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Abstract 

Purpose - The paper explores the nature of buyers' attitudes towards the partial consensus 
surrounding the benefits of buyer-supplier cooperation – the relational exchange perspective. The 
extent to which buyers display an awareness of, and willingness to respond positively to, supplier 
needs, wants and preferences – termed Supplier Empathy – and how this influences their attitude 
towards buyer-supplier cooperation and support of relational exchange is empirically assessed. In 
addition, factors that may influence levels of Supplier Empathy and the effect of Supplier 
Empathy on the incidence of supplier problems are examined. Finally, the extent to which social 
acceptability bias may mask attitudes in areas where consensus exists is considered.   

Design / Methodology / Approach - An empirical study utilising survey data from members of 
the Chartered Institute of Purchasing and Supply in the UK was completed. A total of 421 useable 
responses were received and analysed to evaluate hypotheses. The design also included efforts to 
identify the presence, and minimise the effects, of social acceptability bias.  

Findings – The analysis indicates that the partial consensus surrounding the relational exchange 
approach is not shared by all practitioners. In addition, it was found that the level of Supplier 
Empathy exhibited by respondents is significantly influenced by supplier-dependence aversion, 
innovation focus, extent of co-design activity, existence of explicit partnership / cooperation 
objectives, and support for long-term trading relationships. The findings also indicate that buyers, 
regardless of business size, who display high levels of Supplier Empathy report a reduced 
incidence of supplier problems. Finally, the presence of social acceptability bias was detected 
suggesting that, where present, respondents’ negative attitudes towards the cooperative buyer-
supplier relationships may actually have been under-reported.   

Research limitations / implications - The study highlights the need for academics to be aware of 
the possible distorting effects of subject consensus, and research designs  to minimise the effects 

1 The authors wish to thank the Chartered Institute of Purchasing and Supply for its support during the 
research project and the participation of its members in the survey. In addition, they would like to thank the 
editor and the two reviewers for the time and effort they gave in reviewing this paper. The feedback 
provided was some of most comprehensive and well-informed that the authors have ever received and they 
greatly appreciated the suggestions for improvement. The first author would also like to acknowledge 
Emma Brandon-Jones, researcher at the University of Bath, for her assistance during the editing process. 
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of social acceptability bias. The analysis also suggests that organisations wishing to embrace a 
cooperative trading culture may benefit from training to increase levels of Supplier Empathy.  

Originality / value - The paper presents evidence that despite a significant but partial cooperation 
consensus in the academic literature, many large company practitioners appear unconvinced of 
the benefits of cooperation. Most analyses of buyer attitudes and behaviours are conducted by 
Marketing researchers seeking to assist organisations-as-suppliers. This research is intended to 
help companies improve their performance as buyers.  The paper also includes a rare attempt to 
identify and deal with the effects of social acceptability bias in the Operations and Supply 
Management field. 

Keywords - Supplier Empathy, Relational Exchange, Social Acceptability Bias, Purchasing and 
Supply Management 

Paper type – Research paper  

Introduction 
There are a large number of published papers in the Purchasing and Supply Management 
field concerning the management of inter-company trading relationships. Many actively 
promote or tacitly support the suggestion that cooperation is better than competition and 
that buyer-supplier partnerships are desirable (cf. Jonsson and Zineldin, 2003; 
Matopoulos et al., 2007). One of the underlying assumptions of the partial consensus 
identified in the literature is that the adoption of a cooperative approach will elicit 
superior supplier performance (Emberson and Story, 2006). However, there are also 
dissenting voices in the academic world who argue against the singling out of any one 
“best” form of trading relationship (cf. Cox et al., 2005), and some evidence that any 
cooperation consensus is not shared by practitioners (cf. Hughes and Weiss, 2007). It 
would appear, therefore, that there may be a mis-match between the majority of academe 
recommendations and practitioner behaviour in this subject area. An investigation of this 
possible mis-match forms the stimulus and rationale for this study. 

Drawing on Relational Exchange theory (Heide, 1994; Joshi and Stump, 1999), the 
paper explores the extent to which practitioners support a widespread but partial 
consensus concerning the benefits of buyer-supplier cooperation. Drawing on a variety of 
sources, buyer-supplier cooperation is described as relationships based on mutual trust 
and openness in which participating parties agree to invest resources, mutually achieve 
goals, share information and undertake joint problem solving in order to achieve 
improved performance and competitive advantage (Ring and Van de Ven, 1994; 
Spekman et al., 1998; Wagner et al., 2002; Soosay et al., 2008). It is argued that buyer 
concern for, and satisfaction of, supplier needs, preferences and interests is one logical 
and likely outcome of buyer support for any widespread cooperation consensus. 
Consequently, the term ‘Supplier Empathy’ is introduced as an external behavioural 
representation of this kind of buyer attitude. Supplier Empathy can be described as the 
propensity of a buyer to display an awareness of, and willingness to respond positively to, 
supplier needs, wants, preferences and overall welfare.  

The study empirically examines whether buyers display Supplier Empathy in practice 
and to what extent this shows support for a cooperation consensus. The paper also 
investigates a number of factors that may influence the degree of Supplier Empathy and 
the relationship between Supplier Empathy and the incidence of supplier problems. 
Finally, it is argued that the existence and strength of any widespread consensus increases 
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the likelihood of Social Acceptability Bias (Randall et al., 1993) prompting respondents 
to offer exaggeratedly positive responses to questions probing their attitudes towards 
trading cooperation and thus undermining the validity of any findings. Thus, the paper 
addresses the following four research questions: 

1) To what extent do practitioners support a widespread but partial consensus 
concerning the benefits of buyer-supplier cooperation? 

2) What factors influence the degree of Supplier Empathy displayed by buyers? 
3) Is there a relationship between the presence of Supplier Empathy and the 

incidence of supplier problems? 
4) Is social acceptability bias present in the respondents’ answers? 

The main contribution of the research is the finding that buyers, regardless of business 
size, who show an interest in and willingness to respond to their supplier’s needs (i.e. 
display Supplier Empathy) report a reduced incidence of problem suppliers. This, in 
conjunction with findings indicating factors that appear to influence buyer attitudes 
towards cooperation with suppliers, may be employed by firms eager to improve the 
quality of their interactions with upstream supply chain members. The paper also 
includes a rare attempt to identify and deal with the effects of social acceptability bias in 
the Operations and Supply Management field. 

The paper proceeds as follows. Firstly, there is an examination of the literature relating 
to relational exchange theory, the extent to which consensus supporting this approach to 
buyer-supplier relationships exists, and the risk posed by social acceptability bias in this 
area. Hypotheses are then developed concerning factors that may influence the level of 
Supplier Empathy displayed by buyers, and its effect on trading relations. Secondly, the 
methodology for the study is described in detail. Thirdly, an analysis of survey data and 
hypotheses is provided. Finally, conclusions are drawn including the implications for 
theory and practice, research limitations, and opportunities for further research. 

Literature Review 

Relational Exchange 
The concept of Relationship Marketing (See Pillai and Sharma, 2003 for a historical 
review) and the burst of research into the management of buyer-supplier relationships, 
that occurred in the 1990s, emerged from applications of Transaction Cost Economic 
theory (Williamson 1975, 1985, 1991) in the Marketing field (cf. Rindfleisch and Heide, 
1997). From a transaction cost perspective, all firms have the goals of: 

a) Finding methods of managing and controlling the process of inter-company 
trading - governance mechanisms 
b) Minimising the costs of managing that process - governance costs, and  
c) Preventing the companies they trade with behaving in a self-interested manner 
and seeking to maximise the benefit they gain from the trading relationship at the 
expense of the company they are trading with - opportunism.  

Governance mechanisms vary across a spectrum from spot markets at one extreme, to 
unified authority structures, vertical hierarchies or firms at the other (Williamson, 1985). 
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Joshi and Stump (1999) point out that ranged between these two extremes are a variety of 
buyer-supplier trading arrangements including “…joint ventures, joint action 
relationships, value-added partnerships, working partnerships, franchise arrangements, 
relational exchanges, research consortia and networks” (p. 335), all of which can be seen 
to be forms of cooperative governance mechanism. To date, much of the task of 
exploring the practical management implications of the problems faced by companies 
trying to manage such “middle range”, bilateral or hybrid governance structures has been 
carried out by researchers in the Marketing field.  

