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Abstract
Purpose – This study seeks to: empirically measure relationship orientation along a continuum from operation to strategic; evaluate the impact of
relationship orientation on the actual activities implemented within the relationship; and determine the impact of these relational activities on
relationship effectiveness and business performance.
Design/methodology/approach – A survey research design following the total design method was used to collect the data. Multi-item measures
were developed to measure relationship orientation and relational activities while existing scales were used to measure competitive intensity and
relationship outcomes. The study sampled purchasing managers and the unit of analysis in this research was the business relationship between a
buying firm and supplier firm.
Findings – This study provides evidence that relationship orientation has a direct and positive influence on the manner in which buying firms execute
relationships with supplier organizations. Additionally, the findings suggest firms with a strategic orientation would have a greater likelihood to
implement the relationship in terms of utilization of interorganizational guidelines and resource commitment. Similarly, firms that have a more
operational orientation would likely not expend as much effort in relationship implementation. Finally, the study demonstrates a positive relationship
between the activities used in buyer-supplier interaction and both relationship effectiveness and business performance.
Originality/value – This paper contributes to the understanding of relationship orientation and in particular on how variation in relationship
orientation impacts the nature of relational activities deployed in buyer-supplier interaction.

Keywords Relationship orientation, Supplier partnering, Relationship effectiveness, Structural equation modelling, Buyer-seller relationships,
Supply chain management

Paper type Research paper

An executive summary for managers and executive

readers can be found at the end of this article.

Introduction

While the elements of relationship management are well
documented, the dynamic nature of supplier relationships
challenge one to not only commit resources, but to do it in
ways that are appropriate for growing their firm’s business
(Dwyer et al., 1987; El-Ansary, 2005; Li, 2007; Schurr,
2007). The challenge of managing supplier relationships does
not seem to ask what to do, but rather focuses on how to
effectively grow one’s business through supplier relationships
that account for intensely competitive markets and balance
the needs of relationships with the strategic imperatives of
their firm. As such, managing relationships across the supply
base appears to be influenced by the market and intentions of

the buying organization (Mentzer et al., 2000). In particular,

Mentzer et al. (2000) offered a conceptual model which

indicates that one’s relationship orientation may vary along a

continuum from operational to strategic orientation.
Supplier relationships form the foundation of supply chains

operating in today’s global, technology driven economy (Liker

and Choi, 2004). The complexities of new products,

shrinking time to market, and capital intensity have all

facilitated the growth of business relationships. Supplier

relationships enable firms to improve access to

complementary abilities (Scott, 2000), to meet competitive

challenges (Kanter, 1994), and to address increasing

competition due to market globalization, product diversity,

and technological breakthroughs (Simatupang et al., 2002).
Firms are increasingly relying on suppliers to reduce costs,

share resources, improve process efficiencies, and develop

new products (Liker and Choi, 2004).
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While business relationships have long been an important

research topic (see Anderson and Narus, 1990; Cannon and

Homburg, 2001; Cannon and Perreault, 1999; Ganesan,

1994; Jap, 1999; Jap, 1999; Johnson, 1999; Mohr and

Spekman, 1994; Morgan and Hunt, 1994), current research

on customer relationship management (Jayachandran et al.,
2005; Reinartz et al., 2004), and supply chain management

(Crutsinger et al., 2005; Gibson et al., 2005; Golicic and

Mentzer, 2005; Golicic and Mentzer, 2006; Wathne and

Heide, 2004) are expanding the domain of relationship

research. These research streams are particularly important to

this research effort because they highlight the role of creating

and managing the exchange of value across buying and selling

firms.
Additionally, the impact of business relationships on firm

performance has long been cited as an important area of

future research (Anderson and Narus, 1990; Cannon and

Homburg, 2001; Golicic and Mentzer, 2006). Firms are

continuously seeking to develop relationships with suppliers

that will not only deliver the appropriate product/service, but

will do it in ways that improves the buyer’s cost structure.

Thus, this research area is particularly important because it

provides links between the efforts involved in the mutual

creation of value, the management of supply chain resources,

and the business performance of each participating firm.
The purpose of this study is to build on existing research by

measuring the influence of relationship orientation on the

manner in which buying firms execute relationships with

supplier organizations. The operationalization of a

relationship orientation is critical to future research on

business relationships because it highlights the diffusion of a

broader, organizational view of what relationships represent

into an approach for managing ongoing business relationships

within unique market situations. Specifically, this study will:
. empirically measure Mentzer et al.’s (2000) relationship

orientation construct along a continuum from operational

to strategic;
. evaluate the impact of relationship orientation on the

actual activities implemented within the relationship; and
. determine the impact of these relational activities on

relationship effectiveness and business performance.

Theoretical background

A central element of the development of buyer-seller

relationships involves the underlying reasons why buyer

firms seek or entertain the option of developing a relationship

with a supplier firm. The propensity for a buying firm to enter

into a relationship with a supplier organization can be

explained by two theories, the resource-based view (RBV) and

relational view (RV) of the firm. The RBVof the firm provides

theoretical support for the motivation of firms to develop

interfirm relationships, and the advantages and benefits that

accrue from such relationships. Firms are successful because

they own scarce and firm specific resources that are

heterogeneous across firms (Teece et al., 2000). Wernerfelt

(1984) noted the RBV focuses on how the internal

organization of the firm leads to competitive advantage, and

Eisenhardt and Martin (2000) noted RBV is a complement to

the traditional emphasis on external factors such as industry

structure and strategic positioning leading to competitive

advantage. Firms that lack specific internal competitive

resources or capabilities can use interfirm linkages to

overcome this deficiency (Ahuja, 2000). Resource-based

view provides theoretical support for why companies

develop interfirm relationships, namely to access and deploy

resources not available within the firm for competitive

advantage.
The RV of the firm also provides support for why firms

develop interfirm relationships. The competitive advantage of

a firm is dependent on the network of relationships in which

the firm is embedded and the idiosyncratic interfirm linkages

(Dyer and Singh, 1998). A firm’s critical resources may span

firm boundaries and may be imbedded in interfirm routines

and processes (Dyer and Singh, 1998). Relational rent or the

competitive advantage found in an exchange relationship

occurs when the partners invest in relation-specific assets,

develop interfirm knowledge sharing routines, use effective

governance mechanisms, and exploit complementary

capabilities (Dyer and Singh, 1998).
While RBV and RV provide insight into why firms are

interested in developing business relationships, there is also an

opportunity to evaluate the impact of relationships on the

performance of the firm. In particular, there is a need to

evaluate the influence of relational behavior on the

performance of buying organizations. Within the business

relationship literature, the impact of relationship behavior on

performance is measured by evaluating the relational behavior

of firms/SBUs across all customers (Reinartz et al., 2004).

