 Ease to work with easy to work with ↔ complicated,
easygoing ↔ serious,
uncomplicated ↔ cumbersome

The supplier is
uncomplicated and
unproblematic in the
interaction.

10 Flexibility flexible ↔ inflexible, flexible ↔ static,
versatile ↔ limited

The supplier is adaptable
and flexible regarding
buyer demands.

11 Friendliness close ↔ distant, family-
like ↔ anonymous,
friendly ↔ distant, professional,
personal ↔ impersonal

The supplier is familiar
and close to the buyer,
which also manifests
itself in personal and
informal interaction.

12 Helpfulness attentive ↔ inattentive,
helpful ↔ not helpful,
supportive ↔ not supportive

The supplier is attentive
and inclined to help and
to support the buyer.

(continued)
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frequency and variability requirements. These include
(a) trustworthiness, (b) friendliness, (c) helpfulness,
(d) reliability, (e) innovativeness, (f) proactiveness,
and (g) commitment to the task. Thereafter, we only
focused the subsequent analyses on these seven key
perception-based supplier attributes.

STUDY 2: SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS

Methodology
Data and Informants. We conducted 25 semi-struc-

tured interviews with purchasing managers to explore

the supply chain management practices that may link
the seven key perception-based supplier attributes iden-
tified above with the relational outcomes of buyer–sup-
plier relationships as perceived by buyers. Semi-
structured interviews allow researchers to reflect in-
depth on incidents from managers’ experiences, thus
providing opportunities to garner insights into the
inquiry of interest (Eisenhardt, 1989). This methodolog-
ical choice is based on the complex nature of the phe-
nomenon, the detailed understanding we aspire to
achieve, and the relevance of the contextual settings
(Creswell, 2013). The interview questions addressed the

TABLE 4 (continued)

No.
Perception-based
supplier attribute

Example of initial bipolar supplier
attribute

Description as perceived
by purchasing managers

13 Humor Funny, humorous ↔ conservative,
funny ↔ serious

The supplier has a happy
attitude and shows
humorous behavior.

14 Innovativeness creative ↔ not creative,
innovative ↔ not innovative, lateral
thinking – stuck

The supplier is creative
and innovative.

15 Patience patient ↔ impatient,
patient ↔ demanding,
understanding ↔ impatient

The supplier is patient
and understands the
buyer’s requirements.

16 Proactiveness active ↔ passive,
autonomous ↔ dependent,
proactive ↔ reactive

The supplier is proactive
and eager to take
initiatives regarding joint
activities instead of
waiting for requests of
the buyer.

17 Problem-solving solution-oriented ↔ not solution-
oriented, problem-solving ↔ not
problem-solving

The supplier shows a
behavior which is
directed to finding
solutions to problems.

18 Reliability on schedule ↔ unpunctual,
reliable ↔ unreliable

The supplier is reliable
and carries out tasks on
schedule.

19 Risk-taking adventurous ↔ conservative, open-
minded ↔ cautious, risk-taking,
venturesome ↔ careful, conservative

The supplier is open to
new and uncertain
projects and willing to
take risks in pursuing
these projects.

20 Self-confidence extroverted ↔ introverted, self-
confident ↔ insecure, poised –
doubtful

The supplier is strong,
charismatic, and has a
self-confident attitude.

21 Sympathy courteous ↔ discourteous,
kind ↔ unkind,
sympathetic ↔ awkward

The supplier is kind and
polite in the interaction,
which makes them
sympathetic.

22 Trustworthiness honest ↔ dishonest,
trusted ↔ distrusted,
trustworthy ↔ not trustworthy

The supplier is honest and
demonstrates a high
trustworthiness in the
interaction.
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relevance of perception-based supplier attributes on per-
formance-influencing practices and their relational out-
come implications (see Appendix A for the interview
protocol). We analyzed the results of the interviews
episodically and adjusted the interview questions
accordingly to follow up on emerging insights (Glaser &
Strauss, 1967). This process led to three phases of our
interview study. The first phase focused on the seven
perception-based attributes, the performance-influenc-
ing practices associated with those attributes, and the
relational outcome implications of these practices. As
the data in the first phase also presented an emerging
insight into the dark side of buyer–supplier relationships
(i.e., the negative effects of relational perception-based
supplier attributes), we introduced additional questions
to further explore this phenomenon in the second
phase, in addition to the original questions in the first
phase. Then, as the data showed adequate recurring
themes on perception-based supplier attributes, prac-
tices, and relational outcome implications, we repriori-
tized the interview efforts to focus primarily on
exploring the dark-side buyer–supplier relationship

phenomenon in the final phase of the interview study
and removed some of questions used in the first two
phases from the interview protocol. The interview ques-
tions used in the three phases of the interviews are pro-
vided in Appendix A.
In each interview phase, we interviewed different

informants, and their characteristics are summarized
in Table 6. Our informants for this study were pur-
chasing professionals with relevant managerial posi-
tions from German manufacturing industries. These
informants were not those in our repertory grid study
and were not involved in the identification of the per-
ception-based supplier attributes; thus, our study was
less subject to systematic biases than it might other-
wise have been. These informants were also randomly
selected following the same selection approach used
for Study 1. For these semi-structured interviews, we
did not predefine the number of interviews but con-
tinued until data saturation was reached (Eisenhardt,
1989; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). After 25 interviews, no
new information was retrieved, and we concluded the
interview process. The duration of the interviews

TABLE 5

Identification of Key Perception-based Supplier Attributes

Perception-based
supplier attributea

Frequency
(Percent)

Normalized
Variability Mean

Standard
Deviation

Sympathyb 62 (103.33%) 13.91 3.94 1.48
Communicativeness 31 (51.67%) 13.64 3.83 1.48
Proactiveness* 29 (48.33%) 14.50 3.97 1.44
Flexibility 27 (45.00%) 13.53 3.84 1.54
Friendliness* 24 (40.00%) 15.43 3.69 1.58
Helpfulness* 23 (38.33%) 14.49 3.86 1.58
Ease to work with 22 (36.67%) 14.15 3.88 1.38
Conscientiousness 21 (35.00%) 13.99 3.86 1.35
Reliability* 20 (33.33%) 14.92 4.06 1.61
Cooperativeness 20 (33.33%) 14.03 3.89 1.50
Commitment to the task* 19 (31.67%) 14.67 4.00 1.45
Innovativeness* 16 (26.67%) 16.10 3.62 1.68
Trustworthiness* 15 (25.00%) 15.41 3.95 1.55
Being fast 14 (23.33%) 12.48 4.05 1.50
Problem-solving 13 (21.67%) 13.31 3.76 1.55
Agility 13 (21.67%) 14.70 3.85 1.49
Competence 11 (18.33%) 13.97 4.00 1.50
Self-confidence 11 (18.33%) 15.50 3.99 1.55
Patience 9 (15.00%) 13.81 3.73 1.52
Risk-taking 9 (15.00%) 14.00 3.57 1.34
Being organized 7 (11.67%) 13.57 4.08 1.48
Humor 4 (6.67%) 16.27 3.75 1.52

