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Abstract 

Using social exchange theory, this paper investigates the antecedents of supplier unethical practices on continuity 

of buyer-supplier relation and its consequence on firm performance. The analysis of 130 informants from public 

entities in Tanzania, the results indicates that two supplier’s unethical practices have significant impact on the 

continuity of buyer-supplier relation which include corruption and supplier deceitful. Using the mediating role 

continuity of buyer-supplier relationship, the study indicates that corruption and deceitful affect the firm 

performance (quality and delivery). The research conclude that the public entities should be very careful on the 

effects of unethical practices on continuity of relationship and managers in public organizations should not take 

for granted particularly the corruption practices and deceitful. This study provides insightful contribution to 

practitioners and researchers intended to conducted research on ethical supply chain.  
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1. Introduction  

The continuity and success of buyer–supplier relationship depends mainly on the ethical practices of both partners 

in the relationship. The ethical practices are viewed as the critical facet of cooperative environment in business 

operations (Luo et al., 2015; Shamsollahi et al., 2020). Supplier is vital partner that ensure availability of supplies 

to the organization at the right time, in right quality, quantity and cost. However, over the past decades, the 

unethical practices from suppliers has increased gradually due numerous factors that affect the longevity of the 

relationship in continuum. Jamil et al. (2019) highlighted the antecedent that triggered such behaviour including 

the overdependence of buyer on suppliers, sole-source relationship and little benefits of the suppliers in the 

contracts. Hawkins et al. (2008) revealed that opportunism as the main antecedent of unethical practices from 

suppliers that emerged due to lack information sharing between the two sides. Supplier opportunism is defined as 

supplier self-interest-seeking behavior with guile, is a potential concern for a supplier-buyer relationship 

(Skowronski et al., 2020). The consequence of supplier opportunism includes the risk of shirking responsibilities 

by suppliers, providing false information, making hollow promises to buyer and loosing of confidential 

information to competitors (Yan and Kull, 2015).  

The competitive environment and scarcity of supplies in the market with regard to all sectors, lures suppliers 

to perform unethical maneuvers influenced by other paid competitors that jeopardize their commercial relations 

(Ahamed et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2014). Accordingly, when unethical emerged, the trust between parties is 

betrayed, conflicts arise, and relations become strained. Williamson (1985) argue that prevention of opportunistic 

and unethical behaviors is through fair implementation (win-win) situation between the parties and enforce the 

relationship through having legal contracts and terms. Despite the existence of the problem, in Tanzania, research 

that examine the magnitude of unethical practices is still at low pace. According Mazibuko and Fourie (2017), the 

problem of unethical practices from suppliers in developing countries is very acute and have detrimental impact 

to the service delivery in public entities while enforcement has not play a successful role. The most citied behaviour 

on unethical practices of supplier in developing countries include providing low quality service, corruption and 

greed of money. Appolloni and Nshombo (2014) revealed that supplier in Sub-Sahara African collides with other 

corrupt officers and led to dominant problems in service delivery and public infrastructures as a resultant problem. 

The objective of this study, therefore is to illuminate how deceitful, opportunism and corruption may affect the 

continuity of buyer-supplier relationship and performance of public entities. Therefore, the study examines 

contextual antecedents, performance consequences, and mediating influence of buyer-supplier relationship to firm 

performance in public entities in Tanzania.  

 

2.0 Literature Review 

2.1 Supply Chain Ethics 

Our business world is faced with profound moral crisis that what was treasured in the past as truths are now 

regarded as myths or outright conservatism or relativism. When truths are challenged and rationalized in many 

ways, ethical values become a riskier subject to deal with (Svensson and Bååth, 2008). The ethical issues in supply 
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chain has risen alarming attention to both practitioners and researchers with respect to continuity of relationships 

and business implementation. As the goal of supply chain is to ensure smooth flow of components and product 

along the chain, thus any ethical issues that might disrupt the flow of materials are taken very serious by 

organizations. Supply chain ethics refers to the process of ensuring effective flow of materials, components and 

products while subscribing to an ethical code (Gonzalez-Padron, 2016). Ethical thought in supply chain started on 

the lower level of individual employee and higher level at organization level (Kaynak et al., 2015).  

Recently, unethical practices have penetrated much in private and public organization led to damage on 

service distributions. The ethical problem confronted frequently in supply chain involved buyer and suppliers (Yun 

et al., 2019). However, in this study the focus is the unethical behaviour emanated from supplier side. The upstream 

side is very important part of supply chain spectrum and any problem that arise can jeopardize the entire supply 

chain because the supply chain nodes are dependent. Therefore, the problem propagates from one node to another 

node and affect the entire chain. Ideally, the primary concern of ethical discussions are the results of the behaviors 

that intentionally or unintentionally led to bending of laws, ethical principles and code of conduct in organization 

(Bag et al., 2018). 

