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Abstract: Companies have strengthened their long-term inter-organizational partnerships throughout
the supply chain to neutralize competitive pressures and risks in uncertain environments. On this
basis, this research aims to propose and test a model of partners’ behavior aimed at the maintenance
of long-term collaboration. By using confirmatory factor analysis, structural equation modeling, and
rival model testing, the theoretical model proposed attempts to identify, from a seller’s perspective,
the critical variables of partners’ behavior. It also seeks to understand the effect of satisfaction
between trust and commitment (as antecedents associated with relationship quality) and sales
formalization, sales opportunism, and sales-specific assets (as postcendents linked to relationship
efficiency). Our findings verify the nomological framework and demonstrate that the partnership
quality variables affect relationship efficiency, through sales satisfaction. However, the results of
our research cannot confirm the relationship between satisfaction and specific assets. This research
is relevant as it deals with inter-organizational partnerships from a seller-oriented approach, and
it is based on a combination of Relationship Marketing Theory and Transaction Cost Theory to
demonstrate that the inter-organizational partnership quality variables exert a direct effect on the
partnership efficiency variables.

Keywords: supply chain partnerships; partners’ behavior; partnership quality; partnership efficiency;
seller satisfaction; relational marketing theory; transaction cost theory
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1. Introduction

Contemporary business in industrial markets implies the management of close collab-
orations and partnerships of complex networks of supply chain partners [1] functioning
as single units and handling long-lasting business relationships with partners [2,3]. Ac-
cordingly, research in the supply chain management arena has increased consideration of
business relationships as they are regarded as “one of the prominent research streams” [4]
(p. 252) because, indeed, collaboration allows business partners to achieve competitive
advantages and improve their performance [2,3]. Moreover, as [5] recently affirmed, the
majority of the research relates to how to develop collaboration whereas the complexity
and the management of such collaborations and partnerships seem not “to have been
sufficiently revealed in the literature” [5] (p. 393).

Supply chain and B2B relationships can be considered the foundation of supply chain
management in any organization [6], but long-term collaborations, based on trust and
commitment among partners, need to be understood as they determine the efficiency of the
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inter-organizational partnership, which will eventually give partners competitive advan-
tages. As a matter of fact, companies currently operating in supply chains strengthen their
inter-organizational partnerships in the supply chain by maintaining them over the long
term to neutralize the dynamic nature of the environment [2,3] and strengthen their com-
petitive position and performance in the marketplace. Compared to commercially isolated
inter-organizational relations, long-lasting inter-organizational partnerships significantly
reduce transaction costs, substantially increase sales, and ensure long-term profits [7].

The quality of inter-organizational partnerships is conditioned by the ability of the
parties to maintain a successful, stable collaboration over time [8,9]. The effective man-
agement of these inter-organizational collaborations will depend on the balance between
the trust, commitment, and satisfaction of the partners [10–12]. In turn, the quality of an
inter-organizational partnership has effects on variables related to the efficiency of any
relational transaction [13,14]. According to Transaction Cost Theory (TCT) [15–18], the
most critical determinants of efficiency in enduring inter-organizational collaborations may
be opportunistic behaviors, the degree of formalization of partnerships, and investments in
specific assets.

Given the above, two important questions arise: first, what reasons can lead partners
involved in a B2B relationship along the supply chain to change their attitudes from collab-
oration to animadversion? Second, what reasons can justify these partners to eventually
abandon (unilaterally or bilaterally) a long-lasting and mutually beneficial business re-
lationship? Therefore, given the importance of these long-term alliances for preserving
and improving the competitiveness of companies operating along the supply chain, it
becomes mandatory to analyze in depth those variables representing the behavior of the
partners in a B2B relationship that can curb these changes, strengthening the efficiency of
these relationships.

Based on Relationship Marketing Theory (RMT) and Transaction Cost Theory (TCT),
this research analyzes the effect of the critical variables of quality in inter-organizational
partnerships on the determinants of their efficiency, following a seller-oriented approach.
In an inter-organizational partnership context, the theoretical model proposes structural
relations in which both sales trust and sales commitment affect sales satisfaction, and in
turn, sales trust also directly affects sales commitment. The model also includes direct
relations between sales satisfaction and the variables that determine the efficiency of
the inter-organizational partnership, namely sales opportunism, sales formalization, and
specific sales assets.

Although there is a broad consensus in the literature focusing on inter-organizational
alliances that trust, commitment, and satisfaction are critical constructs that determine part-
nership quality [7,19,20], not all research has coincided with their nomological position [8].
However, the current dominant trend [2,3,13,14,21] finds that satisfaction is the variable
explained by both commitment and trust. Some studies also find that sales trust exerts a
positive, direct effect on commitment [21]. Likewise, these key variables—of the partners’
behavior involved in inter-organizational partnership related to relationship quality—affect
the efficiency of inter-organizational partnerships, influencing the risk of opportunistic
behavior, the level of formalization of the partnership, and the volume of investments made
in specific assets through sales satisfaction [22–24].

