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Abstract 

 

The study investigates the relationships between boundary behavior, interfirm learning practices and 

purchasing performance. We introduce boundary behavior as one important dimension of purchasers’ 

set of capabilities for effective inter-organizational interaction and study if it has a role in the 

mechanisms generating purchasing performance. We particularly test the indirect effect of boundary 

behavior to purchasing performance mediated by inter-organizational learning practices. The results 

show that relational boundary behavior and hierarchical boundary behavior are positively associated 

with inter-organizational learning behavior, and indirectly influence on purchasing performance. 

Market-oriented boundary behavior, again, was not found to have any direct or indirect effect on 

purchasing performance. 

 



INTRODUCTION  

 

The conduct of buyer firm’s boundary role persons (BRPs) or people working in buying centers are 

crucial for purchasing performance. Purchasing performance has been studied from various angles. 

For example, Janda and Seshadri (2001) studied the effects of purchasing strategies on performance, 

Úbeda et al (2015) studied purchasing models and organizational performance, and Mady et al (2014) 

examined the interplay between manufacturer-supplier relationships and purchasing performance. 

However, there seems to be a lack of research examining the effects of different operating and 

behavior styles on purchasing performance. In this study, we make an attempt to study purchasing 

performance from a new perspective by introducing boundary behavior as an important antecedent 

for inter-organizational learning practices and further to purchasing performance. We define 

boundary behavior as a dimension of boundary role persons’ collaborative capabilities. It relates to 

the communication style of a BRP in various episodes of interaction with suppliers’ representatives. 

As a communication style boundary behavior refers to the rhetoric purchasers’ use when interacting 

with suppliers. In this study, the rhetoric that colors purchasers’ communication is defined as (i) 

competitive (or market-oriented), (ii) hierarchical and (iii) relational, thus following the principles of 

multi-dimensional governance mechanisms (Adler, 2001; Bradach & Eccles, 1989; Ritter, 2007). 

 

Inter-organizational learning has a strong position amongst the mechanisms that explain relationship 

specific or relationship-driven organizational performance. In prior empirical studies inter-

organizational learning has been treated as an antecedent (e.g. Cheung, Myers, & Mentzer, 2011; 

Fang, Fang, Chou, Yang, & Tsai, 2011; Yang & Lai, 2012), as a mediator (e.g. Chang & Gotcher, 

2010; Cheung, Myers, & Mentzer, 2010; Johnson & Sohi, 2003; Selnes & Sallis, 2003), as a 

moderator (e.g. Kohtamäki & Partanen, 2016; Leal-Rodriguez, Roldan, Leal, & Ortega-Gutierrez, 

2013; Vanneste & Puranam, 2010), and as an outcome (e.g. Kohtamäki & Bourlakis, 2012; Lane & 

Lubatkin, 1998). In this study, we treat inter-organizational learning as a mediator through which 

boundary behavior is hypothesized to have an effect on purchasing performance. 

 

A handful of studies address multi-dimensional governance mechanisms as antecedents for learning 

and performance (Bångens & Araujo, 2002; Hammervoll, 2012; Kohtamäki, 2010). These studies 

have confirmed that governance mechanisms have effect on inter-organizational learning. 

Hammervoll (2012) viewed governance mechanisms as forms of inter-organizational management 

and found that relational management is an important determinant for inter-organizational learning. 

Kohtamäki (2010) found that combinations of three governance mechanisms produce the best 



learning outcomes and Bångens and Araujo (2002) also found these governance mechanisms to exist 

parallel and representing different roles in the learning process. In addition, Mohr and Sengupta 

(2002) emphasize the role of governance mechanism in interfirm learning, they suggest that 

appropriate governance mechanism must match the learning intentions (accessing knowledge, 

knowledge internalization) in order to maximize the benefits of learning and minimize possible risks 

of it. These studies confirm the relevance of governance mechanisms as an important antecedent for 

inter-organizational learning. However, these studies have viewed governance mechanisms as tools 

of management in governing relationships. In this study we approach governance from the 

communication perspective and measure boundary behavior as an individual level activity (the 

individual level results are aggregated into firm level behavioral orientations in the analysis phase). 

By doing this, we aim to examine how different behavioral forms affect inter-organizational learning 

practices and further purchasing performance. Drawing on inter-organizational learning theory and 

relationship governance theory, we hypothesize that different behavioral forms enhance (relational 

behavior and hierarchical behavior) or weakens (competitive behavior) inter-organizational learning 

which again enhances purchasing performance.  

