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A B S T R A C T   

When suppliers lose in a competitive tender process, they need feedback to make accurate sales loss attributions 
and adjustments to their competitive strategy. Unfortunately, buyers seldomly provide sufficient feedback to 
enable diagnostics, learning, and adaptation. The purpose of this research is to explore a buyer’s debriefing as an 
effective feedback mechanism. Based on data from a sample of 218 U.S. government source selections, a new 
construct, debriefing quality, is developed as a multi-dimensional construct comprised of: proposal efficacy in-
formation, procedural compliance and decision understanding information, and competitive intelligence infor-
mation. Results show that debriefing quality enhances procedural justice and internal and external attributions 
and reduces supplier opportunism and perceptions of buyer opportunism. Further, the underlying procedural 
justice of the source selection deters bid protests, and debriefing quality can impact perceptions of procedural 
justice. Importantly, debriefing quality is essential in the assignment of loss attributions to strategy, thus 
affecting strategy change. These findings expand attribution theory by identifying new external attributions 
particular to a business-to-business context, namely suspicion of buyer opportunism and procedural justice. The 
study closes with specific information buyers can provide to suppliers to mitigate bid protests and help suppliers 
learn from the tender enabling future strategy improvements.   

1. Introduction 

The United States Post Office has a fleet of 190,000 delivery vehicles, 
of which over 150 have caught on fire. This fleet was scheduled to be 
replaced within the next two years. Oshkosh Defense won the bid to 
replace the aging fleet but one of the competitors, Workhorse Group, 
challenged the decision (Sharp 2021). The value of the contract is be-
tween $482 million and $3.1 billion. The challenge will likely signifi-
cantly extend the time it will take to replace the aging fleet of delivery 
vehicles. Airbus and Boeing had multiple bids awarded and overturned 
for a $35 billion contract for refueling tankers (Katz 2018). Microsoft 
and Amazon disputed the $10 billion JEDI (Joint Enterprise Defense 
Infrastructure) contract, and the Pentagon ultimately canceled the ten-
der settling on a new strategy for its cloud computing requirements 

(Feiner and Macias 2021; Hawkins et al., 2021). If the bid process for 
contracts is transparent, effective, and fair, why then do companies that 
lose end up protesting bid awards? 

One explanation for why bids are protested is that the “losers” 
believe that justice has somehow been violated. That is, managers may 
blame (i.e., attribute) the loss on perceptions that procedures were not 
followed or that the buyer is behaving opportunistically. In a recent 
literature review, Bouazzaoui et al. (2020, p. 129) state that “very 
limited research has been conducted on inter-organizational justice, and 
existing studies have tended to ignore the basic features of 
inter-organizational relationships”. Attribution theory provides a theo-
retical foundation to explain how individuals view the causes of success 
or failure (Kelley, 1973). Attributions constitute one of the most 
important inter-organizational relationship features that influence how 
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perceptions of justice affect behavioral outcomes. For example, a 
perceived violation of relational norms (justice) in a strong relationship 
can provoke a sense of betrayal (external attribution) that drives the 
offended party to punish the offender (Grégoire and Fisher, 2008). 

Justice attributions therefore hold the potential to be either benefi-
cial (Groth 2005) or dysfunctional in buyer-supplier relationships. In the 
business context where organizations must follow a bid process, what 
can buyers do to help prevent “losers” from protesting the contract and, 
potentially, greatly delaying the process? Because relationship quality 
has been linked to critical performance outcomes such as customer value 
(Palmatier 2008), supply chain performance, increase in sales, service 
quality, customer retention, and decreases in opportunism (Athanaso-
poulou 2009), can buyers provide feedback that supports supplier’s 
learning in order to evaluate and improve their competitive abilities? 

When buyer feedback is provided, it is communicated after the 
conclusion of source selection in a forum called a debriefing (Carter and 
Choi 2008; Kovács 2004). While there is structure surrounding 
debriefings in public and international tenders – recognized as a 
requirement by the Federal Acquisition Regulation (FAR), World Bank, 
and United Nations Commission on International Trade Law (UNCI-
TRAL) (Kovács 2004) – there is significant variance in the extent and 
quality of feedback. Some research suggests that bid protests can be 
deterred when buyers provide unsuccessful offers with high-quality 
feedback regarding their loss (Arena et al., 2018). 

Unfortunately, the debriefing literature is sparse at best. The true 
extent that debriefings might deter bid protests has not been empirically 
measured or tested. Thus, there is a significant need for exploratory 
research into how organizations and companies handle what happens 
after bids are opened and awarded. Furthermore, the U.S. government 
represents the single largest and unique business customer in the world, 
yet the business-to-government (B2G) market remains grossly under-
studied (Josephson et al., 2019). The United States Government con-
tracts alone in 2020 accounted for over $682 billion (Bloomberg 
Government1), roughly equivalent to the total GDP of Poland (World 
Bank2). What is needed, then, is more exploratory research of the factors 
that may reduce bid protests and improve a supplier’s understanding for 
areas of improvement in general and, for the purpose of this research, in 
the context of the single largest customer in the world. 

The purpose of this research, therefore, is to explore the role of 
buyers’ debriefings, especially as they relate to sales loss attributions (i. 
e., the perceived reasons the supplier did not win), supplier oppor-
tunism, and bid protests. We specifically address whether high-quality 
feedback regarding bid loss can influence loss attributions and 
diminish opportunism (Arena et al., 2018). This research contributes to 
the literature in the following ways. First, we develop a new con-
struct—debriefing quality—and define its essential dimensions. Second, 
we test its importance in the buying process by exploring how it affects 
sales loss attributions. Third, we explore the role of debriefing quality in 
curtailing opportunism. Fourth, we highlight that procedural justice can 
serve as an important external attribution that has been overlooked in 
the attribution literature. Lastly, we contribute to managerial practice 
by articulating the effect of debriefing quality on bid protests and by 
providing guidance on what organizations can do to provide better 
debriefings to their suppliers. 