19 14.29 3.87 1.50

aThe perception-based supplier attributes marked with a * were identified to be key perception-based supplier attributes accord-
ing to the method of Goffin et al. (2006).
bAs on average more than one perception-based supplier attribute per interviewee was assigned to the higher-order perception-
based supplier attribute of sympathy, the frequency count exceeds the number of interviews.
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ranged from 22 to 60 min with an average of 34 min.
The interviews were transcribed into interview notes,
enabling us to recursively analyze the data and repeat
the data interrogation process, which enhances the

reliability and validity of the eventual findings (Miles,
Huberman, & Saldana, 2014).

Within-Case and Cross-Case Analytic Approach. We
structured our case data analytic approach using both

TABLE 6

Informant Description of the Semi-structured Interviews

Phase
Interviewee
No. (I#) Position Industry

No. of
employees

Duration
(in min.)

1 1 Head of Purchasing Machine Construction 1,600 51
1 2 Technical and Strategic

Purchaser
Automotive 170 37

1 3 Acting Head of
Purchasing

Machine Construction 750 27

1 4 Head of Purchasing Building Services
Engineering

1,100 22

1 5 Strategic Purchaser Agricultural Machinery 11,000 28
1 6 Strategic Purchasing

Manager
Electronic Components 4,500 45

1 7 Head of Procurement and
Logistics

Metal Processing 250 35

1 8 Strategic Purchaser Industrial Electronics 3,300 46
1 9 Head of Purchasing Machine Construction 350 27
1 10 Strategic Purchasing

Manager
Energy 430 27

1 11 Strategic Purchaser and
Project Buyer

Sensor Technology 5,700 38

1 12 Strategic Purchaser Forklift Trucks and Logistics
Systems

14,000 60

2 13 Strategic Purchaser Pharmaceuticals 400 22
2 14 Steel Purchasing Manager

and Material Group
Manager

Fitting Technology 5,900 34

2 15 Strategic Purchaser Industrial Remote
Controllers

200 40

2 16 Strategic Purchasing
Manager

Medical Equipment 3,000 40

2 17 Strategic Purchaser Automotive 1,400 32
2 18 Strategic Purchasing

Manager
Metal Processing 6,800 40

3 19 Direct Procurement
Manager

Chemistry 33,500 29

3 20 Technical and Operational
Purchaser

Packaging 10 40

3 21 Strategic Purchasing
Senior Buyer

Plastics Technology 2,400 33

3 22 Purchasing Project Leader Food/Agriculture 160 25
3 23 Head of Purchasing Machine Construction 100 24
3 24 Head of Manufacturing Paper/Printing 380 27
3 25 Buyer Plant Purchasing Machine Construction 6,700 28

Average 34.28

Total 857
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within-case and cross-case observations for inductive the-
ory-building (Glaser & Strauss, 1967;Miles, Huberman, &
Saldana, 2014; Yin, 2004). Within-case observations
enable us to “describe, understand, and explain what has
happened in a single, bounded context” (p. 100), while
cross-case observations from multiple cases reassure us
that “the events and processes in one well-described set-
ting are not wholly idiosyncratic” (p. 101), thus increas-
ing generalizability (Miles et al., 2014). We worked
recursively between the multiple cases (i.e., interviews
with individual managers were treated as distinct cases)
and the theoretical insights we extracted from them
(Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2004). We analyzed the interview
notes at two levels. First, we focused on identifying key
practices that could be associated with perception-based
supplier attributes and have implications on the relational
outcomes, and then, we built their descriptions. Second,
we conducted cross-case examinations while developing
matrices inwhichwe coded the cases according to the per-
formance-influencing practices and relational outcome
implications that emerged during this process. In other
words, our cross-case examinations in this study are vari-
able-oriented, whereby conceptual building blocks (i.e.,
constructs or variables) and patterns of their interrelations
can emerge from observations over several cases (Miles
et al., 2014). The data analysis was conducted by the same
two researchers who analyzed the repertory grid data. To
ensure the reliability of the results, the identified practices
and their implications on relational outcomes were com-
pared and discussed to conclude on their meaning.
The interviews in Phases I and II with the interviewee

number (I#) 1–18 in Table 6 were focused primarily on
exploring the performance-influencing practices associ-
ated with perception-based supplier attributes and their
implications on relational outcomes as perceived by the
buyers. The interviews in Phase II with I# 13–18 and
especially in Phase III with I# 19–25 in Table 6 were
then used to further explore the potential dark side of
buyer–supplier relationships (i.e., the negative effects
on relational outcomes)2. As patterns emerged from the
interview data, we formed tentative theoretical explana-
tions, and then continued to use our data from different
cases to cross-examine them, which helped challenge
and extend our theoretical explanations (Strauss & Cor-
bin, 1998). During the recursive process of interrogating
the data, revising our theoretical understanding, and

returning to the data (Miles et al., 2014), the themes
regarding performance-influencing practices associated
with perception-based supplier attributes emerged. This
detailed comparison across cases helped to cross-vali-
date our findings in different relational contexts.
We present the descriptions of all central themes

from our semi-structured interviews in Table 7. We
then present the cross-case coding matrix of perfor-
mance-influencing practices associated with percep-
tion-based supplier attributes in Table 8. An “X” in
Table 8 indicates that the interview notes illustrated
vivid evidence for the presence of performance-influ-
encing practices in relation to the perception-based
supplier attributes. In Table 9, we present the cross-
case coding matrix of performance-influencing prac-
tices in association with relational outcomes in terms
of cost efficiency and innovation generation in the
relationships as perceived by buyers. An “X” in Table 9
indicates that the interview notes provided the evi-
dence for specific practices (i.e., performance-reinforc-
ing and performance-inhibiting) in association with
the cost efficiency or innovation generation dimen-
sions of relational outcomes as perceived by buyers. A
summary of our findings with illustrative quotes from
the interview data is presented in Appendix B. Finally,
from the cross-case data coded in Tables 8 and 9, we
drew inferences and eventually built a model of per-
ception-based supplier attributes, performance-influ-
encing practices, and relational outcomes perceived by
buyers, graphically presented in Figure 2. A detailed
discussion of the findings is in the next section3.