 

This research contributes to the current knowledge of the mechanisms generating useful inter-

organizational interaction and as a consequence of that relationship specific or relationship-driven 

organizational performance. We assume that the way individual BRPs communicate in various 

episodes of interaction with suppliers do have an effect on the relationship atmosphere in general and 

specifically on the learning practices realized. The rhetorical perspective of inter-organizational 

communication is understudied and we aim to fulfill this evident gap in the knowledge. This study 

also provides insights of the effects of inter-organizational learning on purchasing performance. Even 

though the prior research has showed the positive effects of relationship learning on business 

performance (Liu, 2012), relationship performance (Jean & Sinkovics, 2010; Johnson & Sohi, 2003; 

Lai, Pai, Yang, & Lin, 2009; Ling-yee, 2006; Liu, 2012; Selnes & Sallis, 2003; Y. Zhao & Wang, 

2011), and alliance performance (Emden, Yaprak, & Cavusgil, 2005), little is known on the effects 

of inter-organizational learning on purchasing performance.   

 

This paper is structured as follows, next section introduces the hypothesized model following by 

reviewing the relevant literature of boundary behavior, inter-organizational learning, and purchasing 

performance. After that the logic behind the hypothesized model is presented and hypotheses are 

developed. Then the method and measures are introduced, and after that results are presented. Finally, 



the main findings and contributions are presented in the discussion section following by managerial 

implications, limitations of the study and suggestions for future research.  

 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW AND RESEARCH FRAMEWORK 

 

Boundary behavior as collaboration capability 

 

Boundary spanning individuals are firm’s personnel who act as exchange agents between the 

organization and its external environment (Adams, 1980). The individual employees hold boundary 

spanning capabilities that are important in facilitating cooperation across the organization’s 

boundaries and in managing buyer-supplier relationships (Hald, 2012; Ireland & Webb, 2007; J. J. 

Zhang, Lawrence, & Anderson, 2015). These competencies need to be assessed and exploited by the 

employer to become firm-level assets. In buyer-supplier relationships, purchasing managers of a 

customer firm play an important role, for example in building trust and enhancing supplier investment 

(C. Zhang, Viswanathan, & Henke, 2011; J. J. Zhang et al., 2015). Purchasing managers need the 

knowledge and skills that enable them to competently carry out their responsibilities (Doney & 

Cannon, 1997). A number of different purchasing skills have been listed in prior research. Giunipero 

and Pearcy (2001), for example, have rated the five most important skills: interpersonal 

communications, ability to make decisions, ability to work in teams, negotiations, and customer 

focus. These skills are related to behavioural competences, and they reflect the interactive nature of 

purchasing function and its boundary spanning role. Especially communication has been noticed to 

be an important relational competency, which promotes strategic collaboration among firms (Paulraj, 

Lado, & Chen, 2008). Zhang et al., (2015) highlight strategic communication as an important 

boundary spanning capability. In this study, we interpret purchasers’ boundary behaviour as one 

important facet of their set of boundary spanning capabilities. 

 

Boundary behavior is rooted in two theoretical views: the multiple goals approach to discourses and 

multidimensional governance theory. First, taking the multiple goals approach to discourses, we 

define boundary behavior as rhetoric by which purchasers as boundary role persons trying to 

influence on the representatives of suppliers, while pursuing their task-oriented goals. Rhetoric 

concerns the persuasion-oriented part of discourse (Heracleous & Marshak, 2004). Cheney et al. 

(2004), for example, define rhetoric as “the conscious, deliberate and efficient use of persuasion to 

bring about attitudinal or behavioral change”. Rhetoric has a persuasive role in situations where a 



credible source, clear evidence or background in logical support is missing (Cheney, Christensen, 

Condrad, & Lair, 2004). Referring to Aristotelian rhetoric – broadly defined as the art of persuasion 

(Aristotle, 1956), a task oriented goal in a conversation between a buyer and a seller can be boosted 

by emotional or other utterances in the discussion. A purchaser’s persuasion tactics rely on 

psychological influence to convince or compel a supplier representative to assent to a negotiator’s 

position and act accordingly. In Aristotelian terms, ethos, pathos and logos are the elements of 

persuasive communication. Ethos refers to the charisma of the speaker. Pathos is tone of the speech 

that appeals to the audience; the persuader has to anticipate the emotional state of the audience 

(Aristotle, 1956). In contemporary terms, pathos can be related to empathy or emotional intelligence 

(Demırdöğen, 2010). Logos describes the ways of how the speaker appeals to the intellect or to 

reason. It is dependent on the audience’s ability to process information in logical ways; in order to 

appeal to the rational side of the audience; the persuader had to assess their information-processing 

patterns (ibid.). Jarzabkowski and Sillince (2007), in a study of top managers as influencers, 

emphasize the relationship between rhetoric and context, and the internal consistency of the rhetorical 

practices.  

