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Supplier satisfaction has often been argued to be an important determinant for supplier performance in the
buyer-supplier relationship. The micro-processes of how supplier satisfaction develops and how it relates to
supplier performance, however, are not well understood. By means of a longitudinal multiple case study design
of 18 buyer-supplier relationships, this paper provides insights into the micro-processes of how supplier satis
faction develops. Our findings provide several new insights. First, we observed how supplier satisfaction levels
showed little change even though the buyer’s behavior did not align with the supplier’s expectations, thereby
nuancing current conceptualizations of supplier satisfaction being a function of expected and realized relational
value. Second, we show how intra organizational dynamics at the supplier influence the relationship between
supplier satisfaction and supplier performance. Third, our findings give insights into the complex interplay be
tween the relational and economic antecedents of supplier satisfaction.

1. Introduction
The importance of suppliers for the success of the buying firm has
been widely described in the purchasing and supply management (PSM)
field. Buyers can gain competitive advantage through both tangible and
intangible resources that are provided by supplying firms (Esper and
Crook, 2014; Koufteros et al., 2012). This means it is important for the
buying firm to acquire access to these resources, especially if competing
buyers source similar resources from a similar supplier base (Dyer and
Hatch, 2006; Mesquita et al., 2008). Supplier satisfaction has shown to
be a key factor in determining whether the buying firm has the advan
tage of obtaining the better supplier resources (La Rocca et al., 2012;
Pulles et al., 2016; Schiele et al., 2012). Therefore, supplier satisfaction
is an important predictor of a supplier’s performance in the relationship
with a buyer (Hüttinger et al., 2012; Pulles et al., 2016).
A substantial stream in the PSM field has focused its attention on
supplier satisfaction. For instance, several studies focused on the ante
cedents of supplier satisfaction and showed how factors such as rela
tional trust, account profitability, the buyer’s reputation, reliability,
volumes, communication and information sharing can result in higher
levels of supplier satisfaction (Benton and Maloni, 2005; Essig and
Amann, 2009; Ghijsen et al., 2010; Pulles et al., 2016). Although these

studies present a comprehensive overview, the micro-processes of how
these factors lead to satisfaction is far less well understood. For instance,
although quantitative works demonstrate an overall positive effect of
individual antecedents, these antecedents cannot be expected to posi
tively influence satisfaction in every situation. Furthermore, little is
known about the interplay in terms of the relative and combined
importance of the different antecedents in stimulating supplier satis
faction. In addition, building on social exchange theory (Blau, 1964;
Homans, 1958; Lambe et al., 2001), supplier satisfaction has been
argued to develop over time in repeated interactions. However, studies
on supplier satisfaction generally present its antecedents and outcomes
at a specific moment in time, missing much of the micro-processes in
which (i) buyer behavior affects supplier satisfaction and (ii) how sup
plier satisfaction relates to the supplier’s performance in the
relationship.
To address these gaps, this study explicitly examines the microprocesses of how supplier satisfaction at the boundary spanner level
develops over an extended time-frame and how it affects supplier
resource allocations and performance. We draw on a longitudinal mul
tiple case study of 18 buyer-supplier relationships with the key bound
ary spanners on the supplier side as informants. Our findings provide
several new insights. First, our cases revealed occasions where supplier
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satisfaction levels showed little change even though the buyer’s
behavior did not align with the supplier’s expectations. These findings
nuance current conceptualizations which argue supplier satisfaction to
be a function of expected and realized relational value (Essig and
Amann, 2009; Nollet et al., 2012; Schiele et al., 2012). Second, we show
how satisfaction on a boundary spanner level does not necessarily
translate into supplier satisfaction on an organizational level and hence
higher supplier performance. Intra-organizational dynamics at the sup
plier influence the inter-organizational relationship between the buyer
and supplier. These findings contribute to the literature on the role of the
of the boundary spanner in buyer-supplier relationships (Jap and
Anderson, 2007; Zhang et al., 2015; Zhao and Anand, 2013). Third, we
provide new insights into the interplay between relational and economic
antecedents of supplier satisfaction. Our findings show how these an
tecedents as described in social exchange theory can have different
weights with different suppliers and with the internal organizational
functions of suppliers. These findings contribute to the literature that
discussed supplier satisfaction as a multi-dimensional construct (Pie
chota et al., 2021; Pulles et al., 2016).

2.1. Antecedents of supplier satisfaction and their interplay
A substantial stream in the PSM literature focuses on the antecedents
of supplier satisfaction. Vos et al. (2016) summarized the literature and
discuss how economic factors such as profitability and growth oppor
tunity of the buyer’s account are important but relational factors such as
the buyer’s operational and relational behavior also play an important
role in the ability to influence supplier satisfaction. Because supplier
satisfaction is a function of economic and relational antecedents, it is
important to understand the interplay between these dimensions.
However, despite insights into the direct effects of these dimensions on
supplier satisfaction (e.g., Piechota et al., 2021), the interplay and the
circumstances in which they are most effective are still relatively under
investigated issues. Research from different fields shows how different
exchange components interact, emphasizing the need to study the
micro-processes of exchange structures (Krishnan et al., 2020).
Studies on related concepts such as commitment, trust and relational
investments find that the workings of relational and economic concepts
may change during the course of a relationship. Wilson (1995) notes
how certain relational mechanisms may have an active phase where
they are at the center of the relational interactions and a latent phase
where they are still important but not under active consideration. Other
studies have found how concepts such as relational investments, infor
mation exchange and supplier development have different effects
depending on the relationship lifecycle (Jap and Anderson, 2007;
Wagner, 2011). Similarly, research on customer satisfaction shows how it
changes dynamically over time (Mittal et al., 2001) Hence, it would
appear that the literature is missing out on much that can explain the
dynamics of supplier satisfaction in all of its dimensions, as a result of
focusing solely on supplier satisfaction – its antecedents and its effects at one single point in time.

2. Literature background
Satisfaction finds its roots in social exchange theory (SET) which
describes how exchanges are not limited to material goods, but also
include intangible value (Homans, 1958). SET explains how the basis for
behaviors in a relationship are norms of reciprocity that are driven by
expectations of receiving and giving relational value (Blau, 1964; Lambe
et al., 2001; Pulles et al., 2016). Over time, the supplier compares the
social and economic outcomes from interactions with the focal buyer to
expectations and to the outcomes in relationships with other buyers
(Lambe et al., 2001; Piechota et al., 2021). Satisfaction occurs when the
relational expectations derived from these comparisons are actually
achieved in the relationship (Benton and Maloni, 2005; Essig and
Amann, 2009). Supplier satisfaction therefore is seen as the condition
that is achieved if the quality of outcomes from a buyer–supplier rela
tionship meets or exceeds the supplier’s expectations (Schiele et al.,
2012). By contrast, the supplier may become dissatisfied with the rela
tionship when there is a discrepancy between a supplier’s expectations
and the buyer’s realization of value.
The notion of reciprocity implies that if a supplier perceives a rela
tionship to be satisfactory, this supplier is likely to reciprocate this value
and invest in the relationship, thereby generating more value for the
buying firm. Conversely, an expectation-realization discrepancy might
eventually result in the supplier allocating its prime resources to other
buyers (Ellegaard and Koch, 2012). However, the supplier satisfaction
literature is not very specific on whether expectation-realization dis
crepancies always result in lower satisfaction. A recent study on start-up
accelerators finds evidence that social bonding can make relationships
relatively robust against unrealized exchange expectations (Krishnan
et al., 2020). Whether supplier satisfaction and supplier performance
can show similar robustness against expectation-realization discrep
ancies is unknown.
The literature generally describes supplier satisfaction to have a
positive effect on the buyer-supplier relationship. The buying firm that is
able to create supplier satisfaction is expected to receive more relational
benefits than comparable buyers that do not have satisfied suppliers
(Pulles et al., 2016). For instance, supplier satisfaction relates positively
to expectations of relationship continuation (Glavee-Geo, 2019) and a
supplier satisfied with a specific customer makes a greater effort to
gratify this customer in terms of resource allocations (Bemelmans et al.,
2015). Supplier satisfaction is shown to be an important factor in
mobilizing supplier resources and obtaining preferred customer status,
which notably includes benefits for buyers such as cost and pricing
benefits, access to supplier innovations and technologies, delivery pri
orities and other operational benefits (Pulles et al., 2019).

