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Abstract  
Purpose – This paper aims to conduct a review of the recent literature on inter-firm 
relationship quality (RQ) in supply chain (SC) settings. 
Design/methodology/approach – 100 English-language scientific publications on inter-
firm RQ, published from 2006 to 2015 were selected and analyzed by using a content 
analysis approach. 
Findings – The results of the frequency analysis map the antecedents, dimensions and 
consequences - particularly the performance and behavioral intentions of collaborating 
partners - of buyer-seller RQ presented in the current literature. The contingency analysis 
offers insights into the use of relevant constructs of inter-firm RQ in SCs in the individual 
papers. A range of research gaps is uncovered. 
Research limitations/implications – The category building for the content analysis was 
based on a RQ framework that focuses on the mediator structure and neglects the effects 
of moderators.  
Practical implications – The developed framework of inter-firm RQ in SCs provides 
managers with a guide to the relevant influencing factors, evaluation indicators and 
consequences of the quality of their relationships with SC partners.  
Originality/value – This paper provides the first literature review at the intersection of 
RQ and SC. The research framework developed specifies the use of the previous RQ 
framework in the business-to-business and SC context. A critique of the existing studies 
is discussed and the agenda for future research is suggested.  
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1. Introduction 

Marketing researchers have defined relationship quality (RQ) as the relationship 
parties’ overall evaluation of a relationship’s strength (Palmatier et al., 2006). In both 
business practice and academic research, RQ has gained considerable attention. Many 
contributions to contemporary knowledge are derived by challenging the RQ between 
buyers and suppliers - in other words, by considering the supply chain (SC) context. The 
quality of the relationships formed among business partners in SCs has been considered 
a critical factor, as firms strive to develop a sustainable competitive advantage. Nyaga 
and Whipple (2011, p. 345) stated that “value creation is derived, in part, by leveraging 
relationships among supply chain members as ‘individual businesses no longer compete 
as stand-alone entities’ such that firms ‘who can better structure, coordinate and manage 
their relationships’ with supply chain partners can achieve a competitive advantage.” 
Accordingly, a rich and growing stream of research has been devoted to the study of inter-
firm RQ in SC settings, advancing understanding of the constituents, drivers and 
consequences of buyer-seller RQ based on both conceptual and empirical perspectives 
(Wagner et al., 2010).  

This paper seeks to synthesize the studies on inter-firm RQ in SCs by conducting a 
content analysis-based structured literature review. Specifically, we analyze the 
antecedents, dimensions and consequences - particularly the performance and behaviors 
on the level of collaborating partners - of buyer-seller RQ. This analysis is guided by a 
conceptual framework of RQ proposed by Athanasopoulou (2009), who developed an 
antecedent-RQ mediator-consequence schema by synthesizing RQ papers published in 
major marketing journals in the twenty years leading up to 2007. The use of this 
framework enables a systematic assessment, thereby providing the categorization scheme 
for the subsequent analysis. The framework applies to both business collaborating 
partners - buyers and sellers - involved in a SC relationship, and to various relationship 
types, industry sectors, and regions as well. Three research questions will be answered: 
(1) which antecedents, dimensions and consequences of RQ have been considered in 
existing studies on inter-firm RQ in SCs? (2) How do scholars link the consequences of 
RQ to the individual buyers and sellers involved in the SC relationships? (3) What are the 
gaps present in existing research and which directions for further investigation can be 
identified? 

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows: in the next section, the basic 
terminology is defined and from the conceptual framework selected, categories for a 
content analysis of the literature are deductively derived. Subsequently, the research 
methodology applied herein is explained. Thereafter, the results of the data analyses are 
presented. Subsequently, the implications of the results and the limitations of the paper 
are discussed in detail. Finally, the paper concludes by answering the research questions 
posed earlier.  

2. Contextualization and conceptual framework   

2.1. A definition of inter-firm relationship quality in supply chains    

As inter-firm RQ in SCs is the theme of our review, we will define this, in order to 
outline the scope of our research and thus provide a clear focus. We combine the 
definitions of core terms such as RQ and SC, which have been defined by marketing and 
SC scholars, respectively.  
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Beginning with the SC context, this paper uses Mentzer et al.’s (2001, p. 4) frequently 
cited definition of SC as “a set of three or more entities (organizations or individuals) 
directly involved in the upstream and downstream flows of products, services, finances 
and/or information from a source to a customer.” Accordingly, inter-firm relationships in 
a SC refer to all types of vertical relationships between organizations involved in the 
upstream and downstream flows, i.e., buyer-seller business relationships in this SC. Chen 
and Paulraj (2004) describe SCs as “a network of interdependent relationships developed 
and fostered through strategic collaboration with the goal of deriving mutual benefits”.   

To inter-firm relationships in SCs, we apply the concept of RQ, which, in general, is 
defined as a composite measure of the strength of the relationship between the 
relationship parties (Palmatier, 2008; Alejandro et al., 2011; Tan and Ndubisi, 2014). 
Correspondingly, we define inter-firm RQ in SCs as an overall measure of the strength 
of relationships between organizations directly involved in the upstream and downstream 
flows of products, services, finances and/or information from a source to a customer, i.e., 
the buyer-seller relationships in the chain, throughout all stages of relationship 
development and maintenance.  

 
2.2. Dimensions, antecedents and consequences of relationship quality   

2.2.1. Dimensions of relationship quality  
By focusing on different types of inter-firm relationships and members’ different 

perspectives, scholars and practitioners have defined and measured RQ in various ways. 
Despite the variety of conceptualization and operationalization of RQ, scholars are 
consistent in arguing that RQ is a second-order and holistic construct composed of several 
first-order dimensions capturing the different but related facets of a relationship 
(Palmatier et al., 2006; Nyaga and Whipple, 2011; Jiang et al., 2016). Based on the social 
nature of a relationship, many researchers (see Athanasopoulou, 2009) have considered 
trust, commitment and satisfaction as the three established dimensions of RQ. In addition, 
cooperation/collaboration, communication, relation-specific assets and adaptation, long-
term orientation, dependence and power, have also been considered inter-firm RQ 
dimensions (e.g., Su et al., 2008; Čater and Čater, 2010; Obadia and Vida, 2011; Nyaga 
et al., 2013; Jiang et al., 2016).  