 

Recent theoretical developments have suggested adopting multidimensional interactions, 

highlighting the simultaneous appearance of governance or interaction modes (Bengtsson & Kock, 

2000; Jap, 1999; Vesalainen & Kohtamäki, 2015; Zerbini & Castaldo, 2007). Multidimensionality 

usually manifests as a duality between cooperative and competitive behaviors (Bengtsson & Kock, 

2000; Zerbini & Castaldo, 2007). The present study takes a wider perspective and defines three 

behavioral modes (or persuasion tactics) relevant for industrial purchasers by adding “hierarchical” 

as a third type of interaction. The relevance of the third type of interaction is grounded in general 

governance theory (Adler, 2001; Bradach & Eccles, 1989) suggesting three independent dimensions 

of governance: hierarchical, competitive and relational.  

 

In this research firms’ boundary behavior is measured by a novel instrument, which addresses buyer 

firm’s boundary role persons’ individual level communication within various interaction episodes 

with suppliers.  

 

Inter-organizational learning  

 

Relationship learning is defined as “a joint activity between a supplier and a customer in which the 

two parties share information, which is then jointly interpreted and integrated into shared relationship-



domain-specific memory that changes the range or likelihood of potential relationship-domain-

specific behavior” (Selnes & Sallis, 2003, p. 80). Interaction school suggests that firms in a 

relationship are simultaneously affected and affect by each other in many ways (Håkansson & 

Shenota, 1995). Selnes and Sallis (2003) viewed relationship learning as a capability of the 

relationship which is in line with the relational governance perspective (e.g. Heide & John, 1990) 

where two parties collaborate and trust each other so as to secure or improve their business 

performance.  

 

Selnes and Sallis (2003) identified three sub-processes of relationship learning within buyer-supplier 

relationships: information sharing, joint sense-making, and knowledge integration. Information 

sharing has been seen as a starting point and a necessary element of inter-organizational learning. 

Relationship parties need to share information in order to coordinate their collaboration and achieving 

the operational efficiency (Selnes & Sallis, 2003). Joint sense making varies across organizations, 

because they have different abilities to acquire information, some information might be rejected just 

because of the lack of ability to make sense of it (Selnes & Sallis, 2003). Selnes and Sallis (2003) 

argued that organizations develop relationship-specific memories into which acquired knowledge is 

integrated. Relationship-specific memory contains organizational beliefs, behavioral routines and 

physical artifacts (Selnes & Sallis, 2003). Relationship-specific memory has been seen as both 

individual- and organizational level construct. Relationship memories are manifested as physical 

artifacts, for example as documents, computer memories, programming. These sub-processes are 

widely used in inter-organizational learning literature (e.g. Chang & Gotcher, 2007; Cheung et al., 

2010; Jean & Sinkovics, 2010; Kohtamäki & Bourlakis, 2012; Kohtamäki & Partanen, 2016; Leal-

Rodriguez et al., 2013). 

 

The perspective of learning behavior is also used in prior studies in group-level investigations (e.g. 

Edmondson, 1999; Gibson & Vermeulen, 2003) and also in inter-organizational investigations (e.g. 

Mu, Peng, & Love, 2008; Petruzzelli, Albino, Carbonara, & Rotolo, 2010). In the group-level studies 

learning behavior is defined through a cycle of learning activities: experimentation, reflective 

communication, and knowledge codification (Edmondson, 1999; Gibson & Vermeulen, 2003). First 

phase is experimentation, where a team generates ideas of potential improvements. Then a team must 

achieve a common understanding about the proposed solution. To achieve a common understanding, 

team members must combine their different views through a process of reflective communication. 

Finally, the knowledge needs to be translated into practices and actions through a process of 

knowledge codification. (Gibson & Vermeulen, 2003)  



 

In addition, Petruzzelli et al. (2010) and Holmqvist (2009) defined learning behavior through 

exploration and exploitation, which is quite traditional way in organizational learning literature. In a 

similar vein, Emden, Yaprak, and Cavusgil (2005, p. 884) defined learning from experience as “the 

ability of the firm to perform behavioral actions to absorb and accumulate knowledge and skill 

portfolios from its past experience”.  We define inter-organizational learning as a cycle of learning 

activities, in accordance with Edmonson (1999) and Gibson and Vermeulen (2003). However, our 

conceptualization includes elements from both learning behavior and relationship learning literatures. 

We conceptualize inter-organizational learning through three phases: experimentation, reflective 

communication, and knowledge codification. In the experimentation phase a focal firm experiments 

new practices in supplier interface and overall aims to improve inter-organizational practices. In the 

reflective communication phase companies combine different views. A focal company discuss openly 

with supplier, and aims to get feedback that assists further improvements, in a similar vein as in joint 

sense-making process defined by Selnes and Sallis (2003). Knowledge codification phase is 

knowledge is transferred into practices and activities, this phase is adapted from both learning 

behavior and relationship learning literature.  

 

Purchasing performance 

 

Purchasing performance measures should follow organizational level strategy (Easton, Murphy, & 

Pearson, 2002). Easton et al. (2002) emphasized that purchasing performance should be measured 

from few different viewpoints, for example, costs of raw materials and total purchasing costs. Quality 

and delivery reliability are also seen important aspects of purchasing performance, but not as critical 

as purchasing costs/prices and purchasing total costs (Easton et al., 2002). Procurement performance 

can be also measured by delivery, quantity, cost, and quality performance (Mady et al., 2014).  