Additionally, Reinartz et al. (2004) go on to suggest “it is

probably not true that more relationship building is always

better; rather building the ‘right’ type of relationship (which

depends on situational factors) is critical” (p. 294). Thus, it is

important for future research to recognize potentially unique

dynamics and to account for variation in how relationships are

tailored to meet the needs of both buyers and sellers.
This research study focuses on the interactions within

buyer-seller relationships and the consequences of these

interactions within the buying firm. This objective is

achieved by:
. measuring the influence of environmental factors on

relationship orientation;
. operationalizing and measuring the relationship

orientation construct;
. measuring the impact of relationship orientation on the

actual implementation of buyer-supplier relationship

behaviors; and
. measuring the outcomes of relational activities from a

buying firm’s perspective.

Figure 1 depicts the theoretical model used in this study.

First, environmental factors (market turbulence and

competitive intensity) in the marketplace are measured to

determine its influence on the relationship orientation of

buying organizations. Second, the model identifies

relationship orientation as the phenomenon that frames the

organizational perspective from which it pursues interactions

with a supplier. Third, the buyer’s relationship orientation

influences the activities employed within the supplier

relationship. Lastly, the implementation of the actual

relationship activities directly influences the outcomes

experienced (relationship effectiveness and business

performance) by the buying firm.
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Research constructs and hypothesis development

Environmental factors

Stemming from the discussion of resource-based view and

relational view of the firm, the environment in which buyer-

supplier relationships are embedded may provide not only

motivation, but also challenges for developing relationships

with supplier organizations. Environmental factors can have

an effect on the type of relationship that a buyer will develop

with their supplier. While these factors have been studied in

the logistics and marketing literatures (see Achrol et al., 1983;
Low and Mohr, 2001; Zacharia and Mentzer, 2004; Baker

and Sinkula, 2005; Moschuris, 2007; Iyer, 2011), the work of

Kohli and Jaworski (1990), Jaworski and Kohli (1993), and

Menon et al. (1997) on market turbulence and competitive

intensity appear to be most relevant for this study. Jaworski

and Kohli (1993) defined market turbulence as “the rate of

change in the composition of customers and their

preferences” (p. 57). Market turbulence can be

characterized by factors such as changing customers,

changing needs and changing product preferences (Kohli

and Jaworski, 1990). As market turbulence increases firms are

more likely to develop relationships with their suppliers to

ensure adequate supply.
Competitive intensity examines the presence and level of

competition in a market and can be characterized by the

ability of competitors to quickly match each other in the

marketplace and by efforts of companies to continuously

adapt their strategies to changes in the market (Kohli and

Jaworski, 1990). From a buying perspective, more options

become available when suppliers face higher levels of

competition. Likewise, buyers may not have viable

alternatives when suppliers do not have competitors in the

marketplace. In this study, the focus is on the orientation of

buyers toward buyer-supplier relationships and how this

orientation is influenced by competitive intensity. As buying

organizations face increased competition in customer markets

downstream, this competition will likely influence the

perspective buyers adopt in developing relationships with

upstream suppliers.

Relationship orientation

Relationship orientation has been described as a mentality or

attitude that influences the mind-set and intention of

organizations when engaging in relational behavior (Day,

2000; Kumar et al., 2003; Pillai and Sharma, 2003).

Jayachandran et al. (2005) describe customer relationship

orientation as “rooted in the firm’s overall culture” and

explain that it “guides the organization’s attitude toward both

customer relationship management (CRM) and the

implementation of necessary processes” (p. 179).

Relationship orientation has also been defined as a firm’s

values and beliefs that enable employees to understand the

dynamics of relationships, and therefore, assist in developing

relational behavioral norms (see Deshpande and Webster,

1989). Additionally, Panayides (2007) notes “relationship

orientation may be viewed as a philosophy of doing business

successfully and as an organizational culture that puts the

buyer-seller relationship at the centre of a firm’s strategic and

operational thinking” (p. 70). Across these

conceptualizations, relationship orientation is viewed as a

firm level phenomenon that influences how a buyer develops

relationships with suppliers.
While relationship orientation captures a firm level

perspective, there is an opportunity in the literature to

expand the domain of the construct to capture variation in the

relationship orientation phenomenon as it relates to the

inherent differences within a buying firm’s various one-to-

one, supplier relationships. Besides stemming from the firm’s

values and beliefs (see Deshpande and Webster, 1989),

variation in an organization’s relationship orientation is

probably also contingent on the one-to-one nature of

managing supplier relationships. In order to successfully

leverage customer relationship and supply chain management

initiatives, a firm must implement its relationship orientation

within one-to-one supplier relationships. As the demands of

individual relationships vary within turbulent markets and

across one’s supply base, it is only fitting that the

operationalization of one’s relationship orientation should be

adapted to fit the characteristics of each one-to-one

relationship. Building on the work of Mentzer et al. (2000),

relationship orientation is conceptualized as an organization

wide perspective that is influenced by the market environment

and that varies along a continuum from operational

orientation to strategic orientation.
An operational orientation leads firms to develop

relationships that seek to improve the operational

effectiveness and efficiency of the organization (Mentzer

Figure 1 Conceptual framework for relationship orientation and implementation
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et al., 2000). When utilizing an operational orientation,

buyers view relationships as vehicles that can assist the

participants in delivering products and/or services in an

acceptable manner to end users (Stern et al., 1996).

According to Mentzer (1999), an operational relationship

orientation should address relational activities pertaining to

service quality, service needs of the focal firm’s customers,

and the service needs of the focal firm. Additionally, an

operational orientation should address relational activities

that involve the use of relational resources in accomplishing

specific objectives. These activities are typically associated

with efficiency, in supply chain terms, and are measured by

product quality, number of short orders, inventory levels, and

delivery time (Mentzer, 1999; Mentzer et al., 2000).
A strategic orientation, on the other hand, exists when a

firm perceives its long-term strategy depends on maintaining a

strong relationship with its partner (Johnson, 1999), each firm

views the other as an extension of their own firm (Lambert

et al., 1996), and there is a high level of communication over

an extended period of time (Kent and Mentzer, 2003).

Hansen (2009) notes that companies like Walmart and Royal

Philips Electronics are building “strategic supplier

management programs” to focus on the co-production of

value across supply and value chains (p. 232). Acting from

such a strategic perspective, a buying firm approaches

suppliers with the mind-set that business relationships

should assist participants in achieving strategic objectives

that are not attainable without a supplier relationship. As

noted by Johnson (1999), a firm’s perception of strategic

relationships includes:
. considering its partner a large part of their future goals;
. thinking beyond its own long-term strategy when it makes

plans with its partner; and
. if its partner went out of business, the firm would have to

change its competitive strategy.

