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Background: A relationship marketing approach to the management of business relationships
can enhance overall customer satisfaction and reduce economic risks, such as opportunism
that is associated with business dealings.

Aim: The aim of this study was to establish whether a positive relationship exists between
trust and commitment, whether trust has a positive influence on commitment, whether trust
and commitment positively influence satisfaction and whether opportunism and conflict are
outcomes of satisfaction in South African buyer-supplier relationships.

Setting: Top 500 companies operating in the South African private sector.

Methods: Using a structured questionnaire, data were gathered from 250 large companies in
South Africa and were analysed through the application of structural equation modelling
(SEM).

Results: The findings indicate that both trust and commitment were perceived as important
antecedents of satisfaction in a South African business-to-business environment, and that trust
is a precursor to commitment in relationship building between organisational buyers and
sellers in South Africa. This study adds value by assisting business-to-business buyers and
sellers in South Africa on variables to consider when developing relationship-building
strategies.

Conclusion: Both parties to a relationship should therefore build relationships founded on
trust and commitment. This will enhance their joint satisfaction, resulting in less opportunism
and conflict, and will foster long-term relationship building based on mutual satisfaction. In
contrast, dissatisfaction could increase opportunism and conflict between the parties, leading

eventually to the termination of their business relationship.

Introduction

The literature on relationship marketing suggests that trust, commitment and satisfaction are
critical to establishing and managing long-term business-to-business relationships (Hess, Story, &
Danes, 2011; Lee, Moon, Kim, & Yi, 2015; Liao, 2016; Morgan & Hunt, 1994; Ndubisi, 2007; Wang,
Shi, & Barnes, 2015). Authors disagree on how satisfaction relates to the constructs of trust and
commitment. Some research studies perceive commitment, trust and satisfaction as higher order
constructs of relationship quality (Chang, Tsai, Chen, Huang, & Tseng, 2015; Izogo, 2016;
Lindgreen, Hingley, Grant, & Morgan, 2012; Vincent & Webster, 2013). However, the connection
between satisfaction and trust and commitment in the relationship marketing literature is
perceived in any of the following ways: as a generator of both trust and commitment (Fullerton, 2011;
Han & Hyun, 2015; Jiménez, San-Martin & Azuela, 2016; Kaur & Soch, 2013; Kim, 2014; Su,
Swanson, Chinchanachokchai, Hsu, & Chen, 2016; Valenzuela & Vasquez-Parraga, 2005), as an
outcome of trust and commitment (Candan & Yildirim, 2008; Dwivedi & Johnson, 2013; Akman &
Yortir, 2012; Farrelly & Quester, 2005), as an outcome of trust (Cheng, Chen, Yen, & Teng, 2017;
Jiang, Henneberg, & Naudé, 2011; Nguyen & Ngo, 2012; Wu, 2013) and as a mediating variable
between trust and commitment and an antecedent to other variables (Ercis, Unal, Candan, & Yildirim,
2012; Garbarino & Johnson, 1999; Hutchinson, Singh, Svensson, & Mysen, 2011).

The central argument through the relationship marketing literature is that trust, commitment and
satisfaction are foundations for a long-lasting relationship between two parties (Chen &
Myagmarsuren, 2011; Kruger, Mostert, & De Beer, 2015; Melewar, Foroudi, Gupta, Kitchen, &
Foroudi, 2017; Sahin, Kitapgi, & Zehir, 2013; Ndubisi, Malhotra, & Wah, 2009; Theron, 2012).
Numerous researchers also perceive trust and commitment as distinctive variables in the
relationship building process (Adamson, Chan, & Handford, 2003; Chen, Chen, & Wu, 2017;
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Dagger & O’Brien, 2010; Sumaedi, Juniarti, Mahatma, &
Bakti, 2015; Zabkar & Brencic 2004). In addition, some
researchers are of the opinion that satisfaction is an important
variable in the building of long-term relationships between
parties (Akman & Yoriir, 2012; Fatima, Razzaque, & Di
Mascio, 2015; Fernandez-Sabiote & Roman, 2016; Sharifi &
Esfidani, 2014). Geyskens, Steenkamp and Kumar (1999)
concluded that satisfaction should be perceived as a separate
variable to trust and commitment.

In this study, satisfaction is considered an outcome of
commitment and trust. This understanding is validated by
various researchers:

¢ Bowden-Everson, Dagger and Elliott (2013, p. 55) state
that ‘satisfaction is essential to the buyer—seller
relationship with trust being reflective of the level of
satisfaction in the customer—provider relationship’.

e Fullerton (2011, p. 95) argues that ‘consumers tend to
identify with and become attached to those organisations
that have a track record of delivering satisfactory
experiences’.