2.2. Boundary spanners and supplier satisfaction
Boundary spanners are agents representing their organizations in
interfirm relationship and directly interact with their counterpart (Cai
et al., 2021; Hald, 2012). Personal relationships and interactions be
tween these boundary spanners have an important role in how the
relationship on a firm level develops (Dekker et al., 2019; Ellegaard,
2012). Research of Granovetter (1985) and Uzzi (1997) greatly influ
enced the literature on boundary spanners. Similar to the mechanisms
described in SET, these authors argued that economic relations in a
business setting are often overlaid with social content that carries ex
pectations of trust and can by this means reduce transaction costs. At the
same time, however, social ties can also derail economic interaction if
the economic objectives are surpassed by the social aspects.
Although much focus has been placed on the inter-firm role, the
boundary spanner also has an important intra-firm role. For instance,
the non-boundary spanner actors in the firm are dependent on the
boundary spanner for information on the exchange partner (Zhao and
Anand, 2013). The non-boundary spanners either do not know the right
people at the exchange partner, or lack the authorization to directly
contact them. At the same time, the boundary spanner may lack decision
making power and could be dependent on an internal manager who has
a different view on the relationship. For example, Hald (2012) reported
how strategic sourcing functions can overrule boundary spanners.
Ellegaard and Koch (2014) describe how internal misalignments be
tween the boundary spanner of a buying firm and other organizational
functions may prohibit suppliers from committing to the buying firm.
The purchaser as a boundary spanner plays an important role in creating
alignment between internal customers and the supplier (Tchokogué and
Merminod, 2021). Buyer-supplier relationships have therefore been
described as “political battlefields” in which the dynamics between the
functions within the buying firm can have an important influence on
how the relationship with the supplier develops (Brattström and Faems,
2020). In the light of these findings, it is important to examine how
2
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boundary spanner satisfaction affects the buyer-supplier relationship on
an interorganizational level.

frequent site visits to each of them. Table 1 shows the key characteristics
of our cases.

3. Methodology

3.2. Data collection

A longitudinal multiple case study approach was chosen (Berends
et al., 2011; Canato et al., 2013; Howard et al., 2017; Langley, 1999). We
aimed on achieving theory elaboration (Ketokivi and Choi, 2014), with
the intention of providing in-depth insights into the antecedents and
performance outcomes of supplier satisfaction. A case study approach
has shown to be effective in refining theory (Beverland and Lindgreen,
2010; Dubois and Araujo, 2007; Harrison and Easton, 2004) and is
especially suitable for generating a holistic understanding of the dy
namics and complexities in a buyer-supplier relationship (Choi and
Krause, 2006; Yin, 2009). In addition, a longitudinal case study design
allows a focus on the process of change with a particular emphasis on
action and development processes and the search after antecedents. The
explanation of phenomena through context influences is a central
element of a longitudinal case study approach (Yin, 2009).

Data was collected through fieldwork in the course of which the
informants were interviewed approximately every one and a half
months over a nine-month period. Hence, the data was collected in six
interview rounds. This time-frame allowed us to observe how (a change
in) buyer behavior affected supplier satisfaction and performance. In
addition, we could sufficiently assess whether the levels of reported
satisfaction were robust over multiple interview rounds. After the fifth
interview round we were able to identify whether the reported levels of
satisfaction were relatively robust or sensitive. Since these patterns did
not change after the sixth interview round, we decided to stop inter
viewing. This meant the nine months period was sufficient to serve the
main purpose in our study: to examine the micro-processes of supplier
satisfaction. All the interviews were audio recorded and transcribed. The
informants were provided with the transcript after each interview and
were asked to validate it to ensure that it represented what they inten
ded to communicate correctly (Ellram, 1996). The data collection was
initiated with a first round of interviews to introduce the purposes of the
research and to gain insights into the supplier firms. These first inter
view sessions were divided into three parts (see Table 2): general in
formation about the firm and the informant, general information about
the firm’s buyer portfolio and information on the selected relationships.
The consecutive interview rounds served to gain in-depth insights
into the selected relationships. We did this by asking the informants to
assess supplier satisfaction on a 0%–100% scale in each interview round.
This approach mainly served within-case purposes as it allowed the
tracking of satisfaction changes in a relationship (van de Ven, 1992).
Different scores between the consecutive interview rounds determined if
changes occurred. The interviews then focused on understanding the
micro-processes explaining this change or relative stability.
In total we conducted 54 interviews (6 interview rounds with each of
the 9 informants, observing 18 cases). Each of these interviews had a
duration of 30–40 min (about 15–20 min per relationship) allowing to
gain further details about the relationship with the buyers. Interview
protocols were developed to lead the interviews. The interviews are
semi-structured (Newton, 2010) to ensure some degree of flexibility
(Wilson, 2013) as well as the possibility of comparison. The funnel
system was used (Karlsson, 2008), starting with open questions about
the firm, the interviewee and the relationships with the buyers. Subse
quently, the questions were more specifically geared to the relationships
to the supplier satisfaction. The topics and concepts guiding these pro
tocols were developed from the literature.
The interview protocols for interviews 2 to 6 are shown in Table 3.
The protocols were identical across cases, but the semi-structure allowed
a focus on issues specific to the relationship. In total, this amounted to
nearly 30 h of interviews and some 260 pages of transcriptions. Three
additional video-conferencing calls and three e-mail conversations were
conducted later to resolve unclear issues.

3.1. Case selection
The unit of analysis in this research is the buyer-supplier relation
ship. In our case selection, we selected a variety of firms based on pur
poseful sampling. We aimed at identifying cases from which in-depth
insights into the micro-processes of supplier satisfaction could be gained
(Patton, 1990). Previous studies showed how supplier satisfaction is not
limited to specific industries. Therefore, we chose a diverse set of firms,
which enabled us to maintain external validity. Our main criteria was to
find suitable cases where the firms would interact frequently, which
would allow observations of how these interactions affect satisfaction
development or change. We thus selected relationships in which in
teractions take place at least three times a month. Second, to allow
observations of how satisfaction relates to supplier action, the re
lationships should not be tied to long framework agreements which
restrict the supplier’s scope of action. In total, we selected 18 cases that
fitted these requirements. This number excluded three cases that were
discontinued during the data collection period: one due to limited
contact between the buyer and supplying firm, one because the supplier
had virtually no scope of action due to contractual agreements and one
case was discontinued due to a lack of interest on the part of the
interviewee.
We selected interviewees at the supplier side, because our focus is on
supplier satisfaction. To ensure that our interviewees were knowledge
able about the relationship, we selected interviewees in direct contact
with the buying firm (Berends et al., 2011; Howard et al., 2017). We
selected the key boundary spanners responsible for the relationships
with the buying firms to gain up-to-date insights into the status and
developments of the buyer-supplier relationship. These interviewees
were recruited from a variety of functions ranging from sales to C-level
functions. Boundary spanners have a critical role in the buyer-supplier
relationship (Jap and Anderson, 2007), which makes them suitable in
formants for our research. To ensure that our informants were familiar
with the definitions of the main concepts, these concepts were explained
in detail before the first interview using the definitions presented in the
literature section. This included defining supplier satisfaction, which we
explained to be a function of relational expectations and realizations.
In selecting our cases, we aimed at generating diversity with the
intention of discovering various potential development paths to supplier
satisfaction. At the same time, the interviewees needed to use similar
comparison standards for comparability reasons. We thus followed the
suggestions of Ulaga and Eggert (2006) and asked our informants to
select two relationships: one relationship in which they were relatively
satisfied and one in which they were less satisfied. All the suppliers are
located in the southeast of Austria, in the proximity of the first author’s
university, this is because our longitudinal research design required

3.3. Data analysis
The data analysis was initiated in parallel to the data collection
process. Our analysis began with the creation of profiles for each buying
firm. Following this preliminary phase, we went through multiple
rounds of coding to search for patterns and interpretations (Canato et al.,
2013; Stake, 1994). When the interviews were finished, we conducted a
rigorous content analysis. Because of the broad array of answers, lan
guage and terms in our transcriptions, we decided to manually code and
evaluate our data to attain the best contextualization of the interview
findings (Fawcett et al., 2011). Our analysis consisted of several steps.
First, we used an open coding approach. The interview transcripts
were analyzed line by line and key categories were identified. The
3
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Table 1
Case characteristics.