The remainder of this manuscript is organized as follows. First, we 
review the literature on debriefings and attribution theory in buyer- 
seller relationships. Research hypotheses are then developed that 
relate debriefing quality to key post-award outcomes. We then explain 
the research design and present the results of model testing along with 
major findings, including results of our exploratory survey. We close 
with implications for theory and practice as well as study limitations and 

recommendations for future research. 

2. Literature review 

2.1. Debriefings 

Debriefings are forums used by buyers to share information with 
unsuccessful bidders (Carter and Choi, 2008). They serve two primary 
purposes. First, debriefings serve as a feedback mechanism, helping 
suppliers develop their future offerings (Tran et al., 2017), improving 
supplier insight into proposal deficiencies (Gilliland 1993) and 
providing suppliers with competitive intelligence into their relative 
standing (Sturgis, 2009). Sales teams need quality feedback in order to 
attribute causes to sales successes and losses (Dixon and Schertzer, 
2005) and use prior performance to forecast future sales outcomes 
(Bonney et al., 2020). 

Second, buyers use debriefings to assure suppliers that bid proced-
ures were properly followed, in addition to any regulations, statutes, and 
case law (Sturgis, 2009). Suppliers desire a justification for the buyer’s 
award decision (Tran et al., 2017), seeking to confirm that all aspects of 
their proposal are fully understood by the buyer and that selection de-
cisions are made fairly and with accurate information (Gilliland, 1993). 
Along these same lines, buyers desire to guard against suppliers’ misuse 
of protests, and rely on debriefings to establish the legitimacy of their 
selection decisions. Often, protests result from alleged mistakes and 
errors committed by buying organizations that result in unfair prejudice, 
such as poorly written or vague contract requirements, failure to follow 
the process or criteria laid out in the request for proposals, and failure to 
adequately document findings (GAO, 2014). 

Buyers loathe the receipt of a bid protest (Hawkins et al., 2016); bid 
protests and the threat thereof drive buyers to incur costs to: (1) prevent 
bid protests (e.g., by thoroughly documenting and substantiating pro-
posal evaluations and trade-off decisions), (2) defend against protests, 
and (3) take corrective actions toward resolving protests (either allow-
ing proposals to be revised or starting the procurement process anew). 
Debriefings are seen by buyers as a primary mechanism to allay supplier 
concerns regarding illegitimacy of selection decisions and to mitigate 
cost risks associated with receipt of a bid protest. 

Nevertheless, there is substantial variation in how debriefings are 
conducted and in the quality of information provided. Suppliers have 
characterized their debriefing experiences as sometimes scant, adver-
sarial, evasive, and lacking reasonable responses to questions (Arena 
et al., 2018). In 2017, upon the direction of Congress, the RAND Cor-
poration examined the use of debriefings in public-sector procurement 
and found that low-quality debriefings often drove unsuccessful sup-
pliers to resort to the use of protests to discover information into a se-
lection decision. Unfortunately, despite the apparent importance of 
debriefing quality to purchasing processes, the concept is not 
well-established or well-researched, begging the question: what makes a 
debriefing high or low in quality? 

We define debriefing quality as the degree to which the buyer pro-
vides information that assures the supplier it received a fair chance to 
win and learned ways to improve its offering in the future. Consistent 
with the extant literature on debriefings, we conceptualize debriefing 
quality as a multi-dimensional construct comprised of: proposal efficacy 
information (i.e., buyer understanding of the proposal), procedural 
compliance and decision understanding information, and competitive 
intelligence. 

2.2. Attribution theory 

Understanding underlying causes of behavior is the focus of attri-
bution theory (Kelley, 1973). It concerns the processes individuals use to 
interpret others’ actions (i.e., to infer causes of the behaviors). In order 
to infer causes, individuals will seek additional information. The 
perceived causes then directly affect an individual’s decision as to the 

1 https://about.bgov.com/bgov200/.  
2 https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD?most_recent_val 

ue_desc=true. 
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course of action to take in the future (Kelley, 1973; Dixon and Schertzer, 
2005). In the sales literature, several causes of success (e.g., a sale) and 
failure (e.g., a sales loss) have been explored, such as ability, effort, 
strategy, luck, mood, and task difficulty. These causes are categorized 
into dimensions including locus of causality (internal to oneself [e.g., 
ability] or external to oneself – another party or environmental factors 
[e.g., task difficulty]), stability (i.e., the extent to which a cause is fixed 
[e.g., ability] or fluctuates over time [e.g., effort]), and controllability (i. 
e., whether the cause is under someone’s volitional control [e.g., strat-
egy] or not [e.g., task difficulty]) (Mallin and Mayo, 2006). 

Sometimes individuals have personal theories explaining why ac-
tions occur, then act on those a priori beliefs. Other times, individuals 
rely on multiple past observations of causes and effects and will 
conclude a linkage based on past correlations. Past performance infor-
mation can be classified as three types: consistency, consensus, and 
distinctiveness (Teas and McElroy, 1986). If a salesperson attains suc-
cesses with a particular approach (consistency), he or she is likely to 
attribute that to a stable source such as ability and continue to rely on 
the approach during the next tender. Likewise, if a salesperson observed 
a coworker achieving success with a particular practice (consensus), he 
or she is likely to attribute that outcome to a stable source. Distinc-
tiveness is the extent to which an event is causally associated with a 
particular external entity but not causally associated with other external 
entities, and typically results in external attributions. A salesperson who 
wins several similar tenders using the same strategy but all of a sudden 
loses one will look externally to the peculiarities of the task or the 
situation. 