 

2.2 Supplier Unethical Behaviors  

Supplier unethical behaviour is widely discussed in past literatures (Chen and Baddam, 2015). The supplier 

unethical behaviour can emerged from him/her select or being influenced by the buyer employees whom they are 

working with him to behave in such manner. The tendency toward supplier unethical behaviors depend on other 

factors such as loophole of weak ethical principles that governed entities, imperfect moral values and market 

culture in which the supplier operate. More important, buyer have influence on the behaviour of his/her supplier. 

Unethical practices of supplier can be in different form such as outright fraud: opportunism, deceitful, unfair 

competition and communication, non-respect of agreements etc. (Carter, 2000). As many literatures have discussed 

forms of supplier unethical practices, in this study, three types were discussed including opportunism, deceitful 

and corruption.  

Supplier opportunism refers to the behaviour of taking advantage on something with little regard to ethical 

principles or with what the consequences are for the buyer (Wang et al., 2016). Opportunistic behaviour is 

recognized as the form of fraud that the supplier takes over his/her buyer in business transactions (Wang et al., 

2014). Williamson (1995) also introduced the concept of opportunism in transaction cost economics theory as the 

self-interest seeking with guile (Williamson, 1993). Williamson (1995) suggest the best mechanism that can 

prevent the opportunism behaviour including having legal contracts with suppliers and regulations that abide both 

partners in the contract. According to Rebernik and Bradač (2006) in one off contract the supplier is likely to 

behave opportunistic compares to long term contract which are governed by legal procedures. There are several 

reasons that have been viewed as the common cause of supplier opportunism including lack of information sharing, 

having win-lose situation where the supplier bares more cost that benefits compared to his counterpart and trust 

between the two side in business transactions. Ozkan-Tektas (2014) argue that the more the supplier become 

opportunistic the more the riskier on the continuity of buyer-supplier relationship. This is the argument that have 

been widely believed by scholars in supply chain ethics (Hawkins et al., 2008; Tangpong et al., 2010; Wang et al., 

2013). Therefore, based on the above discussion the researcher proposed that:  

H1a. Opportunism is likely to affect the continuity of buyer-supplier relationship.  

Supplier deceitful refers to the practices of supplier behave in a dishonest way by making the buyer believe 

something that is not true (Kaynak et al., 2015). The deceitful practices relate to activities purposely misleading 

the buyer concerning the business transactions. Literature has categorized four types of deceitful including the low 

relational risk, short deceit horizon (type one); high relational risk, short deceit horizon (type two); low relational 

risk, long deceit horizon (type three); and high relational risk, long deceit horizon (type four) (Das, 2005). Although 

it is not a common practice tested in past literature, but some research indicates that deceitful implementations of 

the supplier adversely affect the satisfaction level of the buyer and vice versa (Das, 2005). Kaynak et al. (2015) 

argued that when the supplier is deceitful it tends to affect the relationship with the buyer and the continuity of the 

relationship will be at risk. Therefore, based on the above discussion the researcher proposed that: 

H1b. Deceitful is likely to affect the continuity of buyer-supplier relationship.  

Corruption can be defined as the bribery and the acceptance of bribes as well as granting and accepting undue 

advantages with common offences including blackmail, fraud, embezzlement, and document forgery (de Sousa 

Monteiro et al., 2018). In emerging market, a supplier bribes employees of the procurement department in order 

to obtain a contract is a common unethical practice (Millington et al., 2005). Bendixen and Abratt (2007), if a 

supplier bribes employee from public entities related to procurement, there is a big chance that the employees will 

influence the procurement proceeding in favor of the supplier which led a huge consequence on the quality, 

delivery and cost. On the other side, the corruption behaviour might undermine the continuity of the buyer-supplier 

relationship especially when the unethical practices are known by the buyer management team (Millington et al., 

2005). Therefore, based on the above discussion the researcher proposed that: 
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H1c. Corruption is likely to affect the continuity of buyer-supplier relationship. 

 

2.3 Mediating role of continuity relationship  

The continuity of buyer-supplier relationship act as a bridge for the organization to achieve the performance 

(Narain and Singh, 2012). When the organization have effective long term relationship between buyer and supplier, 

there is a possibility for the organization to succeed in terms of performance. Kaynak et al. (2015) posit that 

continuity of the relationship between the supplier and buyer build a bond between them. In one way the supplier 

feels to be part of the organization and foster the performance in the organization and vice versa is true. In that 

way, the researcher believe that continuity of relationship can mediate the effect from supplier unethical practices 

to organization performance specifically quality and delivery performance. This is to say, when the continuity is 

affected the consequences is on the organization performance (Mugarura et al., 2010). Therefore, based on the 

above discussion the researcher proposed that:  

H2a. Continuity of buyer-supplier relationship mediate the effect between opportunism and quality performance.  