Table 2
Interview protocol first interview.

Firm and informant
information

Buyer 1 (satisfied; S)

Buyer 2 (not satisfied; NS)

Supplier A
Industry: Fitness and
nutrition
Sales (2018): ~ €35
milliona
Employees. ~ 60
Informant: Sales &
operations manager
Experience: 1 yearb
Supplier B
Industry: automotive
Sales (2017): ~ €1.55
billion
Employees: ~9500
Informant: Technical
sales manager
Experience: 2 years
Supplier C
Industry: construction
equipment
Sales (2017): ~€ 4.9
billion
Employees: ~29.000
Informant: Sales
consultant
Experience: 3 years
Supplier D
Industry: medical
engineering
Sales (2018): ~ €4.3
million
Employees. 40
Informant: CEO
Experience: ~25 years
Supplier E
Industry: automotive
Sales (2018): ~
€1.872 million
Employees: 20 Graz
(600 worldwide)
Informant: branch
manager
Experience: 7 years
Supplier F
Industry:
Compounding
Sales (2018): ~ €115
million
Employees: ~400
Informant 1: sales
manager
Experience: 11 years
Informant 2: technical
sales manager
Experience: 13 years

Initial satisfaction
level: 100%
Order volume: ~€1.8
milliona
Relationship length:
4 years

Initial satisfaction level: 20%
Order volume: ~€60.000
Relationship length: 2 years

Initial satisfaction
level: 90%
Order volume: ~€3
million
Relationship length:
2 years

Initial satisfaction level: 10%
Order volume: ~€900.000
Relationship length: >10
years

Initial satisfaction
level: 100%
Order volume:
~€40,000
Relationship length:
~20 years

Initial satisfaction level: 30%
Order volume: ~€2000 to
5000
Relationship length: 3 years

Initial satisfaction
level: 90%
Order volume: ~
€50,000
Relationship length:
~9 years

Initial satisfaction level: 0%
Order volume: ~€17,500
Relationship length: >5
years

Initial satisfaction
level: 90%
Order volume: ~
€1.2 million
Relationship length:
7 years

Initial satisfaction level: 70%
Order volume: ~ €1.5
million
Relationship length: 7 years

Informant 1 (F1):
Initial satisfaction
level: 75%
Order volume:
~€500,000
Relationship
length:12 years
Informant 2 (F2):
Initial satisfaction
level: 80%
Order volume:
~€1.5 million
Relationship
length: 10 years
Informant 1(G1):
Initial satisfaction
level: 90%
Order volume:
~€2 million
Relationship
length: 20 years
Informant 2 (G2):
Initial satisfaction
level: 90%
Order volume:
~€2 million
Relationship
length: 20 years

Informant1 (F1):
Initial satisfaction level:
40%
Order volume: ~€1.5
million
Relationship length: 12
years
Informant 2 (F2):
Initial satisfaction level:
10%
Order volume: ~€20,000
Relationship length: 9
years

Supplier G
Industry: Packaging
Sales (2018): ~ €100
million
Employees. ~ 400
Informant 1: sales &
operations manager
Experience: ~25 years
Informant 2: sales
manager
Experience: ~25 years

a
b

#

Main topics

Detailed questions

Purpose

1

General information
about respondent,
product and industry.
Relationship with
buyers

Age, job description,
experience, annual turnover

Information about
firm and
informant
General
information about
relationships

2

3

Relationship history

4

Remaining

Level of satisfaction,
relationship characteristics,
size of the buyer,
communication structure,
relationship length,
dependence, trust,
relationship dynamics,
resource allocations to buyer
Past events, relationship
development, future
expectations
Topics the informant would
like to discuss, other
interesting aspects

Detailed
information about
relationship
To identify topics
the protocol
missed

Table 3
Interview protocol, interviews 2 to 6.
#

Main topics

Detail questions

Purpose

1

Relationship with
buyer (S), (NS)

Detailed
information about
relationship

2

Remaining

Level of satisfaction, description
of the relationship since the last
interview, reason for changes/no
changes, special treatment of the
buyer due to satisfaction level
Topics the informant would like
to discuss, other interesting
aspects

To identify topics
the protocol missed

advantage of this approach is that data provides explanations for specific
events and their consequences, doing so to the greatest extent possible
and without a forced interpretation of pre-existing theory (Flick, 2014).
We used the hard copy transcriptions and discussed these with two re
searchers (the first author and an external researcher). To ensure reli
able coding, the researchers first coded the transcripts individually and
then compared these codes. Disagreements were resolved and this pro
cess led to occasional recoding. After the initial coding round, we
developed a preliminary categorization scheme based on our data,
literature and discussions within our research team (the full author
team). This process resulted in four key categories: supplier satisfaction
(e.g., happiness), relationship attributes (e.g., trust), relationship events
(e.g., interactions), and supplier performance (e.g., pricing decisions).
Second, we assigned the individual passages of each interview
transcript to categories, so that nothing was overlooked. The length of
the passages varied greatly ranging from a few words to several sen
tences long. Colors were assigned to the codes to create a clear withincase overview of the transcripts. The individual categories were then
examined in detail focusing on the salient characteristics of the re
lationships. Based on the recurring assessment of supplier satisfaction on
a 0–100% scale, we plotted supplier satisfaction in each of the 18 cases
over a 9-month period, which allowed us to focus on the micro-processes
that explained relative change and stability in each of the cases. Dis
cussions in our research team and with external colleagues served as a
means of checking the elaborated scheme and as a further validity check
of our interpretations (Lee, 1999).
Third, we followed suggestions by Miles and Huberman (1994) and
complemented our within-case analysis with a cross-case analysis. To
examine the cross-case patterns, we recoded our transcripts using the
content analysis software MAXQDA 2020 (VERBI Software). We started
using this software because it enabled cooperation from different
physical locations. This was followed by a cross-case analysis focusing
on the differences and similarities between the cases to identify newly
emerging patterns. For the cross-case analysis, we analyzed all the cases

Informant 1 (G1):
Initial satisfaction level:
50%
Order volume: ~€4 million
Relationship length: 5
years
Informant 2 (G2):
Initial satisfaction level:
50%
Order volume: ~€4 million
Relationship length: 5
years

The sales and order volumes are annual.
Experience refers to the informant’s relevant working experience.
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Table 4
Overview case findings.
Case
A(S)
A(NS)

B(S)

Antecedents leading to boundary spanner …

Performance effects of (dis)satisfaction

… satisfaction

Higher supplier performance

Trust, good personal
relationship, availability,
frequent communication

Trust, understanding, good
personal relationship,
good communication

B(NS)

C(S)

D(NS)

E(S)

E(NS)

F1(S)
F1(NS)

F2(S)

F2(NS)

Unreliable,
unavailable,
exaggerated
forecasts for low
order volume

No personal
relationship, buyer
demands much input
but orders low
volumes
Friendly relationship, open
communication, reciprocal
recognition, fast answering,
trust

C(NS)

D(S)

… dissatisfaction

Provides feedback,
cooperative relationship,
trust, friendly relationship,
innovative

Good trust-based
cooperation, innovative,
competent, frequent
communication, keeps to
contractual agreements

Cooperation at personal level,
opportunity for growth, trust,
good partnership

High turnover, opportunity
for growth, mutual
appreciation, good and fast
information exchange,
uncomplicated cooperation

Higher Knowledge sharing,
priority allocation of scarce
goods, better prices

Lower supplier performance

Knowledge sharing, increased
effort in the relationship
compared to other
relationships

High, strong and robust
relationship.
Boundary spanner
has to serve buyer
because higher
management values
the buyer’s “big
name”.