Scholarly research shows three approaches for assessing inter-firm RQ in SCs: buyers’ 
perspective; sellers’ perspective; and dyadic perspective. Emphasizing the cognitive 
nature of RQ, Holmlund (2008) formulated a definition of perceived RQ from a dyadic 
perspective as a “joint cognitive evaluation of business interactions by significant 
individuals in both firms in the dyad. The evaluation encompasses a comparison of 
experienced with desired, potential, usual or previous interactions which constitute 
comparison standards” (p.35).  

During our research, we found that, in academic discussion, the majority of scholars 
adopt either a buyers’ or sellers’ perspective to assess buyer-seller RQ. A few studies 
have a dyadic view and take both buyers’ and sellers’ perspectives into account (e.g., Lai 
et al., 2009; Liu et al., 2010; Nyaga et al., 2013; Sjoerdsma and van Weele, 2015). 
However, the SC approach has rarely been used in existing RQ studies except in one 
paper (Kühne et al., 2013). In the SC approach, RQ is supposed to be considered on a 
network level (Chen & Paulraj, 2004). This means that the quality of buyer-seller 
relationships embedded in the SC or network should be considered in an integrative 
manner. Due to the lack of papers on the SC/network level, our paper focuses on the inter-
firm level and considers the quality of the individual buyer-seller relationships embedded 
in the SC. 
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2.2.2. Antecedents and consequences of relationship quality  

In addition to dimensions of RQ, scholars advance understanding of the antecedents 
and consequences of RQ based on both conceptual and empirical perspectives (Wagner 
et al., 2010). Systematically synthesizing the findings of academic studies, some scholars 
developed conceptual frameworks that illustrate the various types of antecedents and 
consequences of relationships mediated by RQ (see Palmatier et al., 2006; 
Athanasopoulou, 2009).  

Palmatier et al.’s (2006) argument that “No single relational mediator captures the full 
essence of depth of a customer-seller relationship” (p. 150) forms the core of 
Athanasopoulou’s (2009) study that focused on the global, multidimensional construct of 
RQ. Basing on an analysis of papers (on B2B and B2C relationships) published in major 
marketing-related journals, Athanasopoulou developed a general research framework on 
RQ encompassing three core themes: antecedents, dimensions and consequences of RQ. 
The antecedents include four groups of factors: (1) characteristics of relationship parties; 
(2) relationship attributes; (3) offer characteristics; and (4) the environment. The 
consequences comprise three categories: (1) performance; (2) relational benefits; and (3) 
satisfaction of the parties (see Table 1). 

In our paper, we employ Athanasopoulou’s research framework for categorizing the 
antecedents and consequences of RQ, because it has the advantage of being more 
generalizable and comprehensive, since: (1) it considers a general perspective on the 
meaning of RQ as a holistic evaluation of relationships. Based on that, the 
operationalization of RQ is not restricted to certain dimensions, as it is in most RQ 
research, but instead covers the full set of RQ dimensions; (2) it applies to both parties - 
buyers and sellers - involved in a relationship. For instance, in respect to the consequences 
of RQ, both parties’ outcomes or benefits need to be considered, such as both buyers’ and 
sellers’ performance improvement and relationship intentions, etc.; (3) it covers different 
relationship types, industry sectors and regions that have been considered in previous 
research and thus it applies to all contexts.  

Based on Athanasopoulou (2009)’s research framework, we deductively build 
categories from this framework as the foundation for the content analysis of the literature. 
A total of eight categories were derived: four from the antecedents of RQ (ANT), one 
from the dimensions of RQ (RQ), and three from the consequences of RQ (CON) (Table 
1). The values in the “frequency” column indicate how many papers in our sample address 
the particular category. They will be explained and discussed in detail in the following 
sections. 
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Table 1 Antecedents, RQ, consequences and their description. 
Category  Frequency Description  
ANT: 
Characteristics of 
relationship parties  

38 Characteristics of buyers and/or suppliers including 
variables such as similarity, reputation, size, expertise, 
strength, the level of formalization and centralization, 
ethical behavior and orientation, market and/or 
relationship orientation, etc.  

ANT: Relationship 
attributes 

44 All of the characteristics of the buyer-seller dyadic 
relationship including the length or duration of the 
relationship, structural or social bonds, dependence and 
power distribution, relationship termination cost, 
switching cost, relationship benefits, the nature and 
quality of communication, cooperation, conflict 
handling, less opportunistic behavior, etc.  

ANT: Offer 
characteristics 

10 Product and/or service performance and quality. 

ANT: The 
environment 

2 The external environment including economic, political, 
legal, technical, cultural conditions, etc. 

RQ 100 An overall measure of the strength of a relationship, 
conceptualized as a composite or multidimensional 
construct capturing the different but related facets of a 
relationship. 

CON: Performance 

 

42 Business or service or channel performance in different 
forms including purchasing efficiency, supply chain 
performance, export performance, sales effectiveness, 
service quality, incremental business, etc.  

CON: Relational 
benefits 

42 Benefits related to the persistence or intensity of a 
relationship, recommendation of the relationship partner, 
or relationship value. 

CON: Satisfaction 
of two parties  

11 Satisfaction of buyers and/or suppliers. 

Own illustration based on Athanasopoulou (2009). 

3. Method  

3.1. Content-analysis based structured literature review  
 

Regarding the research method, a structured literature review using content analysis 
(Seuring and Gold, 2012) was employed. Content analysis is regarded as an effective tool 
for conducting literature reviews in a systematic and transparent way. “It encompasses 
the analysis of a set of systematically identified literature by means of content analysis 
and allows a rule-governed combination of quantitative and qualitative arguments and 
reproducibility” (Sauer and Seuring, 2017, p. 237). Its relevance to supply chain and 
operations management research has been noted.  
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Following a process model for content analysis as explained by Seuring and Gold 
(2012), four steps: (1) material collection; (2) descriptive analysis; (3) category selection; 
and (4) material evaluation were undertaken in our study. This process model 
encompasses well accepted literature review process steps proposed by for example 
Tranfield et al. (2003) in its step (1), (2) and (4); however, it provides a more detailed 
approach to data extraction and synthesis based on “a rule governed, transparent and 
replicable definition of a category system” (Sauer and Seuring, 2017, p. 238) through step 
(3). This category system enables a systematic analysis and synthesis of the material 
against the research question. In the following sections, the adopted process model is 
specified for our study step by step.  