The variation in buyer’s orientation along the continuum is

influenced by the market environment in which the supplier

relationship is embedded. While there is a likelihood that

firms generally have only one orientation toward business

relationships, the operationalization of this orientation should

vary as it will guide the implementation of relational

behavior(s) within different supplier relationships and

different contexts. Thus, relationship orientation is defined

as the organizational perspective from which a firm perceives

the operational and/or strategic implications of specific

relationships. This perspective creates a position from which

the organization can leverage its organizational values and

beliefs in developing relational activities/behaviors that are

relevant to the needs of individual suppliers. For example, an

operational orientation focuses on operational issues such as

delivery times, while a strategic orientation – in addition to

operational issues – looks at long term projects like

collaborative planning, forecasting, and replenishment

(CPFR). The organization’s relationship orientation sets the

tone for the development of specific relationships.
As previously mentioned, the operationalization of a

relationship orientation is important to future research on

business relationships because it highlights the diffusion of a

broader, organizational view of what relationships represent

into an approach for managing ongoing business relationships

within unique market situations. By focusing on the buyer’s

orientation toward supplier relationships, it is important to

note that the make-up of one’s orientation is expected to vary

according to the demands of individual relationships and the

contexts in which they are embedded. Thus, the marketplace

environment is expected to influence the relationship

orientation that is adopted by the buying organization.
Ryu et al.’s (2008) findings show that environmental

uncertainty influences buyers’ desire to control upstream

relationships and it influences buyers’ perceptions of supplier
performance. Building on this research and with respect to

this study, it is important to account for external conditions

by measuring its impact on a buyer’s relationship orientation.

In this study, market turbulence and competitive intensity

constructs are employed to measure the external conditions

surrounding buyer-supplier relationships.
While market turbulence focuses on factors like changing

customer needs and product preferences, it should also

influence the manner in which relationships are established
between buyers and sellers (Kohli and Jaworski, 1990). As

shown by Zhao and Cavusgil (2006), market turbulence

moderates the impact of a supplier’s competitive orientation

on a manufacturer’s trust. This study is not looking at the

moderating effect of market turbulence on a partner’s trust,

but is instead looking at the influence of market turbulence on

a buyer’s relationship orientation.

H1. Market turbulence has a direct and positive influence

on relationship orientation.

Competitive intensity addresses the competitive composition

of one’s market. While naturally addressing the competitive

make-up of a marketplace, Mysen and Svensson (2010) also

suggest that competitive intensity may influence the

expansion and/or retraction of buyer-seller relationships. In

it in this same manner that this study seeks to test the impact

of competitive intensity on the relationships orientation a

buyer employs when developing a relationship with a supplier.

H2. Competitive intensity has a direct and positive

influence on relationship orientation.

Relational activities

As originally proposed by Mentzer et al. (2000), relationship
orientation has a direct influence on how companies engage

their supply partners and ultimately which relationship based
activities they employ during their interaction. Lindgreen et al.
(2009) also addresses the influence of orientation on

relational activities when they note that as the role of buyers

becomes more important, organizations are challenged to

develop new approaches for managing their supply base. As

their approach to managing suppliers emerges, buyers must

operationalize their relationship orientation by engaging or

interacting with supply firms. The engagement in relational

activities, while influenced by one’s relationship orientation,

represents the actual implementation of behaviors and/or

strategies a buying firm deems necessary to fulfill their

objectives and to support the values and beliefs of their

organization.
The implementation of relationships through relational

activities is typically focused on concepts such as information

sharing, technology utilization, strategic interface teams,

organizational issues, joint programs, asset specificity, and

joint performance measures (Cooper and Ellram, 1993;

Mentzer et al., 2000; Monczka et al., 1998; Stern et al., 1996).
In this study, relational activities represent a multidimensional
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construct that is comprised of resource commitment and the
utilization of interorganizational guidelines. For instance,
firms that commit much in the way of resources – such as
information, employees, technology, and facilities – are likely
to be implementing a more strategic relationship orientation
than firms that commit very few resources to the partnership.
Additionally, firms that utilize guidelines to deal with
interorganizational issues, such as profit sharing, project
management, and task descriptions are more likely to be
implementing a strategic relationship orientation (Mentzer
et al., 2000). Within business relationships, the level in which
resources are invested and in which interorganizational
guidelines are adopted appears to be influenced by buying
firm’s relationship orientation.

H3. Relationship orientation has a direct and positive
influence on the employment of relational activities.

Given the dynamic nature of relationship orientation, it is
important to test the influence of strategic orientation and
operational orientation on relationship implementation.
Based on the previous discussion, a strategic orientation will
likely lead the organization to engage in more in-depth,
strategic related relationships behaviors, while an operational
orientation will likely lead to more operational or tactical
behaviors. Thus, higher levels of relationship orientation
(strategic) should correspond to higher levels of relationships
implementation.

H4. A strategic relationship orientation will have more
influence than an operational relationship orientation
on relational activities.

Relationship outcomes

The consequences of business relationships is a topic that has
been discussed for many years in the literature (Anderson and
Narus, 1990; Cannon and Homburg, 2001) and there is
evidence that implementation of CRM at an organizational
level influences the performance of the firm (Reinartz et al.,
2004). However, these results are based on an aggregated
level of influence across a customer base and do not fully
capture the consequences of interactions with a specific
exchange partner. One of the major goals of this research is to
determine if relationship orientation and its subsequent
implementation within a supplier relationship produces the
desired relationship outcomes of relationship effectiveness
and improved business performance for the buying firm.

Relationship effectiveness
Within the literature, relationship strength (Donaldson and
Toole, 2000) and effectiveness have been used to describe a
participant’s evaluation of interaction with the other
participants involved in the relationship (see, Gladstein,
1984; Fisher et al., 1997; Smith and Barclay, 1999; Stoel,
2002). In particular, Gladstein (1984) and Fisher et al. (1997)
conceptualize relationship effectiveness in terms of the
relationships’ productivity and ability to satisfy the needs of a
participating firm. Relationship effectiveness focuses on the
productivity of interactions between different functions (Fisher
et al., 1997) or as an outcome of the interactions between
marketing and other functions (Ruekert and Walker, 1987).
Building on the work of Fisher et al. (1997), relationship

effectiveness is defined as the participant’s evaluations of the
productivity of their interactions with a supplier organization.
The effectiveness or productivity of a supplier relationship

represents a metric for determining the viability of specific
relational activities. Additionally, relationship effectiveness
focuses the evaluation of relationship performance on a
buying firm’s perceptions of previous supplier interaction.
Ultimately, relationship effectiveness seeks to explain the
productivity of the interaction within a supplier relationship.