Preferred customer status,
orders get priority,
knowledge sharing

Elite workers are offered to
the buyer for a long time and
low price (i.e., knowledge
sharing and reduced pricing)

Easy care buyer,
price –oriented
buyer, little
opportunity for
growth and
innovation, price
pressure

High, supplier indicated very
strong and robust
relationship.
Low, negative events even led
to the termination of the
relationship.

Reactive behavior, does not
make special offers, requests
of high-satisfaction-buyers
get priority

No feedback, no
trust, poor
communication

Buyer prioritizes own
interests, buyer is
aware of power
advantage and
willing to use it if
needed, buyer is
difficult to handle,
communication
could be better

none

Just reacting on requests,
doesn’t get limited goods

Fast reaction, better
availability, better prices,
points out good offers to
buyer, regular visits and
checks, proactiveness
Rude behavior, no
respect, everything
has to be rushed,
price focused, very
demanding, no trust

Satisfaction robustness

Boundary spanner
has to serve buyer
because higher
management values
the buyer’s “big
name”.

Low, satisfaction shows high
variation and is influenced by
small incidents.

High, satisfaction level is high
and robust and can hardly be
influenced.
High, relatively high
satisfaction (70%) despite
poor relational behavior of
the buyer.

High, robust and good
relationship.
Buyer has a good
relationship on
managing director
level, so supplier has
to serve buyer.

Fast answering, no waiting
time

Buyer demands
much input but
orders low volumes,
poor communication

High, satisfaction does not
change even when the
supplier was somewhat
dissatisfied, justified with the
robust and good relationship
in general.
Low, satisfaction varies from
period to period.

High, robust and good
relationship.

Buyer has big name
and brings in many
orders and high
turnovers.

Willing to invest in smaller
projects, which other buyers
would not receive

Low, satisfaction is changing
due to trivia.

Initially relatively low,
increased from 40% to 70%
which it remained over
interview rounds 4–6.

High, longer waiting times do
not affect the satisfaction.

Supplier is positive
about future
expectations,
therefore the buyer
receives fast

Low, satisfaction varies a lot
due to new orders or longer
waiting time.

(continued on next page)
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Table 4 (continued )
Case

G1(S)

Antecedents leading to boundary spanner …

Performance effects of (dis)satisfaction

… satisfaction

Higher supplier performance

Long-term partnership,
mutual appreciation, close
relationship, straightforward
communication, flexibility,
transparency, professional
competences, feedback

G1(NS)

G2(S)

… dissatisfaction

Poor
communication, low
flexibility, poor
information from
buyer side.

Knowledge sharing, faster
reaction than for other
buyers, allocates more
workers in projects than for
other buyers, preferential
treatment when capacities are
scarce

Close relationship, trust, high
flexibility, structured
processes, handshake quality,
high competences.

G2(NS)

Lower supplier performance

Communication not
at eye level,
incomplete
information, low
flexibility, unclear
processes, low trust.

and focused on differences and similarities. We created documents for
each single case including all relevant data. We then compared the cases
that have a very high/low satisfaction and then the cases where the
satisfaction showed relatively large changes. Then we categorized the
events and circumstances that led to high/low satisfaction and its (non-)
effect on performance. After comparing the “obvious” differences and
similarities, we re-examined all cases to avoid overlooking any
not-so-obvious results.

Satisfaction robustness
none
handling and
answering.

Not due to indicated
satisfaction, but the
supplier treats buyer
preferential because
of its size which
guarantees turnover
and consequently
working places at
supplier’s side.
Not due to indicated
satisfaction, but due
to capacity scarcity
the buyer was
disadvantaged.
Higher management
ordered so, because
of the buyer’s limited
size.
Boundary spanner
had to serve buyer
because of its size.
Interviewee
indicated: A
customer with
similar behavior, but
lower volumes would
receive worse
treatment.

High, satisfaction is robust
due to the good relationship.

Low, satisfaction varies in five
of the six interview rounds.
For example, satisfaction is
influenced by a product
innovation or extra work

Low, high satisfaction (95%)
initially, which decreased
over the interview rounds to
70% due to complaints of the
buyer.

Low, satisfaction increased
from 45% to 80% because the
buyer has opened up and was
ready for better cooperation.

Relational antecedents such as transparency and open communication
were found to be important. In cases C(S) and F1(S), the relationship
with the buying firms was explained as being both very open and based
on good personal relationships. Communication was perceived to be
good as the buyer provided constructive feedback on supplier perfor
mance. The cases also revealed how satisfaction is a function of expec
tations and realizations of value. For instance, for case C(S), the
satisfaction increased from 90 to 100% because the buyer communi
cated the good relationship between the firms to the manager of the
informant, which was greatly appreciated: “I didn’t expect that, wow!”
In addition, during the first interview round the informant in case F1
(S) mentioned how a particularly attractive economic attribute of the
buying firm was the opportunity for growth. During the consecutive
interview rounds the expectations of growth were realized and new
orders came in. This resulted in steadily increasing levels of supplier
satisfaction as can be seen in Fig. 1, which shows the seven cases with
increasing levels of satisfaction. The informant described how they
received: “a new request for a new project, which is always nice. The
cooperation in an ongoing project has also developed positively, according to
plan, in this respect it was positive.” The same informant reported an in
crease in satisfaction for a relationship which had begun with initial low
levels of satisfaction. Buying firm F1(NS) placed a somehow surprisingly
large order (period 2, Fig. 1) which exceeded expectations and therefore
increased satisfaction “If you always order well-behaved and do not make
any problem then this [large order] is of course a fine thing, I didn’t expect
that.” Case F2(NS) showed a substantial increase in supplier satisfaction.
In this case a critical issue in a long-lasting project was resolved to the
satisfaction of the supplier and a new order request was made. The buyer
invested more efforts into this project and consequently communication
not only improved but also became more frequent. The supplier had the

4. Findings
Our findings describe the micro-processes of supplier satisfaction, as
perceived by informants from the supplier firms. Table 4 shows an
overview of all cases including the antecedents leading to boundary
satisfaction or dissatisfaction, the supplier performance effects of (dis)
satisfaction and the robustness of supplier satisfaction. In the sections
below, we first present the overall observations from the individual
cases in terms of the antecedents leading to supplier (dis)satisfaction
(section 4.1) and the effects of (dis)satisfaction on supplier performance
(section 4.2.). These sections partly demonstrate the SET mechanisms
suggested by the current literature, but also present new insights into the
interplay between these antecedents and the role of the boundary
spanners within the supplier’s organization. We then present then
discuss the robust and sensitive patterns of supplier satisfaction (section
4.3).
4.1. Antecedents of boundary spanner satisfaction
The cases showed many examples of how buyer behavior and char
acteristics can lead to satisfaction at the boundary spanner level.
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satisfaction as being due to the “unpleasant situation”.