Relational Exchange theory (Heide, 1994; Artz, 1999; Joshi and Stump, 1999; Brown 
et al., 2000) draws on the seminal contract law work of Macneil (1980) which defines the 
concepts of transactional and relational contracting. The former relate to spot market 
interactions and the latter to trading arrangements which tend to be “long-term, 
cooperative, and guided by expectations of repeated transactions” (Provan and 
Gassenheimer, 1994), and in which the trading parties subsume their own utility function 
in the interests of the global utility of the system through “joint accomplishments” (Joshi 
and Stump, 1999).  

The influence of Relational exchange theory is particularly noticeable in the 
Operations and Supply Management field in Purchasing-focused work where there has 
been considerable interest in its application in two sectors that experience significant 
problems of contract formation and management - the construction industry 
(Kumutasawamy et al., 2005; Gil, 2008; Rahman and Kumutasawamy, 2008) and the 
public sector (Parker and Hartley, 2003; Lian and Laing, 2004; Davis, 2007; Zheng et 
al., 2008). There has also been exploration of the implications for E-Auctions (Tunca and 
Zenios, 2006; Pearcy et al., 2007), communication (Larson et al., 2005), the 
semiconductor industry (Bolton et al., 1994), supplier performance (Fink et al., 2007), 
just-in-time purchasing (Buvik and Halskau, 2001), outsourcing (Nesheim, 2001) and of 
the role played by trust (Jeffries and Reed, 2000; Claro et al., 2006). 

At the heart of relational exchange theory lies the use of “relational norms” as a form 
of governance mechanism employed to limit opportunism (Moschandreas, 1997) and 
encourage commitment to the ongoing trading relationships (Brown et al., 2000). 
Relational exchange norms are shared expectations about behaviour conducive to 
cooperative trading relations (Heide and John, 1992), and include joint planning and 
problem solving (Claro et al., 2003), harmonious conflict resolution (Gundlach et al., 
1995), and commitment (Provan and Gassenheimer, 1994). Joshi and Stump (1999) argue 
that, unlike markets where behaviour is controlled by incentives, or vertical hierarchies 
where fiat is the control mechanism of choice, in relational exchange relationships, 
behavior is determined by moral control (Larson, 1992) through internalisation (Kelman, 
1958). Buyers and suppliers engaged in relational exchange thus internalise relational 
norms and control their own behaviour.  

In the study below, evidence of buyer support for the relational exchange approach is 
sought in their behaviour towards suppliers. Thus buyers may use a variety of rewards 
and punishment to try to elicit what they consider to be appropriate supplier behaviour. 
Rewards might include such things as longer lead-times, better planning information and 
higher prices, whilst punishments include the withdrawal of payments, threats of re-
sourcing and so on. Buyers who enthusiastically embrace the relational exchange 
approach will tend to focus on supplier rewards and avoid punishments, not least because 
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punishments and genuine cooperation are incompatible. It is, for example, deeply 
inadvisable to punish suppliers if you are seeking harmonious conflict resolution or wish 
them to display wholehearted commitment to a trading relationship. Similarly, one may 
argue that buyers, who repeatedly seek to allocate blame to suppliers when relationships 
sour or there are supply performance failures, are displaying a lack of interest in the 
relational exchange approach. Such buyer behaviour is, for example, extremely unlikely 
to foster bilateral information sharing or joint planning and problem solving. At root, one 
of the main differences between a buyer who genuinely embraces the relational exchange 
approach and one who does not, is that the former will be concerned to maximise the 
benefits suppliers obtain from the exchange as well as their own. To use the terminology 
of negotiation theory, such buyers will be interested in the joint problem-solving, value 
creating approach of integrative negotiation (Allred, 2000; Lewicki et al., 2006). They 
will, in short, feel empathy for their suppliers’ needs, wants, preferences and overall 
welfare, and moreover be prepared to act in ways intended to satisfy those needs, wants, 
preferences and overall welfare. The propensity of a buyer to display an awareness of, 
and willingness to respond positively to, supplier needs, wants, preferences and overall 
welfare may thus be called their degree of “Supplier Empathy”. Buyers who display a 
high degree of Supplier Empathy are logically more likely to embrace the relational 
exchange approach than those with a lower degree of empathy. In order to determine the 
link between Supplier Empathy and attitudes towards the relational exchange approach a 
review of literature follows. The review demonstrates the existence of a widespread, but 
partial, consensus supporting cooperation between buyers and suppliers. 

The partial cooperation consensus 
Relational exchange represents the most cooperative extreme of the range of relationship 
types described by Macneil (1980). Ten years later, Heide and John (1990) observed that 
at the beginning of the 1990s in the Marketing field, “practice-oriented reporting” almost 
without exception tends to view “…closer relationships as a universally desirable idea” 
(p. 34). Similar, albeit less than universal, sentiments can be detected in the field of 
Operations and Supply Management. Table 1 below shows the results of a search of a 
range of journals for papers dealing with buyer-supplier interactions. The search used the 
keywords “cooperation”, “cooperative”, “collaboration”, “collaborative”, “alliances”, 
“partnerships”, “Relational exchange”, and “contracting”, paired with “buyer-supplier” 
and/or “purchasing” as required. Papers dealing with buyer-supplier relationships have 
been published in a wide range of fields and a comprehensive literature search of all work 
on that topic would be unwieldy. Consequently the search focused on journals with a 
record of publishing work with a Purchasing rather than Marketing perspective, i.e. 
where the main focus of the work is on the effects of the phenomenon being analysed on 
the welfare of the buying organisation. Target journals included International Journal of 
Operations and Production Management, Journal of Operations Management , Journal 
of Purchasing and Supply Management, European Journal of Purchasing and Supply 
Management, International Journal of Purchasing and Materials Management, Journal 
of Supply Chain Management, and Supply Chain Management: An International Journal. 
Many papers inevitably covered several topics. Therefore, work was recorded where a 
discussion of buyer-supplier cooperation/partnerships/alliances/collaboration or the 
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relational approach played a role in the paper’s argument. Although the particular 
descriptive terms used varied in different papers, for simplicity we have used the phrase 
“buyer-supplier cooperation” throughout in the subject column of Table 1. The topics 
that have been linked to discussions of this kind of cooperation include: Strategy (for 
example Macbeth 2002; Su et al., 2008); New products and R&D (for example Mishra & 
Shah 2009); Production control (for example Perez & Sanchez, 2001); Quality (for 
example Kannan and Tan, 2004); JIT (for example Gupta, 1990; Gonzalez-Benito & 
Spring, 2000); and Outsourcing (for example Hancock and Oates, 2001; Shook, et al., 
2009). The frequency with which each subject has been discussed is shown in Table 1. 

Table 1. Buyer-supplier cooperation search results summary 
Topic Article Frequency 
Achieving/Improving buyer-supplier cooperation 28 
Reasons for failure/tackling problems/barriers to buyer-supplier cooperation 13 
General support for buyer-supplier cooperation 22 
Strategy and buyer-supplier cooperation 5 
Costs and benefits of buyer-supplier cooperation 3 
Small companies and buyer-supplier cooperation 5 
New products/R&D and buyer-supplier cooperation 3 
Production Control and buyer-supplier cooperation 2 
Competition combined with buyer-supplier cooperation 3 
E-procurement and buyer-supplier cooperation 4 
Negotiating and buyer-supplier cooperation 1 
Logistics and buyer-supplier cooperation 1 
Quality and buyer-supplier cooperation 3 
Outsourcing and buyer-supplier cooperation 3 
Power and buyer-supplier cooperation 1 
Social Capital and buyer-supplier cooperation 2 
JIT and buyer-supplier cooperation 4 
Supplier performance and buyer-supplier cooperation 1 
Strategy and buyer-supplier cooperation 3 
Supplier selection and buyer-supplier cooperation 2 
Partnership and buyer-supplier cooperation 3 
TOTAL = 112 

Given the relatively small number of journal titles in the Operations and Supply 
Management field that deal with the purchasing-related implications of buyer-supplier 
cooperation, this group of papers represents a significant body of work. Moreover, it 
would appear that awareness of the benefits of such cooperation may be accelerating in 
the US where, in a recent review of Supply Chain literature covering the period 1997 to 
2006 and examining publication frequency by topic, “Supplier Alliances/Relationships” 
came third from top, and the authors observed:  