3.1.1. Material collection 
The material collection was based on a systematic search which was started with the 

identification of the appropriate search terms. Based on the research design and the 
proposed research questions, we applied two classes of search terms:  

1) “relationship quality,”  
2) “supply chain,” “suppl*,” “inter-firm,” “interfirm,” “inter-organizational,” 

“interorganizational,” “B2B,” and “business-to-business.”  
The former class includes only one phrase, since RQ is an established construct in the 
relationship marketing research and represents the major theme of this study. The latter 
class encompasses several phrases, to take into account both the inter-firm setting and the 
SC context. 

The search was conducted by using the “title, abstract, keywords” search for all 
combinations between these two classes of search terms. The databases selected for the 
systematic search were Web of Science (WOS) (www.webofknowledge.com), Elsevier 
(www.sciencedirect.com), and Emerald (www.emeraldinsight.com). WOS was selected, 
as it is regarded as having “the widest range of high quality scientific journals of all 
databases” (Sauer and Seuring, 2017, p. 238). Elsevier and Emerald were added to include 
materials which were not found by using WOS. The final result of the material collection 
show that an extra 13 papers (13% of the total number of papers of the sample) were 
identified for further analysis by employing the Elsevier and Emerald databases.  

The search began with the year 2006 and continued until 2015, representing a decade 
of research. The reason for this was that, during our research, we found that the topic of 
inter-firm RQ in SCs has gained increased attention in the last decade. This was also 
affirmed by the literature review conducted by Athanasopoulou (2009), who found only 
38 papers on B2B RQ (including non-SC-based papers) published in marketing-related 
journals in the twenty years leading up to 2007. Thus, our approach aims at evaluating a 
decade of research in the field of inter-firm RQ in the SC settings after Athanasopoulou’s  
(2009) literature review.  

The initial search results are shown in Table 2, depicting a total of 265 papers found. 
Afterwards, the search results were successively refined by: (1) deleting the duplicates 
from various databases and then (2) manually reviewing the abstract and occasionally the 
main part of each article, in order to select the relevant papers for further review. Three 
selection notes were made for delimitation of the research:  

1) To ensure reliable quality research, the review focuses on papers published in 
peer-reviewed journals written in English. Considering that the research of inter-
firm RQ in SCs involves different subject areas, no delimitations of the journal’s 
subject areas were set.  

2) According to the definition of inter-firm relationships in SCs used for this study 
(see section 2.1), the review focuses on buyer-seller relationships. Publications 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/
http://www.emeraldinsight.com/
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involving intra-organizational or horizontal inter-organizational relationships 
were excluded. Furthermore, as the focus is on inter-firm relationships, papers that 
investigate B2C relationships were excluded from this research. 

3) RQ has to be one of the selected article’s main topics. Papers concerning RQ were 
considered if they met the following conditions: either the concept of RQ is 
explicitly introduced in the paper or it can be deduced from the main content of 
the paper. In the latter case, two or more dimensions of RQ must emerge as the 
main themes of the research even if the term “RQ” is not explicitly denominated. 
Consequently, papers that address only one dimension of RQ (for instance, trust, 
or commitment) are not taken into account because this paper regards RQ as a 
holistic construct composed of several dimensions.  

Upon application of these delimitations, a total of 100 papers remained for further 
analysis¹. Table 3 shows the search results after each steps of the refinement. 

Table 2 The initial search results. 
Search strings  Employed 

databases 
Search results 
(number of papers) 

“relationship quality*” AND (“supply chain*” OR 
“suppl*” OR “inter-firm*” OR “interfirm*” OR 
“inter-organizational*” OR “interorganizational*” 
OR “B2B*” OR “business-to-business*”) 

WOS 
Elsevier  
Emerald 

186 
38 
41 
 
 

  265 (total) 

 
Table 3 The search results after refinement. 
 Steps of the refinement  Results of the successive 

refinement  
(number of papers remained) 

Elimination of duplicates from various databases 210 

Exclusion of non-journal-papers  208 

Exclusion of papers on intra-organizational, horizontal 
inter-organizational or B2C relationships 

196 

Exclusion of papers not focusing on RQ and the papers 
addressing only one dimension of RQ 

100 (final sample) 

 
3.1.2. Descriptive analysis 

The content of all selected papers was assessed by means of a descriptive analysis, i.e. 
the distribution of publications across the time period and across source journals was 
illustrated. Furthermore, the research methodologies applied are explained. This analysis 
provides a fruitful basis for the interpretation applied in the subsequent content analysis 
of the paper selected. 

3.1.3. Category selection 
Category selection builds the core of the content analysis approach. Categories can be 

built either deductively or inductively. The selected categories are used to analyse and 
synthesize the material against the research question. During the material analysis, the 



 

9 
 

category system is refined in an iterative way (Seuring and Gold, 2012). In our research, 
we followed a two-step approach to build the categories. First, we adopted the deductive 
categories derived from the research framework of RQ proposed by Athanasopoulou 
(2009). A total of eight main categories were predefined as listed in Table 1. Next, this 
set of categories was complemented by defining subcategories for an in-depth 
understanding of the main categories. These subcategories were built during the material 
evaluation, which composed the fourth step of the process.  

3.1.4. Material evaluation 
In the fourth step, the set of selected papers was evaluated according to the main 

categories predefined in the third step. During the review process, subcategories were 
supplemented. Finally, the results of the evaluation were analyzed in a frequency analysis 
and a contingency analysis. The results of the frequency and contingency analyses address 
the first and second research question respectively. They were interpreted and discussed 
relating to the current debate on managing inter-firm relationships in SCs. Based on that, 
the research gaps were identified and the future research directions were suggested, which 
reflects the third research question.  

3.2. Frequency analysis and contingency analysis  

In order to complement the qualitative arguments related to the content analysis, 
quantitative arguments are provided by conducting a frequency and contingency analysis.  
By means of a frequency analysis, the scope of current RQ topics presented in the papers 
on inter-firm RQ in SCs was mapped by counting the frequency of occurrence of all the 
analytic categories (including the main categories and the subcategories) in the papers 
analyzed. The occurrence of a category was counted once for a paper analyzed if it was 
discussed in this paper. Thus, we consolidate what has been studied in the past and 
evaluate the presence and absence of topics or constructs. 