“feeling of being treated fairly once again.” and commented “now my ex
pectations are fulfilled”.
Other antecedents of supplier satisfaction were observed in the cases
B(NS), G1(NS) and G2(NS). These showed great similarities with those
described in the literature and involved relational antecedents such as
trust, reliability, knowledge sharing routines, involvement in develop
ment projects, frequent communication, fairness, availability and per
sonal relationships and economic antecedents such as profitability and
growth in turnover.

4.3. How boundary spanner satisfaction relates to supplier performance
The literature describes high supplier satisfaction as positively
affecting supplier performance. We thus take a closer look at how sup
plier satisfaction influences supplier performance in this section.
4.3.1. Increasing supplier performance because of high satisfaction
In eight cases we observed how the supplier treats some buyers better
than other buyers because of the high satisfaction level they provide. In
several cases we observed how satisfaction was reciprocated with
improved resource allocation. For example, in case A(S) the informant
explained: “Well, when things are in short supply. Which can happen with us,
then this buyer is definitely supplied first […], because with this customer
everything works great and we are totally satisfied with the relationship […]
it’s just mutual.” A particular point of satisfaction for this supplier was
that, even though their buyer had a clear power position they “have not
played this card with us”. In case E(S) the supplier offered to allocate
qualified workers to the buying firm’s premises at low rates: “We
accommodate the buyer when we place qualified employees, for example by
saying that we let the employees work at the buyer’s premises […] is then free
of charge for the buyer, so to speak.”
In cases A(S) and C(S) the supplier offered better prices because of
their satisfaction with the buyer. The informants indicated that they
offer better deals to those customers with whom they are very satisfied
than they do to the low-satisfaction customers. Better deals can come in
the form of a general discount or by giving discounts on specific com
ponents. In addition, some suppliers also offer non-monetary services
such as free customer service in the form of consulting or maintenance.
Those buyers with whom the suppliers are less satisfied, however, do not
get any discounts or special offers. For example, one informant said: “I
know my customers, especially the ones I’m satisfied with. If I now have a
product from the sale, I know who I can offer it to at a lower price. I would
never do that with a customer I am not satisfied with.”
Even in cases where initial satisfaction was low, we nevertheless
observed how an increase in satisfaction slowly resulted in better
treatment. Although these cases did not show preferential treatment (i.
e., better than other customers), we did observe increased goodwill in
which the supplier’s performance increased compared to past perfor
mance. For example, we reported in the above (section 4.1.2) on case B
(NS) in which the informant was suspicious because the buyer simply
placed orders “to tap” the knowledge of this supplier. Despite this, Fig. 1
shows how this supplier’s satisfaction increased between period 3 and 6,
because of the growing interest of the buyer in the supplier and its work.
The informant pointed out that “[…] now I put some more effort in his
requests and maybe in the relationship […]”. Similarly, the initial reported
satisfaction in case D(NS) was 0% and the CEO even wanted to discon
tinue the relationship and said “[…] that’s his last chance”. In the
following periods, however, satisfaction improved because the buyer
apologized for mistakes made in the past. This improved satisfaction:
“We are getting back to daily business, but slowly […]” and resulted in
better treatment than before: “Of course, now we accommodate the buyer
and are more willing to put effort into the relationship.”
We observed similar examples of improved supplier performance
because of supplier satisfaction in cases (B(S), D(S), F1(S), F2(S), G1(S)).
Examples of such improved performance were: better availability and
fast answering of calls, regular checks if everything is “OK”, proactive
behavior and priority in allocation of physical resources in times of
scarcity.

4.2. Antecedents of boundary spanner dissatisfaction
The cases showed several instances in which the behavior of the
buying firm resulted in decreasing levels of satisfaction at the boundary
spanner level. In these relationships, we observed relational practices
that the supplier perceived as unreliable, poor availability, rude
behavior, an excessive focus on price and wrongfully blaming the sup
plier for mistakes. In cases A(NS) and C(NS) the informants reported
how the buyer blamed the supplier for mistakes, which in the in
formant’s eyes had been caused by the buyers themselves. The infor
mant in A(NS) mentioned: “This means that the buyer has tried to blame us
for the mistakes made by others and that is not OK.” Both informants stated
that the buyer was rude, unreliable, frequently unavailable and focused
on price. For A(NS), this resulted in the ending of a relationship, which
had already lasted for two years. Comparison levels with other buyers
played an important role as the informant indicated that the buyer’s
behavior was unacceptable, especially when compared to other
relationships.
Case B(NS) demonstrated how opportunistic and dissatisfying
behavior of the buying firm can create suspicion on the supplier’s side
even after the behavior of the buyer improves. Here, the buying firm
made many requests, but placed small and infrequent orders. Or, in the
words of the sales manager: “much input, low output” and the fact that the
buyer “[…] simply orders and does not buy, because he only wants to tap our
knowledge […]”. Slowly, however, the satisfaction levels increased
(period 3–6, Fig. 1), which related to the increasing interest of the buyer
in the supplier and its work. The informant pointed out that “[…] slowly,
a sort of personal interest arises […]”. Nevertheless, the supplier was
highly suspicious due to the buyer’s opportunistic behavior earlier in the
relationship: “But now all of a sudden it became apparent that the customer
is interested in us. But I still can’t figure out what’s really behind it. Maybe he
just wants to scout us again. We don’t know, I’m a bit careful about that.”
In cases G1(NS) supplier satisfaction decreased because the buyer
was increasingly pressuring to get results fast, resulting in lower
perceived value compared to previous interview rounds “[…] the pres
sure increases […] because of that I am not reacting so good as before”. The
informant of F2(NS) pointed out that this led to dissatisfaction because
much time was invested in the relationship for little rewards. In addi
tion, the communication was reported to be poor and the sales volume
low. The satisfaction level decreased (period 2, Fig. 1) because this
supplier was disappointed by the way in which the buyer handled things
(“[they take] such a long time to deal with things”) and could not live up to
the supplier’s expectations of a good relationship.
Unlike the other cases reporting low levels of supplier satisfaction,
the supplier of G2(S) initially described the relationship as close, built on
trust and a good collaboration. In the third period, however, the infor
mant mentioned insufficient capacities in its firm. As a consequence, this
supplier could not serve the buyer because of having to prioritize other
buyers which ordered greater volumes. Hence, despite the relational
satisfaction, the supplier had to focus elsewhere because of the higher
turnovers and thus the higher economic satisfaction these customers
were bringing. In the periods that followed, supplier satisfaction
declined because the relationship with the buyer deteriorated. The
relationship worsened because the buyer could no longer be supplied
and this annoyed the customer. The buyer complained about the
working process of the supplier. The informant described the decreasing

4.3.2. Decreasing supplier performance because of low satisfaction
Several cases showed how low supplier satisfaction resulted in
competing buyers being prioritized and buying firms only being treated
as “standard” customers despite their accounting for large business
volumes. For example, in case A(NS) the informant explained how low
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satisfaction with the buyer resulted in this buyer being treated with less
priority than other buyers: “[…] he is more likely to receive the goods at the
end, so to speak, he’ll be put in the back.”. In addition, whereas the pre
vious section showed high satisfaction to relate to pro-active behavior by
the supplier, case A(NS) showed how low supplier satisfaction resulted
in reactive behavior: “[…] we simply react and don’t put much effort into
the relationship.” casein the C(NS) case the informant was also dissatis
fied with the relationship. He mentioned being “just reactive and not
proactive as with other buyers” and also does “not make any special offers”.
This boundary spanner gave preference to other buyers with whom he
was more satisfied: “I first react on requests of the buyers with whom I am
more satisfied.”
Although the above cases clearly demonstrate a relationship between
supplier satisfaction and performance, we also observed cases that
diverged from this pattern. In these, the supplier actually gave priority
to low-satisfaction customers and high-satisfaction customers received
lower priority. We discuss these patterns below.