In the context of competitive tenders, attributions manifest in future 
behavior (Hibbard et al., 2001). For instance, sales teams need to un-
derstand factors that contribute to winning or losing sales. If there were 
weaknesses in strategy, for example, a team can seek actions to develop 
better strategies for the next tender. Debriefings may provide the in-
formation to enable such an assessment and, in some instance, may 
induce a supplier to revise its strategy on the next tender or its 
competitive strategy in general. If, however, distinctiveness is high then 
a seller will seek external causes such as the buyer’s error or oppor-
tunism. In this case, a bid protest might be the ultimate course of action. 
In the case that the seller does not have sufficient information to make a 
reasonable attribution, the seller may protest in order to obtain the 
information. 

2.3. Hypothesis development 

The intended purpose of bid protests is to serve as a remedy for unfair 
procedures. However, one of the unintended consequences of protests is 
that they can be leveraged opportunistically to further organizational 
gains or cause a loss to a competitor (Maser et al., 2012). They can also 
be used as a second-chance mechanism for unsuccessful offerors. 
Further, an offeror can use a protest to probe for, theretofore, unknown 
bases for protest (e.g., errors, biases, etc.) (Chierichella, 2005) that could 
emerge from the plaintiff’s counsel’s access to the buyer’s administra-
tive record which includes the documented proposal evaluations, 
comparative analysis, and decision rationale. Protestors have protested 
in order to negotiate a subcontract with the winner of the contract to 
gain a portion of the work in exchange for withdrawing the protest 
(Maser and Thompson, 2010). For recurring contracts, incumbent sup-
pliers have protested in order to keep the contract for a longer period of 
time while the protest is adjudicated (Maser et al., 2012). Finally, some 
suppliers use protests as a competitive weapon to harm their competitors 
(Maser et al., 2012). 

The more information that is shared with the supplier, the less the 
need to use a protest as a means to obtain it. On the other hand, 
extensive feedback to unsuccessful suppliers can also be risky in highly 
competitive markets. If extensive feedback is given, there’s practically 
’always’ something an unsuccessful supplier could (mis)use to challenge 
the award decision. Additionally, the buyer runs the risk of divulging 

proprietary processes or trade secrets from competitors. Nevertheless, a 
debriefing that transparently conveys the information needed by the 
supplier should muster confidence in the selection process and in the 
integrity of the buyer. In turn, suppliers will be less apt to retaliate or 
direct their ire toward competitors. Thus, it is posited that: 

H1. Debriefing quality is negatively related to supplier opportunism 
intention. 

Organizational justice theory traces back to equity theory (Adams, 
1965; Greenberg, 1990). Equity theory holds that individuals compare 
their get-versus-give ratio to that of another person or entity. When the 
ratios are not equal, the party with the higher ratio experiences guilt 
while the party with the lower ratio experiences anger. Equal ratios 
result in satisfaction (Greenberg, 1990). Procedural justice represents an 
organization’s perception of the fairness (Matopoulos et al., 2019) of its 
exchange partner’s procedures and processes in relation to itself (Kumar 
et al., 1995). Procedures are seen as just when they include the following 
six principles: (1) bilateral communication, (2) impartiality (equal op-
portunity), (3) refutability, (4) explanation, (5) familiarity, and (6) 
respect (Kumar 1996). Of particular relevance to government buying 
where government regulations define the purchase process, asymmetric 
dependence in a relationship predominates as an influence on oppor-
tunism (Hawkins et al., 2008), and, “Procedural justice asymmetry oc-
curs when one party perceives that their counterpart exhibits 
procedurally inappropriate behavior like intentionally hindering trans-
parency” (Bouazzaoui et al., 2020, p. 133). 

A debriefing enables a bilateral exchange of information about the 
selection process. Transparent feedback offered by the buyer during the 
debriefing instills confidence that the supplier was afforded an equal 
opportunity for a contract award – that the decision was arrived at fairly 
and impartially. The effect of transparency is confirmed when exam-
ining the other side of the dyad; a supplier’s cost transparency increases 
a buyer’s perception of procedural justice (Septianto et al., 2021). 
Through a debriefing, the buying team has an opportunity to demon-
strate its familiarity with the supplier’s proposal and provide an expla-
nation of the selection decision. 

Perceptions of procedural justice are associated with consistency, 
bias suppression, and accuracy (Bouazzaoui et al., 2020). The proce-
dural [in]justice afforded by the buyer to the prospective supplier is 
external to the supplier. For example, a buyer may scrutinize one sup-
plier’s references, while accepting those of another supplier at face value 
without further investigation. The added scrutiny may reveal weak-
nesses in how well the supplier performed prior work, and the evalua-
tion of its proposal may, thus, suffer resulting in the loss of the tender. 
Such an imbalanced treatment of two suppliers would be unfair - pro-
cedurally unjust - since the other supplier may also have weaknesses in 
prior performance, but the buyer never pursued the information. 

Supplier evaluation is commonly a subjective process that hinges on 
not only the chosen evaluation criteria but also how the evaluators 
evaluate those criteria (Kumar et al., 2019). Suppliers often suspect that 
buyers are biased by preferences and will attempt to steer awards to 
coveted suppliers. They may also suspect that errors in evaluations 
occur, and that their proposal is not fully understood. Thus, debriefings 
that are open and honest should result in perceptions of fairness in 
procedures (Gilliland, 1993). In other words, a sales loss on the merits of 
the proposals is easier to accept than is a loss due to a procedural flaw. 
Thus, it is posited that: 

H2. Debriefing Quality is related to external attributions. 

H2a. Debriefing quality is positively related to the supplier’s perceived 
procedural justice. 