H5. Relational activities have a direct and positive influence
on the relationship effectiveness between a buying firm
and a supplier firm.

Business performance
There is much research suggesting firms should identify and
subsequently build relationships with more profitable or
attractive clients (Peppers and Rogers, 1999; Reinartz et al.,
2004). In doing so, one’s commitment of resources and
investment in developing interorganizational guidelines
should have a positive impact on business performance.
Additionally, the impact of relational activities on business
performance should also be measure relative to competitors in
one’s market (Matsuno and Mentzer, 2000). Comparing
performance with that of relevant competitors is important
because CRM and supply chain management are recognized
as competitive capabilities and sources of competitive
advantage. The purpose of analyzing business performance
is to better define the potential benefit of a buyer-supplier
relationship.

H6. Relational activities have a direct and positive influence
on a buying firm’s business performance.

Research methodology

A survey research design following the total design method
(Dillman, 1978) was used to collect the data. Multi-item
measures were developed or adapted to evaluate the
constructs proposed earlier (Churchill, 1979; Gerbing and
Anderson, 1988). The unit of analysis in this research was the
business relationship between a buying firm and supplier firm.
Respondents were asked to focus on relationships with which
they have direct experience. To increase variability specifically
in relationship orientation and relation activities, half of the
respondents were asked to consider their least successful
business relationship and the other half were asked to
consider their most successful business relationship.

Measure development and pretest

Established scales were used for market turbulence,
competitive intensity, relationship effectiveness, and business
performance. The specific measurement items for established
scales can be found in Appendix 1 (Table AI). The
methodology for scale development followed procedures and
guidelines recommended by Churchill (1979), Gerbing and
Anderson (1988) and Dunn et al.(1994). New measures were
developed from the literature (Mentzer et al., 2000) and
through nine executive interviews for relationship orientation
(operational orientation and strategic orientation) and the
dimensions of relational activities (interorganizational
guidelines and resource commitment). The specific
measurement items for the new measures can be found in
Appendix 2 (Table AII).
The interview participants reviewed the survey to

determine if the questions captured the important concepts
associated with environmental factors, relationship
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orientation, implementation, and outcomes, to identify any

ambiguity or other difficulties in responding to the items, and
to offer suggestions to improve the questionnaire. Four

academic experts evaluated measurement items and drafts of
the survey from the standpoint of representativeness, item

specificity, construction clarity, readability, content validity,

and face validity. Based upon the feedback, some items were
rewritten or eliminated. All of the variables of interest were

estimated through managers’ perceptual evaluations of the
key constructs. The survey, in addition to questions about

relationship orientation, implementation, and outcomes, also
contained control variables such as size of firm, age of firm,

annual sales, type of products, and industry.

Sampling frame

The major focus of this research was to evaluate supplier
partnerships in terms of environmental factors, relationship

orientation, implementation, and outcomes. Therefore, it was
critical to find executives who deal with suppliers on a regular

basis and who are familiar with partnering issues. A mailing
list of US manufacturing firms from the Institute of Supply

Management (ISM) was utilized because it was comprised of
executives who interact with suppliers on a regular basis. The

target firms were not limited to those in any single industry,
but open to various industries in hopes of obtaining more

generalizable study results. By selecting manufacturing related
companies, there was a greater likelihood these companies

had experience with product suppliers. The sample consists of
randomly selected firms represented by supply chain

professionals who identified themselves as members of the
following departments: purchasing, procurement, materials

management, supply management, and supply chain
management. These individuals were chosen as the

respondent group because they are uniquely informed about
the subject matter in the survey instrument, specifically

buyer-supplier relationships.
Out of the original list, which contained 3,001

manufacturers, a random sample of 310 potential
participants was identified for the pre-test. Out of the 150

participants who were contacted by telephone and asked if
they would participate, a total of 100 agreed to fill out the

survey. Out of those that agreed to participate, fifty usable
surveys were returned, for an effective pretest response rate of

50 percent. There were minor changes to the survey as items
that did not load on the appropriate construct were deleted as

a result of the pre-test.
After eliminating the names of those who had incorrect

telephone numbers (810), those who were included in the

pre-test sample (310), and those who were unable to
participate because of company policy (121), the final

sample included 1,760 of the original 3,001 names. Out of
this group, 750 participants agreed to participate in the study

and 265 surveys were returned. Five surveys were deleted for
missing over six questions or more than 10 percent of the

survey. The final response included 260 usable surveys and
resulted in an effective response rate of 35 percent.
The survey contained six questions to determine the

demographics of the sample population (Table I). The

majority of the respondents were in the purchasing
department (68 percent). Respondents were from a wide

range of industries, typically dealing with industrial
manufacturing and wholesale trade. Respondents came from

well-established companies (91 percent over 16 years old) and

large companies (56 percent over 1,000 employees and 38

percent over $1 billion in sales).
Non-response bias was tested by comparing early and late

respondents for all of the constructs included in the study

using ANOVA (Armstrong and Overton, 1977). Six questions

for business performance were tested for any bias between the

three different waves of responses. There were no statistical

differences between the waves for business performance at p
, 0.05. There were also no significant statistical differences

between the respondents and 30 randomly selected non-

respondents on five non-demographic questions (Mentzer

and Flint, 1997). Thus, non-response bias was not considered

a problem in the final sample.
A basic analysis of the returned surveys, including

examination for incorrect coding, item normality, skewness,

kurtosis, means, standard deviations, and outliers (Mentzer

et al., 1999) was found to be acceptable. Structural Equation

Modeling (SEM) using AMOS 4.0 was the main statistical

analysis tool as it combines the measurement model

(confirmatory factor analysis) and the structural model

(regression or path analysis) into a simultaneous statistical

test (Aaker and Bagozzi, 1981; Garver and Mentzer, 1999).