* Leeetal. (2015, p. 298) refer to satisfaction as an essential
component in the building of long-term relationship.
Satisfaction is built on trust and commitment and is
required to secure a long-term orientation in the
relationship between parties.

e Caceres, Nicholas and Paparoidamis (2007, p. 842) argue
that satisfaction is a significant component of relationship
quality.

Considering the information provided above, it can be
argued that satisfaction should be respected as a strong
outcome of business relationship which is rarely developed
without trust and commitment (Rindell, Mysen, Svensson, &
Billstrom, 2013, p. 426). The current study includes a focus on
variables from both the relationship marketing theory (such
as trust, commitment and satisfaction) and the transaction
cost theory (such as opportunism and conflict). Furthermore,
it posits that the parties to a business-to-business relationship
must have a long-term approach towards the relationship
(Ng, 2012; Nyaga, Whipple, & Lynch, 2010; Palmatier, Dant,
Grewal, & Evans, 2006; Payan, Hair, Svensson, Andersson, &
Awuah, 2016; Segarra-Moliner, Moliner-Tena, & Séanchez-
Garcia, 2013; Voldnes, Gronhaug, & Nilssen, 2012) through a
continuous focus on trust and an understanding that
transactional outputs (such as opportunism and conflict) can
impact the functioning of business partnerships (Chiou &
Shen, 2006; Kruger et al., 2015; Ozkan-Tektas & Basgoze,
2017; Ping, 1993; San-Martin & Jiménez, 2017).

Relationship marketing constructs, such as commitment,
satisfaction and trust, have not been tested before in research
with the transaction cost theory constructs, such as
opportunism and conflict, within an emerging African
economy such as South Africa. The aim of this study is
therefore to establish whether a positive relationship exists
between trust and commitment, whether trust has a positive
influence on commitment, whether trust and commitment
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positively influence satisfaction and whether opportunism
and conflict are outcomes of satisfaction in South African
buyer-supplier relationships. Most studies on business-
to-business relationships are founded on the findings of
academic research that was conducted in developed countries,
such as the studies by Segarra-Moliner et al. (2013), Vieira,
Monteiro and Veiga (2011), Nyaga et al. (2010) and Skarmeas,
Katsikeas, Spyropoulou and Salehi-Sangari (2008). However,
no previous study has tested the variables in the proposed
model in relation to an emerging market such as South Africa.

This study contributes to the relationship marketing body of
knowledge because it indicates that the identified relationships
between satisfaction and its antecedents (trust and
commitment) and outcomes (opportunism and conflict) are
also evident in a business-to-business relationship between a
buyer and a supplier. The different constructs of the relationship
marketing and transaction cost analysis theories, examined in
this study, have also not been investigated in conjunction with
one another in an emerging African market such as South
Africa. In addition, a model is suggested and validated that
demonstrates the business-to-business relationships between
customer satisfaction, its precursors and outcomes within a
South African business-to-business environment. From a
managerial perspective, the study contributes by potentially
assisting corporate South Africa in comprehending how trust
and commitment can nurture customer satisfaction, which can
eventually secure lower levels of opportunism and conflict
between parties in a business relationship.

The article first provides a discussion of the theories that
ground the study, as well as the different constructs of the
study. Then the hypotheses for the study are developed and
a theoretical model is suggested. This is followed by a
perspective on the research methodology, the findings, the
theoretical and practical contribution made and the
managerial implications of the study.

Theoretical framework and
hypotheses proposed

The conceptual model for the study is presented in Figure 1.
The figure illustrates the position of trust and commitment as
antecedents to satisfaction and the position of opportunism
and conflict as postcedents of satisfaction. The article is based
on the work of Mysen, Svensson and Lee (2011) and further
proposes that trust is an antecedent of commitment and that
opportunism is a precursor of conflict. The following
discussion includes a theoretical overview to support the
formulated hypotheses.

Opportunism

Satisfaction

Commitment Conflict
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FIGURE 1: Conceptual model.
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Theories grounding the study

The study is grounded in relationship marketing and
transaction cost analysis theories with reference to the
variables under investigation and the different relationships
proposed between them. The relationship marketing theory
originated in the early 1980s, the concept being positioned in
the domain of services and business-to-business marketing.
This theory was founded on the principle of building long-
term profitable relationships with customers, moving away
from the transactional approach towards relationship
establishment (Gummesson, 2017, p. 17). The commitment-
trust theory of Morgan and Hunt (1994, p. 22) became the
foundation of the relationship marketing theory, stating that
both trust and commitment are required to secure sustainable
long-term relationships. Even today, trust and commitment
are being studied as key constructs of the relationship
marketing theory, driving customer satisfaction in buyer—
seller relationships in both business-to-business and business-
to-consumer markets (Verma, Sharma, & Sheth, 2016,
pp- 207-208). Gummesson (2002, pp. 50-53) has identified the
following five principles that will form the foundation of
relationship building in the future: firstly, to value each
customer individually; secondly, to secure trustworthy
collaboration enabling value creation; thirdly, to understand
that it is financially rewarding to invest in long-term
relationships; fourthly, to secure win-win relationships for all
parties involved; and, finally, to develop relationships based
on service values such as ethics, honesty, integrity, reliability
and respect for time. Relationships built on such trustworthy
principles allow suppliers to become more effective and
efficient, resulting in a financial benefit based on customer
retention (Samiee, Chabowski, & Hult, 2015, p. 1). Considering
that buyer—supplier relationships are continuously evolving,
a deep understanding of the relationship marketing theory is
required to secure the establishment and management of
customised, long-term relationships. These relationships
need to be customised and founded on principles that will
secure customer commitment and satisfaction in the long
term (Sarmento, Farhangmehr, & Simdes, 2015, p. 586).