A contingency analysis aims at identifying association patterns, i.e., pairs of categories 
which occur relatively more frequently together in one study than the product of their 
single probabilities (Sauer and Seuring, 2017). Based on the coding frequencies of the 
main categories and the subcategories compiled in the material evaluation, the phi 
coefficient (φ) of each pair of categories was calculated by conducting a chi-square test. 
We used SPSS 24 for calculation. The phi coefficient indicates the strength of the 
association between two categories. A positive association with φ exceeding 0.3 is 
deemed non-trivial (Hair et al., 2013). This statistically positive association means that 
scholars often investigated two categories in one study. The higher the phi-value, the 
higher the probability that two categories were studied in one paper. However, a high phi-
value does not mean there is definitely a semantically positive correlation or causality 
between these two categories in a paper’s argument. After we identify the positive 
associations between two categories based on the phi-value, we will justify their 
connection against the related literature analyzed (Sauer and Seuring, 2017). 
Accordingly, the contingencies offer insights into the use of relevant constructs of inter-
firm RQ in SC settings in the individual papers. The contingency analysis can contribute 
to how scholars link the constructs or tested the model within the literature sample, which 
provides a second level of analysis based on the content analysis.  
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3.3. Methodological rigor  

To ensure the production of high-quality research, validity, reliability and repeatability 
issues related to the content analysis were considered following Seuring and Gold (2012). 
In order to ensure construct validity, the main analytic categories were deductively built 
from the extant research framework selected from related literature. Each paper was 
coded according to all categories, which provides internal validity in the subsequent data 
analysis. The external validity was ensured as the research process was conducted in a 
rigorous and transparent manner as described here. Regarding repeatability, the 
transparency is guaranteed by detailed documentation of the method applied and 
recording all the steps taken during the research process (see sections 3.1.1 to 3.1.4). To 
carry out the coding, MAXQDA 12 was used and all of the coded data taken from the 
papers analyzed were recorded, thereby allowing for replication. SPSS 24 was used for 
calculating contingencies. The most challenging issue of the content analysis was reliable 
coding, which would ideally be ensured by joint coding among several researchers. This 
was done for a subset of the sample (42 papers), which was separately coded by two 
coders.  

4. Analysis and results 

4.1. Descriptive analysis  

The results of the descriptive analysis concerning the distribution of publications 
across the time period, the source journal, and the applied research method are elaborated 
and discussed in the following sections.  

4.1.1. Publication years 
Assessing the distribution of publications across the time period, the results indicate a 

two-stage increase of the number the publications across the time period from 2006 to 
2008 and from 2009 to 2011 with the respective publication peaks in 2008 (15) and 2011 
(16)(Figure 1). After 2012, the number of papers published annually remained at a 
consistent level with more than ten papers being published per year by the end of 2015.  
 

 
Figure 1. Distribution of the publications across the time period.       

4.1.2. Source journals  
The sample of 100 papers used in this research was derived from 47 journals. Over 

half of the papers (51) were published in marketing-related journals, whereas SC-related 
journals only contributed 12 papers to this study. The remaining papers (37) were 
published in other journals. Industrial Marketing Management (22), Journal of Business 
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& Industrial Marketing (10), and Journal of Business Research (9) are the top three 
source journals containing over 40 percent of the papers reviewed.      

4.1.3. Research methodology applied in the papers 
Research on inter-firm RQ in the SC context is of an empirical nature and strongly 

dominated by survey papers (92) which basically test conceptual models proposing 
relations between diverse variables. Papers employing qualitative approaches are scarce 
and only seven present case studies (i.e., Aminoff and Tanskanen, 2013; Holmlund, 2008; 
Lo, 2015; Myhal et al., 2008; Richard et al., 2007; Sjoerdsma and van Weele, 2015; 
Zander and Beske, 2014). Only one paper is of a conceptual nature aiming to explain the 
process of value creation by building relationships in which RQ has a mediating effect 
(Dorai and Varshney, 2012).  

4.2. Frequency analysis regarding the analytic categories  

The occurrence frequencies of categories (including main categories and 
subcategories) are described regarding the following aspects: the antecedents, dimensions 
and consequences of RQ².  

4.2.1. Antecedents of RQ  
Regarding the antecedents of RQ, the results of the frequency analysis indicate that 

roughly one in three studies discuss the characteristics of the relationship parties (38), 
particularly the sellers’ characteristics (34), such as its similarity, reputation and size, 
knowledge, skill, resources, capacity, experience, overall competency, performance, 
market or relationship orientation, ethical behavior and orientation, and top 
manager/supply manager’s behavior. In contrast, the buyers’ characteristics (7) have 
rarely been addressed. They include the buyers’ reputation, size, financial attractiveness, 
market orientation, collaborative behavior and orientation. The dominance of the 
suppliers’ characteristics as the antecedents of RQ can be attributed to the predominance 
of the buyers’ perspective, which has been applied in 60 of 100 papers analyzed. In 
contrast, the supplier perspective has been employed in only 23 papers.  

Furthermore, nearly half of the analyzed papers study the relationship attributes (44) 
influencing RQ. The attributes vary widely in those papers; however, some of them have 
gained more attention than others. They are power and dependence (e.g., Chu and Wang, 
2012; Gyau et al., 2011; Lai et al., 2013; Zaefarian et al., 2015);  the nature and quality 
of communication (e.g., Barnes et al., 2015; Chu and Wang, 2012; Gyau et al., 2011; 
Sarmento et al., 2015); and inter-personal relationships and social bonds (e.g., Alejandro 
et al., 2011; Barnes et al., 2011; 2015; Palmatier et al., 2008; Rauyruen and Miller, 2007). 
The categories offer characteristics (10), and the environment (2) play only minor roles 
in the papers reviewed.  