Results
In all the 25 cases of our interviews, the purchasing

managers indicated that perception-based supplier
attributes matter to their supply chain management
practice. These attributes often enter into the purchas-
ing managers’ decision processes regarding managing
their buyer–supplier relationships. However, not all
seven key perception-based supplier attributes from
Study 1 (see Table 5) clearly emerged from our semi-
structured interviews. Among the seven attributes,
innovativeness and reliability did not emerge from the
interviews as the supplier attributes that occupied the
purchasing managers’ perceptions regarding supply
chain management practices and relational outcomes4.

2Although the interviews in Phase III were guided by specific
interview questions to explore the dark side of buyer–supplier
relationships, some interviewees also provided information
about perception-based supplier attributes, performance-influ-
encing practices, and relational outcomes, which were the foci
of Phases I and II. Similarly, some interviewees in Phase I pro-
vided information about the dark side of the relationships,
which was the focus of Phases II and III. In those cases, we still
recorded those observations in the coding matrices and factored
them in our cross-case analyses.

3Quotations in the Results section denote that sentences,
phrases, or words are excerpts from the interview notes.
4The panel of informants often viewed innovativeness as an ex post
attribute of suppliers who have demonstrated successful innova-
tions for them over a period of time. As such, innovativeness is a
perception-based supplier attribute less indicative of relational
outcomes ex ante. Similarly, reliability did not seem to adequately
occupy purchasing managers’ conscious perceptual space, given
that our semi-structured interviews did not bring out reliability as
an attribute commonly referred to by purchasing managers.
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These two attributes were then dropped from further
analyses. Commitment to tasks also co-emerged with
proactiveness from the interviews and was subsumed
into proactiveness for analytical purposes. As such,
reliability, innovativeness, and commitment to tasks
were not included in the coding matrix (Table 8) and
the subsequent analyses. Only proactiveness, trustwor-
thiness, friendliness, and helpfulness were the remain-
ing perception-based supplier attributes in the
remaining analyses of this study.

Perception-based Supplier Attributes and Perfor-
mance-Reinforcing Practices. The interviews coded in
Table 8, particularly in Phases I and II, provide
insights into performance-reinforcing practices associ-
ated with proactiveness, trustworthiness, friendliness,
and helpfulness. First, an observation from the inter-
views highlights that a supplier’s proactiveness is
highly valued by purchasing managers. As noted by a
purchasing manager in the interviews (I#6), “[T]here
are very few that approach you. . . I perceive this as
happening very, very seldom. . .if a supplier shows

self-initiative, they get a big plus.” The interviews fur-
ther suggest that proactiveness is largely associated
with performance-influencing practices in buyer–sup-
plier relationships, specifically information/idea
exchange. Proactive suppliers often take initiatives in
approaching buyers, disseminating new ideas to them,
and encouraging them to adopt ideas leading to their
implementation.
Second, the interviews also highlight the perfor-

mance-reinforcing practices associated with trustwor-
thiness, including (1) friction reduction/smooth
collaboration, (2) relationship enhancement, and (3)
information/idea exchange. It was noted that trustwor-
thiness reduced frictions in buyer–supplier relation-
ships and aided the exchange parties to conclude
matters in their collaborations more quickly, as it
helped “put things aside and talk about the reality”
(I#1), reduce the need for “lawyers and written con-
tracts” (I#2), and get the parties to “act quickly”
(I#9). Trustworthiness “harmonizes” the relationships
and influences one party to “give another chance” if

TABLE 7

Description of Performance-influencing Practices and Relational Outcomes

Theme Description

Performance-reinforcing Practices:
Friction reduction and smooth
collaboration

Reduce tensions/resolve obstacles in collaboration; soften
negotiations; reduce hassle/haggling; give benefits of the
doubt; reduce governance efforts; move things to agreement
more quickly

Relationship enhancement Strengthen relationships; build long-term relationships; continue
good/positive relationships; bring relationships to a different
level

Information/idea exchange Exchange, share, and receive information, ideas, and knowledge;
give feedback/input; ask questions; make suggestions/
recommendations; actively communicate ideas and follow up;
act on recommendations; go with the ideas/put ideas to action;
carry out solutions;

Performance-inhibiting Practices
Take-it-for-granted Assume as it should be; believe things continue as in the past;

become blind; become too convenient
Objectivity reduction Become less objective/less critical; not on factual level; less focus

on rational criteria; ignore obvious issues
Compensating-for-non-economics Compensate/make up for deficiencies; place additional values on

noneconomic features; overlook economics for relational
features in return; offset economic losses/deficiencies with
relational gains/preferences

Relational outcomes:
Cost efficiency Reduce costs; improve processes; increase speed/efficiency;

faster completion
Innovation generation Achieve innovations; develop new techniques/solutions; do things

differently; come up with something new; develop new
modules/new products
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the other party is at fault (I#18). Trustworthiness was
reported to have a broader role in promoting “the
flow of information” between partners; thus, “a cer-
tain degree of trust” is needed to establish informa-
tion/idea exchanges (I#12).
Third, the interviews suggest that friction reduction/

smooth collaboration, relationship enhancement, and
information/idea exchange are also the performance-
reinforcing practices associated with friendliness. The
interview elaborates that friendliness makes business
relationships more personal as the partners get along
well and informally interact with each other. Friendli-
ness also enhances relationships by making the rela-
tionships “fun” (I#4), “close” (I#8), and “personal”
(I#12), which can enable the exchange parties “to do
business in the mid- and long-term” (I#12). In addi-
tion, friendliness was reported as a contributor to
information/idea exchange as it can bring down “the
inhibition threshold,” or the barrier that hinders the
reception of even “small ideas” and facilitate “brain-
storming” (I#9).
Finally, the interviews highlight that both friction

reduction/smooth collaboration and particularly rela-
tionship enhancement are the performance-reinforcing
practices associated with helpfulness. Helpfulness was
vividly reported to play a vital role in enhancing the
relationships. Helpfulness can “solidif[y]” and “legit-
imiz[e]” the relationship (I#3), give “positive experi-
ences” (I#24), and “create a continuing relationship”
(I#6). The relationship enhancement practice strength-
ens the exchange relationships, makes it harder for
the exchange parties to break or dissolve the relation-
ships, and moves the relationships toward long-term.