The transaction cost theory provides a theoretical foundation
for understanding how business-to-business companies
function and survive, especially considering that the taking of
risks and opportunities is central to conducting business in a
business-to-business environment (Sinnewe, Charles, & Keast,
2016, p. 198). The transaction cost theory originated in fields
such as economics, sociology and organisational behaviour.
It is significant to the marketing field in describing the
advantages of establishing business relationships, with specific
reference to corporate sellers and buyers that are engaged
in transactions of an ‘arm’s length’ nature (Mpinganjira,
Bogaards, Svensson, & Mysen, 2014, p. 3). The transaction cost
theory can be used as a theoretical foundation to understand
how trust can be strengthened and opportunism can be
reduced in the relationship building process. A positive
relationship between trust and satisfaction is also secured
through the application of the transaction cost theory
in the management of business-to-business transactions
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(San-Martin & Jiménez, 2017, p. 2212). According to Yasuda
(2005, p. 763), the transaction cost theory avers that
organisational buyers and sellers will commit to a business-to-
business relationship if overall fixed and continual transaction
costs are reduced (inclusive of opportunism and conflict). By
including transactional cost in the assessment of business
opportunities, a buyer and supplier can establish the risk of
fixed and continual transaction costs (such as opportunism
and potential conflict) and better understand the requirements
for securing a stable relationship (Meghwani & Thakur, 2017,
p- 2). Because of uncertainty in the business-to-business
environment, an organisational buyer should increasingly
consider the influence of transaction costs when dealing with
a supplier, especially when the possibility of opportunism
exists, which could reduce overall levels of satisfaction for
both parties in the long term (Mclvor, 2009, p. 54). Therefore,
the transaction cost theory proposes the necessity to safeguard
investments that increase transaction costs and thus have a
negative influence on the building of long-term relationships
between an organisational supplier and buyer (Parida,
Wincent, & Oghazi, 2016, p. 1823). However, safeguarding
investment could help to lessen the possibility of conflict
between the parties that could arise because of opportunism
and/or disagreement, influencing the overall level of
satisfaction experienced by both parties (Brown, Lusch, &
Smith, 1991, pp. 15-16; Standifer et al., 2015, pp. 694-695).

Against the background provided above, the study uses the
relationship marketing theory and the transaction cost theory
to develop hypotheses for relationships between the
constructs of the study in a South African business-to-
business environment. No previous study in a South African
business-to-business environment has used relationship
marketing theory and transaction cost theory to propose that
satisfaction is an outcome of trust and commitment, on the
one hand, and an antecedent of continuity and conflict, on
the other hand.

The interrelationship between trust and
satisfaction

Trust refers to the preparedness of parties to take on risk and
be exposed to another party in the relationship building
process (Alhabash et al., 2015, p. 149). It entails the belief by
one party that the benefits exceed the risk incurred in
establishing and managing a relationship with another party
(Sahin, Zehir, & Kitapgt, 2011, p. 1291). Trust can therefore be
seen as a wide-ranging assessment at a more advanced level,
compared to satisfaction, with satisfaction being perceived as
an outcome of trust. Trust secures the supplier’s loyalty to
its promised role obligations to secure satisfaction (Wu,
Cheng, & Ai, 2018, p. 202). According to Mpinganjira et al.
(2014, p. 5), the principle of trust can be studied from the
perspective of interpersonal and inter-firm levels. However,
for the purpose of this study, the focus is on investigating
trust from an inter-firm perspective. According to various
research studies (Amin, Rezaei, & Abolghasemi, 2014, p. 262;
Chen & Chang, 2013, p. 67; Veloutsou, 2015, p. 407), customer
satisfaction is perceived as a critical element in securing a
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long-term relationship orientation. Satisfaction also entails
an assessment of economic or psychological factors that can
have a positive influence on the building of relationships
with customers. Therefore, trust is perceived as an antecedent
of satisfaction in business relationships (Altinay, Brookes,
Madanoglu, & Aktas, 2014, 724; Cheng et al., 2017, p. 396;
Han & Hyun, 2015, p. 22; Jiang et al., 2011, p. 6). Considering
this, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H_: Trust positively influences satisfaction.