The two-step method proposed by Gerbing and Anderson

(1988) was followed, where a measurement model is first

developed for each of the constructs for confirmatory factor

analysis (CFA) and an assessment of convergent validity.
Various components of the SEM output – standardized

regression weights, squared multiple correlations,

Table I Demographic data

%

Respondent’s department
Purchasing 70

Materials 9

SCM 8

Other 13

Respondent’s industry
Automotive 9

Pharmaceutical 9

Electronics 8

Other 63

Company age
Under five years 2

Six-to-ten years 3

11 to 15 years 4

Over 15 years 91

Company size (employees)
Under 500 34

501-5,000 29

5,001-50,000 21

Over 50,000 15

Company annual sales (billions)a

Under 0.099 32

0.100-0.999 23

1-5 16

Over 5 18

Notes: aSome respondents declined to answer this question so the numbers
do not add to 100 percent
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standardized residuals, modification indices, and goodness of
fit indicators – were used to confirm the scales through their
unidimensionality, composite reliability, construct validity,
convergent validity and discriminant validity. When
developing the measurement models for each construct,
items that exhibited low item-to-(scale) total correlations as
well as items that did not load significantly to the appropriate
constructs in the CFA were removed (Shown in Appendices 1
and 2). Unidimensionality of the constructs was tested
through measurement models for each of the constructs
(Table II). Composite reliability and Cronbach’s alpha were
calculated for the variables to establish convergent validity
using the procedures suggested by Hair et al. (1998). The
constructs also met the requirements for discriminant validity
by analyzing all possible pairs of constructs in a series of two-
factor confirmatory models where the pairs of constructs had
significantly lower chi-square for the unconstrained model in
comparison to constrained model (Anderson, 1987; Bagozzi
and Phillips, 1982). Combining all the constructs into an
overall measurement model led to no additional changes. In
the second step, the structural relationships between the
constructs were specified, which provides an assessment of
predictive validity (Gerbing and Anderson, 1988).
Unfortunately, the path from market turbulence to

relationship orientation had a p-value of 0.2046 and it was
subsequently removed from the model. The final structural
model (Figure 2) had the following three SEM indices of
model adequacy:
1 the chi-square, goodness-of-fit test, (x2 ¼ 859.11),

DF ¼ 346;
2 the Bentler comparison fit index (CFI ¼ 0.919); and
3 Root Mean Square Error of Approximation

(RMSEA ¼ 0.076).

All regression weights were significant at the p ¼ 0.01 level,
except for the path from competitive intensity to relationship
orientation ( p ¼ 0.024). Table III summarizes the hypothesis,
regression weights, and p-values for the constructs. Table IV
lists the mean, standard deviation, and factor correlations
among the constructs.

Findings

H1 stated that market turbulence leads to greater relationship
orientation. This path was not significant so this hypothesis
was not supported.

H2 stated competitive intensity leads to greater relationship
orientation. Based on a path value of 0.17, this hypothesis was
supported as a positive relationship at the a ¼ 0.025 level.
While the relationship is weak, the competitive environment
does affect the likelihood that firms will develop a relationship

orientation. The greater the competitive pressure the more

likely buying firms will develop a willingness to consider a

relationship. The strength of the relationship is consistent

with those of Cannon and Perreault (1999) where they found

that in situations containing high levels of available

alternatives lead to “bare bones” relationships, “contractual

transaction,” and/or “basic buying and selling.” Their findings

support the presence of a weak relationship between

competitive intensity and the development of, at a

minimum, an operational relationship orientation.
H3 stated relationship orientation leads to greater

relationship implementation. Relationship implementation

was conceptualized as a second-order construct composed

of utilization of interorganizational guidelines (IG) and

resource commitment (RC). One test to determine if a

construct is a second order is to determine the improvement

of the chi square value and the cost in terms of degrees of

freedom and p-values of the associated paths when going from

a first order to a second order measurement model (Hair et al.,
1998). In this case the chi-square value was 176.89,

p ¼ 0.0001 in the first order model and 37.6, p ¼ 0.0001

with the second order model using only 1 degree of freedom,

which provides support for using a second order model.

Therefore, relationship implementation is composed of two

dimensions: utilization of interorganizational guidelines and

resource commitment. Based on the path estimate of 0.79,

the association between relationship orientation and

relationship implementation was supported as a positive

relationship at the a ¼ 0.001 level. Relationship orientation

has a direct and positive influence on the manner in which

buying firms execute relationships with supplier organizations.
The relationship orientation construct had eight items in

the final model as can be seen in Appendix 2 (Table AII).

Firms that had a relationship orientation seemed to

emphasize, timely deliveries, less inventory, customer

service, less product flow interruptions, better service, long

term outlook, try not take advantage of each other and view

each other as extensions of their own firm.
The relational activities construct was a second-order

construct made up of two constructs, utilization of

interorganizational factors and resource commitment. In the

utilization of interorganizaitonal guidelines firms are more

likely to develop guidelines for interorganizational issues,

descriptions of each firm’s tasks, relationship performance

and profit sharing. In the commitment of resources, when

implementing a relationship, firms are more likely to commit

information, intellectual capital and technology rather than

employees and operating facilities.
H4 stated a strategic relationship orientation will have a

greater effect on the relationship implementation than an

Table II Confirmatory factor analysis of major constructs

Construct Cronbach’s alpha Composite reliability Items GFI CFI TLI

Market turbulence 0.500 0.615 4 0.99 0.97 0.92

Competitive intensity 0.734 0.721 4 0.99 1.0 1.0

Relationship orientation 0.933 0.930 9 0.85 0.92 0.90

Utilization of interoganizational guidelines 0.840 0.844 6 0.94 0.97 0.94

Resource commitment 0.833 0.832 4 0.96 0.97 0.85

Relationship effectiveness 0.973 0.973 4 0.96 0.96 0.99

Business performance 0.937 0.941 4 0.96 0.98 0.95
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operational relationship orientation. To test H4 the sample

was divided into two groups, high relationship orientation

(strategic) and low relationship orientation (operational).

Using multi-group analysis it was determined there was a

significant difference in the path weight between the strategic

group and operational group. Firms with a strategic

orientation had a path weight of 0.51 in comparison to

firms with an operational orientation with a path weight of

0.10, the chi-square difference was 4.32, DF ¼ 1, p ¼ 0.038

which supports H4. This would suggest firms with a strategic

orientation would have a greater likelihood to implement the

relationship in terms of utilization of interorganizational

guidelines and resource commitment. Firms that have a more

operational orientation would likely not expend as much

effort in relationship implementation.
H5 stated relationship implementation leads to greater

relationship effectiveness. Based on the path estimate of 0.92,

this hypothesis was supported as a positive relationship at the

a ¼ 0.001 level. The data from this research study suggest

relationship effectiveness does improve with greater

relationship implementation. The items used to measure

relationship effectiveness as found in Appendix 1 (Table AI)

Table III Path weights of structural model

Hypotheses Construct Construct Weights p-value

H1 Market turbulence Relationship orientation – –

H2 Competitive intensity Relationship orientation 0.17 0.025

H3 Relationship orientation Relationship implementation 0.79 0.001

H4a Strategic orientation group Relationship implementation 0.50 CMIN ¼ 4.584

DF ¼ 1H4b Operational orientation group Relationship implementation 0.08
p ¼ 0.037