Perception-based Supplier Attributes and Perfor-
mance-inhibiting Practices. The interviews coded in
Table 8, particularly in Phases II and III, also provide
insights into performance-inhibiting practices associ-
ated with trustworthiness, friendliness, and helpful-
ness. This revelation is in line with the “dark side of
the relationships” phenomenon where relationship-
oriented properties in business exchanges (e.g., trust
and close/long-term relationships) can potentially
compromise operational outcomes of exchange rela-
tionships (e.g., Anderson & Jap, 2005; Grandinetti,
2017). First, the interviews suggest that the perfor-
mance-inhibiting practice associated with trustworthi-
ness is take-it-for-granted. Our interviews indicated
that buyers, over time, could become “blind” (I#20)
or “trust [suppliers] pretty much completely” (I#17)
as they assume things to be as they were in the past
or as they should be without checking, and the perfor-
mance of the relationships can slide downward.
Second, the interviews highlight that the performance-

inhibiting practices associated with friendliness are (1)
take-it-for-granted, (2) objectivity reduction, and (3)
compensating-for-non-economics. Besides take-it-for-
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TABLE 9

Cross-case Coding Matrix for Supply Chain Management Practices and Relational Outcomes

Theme

Phase I: Initial Exploration

I1 I2 I3 I4 I5 I6 I7 I8 I9 I10 I11 I12

Performance-reinforcing Practices
Information/idea exchange
Cost efficiency X X X X X X
Innovation generation X X X X X X X

Relationship enhancement
Cost efficiency X X X X X X
Innovation generation X X X

Friction reduction/smooth
collaboration
Cost efficiency X X X X X X
Innovation generation X X X X X

Performance-inhibiting Practices
Take-it-for-granted
Cost efficiency
Innovation generation

Objectivity Reduction
Cost efficiency
Innovation generation X

Compensating-for-non-economics
Cost efficiency X X
Innovation generation

Theme

Phase II: Initial Exploration
with Additional Question on
the Dark

Phase III: Extended Exploration
on Dark Side of the Relationship

I13 I14 I15 I16 I17 I18 I19 I20 I21 I22 I23 I24 I25

Performance-reinforcing Practices
Information/idea exchange
Cost efficiency X X X X
Innovation generation X X X

Relationship enhancement
Cost efficiency X X X
Innovation generation X X

Friction reduction/smooth
collaboration
Cost efficiency X X X X
Innovation generation X X

Performance-inhibiting Practices
Take-it-for-granted
Cost efficiency X X X X X X X X X
Innovation generation X X X X X X

Objectivity Reduction
Cost efficiency X X X X X X
Innovation generation X X X

Compensating-for-non-economics
Cost efficiency X X X X
Innovation generation X X
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granted from becoming “too convenient” (I#19) and “a
bit blind” (I#21), objectivity reduction can occur when
relationships become personal or too close as character-
ized by friendliness. As reported in the interviews, one
party can become “less critical” (I#25) to even glaring
issues from the other party. In addition, compensating-
for-non-economics, whereby one party in an exchange
relationship places values on certain relational features
and uses them to offset economic shortcomings in the
exchange, co-occurred with friendliness in the inter-
views. As noted in the interviews, the presence of
friendliness coincided with a compromise in “economi-
cal prices” (I#15), a reduction in the work “for money”
mindset (I#2), and an increase in the feeling that “get-
ting along with each other is on the line” if pressing for
economic outcomes in the relationships (I#18).
Finally, the interviews also suggest that the perfor-

mance-inhibiting practices associated with helpfulness
are both take-it-for-granted and particularly compen-
sating-for-non-economics. The interviews indicated
that when suppliers were “always helpful,” the buyers
could “take it for granted” (I#25) during negotiations.
Suppliers also at times “try to compensate” by being

excessively helpful because “they are not well-posi-
tioned in different areas” (I#8). Likewise, buyers can
“put value” on the “helpfulness” from suppliers and
are willing to accept “a bit more expensive” offers
(I#21) or “slightly higher prices” (I#22) from them.

Performance-influencing Practices and Relational
Outcomes Perceived by Buyers. As depicted in Table 9,
our interviews indicated that the performance-rein-
forcing practices (i.e., friction reduction/smooth col-
laboration, relationship enhancement, and
information/idea exchange) were positively associated
with relational outcomes perceived by buyers in terms
of cost efficiency and innovation generation in the
relationships. Noted in the interviews, these practices
can make it “easier and faster to do things” between
buyers and suppliers (I#3) and can give them “a cer-
tain leeway” to operate (I#5) and make them more
open to share and adopt “new ideas” (I#12), thus
potentially influencing both cost efficiency and inno-
vation generation in the relationships positively. On
the other hand, the performance-inhibiting practices
(i.e., take-it-for-granted, objectivity reduction, and
compensating-for-non-economics) co-occurred with

FIGURE 2
An Integrative Model of Perception-based Supplier Attributes, Performance-influencing Practices, and Relational
Outcomes. Notes: (a) Proactiveness was the only supplier attribute with a clear established link with the buyer’s
diffusion/adoption of new ideas and solutions in the interviews. (b) Attributes with high relationship-oriented
properties. (c) For performance-reinforcing practices, proactiveness is associated only with information/idea
exchange, while helpfulness is associated only with friction reduction/smooth collaboration and relationship

enhancement in the interviews. (d) For performance-inhibiting practices, trustworthiness is associated only with
take-it-for-granted, while helpfulness is associated only with take-it-for-granted and compensating-for-non-eco-

nomics in the interviews

Friendlinessb

Proactivenessa

(and commitment to task)

Perception-based 
supplier attributes

Performance-influencing 
practices

Relational outcomes as 
perceived by buyers

Performance-reinforcing practicesc

• Friction reduction/ smooth 
collaboration 

• Relationship enhancement
• Information/ idea exchange 

(sharing, receiving, and diffusing)

Performance-inhibiting practicesd
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• Objectivity reduction
• Compensating-for-non-economics
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• Cost efficiency
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the decline in relational outcomes as perceived by
buyers in several cases of the interviews. As suggested
in the interviews, these practices can interfere with
the sound judgments and decisions of both buyers
and suppliers regarding how they should operate
together in the relationships, thus potentially under-
mining both cost efficiency and innovation generation
in the relationships.