The research results make several valuable contributions to the literature on the analy-
sis of the behavior of partners involved in inter-organizational partnerships along the sup-
ply chain, following a seller’s perspective. The main contribution lies in the seller-oriented
approach, which complements the theoretical stream that analyzes inter-organizational
partnerships from the buyer’s perspective. Likewise, most of the research analyzing inter-
organizational partnerships along the supply chain has been conducted from the buyer’s
perspective [25], because these investigations were developed within a marketing approach,
which is fundamentally a customer-oriented focus [9,26]. However, the success of any inter-
organizational collaboration always depends on all parties involved in the partnership,
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and not just the buyers [27]. Only a small amount of recent research [2,28] has developed
studies on inter-organizational partnerships based on the seller’s perspective.

Another second contribution is demonstrating that the variables that determine the
quality of inter-organizational partnerships have a direct effect on the variables that mea-
sure the efficiency of the partnership. The theoretical model relates variables of different
natures, whose combined inclusion in the same model has only been developed by [13]
in Taiwan; [14] in Norway; [29] in Canadal and [26] based on a sample that encompasses
Finnish, Norwegian, and Swedish companies. All of these studies share the fact of being
developed from a buyer-oriented perspective, and the models differ from ours in that they
do not include a direct causal relation between trust and commitment. Only a recent inves-
tigation conducted on a sample of Norwegian companies by [2] was developed under the
seller’s perspective. In this context, our research contributes to the validity over time, place,
and duality of perspectives (buyer- and seller-oriented) of the results of previous research.

A third contribution Is the combined theoretical framework for determining the
structural relations included in the theoretical model. Indeed, there are few studies on
inter-organizational partnerships that are based simultaneously on Relationship Marketing
Theory and Transaction Cost Theory.

Finally, the research findings demonstrate that the variables that measure inter-
organizational partnership quality affect the variables measuring the efficiency of the
partnership through sales satisfaction.

2. Theoretical Framework

This research analyzes the causal relationship between partnership quality determi-
nant constructs and variables that measure the efficiency of collaboration, for seller–buyer
partnerships along the supply chain, from a seller-oriented perspective. The research
hypotheses are underpinned by the foundations of Relationship Marketing Theory (RMT)
and Transaction Cost Theory (TCT).

According to RMT [7], the quality of an inter-organizational partnership refers to the
ability of the parties to make the relationship long-lasting and mutually beneficial [30–32].
The variables which contribute to the success of the partnership are trust, commitment,
and satisfaction [11,12,33,34].

There is broad consensus in the literature framed within the RMT regarding trust,
commitment, and satisfaction being the key dimensions of inter-organizational partnership
quality [8,19,33]. Although there has been less consensus on the nomological position of
these constructs, the most recent dominant tendency confirms that both trust and com-
mitment are antecedent factors of satisfaction [2,3,13,14,21]. Furthermore, [2,10,21,25,33]
found a positive causal relationship between trust and commitment.

From a psychological perspective [35,36], in an inter-organizational partnership, trust
is understood as the belief that other parties involved in the partnership will behave with
integrity [37], reliability [7,38,39], and a sense of honor. Trust is manifested through both a
cognitive and an affective dimension. Cognitive trust arises from the experience of recurrent
joint actions confirming that the other parties involved in the commercial exchange have
kept their promises and acted in the partners’ best interests [40]. On the other hand,
affective trust is a psychological state related to feelings of security and attachment, which
build socio-emotional bonds [40–43]. Thus, in inter-organizational partnerships based on
the seller’s perspective, trust refers to the expectation that exchange partners will keep
their promises, meeting each other’s expectations [36]. Therefore, trust is related to the
belief that parties will orient their actions towards the interests of the other parties and their
actions will actively contribute to achieving the objectives of the collaboration [8,19,20,44]
and, ultimately, the mutual benefits [7,36,45].

In the context of an inter-organizational seller partnership, commitment refers to the
willingness of the parties to maintain the continuity of the long-term partnership [38,45,46],
since they consider it important and valuable [38,47,48]. Such motivation encourages both
buyers and sellers to dedicate resources and capabilities to the partnership. These short-
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term efforts will be continued over time if neither party perceives imbalances between
the investments made by the other parties, and the expectations of long-term benefits
remain [3,7,10,33].