H5 Relationship implementation Relationship effectiveness 0.93 0.001

H6 Relationship implementation Business performance 0.17 0.009

Table IV Mean, standard deviation, and factor correlations

Mean SD CI RO RI RE BP RC UIG

Competitive intensity 4.702 1.10 1.00

Relationship orientation 5.09 1.220 0.1690 1.00

Relationship implementation 3.506 1.362 0.1336 0.7905 1.00

Relationship effectiveness 5.02 1.072 0.1247 0.7381 0.9337 1.00

Business performance 5.003 1.048 0.0229 0.1355 0.1714 0.1601 1.00

Resource commitment 3.759 1.592 0.0910 0.5384 0.6810 0.6359 0.1167 1.00

Utilization of interorganizational guidelines 3.252 1.447 0.0450 0.2663 0.3368 0.3145 0.0577 0.2294 1.00

Figure 2 Relationship orientation structural model

Leveraging relationship orientation

Geoffrey T. Stewart, Zach G. Zacharia and Andrew B. Artis

Journal of Business & Industrial Marketing

Volume 27 · Number 8 · 2012 · 644–658

651



included responsibility fulfillment, relationship productivity,

worthiness of time spent and goal attainment. Relationship

effectiveness specifically considers the effectiveness of the
particular supplier partnership and clearly there is a strong

link between how a partnership is implemented and the

perceived effectiveness of the relationship.
H6 stated relationship implementation leads to greater

business performance. Based on the path estimate of 0.18,
this hypothesis was supported as a positive relationship at the

a ¼ 0.008 level. Even though the coefficient is small, this was

expected because rarely does a single buyer-supplier
relationship affect an entire firm’s performance. In

comparison to major competitors, the items used to
measure business performance as found in Appendix 1

(Table AI) included, sales growth, return on sales, return on

assets, and return on investment. The data from this research
study suggest business performance does improve with greater

relationship implementation. Business performance is an
important output construct in this model. Since relationship

implementation leads to better business performance, it is

possible to suggest relationship implementation is an
important component of business strategy.
Once the model was finalized, additional post hoc tests were

performed to determine if any of the demographic data

collected affected the model. In these tests, four demographic

factors were not included because there were not enough
respondents to create two unique groups. These four

demographic factors included product type, as no single

product was more than 2 percent of the sample, industry type,
as the largest single industry was automotive (8.1 percent),

department type, as 90 percent were from the purchasing
department, and firm age, as 91 percent were in firms over 16

years old. Multi-group analysis was conducted with the

remaining two demographic factors, sales data and size of
firms in terms of employees. In comparing firms with sales

over one billion to firms with sales less than one billion, the

path weights were significant across both groups except for
the path from relationship implementation to business

performance. Firms with over one billion in sales had an
unacceptable p-value for the path from relationship

implementation to business performance suggesting

relationship implementation did not affect the business
performance of large firms. For firms with sales less than

one billion, the path from relationship implementation to
business performance was significant. This would suggest a

single buyer-supplier relationship in a firm with over one

billion in sales, had very little influence on the business
performance of the firm, while a single buyer-supplier

relationship could make an impact on business performance

in a firm with less than one billion in sales. Similar results
occurred for large firms with over 10,000 employees in

comparison to firms with less than 10,000 employees, in that
the path weights were not significant from relationship

implementation to business performance for large firms but

were significant for firms with less than 10,000 employees.

Managerial implications

From the outset of this research, the objective was to provide

evidence of the impact one’s relationship orientation and

subsequent implementation through relational behaviors
would have on relationship effectiveness and business

performance. This overall objective was fulfilled and the

findings provide insight into the role organizational values and

beliefs have on framing a strategic vs. operational perspective
from which buying organizations engage suppliers in business

relationships. In particular, this research shows that the
market environment, in terms of competitive intensity,

influences the relationship orientation (operational-to-
strategic) that a firm would adopt when engaging suppliers

in a business relationship. Based on this research, greater
competitive pressures appear to lead firms to utilize a more

strategic relationship orientation with supplier organizations.
The relationships with suppliers appear to serve as a strategy
for managing the volatility in one’s competitive marketplace

by establishing on-going interaction with a supplier.
For practitioners, this study provides evidence that

relationship orientations varies along a continuum from
operational orientation to strategic orientation and should

adapt to the situation at hand. In order to do so, measurement
items were developed to operationalize both strategic and

operational orientations. These items are found in Appendix 2
(Table AII) and can help managers with decisions that pertain

to specific supplier investments. From a buying perspective, it
is important for practitioners to identify opportunities where
they should and should not expend resources. By developing a

deeper understanding of one’s orientation, as it varies from
strategic to operational, managers should become more

skilled at prescribing relational activities that both support
their relationship orientation and that should lead to more

effective supplier relationships.
Besides providing empirical support for the Mentzer et al.

(2000) conceptualization, the variation between a strategic
and/or operational orientation provides latitude for managers

to vary the orientation from which they engage suppliers. For
instance, consider a situation where a buyer is seeking to

purchase a component part that is critical to its final product.
The saliency of this part could lead the buying firm to engage
suppliers of this part in a strategic manner. On the other

hand, if the part is not critical or is readily available, a buying
firm may focus solely on the operational aspects of purchasing

the part and not focus on developing the strategic aspects of a
relationship orientation.
It is important to note that this research does not identify

whether an operational or a strategic orientation is necessarily

better, but rather is suggests that different orientations are of
value under specific conditions. This study suggests that

managers may approach supplier relationships in different
ways and can prescribe relational activities that account for

the current market conditions and organizational objectives.
Additionally, these findings advocate that supplier
relationships should be evaluated based on comparison

standards that account for the buying firm’s orientation and
expectations for engaging in supplier relationships.
This study also provides insight into the influence

relationship orientation has on the execution or

implementation of specific relational activities. The
orientation (strategic/operational) buying firms take towards

relationships influences the activities they engage in with the
supplier. This finding is important because it highlights the

connection between the organization’s values and beliefs
regarding business relationships and action and the unique

elements of building one-to-one relationships. Further, the
identification and support of operational and strategic
orientation as end points on the orientation continuum

provide insights into how buying firms can vary their
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approach to relationships with specific firms in their supply

base. As shown in the multi-group analysis, the relationship

between a strategic orientation and relational activities was

stronger than the relationship between operational orientation

and relational activities. This suggests that firms adopting a

strategic orientation will engage in higher levels of resource

commitment and utilization of interorganizational guidelines

within a supplier relationship.
Fourth, this study demonstrates that relational activities

lead to improved relationship effectiveness. Relationship

effectiveness seeks to evaluate the productivity of interaction

between buying and selling organizations. Companies that

develop interorganizational guidelines and make a

commitment to share resources appear to have improved

relationship effectiveness. Managers that develop guidelines

to address interorganizational issues, detailed descriptions of

each firm’s tasks, and overall measures and profit sharing

guidelines also have a more effective relationship. In the same

manner, firms that commit intellectual capital, technology,

and operating facilities to the relationship will likely have a

more effective relationship.
Lastly, while the influence is relatively small, this research

shows that relationship implementation leads to improved

business performance. This relationship was expected to be

weak given that this research sought to test the influence of

relational behaviors in a supplier relationship on overall

business performance. As previously mentioned, there is

much research suggesting firms should identify and

subsequently build relationships with more profitable or

attractive clients (Peppers and Rogers, 1999; Reinartz et al.,

2004). This research provides additional evidence that

supplier relationships are of value and can have an impact

on business performance. Further, the scaled items in

Appendix 2 (Table AII) provide managers with guidance in

the specific areas where supplier relationships can be

implemented. Through the utilization of interorganizational

guidelines and commitment of resources within supplier

relationships, this study provides evidence of how companies

can actualize their relationship orientation, and consequently,

improve business performance. Suffice it to say, increased

utilization of interorganizational guidelines and resource

commitment leads to more effective relationships and

increased business performance.