Toward a Model of Perception-based Supplier
Attributes, Performance-influencing Practices,
and Relational Outcomes Perceived by Buyers
Figure 2 presents a model developed by synthesizing

the key findings of the semi-structured interviews in
this study. The model begins with the perception-
based supplier attributes being associated with the
performance-reinforcing and performance-inhibiting
practices in buyer–supplier relationships. In turn,
these reinforcing and inhibiting practices are positively
and negatively associated with the relational outcomes
perceived by buyers, respectively. The perceived rela-
tional outcomes in this model have two dimensions:
cost efficiency and innovation generation, which are
in line with the supply chain practice view initially
developed by Carter et al. (2017). Given that the
interview data have suggested the plausible associa-
tions among those constructs rather than their causal
relationships, the links between those constructs in
our model are presented by double-headed arrows,
suggesting that those relationships could also be
recursive.
In enhancing cost efficiency, the perception-based

supplier attributes first to facilitate the performance-re-
inforcing practices. Specifically, proactiveness, often
occurring in concert with commitment to tasks, is
positively related to information/idea exchange, which
is critical to knowledge/idea diffusion, adoption, and
implementation, potentially leading to a modification
and improvement of the operational processes. Trust-
worthiness, friendliness, and helpfulness, on the other
hand, are associated with reducing friction, smoothing
collaborations, and enhancing/stabilizing relation-
ships, which can streamline existing processes. Such
process improvements can yield an increase in cost
efficiency overall.
In supporting innovation generation, buyer–supplier

relationships exhibit performance-reinforcing practices
that involve information/idea exchange to which the
perception-based supplier attributes can contribute.
Specifically, trustworthiness can increase the openness
to share innovative or sensitive ideas. However, one
party sharing the ideas does not guarantee that the
other party is open to receiving, let alone implement-
ing, them. Friendliness can play a part in reducing the
barriers to the reception of new ideas. In other words,
when the buyer perceives friendliness in the supplier,

the buyer is likely to be more permeable and receptive
to shared ideas from the supplier. However, even if
the receiving party intakes the new ideas, they remain
simply ideas until they are organizationally adopted
and implemented. Proactiveness can then potentially
facilitate active idea diffusions and stimulate the other
party to adopt and implement new ideas. In short,
trustworthiness, friendliness, and proactiveness may
play somewhat different roles needed in three respec-
tive stages of the knowledge transfer process: knowl-
edge sharing, absorption, and implementation (Grant
& Baden-Fuller, 2004). Such knowledge transfer can
then enhance innovation generation in buyer–supplier
relationships. Regarding the role of helpfulness in
innovation generation, while it was not specific in the
interview data, it is possible that helpfulness’ positive
association with relationship enhancement can con-
tribute to a supportive operating environment con-
ducive to innovation generation.
Finally, potentially leading up to the dark-side-of-

the-relationship phenomenon or a decline in rela-
tional outcomes, three of the perception-based sup-
plier attributes, that is, trustworthiness, friendliness,
and helpfulness, are associated with certain perfor-
mance-inhibiting practices in forms of (1) take-it-for-
granted, (2) objectivity reduction, and (3) compensat-
ing-for-non-economics in buyer–supplier relation-
ships. Specifically, while friendliness is associated with
all three forms of performance-inhibiting practices,
trustworthiness seems more susceptible to take-it-for-
granted, and helpfulness is associated with take-it-for-
granted as well as compensating-for-non-economics.
These three performance-inhibiting practices can cause
both buyers and suppliers to function less produc-
tively over time, thus undermining the relational out-
comes as perceived by buyers in both cost efficiency
and innovation generation dimensions.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
Our attempt in this study was to identify percep-

tion-based supplier attributes and to explore their
implications on performance-influencing practices and
relational outcomes in buyer–supplier relationships.
We applied the repertory grid technique as a struc-
tured, iterative process and combined it with semi-
structured interviews of purchasing managers. As a
result, we revealed four perception-based supplier
attributes: (1) proactiveness, (2) trustworthiness, (3)
friendliness, and (4) helpfulness, the performance-in-
fluencing practices associated with these four attri-
butes and with the relational outcomes in terms of
cost efficiency and innovation generation as perceived
by buyers. We then synthesized the key findings and
theoretical insights into an integrative model of
perception-based supplier attributes, performance-
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influencing practices, and relational outcomes per-
ceived by buyers.

Theoretical implications
On the Supply Chain Practice View. The findings in

our study extend the literature regarding supply chain
management practices and the supply chain practice
view in two meaningful ways. The first and overarch-
ing contribution is that the model summarizing our
findings, illustrated in Figure 2, extends and elaborates
the supply chain practice view (Carter et al., 2017).
That is, the model represents a concrete manifestation
of this new view by identifying certain perception-
based supplier attributes and revealing their related
performance-reinforcing practices, which can be con-
sidered imitable and still can shape relational out-
comes (i.e., cost reduction and innovation generation)
as perceived by buyers.
As perception-based supplier attributes are embed-

ded in the contexts of relationships and stem from
the subjective perceptions of individual agents (i.e.,
purchasing managers in this study) rather than their
objective assessments (Adobor, 2005; Riedl et al.,
2013), varying degrees of idiosyncrasy are inherent in
perception-based supplier attributes. With the associa-
tions among the perception-based supplier attributes,
performance-reinforcing practices, and relational out-
comes, these attributes can potentially introduce some
degrees of idiosyncrasy into the relationship between
such practices and relational outcomes. This line of
reasoning may provide a partial answer to the inquiry
that inspires the supply chain practice view, proposed
by Carter et al. (2017, p. 119), which is why are there
“the myriad practices that are imitable and transfer-
able, yet still might offer varying performance benefits
to supply chains”? Specifically, our findings suggest
that the performance-reinforcing practices, when asso-
ciated with perception-based supplier attributes that
operate on the perceptual level of purchasing man-
agers, can result in relational outcome benefits. In
extrapolating our findings through the supply chain
practice view lens, it is possible that these practices
can also take place in buyer–supplier relationships
without such perception-based supplier attributes. In
the absence of the perception-based supplier attributes
as their antecedents, those practices may potentially
be institutionally driven, possibly through isomor-
phism in search for legitimacy or to cope with institu-
tional constraints as maintained in the institutional
theory literature (DiMaggio & Powell, 2000; Scott,
1995). Similar types of practices may thus yield vary-
ing performance benefits when they are organically
formed based on perception-based supplier attributes
in the relationships, as compared to when they stem
from institutional forces. By synthesizing this theoreti-
cal reasoning with our empirical findings within the

supply chain practice view framework, the practices
and their performance benefits can be coupled or
potentially decoupled, depending respectively on per-
ception-based supplier attributes inside buyer–supplier
relationships or external institutional forces as their
antecedents.
Our study has provided empirical support for the

perceived benefits or relational outcomes garnered
from the performance-reinforcing practices that are
associated with perception-based supplier attributes.
However, the data in our study were not adequate
for empirically claiming the decoupling nature of
relational outcomes and those practices that are
institutionally driven. We resort to the line of logic
from the institutional theory in making such con-
nection with our findings within the supply chain
practice view framework. Future empirical studies
may further expand on our study by focusing on the
performance implications of institutionally driven
practices in buyer–supplier relationships and con-
trast the findings with ours. That would be an inter-
esting line of research that advances the supply
chain practice view development as a theoretical
perspective in the supply chain management
research.
Second, contrary to existing conceptualizations of