Likewise, the parties’ satisfaction in an inter-organizational collaboration is an emo-
tional state generated by the degree of compliance with expectations created about the
partnership [49,50]. Satisfaction generally refers to a positive perception [47] resulting
from a cognitive and emotional process. The cognitive process refers to the comparison of
expectations and current tangible results, such as profits, growth, or sales. The emotional
process is related to intangible issues, such as feelings of happiness, joy, or contentment
arising from experiences within the inter-organizational partnership [43]. The sellers’ stan-
dards of comparison can be either the expectations that motivated them to engage in the
inter-organizational partnership [39] or other previous experiences [44,51,52].

On the other hand, TCT [15–18,24] contributes to our understanding of the factors
that determine the efficiency of inter-organizational partnerships. TCT focuses on the
key factors for decisions on externalization (market), internalization (hierarchy), or joint
inter-organizational action (hybrid) for the performance of a transaction, assuming that the
decision-making agent is opportunist, rationally limited, and risk-neutral [52,53]. The vari-
ables that better explain this sort of decision are the degree of asset specificity, uncertainty,
and frequency [53]. Therefore, a transaction will be conducted using a method of devel-
opment (market, hybrid, or hierarchy) that minimizes production costs plus transaction
costs [53].

Assets specific to an inter-organizational seller partnership are those created ad hoc
for the performance of the collaborative activity, the value of which is significantly di-
minished if they are used for any other purpose [23,24]. Ref. [18] distinguishes between
six specific types of assets: goodwill, client portfolios, physical assets, human resources,
location, planning, and brand and other ad hoc assets. Investment in inter-organizational
partnership-specific assets by the buyer and/or the seller generates risks for the party
that makes a greater investment effort, who may lose bargaining power and may become
hostage to the other party if the latter behaves opportunistically [24,54].

TCT assumes that parties in an inter-organizational partnership behave opportunis-
tically when they seek with guile to satisfy their own self-interest [17,23]. Opportunistic
individuals will go back on their word or mislead others if the circumstances are appro-
priate and will not disclose information they possess even if the party requests it. Thus,
opportunism can show itself in the form of distortion, concealment of information, or
lying [55].

Parties involved in an inter-organizational partnership mitigate the opportunism risks
through contractual arrangements that contain all potential contingencies that may arise
during the collaboration [22,54,56]. The degree of formalization of the inter-organizational
seller partnership will depend on the level at which the rules established in the contracts
determine behaviors and responsibilities within the partnership [57]. Thus, the higher the
level of formalization of the partnership, the greater the legal implications in the event
of non-compliance with the terms of the agreement. Moreover, these inter-organizational
alliances generate interdependence and control between the seller and buyer. The extent of
control is directly related to the level of structuring of the agreement.

3. Hypothetical Framework
3.1. Determinants of Partners’ Behavior Based on Inter-Organizational Relationship Quality

Ref. [58] pointed out that the parties’ commitment to an inter-organizational partner-
ship would be impossible without generating a mutual emotion of psychological bonding.
The affective dimension of trust generates socio-emotional feelings of security and attach-
ment that strengthen the affective bond needed for fostering the partners’ commitment
involved in the B2B relationship [33,40–43]. Likewise, the partners will perceive that the
collaboration is taking place in an atmosphere of trust when the parties fulfill all of their
promises, act in the best interest of all partners, and are not only guided by self-interest,
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strengthening the willingness to maintain the inter-organizational partnership in the long
term and thus encouraging partners’ commitment [10,38,40,45,46]. Consequently, it is to be
expected that the more confidence the buyer inspires in the seller, the more commitment
the seller will demonstrate to the inter-organizational partnership. Thus, the following
hypothesis can be formulated:

Hypothesis 1: Sales trust affects sales commitment positively in inter-organizational partnerships.

In the literature on inter-organizational partnerships, there is broad consensus that
trust between parties improves their experiences within the partnership, enhances per-
formance, and improves satisfaction [59]. Trust is considered a fundamental factor in
establishing successful and long-lasting partnerships. It allows parties to have confidence
in each other’s intentions, reliability, and competence, fostering effective communication
and collaboration. Additionally, trust mitigates uncertainties and risks associated with
inter-organizational partnerships, creating a conducive environment for mutual growth and
the achievement of shared goals [33]. If this occurs, the sellers’ satisfaction will be enhanced
because they have behaved in a trustworthy manner, contributing to the accomplishment
of commitments established in the collaboration [33]. Therefore, in an inter-organizational
seller partnership, trust is considered as an antecedent to satisfaction [2,7,60]. Consequently,
the following hypothesis can be formulated:

Hypothesis 2: Sales trust affects sales satisfaction positively in inter-organizational partnerships.