pressure of this customer. Nevertheless, he still had to serve the
customer, because this customer had a good had good contacts at
managing director level in the supplier’s organization.
4.4. Robust satisfaction versus sensitive satisfaction
Our data shows eight cases where the satisfaction levels showed
robust patterns (i.e., lower than 20% change, Fig. 2). Even though the
reported levels of satisfaction were highly robust this did not mean,
however, that the interactions were also on this level. In a manner
similar to the relations with more sensitive graphs of satisfaction
(Fig. 3), the robust relationships also showed examples of buying firm
behavior that did not fulfill the expectations of the supplier. Yet unlike
the sensitive relations in Fig. 3, the expectation-realization gap was seen
to have less effect on the relationships displayed in Fig. 2. For example,
upon request of the buyer, the supplier in case C(S) designed and offered
dedicated services specifically designed for this buyer. In the end, the
buyer indicated not being interested in these services, which disap
pointed the supplier. However, even though the buyer did not keep
promises and did not fulfil the expectations of the supplier, the infor
mant did not report lower levels of satisfaction, as he explained: “I’ve
come to terms with it quickly and it’s still a great relationship, why should I be
dissatisfied?” The relationship was strong even though the buyer’s
behavior sometimes fell below the expectations of the supplier. In case C
(S), supplier satisfaction even increased up to 100% because the buyer
communicated satisfaction with the relationship to the boundary span
ner’s manager. In other cases, we observed similar patterns where the
relationship was robust despite expectation-realization discrepancies. In
case A(S), for example, the informant indicated that “there were […]
fluctuations, but that generally on a day-dependent basis.” In this case, the
buyer was not available to the supplier for questions and requests.
Nevertheless, the relatively robust relationship was not influenced by
this: “But […] I am still very satisfied, 100%.”
The relatively robust relationships not only showed robustness
against disappointments. Events that aimed at strengthening the rela
tionship also seemed to have little influence on supplier satisfaction
levels. For example, in B(S) the informant reported a joint team building
event in period 2. The firms organized the workshop together “and af
terwards we went for a few beers and had a fun time away from the business.”
Although the informant was enthusiastic about the joint event, the
satisfaction level was not influenced by it; as it did not affect the longerterm relationship. The similarity between the robust relationships is that
they were characterized from the buyer’s side (in the words of the in
formants) by mostly relational antecedents such as trust, personal re
lationships, respect, good communication, flexibility, transparency,
availability, working together and high competences but also economic
antecedents such as thriving business. Although these antecedents were
not identically observed in each case, they did show a clear pattern that
allowed the relationship to be relatively robust in the face of unrealized
expectations. The relatively good relationship (history) with the buying
firm, allowed the supplier to view expectations-realization discrepancies
as temporary and isolated shortfalls that would not influence the longerterm relationship. Satisfaction in previous interactions appeared to be a
mitigating factor for unrealized expectations in later interactions and
made the supplier focus generally on the value achieved in the longerterm relationship despite the temporary disappointment.
Case E(NS) is the only one in which we observed steady levels for the
low-satisfaction case. In this relationship, the buyer puts pressure on the
supplier and is difficult to deal with. The informant explained: “Let’s say
they are very difficult to handle. They are always cherry picking.” Despite
this the satisfaction levels are relatively high, because this buyer has
considerable technical know-how and is prepared to share it with this
supplier.
Unlike the relatively robust relationships, the relationships with low
and sensitive satisfaction were characterized by distrust, little respect,
pressure on prices and poor communication. Because of these

4.3.3. Low (high) supplier performance despite high (low) boundary
spanner satisfaction
The above sections described how the majority of our cases showed a
positive relationship between supplier satisfaction and supplier perfor
mance. Despite this we observed a few cases in which this relationship
was not apparent. In fact, in these cases the informant reported low
performance despite high satisfaction or vice versa. It appears that this
discrepancy is caused by (a combination of) two factors (i) the buying
firm’s order volumes, size and reputation and the (ii) decision making
responsibility of the boundary spanners. Case G2(S) clearly shows this
tension. Here, the boundary spanner was greatly satisfied with the
relationship (95%). But, when the operations department did not have
sufficient capacity to serve all customers, higher management ordered
capacity allocation to other customers. Despite objections from the
boundary spanners, management decided otherwise. The informant
explained: “In principle we are very well utilized, so we neglect the smaller
buyers, also [this buyer] and we are personally sorry about that. Actually, I
don’t want to do it, but I cannot get out of it at the moment.”
Similarly, in cases that showed low satisfaction but high perfor
mance, the buyer’s size and the order volumes (i.e., economic ante
cedents) seemed to be the dominant factors. The sales manager in case
G2(NS) reported how: “[For] a customer with the same behavior but a lower
purchase quantity [we] would call the business relationship into question.”
The informant in case G1(NS) explained how the buyer continued to
receive preferential treatment despite decreasing satisfaction on the
boundary spanner level. The main reason for this was that higher
management prioritized this buyer, because of the supplier’s reliance on
the buyer’s high volumes: “[…] we treat this buyer preferentially because
he is one of our major customers. From the sales side I am of course satisfied,
the buyer creates jobs, gives me full capacity, even if I am not satisfied with the
flow or process between the buyer and us.” These cases show the interplay
between economic and relational antecedents of satisfaction and how
positive economic value can compensate for poor relational value.
In the F1(NS) case the sales manager reported how the buyer’s
contact had a good relationship at managing director level, basically
forcing him to offer the buyer a higher performance than was justified by
his satisfaction levels. In cases, E(NS) and F2(NS) we also observed how
buying firms received good performance despite giving relatively low
satisfaction. This performance did not exceed that of a “standard”
customer, however, and therefore the buyer did not receive priority.
Cases F1(S) and F1(NS) revealed how the decision-making responsibility
of the boundary spanner can differ between relationships. In the satis
fied relationship (F1(S)), the boundary spanner had high decision
power. In this case, high satisfaction also had a positive impact on the
performance of the boundary spanner. For example, they engaged in
small projects individually for the buyer, which the boundary spanner
did not do for other buyers. However, in the other relationship F1(NS),
the boundary spanner showed low satisfaction because of the price
8

S.B.M. Weller et al.

Journal of Purchasing and Supply Management 27 (2021) 100711

relationship more sensitive. In period 5, the partners organized a
problem-solving audit “which went a little differently than we were used to
and expected” resulting in disappointment at the supplier side and lower
levels of reported satisfaction. Overall, however, it appears that sensi
tivity is more likely to occur in the context of relatively low levels of
satisfaction.
An exception among the sensitive relationships is case F2(NS) where
satisfaction levels went up from 10% to 80% within one period. The
main reason for this was that a critical issue in a long-lasting project was
resolved while a new project was started.