Limitations, future research and conclusion

The large number of industries represented here, coupled with

the significant response rate, suggests the results are

generalizable in many different buyer-supplier contexts yet

there are limitations. Using single respondents in a buyer

supplier relationship carries the risk of single source error

typical of survey based research, in addition to a possible bias

dealing with only one member of the buyer-supplier dyad.

However, there is both theoretical and empirical support for

the use of proxy reports when there is joint participation in an

event (Lambe et al., 2002). The difficulty of gathering data

from all the participants is so great that most studies on

collaborations and partnerships use proxy-reports from one

participant (Jap, 1999). Multiple respondents would have likely

provided additional insight. Finally, this research did not

incorporate a longitudinal design, which limits the ability to

test the direct causal relationships implied by the hypotheses.

This research identified a number of relationship factors that

affect relationship effectiveness and firm performance. It was
also evident that relationship orientation is a continuum that

ranges from operational to strategic orientation, and
relationship implementation includes two dimensions of the

utilization of interorganizational guidelines and resource
commitment. This provides future research endeavors with

theoretically sound, valid, and reliable measures of both
constructs. Future research should attempt to extend this

study to better understand the effects of the relationship
orientation and relational activities upon different aspects of
supply chain management. For example, what is the effect of

multiple relationship orientations (from participating firms) on
the implementation of supply chain related practices like

collaborative planning, forecasting, and replenishment (CPFR).
This study was effective in showing that relationship

orientation exists along a continuum from operational to
strategic and it influences the manner in which buying firms

interact with suppliers. However, future research is needed to
explore the antecedents of strategic and operational

orientation. While the relationship between competitive
intensity and relationship orientation was supported, the
relationship between market turbulence and relationship

orientation was not supported in this study. Possible
questions that can be explored include: Do situational

variables like availability of supply, availability of
alternatives, and/or reputation influence whether one’s

orientation is more strategic or more operational? Does the
buying organization’s firm-level orientation towards supply

relationships (as a whole) influence whether they pursue
specific relationships in a strategic or operational manner?
Other factors that were not considered and that might have

an effect on relationship orientation involve the various types

of supplier partnerships. For example, variables like the
characteristics of products and/or services provided by a
company may influence the orientation adopted within

supplier relationships. This research had a broad multi-
industry focus and as such it was not possible to determine if

the industry type could affect the results; however, it is
possible to theorize that relationship orientation and

implementation may be affected by the specific type of
product or service produced by the firm.
Another extension of this research includes the use of a

more diverse population sample to test the validity of the

concepts presented. The sample was diverse in terms of
industries but could have a more diverse representation of

departmental functions. This survey could be administered to
managers who are not affiliated with purchasing to confirm
relationship orientation is independent of the purchasing

function. Of particular interest is how the constructs hold up
when tapping the marketing and sales boundary role

personnel of the supplying firm. Further, replicating this
research study with international firms may be a fruitful area

of research. International respondents may have a different
perspective on many of the constructs used in this research

and incorporating their responses would increase the
robustness of the constructs and extend the findings to a

broader global context.
In conclusion, there has been very little research in the past

that has operationalized relationship orientation as a
continuum and its subsequent implementation through
relational activities. The present study adds to the body of

knowledge by showing that variation in relationship
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orientation will influence one’s investment in relational

activities. Additionally, this research also provides evidence

that relational activities (resource commitment and utilization

of interorganizational guidelines) are positively related to

relationship effectiveness and business performance. We hope

this research encourages both practitioners and researchers to
consider the concepts of environmental factors, relationship

orientation and relational activities to improve supplier

relationship effectiveness and business performance.
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Appendix 1

Table AI Construct items using established scales

Label Item Source

In your firm’s industry . . .

MKT1a Customer product preferences change quite a bit over time in our industry Jaworski and Kohli (1993)

MKT2a Our customers tend to look for new products all the time Jaworski and Kohli (1993)

MKT3a We are witnessing demand for our products and services from customers who never bought them before Jaworski and Kohli (1993)

MKT4a New customers tend to have product-related needs that are different from those of our existing customers Jaworski and Kohli (1993)

MKT5a We cater to many of the same customers that we used to in the past Jaworski and Kohli (1993)

CPI1 Competition in our industry is cutthroat Jaworski and Kohli (1993)

CPI2 Anything that one competitor can offer, others can match readily Jaworski and Kohli (1993)

CPI3 One hears of a new competitive move almost every day Jaworski and Kohli (1993)

CPI4 Price competition is a hallmark of our industry Jaworski and Kohli (1993)

My firm’s . . . Far below – far above competitors

BP1a Overall performance relative to major competitors last year Matsuno and Mentzer (2000)

BP2a Market share growth in our primary market last year Matsuno and Mentzer (2000)

BP3 Sales growth relative to major competitors Matsuno and Mentzer (2000)

BP4 Return on sales (ROS) relative to major competitors last year Matsuno and Mentzer (2000)

BP5 Return on assets (ROA) relative to major competitors last year Matsuno and Mentzer (2000)

BP6 Return on investment (ROI) relative to major competitors last year. Matsuno and Mentzer (2000)

In reflecting on my firm’s relationship with this supplier, I feel . . .
RE1a We have an effective working relationship Fisher et al. (1997)

RE2 They have fulfilled their responsibilities to my firm Fisher et al. (1997)

RE3a They have shown they are committed to my firm Fisher et al. (1997)

RE4a My firm has fulfilled its responsibilities to the supplier Fisher et al. (1997)

RE5a My firm has shown we are committed to the supplier Fisher et al. (1997)

RE6 This relationship is productive for my firm Fisher et al. (1997)

RE7 The time spent developing this relationship has been worthwhile Fisher et al. (1997)

RE8 The effort involved in developing this relationship has been worthwhile Fisher et al. (1997)

RE9 This relationship is effective in helping my firm attain its goals Fisher et al. (1997)

Notes: aDeleted; All anchor points are Strongly Agree to Strongly Disagree unless otherwise noted
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Executive summary and implications for
managers and executives

This summary has been provided to allow managers and executives
a rapid appreciation of the content of the article. Those with a
particular interest in the topic covered may then read the article in

toto to take advantage of the more comprehensive description of the
research undertaken and its results to get the full benefit of the
material present.