Buyers may behave, or be perceived to behave, opportunistically. 
Opportunistic behaviors of the buyer during debriefings could include 
withholding information (Sturgis, 2009), providing misleading infor-
mation, (dis)favoritism (Landeros and Plank, 1996), or deliberate 
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penalizing. Suppliers sometimes do not trust that buyers have properly 
evaluated the proposals according to established procedures and any 
applicable rules and precedents. “Any reticence or lack of success on the 
part of the government personnel in explaining their agency’s findings 
may fuel suspicions that the process was unfair or even rigged in favor of 
the eventual winner” (Edwards 2006, p. 327). “If neglected, injustice 
may foster potential opportunism” (Bouazzaoui et al., 2020, p. 128). Not 
only is there a direct effect of perceived unfairness on opportunism, it 
also exacerbates the effects of economic forces on opportunism (Trada 
and Goyal, 2017). On the other hand, a distrusting unsuccessful supplier 
may interpret extensive feedback as concealment of the real reason(s) 
for non-selection. Overall, however, by providing an open and trans-
parent debriefing, buyers should be able to mitigate supplier concerns of 
buyer opportunism. Therefore, we posit that: 

H2b. : Debriefing quality is negatively related to suspicion of buyer 
opportunism. 

Once a buyer has made a selection decision, salespeople assess their 
performance and make attributions for the (un)successful outcomes 
(DeCarlo et al., 1997). In buyer-seller relationships, three objects of 
attributions can be made – self (i.e., internal), partner (i.e., external), or 
external circumstances (Hibbard et al., 2001). Salespeople tend to make 
external attributions for sales losses (Johnston and Kim, 1994; DeCarlo 
et al., 2007). The sales literature has established several external attri-
butions for sales losses such as: task difficulty, luck, effort, ability (Teas 
and McElroy, 1986), and strategy (Dixon et al., 2001). 

A difficult proposal development task may, for example, stem from 
uncertain or changing buyer requirements, technological dynamism, a 
broad scope of work such as many performance objectives, many 
different types of work, and many work locations. Buyer feedback of the 
source selection can help the supplier judge whether its loss was caused 
by the difficulty of the task. The loss (win) could also be determined to 
be luck, or random – the result of uncontrollable and changing (i.e., 
unstable) events. Feedback from the buyer would help suppliers rule out 
other causes and conclude luck, or to identify environmental changes 
that affected the buyer’s needs and evaluations. For example, since the 
1990s, many firms have moved to just-in-time supply and offshoring. 
When the COVID-19 pandemic hit, they found themselves with supply 
cut off and unable to meet customer demand. They were suddenly 
disadvantaged by firms that held inventory for critical supplies such as 
personal protective equipment, test kit reagents, and ventilators. From 
the buyer’s feedback, suppliers may see the ratings of the winner’s 
proposal and get a glimpse at why those ratings were applied. A com-
parison to the winner’s proposal may reveal gaps in effort or ability. It 
could become apparent that the proposal did not have enough needed 
detail or did not adequately address performance risks of which the 
buyer would be concerned. Perhaps the supplier did not have sufficient 
time to apply sufficient effort. Or, the supplier may have the wrong skill 
mix of employees preparing the proposal and planned for the work. This 
shortfall could extend to the supplier’s proposed subcontractors and 
partners. Finally, the supplier’s proposal strategy may have missed the 
mark. For example, the supplier may have assumed that a low price was 
important to the buyer and offered lower-quality labor or materials in 
order to lower the price, but in reality the buyer may have been more 
concerned about performance risk of using those lower-quality re-
sources – information that could be revealed during a debriefing. 

Accurate feedback may influence salesperson attributions (Stajkovic 
and Sommer, 2001). With greater information sharing regarding un-
derstanding of the proposal (i.e., proposal efficacy), compliance with the 
RFP and other rules, an understanding of the rationale for the award 
decision, and competitive intelligence, suppliers should be able to more 
accurately pinpoint the cause(s) of a sales loss. With greater certainty of 
the cause(s), the supplier will be able to determine the role of attribu-
tions, which are critical because “inaccurate explanations increase the 
likelihood that subsequent selling efforts will prove ineffective” (Mallin 
and Mayo 2006, p. 345). Therefore, it is posited that: 

H2c. Debriefing quality is positively related to an attribution of task 
difficulty. 

H2d. : Debriefing quality is positively related to an attribution of luck. 

H3. Debriefing quality is positively related to internal attributions. 

H3a. Debriefing quality is positively related to an attribution of effort. 

H3b. Debriefing quality is positively related to an attribution of 
ability. 

H3c. Debriefing quality is positively related to an attribution of 
strategy. 

2.3.1. Key outcomes 
As mentioned previously, the bid protest can be weaponized to serve 

the supplier in ways unintended by public policy. They may use the 
protest as a means to find an unknown basis in which to challenge (and 
hopefully overturn) a supplier selection decision. More disturbingly, a 
supplier may use the protest to better itself financially in the face of a 
sales loss by either: (1) if the incumbent, extending the contract several 
months, or (2) by preserving revenue from a coerced subcontract award 
to perform a portion of the work in exchange for dropping the bid 
protest. As such, it is posited that: 

H4. Supplier opportunism intention is positively related to protest 
intent. 

A sales loss is experienced as a negative life event, and salespeople 
may experience anger and grief in response to a sales loss (Goodwin 
et al., 1997). Salespeople tend to make attributions of loss to external 
factors (Johnston and Kim, 1994). Additionally, decision makers tend to 
incorporate sunken costs into project calculations when faced with the 
decision to continue or abandon a sales project (Mayberry et al., 2018). 
In cases where injustice is perceived – either unjust outcomes or during 
the process to arrive at the outcome, suppliers are likely to escalate 
commitment to seek relief. Additionally, the conservation of resources 
theory suggests that individuals will select an alternative that can pro-
tect resources (e.g., job security, energies, and psychological hardiness) 
when faced with an event that poses a threat (Mayo and Mallin, 2010). 
Procedural fairness reduces a supplier’s potential to dispute (Maqsoom 
et al., 2020) because it is likely to increase partner’s perception of 
fairness in the supplier selection process. Injustice, on the other hand, 
increases the potential for conflict (Bouazzaoui et al., 2020). Therefore, 
we posit that: 

H5. External attributions are related to protest intent. 