The interrelationship between commitment
and satisfaction

Commitment can be described as the confidence of parties to
a relationship, illustrating a willingness to preserve the
relationship and make short-term sacrifices to secure long-
term advantages (Richard & Zang, 2012, p. 573). Customer
commitment encompasses an emotional connection between
a buyer and a seller and demonstrates the continuous desire
of the buyer to be in a relationship with the seller, or vice
versa (Chiu, Kwag, & Bae, 2015, p. 628; Su et al., 2016, p. 3262).
Akman and Yoriir (2012, p. 220) concur and state that
committed buyers are more willing to support a supplier if
the latter secures the provision of high-quality products
or services and creates opportunities for continuous
engagement, resulting in higher levels of satisfaction.
Therefore, a feeling of commitment increases the belief that a
supplier will secure results leading to the buyer’s satisfaction
with the relationship (Fullerton, 2011, p. 95; Payan et al., 2016,
p- 66). Considering this, commitment is noted in research
literature (Farrelly & Quester, 2005, p. 212; Kasuma, Ung,
Kanyan, Kamri, & Yacob, 2016, p. 302; Tsao & Hsieh, 2012,
p- 823) as an important antecedent of customer satisfaction
and a critical factor in enhancing relationship outcomes such
as satisfaction. Therefore, the following hypothesis is formed:

H,: Commitment positively influences satisfaction.

Trust as an antecedent to commitment

The founding theory of Morgan and Hunt (1994, p. 24) on the
relationship between trust and commitment established that
trust influences relational commitment. The founders of the
trust-commitment theory argue that relationships founded
on the principle of trust are so greatly appreciated that
partners aspire to be committed to such relationships. As
commitment requires vulnerability, partners to a relationship
will be interested only in a partner that is trustworthy (Chai
& Dibb, 2014, pp. 63-64; Li, Li, & Feng, 2015, p. 1045; Morgan
& Hunt, 1994, pp. 24-25). Many research studies (Hong &
Cho, 2011; Morgan & Hunt, 1994; Ou, Shih, & Chen, 2015,
p- 676; Wang, Ngamsiriudom, & Hsieh, 2015, p. 558) have
proven the fundamental relationship between trust and
commitment in relational exchange where trust is the focal
point of the relationship. Trust is perceived as a critical
element in the relationship building process to secure a long-
term orientation through the establishment of commitment
(Taylor, Donovan, & Ishida, 2014, p. 129). Ng, Fang and Lien
(2016, p. 38) argue that the level of trust existing between a
buyer and a seller indicates the possibility of a continuing
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relationship and its potential for success. They also argue
that trust has a positive influence on commitment, because
relationships characterised by high levels of trust are strongly
valued by relationship partners, resulting in an increased
willingness to be committed to the relationship. It can
therefore be argued that trust as an antecedent of commitment
has been well researched and found to be significant as a
predictor of commitment in the relationship building process
(Theron, Terblanche, & Boshoff, 2008, p. 998). Considering
this, the following hypothesis is formulated:

H.: Trust positively influences commitment.

The interrelationship between satisfaction,
opportunism and conflict

The first specified outcome of satisfaction, as per Figure 1, is
opportunism. Dahlstrom, Nygaard, Kimasheva and Ulvnes
(2014, p. 271) refer to opportunism as ‘the incomplete or
distorted disclosure of information, especially to calculated
efforts to mislead, distort, or otherwise confuse a trading
partner’. It entails behaviour founded on dishonesty and
pretence. Therefore, by being aware of opportunism, an
organisation can evaluate its standing in relation to that of a
business partner and recognise areas where they might
become the victim of opportunistic behaviour (Paswan,
Hirunyawipada, & Iyer, 2017, p. 131). Opportunism therefore
presents a risk to the building of long-term relationships
between an organisational buyer and supplier because it
generates insecurity, inadequacies and substantial negative
economic effects for exchange relationships (Zhou, Zhang,
Zhuang, & Zhou, 2015, p. 147). Chiou and Shen (2006, p. 11)
argue that in a case where the supplier is perceived to pose a
high risk of opportunism in a relationship with a buyer, the
latter will be required to devote a large number of resources
to managing the sources of opportunism. Opportunism can
be prevalent in various forms, such as through different types
of intentional misrepresentation during the initial stage of
the relationship building process between the buyer and
supplier, as well as numerous types of infringements over the
duration of the relationship (Elsharnouby & Parson, 2013,
p- 146). Opportunism therefore creates a significant challenge
to a buyer or a seller wanting to be in charge of or to manage
an exchange partner’s actions where the propensity for
opportunism is high. Ping (1993, p. 326) and San-Martin and
Jiménez (2017, p. 2212) note that there is a greater chance of
opportunism in relationships where satisfaction between two
parties declines, and a lower possibility of opportunism in
relationships characterised by high levels of satisfaction
and rewarding engagements. The following hypothesis is
therefore proposed:

H,: Satisfaction negatively influences opportunism.