With the acknowledgment that supplier relationships form the

foundation of supply chains, how to manage those

relationships is a constant demand on managers’ attention.

The challenge does not seem to ask what to do, but rather

Table AII Construct items using scales developed in this study

Label Item Extant literature and executive interviews

Because of how we work together, my firm . . .

RO1a Is more informed on operational issues (order status, etc) Mentzer et al. (2000)

RO2 Receives timely deliveries Mentzer et al. (2000)

RO3 a Receives quality products Mentzer et al. (2000)

RO4 Carries less inventory Mentzer et al. (2000)

RO5 Provides better service to our customers. Mentzer et al. (2000)

RO6a is more aware of developments within the industry Mentzer et al. (2000)

RO7 Experiences less supplier product flow interruptions. Mentzer et al. (2000)

RO8 Receives better service from this supplier Mentzer et al. (2000)

In the way both firms work together, we . . .

RO9 Have a long-term outlook Mentzer et al. (2000)

RO10a Adapt to changes in the environment Mentzer et al. (2000)

RO11a Have established norms of behavior Mentzer et al. (2000)

RO12 try not to take advantage of each other Mentzer et al. (2000)

RO13 View each other as extensions of each others’ firms Mentzer et al. (2000)

To what extent does your firm and this supplier use . . . Not used – Always used

IG1 Interorganizational planning teams Mentzer et al. (2000)

IG2 Guidelines to address interorganizational issues Mentzer et al. (2000)

IG3 Detailed descriptions of each firm’s tasks Mentzer et al. (2000)

IG4a Project management guidelines Mentzer et al. (2000)

IG5 Measures of overall relationship performance Mentzer et al. (2000)

IG6 Profit-sharing guidelines Mentzer et al. (2000)

To what extent do your firm and this supplier commit the following resources to each other? Never – Always

RC1 Information Mentzer et al. (2000)

RC2a Employees Mentzer et al. (2000)

RC3 Intellectual capital Mentzer et al. (2000)

RC4 Technology Mentzer et al. (2000)

RC5a Operating facilities Mentzer et al. (2000)

Notes: aDeleted; All anchor points are Strongly Agree to Strongly Disagree unless otherwise noted
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focuses on how to effectively grow one’s business through

supplier relationships that account for intensely competitive

markets and balance the needs of relationships with the

strategic imperatives of their firm. As such, managing

relationships across the supply base appears to be influenced

by the market and intentions of the buying organization.
A central element of the development of buyer-seller

relationships involves the underlying reasons why buyer firms

seek or entertain the option of developing a relationship with a

supplier firm. The propensity for a buying firm to enter into a

relationship with a supplier organization can be explained by

two theories, the resource-based view and relational view of

the firm. The resource-based view (RBV) rests on advantages

and benefits that accrue from such relationships. Firms are

successful because they own scarce and firm specific resources

that are heterogeneous across firms. Firms that lack specific

internal competitive resources or capabilities can use interfirm

linkages to overcome this deficiency, accessing and deploying

resources not available within their own firm.
As for the relational view (RV), a firm’s competitive

advantage is dependent on the network of relationships in

which the firm is embedded and the idiosyncratic interfirm

linkages. A firm’s critical resources may span firm boundaries

and may be imbedded in interfirm routines and process.

Relational rent or the competitive advantage found in an

exchange relationship occurs when the partners invest in

relation-specific assets, develop interfirm knowledge-sharing

routines, use effective governance mechanisms, and exploit

complementary capabilities.
While RBV and RV provide insight into why firms are

interested in developing business relationships, there is a need

to evaluate the influence of relational behavior on the

performance of buying organizations.
In “Leveraging relationship orientation and its Impact on

relationship outcomes” Geoffrey T. Stewart et al. provide

links between the efforts involved in the mutual creation of

value, the management of supply chain resources, and the

business performance of each participating firm. Their study

was designed to:
. empirically measure relationship orientation along a

continuum from operation to strategic;
. evaluate the impact of relationship orientation on the

actual activities implemented within the relationship; and
. determine the impact of these relational activities on

relationship effectiveness and business performance.

Greater competitive pressures appear to lead firms to utilize a

more strategic relationship orientation with supplier

organizations. The relationships with suppliers appear to

serve as a strategy for managing the volatility in one’s

competitive marketplace by establishing ongoing interaction
with a supplier.
Relationship orientation varies along a continuum from

operational to strategic and practitioners should adapt to the
situation at hand. From a buying perspective, it is important
for practitioners to identify opportunities where they should.
By developing a deeper understanding of one’s orientation, as
it varies from strategic to operational, managers should
become more skilled at prescribing relational activities that
both support their relationship orientation and are likely to
lead to more effective supplier relationships.
The variation between a strategic and/or operational

orientation provides latitude for managers to vary the
orientation from which they engage suppliers. For instance,
consider a situation where a buyer is seeking to purchase a
component part that is critical to its final product. The
saliency of this part could lead the buying firm to engage
suppliers of this part in a strategic manner. On the other
hand, if the part is not critical or is readily available, a buying
firm may focus solely on the operational aspects of purchasing
the part and not focus on developing the strategic aspects of a
relationship orientation.
It is important to note that this research does not identify

whether an operational or a strategic orientation is necessarily
better, but instead suggests that different orientations are of
value under specific conditions. Managers may approach
supplier relationships in different ways and can prescribe
relational activities that account for the current market
conditions and organizational objectives. Additionally,
supplier relationships should be evaluated based on
comparison standards that account for the buying firm’s
orientation and expectations for engaging in supplier
relationships.
The study also demonstrates that relational activities lead to

improved relationship effectiveness. Relationship effectiveness
seeks to evaluate the productivity of interaction between
buying and selling organizations. Companies that develop
interorganizational guidelines and make a commitment to
share resources appear to have improved relationship
effectiveness. Managers who develop guidelines to address
interorganizational issues, detailed descriptions of each firm’s
tasks, and overall measures and profit sharing guidelines also
have a more effective relationship.
In the same manner, firms that commit intellectual capital,

technology, and operating facilities to the relationship are
likely to have a more effective relationship.

(A précis of the article “Leveraging relationship orientation and its
impact on relationship outcomes”. Supplied by Marketing
Consultants for Emerald.)
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