“The resurgence of publications in this area over the past 5 years is surely a 
result of a general trend within industries of moving away from simple 
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transaction and contractual-based relationships, and toward more long-term 
relational forms of collaboration between parties involved in supply chain 
activities.”  
Giunipero and Hooker, 2008, p. 76 

The extent to which each paper contributing to Table 1 may be compared with arguments 
in support of the Relational exchange approach is not always clear-cut. For example, 
Frohlich and Westbrook (2001) argue that the benefits to company performance from 
increased cooperation with suppliers only appears to have occurred if the company 
behaved in a similar manner with customers. Liu et al. (2009) argue that firms should 
adopt both the transactional and relational approaches. Elsewhere, others in the field 
overtly advocate the use of competition. For example, Ramsay and Wilson (1990) argue 
against the use of single-sourcing, Lau and Lau (1994) discuss dual-sourcing, and 
Caldwell et al. (2005) discuss the practice and benefits of competitive behaviour. 
Moreover, there have been some papers developing analyses that favour neither 
competition nor cooperation. The cluster of scholars around Andrew Cox in the UK, for 
example, has produced a stream of work arguing that no one relationship type can be 
regarded as “best” (Cox et al., 2003 and 2005). The IMP group has also consistently 
promoted consideration of a range of different relationships (Wilkinson and Young, 
1994; Ford, 1997) as have Bensao (1999), Mollering (2003), Saccani and Perona (2007) 
and Howard et al. (2007). Ramsay (1996) offers a direct critique of the widespread 
cooperation consensus. Finally, empirical evidence has emerged suggesting that some 
practitioners are less than enthusiastic about the supposed benefits of buyer-supplier 
cooperation (cf. Dyer et al., 1998; Ramsay, 2004; Hughes and Weiss, 2007).  

The fact that the agreement is not universal is hardly surprising. Research has revealed 
the difficulties of generating consensus around an idea within an individual organisation 
(Kijkuit and van den Ende, 2007), and shown that consensus formation is negatively 
correlated with both the size (Smith et al., 1994) and diversity (Knight et al., 1999) of the 
group involved. It would be truly remarkable, therefore, if a disparate group of 
practitioners in a variety of industries and academics with backgrounds in a number of 
fields were all to embrace such a consensus. 

In summary, it appears that there is a well established, widespread, albeit partial 
consensus concerning the positive benefits of cooperative buyer-supplier interactions. 
This may have taken on the status of a “conventional wisdom” (Galbraith, 1977) that 
influences the attitudes and beliefs of buyers and suppliers. At the same time, evidence 
has emerged of a possible divergence between the partial consensus and some of the most 
prevalent forms of buyer-supplier interaction in practice (cf. Snell, 2007).  

Social acceptability bias 
There is an epistemological problem associated with the conduct of empirical research 
into a subject around which a degree of consensus has formed. Some respondents will be 
susceptible to social acceptability bias and this may seriously reduce the validity of their 
responses. Social acceptability bias is a form of common method bias or variance 
(Podsakoff et al., 2003) that arises from the tendency of some individuals, in responses to 
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self-report instruments, to over-report the incidence of their own behaviour that is 
regarded as socially desirable, and under-report behaviour that is less desirable (Phillips 
and Clancy, 1972; Randall et al., 1993). Where some kind of consensus exists, 
respondents who are both susceptible to social acceptability bias and aware of the 
consensus are likely to give exaggeratedly positive responses to any questions whose 
responses can be interpreted as indicating approval for that consensus. The presence of 
the bias thus casts doubt on the validity of any data collected.  

In this context, where a long-standing, albeit partial consensus about the benefits of 
Relational exchange exists, one may predict that questions in surveys or interviews 
requiring respondents to describe their attitudes towards buyer-supplier cooperation, 
partnerships, trust, commitment and so on may elicit some biased, unreliable responses. 
The problem will be particularly acute if, as in this case, one of the research objectives is 
to search for respondent disagreements with the prevailing partial consensus. There is 
limited discussion of how to identify and deal with the effects of social acceptability bias 
in the Business field (King and Bruner, 2000), and even less in Purchasing and Supply 
Management (See Da Silveira and Arkader, 2007 for a rare treatment). However, a body 
of research, primarily in the fields of Psychology and Consumer Marketing indicates that 
the effects of the bias may be reduced if indirect questions about the subject matter are 
employed (Armascott et al., 1991; Fisher, 1993; Fisher and Tellis, 1998). Secondly, a 
web-based approach to data collection has been shown to reduce social acceptability bias 
when compared with face-to-face interviews (Richman et al., 1999) and to encourage 
respondent honesty (Thach, 1995), reduce inhibitions (Boshier, 1990) and result in 
respondent behaviour becoming more “…extreme, more impulsive and less socially 
differentiated…” (Nancarrow and Brace, 2000, p. 1497). These findings inform the 
research design below. 

Hypotheses development and conceptual model 

In this section we explore a number of factors that may influence the level of support for 
the relational exchange perspective and set out hypotheses to test their possible effects on 
the level of Supplier Empathy. We also examine how Supplier Empathy may influence 
supplier performance.  

Supplier dependence aversion 
The partnerships and strategic supplier alliances encouraged by the relational exchange 
approach all generate increased dependence for the organisations involved. Although 
there has been quite extensive research into the effects of dependence in buyer-supplier 
relationships, there is little emphasis on the fact that dependence is often perceived as 
unpleasant for buyers. Increased asset specificity, for example, tends to increase 
dependence and “...asset specificity and opportunism are positively related” (Joshi and 
Stump, 1999). Provan and Skinner (1989) conclude that because low dependence 
relationships are not supportive or cooperative, highly dependent suppliers will behave 
less opportunistically. Research in Psychology has shown that dependence leads 
individuals to experience anxiety about either the continued satisfaction of needs 
(Bersheid and Fei, 1977; Attridge et al., 1998) or the effects of possible future 
abandonment (Davilla and Bradbury, 2001). In one test of these ideas in joint ventures, it 
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was found that increased dependence had a negative effect on both organisations’ 
feelings of security (Robson et al., 2006). Ryu et al. (2007) find that buyers regarding 
themselves as the dependent party in relationships tend to rely more on supplier 
monitoring and control mechanisms. Moreover supplier failures generate conflict with 
buyers’ internal customers (Lonsdale and Watson, 2005; Croom and Brandon-Jones, 
2007). Buyers may believe that supplier failures are less likely to occur, and easier to 
rectify when they do, if the supplier is dependent on the buyer. For all of these reasons 
one may argue that some buyers may try to avoid relational exchange and the increased 
dependence that it necessarily entails. The condition of a buyer being dependent on a 
supplier may be called ‘supplier-dependence’, and buyers may, in other words, become 
averse to increased supplier-dependence, hence: 

H1: The higher the degree of supplier-dependence aversion, the lower will be 
the degree of Supplier Empathy. 

Innovation focus 
Innovation may require transaction-specific investments by both parties. Heide and John 
(1990) argue that close relationships emerge as responses to the need for safeguarding 
transaction-specific assets and adapting to uncertainty while Song and Di Benedetto 
(2008) note that increased supplier involvement increases new product performance and 
increased asset specificity increases the level of supplier involvement. Carr et al. (2008) 
suggest that supplier involvement in new product development increased with increases 
in supplier dependence, while Soosay et al. (2008) argue that collaborative relationships 
enhance innovation and improve strategic focus. Thus, organisations that focus on 
innovation and new products as a primary source of sustainable competitive advantage 
may favour the relational exchange approach in pursuit of the benefits of supplier 
innovations (Treacy and Wiersema, 1993, Prajogo et al, 2004; Owen et al., 2008). 
Alternatively, some organisations with a focus on cost may also support the same 
perspective to achieve cost-savings through lean supply methods. On balance, we suggest 
the following hypothesis: 

H2: Respondents with strategic objectives focused on innovation will display 
higher levels of Supplier Empathy than those with other strategic foci. 