 

Saranga and Moser (2010) studied purchasing and supply management performance through four 

different performance measurement approaches. The first approach is focused on performance 

drivers, which is argued to be similar to Easton et al. (2002). Purchasing performance measures are 

based on purchasing resources and their effects on company performance outcomes (Saranga & 

Moser, 2010). The second approach is based on purchasing performance outcomes that have been 

defined as cost savings, cross-functional collaboration, and supplier performance. The third view 

focuses on how purchasing performance effects can be measured as company outcome. The fourth, 



and final, perspective tries to analyze all of these perspectives and their influences on company 

performance outcome. (Saranga & Moser, 2010) 

 

Úbeda et al. (2015) presented a model that the maturity of purchasing influences on cost savings of 

an organization. Purchasing maturity is defined trough professionalism, sophistication, and 

advancement of a purchasing department (Úbeda et al., 2015). Further, purchasing maturity means 

how suppliers, strategies, people, practices, and communication are managed in a purchasing 

department (Úbeda et al., 2015).  

 

In the current study, we adapted the argument of Easton et al. (2002) that purchasing performance 

measures should follow the corporate level strategy. That is why purchasing performance should not 

measure based on single year´s figures. Purchasing performance should be measured by taking 

account the development of the figures within three to five years. 

 

Boundary behavior and inter-organizational learning 

 

Previous studies have shown that combination of social and hierarchical governance mechanisms can 

enhance learning in organizational level (Adler, 2001; Kohtamäki, Vesalainen, Varamäki, & 

Vuorinen, 2006; Kohtamäki, 2010). Hernández-Espallardo, Rodriguez-Orejuela and Sándchez-Pérez 

(2010) studied the effects of governance mechanisms on inter-firm learning and performance from a 

supplier perspective, and conceptualize the governance mechanisms as monitoring, incentives, and 

social enforcement. They found that trust plays an important role in interfirm relationships. It does 

not only facilitate knowledge sharing in supply chains, but also effects directly on learning and supply 

chain performance. However, Hernández-Espallardo et al. (2010) viewed learning as knowledge 

acquiring from interfirm relationships and their study focused on suppliers interfirm learning. 

Hammervoll (2012) found that relational management in inter-organizational relationships is 

positively associated with different forms of learning. Håkansson et al. (1999) also emphasize the 

role of trust in learning. In addition, Hammervoll (2012) found that hierarchical management has less 

positive (or even negative) effect on different forms of inter-organizational learning. Also Hernández-

Espallardo et al. (2010) concluded that monitoring is the less influential governance tool; client 

monitoring suppliers activities favors knowledge sharing and learning, but the effect is not as strong 

as trust has. In addition, Kohtamäki (2010) found that relationship learning requires trusting 

atmosphere but also a bit of pressure created by the customer. Also Janowicz-Panjaitan and 

Noorderhaven (2009) found in their theoretical analysis that both calculating behavior and trusting 



behavior has an influence on inter-organizational learning. As the previous studies suggest, relational 

and hierarchical governance mechanisms have positive effects on inter-organizational learning, thus 

the positive effects should also be seen in practitioners’ activities. Thus, it can be hypothesized 

following: 

 

H1a. There is a positive relationship between relational boundary behavior and inter-organizational 

learning behavior.  

H1b. There is a positive relationship between hierarchical boundary behavior and inter-

organizational learning behavior.  

 

Kohtamäki (2010) found that learning is lower level at market-governed relationships than in other 

types of relationships. Also Hammervoll (2012) argued that market management has less positive (or 

even negative) effect on different forms of inter-organizational learning. In addition, Mu, Peng and 

Love (2008) emphasis that weak ties helps firms to build initial relationships, while stronger ties 

assists to acquire higher-quality knowledge. Thus we hypothesize that: 

 

H1c. There is a negative relationship between competitive behavior and inter-organizational learning 

behavior.  

 

Inter-organizational learning and purchasing performance 

 

Prior studies have confirmed the positive relationships between learning and performance. For 

example, intra-organizational learning and firm-level performance (Calantone, Cavusgil, & Zhao, 

2002), joint venture learning and performance (Lane, Salk, & Lyles, 2001). Inter-organizational 

learning has been found to be positively associated with business performance (Liu, 2012) and 

relationship performance (Jean & Sinkovics, 2010; Johnson & Sohi, 2003; Lai et al., 2009; Ling-yee, 

2006; Liu, 2012; Selnes & Sallis, 2003; Y. Zhao & Wang, 2011). Relationship performance has been 

defined as the extent to which supplier is satisfied with the effectiveness and efficiency of the inter-

organizational relationship (Jean & Sinkovics, 2010). Efficiency (i.e. doing thigs in the right way) of 

the relationship is defined as cost control: lower costs and lower prices (Jean & Sinkovics, 2010; 

Selnes & Sallis, 2003). Effectiveness (i.e. doing the right things) refers to the extent which 

relationship parties consider the relationship worthwhile, productive, and satisfying (Jean & 

Sinkovics, 2010; Liu, 2012; Selnes & Sallis, 2003). In addition, prior studies have shown that 

organizations that take advantage of learning opportunities and who engage in continuous learning 



are more capable in achieving positive performance outcomes (Emden et al., 2005). However, there 

is a lack of purchasing performance perspective in the prior inter-organizational learning studies. 