H5a. Procedural justice is negatively related to protest intent. 

Since socially responsible supplier selection includes ethics, consid-
ered as the level of honesty (Thornton et al., 2013), suppliers have come 
to expect the truth from buyers in their dealings. Suppliers are less likely 
to accept losses in cases in which the buyer is suspected of behaving 
opportunistically, either by withholding information, providing 
misleading information, (dis)favoring another supplier, or seeking to 
penalize a supplier. “In the presence of perceived unfairness, a channel 
member likely finds the [offending party] more accountable and 
responsible, with a higher degree of intentionality, for any ensuing 
conflict and opportunism and therefore may react more punitively” 
(Samaha et al., 2011, p. 102). “The perception of being treated unfairly 
causes anger and brings with it a desire for retributive justice, even if it 
requires some financial sacrifice on the part of the [offended party]. 
Under such circumstances, dealers will feel compelled to vent their 
displeasure.” (Hibbard et al., 2001, p. 48). In such cases, it can be ex-
pected that retaliation or relief will be pursued. As such, it is posited 
that: 

H5b. Suspicion of buyer opportunism is positively related to protest 
intent. 
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In cases in which the supplier discerns that the cause for the sales loss 
was due to its own shortcoming (i.e., internal attribution) – either in 
effort, ability, or strategy – the supplier will accept the loss. Research 
suggests that on the next competitive tender a supplier would either 
increase effort, seek assistance, avoid the task, or change its strategy 
(Dixon et al., 2001). In cases of internal attribution, it is illogical to 
retaliate against the buyer. Additionally, there is no basis for which to 
seek relief via bid protest, meaning a protest would be frivolous and, 
thus, unsuccessful. Therefore, it is posited that: 

H6. Internal attributions are related to protest intent. 

H6a. Loss attribution to effort is negatively related to protest intent. 

H6b. Loss attribution to ability is negatively related to protest intent. 

H6c. Loss attribution to strategy is negatively related to protest intent. 

Suppliers contend that they need better feedback on details 
explaining why they did not win a contract, and that this information is 
needed in order to improve their competitive positioning in the future. 
Intuitively, if the sales loss is attributed to an inadequate strategy, a 
change in strategy is prudent (Dixon et al., 2001). Conversely, if a sales 
loss was due to chance (i.e., lack of luck), no change to the strategy 
would appear necessary (Dixon et al., 2001). However, a debriefing may 
yield the insights from competitive intelligence information that in-
dicates aspects of the proposal that could or should be changed in order 
to eliminate a weakness or create a strength. These opportunities, 
coupled with a loss attributed to the difficulty of the task, should result 
in pursuit of an altered strategy in the future (Dixon et al., 2001). For 
these reasons, it is posited that: 

H7. External attributions are related to strategy change. 

H7a. Loss attribution to task difficulty is positively related to strategy 
change. 

H7b. Loss attribution to luck is negatively related to strategy change. 

H8. An internal attribution is related to strategy change. 

H8a. Loss attribution to strategy is positively related to strategy 
change. 

3. Methodology 

This research employed a mixed method approach. First, interviews 
of four suppliers and two protest attorneys served to validate the ob-
jectives of the research, research questions, the conceptual model, and 
helped inform the development of the questionnaires. Then, quantita-
tive data was collected via questionnaire to test the conceptual model. 

3.1. Interviews 

The interview protocols (Appendixes A and B) were developed based 
on a review of the literature. Five interviews occurred via phone, and 
one occurred face-to-face. The sample of informants was drawn from the 
researchers’ professional contacts in academia, industry, and govern-
ment and from lists of suppliers competing for government contracts 
found on fedbizopps.gov (now SAM.gov). Informants did not permit 
recording of the interviews. During the interviews, informants identified 
the specific feedback information they needed. They confirmed how the 
information helps them decide on courses of action such as whether to 
lodge a bid protest or to change their proposal strategy in the future. 
They also mentioned other needs such as to account to upper manage-
ment and stakeholders. When asked what makes a debriefing “good”, 
one informant mentioned that the buyer understood the value being 
offered (i.e., proposal efficacy). Another mentioned that for more than 
half of debriefings, the buyer did not fully understand the proposal. 
Another informant mentioned collecting information about the compe-
tition (i.e., competitive intelligence). Another informant mentioned 

gaining actionable information about strengths and weaknesses (i.e., 
proposal efficacy). Many lamented the confusion as to why the buyer 
decided that a different offeror’s proposal was rated higher or deemed 
more valuable (i.e., decision understanding). One informant stated that 
it is hard to know whether the buyer selected the offer that represents 
the best value (i.e., decision understanding). Two informants mentioned 
a need for a point-by-point comparison of the key discriminating eval-
uation criteria to the competitors (i.e., competitive intelligence and 
decision understanding). All informants mentioned the need to know 
that the source selection was conducted fairly and impartially (proce-
dural compliance). Across all interviews, the relationships among con-
structs in the conceptual model were supported by the interview data. 

3.2. Survey 

3.2.1. Pretest 
As pre-test of the questionnaire, we sought input from the stake-

holder communities and from academics. Two academics, two supplier 
representatives, and two buyer representatives reviewed the question-
naire. Feedback was solicited regarding whether the questionnaire 
items: (1) captured the full domain of the construct (content validity), 
(2) were unambiguous, (3) were simple to understand, and (4) were 
consistently interpretable (Dillman, 2000). The feedback was used to 
improve the instructions and item wording where necessary. 