Co-design 
One possible outcome of buyer support for relational exchange may be an increase in the 
incidence of co-design work between buyers and suppliers. The reflexive effects of such 
work on respondent behaviour are, however, hard to predict. On the one hand, co-design 
will directly increase the organisation’s dependence on suppliers, and thus may be 
resisted (see hypothesis 1 above). On the other hand, it increases the degree of asset 
specificity which has varying cost implications. Thus, buyer investment in specialised 
assets tends to increase transaction costs whilst supplier investment in customer-specific 
assets tends to lower transaction costs and increase satisfaction with the supplier (Artz, 
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1999). The same changes also increase switching costs and thus tend to increase loyalty 
towards existing suppliers (Ping, 1993; Heide and Weiss, 1995). Thus, on balance: 

H 3: The greater the incidence of co-designed products or services, the higher 
the degree of Supplier Empathy. 

Cooperative strategic objectives 
Wagner et al. (2002) identify that cooperation between firms can only be achieved if 
partnering objectives are aligned with the strategic objectives of the organisations 
involved. This is also implied in Rebernick and Bradac’s (2006) findings that an 
acknowledgement of interdependence and a long-term strategic interest to cooperate is 
critical to the success of outsourcing. Simatupang and Sridharan (2005), argue that to 
effectively moderate supply chain discontent, the chain members need to collaboratively 
design mutual strategic objectives. Svahn and Westerlund (2009), show that an 
organisation’s purchasing strategies depend on the nature of their supply relationships 
(cooperative or adversarial). González-Benito (2007) and Baier et al. (2008) stress the 
importance of achieving alignment between the organisation’s overall strategic objectives 
and those of the purchasing function. The choice of overall corporate strategies such as a 
cost-focus or differentiation will have some effect on buyer-supplier interactions, and 
thus influence buyer attitudes and behaviour. Furthermore, the official, stated strategic 
purchasing plans and objectives employed by organisations form part of their internal 
culture and are also likely to have a similar influence (cf. Cousins and Spekman, 2003). 
If the organisation has incorporated the partial cooperation consensus into its strategic 
objectives, then this may affect the degree of Supplier Empathy, thus: 

H4: Respondents in organisations with explicit partnership or supply chain 
cooperation objectives will display an enhanced degree of Supplier Empathy. 

Support for long-term trading relationships 
Existing studies of the possible connections between the nature of trading relationships 
and the length of time they have persisted have generated a variety of, often conflicting, 
results. Ganesan (1994) argues that buyers were likely to have a long-term orientation 
with suppliers upon whom they were dependent. Claro et al. (2003) conclude that the 
length of the relationship had no impact on the willingness to engage in joint activities, 
while Cai and Yang (2008) suggest that the length of the relationship had no influence on 
buyers’ acceptance of cooperative norms. Pillai and Sharma (2003) meanwhile suggest 
that longer-term relationships reduce buyer support for relational exchange but, in 
investigating JIT relationships, Buvik and Halskau (2001) conclude that if the amount of 
investment in the JIT arrangements is substantial, then the longer the relationship, the 
more buyers relax their hierarchical control. Finally, Johnston and Kristal (2008) argue 
that both buyers and suppliers displayed more cooperative behaviour if they expected the 
relationship to continue. 

Thus the literature suggests that there may well be a connection between the length of 
a trading relationship and attitudes towards cooperation. However, the nature of that 
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connection, and the direction of causation is unclear. With hindsight, this confusion is 
entirely predictable. Not only is it possible that increased Supplier Empathy may generate 
better relationships with suppliers, but also that better relationships might encourage 
increased levels of empathy, or both. It was beyond the scope of this study to remove all 
ambiguity, instead the focus is on the possible connection between empathy and the 
length of the relationship, hence: 

H 5: Buyers who report better long-term trading relationships will display a 
higher degree of Supplier Empathy. 

The effects of enhanced Supplier Empathy 
One of the underlying assumptions of the partial cooperation consensus is that the 
avoidance of short-term, aggressive, competitive, pressure-based interactions with 
suppliers and the embrace of the longer-term, cooperative relational exchange approach 
will generate enhanced organisational performance. For example, Green and Lenard 
(1999) cited in Walker et al. (2002) report that cooperation can reduce costs by up to 
30% and waste by 20%. Other benefits, such as reduced supplier search costs, easier 
management of the supplier interface and more stable prices, have also been explored by 
Vereecke and Muylle (2006) and Matopoulos et al. (2007). Stuart (1997) suggests that 
firms with strong trading alliances reported higher levels of productivity and quality than 
those reporting weak alliances. In addition, Leuthesser (2007) notes that “relational 
behaviour is instrumental in influencing relationship quality”. Thus suppliers who 
employ the relational approach tend to have more empathetic customers, more sales and 
better quality. The reverse may also be true, and part of that effect may take the form of a 
reduced incidence of problems with suppliers, hence:   

H 6: Respondents who display a high degree of Supplier Empathy will 
experience a lower incidence of problem suppliers.  

Conceptual model 
Figure 1 shows our conceptual model and the hypothesised relationships between 
Supplier Empathy, dependence aversion, innovation focus, co-design incidence, 
cooperative objectives, length of trading relationship, and incidence of problem suppliers.  

Figure 1: Supplier Empathy Hypotheses 
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Method 

Study design 
It would have been possible to carry out a small-scale investigation of the perceptions and 
attitudes of matching pairs of trading buyers and suppliers, but since one of the main 
objectives of this work was to try to test for the presence of a possible consensus amongst 
buyers in general, the decision was taken to conduct a large-scale survey with buyers and 
their behaviours as the unit of analysis. The choice of survey allows a large sample size 
and thus gives increased confidence in the study findings (Sekaran, 2003). The survey 
consisted of twenty-one single item questions, two 9-item questions and space for 
additional comments (See Appendix 1 for relevant survey items). 

Measure development 
As noted earlier, the effects of social acceptability bias may be reduced if indirect 
questions are employed and consequently, the respondents’ degree of Supplier Empathy 
(and hence, implied support for the relational exchange perspective) was determined by 
asking them to rate two sets of questions. The first contained a selection of behaviours 
that are likely to be regarded as attractive (or unattractive) by suppliers (see questions 7 
[a-i] in Appendix 1), and respondents were asked to comment on their likely usefulness 
in persuading suppliers to do what buyers wanted them to do. It was assumed that buyers 
who favour behaviours that suppliers are likely to regard as unattractive are failing to 
display Supplier Empathy, and thus are unlikely to be supportive of the partial consensus 
and relational exchange approach. The second set asked respondents to consider a variety 
of factors that might affect buyers and suppliers, and asked them to rate their significance 
in creating poor (or harmonious) working relationships (see questions 8 [a-i] in Appendix 
1). In an effort to minimise the risk of consistency motif bias (Schmitt, 1994), some of 
the questions referred to buyer behaviours and some to those of suppliers. The buyer 
behaviours in the latter set of questions drew on the list of ‘sources of supplier value’ 
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presented in Ramsay and Wagner (2009). Sources of supplier value are various buyer 
behaviours and characteristics that suppliers regard as beneficial or desirable. The 
underlying assumption was that, as mentioned earlier, buyers who tend to blame suppliers 
for poor relationships are failing to display Supplier Empathy and thus are unlikely to be 
supportive of the partial consensus and relational exchange approach.  

The research design was intended to encourage a high response rate and therefore the 
number of questions was kept to a minimum. Whilst it was decided to use multiple items 
to measure Supplier Empathy, single-item measures were used for all other constructs. 
Single-item construct measures can be used for measuring both self-reported facts and 
psychological constructs. Measuring self-reported facts is a commonly accepted practice 
and in this study these relate to (H2) strategic objectives; (H3) incidence of co-design; 
and (H4) explicit partnership objectives. In addition, single-item measures were used for 
the control variables – company size, number of suppliers, and purchasing experience 
(See questions 4, 5, and 6 in appendix 1). Whilst it is less common to use single-item 
measures for psychological constructs, there is a good deal of support for their use in the 
applied psychology literature (Sackett and Larson, 1990; Ilgen et al. 1981). Scarpello and 
Campbell (1983), in assessing measures of job satisfaction, argue that a single-item 
measure of overall job satisfaction was preferable to a scale that is based on a sum of 
specific job facet satisfactions. Findings of Wanous et al. (2007), based on a meta
analysis of single-item and multi-item scales, bolster support for the use of single-item 
measures. They note that in many cases, the additional space required for multi-item 
construct measures is simply not practical and may damage response rates. In addition, 
they suggest that there may be issues of face validity with scales, particularly if 
respondents feel they are being asked questions that appear to be repetitious. In the 
current study, single items were used to measure perceptual constructs relating to (H1) 
supplier dependence aversion; (H5) support for long-term trading; and (H6) incidence of 
supplier problems.  