 
4.2.2. Dimensions of RQ  

All of the articles analyzed address the category: RQ. This is not surprising as it is one 
of the core search terms applied. Most of the authors defined and operationalized RQ 
explicitly in their papers. For example, Fynes et al. (2008) stated that the major 
dimensions of RQ include trust, adaptation, communication and cooperation. They 
defined and measured them as the four first-order constructs of RQ. We coded the 
dimensions: conflict and communication as the two dimensions of RQ in Williams et al. 
(2015), because the authors used these as the measurement items of RQ in their 
questionnaire. In a few studies, the term RQ was mentioned but not conceptualized (e.g., 
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Barnes et al., 2011; Baxter, 2012), or the term RQ was not denominated (e.g., Wu et al., 
2012). In such cases, the coding of the RQ dimensions was based on the content of the 
paper or the structure of the model used. For example, we coded satisfaction as a 
dimension of RQ in Barnes et al. (2011) according to the text “satisfaction is a subjective 
measure of relationship quality” (p. 513). Further, we coded the mediator variables: trust 
and commitment as the dimensions of RQ in Wu et al. (2012) according to the structure 
of the model used in the paper. It should be noted that four papers in our sample 
investigate RQ as the moderator (Lai et al., 2009; Richey et al., 2010; Beitelspacher et 
al., 2012; Dorai and Varshney, 2012). We include them in our sample despite their 
deviation from the applied conceptual framework in which RQ is positioned as a 
mediator.  

As a result, a total of 17 dimensions of RQ were identified. In Table 4 we summarize 
the most commonly used definitions and descriptions of eight dimensions that were 
addressed in more than ten percent of the papers analyzed. It lists trust (78), commitment 
(64), and relationship satisfaction (49) as the three items mentioned most frequently. 
Cooperation/collaboration (19), communication (18), relation-specific assets and 
adaptation (12), long-term orientation (11), and dependence and power (11) were 
considered RQ dimensions, but, have received much less attention than trust, commitment 
and satisfaction. The remaining dimensions are not included in the table because they 
were mentioned less than ten times in the sample.  

Table 4 Dimensions of RQ addressed in the sample of 100 papers.  
Dimensions 
(Occurrence 
frequency) 

Description References 

Trust (78) Confidence in the reliability and integrity of a 
relationship partner. 

Palmatier et al., 2006 

Commitment 
(64) 

An enduring desire to maintain a valued 
relationship (or characterized by the intention to 
maintain long-term relationships) which is 
implicit in the expectation of realizing long-term 
benefits. It will result in a desire to develop a 
stable relationship, a willingness to make short-
term sacrifices to maintain the relationship, and 
confidence in the stability of the relationship.  

Palmatier, 2008; Čater 
and Čater, 2010; Liu, et 
al., 2010; Payan et al., 
2010; Chang et al., 2012b; 
Lee et al., 2013 

Relationship 
satisfaction (49) 

A positive affective state resulting from the 
appraisal of all aspects of a firm’s working 
relationship with its partner. It is a result of a 
comparison process between perceived 
performance and one or more comparison 
standards, such as expectations. 

Chu and Wang, 2012; 
Sarmento et al., 2015 

Cooperation/ 
Collaboration 
(19) 

An orientation that reflects a spirit of willingness 
by one organization to work with another, or all 
activities undertaken jointly or in collaboration 
with others that are directed towards common 
interests or achieving rewards.  

Su et al., 2008; Mysen 
and Svensson, 2010; 
Payan et al., 2010; Song 
et al., 2012; Zander and 
Beske, 2014 

Source: Own illustration.                                                                                               
(Continued) 
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Table 4 Dimensions of RQ addressed in the sample of 100 papers (continued). 
Dimensions 
(Occurrence 
frequency) 

Description References 

Communication 
(18) 

The formal and informal sharing of meaningful 
and timely information between partners.  

Su et al., 2008; Leonidou 
et al., 2013 

Relations-
specific assets/ 
adaptation (12) 

The dedicated activities that are tailored for use 
between specific organizations in a relationship 
and, for instance, concern the behavioral or 
structural modifications carried out by one firm 
to meet the specific needs of another firm.   

Čater and Čater, 2010; 
Payan et al., 2010; 
Svensson and Mysen, 
2011; Sjoerdsma and van 
Weele, 2015 

Long-term 
orientation (11) 

It is associated with the expectation of 
relationship continuity and the focus on long-
term goals in the relationship.  

Jiang et al., 2011; Jiang et 
al., 2016 

Dependence and 
power (11) 

Dependence refers to the extent to which one 
party needs to maintain the relationship with the 
partner in order to achieve the desired goals. 
Firms have power to the extent that other firms 
depend on them for resources, including 
financial, expertise, information, services, 
legitimacy or status, and one firm’s possession 
of attributes or rightful claims (e.g., contract 
obligations) that may motivate its partners to 
comply. One firm may use its power to influence 
the other firm to act in a manner that it would 
not have otherwise. 

Jiang et al., 2011; 
Svensson and Mysen, 
2011; Chang et al., 2012a; 
Lai et al., 2013; Nyaga et 
al., 2013 

Source: Own illustration.                                                                                                      

4.2.3. Consequences of RQ  
Among the three categories of RQ consequences, performance outcomes (42) attracted 

the same amount of attention as relational benefits (42) (see Table 1). Notably, the 
satisfaction of both parties (11) is not as frequently addressed as the consequences 
mentioned above. Instead, relationship satisfaction has often been considered one of the 
dimensions of RQ (49).  

Concerning the performance outcomes, four subcategories were identified: buyer 
performance; supplier performance; financial and market performance; and non-financial 
performance. We distinguish between buyers’ performance and suppliers’ performance, 
which have been regarded as the major constituents of the performance outcomes of 
managing buyer-seller relationships in SC related frameworks (e.g., Chen and Paulraj, 
2004). The results of the frequency analysis show that among the RQ papers selected 
buyer performance outcomes (29)(e.g., Barnes et al., 2011, 2015; Fynes et al., 2008; 
Obadia and Vida, 2011) have been studied slightly more often than supplier performance 
outcomes (22)(e.g., Gounaris and Tzempelikos, 2014; Palmatier, 2008; Obadia and Vida, 
2011).  