The second outcome of satisfaction, as per Figure 1, is conflict.
Conflict refers to incompatible activities by two parties. It
arises when there is no or limited delivery on promises made
between parties (Mazaheri, Basil, Yanamandram, & Daroczi,
2011, p. 236). Considering the limited possibility that the
objectives of parties to a relationship will be similar,
misunderstandings are bound to arise from the different
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goals and unexpected emergencies in their daily relationships,
which could result in conflict (Zaheer, McEvily, & Perrone,
1998, p. 146). Conflict needs to be managed to ensure that it is
beneficial to all parties concerned. In addition, conflict should
be countered through open dialogue and professional
engagement to enhance positive experience and overall
satisfaction (Karnani, 2008, pp. 31-32). Ng (2012, p. 166)
concurs, stating that increased levels of mutual satisfaction
are critical to secure long-term relationships between parties.
Varela-Neira, Vazquez-Casielles and Iglesias (2010, p. 104)
also state that the professional management of conflict will
lead to increased levels of satisfaction. The inability to
address conflict may result in higher levels of dissatisfaction
or even aggravate emotions of rage and the need to take
revenge. Therefore, is the following hypothesis is formulated:

H.: Satisfaction negatively influences conflict.

Research methodology
Research context, population and sample

The target population of the study included the top South
African companies by revenue. The study was quantitative in
nature and the sample frame included the largest 500 South
African companies. The sample frame was obtained from the
Topco list, which comprises the top 500 companies functioning
in the South African private sector. The Topco list was selected
because this list makes available details of the top 500
companies in South Africa. Companies on the list represent a
variety of industries in South Africa, ranging from financial
services, agriculture, the mining sector and telecommunications
to business support services. The study followed a convenience
sampling approach by which the purchasing or procurement
managers of the selected companies were contacted by
telephone to determine their suitability for answering the
questionnaire. Purchasing or procurement managers were
selected because the study focused on business relationships
with suppliers. Purchasing or procurement managers liaise
directly with suppliers in a business, making them more
informed about relationship issues with their business
suppliers. To gather data from respondents, they were
interviewed by means of a structured questionnaire and
computer-assisted telephonic interviews. When answering the
statements in the questionnaire, the purchasing or procurement
managers were requested to focus on a single supplier that
they were acquainted with. In total, 250 usable questionnaires
were obtained, representing a response rate of 50%.

The questionnaire contained two items to establish the
competence of the respondents to answer it. These items
established their level of knowledge about their company’s
view of the study topics and on particular experiences with
the supplier. This approach is supported by Campbell (1955),
who states that individuals who are selected to complete a
questionnaire should be knowledgeable on the topic being
investigated. The results illustrate that a total of 94.8% of
those who responded were familiar with the viewpoint of
their company in terms of the topic under study. In addition,
a total of 98.4% respondents had comprehensive knowledge
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about experiences with a specific supplier. The mean values
for these two items were 4.26 and 4.33, respectively. These
mean values indicate that the purchasing or procurement
managers who responded had a suitable understanding of
their company’s perspective on the topics being investigated
and the experience that their companies had with a supplier.
The statement relating to specific experiences with the
supplier sought to determine the level of knowledge that the
purchasing or procurement managers had gained through
specific, and not simply general, experiences with the
supplier whom they considered when responding to the
different items in the questionnaire.

Measures and scale items

Table 1 illustrates the different items used to measure the
constructs illustrated in Figure 1. The items used to measure
the interrelationship between antecedents, mediator and
postcedents were adapted from various sources as indicated
below:

e Antecedents:
= Trust —items were adapted from Zaheer et al. (1998).
= Commitment — items were adapted from Anderson
and Weitz (1992) and Morgan and Hunt (1994).
e Mediator:
= Satisfaction — items were adapted from Andaleeb
(1996).
e Postcedents:
= Opportunism — items were adapted from Dahlstrom
and Nygaard (1999).
= Conflict —items were adapted from Brown, Lusch and
Nicholson (1983), Coughlan, Anderson, Stern and El-
Ansary (2001), Lee (2001) and Ren and Gray (2009).

Existing scales were used in the study as Peter (1979) and
Churchill (1979) argue that existing scales improve validity.

TABLE 1: Scale items: Original study and replication study.