A preliminary draft of the survey was pre-tested by three academics and six 
procurement managers. Feedback from this pilot resulted in the re-wording of several 
questions to minimise misinterpretation.  

Data collection 
The population frame from which the sample was drawn was the register of 55,000 
members of the Chartered Institute of Purchasing and Supply. A simple random sample 
of 8.7% of this list was taken generating a list of 4700 potential respondents. This 
provided respondents from a range of sectors and industries with a variety of supply base 
sizes. A web-based approach was employed, based on the recommendations of Richman 
et al. (1999), for reducing social acceptability bias. Individuals were invited by e-mail to 
complete the survey online via a web link. A total of 421 useable responses were 
received, representing a response rate of 9% which is considered satisfactory for a 
number of reasons. Firstly, the absolute sample size of 421 exceeds all suggestions found 
in the literature: 100 (Hatcher, 1994), 100-200 (Velicer and Fava, 1998), 200 (Gorsuch, 
1983), and 150-300 (Hutcheson and Sofroniou, 1999). Secondly, the subject-to-variable 
ratio of 23.4-to-1 exceeds the commonly used cut-off of 10-to-1 (Bryant and Yarnold, 
1995). Thirdly, pointing to US election polling, Cook et al. (2000), note that the 
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representativeness of samples is significantly more important than sample size and that 
this does not increase monotonically with increasing response rate (see also, Krosnick, 
1999). 

The demographic information of respondents is shown in table 2. The majority of 
respondents work in private sector organisations. Nearly a quarter of respondents work in 
the public sector. 34.9% work in service industries, 28.8% in manufacturing, 8.7% in 
public administration or defence, and 8.2% in construction. The majority of respondents 
are employed in organisations with over 250 employees - nearly 70% had over 250 
suppliers, with 46.3% over 1000. Over three quarters of respondents have more than 10 
years purchasing and supply management experience.  

Table 2 – Demographic information 
No Percent % 

Sector Public 102 24.7 
 Private 302 72.1 

3rd 9 2.2 

Agriculture, forestry, and fishing 1  .2  
Mining and quarrying 1  .2  
Manufacturing 119 28.8 
Wholesale and retail trade 30 7.3 
Electricity, gas and water supply 14 3.4 
Construction 34 8.2 
Accommodation and food services 4 1.0 
Transportation and storage  13  3.1  

Industry Information and communication 22 5.3 
Finance and insurance 24 5.8 
Real estate 1 .2 
Professional services 9 2.2 
Administrative and support services 0 0.0 
Arts and entertainment 3  .7  
Other services 52 12.6 
Public administration and defence 36 8.7 
Education 19 4.6 
Health and social work 21 5.1 

Sole proprietor 0 0 
<10 1 0.2 

Number of 
employees 

10-30 8 1.9 
31-50 14 3.4 
51-100 17 4.1 
101-250 40 9.7 
>250 333 80.6 

<50 32 8.2 
51-100 21 5.4 

Number of 
suppliers 

101-250 65 16.7 
251-1000 91 23.4 
1001-5000 113 29.3 
5001-10,000 39 10.1 
>10,00 27 6.9 

Purchasing and <2 8 1.9 
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2-5  25 6.1 
6-10 67 16.2 
>10 313 75.8 

Preparation for analysis 
Data were entered in SPSS 14.0. T-tests compared early and late respondents to assess 
non-response bias. No significant differences were found. Missing value analysis (MVA) 
was used to assess missing data patterns. T-tests between missing and non-missing 
groups for each variable and an overall test of randomness indicate that missing data is 
“missing completely at random” (MCAR). Excluding missing values is the best choice, 
because the valid sample for statistical tests remains high (Sekaran, 2003). In checking 
for outliers, Mahalanobis distance testing indicated just eight respondents with 
standardised residuals +/- three standard deviations from the predicted residual. Hair et 
al. (2006) argue that unless one can prove that the outlier is not representative of any 
observation in the population, it should not be deleted from analysis as the improvement 
in the results of multivariate analysis comes at the cost of generalisation. Therefore, all 
data were retained prior to further analysis.  

Harman’s conventional one-factor test was conducted to test for the presence of 
common method bias (Podsakoff and Organ, 1986; Podsakoff and Dalton, 1987). All 31 
scale variables were entered into an exploratory principal components factor analysis 
(PCA) and principal axis factoring (PAF) and subjected to an oblique rotation (Direct 
Oblimin) to identify how many factors are required to account for variable variance. The 
presence of substantial common method variance may be shown if a single factor 
emerges from this analysis or the first factor accounts for the majority of covariance 
among the variable (Greene & Organ, 1973; Aulakh& Gencturk, 2000). Both PCA and 
PAF revealed the presence of 12 factors with eigenvalues >1.0 rather than a single factor. 
Of the 62% of variance explained by the 12 factors, only 11% was explained by the first 
factor, indicating that no general factor is present. These results appear to suggest that the 
risk of common method bias is minimal and is unlikely to confound interpretation of 
analysis. However, as Podsakoff et al (2003) observe, the fact that multiple factors 
emerge from the analysis: ‘…is not evidence that the measures are free of common 
method variance.” (p. 889) [emphasis added]. They regard Harman’s single factor test as 
inadequate. Given the emphasis in the current study on the role played by bias in this 
particular subject area, these warnings were heeded and further measures taken to test for 
the presence of social acceptability bias (see below).  

Finally, it was important to ensure there were sufficient inter-correlations in the data 
matrix to justify the use of factor analysis for the Supplier Empathy construct. Factor 
analysis adequacy was assessed using the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) Measure of 
Sampling Adequacy and Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity. The overall KMO statistic of 0.715 
exceeds most minimum cut-offs marks (.50, .60, .70, .80) suggested in the literature (Hair 
et al. 2006). Considering Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity, the low significance (<.000) 
disproves the null hypothesis that there are few significant relationships in the data. 
Taken together, the tests relating to non-response bias, outliers, and inter-correlations 
indicate the suitability of proceeding with factor analysis.    
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Factor analysis 
18 items seeking to measure Supplier Empathy (see questions 7 and 8) were subjected to 
exploratory factor analysis (EFA) as the factor structure is determined by empirical data 
rather than theory (Velicer & Jackson, 1990). The extraction method used in this research 
was Principal Components Analysis and the number of factors extracted was determined 
by the latent root criterion (Dunteman, 1989). For this data, initial eigenvalues suggested 
a solution of six factors which explains 58.9% of total variance. As expected, when 
orthongonal rotation was carried out, a number of items did not load clearly on a single 
factor, implying that Supplier Empathy factors are not independent. Therefore, the 
solution was subjected to an oblique rotation (Direct Oblimin) which produced an easily 
interpretable factor-loading matrix. To ensure practical significance, factor loadings ± .40 
were omitted (Hair et al. 2006). One item (excessive demands) of the 18 entered cross-
loaded on two factors and was deleted from further analysis. A further one item (exclude 
suppliers from early knowledge of future business) was deleted during purification to 
improve scale reliability. 

Data analysis 
The data analysis is presented as follows. Firstly, results of factor analysis for the 
Supplier Empathy construct, including tests for reliability and validity, are provided. 
Secondly, the extent to which practitioners support the partial consensus concerning the 
benefits of buyer-supplier cooperation is examined. Thirdly, hypotheses 1 to 5 relating to 
factors that may influence the degree of Supplier Empathy displayed by buyers are tested. 
Fourthly, the relationship between the presence of Supplier Empathy and the incidence of 
supplier problems is analysed. Finally, the extent of social acceptability bias present in 
the respondents’ answers is tested for. 

Supplier Empathy factor analysis 
Table 3 shows the final factor solution with details of factor loadings and alpha 
coefficients. 