Purchasing performance measures should follow organizational level strategy (Easton et al., 2002). 

Easton et al. (2002) emphasized that purchasing performance should be measured from few different 

viewpoints, for example, costs of raw materials and total purchasing costs. Quality and delivery 

reliability are also seen important aspects of purchasing performance, but not as critical as purchasing 

costs/prices and purchasing total costs (Easton et al., 2002). Purchasing performance can be also 

measured by delivery, quantity, cost, and quality performance (Mady et al., 2014). As the prior studies 

have shown the positive relationship between inter-organizational learning and different performance 

outcomes, we hypothesized the following: 

 

H2. There is a positive relationship between inter-organizational learning behavior and purchasing 

performance.  

 

Indirect effects of boundary behavior on purchasing performance 

 

The effects of governance mechanisms on inter-organizational learning are confirmed in prior 

literature (e.g. Hammervoll, 2012; Kohtamäki, 2010). And also the positive effects of inter-

organizational learning on performance are confirmed. In order to examine performance outcomes of 

boundary behavior, some mechanism is needed. The mediating role of inter-organizational learning 

is recognized in prior research (e.g. Chang & Gotcher, 2010; Cheung et al., 2010; Selnes & Sallis, 

2003). Hernández-Espallardo et al. (2010) found that monitoring (here hierarchical mechanism) do 

not have significant direct effect on performance, even though they found that social enforcement 

(defined in a similar way as relational behavior here) had a direct, positive, and significant effect on 

performance. Ambrose, Marshall and Lynch (2010) also concluded that commitment, benevolence 

trust, communication, dependence, and power were not found to drive relationship success directly. 

Similarly, we focus on activities (i.e. actual behavior) in supplier interface, and therefore we propose 

that the effects of relational and hierarchical boundary behavior on purchasing performance is realized 

through interfirm learning behavior. In addition, we proposed that that competitive behavior do not 

have a significant indirect relationship with purchasing performance, because market governance 

favors transactions over relationships and therefore that kind of behavior is not assumed to produce 

learning. In sum, it is hypothesized following:  

 



H3a. Inter-organizational learning mediates the relationship between relational boundary behavior 

and purchasing performance 

H3b. Inter-organizational learning mediates the relationship between hierarchical boundary 

behavior and purchasing performance 

H3c. Competitive boundary behavior has an insignificant indirect relationship with purchasing 

performance. 

 

Hypothesized model 

 

In this study, we test the direct and indirect effects of boundary behavior to inter-organizational 

learning practices and purchasing performance. The model introduces the mediating effect of learning 

practices between boundary behavior and purchasing performance.  

 

 

Figure 1. Hypothesized model. 

 

 

METHOD 

 

Data collection 

 

The unit of analysis is an organization. Companies were selected from the Finnish manufacturing 

industry, and the main selection criterion was company size (employees more than 50). This was to 

increase the likelihood that the companies had an assigned role as industrial customers with several 

persons involved in supplier relationships. The data collection was conducted in two phases. In the 

first phase a research assistant telephoned 415 companies to identify the person or persons responsible 

for purchasing, and then called the nominated people directly to request their assistance with a survey. 

A total of 365 persons responsible for purchasing agreed, 52 declined, and 36 could not be contacted. 

The 365 people who had agreed to accept the survey were sent a link to it by e-mail, and of those, 

178 returned it. These 178 were asked to nominate some of their colleagues who also acted in the 



same roles, whether members of the purchasing team or not. As a result, the research team sent the 

survey link to a further 196 people and received survey responses from 92 of them. In the second 

phase, these companies were again contacted to identify more respondents and they were contacted 

by telephone. In the second phase, 147 persons were contacted; a total of 123 persons agreed, 6 

declined, 18 informed that in their company the respondent in the first phase is only operating with 

suppliers. As a result 79 new survey responses were received. 