Construct Items

Trust (a) This supplier is fair in its negotiations with us.
(b) We can rely on this supplier to keep promises made to us.
(c) This supplier is trustworthy.
Commitment (a) We would like to continue our work with this supplier.
(b) We intend to do business with this supplier well into the future.
(c) We are dedicated to continuing doing business with this supplier.
Satisfaction (a) Our firm is comfortable about its relationship with this supplier.
(b) The relationship between this supplier and us is positive.
(c) The relationship between this supplier and us is satisfying.
Opportunism  (a) This customer hides important information that is of interest to us.
(b) This customer does not always keep what he promises.

(c) Sometimes, this customer alters the facts slightly in order to get
what they need.

(d) This customer sometimes promises to do things without actually
doing them later.

(e) This customer is not always honest with us.
Conflict (a) We often have disagreements with this customer.

(b) We often have different opinions when dealing with this
customer.

(c) We often have different opinions when negotiating a new
contract with this customer.

(d) There is much conflict in the relationship with this customer.

(e) People often get angry in our firm when dealing with this
customer.
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The study made use of a five-point Likert-type scale to
determine the degree to which respondents agreed or
disagreed with the items provided in the questionnaire. The
scale points ranged from (1) ‘strongly disagree” to (5) ‘strongly
agree’ (see Table 1).

Ethical consideration
Ethical consideration provided for this study: MRL/MM/
GS/001/16.

Results
Measurement models

Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) and structural equation
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measures were all acceptable (Hair, Black, Babin, Anderson, &
Tatham, 2006, pp. 745-749), as shown in Table 2.

Table 3 illustrates the results for construct reliability and
validity testing. The results indicate that the variance
extracted from items for all constructs exceeds 50% in the

TABLE 2: Goodness-of-fit measures of the measurement model in the study.
CMIN df p CMIN or df NFI IFI TLI CFI RMSEA
104.753 80 0.33 1.309 0.96 0.99 0.98 0.99 0.035

CMIN, minimum value of the discrepancy; df, degrees of freedom; p, p-value; NFI, normed fit
index; IFl, incremental fit index; TLI, Tucker-Lewis co-efficient; CFl, comparative fit index;
RMSEA, root mean square error of approximation.

TABLE 3: Squared inter-construct correlations and summary statistics.

Variable Trust Commitment Satisfaction Opportunism Conflict
modelling (SEM) were used to test the measurement model —_— 1.000 B B B _
and evaluate the proposed structural relationships shown in Commitment 0.73 1.000 - - -
Figure 1 (Joreskog & Sorbom, 1976). The researchers first Satisfaction 0:75 0:67 1.000 - -
conducted CFA of the measurement model (19 indicator Opportunism 0-27 0-10 0.18 1.000 )

bl i Fi 2), founded on fi truct i Conflict 0.21 0.13 0.18 0.28 1.000
variables as in Figur un n five constructs, a in,
€s as gure 2), 1o edo eCO. Structs, applymg Variance extracted (%) 60 86 75 52 61
the SPSS/AMOS 22.0 software. The testing of the model Composite trait 0.85 0.95 0.91 0.82 0.86
produced reliable and acceptable findings. The goodness-of-fit Lieliablliy
0.43 0.60 0.76 0.81 0.91 0.85
| SCVN_a | | SCVN_b | | SCVN_e | | Cb || Ce || cd |
0.90 0.95 0.92
0.65 0.77 0.87
0.86 0.73
Trust < Commitment
0.64 0.27
0.74
072 0.85 0.78
@ NES_b
0.89
0.80
-0.44 -0.25
0.40
@2 ] ®
0.57 0.63
0.56 0.75 0.80 0.64
0.82 0.89
.67
~

0.19

FIGURE 2: Five-construct structural model.
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study, clearly reflecting convergent validity. The average
explained variance is 66.9%, and the composite trait reliability
levels of all the constructs included in the study are also
above 0.7 (Hair et al., 2006).

In addition, the variance extracted was compared with the
squared inter-construct correlations to determine whether
the model measured different constructs (Hair et al., 2006). In
the study, the variance extracted for the majority of the
constructs was equal to or greater than the corresponding
squared inter-construct correlations (see Table 3). It can
therefore be argued that the tested structural model reflects
satisfactory discriminant validity in the study (see Figure 2).
The hypothesised relationships of the model were all
significant in the study, clearly reflecting nomological
validity. The testing of the model in the study with specific
reference to South African business relationships attained
convergent, construct and nomological reliability. It can
therefore be argued that the measurement and structural
metrics of the model display fully consistent validity and
reliability.

Structural model

Based on the satisfactory results from the CFA of the
measurement model, founded on South African business
relationships, the researchers tested the structural model,
illustrated in Figure 2.