Table 3 Supplier Empathy Factor Solution 

Variable 
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poor supplier communication skills .562 
lack of concern for supplier needs .692 
poor buyer communication skills .765 
poor buyer planning performance  .758 
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lack of buying power .609 
supplier focus on other customers .777 

Extended supplier lead-time .804 
delayed payment .419 
higher price offer to suppliers .722 

Technical assistance to supplier .721 
prompt payment .705 
supplier involvement in business decisions .692 

use of competitive pressure .815 
threat of lost business .706 

unreasonable supplier behaviour .752 
supplier generated quality problems .621 

Given the fact that the research was not longitudinal (test-retest) and there is no 
alternative construct measure (parallel forms), assessment of reliability focuses on 
internal consistency (Flynn et al., 1990). The overall alpha for the Supplier Empathy 
construct is .605 which exceeds the cut-off point of .60 suggested by Nunally (1978) for 
exploratory research. The alphas for individual factors are relatively weak, ranging from 
.442 to .746, suggesting further work in refining the Supplier Empathy measure may be 
required in the future. Moderate reliabilities and clear factor structure provide support for 
trait validity of the Supplier Empathy construct (Peter, 1981). However, this is not 
sufficient in assessing the extent to which a scale captures the latent construct (Churchill, 
1979). Content validity cannot be determined statistically, but rather by experts with 
reference to experience and literature (Sekaran, 2003). In explicating the Supplier 
Empathy construct, a wide range of literature was drawn on and combined with 
quantitative data. The resulting scale appears to accurately reflect the construct, thus 
exhibiting good content validity. Construct validity measures the extent to which a scale 
is a good operational definition of a construct and can be split into two elements. 
Convergent validity is established when variables load on a single factor and correlate 
with other variables in their assigned factors (Bagozzi, 1981). Discriminate validity is 
indicated if the factors and variables are truly different from one another (Carman, 1990). 
The rules of variable convergence and discrimination hold good for this data. The factor 
analysis reveals that of the original 18 variables, 17 load on a single factor and only one 
further item was deleted during purification.  

Practitioner displays of Supplier Empathy 
The first research question was concerned with the extent to which buyer behaviour 
supports the relational exchange approach to buyer-supplier relationships – as indicated 
by the extent to which buyers exhibit Supplier Empathy. Table 4 provides descriptive 
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data of Supplier Empathy scores for those who responded to the survey. The average 
degree of Supplier Empathy was .24 on a scale between -4 and +4. Therefore, on the 
question of whether buyer behaviours and attitudes suggest support for the relational 
exchange perspective, the results are inconclusive. Respondents appear to neither 
strongly support nor reject the pro-cooperation consensus.  

Table 4. Overall Supplier Empathy: Descriptive Statistics 
 Variable N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 
Degree of 
Supplier Empathy 413 -1.675 1.625 .24177 .559320 

Hypothesis 1: Dependence aversion 
The literature provided a number of studies suggesting that buyers who are averse to 
dependence on their suppliers are likely to be less supportive of the relational exchange 
perspective and therefore are likely to display lower levels of Supplier Empathy.  

H1: The higher the degree of supplier-dependence aversion, the lower will be 
the degree of Supplier Empathy. 

Attitudes towards supplier dependence were shown by responses to question 9. 
Correlation analysis was used to assess the extent to which levels of supplier-dependence 
aversion are negatively associated with levels of Supplier Empathy. Evidence was found 
for a negative relationship (-.107*) and this was significant to a 0.05 level. As buyers 
become increasingly averse to dependence on suppliers, they exhibit lower levels of 
Supplier Empathy. However, this relationship is relatively weak, and linear regression, 
with supplier dependence aversion as the independent variable and Supplier Empathy as 
the dependent variable, resulted in a model with little explanatory power (R.189; R2 .04). 
As such, hypothesis 1 is partially supported in the form of a relatively weak but 
significant negative correlation between supplier dependence aversion and levels of 
Supplier Empathy.  

Hypothesis 2: Innovation focus 
In the literature review, it was argued that organisations that focus on innovation as their 
primary source of sustainable competitive advantage may favour the relational exchange 
perspective in order to reap the benefits of supplier innovations. 

H2: Respondents with strategic objectives focused on innovation will display 
higher levels of Supplier Empathy than those with other strategic foci. 

The primary strategic focus of respondent firms was recorded in question 10 of the 
survey. Of the 413 respondents to this question, 10.2% of the respondents stated that the 
primary focus of their organisation was innovation. Quality was the primary focus for 
43.8% of respondents, 36.1% were most concerned with cost, whilst 8.8% were focused 
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on speed of delivery. Table 5 shows the Supplier Empathy scores for those with a 
primary focus on innovation (0.71) and those with other primary strategic foci (0.19).  

Table 5. The effects of strategic focus on Supplier Empathy 

N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error 
Innovation focus 42 .70714 .536284 .082750 
Other strategic foci 371 .18908 .537693 .027916 
Total 413 .24177 .559320 .027522 
Model Fixed Effects .537552 .026451 

Random Effects .327482 
Degree of Supplier Empathy 

Analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to examine the hypothesis that respondents 
with strategic objectives focused on innovation will display higher levels of Supplier 
Empathy compared with other strategic foci (Table 6). ANOVA compares the means for 
different groups – in this case, innovation focus versus other primary foci – and assesses 
the extent to which differences are significant. Small significance values (<.05) indicate 
group differences. In this case, the significance of .000 indicates that Supplier Empathy 
levels for respondents with a primary focus on innovation are significantly higher than 
those for respondents with other strategic foci. Hypothesis 2 is therefore supported.  

Table 6. Strategic focus on Supplier Empathy: ANOVA results 

Sum of Squares Df Mean Square F Sig. 
Between Groups 10.126 1 10.126 35.042 .000 
Within Groups 118.764 411 .289 
Total 128.890 412 

Degree of Supplier Empathy 

Hypothesis 3: Co-design 
The literature review indicated that, on balance, increased levels of co-design will be 
positively correlated with Supplier Empathy and the norms associated with relational 
exchange. 

H 3: The greater the incidence of co-designed products or services, the higher 
the degree of Supplier Empathy. 

The extent to which respondent organisations engage in joint design with suppliers was 
examined using question 11. Correlation analysis was employed to assess the association 
between co-design incidence and Supplier Empathy. Evidence was found for a positive 
relationship between the use of co-design and Supplier Empathy (.127*) and this was 
significant to a 0.1 level. As the level of reported joint design work increases, there is a 
small increase in levels of Supplier Empathy. In addition to correlation analysis, linear 
regression was undertaken to examine the extent to which the use of joint design predicts 
levels of Supplier Empathy. The resulting model had limited explanatory power (R.192; 
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R2 .04). Hypothesis 3 is therefore partially supported in the form of a relatively weak but 
significant positive relationship with joint design efforts and levels of Supplier Empathy. 

Hypothesis 4: Cooperative strategic objectives 
A number of studies suggest that respondents in organisations with explicit cooperative 
objectives are likely to be more supportive of norms associated with the relational 
exchange perspective. 

H4: Respondents in organisations with explicit partnership or supply chain 
cooperation objectives will display an enhanced degree of Supplier Empathy. 

The existence of formally stated objectives concerning the need to form partnerships or to 
be more cooperative with suppliers was measured in question 12.  62% of the 
respondents reported that they had a formally stated objective for strategic supplier 
partnerships. These respondents had average Supplier Empathy scores of 0.347 compared 
with the average of 0.07 for respondents with no formally stated cooperation objectives. 
Analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to compare the means for these two groups and 
assess the extent to which differences are significant (Table 7). In this case, the 
significance of .000 indicates that Supplier Empathy levels for respondents with formally 
stated cooperation objectives are significantly higher than those without such stated 
objectives. Thus, hypothesis 4 is supported by the data.   

Table 7. Partnership/Cooperation objectives affect on Supplier Empathy: ANOVA results 

Sum of Squares Df Mean Square F Sig. 
Between Groups 7.360 1 7.360 24.793 .000 
Within Groups 121.412 409 .297 
Total 128.772 410 

Degree of Supplier Empathy 

Hypothesis 5: Support for long-term trading relationships 
The literature suggests that there may be a positive relationship between organisations 
who favour long-term interactions with suppliers and their support for the relational 
exchange perspective. 

H 5: Buyers who report better long-term trading relationships will display a 
higher degree of Supplier Empathy. 