characteristics, supplier satisfaction appeared to be less robust in the
face of buyer behavior that fell below expectations. At the same time,
however, low satisfaction can also result in low expectations. This could
imply that, because of these low expectations, the effects of the buying
firm behavior that signaled relational intensions could be relatively
large. However, this was not what we observed. Even if the buying firm
shows relative improvements, suppliers appear to have a good memory
when it comes to trusting the buyer.
We discussed case D(NS) in the section above, in which the buyer
showed improved behavior, but nevertheless the supplier’s CEO still
remained skeptical about this buyer. Similarly, in case C(NS), the buyer
demonstrated improved behavior, but this did not influence supplier
satisfaction to any great extent, because the supplier was still skeptical.
In this case the initial satisfaction level was 30% due to what the
informant described as “outrageous behavior” and “inaccessibility”. When
the buyer accused the supplier of a mistake between period 1 and 2, the
satisfaction dropped to 0%. The supplier actually wanted to end the
relationship between period 2 and 3. However, the buyer then apolo
gized and admitted its mistake (period 3 to 4) with the result that the
supplier satisfaction slowly increased again. Nevertheless, the informant
stated that he would not soon forget this incident. Hence, similar to the
robust cases, previous interactions appear to have an impact on how
behavior relative to expectation translates into satisfaction. Whereas
satisfaction in previous exchanges proved to mitigate dissatisfaction in
the robust cases, dissatisfaction from earlier exchanges seems to make
the supplier skeptical which reduces the extent to which exchanges
above expectations translate into supplier satisfaction.
Case G2(S) is one of the few relationships that show sensitive satis
faction in the satisfied relationship. In period 1 and 2 the satisfaction
was 95% and it decreased to 70% (period 5 and 6, Fig. 3). This case
(where the supplier could not fully supply the requested capacities as
noted in 4.2.3) shows that robustness is not a necessary result of high
satisfaction. The events in G2(S) seem to imply that a certain
expectation-realization discrepancy threshold exists and that when this
threshold is exceeded, satisfaction of previous interactions loses its
mitigation effect. In period 2, the buyer switched key account managers
which according to the supplier resulted in lower know-how, which
disappointed the interviewee. Still, he gave the buyer the benefit of the
doubt, because the relationship was still “very good” and thus seemed
robust. However, in period 3 and 4 several problems in the relationships
occurred which built up to lower levels of satisfaction and made the

5. Discussion, implications and limitations
Previous studies have shown supplier satisfaction to be an important
determinant for how suppliers allocate their resources to competing
buyers (Pulles et al., 2016; Schiele et al., 2012). The micro-processes of
how buyer behavior affects satisfaction at the supplier’s side and how
satisfaction relates to supplier performance in the relationship, however,
are much less fully understood. In this study we addressed these gaps
and conducted a longitudinal multiple case study to examine the
micro-processes of how supplier satisfaction develops and how it affects
supplier performance. Our findings have several implications for theory
and practice.
5.1. Implications for theory
Our study provides new insights into the antecedents and conse
quences of supplier satisfaction, into the interaction of these anteced
ents, into the role of the boundary spanner in translating satisfaction to
supplier performance and why some relationships show robust levels of
supplier satisfaction while others are more sensitive to relational
expectation-realization discrepancies.
Our findings show how factors such as profitability, trust, reliability,
knowledge sharing routines, growth in turnover, involvement in
development projects, frequent communication, fairness, availability
and personal relationships influence supplier satisfaction and conse
quently the supplier’s resource allocation. We observed how supplier
satisfaction in buyer-supplier relationships result in better pricing,
improved access to physical resources and more proactive behavior.
These findings follow a social exchange logic as supplier satisfaction
factors trigger reciprocal behavior on the supplier’s side resulting in

Fig. 1. Cases B(NS), C(S), D(NS), F1(S), F1(NS), F2(NS), G2(NS).
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better resource allocations to the buyer’s account. Although these
findings generally align with previous studies on supplier satisfaction
(Ellis et al., 2012; Nyaga et al., 2010; Pulles et al., 2016), our focus on
the micro-processes of supplier satisfaction also uncovered new and
more fine-grained processes of how the buyer’s characteristics and
behavior result in supplier satisfaction.
The micro-processes towards supplier satisfaction revealed an
interesting interplay between the economic and relational antecedents.
For instance, we observed how a configuration of high perceived value
derived from the buyer’s reputation but a low relational satisfaction still
resulted in the buyer receiving top priority. Similarly, in other cases the
boundary spanner experienced poor relational satisfaction, while higher
management pressed for high performance due the buyer’s account
volumes. We also observed cases that contradict this perspective. In
these cases, low relational satisfaction resulted in low supplier perfor
mances despite high dependence on the buyer’s volumes. These findings
show that the social and economic constructs as described in SET have
different weightings in the matter of how they influence satisfaction and
their (combined) effect differs between buyer-supplier relationships.
This addresses the ongoing debate on the role of dependence and
power in buyer-supplier relationships (Chicksand, 2015; Reimann and
Ketchen, 2017). On the one hand, there is the notion that power is a
dominant mechanism in buyer-supplier relationships (Cox et al., 2001).
Suppliers of large retailers for example, tend to be dissatisfied with some
of the negotiation tactics used by the retailer, but at the same time they
are dependent on large volumes and for this reason may be ready to
accept these practices (Pettypiece and Townsend, 2015). Indeed, Wang
et al. (2010) find that discrepancies between behavior and expectations
in buyer-supplier relationships are readily tolerated by firms that are
more dependent. On the other hand, a buyer’s coercive use of depen
dence advantages is argued to have negative ramifications in which the
supplier perceives mistreatment and will try to fight it (Chae et al., 2017;
Muthusamy and White, 2005). Occasionally even high-volume buyers
such as car manufacturers for example, are forced to shut down plants
due to the bad standing they have with their suppliers (Smith, 2016).
Our cases suggest that buyers with high economic value and rela
tively poor relational behavior can still receive preferential treatment. In
those cases, it was mainly higher management that prioritized this
buyer, despite low satisfaction on the boundary spanner level. Our
findings therefore also provide interesting insights into how the intra
firm relationships of the boundary spanner influences the interfirm
relationship. Different internal views and different perspectives of de
cision makers within the supplier’s organization influence how a buyer’s
behavior relates to supplier performance. Supplier satisfaction on an
organizational level therefore is a function of satisfaction of different

individuals within the supplier organization and how it relates to sup
plier performance is affected by the decision making power of those
individuals. These findings provide a new perspective to the relative
importance of the boundary spanner in the overall buyer-supplier re
lationships (Jap and Anderson, 2007; Zhang et al., 2015). In line with
other recent studies, we find that internal actors can have perspectives
and approaches towards interorganizational relationships (Brattström
and Faems, 2020) and add that the decision power of the internal actor
can be decisive for which firm-level approach is chosen. In addition,
these findings have implications for the purchasing department’s in
ternal leadership role in developing supplier satisfaction (Tchokogué
and Merminod, 2021).
Our findings also revealed new patterns that deviate from social
exchange logic and the mechanisms described in the supplier satisfac
tion literature. For instance, our cases revealed several occasions where
supplier satisfaction remained unchanged and high even though the
buying firm could not fulfill the supplier’s expectations. This nuances
existing views expressed in the literature about supplier satisfaction
being a condition that is achieved if the buyer meets the supplier’s ex
pectations (Essig and Amann, 2009; Schiele et al., 2012). Our findings
imply that some relationships are relatively robust against negative
expectation-realization gaps. Suppliers would appear to be relatively
forgiving, especially in relationships with high levels of satisfaction in,
when the buying firm cannot live up to their expectations. Conversely,
we observed how suppliers in relationships characterized by low sup
plier satisfaction in previous instances, remained hesitant towards the
buyer, even if the buyer exceeded the supplier’s expectations. Whereas
SET stipulates that relationships and commitment develop over time
(Lambe et al., 2001) in which the past provides an important context for
current behavior (Medlin, 2004), our findings imply that studying sup
plier satisfaction mechanisms requires the inclusion of the supplier’s
satisfaction in previous instances.
Recent SET research does indeed show how exchange perceptions
are dependent on the setting in which they are embedded as created by
previous exchanges (Krishnan et al., 2020). Our findings contribute to
the literature as they highlight how, in addition to expectations and
realizations of value, previous perceptions of supplier satisfaction are a
crucial factor in how the supplier perceives satisfaction in the current
relationship. In the broader buyer-supplier relationship literature these
findings add further insights on the effects of relationship history on
relationship performance and continuity (Poppo et al., 2008; Zollo et al.,
2002) and studies on the complex interplay between relational expec
tations and realizations (Wang et al., 2010).