 

The sample consisted of 349 responses (response rate 51 %) to the web-based survey. Further, these 

responses were modified as company level responses by calculating mean values of respondents 

within a company. In accordance to the suggestion of Kohtamäki and Partanen (2016) to use multiple 

respondents when conducting surveys in order to decrease common method variance. The number of 

respondents from a company varied between 1 and 16, and the average was 2,5 Some companies 

were represented in the data as single respondent, and these companies were contacted to confirm if 

there are several persons acting in the supplier boundary of a company. If there was several persons 

acting in the supplier boundary, but only one had responses, the company was excluded from further 

analysis. Some smaller companies have only one person operating with supplier and these companies 

were not excluded from the data. The final sample consisted of 124 companies (aggregated from 311 

respondents). The firms in the sample are in average 26 years old, have 1084 employees, 300 million 

euro turnover, and have 6 % EBIT margins.  These demographics of respondents were asked in a 

questionnaire and companies’ secondary background information was drawn from Orbis-database. 

 

Measures 

 

Learning behavior. We developed a scale of 11 items (see Appendix 1) to measure learning behavior, 

including experimentation (4 items), reflective communication (3 items), and knowledge codification 

(4 items). These items were inspired by Gibson and Vermeulen (2003) and Selnes and Sallis (2003) 

and the relevance of the items were tested with practitioners. The confirmatory factor analysis was 

performed to ensure the validity of the learning behavior scale. The fit-statistics (x²/df=2,60, 

CFI=0.99, TLI=0.98, RMSEA=0.04) showed satisfactory model fit. All items loaded significantly on 

their latent construct (p<0.001). The Cronbach’s alpha values 0.73, 0.81, and 0.82 suggest that 

measure has internal consistency and reliability. 

 

Behavioral orientations (e.g. boundary behaviors) are measured through three dimensions: relational 

behavior, hierarchical behavior and competitive behavior, these measures are adapted from 



Vesalainen, Rajala and Wincent (2016) study. Relational behavior is measured by five items. 

Relational behavior includes the expectation that joint rather than individual outcomes are highly 

valued (Ivens, 2004; Stephen & Coote, 2007). Hierarchical behavior is measured by four items. 

These items are developed based on five bases of inter-firm power defined in the prior literature 

(Maloni & Benton, 2000; X. Zhao, Huo, Flynn, & Yeung, 2008). These bases are reward, coercion, 

expert, referent and legitimate power. Competitive behavior is based on the rules of arm’s-length 

relationships. In this type of behavior the main goal is to optimize the price. Three items were 

developed to measure this type of actions in inter-firm relationships. The CFA was performed to 

validate the scale used. The chi-square for a three-dimensional measurement model was not 

significant (x²=61.97, df=50, p=0.12), which indicate that measurement model fits better to the data 

than saturated model. Also the fit-statistics indicated a satisfactory model fit (CFI=0.97, TLI=0.96, 

RMSEA=0.04). All items loaded significantly on their latent construct (p<0.001). The Cronbach’s 

alpha values for different dimensions were 0.81, 0.77, and 0.67, suggesting that the measure has 

internal consistency and reliability.  

 

Purchasing performance is measured through three self-assessment performance measures related to 

the efficiency of purchasing, the existence of quality anomalies, and the commitment and 

development activity of companies in value chain. Because of the critic of self-assessed performance 

measures, it was also tested if our purchasing performance measures are associated with company 

level objective performance measure. In this case it was tested that purchasing performance has 

positive and statistically significantly (p=.03) relationship with EBIT margin of a company. All items 

loaded significantly on the latent construct (p<0.001). The Cronbach’s alpha value (0.67) of 

purchasing performance measure was marginally below the threshold value (0.7).  

 

A couple of control variables were used to control that, while beyond the model studied, might have 

affected to learning behavior and purchasing performance. These variables were drawn from Orbis 

database. The control variables used are company size and company age. Company size may affect 

performance outcomes because of larger companies possess more heterogeneous resources for 

learning (Kim, Hur, & Schoenherr, 2015). Finally, company age is used for controlling the because 

it is assumed that the knowledge base of a company accumulated during the years (Kim et al., 2015).   

 

  



Table 1. Factor loadings and Cronbach’s alpha values.  

Constructs and items Mean SD Loading 

Control variables     

Company age 26.10 23.92  

Company size 1083.58 275.46  

Main variables    

Boundary behavior     

Relational behavior (α: 0.81)   
I avoid searching for the reasons for problems only from the supplier’s point of view and aim to 

examine the situation as a whole 5.85 0.63 0.70 

I aim to discover mutually beneficial solutions 5.91 0.58 0.75 

I am open to various points of view and solutions 5.99 0.59 0.68 

I make it known that objectives and means are planned together with suppliers 5.21 0.78 0.61 

I aim to see things also from the supplier’s point of view and thus search for a mutual solution 5.51 0.70 0.72 

Hierarchical behavior (α: 0.77)   

I aim to influence the supplier by referring to the know-how of our own company about how 
operations should be developed 4.39 1.04 0.60 

I emphasize that we as a client have a right to receive all the relevant information about the supplier’s 

behavior related to this client relationship 4.19 1.07 0.80 

I make it clear to the supplier that neglecting our demands will have consequences 4.11 0.98 0.66 