supply chain management practices (Terpend et al.,
2008; Zimmermann & Foerstl, 2014) and to previous
studies regarding supplier attributes in supplier selec-
tion (Eggers et al., 2017; Katsikeas et al., 2004; Kouf-
teros et al., 2012; Sarkis & Talluri, 2002), the
integrative model of our findings does not contain
supplier capabilities. This revelation may suggest that
at the perceptual level of the relationships, capability-
related supplier attributes are less important to pur-
chasing managers. A possible explanation is that sup-
plier attributes might be considered differently at
different stages of the relationship life cycle (e.g.,
Claycomb & Frankwick, 2004; Ta et al., 2018). Mean-
while, basic requirements, such as having the right
capabilities, on-time delivery, or competitive pricing,
need to be possessed for suppliers to be initially
selected. Then, perception-based supplier attributes
(i.e., proactiveness, trustworthiness, friendliness, and
helpfulness) play a more distinct role in supplier eval-
uations during the ongoing interactions in buyer–sup-
plier relationships, thereby distinguishing suppliers
with such attributes from others in the supplier port-
folio. This finding is in line with that of Clauss and
Tangpong (2018), who found that some “hard” attri-
butes need to be fulfilled by a supplier to meet the
formal organizational requirements of a buyer firm.
However, the attributes of suppliers, with which rela-
tionships continue on a long-term basis, are supple-
mented with “soft” attributes. As such, by capturing
perception-based supplier attributes in the context of
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ongoing relationships, our model complements the
established research stream in supplier-selection mod-
els that guide buyers’ practices before a relationship is
formed (e.g., Kannan & Tan, 2002; Katsikeas et al.,
2004; Sarkis & Talluri, 2002). Taken together, the
model of our findings on perception-based supplier
attributes and the established supplier-selection mod-
els on capability-based supplier attributes suggest the
importance of considering different stages of the
buyer–supplier relationship life cycle in the analyses
of supply chain management practices and perfor-
mance. This is another direction in which the supply
chain practice view research may advance further.

On the Dark Side of Relationships. We also found
substantial trace evidence of the potential dark-side
effects of perception-based supplier attributes, that is,
trustworthiness, friendliness, and helpfulness, in
ongoing buyer–supplier relationships. The findings on
the performance-inhibiting practices associated with
these attributes in our model are particularly relevant
to the further elaboration of the supply chain practice
view in relation to the literature on the dark side of
relationships. To explain relational outcomes based
on imitable supply chain management practices,
focusing on the performance-reinforcing aspect alone
may not provide a comprehensive picture. Particu-
larly, if the same perception-based supplier attributes
(e.g., trustworthiness or friendliness) are associated
with both reinforcing and inhibiting practices simulta-
neously, supply chain management practices need to
address the trade-offs in order to optimize relational
outcomes attained from ongoing relationships.
The current literature on the dark side of buyer–sup-

plier relationships highlights that long-term, close
buyer–supplier relationships with excessive social capi-
tal can hurt the relational outcomes of the relation-
ships (e.g., Anderson & Jap, 2005; Grayson & Ambler,
1999; Villena et al., 2011). Previous studies have iden-
tified several practices that cause this dark-side buyer–
supplier relationship phenomenon, including (1)
harming behaviors that can occur in close buyer–sup-
plier relationships such as conflicts, tensions, or
opportunism (Abosag, Yen, & Barnes, 2016; Grandi-
netti, 2017); (2) structural conditions such as depen-
dence and lock-in created by a lack of alternatives
(Anderson & Jap, 2005; Schmitz, Schweiger, & Daft,
2016); and (3) cognitive processes such as collective
blindness, carelessness, a tendency to take things for
granted, or information overload (Anderson & Jap,
2005; Villena et al., 2011). Our study particularly con-
tributes to the domain of cognitive processes.
The findings from our interviews not only endorse

previous findings on the cognitive processes, such as
taking things for granted (Anderson & Jap, 2005; Vil-
lena et al., 2011), but also elaborate two additional
processes: objectivity reduction and compensating-

for-non-economics. Differing from take-it-for-
granted, whereby purchasing managers assume that
things are as they should be without question,
objectivity reduction is a more conscious process
whereby purchasing managers selectively become
less critical of suppliers with perception-based attri-
butes that are high in relationship-oriented proper-
ties (e.g., friendliness), despite observed evidence
indicating a deviation. Likewise, compensating-for-
non-economics is a conscious process through which
purchasing managers compensate for suppliers’
noneconomics or shortcomings with their salient
relationship-oriented attributes (e.g., friendliness or
helpfulness). Their supply chain management prac-
tices might be influenced by the multifaceted consid-
erations whereby they consider not only the
economic but also the social and emotional values
they derive from buyer–supplier relationships. Social
and emotional values of purchasing managers are
quite subjective and are based largely on their per-
ceptions and feelings, potentially driven by certain
perception-based supplier attributes and the positive
relationships with their suppliers. When purchasing
managers consider all economic, social, and emo-
tional values in making decisions and carrying out
supply chain management practices, overwhelmingly
high social and emotional values in buyer–supplier
relationships can potentially compensate for rela-
tively low economic values in the relationships. In
other words, purchasing managers can be considered
“socially and emotionally rational.” As such, they
can satisfactorily maintain buyer–supplier relation-
ships that are high on social/emotional values but
low on economic values, leading to a compromise
in the economic outcome of buyer–supplier relation-
ships.

Practical Implications
This study also provides two managerial implica-

tions. First, our findings regarding the practices that
are associated with perception-based supplier attri-
butes and relational outcomes as perceived by buyers
may provide helpful practical suggestions for purchas-
ing managers during supplier evaluations and audits
of ongoing buyer–supplier relationships. Purchasing
managers should be aware of their own perceptions,
which can lead to different characterizations of sup-
plier attributes. Because perception-based supplier
attributes are associated with different performance-in-
fluencing practices, the attributes that enter into their
managerial considerations should be those relevant to
the practices and outcomes expected from the
exchange relationships. This situation may require the
development of new measures to be used for supplier
evaluations and audits in ongoing buyer–supplier rela-
tionships.
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Another implication of our findings is that purchas-
ing managers should be aware of the potential pitfalls
of relying on perception-based supplier attributes. To
ensure unbiased decisions about and a consistent per-
formance from their buyer–supplier relationships, the
potential pitfalls described by the dark-side buyer–
supplier relationship phenomenon should be miti-
gated. To safeguard against this issue, purchasing
managers may pay attention to its early signs, which
could be seen within or outside the relationships. Our
study points out that excessive compensating efforts
from suppliers and the preference to preserve har-
mony in the relationships from purchasing managers
may be signs that the relationships are evolving
toward the dark side. To combat that problem, pur-
chasing managers may need to establish procedures
helping them to become aware of potential biases in
their practices. For example, they may bring new
information from outside of their relationships into
their evaluation processes, which can help increase
the objectivity of their eventual judgment. Periodic
assessments of market benchmarks and regular meet-
ings with uninvolved people from management or
technical departments outside purchasing can be use-
ful sources of new information outside the ongoing
buyer–supplier relationships.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research
Despite the contributions to the literature and to man-