Support for the view that interactions with long-term suppliers are significantly better 
than those with short-term suppliers was examined using question 13. In examining 
hypothesis 5, correlation analysis indicated a strong, positive, and significant relationship 
(.364**) between Supplier Empathy and the view that long-term trading partners generate 
significantly better relations than short-term trading relations. The results indicated that 
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respondents who reported that longer-term relations were more harmonious than shorter-
term relations display higher levels of Supplier Empathy. Further testing of the 
hypothesis used linear regression analysis to examine the extent to which support for 
long-term trading predicted levels of Supplier Empathy. The regression model explains 
52.2% of variance in Supplier Empathy (Table 8). Considering the power of the 
regression model, a comparison of the regression sum of squares (64.25) and the residual 
sum of squares (55.53) indicates that the model accounts for a significant amount of 
variation in the dependent variable. Residuals for the data set range from -1.52 to +1.67. 
The fact that these residuals follow a normal distribution indicates that the model is 
appropriate for the data. Hypothesis 5 is therefore supported by the data. 

Table 8.  Regression model showing effect of long-term trading support on Supplier Empathy 

Model R R Square 
Adjusted R 
Square 

Std. Error of 
the Estimate Durbin-Watson 

1 .167(a) .028 .020 .552108 
2 .732(b) .536 .532 .381764 1.837 

a Predictors: (Constant), The number of years you have been involved in purchasing and 
dealing directly with suppliers, The total number of suppliers your organisation deal with 
(approx), The number of employees across your whole organisation 
b Predictors: (Constant), The number of years you have been involved in purchasing and 
dealing directly with suppliers, The total number of suppliers your organisation deal with 
(approx), The number of employees across your whole organisation, "Our personal 
interactions with long-term suppliers are significantly better than those with short-term 
suppliers" 

Hypothesis 6: The effect of Supplier Empathy on trading relations  
Within the literature, work of a number of authors can be interpreted as suggesting that 
support for the relational exchange perspective, as evidenced by enhanced levels of 
Supplier Empathy, is likely to result in a reduction in the incidence of supplier problems.   

H6: Respondents who display a high degree of Supplier Empathy will 
experience a lower incidence of problem suppliers.  

Respondent perceptions relating to the level of supplier problems were examined using 
question 14. Of the 409 respondents answering this question, 33.4% reported that ten 
percent of their suppliers routinely cause them problems, 28.8% put the figure at twenty 
percent, and 22.3% at thirty percent. The remaining 15.1% was spread between ‘none’, 
forty, fifty, sixty, seventy, eighty, and ninety percent. In testing hypothesis 6, the 
correlation between Supplier Empathy and problem suppliers was firstly examined using 
correlation analysis. Respondents who displayed a high level of Supplier Empathy did 
indeed report a lower incidence of problem suppliers. This positive correlation is both 
strong and highly significant (-.572***) and is clearly illustrated by the scatter plot in 
figure 2 below. 

Figure 2: Scatter plot showing relationship between Supplier Empathy and supplier problems 
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Further testing of the hypothesis used linear regression analysis to examine the extent to 
which levels of Supplier Empathy predict reported supplier problems. The regression 
model explains 31.9% of variance in problem supplier incidence (Table 9). Considering 
the power of the regression model, a comparison of the regression sum of squares 
(193.85) and the residual sum of squares (400.33) indicates that the model accounts for a 
significant amount of variation in the dependent variable. Residuals for the data set range 
from -2.87 to +5.94. The fact that these residuals follow a normal distribution indicates 
that the model is appropriate for the data. Hypothesis 6 is therefore supported by the data. 

Table 9.  Regression model showing effect of Supplier Empathy on supplier problems  

Model R R Square 
Adjusted R 
Square 

Std. Error of 
the Estimate Durbin-Watson 

1 .225(a) .051 .043 1.215 
2 .571(b) .326 .319 1.025 1.962 

a Predictors: (Constant), The number of years you have been involved in purchasing and dealing directly 
with suppliers, The total number of suppliers your organisation deal with (approx), The number of 
employees across your whole organisation 
b Predictors: (Constant), The number of years you have been involved in purchasing and dealing directly 
with suppliers, The total number of suppliers your organisation deal with (approx), The number of 
employees across your whole organisation, SV-Propensity (Total Average) 
c Dependent Variable: The percentage of your suppliers that routinely cause you problems 

It is worth noting that the statistical power of the regression model is partly determined 
by sample size (Hair et al., 2006). Very small samples (<20) often only allow the use of 
simple regression with one independent variable, with only very strong relationships 
detected with certainty. There are also problems with very large samples (>1000) due to 
over-sensitivity to statistical tests, often indicating the statistical significance of almost 
any relationship. Detecting significant R2 is also affected by the number of independent 
variables and the significance level chosen. For this research, when using the 16 items in 
the Supplier Empathy scale as independent variables and specifying a .01 significance 
level, the sample of 413 will detect R2 values of around 0.06 (6%) and greater. As such, 
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the large sample and small set of items gives a high degree of confidence in the statistical 
power of the analysis. Sample size also affects the extent to which results can be 
generalised. The sample becomes more representative of the population as its size 
increases. Hair et al., 2006 suggest that, assuming a representative sample, the ratio of 
observations to independent variables should always be greater than 5-to-1 and ideally 
between 15 and 20-to-1. In this research, the ratio of observations to independent 
variables is 22.94-to-1. 

Testing for social acceptability bias 
As discussed in the literature review, where a well established consensus exists social 
acceptability bias is likely to distort the responses given by individuals, moreover the 
standard one-factor test is incapable of unequivocally establishing the absence of 
common method variance. Consequently efforts were made to avoid the likelihood of 
social acceptability bias through the design of questions (indirect) and the method of data 
collection (web-based). An attempt was also made to test for the presence of this 
particular common method bias by comparing the responses to different items making up 
the Supplier Empathy scale. Items in question 7 asked the respondents to comment upon 
their own behaviour towards suppliers and were thus more direct in nature. Items in 
question 8 focused on equivalent behaviours towards suppliers that respondents believe 
competitors use and were thus more indirect in nature. Asking the respondents to advise 
how they thought their competitors would behave towards suppliers and comparing the 
results with their reports of their own behaviour should constitute a test for the presence 
of this bias. This particular form of indirect questioning has been tested and found 
effective in reducing the complications of social acceptability bias (Fisher, 1993). 
Paradoxically however, if precisely the same set of questions about buyer behaviours 
were employed, it would also generate a significant risk of a variety of other forms of 
common method bias such as item context effects (Wainer & Kiely, 1987), measurement 
context effects (Podsakoff et al., 2003), and particularly ‘consistency motif’ in which the 
respondents try to produce replies consistent with their replies to other questions (Johns, 
1994). In order to avoid these problems a different set of questions was thus employed 
that was intended to identify the extent to which the respondents believed their 
competitors would tend to blame their suppliers rather than themselves for problems in 
trading relationships. 

The mean average for ‘direct’ items measuring Supplier Empathy was 0.47. However, 
the mean average for equivalent ‘indirect’ items measuring Supplier Empathy was 0.01. 
To examine the extent to which social acceptability bias existed in the data, a paired-
sample t-test was carried out. This procedure compares the means of two variables that 
represent the same group – in our case Supplier Empathy when measured directly and 
indirectly. These results are extremely significant (<0.05) and suggest that when asked 
questions in a more indirect manner, respondents display attitudes that are less supportive 
of norms associated with Supplier Empathy and the relational exchange perspective. 
Therefore, as predicted, evidence for the presence of social acceptability bias in responses 
was found. 
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Discussion 
Given the longevity of the partial buyer-supplier cooperation consensus, one might have 
expected to discover a high degree of Supplier Empathy and generalised support for the 
relational exchange perspective. In this context, this suggests that the “middle-range” 
responses are open to various interpretations. On the one hand, very large organisations 
of the kind many of the respondents work for might be expected to possess high levels of 
power, and hence enjoy a sharply reduced need to display empathy with their suppliers. 
Therefore one might argue that although relatively low, the overall incidence of empathy 
is predictable. On the other hand, the staff in these very large organisations may be more 
highly qualified than their equivalents in smaller companies (Belfield, 1999) and thus 
potentially exposed to the academic literature. In addition, as members of the Chartered 
Institute of Purchasing and Supply, many respondents will have been exposed to the 
partial cooperation consensus in the Institute’s house journal: Supply Management. For 
these reasons, it can be argued that the relatively low level of Supplier Empathy is 
somewhat surprising. Furthermore, there are strong grounds for believing that social 
acceptability bias is present in this study’s responses, and thus respondents’ reported 
degree of Supplier Empathy may well have been artificially high; respondents may 
actually have possessed a lower degree of empathy than they reported. Hence, on 
balance, the findings may indicate not so much a “relatively low” as a “very low” degree 
of Supplier Empathy. 