Because seller satisfaction in an inter-organizational partnership is related to a posi-
tive emotional state generated from parties’ behavior oriented to achieving the objectives
stipulated in the collaboration agreement [47,49] and because the parties’ commitment to
maintaining an ongoing inter-organizational partnership is manifested in their willingness
to invest resources and capabilities to maintain it in the long-term [38,45,46], then, conse-
quently, the greater the willingness of the parties to maintain the partnership, investing
in it to achieve the established objectives, the greater the satisfaction of the seller in this
inter-organizational partnership [19]. In fact, when partners are committed to each other,
they are more likely to invest time, resources, and effort in building and maintaining the
relationship over an extended period. This long-term perspective contributes to overall
satisfaction, as both parties can anticipate stable and reliable collaborations [7,33]. Like-
wise, committed partners in a B2B collaboration are aligned in terms of objectives and
values, which creates a stronger sense of cohesion and unity and contributes to satisfaction,
as parties feel that they are working towards common objectives that benefit each other.
Thus, research focused on inter-organizational seller partnerships along the supply chain
has demonstrated that commitment directly and positively affects satisfaction [2,21,25].
Consequently, the following hypothesis can be formulated:

Hypothesis 3: Sales commitment affects sales satisfaction positively in inter-organizational part-
nerships.

3.2. Determinants of Partners’ Behavior Based on the Efficiency of the Seller–Buyer Relationships

Most results of research [2,13,14,26,29] have shown that there is a direct and positive
effect of satisfaction on the assets specific to the inter-organizational partnership. These
assets include knowledge sharing, resource pooling, and collaborative decision-making.
If the partners are satisfied with their B2B relationship, they are more likely to engage in
these cooperative behaviors and invest in and allocate resources toward the success of
the partnership [24]. We postulate that if a seller is satisfied with the buyer in the inter-
organizational partnership, the seller will be more prone to invest in specific assets for the
collaboration. Consequently, we propose the following hypothesis:
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Hypothesis 4: Sales satisfaction affects partnership-specific sales assets positively in inter-orga-
nizational partnerships.

In an opportunistic inter-organizational partnership context, parties behave in an
insincere or dishonest way in transactions, so it can be expected that promises are not always
kept and contracts are not always honored [61]. Previous research has found that parties
satisfied with an inter-organizational partnership are less inclined to manifest opportunistic
behaviors since such behaviors can lead to defection from the partnership [26,29]. Parties in
a successful inter-organizational partnership are more likely to prioritize the mutual long-
term benefits that come from cooperation and collaboration. This creates a sense of mutual
understanding, reducing the desire to engage in opportunistic actions that could harm
the partnership and also reducing the propensity of the parties to withhold information
or resources, seek alternative partnerships, or even sabotage the partnership altogether.
In contrast, satisfied parties in a B2B partnership are more likely to engage in reciprocal
behaviors or adhere to norms of fairness and tend to engage in open communication and
transparency which reduces information asymmetry. Therefore, the higher the level of
satisfaction perceived by the parties, the lower the probability of opportunistic behavior
between the seller and buyer within the inter-organizational partnership [23]. Consequently,
we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 5: Sales satisfaction affects sales opportunistic behavior negatively in inter-orga-
nizational partnerships.

A satisfied party will be less reluctant to take on more formalized contractual struc-
tures to regulate their behavior and responsibilities in the collaboration. This is because the
seller’s feeling of satisfaction is induced by the high levels of trust and commitment of the
parties involved in the inter-organizational partnership, which reduce the potential risks
that may be generated by opportunistic behaviors or the existence of specific assets [24,56].
In fact, when parties involved in a B2B relationship have experienced favorable outcomes
from the collaboration, these satisfied partners will feel more confident in committing to for-
mal agreements that clearly outline expectations and obligations [22]. This increased belief
in the relationship encourages the party to accept more structured contractual frameworks,
ensuring smooth coordination and minimizing potential conflicts. In this sense, [13,14]
demonstrated the existence of a direct and positive relation between satisfaction levels and
the level of transaction formalization. Consequently, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 6: Sales satisfaction affects sales formalization positively in inter-organizational
partnerships.

4. Methodology
4.1. Study Design

Our partners’ behavior model in inter-organizational seller–buyer partnerships
(Figure 1) consists of six hypothesized relations in seller settings and posits that sales
satisfaction is positioned between trust and commitment as antecedents and formal-
ization, opportunism, and specific assets as postcedents. It also postulates that trust
affects commitment.

Therefore, our aim is to verify the nomological framework and demonstrate that the
partnership quality variables affect relationship efficiency though sales satisfaction. This
nomological framework provides a theoretical structure that describes the network of cause–
effect connections among variables, contributing to a more comprehensive understanding
of the particular phenomenon related to the long-lasting B2B relationships established
throughout the supply chain.
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Figure 1. Inter-organizational seller partnership model.