agerial practice, this study also has some limitations that
can guide future research directions. First, the scope of
the study was confined to supplier attributes perceived
by purchasing managers. Future research can therefore
extend beyond this scope by examining the buyer attri-
butes perceived by suppliers. This extension will address
whether the theoretical insights developed in this study
are symmetrical or bilateral in nature relating to the sides
of buyer–supplier relationships. It is possible that certain
performance effects or performance-influencing practices
unveiled in this study may only be one-directional (i.e.,
from the supplier to the buyer or vice versa), while others
may work both ways. Second, this study is of an explora-
tory nature. Future studies can test the specific relation-
ships captured in our theoretical model derived from the
interviews with a large-sample confirmatory research
design. Such research would help us ascertain the exter-
nal validity of the findings in this study.
Finally, while we aimed for generalizable results and

followed a rigorous sampling approach for both sets
of interviews, we only focused on German manufac-
turing firms. We believe that by addressing this sam-
pling frame, results can be generated that are more or
less generalizable for manufacturing firms in devel-
oped countries. However, the German manufacturing
sector is characterized by, for example, comparatively
high productivity, quality, and research and

development expenditures as compared to the United
States or other countries in Europe (Folkinshteyn,
Uygur, & Meric, 2014; German Trade & Invest, 2018),
and cultural differences between countries could
potentially influence the perception of suppliers’ char-
acteristics. Therefore, future studies should assess the
generalizability of our model in other sectors, coun-
tries, and cultural contexts.
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APPENDIX A

QUESTIONS FOR SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS IN STUDY 2

Phase I and II Interviews
We previously investigated perception-based attributes of suppliers in the minds of purchasing managers, and

identified two categories of attributes: (1) task-oriented attributes (i.e., proactiveness, reliability, commitment to
tasks, and innovativeness) and (2) relational attributes (i.e., friendliness, helpfulness, and trustworthiness)51. We
want to further explore their roles in your purchasing practices and their potential implications on operational per-
formance outcomes, as well as the importance of individual perceptions on suppliers in your purchasing practice in
general.
Question 1: Do you think that individual perceptions regarding suppliers are important in your day-to-day busi-

ness?

Follow-up 1A: If so, can you elaborate more on this?
Follow-up 1B: Can you provide an example or a specific situation in which your behavior or decision was

influenced by how you perceived the supplier or your perceptions of the supplier?

Question 2: How do task-oriented supplier attributes, proactiveness, reliability, commitment to tasks, and innova-
tiveness, play a role in your purchasing practice and in the relationships with your suppliers?

Follow-up 2A: Can you give a specific example?
Follow-up 2B: From your experience, do you see these attributes having impacts on your operations

and performance outcomes such as cost efficiency and innovation?
Follow-up 3C: If so, how? Can you give a specific example?

Question 3: How do relational supplier attributes, friendliness, helpfulness, and trustworthiness, play a role in
your purchasing practice and in the relationships with your suppliers?

Follow-up 3A: Can you give a specific example?
Follow-up 3B: From your experience, do you see these attributes having impacts on your operations

and performance outcomes such as cost efficiency and innovation?
Follow-up 3C: If so, how? Can you give a specific example?

Question 4 [not included in Phase I but added for the interviews in Phase II]: Have you experienced the situations
in which your suppliers in ongoing relationships with you, once productive, have declined in their performance
over time?

Follow-up 4A: Can you give a specific example or incident?
Follow-up 4B: Do you know what might be behind this? What might cause it?
Follow-up 4C: Can you give a specific example?

Phase III Interviews
We previously investigated perception-based attributes of suppliers in the minds of purchasing managers, and

identified two categories of attributes: (1) task-oriented attributes (i.e., proactiveness, reliability, commitment to
tasks, and innovativeness) and (2) relational attributes (i.e., friendliness, helpfulness, and trustworthiness). We have
explored their roles in purchasing practices and learned about their positive and negative implications on opera-

APPENDIX A
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Phase I and II Interviews
We previously investigated perception-based attributes of suppliers in the minds of purchasing managers, and

identified two categories of attributes: (1) task-oriented attributes (i.e., proactiveness, reliability, commitment to
tasks, and innovativeness) and (2) relational attributes (i.e., friendliness, helpfulness, and trustworthiness)51. We
want to further explore their roles in your purchasing practices and their potential implications on operational per-
formance outcomes, as well as the importance of individual perceptions on suppliers in your purchasing practice in
general.
Question 1: Do you think that individual perceptions regarding suppliers are important in your day-to-day busi-

ness?

Follow-up 1A: If so, can you elaborate more on this?
Follow-up 1B: Can you provide an example or a specific situation in which your behavior or decision was

influenced by how you perceived the supplier or your perceptions of the supplier?

Question 2: How do task-oriented supplier attributes, proactiveness, reliability, commitment to tasks, and innova-
tiveness, play a role in your purchasing practice and in the relationships with your suppliers?

Follow-up 2A: Can you give a specific example?
Follow-up 2B: From your experience, do you see these attributes having impacts on your operations

and performance outcomes such as cost efficiency and innovation?
Follow-up 3C: If so, how? Can you give a specific example?

Question 3: How do relational supplier attributes, friendliness, helpfulness, and trustworthiness, play a role in
your purchasing practice and in the relationships with your suppliers?

Follow-up 3A: Can you give a specific example?
Follow-up 3B: From your experience, do you see these attributes having impacts on your operations

and performance outcomes such as cost efficiency and innovation?
Follow-up 3C: If so, how? Can you give a specific example?

Question 4 [not included in Phase I but added for the interviews in Phase II]: Have you experienced the situations
in which your suppliers in ongoing relationships with you, once productive, have declined in their performance
over time?

Follow-up 4A: Can you give a specific example or incident?
Follow-up 4B: Do you know what might be behind this? What might cause it?
Follow-up 4C: Can you give a specific example?