3.2.2. Pilot test 
The questionnaire was first pilot tested on a randomly selected subset 

of the sample. It was distributed via email to 597 representatives of 
government contractors. These individuals were identified by data 
publicly available in the government’s system for advertising govern-
ment contract opportunities (now SAM.gov), including bidder’s lists 
from the buying offices. The representatives were typically senior 
leaders of firms or those responsible for proposal development or new 
business capture. However, some contacts were technical representa-
tives or those only interested in a subcontracting opportunity, not 
responsible for proposal development. Of the 597 invited, 34 responded. 
As a result of exploratory factor analysis (EFA) (Appendix C), the 
wording of scale items measuring procedural justice were edited and 
additional items were added to the full deployment in order to distin-
guish it from suspicion of buyer opportunism. 

3.2.3. Full sample 
Data were collected via questionnaire for quantitative analysis. The 

unit of analysis for the research was a buyer’s debriefing of a govern-
ment source selection decision involving non-price evaluation criteria (i. 
e., omitted sealed bidding). Respondents were representatives of firms 
who competed in a government tender and received a debriefing. In 
order to mitigate selection bias (e.g., selecting a lost tender for which a 
respondent was overly angry), respondents were asked to answer the 
questions based on the most recent debriefing experienced. 

One challenge to generate useful survey responses is reaching the 
target population of interest. A sample was drawn of 5821 supplier 
representatives from data publicly available in the government’s system 
for advertising government contract opportunities, including bidder’s 
lists from the buying offices. Although supplier representatives on bid-
der’s lists and attending pre-proposal conferences typically are senior 
firm leaders or those responsible for proposal and new business devel-
opment, they may also be technical, marketing, sales, or subcontractor 
personnel not responsible for proposal development. Hence, it is likely 
that some of those on the list never attended a debriefing and, thus, were 
not eligible to complete the questionnaire. Thus, we were unable to 
determine a response rate. The questionnaire was distributed to the 
supplier representatives via email. Useable surveys were completed by 
218 supplier representatives; 184 responses were sales losses while the 
other 34 were from wins. The hypotheses are tested with the 184 sales 
losses. In keeping with oft-cited guidelines for scale development 
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(Worthington and Whittaker, 2006; Netemeyer et al., 2003; Carpenter, 
2018), a sample size of 150–200 suffices when communalities exceed 
0.50; additionally, a ratio of 20:1 participants-to-items is considered 
robust. Our sample exceeds these specifications and follows the model of 
past supply chain studies that used exploratory surveys to develop scales 
(e.g., Åhlström and Westbrook, 1999; Ashenbaum, 2018; Brewer and 
Arnette, 2017; Kiratli et al., 2016; Saeed et al., 2019; Wallenburg et al., 
2019; Park et al., 2016). The sample characteristics of respondents and 
the contracts on which they reported show a wide representation across 
many dimensions (Table 1), bolstering generalizability. 

EFA of the data (Appendix C) supported the model with two excep-
tions. First, the aspects of debriefing quality – procedural compliance 
and decision understanding – loaded on the same factor. Therefore, we 
combined these aspects into one dimension. Second, suspicion of buyer 
opportunism co-loads with procedural justice. However, theory suggests 
that the two constructs are different and, based on our analysis (detailed 
later), evidence suggests a difference between the two constructs 
(Hemmert et al., 2016; Huo et al., 2016; Luo et al., 2015). The results of 
the confirmatory factor analysis described below confirm that the two 
constructs are indeed different. 

3.2.4. Measurement 
Existing scales with established reliability and validity were used 

where possible (Appendix C). Measures were created for constructs with 
no existing scales based on the literature and on comments from the 
interviews. New scales were used to measure debriefing quality (a 
second-order reflective construct comprised of: proposal efficacy infor-
mation, procedural compliance and decision understanding informa-
tion, and competitive intelligence), supplier opportunism intention, 
protest intent, and strategy change. A scale for Suspicion of Buyer 
Opportunism was adapted from Jap (2003). Procedural justice was 
measured using scales from Brashear et al. (2004), Kumar et al. (1995), 
and Smith et al. (1999). Sales loss attributions to task difficulty, luck, 
effort, ability, and strategy were measured by scales adapted from Dixon 
et al. (2001). 

3.3. Control 

The bid protest mechanism is designed as a remedy for non- 
compliant procedures. Thus, most protests result from mistakes or 
deliberate violations of law, regulation, or policy. To control for this 
primary source of protest, we included a proxy variable to represent said 
violations – winning protest odds (WPO). To measure WPO, we asked 
offerors to estimate the odds of winning a bid protest from zero to 100%, 
in increments of 10%. 

3.4. Non-response and social desirability biases 

Non-response bias was assessed by comparing responses from early 
and late respondents (Armstrong and Overton, 1977). A Chi-square test 
showed no difference across sex. Additionally, no difference was found 
in the number of debriefings experienced by the respondents. Indepen-
dent samples t-tests explored differences in each of the latent constructs 
measured by continuous measures and found none. These results suggest 
that the sample was not affected by a non-response bias. Anonymity was 
assured to respondents as a technique to reduce the respondent’s 
motivation to respond in a socially acceptable way. 