4.2. Participants

The corporate sample consists of a broad spectrum of Spanish businesses across
different industries and of different sizes in terms of full-time staff and annual sales (Table 1).
The sample was gathered from LinkedIn with specified search criteria, which state that
the respondents should be sales or marketing managers/directors at a Spanish small- or
medium-sized company, whose products and/or services should be sold exclusively to
other business customers, as our study focuses on inter-organizational relations under a
seller’s perspective. Therefore, a random sample encompassing 1240 possible participating
businesses was generated from a total study population of 2576 Spanish small- and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs) (48.1% of the total).

4.3. Data Collection

Potential respondents were contacted using LinkedIn to request their consent to
participate in the study prior to sending them the link to the survey. Only those who
indicated their willingness to participate in the study were included in the study. A letter
of introduction was emailed to each sales or marketing executive, asking them to complete
the questionnaire online truthfully using a Qualtrics link. The respondents were requested
to think of one current B2B customer with whom the company had interacted over the last
twelve months when answering each item in the questionnaire.

4.4. Data Quality Check Procedure

To ensure data quality, the letter sent to potential respondents also contained a state-
ment of strict confidentiality with respect to data treatment. Furthermore, to enhance the
data quality, the respondents were asked to respond from their own perspectives, and two
control questions on the sales executives’ competence permitted verification of their knowl-
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edge and experience as sellers [62], asking them to “Please consider how knowledgeable
and experienced you are concerning your business and your business dealings with this
customer.” Two items were provided as follows: (a) “I have a lot of knowledge about this
customer” and (b) “I have a lot of experience with this customer”. Finally, 312 completed
questionnaires were returned (25.16%), of which 75 were found to be unusable due to
non-response bias. The number of usable responses from the respondents was 237, on the
basis of which the model was estimated.

Table 1. Industry, full-time staff equivalent, and annual sales.

Industry Count Full-Time Staff
Equivalent Count Annual Sales

(Million Euro) Count

Accommodation, Cafe, or Restaurant 12 1–4 44 0–4.9 125
Agriculture, Forestry, or Fishing 9 5–9 23 5.0–9.9 31
Communication Services 20 10–19 38 10.0–24.9 25
Construction 21 20–49 39 25.0–99.9 32
Cultural or Recreational Services 4 50–99 34 100+ 16
Education 7 100–249 28 n.a. 8
Electricity, Gas, or Water 12 250+ 24 Total 237
Finance and/or Insurance 6 n.a. 7
Govt. Admin or Defense 2 Total 237
Health and Community Services 3
Mining 3
Manufacturing 17
Personal and Other Services 7
Property and Business Services 29
Retail Trade 23
Transport and Storage 15
Wholesale Trade 43
No response provided 4

Total 237

4.5. Study Measures

The partners’ behavior research model in inter-organizational seller–buyer partner-
ships displayed in Figure 1 is based on several constructs, all of which are defined in
Table 2.

Table 2. Constructs of partners’ behavior model in inter-organizational seller–buyer partnerships.

Source Definition

[51,59] Satisfaction refers to the positive affective state resulting from the appraisal of all aspects of an organization’s
working together with another organization.

[36] Trust refers to the expectation that another business can be relied upon to fulfill its obligations and that it will
act and negotiate fairly, even where the possibility of opportunism is present.

[7,63] Commitment refers to an enduring desire to maintain a partnership.

[64]

Specific assets refers to those human and physical assets (tangible and intangible) required to support
exchange, and which are specialized to the specific exchange partnership. If the partnership were to be

terminated, the value of these assets would be largely lost, because their salvage value outside the partnership
is very low

[65] Formalization refers to the extent to which rules and procedures govern the partnership between
inter-organizational parties.

[65–67] Opportunism refers to self-interest-seeking behavior embodied in calculated efforts to mislead and confuse
trading parties.

Table 3 shows the multi-item measures of each construct used in the questionnaire,
applying a five-point Likert scale, where (5) is strongly agree and (1) strongly disagree.
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Table 3. Questionnaire items.

Variable Items Source

Sales Satisfaction
(a) The partnership between us and this customer is positive.
(b) Our firm is content about its partnership with this customer.
(c) The partnership between us and this customer is satisfying.

[51,59]

Sales Trust
(a) This customer is fair in its negotiations with us.
(b) We can rely on this customer. [36]
(c) This customer is trustworthy.

Sales Commitment
(a) We would like to continue our partnership with this customer.
(b) We intend to do business with this customer well into the future.
(c) We are dedicated to continuing doing business with this customer.

[7,63]

Sales Specific Assets
(a) We have made investments in resources that are of most use only to this customer.
(b) We have customized an essential share of our business in dealing with this customer.
(c) We have tailored our business to accommodate the needs of this customer.

[64]

Sales Formalization
(a) Our partnership with this customer is regulated by written contracts.
(b) There is a clear distribution of tasks with this customer.
(c) There are well-established information routines with this customer.