H2b. Continuity of buyer-supplier relationship mediate the effect between opportunism and delivery performance.  

H3a. Continuity of buyer-supplier relationship mediate the effect between deceitful and quality performance.  

H3b. Continuity of buyer-supplier relationship mediate the effect between deceitful and delivery performance.  

H4a. Continuity of buyer-supplier relationship mediate the effect between corruption and quality performance.  

H4b. Continuity of buyer-supplier relationship mediate the effect between corruption and delivery performance.  

 

Fig. 1. Conceptual model. 

 

3. Research methodology  

3.1. Measures 

The multi-item scales of the construct were based on previous literatures in order to test the identified hypotheses. 

All the items of five contract was measured by means of a 5-point Likert scale manner of “1”- strongly disagree 

to “5”- strongly agree. All items presented in questionnaire for this study was those taken from other studies and 

that have been tested its reliability and validity. The unethical behaviors of the supplier are composed of three 

aspects: deceitful, opportunism and corruption. The three variables making a total of ten (10) items in the following 

manner: Three (3) items for deceitful, four (4) items for opportunism and three (3) items for corruption all adopted 

from Luo et al. (2015). The continuity of Buyer-Supplier relationship consists of four (4) items all measure to what 

extent the unethical behaviour affect the longevity of the relationship between buyer and supplier. All four (4)  

items were adopted from Luo et al. (2015). Finally, the firm performance consists of two (2) variables. All two (2) 

variables were extracted from Corsten et al. (2011). The quality performance and delivery performance have three 

(3) items each making a total of six (6) items. In this study, the unethical practices are categorized at antecedents 

of buyer-supplier relationship and firm performance as the consequence of buyer – supplier relationship.  

 

3.2. Sample and data collection  

The sample was collected from public sectors employees randomly from public entities in Tanzania. The 

researcher designed the questionnaire in English targeting the employees in different sections of public entities 

particularly in procurement management unit, tender board members, finance units and user departments. The data 

were collected between in 2020 whereas the questionnaires was designed in electronic form and distributed through 

common social media and email of some public organizations. After five (5) months of distribution of the 

questionnaires to 500 number of informants, a total of 130 respondents submitted a response through online system 

making a total response rate of 26.0% (Table 1). The common method bias (CMB) was used as a source of 
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measurement error. The Harman’s single-factor test was employed to test the common method bias. The results of 

this test demonstrated that neither a single factor emerged nor did one general factor present itself when considering 

all variables at once in an un-rotated exploratory factor analysis (EFA). As such, there is no reason to believe that 

CBM was problematic to our analysis (Chin et al., 2012). 

Table1. Sample characteristics  

Description  Sample Percentage (%) 

Gender of respondents  

Male (1) 92 70% 

Female (2) 38 30% 

Nature of firm 

Parastatal organization  37 28.5% 

Local government Authorizes (LGAs) 46 35.4% 

Ministry  47 36.2% 

Job title   

Procurement officer 39 30% 

Tender Board member 20 15.4% 

Other  71 54.6% 

Region 

Morogoro 24 18.5% 

Arusha 27 20.7% 

Dar es salaam 30 23.1% 

Mbeya 12 9.2% 

Moshi 30 23.1% 

Other 07 5.4% 

 

4. Analysis  

4.1 Reliability and validity 

In determination of reliability and validity of scales used in this study, three common methods were used in this 

study. a Cronbach alpha, composite reliability (CR) and the average variance extracted (AVE) were utilized. 

Ideally, the internal consistency is demonstrated when the reliability of each measure in a scale is above 0.60 

(Kline, 2015). The Cronbach's α and composite reliability values explain over the threshold value of 0.60, as 

recommended by Hair et al. (2006) Therefore, on the aspect of reliability all items have proved to have adequate 

internal consistency. The study determines, the convergent validity using the threshold of 0.50 of AVE. In this 

study, AVE measures are above the cut-off of 0.50 for all constructs (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). The factor scores, 

Cronbach alpha, composite reliability and AVE results are shown in Table 2.  