3.5. Common method bias 

We employ a multifaceted approach to show that common method 
bias is not a concern in the data (Conway and Lance, 2010). First, all the 
participants were assured of confidentiality and anonymity (Chang 
et al., 2010). Second, throughout the survey, filler questions were asked 
to create a psychological separation between constructs (Podsakoff 
et al., 2003; Shukla, 2012). Third, we followed Richardson et al.’s 

(2009) advice on employing a latent common method factor; however, 
due to the small sample size (Bentler and Cho, 1988; Hult et al., 2004), 
we ran two separate models (one for exogenous latent factors and the 
other for endogenous latent factors) and found common method vari-
ance to be 20.3% in the exogenous model and 1% in the endogenous 
model, much lower than the threshold value of 50%. Fourth, we fol-
lowed the approach suggested by Johnson et al. (2011) by introducing a 
latent factor as a marker variable in the model. The significance and path 
coefficients remained nearly identical after the idle factor was intro-
duced for the exogenous model (original model-without the factor for 
common method: common method: CFI = 0.919, TLI = 0.910, χ2/df =
1.77, RMSEA = 0.065; model with a common method factor: CFI =
0.917, TLI = 0.907, χ2/df = 1.75, RMSEA = 0.064). We obtained similar 
results for the endogenous model (original model-without a factor for 
common method: CFI >0.99, TLI >0.99, χ2/df = 0.45, RMSEA <0.01; 
model with a common method factor: CFI >0.99, TLI >0.99, χ2/df =
0.55, RMSEA <0.01). In all, the multi-pronged approach indicates that 
the data has minimal common method bias. 

3.6. Validity and reliability 

We assessed the measurement properties of our latent constructs 
through confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) in MPlus version 8.6. Esti-
mation of the measurement model was performed via maximum likeli-
hood. Due to the sample size restrictions, and to fit the constraint of five 
to one ratio of sample size to estimate parameters, we used two CFA 
models - one for the exogenous and a second one for the endogenous 
constructs (Bentler and Cho, 1988; Hult et al., 2004). The model-implied 
covariance matrix differs from that observed in the sample for the 
exogenous model (χ2/df = 2.23, p <. 01); however, the exogenous 
measurement model offers reasonable fit to the sample data as assessed 
by the Comparative Fit Index (CFI) value of 0.96, the RMSEA value of 
0.08, and the Tucker Lewis Index (TLI) value of 0.95, all of which fall 
within common standards for acceptable fit (e.g., Kline, 2010). Simi-
larly, the model-implied covariance matrix does not differ from that 
observed in the sample for the endogenous model (χ2/df = 1.54, p >0.1), 
and the model offers good fit to the sample data with the CFI value of 
0.96 and TLI value of 0.95, and RMSEA of 0.05. Table 2 provides the 
intercorrelations between constructs, and Table 3 presents the item 
means and standard deviations, as well as scale reliabilities and factor 
loadings. The composite reliability of each scale exceeds the generally 
accepted standard of 0.70 (Nunnally, 1978). Further, the average vari-
ance extracted (AVE) for each construct exceeds the 0.50 threshold 
(Fornell and Larcker, 1981), providing evidence for convergent validity. 
Lastly, AVE for each latent construct was significantly greater than its 
squared correlation, lending evidence for discriminant validity (Fornell 
and Larcker, 1981). 

4. Results 

4.1. Hypothesis testing 

The proposed research model was tested using a covariance based 
structural equation model (CBSEM) (see Fig. 1). The structural re-
lationships conducted to determine support for the hypotheses, along 
with the model fit indices are reported in Fig. 2. The model-implied 
covariance matrix differs from that observed in the sample (χ2/df =
1.77, p <. 01). Nevertheless, the model fit indices (CFI = 0.90, TLI =
0.90, and RMSEA = 0.065) meet threshold requirements (Barrett, 2007). 

The data provides support for debriefing quality as a second order 
reflective construct comprised of three, rather than four, dimensions. 
The sample, at large, did not distinguish between compliance with 
source selection rules and understanding the buyer’s basis for its award 
decision. Nevertheless, both of these sets of items loaded on a single 
factor that we named compliance and decision understanding information. 
Proposal efficacy (i.e., the buyer’s understanding of the proposal) and 
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Table 1 
Demographics. 

T.G. Hawkins et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                             



Journal of Purchasing and Supply Management xxx (xxxx) xxx

8

competitive intelligence are the other two dimensions of debriefing 
quality. 

The model results show that debriefing quality reduces the supplier’s 
opportunism intention, supporting H1. The results overall show strong 
support for the effects of debriefing quality on internal and external 
attributions (H2a – H2d, and H3a – H3c). Marginal support is found for 
the effect of debriefing quality on task difficulty, H2c. However, task 
difficulty was measured as the extent of difficulty rather than the extent 
that the sales loss was due to task difficulty. This measurement error 
prevents us from drawing conclusions about the effect of debriefing 
quality on an attribution of task difficulty and the ensuing effect of an 
attribution of task difficulty on strategy change. 

The results show that H4 is supported; supplier opportunism inten-
tion increases protest intent. We also found support for only one attri-
bution affecting protest intent – procedural justice (H5a), which is an 
external attribution. For hypotheses 5b, our results did not find support; 
a positive relationship between suspicion of buyer opportunism and 
protest intent was not found. A possible explanation is that protests must 
be supported by evidence. Frivolous protests are those that are based on 
arguments “that are beyond the reasonable contemplation of fair- 
minded people” with no basis in law or in fact (GAO, 2009). A 

respondent may not have been able to muster evidence that a buyer 
provided misleading information, favored another offeror for reasons 
unrelated to the evaluation criteria, disfavored the protestor, improperly 
withheld information, or sought ways to penalize the protestor’s pro-
posal. The results also show that only one attribution affects strategy 
change, an internal attribution of strategy (supporting H8). 

4.2. Additional results 

We also inquired about the firms’ feedback experiences from non- 
government tenders asking: “For the commercial (i.e., non- 
government) source selections in which my firm has participated, the 
buying firm tells us exactly why we did not win the business.” On a 1–7 
scale, the average agreement was 4.3, meaning feedback from for-profit- 
sector prospects is lacking. We then asked: “Compared to commercial (i. 
e., non-government) source selections in general, the explanation we 
received as to why we did not win the contract/order was: substantially 
worse (1) or substantially better (7).” The mean response was 4.0, 
indicating parity in debriefings received from prospective clients across 
sectors. Thus, the weaknesses explored and findings from this research 
could be useful to firms pursuing business not only in the government 

Table 2 
Correlations between constructs.   