[65]

Sales Opportunism
(a) This customer does not always do what they promise.
(b) This customer alters the facts slightly in order to get what they need.
(c) This customer is not always honest with us.

[65–67]

5. Results
5.1. Univariate Statistics

The estimations of each construct item resulting from the univariate statistics are dis-
played in Table 4. The average variance explained per construct exceeds the recommended
threshold of 0.5, and the average factor loading per construct exceeds the recommended
threshold of 0.7 [68].

Table 4. Univariate statistics of items.

Item N Mean Std. Dev Variance
Explained

Factor
Loading

Sales Satisfaction
(a) 236 4.26 0.77 0.71 0.84
(b) 236 4.18 0.77 0.84 0.91
(c) 237 4.23 0.75 0.77 0.89

Sales Trust
(a) 233 3.54 1.00 0.64 0.80
(b) 234 3.93 0.80 0.64 0.80
(c) 234 3.96 0.92 0.72 0.85

Sales Commitment
(a) 237 4.61 0.59 0.85 0.92
(b) 237 4.59 0.59 0.87 0.93
(c) 237 4.43 0.68 0.45 0.67

Sales Specific Assets
(a) 236 2.92 1.17 0.53 0.73
(b) 236 2.90 1.14 0.88 0.94
(c) 236 2.94 1.12 0.53 0.73

Sales Formalization
(a) 233 3.60 1.25 0.14 0.37
(b) 234 3.79 0.91 0.49 0.70
(c) 234 3.91 0.94 0.78 0.88

Sales Opportunism
(a) 233 2.48 1.16 0.47 0.69
(b) 233 2.50 1.16 0.69 0.83
(c) 233 2.34 1.17 0.91 0.95
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5.2. Measurement Model
5.2.1. Confirmatory Factor Analysis

The confirmatory factor analysis [69], including six constructs and eighteen reflective
items and using SPSS/AMOS 27.0 software, shows that the goodness-of-fit measures of the
measurement model meet the established thresholds [68] (pp. 745–749). The chi-square is
180,307 with 120 degrees of freedom. This chi-square is statistically significant at p = 0.000,
based on a sample size of N = 237. The normed chi-square (X2/df) is 1.503, with an NFI
of 0.931, an RFI of 0.901, an IFI of 0.976, a TLI of 0.965, and a CFI of 0.975. The RMSEA
is 0.046 with a confidence interval of 90%: 0.031–0.059. Figure 2 shows the confirmatory
factor analysis.
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5.2.2. Construct Reliability and Validity

We followed [70] instructions for social sciences to minimize common method bias and
to avoid obstructing the validity of the empirical findings in relation to the measurement
properties of constructs. Procedural statistical remedies were applied in this study, such as
knowledgeable sales executives who are professionally interested in the subject area of this
study. Furthermore, the questionnaire design strove to reduce the time and effort in filling
out the questionnaire. Moreover, the Harman single-factor test shows that if the number of
factors is set to one and the explained variance is 36.15%, then common method bias is not
a concern in this study.

Convergent validity was estimated based on the variance extracted from each con-
struct [68] (Table 5), which exceeds the established threshold of 50%, ranging from 65% to
77%, except for sales formalization which explained 47% of the variance because item ‘a’
has low explained variance as well as low factor loading (Table 4). Moreover, the variance
extracted is larger than the corresponding squared inter-construct correlations for each con-
struct (Table 5), indicating that the inter-organizational seller partnership model displays
discriminant validity [68]. Furthermore, the composite trait reliability levels of constructs
in the research model exceed 0.7 [68], ranging from 0.81–0.91.
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Table 5. Squared inter-construct correlations and summary statistics.

Variable (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

(1) Sales Satisfaction 1000
(2) Sales Trust 0.50 1000
(3) Sales Commitment 0.37 0.27 1000
(4) Sales Specific Assets 0.00 0.00 0.02 1000
(5) Sales Formalization 0.20 0.13 0.16 0.03 1000
(6) Sales Opportunism 0.33 0.34 0.19 0.01 0.09 1000
Variance Extracted 77.3% 66.7% 72.3% 64.7% 47.0% 69.0%
Composite Trait Reliability 0.91 0.88 0.90 0.88 0.81 0.89

5.3. Structural Model

The structural model demonstrates that the goodness-of-fit measures meet the estab-
lished thresholds. The chi-square is 212.908 with 129 degrees of freedom. It is statistically
significant at p = 0.000. The normed chi-square (X2/df) is 1.650 with an NFI of 0.918, an
RFI of 0.892, an IFI of 0.966, a TLI of 0.954, and a CFI of 0.966. The RMSEA is 0.052 with a
confidence interval of 90%: 0.040–0.065.