I emphasize that we as a client have a right to demand that things are carried out the way we prefer 4.23 0.93 0.61 

Competitive behavior (α: 0.67)   

I explain the importance of continuous cost savings with the tight competitive situation of my company 5.19 0.99 0.55 
I stress that we are continuously searching the markets for suppliers operating new and innovative 

ways 4.49 0.98 0.65 

I highlight that there are low-cost suppliers available on the market 3.74 1.00 0.71 

Learning behavior     

Experimentation (α: 0.73)   

We test new methods with a supplier interface very actively 4.10 1.10 0.84 

Our objective is to continuously renew practices in supplier relationships 4.16 1.17 0.82 

We constantly search for good examples in order to renew the practices of our supplier relationships 4.27 1.10 0.84 

We are known for being active in adopting new operations models in our relationships with suppliers 3.82 0.99 0.66 

Reflective communication (α: 0.81)   

We are continuously engaged in an open dialogue with our suppliers 5.35 0.88 0.87 

We gladly receive feedback from suppliers and openly discuss it 5.75 0.84 0.85 

We encourage our suppliers to participate in an active discussion about our mutual operations 5.13 1.10 0.66 

Knowledge codification (α: 0.82)   

We keep a record of so-called best practices for dealing with suppliers 4.15 1.20 0.79 

We maintain a database about ideas on how to develop operations in supplier relationships 3.73 1.31 0.79 

We have described our processes in our supplier relationships and the key tasks and roles related to 
them 4.20 1.39 0.55 

We systematically and openly monitor the realization of the developmental measures agreed with the 
suppliers 4.41 1.18 0.85 

Purchasing performance (α: 0.67) 

Purchasing efficiency (purchasing value/costs of the purchasing organization) has significantly 

improved 4.86 0.75 0.61 
Occurrence of quality anomalies in purchased products in relation to the general level in our field is 

very small 4.83 0.90 0.61 

The commitment and development activity of the companies in our supply chain is generally very high 4.85 0.82 0.63 

 

 



Tests of measures 

 

The quality of the seven-factor measurement model was estimated by using CFA in addition to its 

measurement of individual constructs. The measurement model (including three learning behavior 

dimensions, three behavioral dimensions, and performance dimension) provided an acceptable fit to 

the data (x²/df=1,75; RMSEA=0.078; CFI=0.85; TLI=0.83; SRMR=0.085).  It was also tested the 

extent to which the survey items of learning behavior, behavioral orientations and purchasing 

performance might have a tendency to common method bias by performing Harman’s single-factor 

test to determine if a single factor accounts more than 50 % of the total variance (Podsakoff, 

MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). The analysis revealed that the most influential factor only 

accounted 28 % of the total variance, suggesting that common method bias did not influence the 

results of this investigation. Further, it was tested if the model fit improved as the complexity of the 

research model increased (Podsakoff et al., 2003). The single-factor model was compared to the more 

complicated (7-factor model) measurement model and it was found that the seven-factor model 

provided better goodness-of-fit statistics than the single-factor model (x²/df=3,55; RMSEA=0.14; 

CFI=0.45; TLI=0.41; SRMR=0.14). This test also indicates that common method variance was not a 

problem in the data set.  

 

RESULTS 

 

Table 2 presents the correlation matrix for the constructs used in the study. Multicollinearity was 

tested by using the variance inflation factor (VIF) index. All the values of independent constructs 

were well below 2 (threshold value of 10). It can be concluded that the data is satisfactorily free from 

multicollinearity.  

 

Table 2. The correlation matrix.  

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

(1) Company age 1         

(2) Company size 0.34*** 1        

(3) Relational behavior -0.08 0.05 1       

(4) Hierarchical behavior -0.10 0.14 0.19* 1      

(5) Competitive behavior -0.07 0.01 0.17† 0.53*** 1     

(6) Experimentation 0.02 0.13 0.20* 0.44*** 0.33*** 1    

(7) Reflective communication -0.05 0.05 0.59*** 0.19* 0.16† 0.45*** 1   

(8) Knowledge codification 0.02 0.08 0.24** 0.29*** 0.19* 0.52*** 0.52*** 1  

(9) Purchasing performance -0.06 -0.08 0.22* 0.08 0.18* 0.30*** 0.37*** 0.34*** 1 
†p<0.1, *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.00 



The hypotheses were tested by structural equation modeling using Stata 13.1 software.  Full mediation 

model should be tested with path from independent variables (relational, hierarchical, and competitive 

behavior) to the mediator (learning behavior) and from the mediator to the dependent variable 

(purchasing performance) (James & Brett, 1984). Thus, a direct relationship between independent 

and dependent variables is not expected but it can be controlled (James, Mulaik, & Brett, 2006).  

 

The direct relationships between behavioral orientations and purchasing performance was controlled, 

but it was not found any significant direct paths from independent variables to the dependent variable. 