Further, we differentiate financial and market performance measures from non-
financial performance measures, which has been considered in some of the papers 
analyzed, but has been inconsistently operationalized (e.g., Lahiri and Kedia, 2011; 
Chang et al., 2012a; Gounaris and Tzempelikos, 2014). In our research, we define 
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financial and market performances, which has been addressed in 34 papers, as the 
exhibition of monetary and market performances of a firm in terms of sales, sales growth, 
profit, cost, return on investment (ROI), market share, market share growth (e.g., Barnes 
et al., 2015; Gounaris and Tzempelikos, 2014; Kim, et al., 2011; Lai et al., 2013). Non-
financial performances, which have been studied in 22 papers, refer to a firm’s 
performance in terms of product/service quality (e.g., Fynes et al., 2008; Han and Sung, 
2008; Nyaga and Whipple, 2011; Sjoerdsma and van Weele, 2015), process efficiency 
(e.g., Fynes et al., 2008; Gounaris and Tzempelikos, 2014; Han and Sung, 2008; Sheu, 
2015), innovation capability and know-how development (e.g., Chang et al., 2012b; Fang 
et al., 2011; Gounaris and Tzempelikos, 2014), or environmental and/or social 
performances (e.g., Sheu 2015).  

Looking at the relational benefits as the RQ consequences, four subcategories were 
identified: buyers’ relationship intention; suppliers’ relationship intention; relationship 
persistence; and relationship intensity. Buyers’ and suppliers’ relationship intention refer 
to a buying firm’s intention to deal with the supplier relationship (e.g., Čater and Čater, 
2010; Rauyruen and Miller, 2007) or a supplying firm’s intention to deal with the buyer 
relationship (e.g., Baxter and Kleinaltenkamp, 2015), respectively. The results of the 
frequency analysis show that discussions on the buyers’ relationship intention (34) are 
nearly triple those on the suppliers’ relationship intention (13). Relationship persistence 
is synonymous with the term relationship continuity which represents a firm’s propensity 
to continue or leave an extant relationship with its relationship partner (e.g., Čater and 
Čater, 2010; Leonidou et al., 2013; Sarmento et al., 2015; Su et al., 2008; Ulaga and 
Eggert, 2006). This has attracted more attention (28) from scholars than relationship 
intensity (22), which represents a firm’s propensity to enhance or undermine an extant 
relationship with its relationship partner, including its relationship frequency and 
diversity and the extent to which a firm will or intends to make relation-specific 
investments, to share and transfer knowledge, to jointly act, to integrate, etc. (e.g., Baxter 
and Kleinaltenkamp, 2015; Johnston et al., 2012; Lai et al., 2013; Nyaga and Lynch, 
2013; Sjoerdsma and van Weele, 2015; Su et al., 2008).  

4.3. Contingency analysis  

The results of the contingency analysis indicate three groups of contingencies among 
the subcategories within three main categories: RQ; CON: performance; and CON: 
relational benefits. Table 5 lists all category pairs with φ > 0.3, which means that two 
categories in a pair have often been investigated in one study. In addition, the observed 
relative occurrence and the calculated relative probability of occurrence of category pairs 
are reported.  

As can be seen in the table, all observed relative occurrence of category pairs are below 
25%, except the one for trust and commitment (59%). It is expected that trust frequently 
occurs alongside commitment, as they are the two most frequently cited dimensions of 
RQ (see Table 4). Assessing the related papers, we found that many scholars considered 
both trust and commitment as first-order constructs of inter-firm RQ in SCs (e.g., Fang et 
al., 2011; Fynes et al., 2008; Lai et al., 2009). Some scholars have also confirmed the 
significant positive correlation between trust and commitment (e.g., Ulaga and Eggert, 
2006; Wu et al., 2012; Wu et al., 2015). In addition, cooperation and relation-specific 
assets and adaptation were frequently used together as first-order constructs of inter-firm 
RQ in SCs (e.g., Fynes et al., 2008; Song et al., 2012). Although the observed occurrence 
of this category pair is only ten, this is high, as only 12 papers discuss relationship-specific 
assets and adaptation. Some scholars have also confirmed the positive correlation 
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between cooperation and firm’s relationship-specific adaptation (e.g., Leonidou et al., 
2011). Unexpectedly, the occurrence frequencies of other category pairs within the main 
category: RQ are relative lower, and thus no other significant contingencies were 
identified. This indicates the heterogeneity of the research and a lack of consistency of 
which dimensions constitute inter-firm RQ in SCs. 
 
Table 5 Results of the contingency analysis (n=100). 

 
Note: 
1. Phi-Coefficient: Measure of association within category pairs, varying from 0 (no association) to 1 

(complete association) or -1 (complete inverse association), Phi>0.3: a non-trivial relation 
2. Approximate significance: Statistical significance of phi, with p<=.001 (highly significant), p<=.01 

(very significant) and p<=.05 (significant) 
3. Exact significance (1-sided): Statistical significance of association within category pairs, with 

p<=.001 (highly significant), p<=.01 (very significant) and p<=.05 (significant) 
4. Observed frequency (%): observed relative occurrence of category pairs (in%) 
5. Expected frequency (%): Calculated relative probability of occurrence of category pairs (in%) by 

multiplying the observed single relative occurrence of category pairs (in %) 
 

Within the main category: OUT: Performance, while supplier and buyer performance 
frequently occur alongside financial and market performances and non-financial 
performances, the results of the contingency analysis do not reveal a frequent co-
occurrence of supplier and buyer performance. These findings do not come as a surprise, 
given that most authors of the papers used in our sample base their research on the buyers’ 
perspective, thereby studying the effect of a buyer’s perception of RQ on its own 
performance. Alternatively, they focus on the suppliers’ perspective, discussing a 
supplier’s perception of RQ on its performance. Consequently, performance of the buyers 
and the suppliers are not normally found as the consequences of RQ in the same paper. 
Only one paper used two independent samples (a buyer sample and a supplier sample) to 
investigate the effect of RQ on both the buyer and supplier performance (Nyaga and 
Whipple, 2011). This reveals the lack of buyer-seller RQ research, aiming at analyzing 
and comparing the perspectives of buyers and sellers in one study.  