The hypothesized relations between the constructs in the research model are all sig-
nificant at p = 0.000, except that sales satisfaction does not relate to sales-specific assets
(p = 0.751). The regression coefficients range from 0.342–0.599. Consequently, the empir-
ical findings (Table 6) support five of the six hypotheses between the constructs of the
antecedents and postcedents in the sales satisfaction research model.

Table 6. Verification of hypothesized relationships.

Hypothesis Exogenous
Construct

Endogenous
Construct Regression Weight Significance Finding

1 Sales Trust Sales Commitment 0.519 0.000 Supported
2 Sales Trust Sales Satisfaction 0.542 0.000 Supported
3 Sales Commitment Sales Satisfaction 0.342 0.000 Supported
4 Sales Satisfaction Sales Specific Assets 0.022 0.571 Not Supported
5 Sales Satisfaction Sales Opportunism −0.599 0.000 Supported
6 Sales Satisfaction Sales Formalization 0.439 0.000 Supported

The hypothesized relations in the model (Figure 3) are all significant and consistent
with previous studies on satisfaction with antecedents of trust and commitment on the
one hand and the postcedents of formalization and opportunism on the other, across
contexts and through time, based on purchase business partnerships [25] and the same
research model. However, the hypothesized relationship between sales satisfaction and
sales-specific assets is not supported. Thus, the empirical findings confirm the nomological
validity based on a sales perspective instead of a purchase one.

The guidelines of convergent, discriminant, and nomological validity, as well as
construct reliability, are satisfactorily accomplished in this study. We therefore conclude
that the measurement and structural properties of the inter-organizational seller partnership
model in Spanish businesses indicate validity and reliability.

5.4. Refined Model

The goodness-of-fit measures of the structural model previously verified are all sat-
isfactory, but the factor loading of one item (i.e., sales formalization ‘a’) is much lower
than all of the others included in the research model. A refined model is therefore verified,
excluding this item from the structural model.

The goodness-of-fit measures of the refined model are enhanced in line with the
established thresholds. The chi-square is 177.401 with 113 degrees of freedom, all of which
are statistically significant at p = 0.000. The normed chi-square (X2/df) is 1.570 with an NFI
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of 0.930, an RFI of 0.906, an IFI of 0.974, a TLI of 0.964, and a CFI of 0.973. The RMSEA
is 0.049 with a confidence interval of 90%: 0.035–0.062. Accordingly, the outcome of the
refined research model is satisfactory, with it being valid and reliable based on a sample of
sales executives in Spanish inter-organizational partnerships.
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6. Discussion
6.1. Research Implications

The findings reported provide relevant and valuable support for a generalizable
nomological framework across contexts and through time, in relation to antecedents and
postcedents of satisfaction in inter-organizational partnership settings, in accordance with
models tested in previous studies based on inter-organizational purchase and sales partner-
ships. Consequently, this investigation expands the findings reported in previous studies
based on a purchase perspective in inter-organizational partnerships [13,14,26,29].

In particular, the findings of this study suggest that the conceptual model linking
trust, commitment, and satisfaction is valid considering the point of view of sellers in B2B
relationships. Indeed, the model verifies the role of sales trust relating positively to sales
commitment in inter-organizational seller partnerships. The model also verifies the role
of sales trust and sales commitment as dual precursors to sales satisfaction, as reported in
previous studies based on a purchase perspective [3,13,14]. Moreover, the model verifies
the role of sales trust relating positively to sales commitment in inter-organizational seller
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partnerships. Specifically, our results show that both trust and commitment directly and
positively influence satisfaction. Also, trust affects commitment in congruence with the
key variable model of Morgan and Hunt [7] but, in our case, considering and changing the
perspective to the seller´s view instead of the buyer´s one. To be precise, as Relationship
Marketing Theory and research affirms, trust and commitment are relevant variables for
achieving B2B collaborative relationships [8,19,20]. In addition, as trust or confidence in
the partner emerges, the perception that partners will rely on each other will also increase
their motivation to commit to each other [7,10,33], in line with [34] (p. 1177) who posit that
commitment appears to be “a necessary complement of trust”.

Moreover, satisfaction is considered a driver of business based on a relationship
perspective [50]. Thus, and in line with [14,29], the model confirms that sales satisfaction
bridges between sales trust and sales commitment on the one hand, and sales formalization
and sales opportunism on the other, but not on specific sales assets. These results are in
concordance with TCT, when partners are satisfied, they will be more prompt to formalize
their collaboration and develop contractual rules and norms for the relationship [22,24] as
a way to reduce the risk of partners’ opportunism [23]. Specific sales assets are most likely
dependent on the extent of sales formalization in an inter-organizational seller partnership,
as reported recently by [28,54].

As a whole, the results provided in the proposed model provide insights into both
Transaction Cost Theory (TCT) and Relationship Marketing Theory (RMT) for research in
business collaboration and supply chain management. We offer relevance on the particular
role of satisfaction in B2B relationships as, initially, it forces and manages partners’ collabo-
ration and then supports expansion, formalizes partnerships, and reduces opportunism.