Once the assessment of the psychometric properties of the
measurement model was completed and the checking of the
underlying assumptions was done, the structural properties
of the model had to be secured. Different goodness-of-fit
measures were measured in the structural model, as was the
case in the measurement model. These measures include the
chi-square, the normed chi-square (x?/df), the NFI, RFI, IFI,
TLI, CFI and the RMSEA. The results reflected by Table 4
clearly indicates that the different goodness-of-fit measures
are within the parameters as recommended by Hair Black
and Babin (2014). The normed chi square (y?/df) are below
the value of 3, the NFI, RFI, IFI, TLI and CFI are all in excess
of the cut-off of 0.9, and the RMSEA is below a value of 0.08.
The combination of the goodness-of-fit measures as reported
in Table 4 is therefore an indication of a good model fit (Hair
etal., 2014).

Furthermore, the structural model’s hypothesised
relationships (see Figure 2) were all significant, as
illustrated in Table 5. Accordingly, the results support the
six hypotheses of the confirmed model on South African
business relationships in the study.

TABLE 4: Goodness-of-fit measures of the structural model.
CMIN df )4 CMIN or df NFI IFI TLI CFI RMSEA
122.129 84 0.004 1.454 0.954 0.985 0.981 0.985 0.043

CMIN, minimum value of the discrepancy; df, degrees of freedom; p, p-value; NFI, normed fit
index; IFl, incremental fit index; TLI, Tucker-Lewis co-efficient; CFl, comparative fit index;
RMSEA, root mean square error of approximation.
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Discussion

The contribution of this study is twofold: theoretical and
practical. In terms of theoretical contribution, the results
indicate that the items used to measure the satisfaction
variable, its precursors and its postcedents are reliable and
valid. The proposed model has thus been validated,
endorsing the connections between customer satisfaction, its
antecedents and its postcedents in business-to-business
relationships within an emerging market context.

From a managerial perspective, the study makes a
contribution by assisting the top 500 companies in South
Africa to understand how trust and commitment can nurture
satisfaction, which can eventually reduce opportunism
and conflict. However, this result will be influenced by
whether the purchasing or procurement managers observe
both trust and commitment as positive. Izogo (2016, p. 378),
Segarra-Moliner et al. (2013, p. 200) and Nyaga et al.
(2010, pp. 102-103) confirm that in business-to-business
relationships, trust, commitment and satisfaction are key
foundations in securing positive exchange relationships
between a buyer and supplier. However, parties to a
relationship should use bilateral mechanisms that apply
incentives for mutual exchange to secure a long-term
relationship commitment that will reduce opportunism and
conflict in the relationship building process. Therefore, it
becomes important for both suppliers and buyers to remain
trustworthy in terms of their business processes. This can be
achieved by ensuring that both parties to the buyer—seller
relationship are fair and innovative in their negotiations, that
neither of them profits at the expense of the other and that
both are reliable in terms of promises made during the
business transactional engagement process. Furthermore,
both the buyer and the supplier should ensure that they are
committed to doing business with each other, that there is a
long-term orientation towards the building and establishment
of a relationship between them and that they both have a
strong intent to do business with each other in future.

From a theoretical perspective, the study makes two
contributions. Firstly, it determines that customer satisfaction
within a business-to-business environment in an emerging
economy secures a negative relationship with opportunism
and conflict. The argument can thus be made that the more
satisfied a buyer or seller is in a relationship, the less inclined
they will be to display opportunistic characteristics, and the
lower the possibility of conflict will be in the buyer—supplier
relationship chain. Furthermore, the higher the level of
opportunism in a buyer-supplier relationship, the greater the

TABLE 5: Tests of hypotheses.
Hypothesis Exogenous

Endogenous  Regression Significance Finding

construct construct weight
il Trust Satisfaction 0.857 N Supported
2 Commitment  Satisfaction 0.639 0.013 Supported
3 Trust Commitment 0.272 N Supported
4 Satisfaction Opportunism -0.439 * Supported
5 Satisfaction Conflict -0.250 e Supported
6 Opportunism  Conflict 0.419 * Supported
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potential for conflict in the relationship. It is also argued that
the higher the level of trust in the relationship between a
buyer and a seller in a business-to-business environment, the
greater the commitment of both parties to the relationship,
and the higher the level of satisfaction experienced. It should
be noted that business-to-business relationships amongst the
top 500 companies in South Africa have not been well
researched before, especially with regard to the connections
between satisfaction, opportunism and conflict. The findings
from this study clearly illustrate what constitutes satisfaction
and how it influences opportunism and conflict. The two
dimensions of satisfaction could in future be applied in
business-to-business research to explore the influence of
satisfaction on customer retention or customer loyalty. The
study makes a contribution to business-to-business theory by
recommending relevant measurement dimensions.

Secondly, the study secures a better understanding of the
influence of satisfaction variables on opportunism and
conflict from the perspective of an emerging economy in a
business-to-business environment. The study suggests a
model that clarifies how trust and commitment directly
influence satisfaction, with the latter influencing opportunism
and conflict.