Fig. 2. Robust cases of satisfaction (note that B(S) and G1(S) overlap).
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Fig. 3. Sensitive cases of satisfaction.

5.2. Implications for practice

findings do imply that the buying firm should safeguard supplier satis
faction to not fall below a threshold that is difficult to repair. Keeping
suppliers satisfied is important, especially when suppliers are crucial for
the competitiveness of the buyer in the long run.

Our findings have several implications for supply managers. First,
when supply managers are seeking to improve their supply base per
formance, our findings demonstrate the relevance of investing in sup
plier satisfaction. In the majority of our high-satisfaction cases, the
buying firm received better treatment than its competing buyers. These
advantages range from more pro-active behavior in the supplier, to
better availability and better pricing. Our findings provide supply
managers with concrete insights into how to obtain these advantages.
Factors such as knowledge sharing, fairness, growth opportunity, per
sonal relationships and involvement in development projects can in
crease supplier satisfaction and thus supplier performance. A buying
firm may clearly not be interested in developing relationships of this
kind with each and every supplier. But by segmenting suppliers (e.g.,
Pulles et al., 2019) and focusing efforts on understanding and managing
expectations in the relationships with those suppliers that can bring the
buyer strategic advantages, the buying firm can effectively target its
efforts on suppliers that have the capability to improve the competitive
edge of the buyer company.
Our findings further imply that supply managers benefit from
improved awareness of the supplier’s internal organization and strategic
orientation. Supplier satisfaction is a function of how different in
dividuals within the supplier’s organization value the behavior and the
characteristics of the buyer. In addition, the key boundary spanner is not
necessarily the key decision maker on how the supplier’s organization
allocates its resources. By gaining knowledge about these internal dy
namics in the supplier’s organization, the buying firm attains a better
perspective on how to increase the satisfaction of a key supplier. Tools
from downstream relationship management can provide inspiration for
upstream relationship management. For example, buyer personas or
journey maps are tools to map key roles, decision makers and experi
ences in business-to-business marketing, but in addition to this they can
also help to identify key actors in the supplier’s organization whose
satisfaction is key to the supplier’s performance.
Finally, several of our cases show how suppliers have a good memory
when it comes to past behaviors of the buying firm. Poor satisfaction in
the past, seems to make the supplier skeptical about the buyer’s good
intentions in later interactions. Conversely, high satisfaction in the past
made the supplier milder in judgements concerning unrealized expec
tations. Although it is difficult to always live up to expectations, these

5.3. Limitations and future research
Our study has several limitations. For instance, the reported levels of
supplier satisfaction are perceptions of the key informant, which do not
necessarily represent supplier satisfaction on the organizational level.
Although we selected the key boundary spanner at the supplier side to
gain first-hand insights into the actions and behaviors of the buying firm,
integrating the perspective of individuals in other functions in the sup
plier firm would arguably provide a better view of how the buyer be
haviors translate into changes in the supplier firm. Future research
should therefore aim at including multiple perspectives to identify
supplier satisfaction and reactions at company level.
Also, whereas our study showed that expectation-realization dis
crepancies do not necessarily result in lower levels of supplier satisfac
tion, future research should aim to examine the boundary conditions of
these findings. Such research should aim for a uniform understanding of
“expectations” across the entire participant spectrum, which is difficult
to attain in multiple case interview data. Experimental designs would
help to assure a uniform treatment of expectations and realizations
across informants allowing an examination of the more fine-grained
functioning of expectations and realizations in buyer-supplier
interactions.
In addition, although our data did not provide any indications that
the observation period was not representative for the relationships, 9
months is a relatively short period for a buyer-supplier relationship,
which can frequently extend over many years. A longer time-span could,
for example provide interesting insights into whether and how sensitive
the relationships are, while low satisfaction relationships could poten
tially develop into high satisfaction and robust relationships (and vice
versa) when given a period of long duration. It would also be interesting
to examine the micro-dynamics of supplier satisfaction in different lifecycle stages (Ellram, 1991) or during the start-up or termination of the
relationship (Wadell et al., 2019).
Finally, our findings have implications for future measures on sup
plier satisfaction. For instance, when taking the differing effectiveness
and interplay between supplier satisfaction dimensions into
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consideration, it would be good to explicitly distinguish between these
dimensions in measuring supplier satisfaction (e.g., Piechota et al.,
2021). In addition, especially in situations where the boundary spanner
is not a key decision maker on resource allocations the inclusion of
decision maker perspectives in the supplier organization is important in
order to reflect satisfaction on an organizational level.

of supplier perceptions. Ind. Market. Manag. 41, 1259–1269. https://doi.org/
10.1016/j.indmarman.2012.10.010.
Ellram, L.M., 1996. The use of the case study method in logistics research. J. Bus. Logist.
17, 93–138.
Ellram, L.M., 1991. Life-cycle patterns in industrial buyer-seller partnerships. Int. J.
Phys. Distrib. Logist. Manag. https://doi.org/10.1108/09600039110007644.
Esper, T.L., Crook, T.R., 2014. Supply chain resources: advancing theoretical foundations
and constructs. J. Supply Chain Manag. 50, 3–5. https://doi.org/10.1111/
jscm.12054.
Essig, M., Amann, M., 2009. Supplier satisfaction: conceptual basics and explorative
findings. J. Purch. Supply Manag. 15, 103–113. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
pursup.2009.01.001.
Fawcett, S.E., Wallin, C., Allred, C., Fawcett, A.M., Magnan, G.M., 2011. Information
technology as an enabler of supply chain collaboration: a dynamic-capabilities
perspective. J. Supply Chain Manag. 47, 38–59. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745493X.2010.03213.x.
Flick, U., 2014. The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative Data Analysis. The SAGE Handbook
of Qualitative Data Analysis. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446282243.
Ghijsen, P.W.T., Semeijn, J., Ernstson, S., 2010. Supplier satisfaction and commitment:
the role of influence strategies and supplier development. J. Purch. Supply Manag.
16, 17–26. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pursup.2009.06.002.
Glavee-Geo, R., 2019. Does supplier development lead to supplier satisfaction and
relationship continuation? J. Purch. Supply Manag. 25 https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
pursup.2019.05.002.
Granovetter, M., 1985. Economic action and social structure: the problem of
embeddedness. Am. J. Sociol. https://doi.org/10.1086/228311.
Hald, K.S., 2012. The role of boundary spanners in the formation of customer
attractiveness. Ind. Market. Manag. 41, 1228–1240. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
indmarman.2012.10.007.
Harrison, D., Easton, G., 2004. Temporally embedded case comparison in industrial
marketing research. In: Critical Realist Applications in Organisation and
Management Studies. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203537077.
Homans, G.C., 1958. Social behavior as exchange. Am. J. Sociol. https://doi.org/
10.1086/222355.
Howard, M.B., Roehrich, J., Lewis, M., Squire, B., 2017. Converging and diverging
governance mechanisms: the dynamic interplay of (Dys)function. Acad. Manag.
Proc. https://doi.org/10.5465/ambpp.2017.10077abstract.
Hüttinger, L., Schiele, H., Veldman, J., 2012. The drivers of customer attractiveness,
supplier satisfaction and preferred customer status: a literature review. Ind. Market.
Manag. 41, 1194–1205. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.indmarman.2012.10.004.
Jap, S.D., Anderson, E., 2007. Testing a life-cycle theory of cooperative
interorganizational relationships: movement across stages and performance. Manag.
Sci. 53, 260–275. https://doi.org/10.1287/mnsc.1060.0610.
Karlsson, C., 2008. Researching operations management, researching operations
management. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203886816.
Ketokivi, M., Choi, T., 2014. Renaissance of case research as a scientific method. J. Oper.
Manag. 32, 232–240. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jom.2014.03.004.
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