Table 2. Factor loading, Reliability, AVE and Composite reliability  

Composite variable 

Items Factor loading 

Reliability 

(α) 

Average Variance 

Expected (AVE) 

Composite reliability 

(CR) 

Continuity of Buyer-

Supplier relationship 

 

CBSR1  0.816 0.897 0.7541 0.9238 

CBSR2  0.732 

CBSR3  0.961 

CBSR4  0.944 

Corruption  COR1  0.700 0.87  0.500 0.7489 

COR2  0.667 

COR3  0.750 

deceitful DEC1  0.959 0.680 0.7693  0.9074 

DEC2  0.690 

DEC3  0.955 

Opportunism  OPP2  0.750 0.79 0.5678 0.7892 

OPP3  0.520 

OPP1 0.933 

Delivery performance  DP2  0.769 0.826 0.5648 0.7955 

DP3  0.730 

DP1  0.909 

Quality performance  QP1  0.840 0.755 0.7427 0.8965 

QP2  0.868 

QP3  0.877 
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4.2 Structural model PLS 

The Partial Least Squares (PLS) is an approach used in multivariate statistics used to test the casual relationship 

when the study used small sample size (Hair et al., 2013; Hair Jr et al., 2014). PLS is viewed as the most powerful 

tool for analyzing the structural equation modeling (SEM), because it can display the skewed distribution among 

small-scale samples, and it can determine the relations kept in the background due to multicollinearity problems 

and measurement errors. Principally, PLS combines the principal components analysis (PCA) and multivariate 

regression in order to assess the relationship of variables included in the model. Using a bootstrap method of 

default (1000), the Partial Least Squares was analyzed using the SMART PLS3.0 software (Sarstedt and Cheah, 

2019; Wong, 2013). In this study, the effect of deceitful, opportunism and corruption as antecedents was tested 

against the mediating variable of buyer-supplier relationship and outcome variable of firm performance.   

 
Fig. 2. SEM results 

 

4.3. Testing of hypotheses  

The PLS-based structural equation modeling technique was performed using Smart PLS 3.0 to determine the 

effects of supplier unethical practices on the continuity of buyer-supplier relationships, (b) the mediating effects 

of effects continuity of buyer-supplier relationships on firm performance. Path analysis results of the model are 

displayed in Table 3. Considering the direct relations included in our model, it has been determined that two factors 

of corruption (β=0.253, p=0.020) and supplier's deceitful behaviors (β=0.269, p=0.003) have significant and direct 

effects on the continuity of the buyer-supplier relationship while opportunism demonstrated no significant effects. 

Therefore, hypothesis H3b, H3c, H4b and H4c were supported. On the aspect of mediating effect, the model 

indicates that the continuity of the buyer-supplier relationship mediates the relationship between corruption, 

supplier's deceitful and firm performance (delivery and quality performance) as stipulate in Table 3. Therefore, 

hypothesis H3b, H3c, H4b and H4c has been supported and reject H2a.  

Table2. Direct Effect 

Relationship β-value S.D 

t- 

Statistics 

p-

Values 

Continuity of Buyer-supplier relationship  -> Delivery 

performance 0.401 0.057 7.019 0.000 

Continuity of Buyer-supplier relationship  -> Quality 

Performance 0.382 0.078 4.916 0.000 

Corruption -> Continuity of Buyer-supplier relationship  0.253 0.108 2.335 0.020 

Deceitful -> Continuity of Buyer-supplier relationship  0.269 0.090 2.983 0.003 

Opportunism -> Continuity of Buyer-supplier relationship  0.038 0.097 0.394 0.693 
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Table2. Indirect Effect 

  

β-

value S.D 

t- 

statistics 

p- 

values 

Corruption -> Continuity of Buyer-supplier relationship  -> Delivery 

performance 0.101 0.047 2.138 0.033 

Deceitful -> Continuity of Buyer-supplier relationship  -> Delivery 

performance 0.108 0.041 2.620 0.009 

Opportunism -> Continuity of Buyer-supplier relationship  -> Delivery 

performance 0.015 0.041 0.376 0.707 

Corruption -> Continuity of Buyer-supplier relationship  -> Quality 

Performance 0.096 0.049 1.985 0.048 

Deceitful -> Continuity of Buyer-supplier relationship  -> Quality 

Performance 0.103 0.045 2.290 0.022 

Opportunism -> Continuity of Buyer-supplier relationship  -> Quality 

Performance 0.015 0.038 0.387 0.699 

 

5. Discussion 

Based on the findings, the main antecedents of continuity of buyer-supplier relationship are supplier unethical 

practices and resultant consequences are quality and delivery performance. This study aims to make a contribution 

to the literature by proposing a model, for both practitioners and researchers of ethics supply chain. Therefore, the 

model that was tested using Tanzania environment explains that unethical behaviors of suppliers have huge impact 

to the continuity of relationships, and the continuity of buyer-supplier relationship mediate the effects between 

supplier deceitful and delivery performance as well quality performance. Similarly, the continuity of buyer-

supplier relationship mediates the effects between corruption practices and firm performance (Quality and delivery 

performance. In a nutshell, the study revealed that the antecedents of continuity relationship are supplier deceitful 

and corruption while the consequence is quality performance and delivery performance.  