In addition, we found a frequent occurrence of financial and market performances in 
combination with non-financial performances (φ = 0.449) as well as a frequent occurrence 
of some performance metrics, for instance, cost and process efficiencies (φ = 0.448). 
These indicate that financial and market performances have often been measured in 
conjunction with non-financial performance by scholars who investigated the effect of 

Constructs Phi-Coefficient

Approximate 

significance 

Exact significance 

(1-sided)

Exact significance 

(2-sided)

Observed 

frequency (%)

Expected 

frequency (%)

Trust - commintment 0,457 0 0 0 59 49,9

Cooperation - relations specific assets and adapation 0,606 0 0 0 10 2,3

Financial and market performance - Non-financial performance 0,449 0 0 0 16 7,3

cost - sales 0,502 0 0 0 11 3,5

cost - profit 0,439 0 0 0 9 2,9

cost - processes' efficiency 0,448 0 0 0 7 1,8

cost - product/service quality 0,421 0 0 0 7 2

market share - sales 0,601 0 0 0 12 3,2

market share - profit 0,613 0 0 0 11 2,7

Sales - profit 0,765 0 0 0 17 4,4

Sales - processes' efficiency 0,383 0 0,001 0,001 8 2,8

Sales - product/service quality 0,354 0 0,002 0,002 8 3

profit - processes' efficiency 0,37 0 0,001 0,001 7 2,3

processes' effiency - product/service quality 0,681 0 0 0 9 1,6

Supplier performance -financial and market performance 0,425 0 0 0 16 7,6

Supplier performance - non-financial performance 0,418 0 0 0 12 4,8

Buyer performance - financial and market performance 0,518 0 0 0 13 4,5

Buyer performance - non-financial performance 0,608 0 0 0 17 5,9

Supplier's relationship intention - relationship persistence 0,39 0 0 0 10 3,9

Supplier's relationship intention - relationship intensity 0,412 0 0 0 9 3,1

Buyer's relationship intention - relationship persistence 0,699 0 0 0 24 9,2

Buyer's relationship intention - relationship intensity 0,603 0 0 0 19 7,3
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perceived RQ on performances, and that some metrics were often used together in the 
same study (Kim et al., 2011; Lee et al., 2013; Nyaga and Whipple, 2011; Sheu, 2015; 
Tan and Ndubisi, 2014). Some scholars have also analyzed the relationship between firms’ 
financial and market performance and their non-financial performance resulting from the 
buyer-seller relationship. Examples are: (1) the effect of logistics services’ performance 
on financial performance (Richey et al., 2010); (2) the positive effect of innovativeness 
on financial return (Kim et al., 2011); and (3) the positive effect of capability of building 
capabilities through relationships on market effectiveness (Lee et al., 2013). 

Finally, we found that within the main category: OUT: Relational benefits, suppliers’ 
and buyers’ relationship intention respectively occur alongside relationship persistence 
and relationship intensity frequently. The missing contingency between buyer and 
supplier relationship intentions also reveals the lack of scholars’ attempt to analyze and 
compare the buyer and supplier perceptions with respect to the effect of RQ in one study. 

5. Discussion  

5.1. Discussion and research agenda 

This literature review provides an in-depth account of current research in the field of 
inter-firm RQ in SC settings. This paper contributes to contemporary knowledge on 
relationship marketing by mapping the scope of antecedents, dimensions and 
consequences of inter-firm RQ in SCs. Based on this, we develop a research framework 
of inter-firm RQ in SCs (Figure 2), which specializes Athanasopoulou’s (2009) RQ 
framework in the B2B and SC context. This specification reinforces the relevance of 
distinguishing relationship marketing in the B2B and B2C settings, which has been 
mentioned, but has not been specified in previous literature reviews (Palmatier et al., 2006; 
Athanasopoulou, 2009).  
 

 
Figure 2. Research framework of inter-firm RQ in SCs.  

 
We follow Athanasopoulou’s antecedent-RQ-consequences structure to develop a 

research framework of inter-firm RQ in SCs. Under the main category RQ, we note the 
relevant dimensions of inter-firm RQ, which has been addressed in the analyzed papers. 
In addition, we keep the four categories of antecedents from Athanasopoulou’s 
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framework, as all of them have more or less been discussed in the analyzed papers. We 
adopt two from the three categories of consequences: performance and relationship 
intention from Athanasopoulou’s framework, while placing satisfaction of the two parties 
in the category: RQ. We distinguish the consequences in respect to buyers and sellers. 
We consider this specification significant in the B2B and SC context, as the goal of 
managing buyer-seller relationships in SCs is to achieve mutual benefits (e.g., Chen and 
Paulraj, 2004). Subsequently, we discuss the developed framework in detail.  

In respect to the dimensions that constitute inter-firm RQ in SC settings, the results of 
the frequency analysis support the findings of relationship marketing researchers who 
indicated that trust, commitment and relationship satisfaction are the three established 
measures of RQ (Ulaga and Eggert, 2006; Athanasopoulou, 2009; Nyaga and Whipple, 
2011; Lai et al., 2013; Sarmento et al., 2015). This does not support the measurement 
models proposed by some scholars who exclude trust and/or commitment in the 
measurement of RQ (Jiang et al., 2016).  

The findings of our study show that in recent research, some SC scholars have 
considered and highlighted the use of dimensions such as communication, coordination, 
cooperation and relationship specific adaptation in evaluating buyer-seller RQ, instead of 
solely employing the affective dimensions such as trust, commitment and satisfaction 
(Fynes et al., 2008; Sjoerdsma and van Weele, 2015; Su et al., 2008; Shin et al., 2018). 
In providing a comprehensive examination of inter-firm RQ issues in SC settings, there 
is a need for future research to include both the attitudinal and behavioral dimensions of 
RQ in the model, as illustrated in Figure 2.  

A notable inconsistency in the papers analyzed is that constructs such as trust, 
commitment, satisfaction, cooperation, communication, relationship specific investment 
and adaptation, long-term orientation, power and dependence, have repeatedly occurred 
as antecedents or dimensions or consequences of RQ. For example, satisfaction has been 
regarded as a dimension (Wagner et al., 2010), or a consequence (Mysen and Svensson, 
2010) by different scholars. Furthermore, the level of cooperation between SC partners 
has been considered an antecedent (Sheu, 2015), a dimension (Čater and Čater, 2010), or 
a consequence of RQ (Nyaga et al., 2013; Wu et al., 2015). This inconsistency was also 
pointed out in Holmlund’s (2008) study, yet it seems not to have been resolved in recent 
research. In order to make causal inference, scholars have been conducting longitudinal 
research using the life-cycle perspective instead of applying a cross-sectional design. 
However, there has yet to be a longitudinal study in the sample of papers reviewed, which 
constitutes a research gap in this area. Relationships are dynamic in nature. Studies that 
help improving the understanding of the continuous development of relationships in 
different stages of relationship development and maintenance offer a valuable direction 
for future investigation.  