Then it was tested if control variables has an influence on purchasing performance. The model 

revealed no statistically significant impact on purchasing performance for control variables of 

company age (β=-0.01, n.s.) or company size (β=-0.12, n.s.). 

 

 

Figure 2. Direct and indirect effects. 

 

H1a suggests that relational boundary behavior is positively associated with learning behavior. The 

analysis provided support to this hypothesis (β=0.43, p<0.001). Also hierarchical boundary behavior 

was hypothesized (H1b) and found to be significantly related to learning behavior (β=0.23, p<0.02). 



Finally, H1c suggests that competitive boundary behavior has negative impact on learning behavior. 

The analysis did not provided support to this hypothesis, a statistically insignificant positive 

relationship between competitive boundary behavior and inter-organizational learning behavior 

(β=0.05, n.s.) was showed.   

 

The positive relationships between learning behavior and purchasing performance (H2) was 

confirmed (β=0.38, p<0.000). Further, the hypothesis (H3a) suggests that relationship of relational 

behavior and purchasing performance is mediated by learning behavior. The analysis confirmed the 

hypothesis 3a by showing a statistically significant positive indirect effects of relational behavior on 

purchasing performance (β=0.16, p<0.008). Further, Sobel-Goodman mediation test was performed 

by Stata 13.1 software. The results of Sobel-Goodman mediation test shows that the proportion of 

total effect that is mediated in the relationship between relational boundary behavior and purchasing 

performance by inter-organizational learning behavior is 72%. The test provided further support to 

the hypothesis H3a.  

 

H3b suggested that the relationship between hierarchical behavior and purchasing performance is 

also mediated by learning behavior. The analysis provided support to this hypothesis, the indirect 

effects of hierarchical behavior on purchasing performance showed a statistically significant positive 

relationship (β=0.09, p<0.008). The results of Sobel-Goodman mediation test shows that the 

relationship between hierarchical boundary behavior and purchasing performance is fully mediated 

by inter-organizational learning behavior. The test provided further support to the hypothesis H3b. 

H3c suggest that competitive boundary behavior has an insignificant indirect relationship with 

purchasing performance. The analysis provide support to this hypothesis (β=0.02, p<0.545). 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

Previous research (Hammervoll, 2012; Kohtamäki, 2010) has confirmed that relational management 

and hierarchical management have positive effects on inter-organizational learning. These studies 

approached inter-organizational relationships purely from the governance perspective. In this study, 

we introduced boundary behavior as a new perspective to approach relationship management. 

Boundary behavior refers to the rhetoric by which purchasers aim to influence the conduct of 

suppliers. By using a new research instrument we were able to build an explanatory research design 

testing a research model suggesting inter-organizational learning behavior to mediate between 

boundary behavior and purchasing performance. This study contributes to the existing literature by 



showing that governance mechanisms manifest themselves in the rhetoric purchasers’ use in supply 

relationships. Our findings suggest that the relationship between boundary behavior and purchasing 

performance is mediated by inter-organizational learning behavior. More precisely, our results show 

that relational and hierarchical boundary behavior function in the same way as relational and 

hierarchical management as they affect positively on inter-organizational learning and their effect is 

mediated through learning to purchasing performance. Hammervoll (2012) found market 

management to have less positive or even negative effects on inter-organizational learning. Our 

results, again, indicate that competitive boundary behavior has no effect on inter-organizational 

learning or purchasing performance. This is logical because the gains achieved through bargaining 

and other competitive means are not relational, but firm specific and transactional. 

 

Managerial implications 

 

Our study confirms that the way purchasers communicate in supplier relationships has an effect on 

inter-organizational interaction in terms of learning practices. In that way persuasion rhetoric 

becomes a tactical means to manage in relationships. We advise purchasing professionals to pay 

attention to the rhetoric they use in relationships and deliberately choose a tactic which is in line with 

the purchasing strategy chosen. That is, if a relational strategy highlighting openness and close 

interaction with certain suppliers is chosen the communication style in terms of persuasive rhetoric 

must be aligned with it. Extremely competitive persuasion rhetoric by one or more representatives of 

a firm may affect harmfully to the atmosphere of otherwise close relationships. On the other hand, 

competitive persuasion rhetoric may be an effective tactics in those relationships, which are 

deliberately aimed to stay at transactional level.  

 

Limitations and future research  

 

As with all research, this study has certain acknowledged limitations. First, the generalization of the 

findings is limited, particularly because of the relatively small sample size from single industry. The 

generalizability of the results would be strengthened with a large sample and extension of the study 

to other industries. Also the more international sample would benefit the generalizability of the 

findings. Second, because quantitative methods are incapable of fully capturing the complexity and 

variety of boundary behavior, future studies could benefit more in-depth case studies concentrating 

on the role of boundary behavior in inter-organizational learning or other relationship level outcomes.  
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