6.2. Managerial Implications

The empirical findings yield several managerial implications regarding the role that
sales satisfaction plays in inter-organizational seller partnerships.

A lesson for business practice is that sales trust and sales commitment play a role
in the seller’s contentment and positive perception of the customer. Sales trust rests on
fair negotiations, reliance, and a trustworthy partnership with the customer, while sales
commitment rests on the willingness and dedication to continue the partnership with the
customer. Sales trust is also an antecedent to sales commitment. Consequently, managing
inter-organizational seller partnerships in business practices requires the development and
maintenance of the triangular interrelation between trust, commitment, and satisfaction.

Since both satisfaction and commitment depend on levels of trust, managers should
convey signals that they will behave in a confidence-generating manner. To this end, it
is necessary that the parties dedicate their efforts to meeting the obligations acquired in
order to remain credible for the other parties. This credibility will be reinforced by building
socio-emotional bonds and strengthening mutual knowledge. In short, it is a matter of
strengthening the feeling of security [43] and attachment that facilitates the exchange of
confidential information and the implementation of investments in the partnership without
risk of imbalances between the parties [41]. Managers should strive to maintain a principle
of reciprocity in all of their actions [40,42]. Furthermore, to enhance commitment, and
in turn, satisfaction, practitioners should encourage transparent and open management,
generate feelings of happiness, and strive to achieve mutual understanding [7,39].

Another lesson for business practice is that the formalization of inter-organizational
seller partnerships with the customer requires that the seller be satisfied with it. Sales
satisfaction is not accomplished if opportunistic actions are undertaken by the customer,
such as not keeping promises, altering facts, and being dishonest. Nevertheless, sales-
specific assets do not rely on sales satisfaction but appear to be dependent on the extent
to which the formalization of the partnership has progressed. Subsequently, the seller
is reluctant to make specific investments in the inter-organizational seller partnership
with the customer, although the seller is satisfied with it. The seller requires the inter-
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organizational partnership to be formalized with a clear distribution of tasks and well-
established information routines with the customer.

7. Conclusions

The research findings derived from the hypothesis testing confirm that sales trust
relates positively to sales commitment in inter-organizational seller partnerships. The
results also confirm that sales trust and sales commitment are dual precursors to sales satis-
faction. Likewise, the findings also confirm that sales satisfaction bridges the relationship
between sales trust and sales commitment on the one hand, and sales formalization and
sales opportunism on the other, but not specific sales assets.

Therefore, these research results generalize the nomological framework and establish
the structural properties between sales antecedents, sales satisfaction, and sales postcedents.
From a seller’s perspective, the research results show that sales satisfaction bridges the
relationship between variables measuring quality (sales confidence and sales commitment)
and variables measuring collaboration efficiency (sales opportunism and formalization) in
an inter-organizational partnership. However, it was found that there is no direct influence
between sales satisfaction and investment in partnership-specific assets.

Concerning previous research, the research results of the hypothetical testing in this
study verify the validity and reliability of an inter-organizational seller partnership pur-
chase framework in sales settings, broadening the applicability to both perspectives in
inter-organizational partnerships. Indeed, in accordance with models tested in earlier stud-
ies based on inter-organizational purchase and sales partnerships, the reported findings
offer pertinent and valuable support for a generalizable nomological framework across
contexts and over time, regarding antecedents and postcedents of satisfaction in inter-
organizational partnership settings. As a result, this study broadens the conclusions of
prior research that were focused on a buyer viewpoint in inter-organizational partnerships.

The managerial implications of the findings suggest that practitioners should devote
efforts to maintaining parties’ trust, commitment, and satisfaction through transparent and
open management. They should also generate feelings of happiness and strive to achieve
mutual understanding in order to meet the obligations acquired. These managerial behav-
iors reinforce the socio-emotional bonds, strengthening the feeling of security, which fosters
the partners to invest in specific assets and inclines them to avoid opportunistic behaviors.

Regarding the future scope of this study, although the generalizable characteristics
of a nomological framework have been fortified in this study, further research is needed
beyond Western business settings, such as Eastern ones in Asia (e.g., China, South Korea,
China, and India), to determine the extent to which these characteristics hold in different
cultural contexts. This is important because cultural differences can significantly influence
the applicability of a nomological framework. For example, collectivist cultures in Asia
may prioritize group harmony and conformity, which could impact the relationships
between the variables included in the theoretical model. Additionally, the values and
norms of these oriental business settings may influence the way individuals perceive
and respond to the same circumstances. Therefore, investigating the generalizability of a
nomological framework in different cultural contexts is crucial for its practical application
and theoretical development.
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