Managerial and theoretical
implications

The South African business environment has become
increasingly competitive since the dawn of democracy in 1994.
This necessitates that managers have a clear understanding of
strategies that could increase the success of their business. One
approach to this is to clearly understand the relevant constructs
when establishing and managing relationships in a business-
to-business environment. The results of this study clearly
indicate that relationship marketing and transaction cost
constructs are equally important in the growth and
management of sound business relationships between
organisational suppliers and buyers. Parties engaging in
business-to-business relationships in an emerging economy
should take cognisance of the interconnectedness of trust,
commitment, satisfaction, opportunism and conflict. They
should understand that satisfaction can lower the chance of
their organisation becoming a casualty of opportunistic
behaviour by a business partner. Increasing the satisfaction
experience of a business partner can also significantly reduce
the chances of conflict in the business channel, leading
ultimately to stronger long-term relationships. San-Martin
and Jiménez (2017, p. 2212) concur, stating that enhanced
levels of satisfaction in mutually beneficial relationships lower
the possibility that one partner will take advantage of another
and behave in an opportunistic manner. Ozkan-Tektas and
Basgoze (2017, p. 389) conclude that reduced levels of conflict
between parties to a relationship can be secured through
increased levels of satisfaction founded on mutual benefit in
the relationship building process.

Secondly, business success can be improved through the
creation of closer working relationships between partners in
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a business-to-business environment. Securing satisfaction
based on trust between parties in the value chain becomes
increasingly important to lessen opportunities for
opportunism. This argument is supported by Dahlstrom
et al. (2014, pp. 270-271) and Chiou and Shen (2006, p. 12),
who state that trust is a critical factor in the management of
opportunistic behaviour and that increased levels of trust
between parties can reduce opportunistic behaviour. The
business managers of corporate South Africa therefore need
to establish and manage a relational approach towards
business partners that will enhance overall value for their
respective organisations. Trust and commitment are critical
in business-to-business relationships to secure increased
satisfaction experiences amongst business partners. This can
be established by securing fair dealings in business
negotiations, refraining from business dealings aimed at
unilateral profit increases at the cost of ethical business
practices, delivering on promises made during business
negotiations and establishing a business reputation of
trustworthiness and integrity. The results of the study
confirm that trust is a prerequisite for a business partner to
become committed to the relationship. Committed partners
have a strong willingness to do business with a supplier well
into the future, which is expected to influence levels of
satisfaction in future business relationships. This argument is
supported by Martins, de Fariab and Campi (2017, p. 49), Wu
(2013, p. 168) and Akman and Yoriir (2012, p. 218), who
emphasise the importance of trust in securing satisfaction in
the relationship building process. They further argue that
commitment is a critical factor influencing satisfaction in the
relationship building process and it is founded on trust.
However, should a buyer or seller in a business-to-business
relationship become dissatisfied, the relationship would end,
with no opportunity for future continuance. In addition, the
partners in a business-to-business relationship should create
relationship plans founded on the principles of inclusivity
and collaboration. An approach of open engagement between
the parties to a business-to-business relationship must
become the foundation for the creation and maintenance of
the relationship building process.

Conclusions, research limitations
and future research

This study explored the interrelationships of selected
constructs of a business-to-business relationship in an
emerging African market. The final model illustrates that
trust and commitment can be seen as positive antecedents
of satisfaction, with trust being a precursor to commitment.
Furthermore, satisfaction reflects a negative relationship
with opportunism and conflict. The results show a good fit
between the proposed constructs in the study and the
business-to-business model. The results also indicate
satisfactory reliability and validity for the proposed model
and justify acceptance of the different hypotheses
formulated for the study. A limitation of the study is the use
of convenience sampling for the gathering of data. This
implies that the results cannot be generalised to all large
companies in South Africa or other emerging economies in
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the world. The second limitation is that the study focused
only on business-to-business relationships between large
companies and their suppliers in a South African context.
Furthermore, the selected constructs (trust, commitment,
satisfaction, opportunism and conflict) were also studied
from the perspective of the buyer only. This could imply
that large companies and their suppliers have a different
view of trust, commitment and satisfaction and of how
this could influence opportunism and conflict within a
relationship building context.

Opportunities for further research include the expansion of
the study to different emerging markets of the world. In
addition, a more comprehensive range of supplier and buyer
categories (such as medium- and small-sized companies and
their suppliers) could be included in the study. Finally,
different models that propose alternative precursors to
satisfaction could be investigated within a business-
to-business environment, and different postcedents of
satisfaction could be investigated in a different business
context. This kind of research could expand the research
focus in the relationship marketing domain from an emerging
market perspective and could illuminate how relationship
quality constructs can be positioned to enhance relationship
building outcomes.
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