Phase III Interviews
We previously investigated perception-based attributes of suppliers in the minds of purchasing managers, and

identified two categories of attributes: (1) task-oriented attributes (i.e., proactiveness, reliability, commitment to
tasks, and innovativeness) and (2) relational attributes (i.e., friendliness, helpfulness, and trustworthiness). We have
explored their roles in purchasing practices and learned about their positive and negative implications on opera-
tional performance outcomes. We want to learn more on their negative side, as well as the importance of individual
perceptions on suppliers in your purchasing practice in general.
Question 1: [same as Questions 1, 1A, and 1B in Phases I and II]
Question 2: [same as Questions 4, 4A, 4B, and 4C in Phase II]
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APPENDIX B

SUMMARY FINDINGS AND ILLUSTRATIVE EXAMPLES

Key findings and insights Illustrative Examples

Performance-reinforcing Practices
associated with Proactiveness:

• Supplier proactiveness was reported to
have a key role in the diffusion of new
ideas/solutions and the adoption and
implementation of the ideas/solutions
by the buyers, which can result in
either cost efficiency or innovation gen-
eration or both.

• Proactiveness often occurs in concert
with commitment to tasks in buyer–
supplier relationships.

On Cost Efficiency:
“. . .sometimes even to our displeasure, they engage more
proactively, telling us that they have this new product, this
new service, and so on. It’s a mixed bag. Sometimes, it’s
nice and exciting. . ..there was this one partner who said,
what you thought of is great, functional and okay, but if
we do this solution, and combine it with this software we
have for you, then you have a fully aggregate solution that
everybody can work with. And initially, clearly, it’ll cost you
more, but look to the long-term. . . And then we found
that, actually by Year 2, it was considerably cheaper than
the other solution, which we had already nearly decided
upon.” (I#11)
On Innovation Generation:
“. . .the suppliers approach us and say, at the moment we
supply hydraulic hoses, but we can also do cylinders. And
they drop by. We call it ‘Tech-Days’, so the supplier
examines the machine with our purchasers, and tells them
‘this and this, I can do it as well’. And together we think
about, how we can extend the business. . . it’s not only
about Tech-Days. But in most cases, the suppliers
approach us, and tell us they can produce so and so, or
they have filed a new patent, or developed a new
technique, and ask us whether they can apply it for us too,
and to test it together, to validate it.” (I#5)
In Concert with Commitment to Tasks:
“I see those two [proactiveness and commitment to tasks]
as one. Self-initiative is only possible if you are
committed.” (I#8)

Performance-reinforcing Practices
associated with Trustworthiness:

• Supplier trustworthiness was reported
to have a key role in friction reduction/
smooth collaboration and relationship
enhancement, which can result in cost
efficiency.

• Trustworthiness was perceived as a con-
tributor to the openness to share new
ideas/information, which can be critical
to innovation generation in buyer–sup-
plier relationships.

On Cost Efficiency:
“. . .there are some that you trust. And there are others. . .
so, I’m the type of buyer, when I have a supplier, in my
last company, I had suppliers for over 20 years. With the
next topic, the next project, you talk about it quickly, both
sides design a solution. The solution progresses. I’ve got
the experience, that if I have worked together with
someone for a long time, and at the beginning I do more
work, but then I buy a system for 30-40% less. . .” (I#2)
On Innovation Generation:
“Innovative solutions are usually given to those business
partners with whom you also have a positive relationship
level. . .to give a concrete example, a supplier has
developed something new. New ideas, new research
results, from some research or development project. They

(continued)
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Key findings and insights Illustrative Examples

will always share it first, or try to develop it first, with
whom they have a trustworthy middle- to long-term
relationship. . . Innovative information exchange is a very
trust-based thing, you need a lot of trust, and that is
something that develops across many years. . . only
innovative projects like these can be realized, because the
information exchange is very pronounced, because there is
a certain degree of trust.” (I#12)

Performance-reinforcing Practices
associated with Friendliness:

• Supplier friendliness was reported to
have a key role in friction reduction/
smooth collaboration and relationship
enhancement, resulting in cost effi-
ciency.

• Friendliness can reduce barriers to new
ideas, thus facilitating new idea recep-
tion, critical to innovation generation
in buyer–supplier relationships.

On Cost Efficiency:
“When you have a good relationship with a supplier, I will
more easily achieve the cost goal with this supplier than
those with whom I have a negative relationship. . ..there are
suppliers with which you know, I do not want to sit at one
table with them, because it’ll end up emotional. You are
already pre-molded to a certain degree, when I need to
achieve a cost goal with such a supplier, phew, difficult
task. . ..nobody can replace those personal relationships.
It’s like in your private life, if two people get along, ones
can perform great things. Same thing, customer and
supplier. If two people do not get along, it’ll be really,
really difficult.” (I#1)
On Innovation Generation:
“. . .you are much more accessible if the chemistry is right.
If you get along with somebody, you are more
approachable. You are more likely to get together, more
likely to just present something interesting. . . if you built
upon that [positive relationship]. If you notice that the base
is strong, then you are open to innovations.” (I#18)

Performance-reinforcing Practices
associated with Helpfulness:

• Supplier helpfulness relates to relation-
ship enhancement, making buyer–sup-
plier relationships more difficult to
break and contributing to long-term
buyer–supplier relationships.

On Relationship Enhancement:
“It[being helpful] solidifies the relationships. . . It’s very
good, in this case, that the supplier is very helpful, is
interested in cooperating, in the partnership, and so on,
because it legitimizes all of this. . .. I will have less
organization problems in-house, so you can tell Production
about it. . .” (I#3)

Performance-inhibiting Practices:
• Perception-based supplier attributes

with high relationship-oriented proper-
ties (i.e., trustworthiness, friendliness,
and helpfulness) were associated with
performance-inhibiting practices includ-
ing (1) take-it-for-granted, (2) objectiv-
ity reduction, and (3) compensating-
for-non-economics, which can con-
tribute to negative outcomes in buyer–
supplier relationships over time (i.e.,
the decline of perceived relational out-
comes or the dark-side-of-the-relation-
ship phenomenon).

Take-it-for-granted:
“We worked with a single leasing company, an
independent one. And we just trusted them pretty much
completely. So, we just accepted their price hikes, because
the purchasing processes ran very smoothly. And then, we
just asked for some other offers. After years, we realized
that we paid too much for the car leasing. . .” (I#17)
Objectivity Reduction:
“My colleague got along well with one supplier. [He/she]
requested an offer from the supplier and took it. [He/she]
knew that this one was more expensive, but argued for the
supplier that they would bring things to us here, and they
were always so nice. . . In this case, people got along very
well with their sales reps, and attended their company’s
parties. They quite often just closed their eyes and became

(continued)
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less critical.” (I#25)
Compensating-for-non-economics:
“If I think of our costs, sometimes we do not reach the
lowest costs possible from suppliers with whom we have
positive relationships. . . It is quite pleasant, and you have
good feelings and are quite happy to work with them.
There, you don’t want to exhaust the other. You simply
want to continue the relationship. . .” (I#23)
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