The results of the test for the presence of social acceptability bias suggest that 
academics in the Operations and Supply Management field might benefit from raising 
their awareness of the possibility of social acceptability bias being present in their 
empirical findings, and taking appropriate steps to identify and deal with it in their 
research designs. Although this paper makes very limited comment on the validity or 
usefulness or the partial consensus concerning the benefits of cooperation, its findings on 
the presence of social acceptability bias do provide a warning of the potential risks 
inherent in designing research work in subject areas where a consensus exists. Moreover, 
logic suggests that the number of such topics may be quite large. In the Purchasing & 
Supply Management area for example, these might include: supply base rationalisation is 
beneficial; enhanced buyer-supplier transparency improves trading relationships; e-
commerce improves performance and so on.  

The analysis has successfully identified several factors that may influence respondent 
attitudes towards Supplier Empathy. The variables relating to aversion to supplier-
dependence, a strategic focus on innovation, incidence of co-design work, explicit 
partnership objectives, and length of trading relationship were shown to be related to the 
respondents’ levels of Supplier Empathy. Several of these variables are amenable to 
manipulation by management. Thus organisations wishing to improve their level of 
Supplier Empathy might promote staff training that undermined aversion to becoming 
dependent upon suppliers and emphasise the benefits of the relational exchange approach. 
They might also introduce explicit cooperation or partnership objectives and encourage 
the incidence of co-design efforts. 

The finding that an enhanced awareness and response to supplier needs, wants and 
preferences is associated with a reduction in numbers of problem suppliers, and thus one 
might surmise, improved trading performance, appears to support the argument 
underlying the partial consensus that treating suppliers well is a desirable strategy to 
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adopt. Given the nature of the sample, it is clear that even very large organisations that 
currently dominate their supply chains can benefit significantly from higher levels of 
Supplier Empathy. Such organisations may currently be missing an opportunity to 
improve purchasing performance and overall competitiveness by ignoring the value of 
Supplier Empathy.  

Conclusions 
Referring back to the main objectives of this study one may conclude that, in very large 
companies at least, there is indeed a significant mismatch between the partial consensus 
concerning the desirability of buyer-supplier cooperation and the attitudes and behaviours 
of buyers. Curiously this finding was accompanied by the fact that the respondents who 
displayed more Supplier Empathy reported better long-term trading interactions. This 
might appear to be self-evident, since it would have been extremely surprising to discover 
that suppliers whose interests and needs were addressed more fully responded by 
generating more problems for their more empathetic customers. There is no suggestion in 
the relevant literatures that the benefits of cooperative buyer-supplier interactions are 
limited to small and medium sized companies. Hence one may conclude that the very 
large company sector would profit from appreciating that, regardless of the level of 
power they possess within their various supply chains, the implications of the partial 
consensus also applies to them.  

Research limitations and future research opportunities 
As with all research, there are limitations to the study. The decision to try to avoid the 
effects of social acceptability bias was taken quite late in the research design process, and 
restricted primarily to the design of the questions relating to the Supplier Empathy 
construct. With the benefit of hindsight, it would have been desirable to apply the 
technique of devising indirect questions about pertinent buyer behaviours or practices to 
all of the other key questions. Another significant shortcoming of this study is the nature 
of the sample. In common with the majority of empirical work in the Operations and 
Supply Management field it was skewed towards very large companies. Since small 
companies do not have the luxury of using very large expenditure volumes to influence 
supplier behaviour, it is possible that a repeat of the same exercise with smaller 
companies would generate very different findings (cf. Lamming and Oggero, 1995). 
Moreover, it might be useful to undertake a qualitative study to try to obtain richer detail 
about buyers’ attitudes to the partial cooperation consensus.  

The relational exchange analysis of buyer-supplier relationships also suffers from one 
serious shortcoming; it is incomplete. Cox et al. (2003 and 2005) powerfully and 
convincingly argue that a better understanding of buyer-supplier relationships requires 
consideration of more than simply what they call the “way of working” - namely arms-
length or collaborative relationships. It must also consider the distribution of the benefits 
or “surplus value” generated by the exchange. They develop an analytical approach using 
both dimensions. Relational exchange theory, in common with many other relationship 
treatments, makes no mention of the distribution of benefits or surplus value between the 
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trading parties. Future research in this subject area would clearly benefit from the 
incorporation of the distribution of surplus value into the research design.   
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Appendix 1 - Survey items 

(Respondent characteristics) 

1. Job title 
2. Sector 

Public 
Private 
Not‐for‐profit 

3. Industry 
Agriculture, forestry, and fishing 
Mining and quarrying 
Manufacturing 
Wholesale and retail trade 
Electricity, gas, and water supply 
Construction 
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Accommodation and food services

Transportation and storage

Information and communication

Finance and insurance

Real estate

Professional services

Administrative and support services

Arts and entertainment

Other services

Public administration and defence

Education

Health and social work


4. Number of employees 
<10 10‐30 31‐50 51‐100 101‐250 >250 

5. Number of suppliers 
6. Number of years you have been involved in purchasing and dealing directly with suppliers 

<2; 2‐5; 5‐10; >10 

(Questions concerned with Supplier Empathy and its related constructs) 

7. In your experience, how effective are the following techniques in persuading suppliers to do 
what you would like them to do? (NB. if you have not used a technique, please tick 'don't know) 

Extremely ineffective; Ineffective; Neither effective nor ineffective; Effective; Extremely effective; 
Don't Know 

7a: Offering suppliers extended lead times 
7b: Withholding or delaying payment to suppliers 
7c: Offering supplier higher prices 
7d: Using competitive pressure 
7e: Offering suppliers technical assistance 
7f: Paying suppliers more promptly 
7g: Excluding suppliers from early knowledge of future business developments 
7h: Threatening suppliers with loss of business 
7i: Involving suppliers early in new business decisions 

8. Imagine you are a buyer for one of your competitors and you have a supplier that routinely 
cause problems. How significant do you think the following factors would be in creating a 
poor working relationship? 

Extremely insignificant; Insignificant; Neither significant nor insignificant; Significant; Extremely 
significant; Don’t know 

8a: Lack of buying power 
8b: Unreasonable personal behaviour of supplier’s staff 
8c: Poor supplier communication skills 
8d: Lack of concern on the part of buyers for supplier’s needs 
8e: Supplier’s focus on other customers 
8f: Unreasonable demands from the buyers 
8g: Supplier generated quality problems 
8h: Poor buyer communication skills 
8i: Poor planning performance by the buyer’s organisation 
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9. Different organisations in different markets have different sourcing policies. Which of the following 
statements most closely resembles your organisation's approach towards sourcing of important goods 
and services? 

• Whenever possible we try to single‐source such supplies. 
• Whenever possible we try to have two suppliers of such supplies. 
• Whenever possible we try to have more than two sources of such supplies. 
• We do not have any specific sourcing strategies or polices with respect to such supplies. 

10. Which of the following words most closely matches your organisation’s primary strategic 
focus as a seller? 

• Quality 
• Speed of delivery 
• Cost effectiveness 
• Product / service innovation 
• Don’t know 

11. The extent to which organisations rely on joint design work with their suppliers varies widely. 
How frequently does your organisation engage in joint design efforts with your suppliers? 

• Never 
• Extremely rarely 
• Rarely 
• Occasionally 
• Frequently 
• Extremely frequently 
• Don’t know 

12. Does your purchasing organisations have any formal stated objectives concerning the need to form 
partnerships or strategic alliances or to be more cooperative with suppliers? 

• Yes 
• No 
• Don’t know 

13. "Our personal interactions with long‐term suppliers are significantly better than those with 
short‐term suppliers" 

• Strongly disagree 
• Disagree 
• Neither agree nor disagree 
• Agree 
• Strongly agree 

14. The percentage of your suppliers that routinely cause you problems 
• Non 
• 10% 
• 20% 
• 30% 
• 40% 
• 50% 
• 60% 
• 70% 
• 80% 
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• 90% 
• All 
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