Opportunism is the aggressive selfishness and disregards the impact of the firm's actions on others (Hawkins 

et al., 2008). Opportunist behaviors of the supplier have no significant effect on the continuity of relationships. 

This is consistent to Luo et al. (2015) who get the same results in his study. One of the reasons for this may stem 

from the supplier's perceiving that opportunist behaviors are looking out for oneself. Another reason may arise 

from types of opportunism. Also Luo (2006) suggests, opportunism has been classified as a strong form and a 

weak form. It is very hard to observe weak form opportunism. Therefore, the relation between the opportunistic 

behavior and the continuity of relationship suggests alignment with the extant literature.  

Deceitful unethical behavior has a direct effect on the continuity of relationships. Accordingly, if deceitful 

behavior increases, the continuity relations of the supply chain appear to be impossible to maintain. Carter (2000) 

points out that deceitful practices have significant effects on satisfaction. Additionally, he notes that those who 

tend to behave in a deceitful manner during their commercial relations will sooner or later pay the price. Hill et al. 

(2009) indicate that deceitful activities have a significant negative association with long-term relationships. 

Similarly, deceitful unethical behavior was found having indirect effect on firm performance. This is to say that, 

the practices do not only harm continuity buyer-supplier relationship but also it has consequences on quality and 

delivery performance. This results are in alignment with a number of past literatures (Bag et al., 2018).  

Corruption is defined as a form of dishonesty or criminal offense undertaken by a supplier entrusted to work 

with organization, to acquire illicit benefit or abuse power for one’s private gain. Corruption are common practices 

in procurement activities in Tanzania public entities (Sheng et al., 2018). The results indicated that corruption has 

direct influence on the continuity of buyer-supplier relationship as indirect effect on both quality and delivery 

performance. One can argue that, corruption practices undermine the continuity relationship because the practices 

in most of the time is performance by supplier with the involvement of some few unethical employees and when 

the organization identified the misconduct they normally terminate the contract and relationship with that supplier. 

The study findings are consisted with several past studies (Srinivasan et al., 2017).  

 

6. Conclusion  

In general, this study offers the theoretical and practical contributions to the field of supply chain.  Furthermore, 

the study adds body of knowledge to the ethical supply chain literatures. Many studies have been focused on 

unethical behaviors especially on impact of ethical practices on buyer-supplier relationship. However, this study 

will bridge the gap by investigating the antecedents and consequences of supplier unethical practices. The major 

result of this study shows that supplier deceitful behaviors and corruption has both direct and indirect effect to the 

firm performance (quality and delivery performance). At the same time, the results suggest that the continuity of 

buyer-supplier relationship mediate the relationship between supplier unethical practices (Deceitful and corruption) 

with firm performance (quality and delivery). Finally, this study does not found any significant relationship 
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between opportunity and continuity as well opportunism with quality and delivery performance the mediating role 

of continuity of buyer-supplier relationship.  

 

6.1. Limitations  

Our results provide important explanations of long-term outcomes of unethical behavior and continuity of buyer-

supplier relationship. Despite the contribution of this study, it has also some limitations which should be considered 

in future studies. One limitation of this study is, it has been conducted in developing country, which should be 

taken into consideration; and the fact that results can change according to the culture, economy and welfare levels 

of the societies should not be ignored. In addition, the study was conducted only in the public sector; accordingly, 

the design, analyses, results and interpretation of the research have been carried out by considering a single sector. 

The findings to be obtained as a result of the implementation of the study shall be beneficial for other sectors in 

terms of the elimination of certain problems.  

 

6.2. Further research 

This study was conducted in public sector, there is a great potential for future studies to be conducted in other 

sector to compare the findings of this study. In addition, this study was conducted using cross-section design. It 

well known that the aspect of ethical practices tends to change from time to time based on the factors such as 

strictness of leaders and effectiveness of the existing legislation. It will be imperative, if other studies could 

consider using longitudinal data to cutter the problem in this study and come up with justifiable results. In addition, 

measuring the effects of unethical behaviors on the reliance between the parties shall offer a new point of view. 

Future research should increase the sample size and broaden the geographic location to obtain larger data and also 

can be added the new constructs to conceptual model to improve generalization of the findings.  
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