On the other side, many scholars used a second-order model to measure RQ in the 
papers analyzed (Fynes et al., 2008; Su et al., 2008). However, there is a lack of 
consistency of which first-order constructs constitute the second-order RQ. By using a 
second-order model, scholars have not analyzed the causality between the first-order 
dimensions, for example, trust, commitment, satisfaction, cooperation and 
communication. Moreover, scholars have examined the aggregate effect of RQ (Fynes et 
al., 2008). This however, cannot clarify which role the individual underlying factors of 
RQ play in facilitating relationships and which factors are more effective with specific 
values on other factors. Providing answers to these questions would help managers 
improve their understandings of how SC relationships work in various contexts and how 
to gain relationship-building benefits by effectively using these relationships. 
Endeavoring to clarify the role of the different RQ dimensions and the relationship-
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building path leading to benefits in various contexts, we suggest that future researchers 
abandon second-order models and focus on the individual underlying dimensions of RQ.  

Further, the contingency analysis explores some statistically significant links and gaps 
within the literature sample we used. The identified contingencies reveal that scholars 
tend to link the perception of high-quality relationships with SC partners to the 
improvement of performance (including financial and market performance as well as non-
financial performance) from both buyers’ and suppliers’ perspectives. In addition, 
scholars have often linked the perception of high-quality relationships to both the buyers’ 
and suppliers’ propensity to continue or enhance the SC relationship. However, we 
observed in our sample of the papers analyzed that few authors examined and compared 
the buyers’ and suppliers’ perceptions of the RQ outcomes in one study (Nyaga and 
Whipple 2011; Nyaga et al., 2013). Evidence has already shown that buyers and suppliers 
perceive relationships differently (Nyaga et al., 2013). In addition, the buyer and supplier 
perspectives differ in regard to both the facilitators and the barriers of buyer-supplier 
relationships (Kim et al., 2011). Accordingly, we propose that the perceptions of buyers 
and suppliers with respect to the outcomes of RQ are somewhat different. In order to 
figure it out, there is a need for future research to collect and compare data from both 
buyers and sellers in one study. For instance, it would be meaningful to examine the path 
of the RQ factors leading to improved performance, matching the buyers’ and sellers’ 
perspective. This would help us improve the understanding of the common points and 
differences of the buyer and supplier perceptions in respect to the primary drivers of 
relationship outcomes. The comparison is particularly critical for examining whether both 
parties in SC relationships are able to achieve mutual benefits through developing and 
maintaining high-quality relationships (Nyaga et al., 2010).  
5.2. Limitations  

Despite its contributions, we acknowledge that there are several limitations in the 
design of this study. The main limitation lies in the framework selection and consequently 
the category building for the content analysis. The framework proposed by 
Athanasopoulou (2009) focuses on the mediator structure and neglects the effects of 
moderators. Further research that considers the control variables and examines their 
moderating effect would be interesting. Besides, for category building, we followed the 
structure: antecedents, mediators and consequences, and did not resolve the overlaps of 
categories that occur in different dimensions of this structure, for example, among 
relationship attributes (antecedents), RQ (mediator), and relational benefits 
(consequences). The results of contingency analysis using this approach could differ from 
those resolving all of the overlaps.  

6. Conclusion   

This paper conducts a structured review of English-speaking peer-reviewed journal 
publications regarding inter-firm RQ in SC settings in the last decade, employing a 
content analysis approach, guided by a conceptual framework of RQ. The main findings 
and contributions of this study are summarized as follows, reflecting the three research 
questions proposed at the beginning of this paper.  

First, this paper maps the scope of the antecedents, dimensions and consequences of 
buyer-seller RQ discussed in the scholarly research. We found the important dimensions 
for evaluating the quality of a firm’s relationships with its SC partners to include 
dimensions that describe both firms’ attitude and behaviors towards the SC relationship. 
Various factors, particularly the relationship parties’ characteristics, the distribution and 
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use of power as well as the interpersonal relationships may affect the inter-firm RQ. 
Besides marketing-related factors such as maintaining and enhancing the business 
relationship, increasing performance is the main consequence of firms’ building high-
quality relationships with SC partners.  

Second, this paper shows that scholars have connected buyer-seller RQ to both 
buyers’ and sellers’ performance and their relationship intentions. However, whether 
buyers and sellers perceive the outcomes of a business relationship more similarly or 
differently has rarely been studied.  

Third, this paper identifies the research gaps and suggests the following directions for 
future research:  

1. For evaluating the quality of a firm’s relationships with its SC partners, scholars 
have primarily focused on the attitudinal dimensions, i.e., trust, commitment and 
relationship satisfaction, while the dimensions (e.g., communication, 
collaboration, coordination, integration, investment, etc). need more attention 
from scholars and practitioners who manage SC relationships.  

2. Relationships are dynamic in nature. The longitudinal research and the life-cycle 
perspective are needed for future research, aiming to improve our understanding 
of the continuous development of relationships, and the relationships of various 
RQ dimensions in different stages of relationship development and maintenance. 

3. The use of the second-order RQ models limit scholars’ ability to clarify the role 
of the individual underlying factors in facilitating relationships and generating 
relationship-building benefits. A suggestion for future researchers would be that 
they abandon the second-order model and focus on the relationships between and 
the effects of the individual underlying dimensions of inter-firm RQ in SCs.  

4. To measure the performance outcomes of RQ, financial and market performances 
have attracted more attention than non-financial performances. Future research 
pursuing a more rigorous measurement of the output performance of RQ is needed.  

5. Buyers and sellers may perceive RQ and the drivers as well as outcomes of RQ 
differently. Research that aims to investigate and compare the buyer and seller 
perspectives in one study is particularly valuable.  

6. Thus far, there has been little integration of RQ and SC research. Linking these 
two concepts would enable a new and more comprehensive examination of the 
issues of business relationships or networks.  

Overall, this study provides detailed insights into inter-firm RQ in the SC settings and 
uncovers a range of research gaps present in the current literature.  

Notes 

1 A list of the 100 papers contained in the literature review is provided in 
http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.17170/kobra-20200117939 

2 A table of the referenced papers assigned to each of the analytic categories is 
provided in http://dx.doi.org/doi:10.17170/kobra-20200117939 
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