Mean SD PE CDUI CI BO PI SC SOI PJ E A TD S L 

PE 4.35 1.60 .706             
CDUI 4.19 1.57 .611** .624            
CI 3.41 1.74 .378** .495** .708           
BO 3.75 1.62 − .489** − .720** − .353** .576          
PI 3.32 1.84 − .351** − .504** − .200** .449** .849         
SC 4.77 1.55 .239** .409** .403** − .338** − .234** .784        
SOI 2.22 1.12 − .159* − .252** − 0.133 .274** .387** − 0.036 .592       
PJ 3.97 1.45 .623** .778** .407** − .739** − .541** .327** − .245** .738      
E 1.93 1.13 0.088 .231** 0.084 − .183* − .284** 0.129 − 0.014 .244** .881     
A 2.86 1.69 0.116 .261** .162* − .305** − .324** .207** − 0.140 .275** .500** .791    
TD 3.64 1.52 .173* 0.105 0.134 − 0.067 0.043 0.031 0.085 0.104 0.092 .149* .858   
S 2.86 1.47 − 0.011 .144 − 0.004 − 0.098 − .149* .201** − 0.012 0.114 .404** .384** 0.111 .866  
L 2.44 1.39 0.081 .202** 0.031 − 0.081 − 0.059 0.073 0.038 .188* .298** .229** 0.047 0.082 .818 

**Significant at the <0.01 level; *Significant at the <0.05 level. Average Variance Extracted on the diagonal. PE: Proposal Efficacy Information, CDUI: Compliance & 
Decision Understanding Info, CI: Competitive Intelligence Information, BO: Suspicion of Buyer Opportunism, PI: Protest Intent (or) Loss Unacceptance, SC: Strategy 
Change, SOI: Supplier Opportunism Intention, PJ: Procedural Justice, E: Effort, A: Ability, TD: Task Difficulty, S: Strategy, L: Luck. 

Table 3 
Confirmatory factor analysis and reliability measures.  

Items Mean SD Factor Loadings AVE CR Items Mean SD Factor Loadings AVE CR 

PE1 4.65 1.78 0.831 0.706 0.878 SOI2 2.10 1.28 0.742 0.592 0.813 
PE2 4.37 1.79 0.873 SOI3 2.32 1.31 0.804 
PE3 4.04 1.78 0.816 SOI4 2.26 1.37 0.761 
PD1 3.69 1.98 0.787 0.624 0.908 PJ1 3.82 1.68 0.917 0.738 0.918 
PD2 4.45 2.02 0.706 PJ2 3.90 1.63 0.834 
PD3 4.59 2.00 0.719 PJ3 4.16 1.57 0.726 
PC1 4.35 1.84 0.886   PJ4 4.02 1.58 0.943     

E1 1.96 1.19 0.878 0.881 0.957 
PC3 4.07 1.69 0.777 E2 1.93 1.17 0.960 
PC4 3.98 1.73 .848       
CI1 3.34 2.03 0.877 0.708 0.879 E3 1.91 1.19 0.975 
CI2 2.99 1.79 0.798 A1 2.69 1.76 0.915 0.791 0.919 
CI3 3.91 1.99 0.848 A2 2.77 1.81 0.904 
BO1 3.53 1.84 0.666 0.576 0.869 A3 3.12 1.91 0.848 
BO2 4.43 2.12 0.818 TD1 3.55 1.56 0.904 0.858 0.948 
BO3 3.70 2.00 0.860 TD2 3.58 1.56 0.991 
BO4 3.66 1.94 0.589 TD3 3.78 1.69 0.881 
BO5 3.46 2.04 0.824 S1 2.86 1.55 0.843 0.866 0.951 
PI1 3.48 2.00 0.915 0.849 0.944 S2 2.84 1.52 0.985 
PI2 3.27 1.94 0.954 S3 2.88 1.56 0.957 
PI3 3.20 1.87 0.895 L1 2.54 1.48 0.997 0.818 0.931 
SC1 4.79 1.64 0.881 0.784 0.915 L2 2.46 1.47 0.891 
SC2 1.64 1.64 0.968 L3 2.33 1.40 0.817 
SC3 4.71 1.77 0.799       

AVE: Average Variance Extracted; CR; Composite Reliability; SD: Standard Deviation. 
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sector, but in the for-profit sector as well. 

5. Discussion 

Suppliers have for some time complained about the poor quality of 
feedback from source selections (Arena et al., 2018); this is the first 
research to empirically assess the effects of providing such feedback. 
Competing in tenders can consume significant effort and resources. 
Suppliers can only afford so many losses; they depend on feedback to 
learn, develop, improve, and win future business. Particularly in gov-
ernment sourcing wherein fairness is promised, suppliers also need to 
know they had a fair chance at winning. Hence, feedback drives supplier 
decisions to either challenge the award decision and/or make internal 
changes to competitive strategy and positioning in the marketplace to 
improve. Nevertheless, the literature has been silent on exactly what 
information renders feedback as “good quality.” Therefore, the purpose 
of this research was to define debriefing quality, explore how it helps 
suppliers make attributions for a sales loss, then take action accordingly 
– by protesting an award decision or by changing their proposal or 
overall competitive strategy. 

5.1. Theoretical implications 

This research makes several contributions to theory. Specifically for 
government suppliers (Hawkins et al., 2011; Josephson et al., 2019), we 
develop and test a model that advances the literature by improving our 
understanding how to influence supplier behavior in response to losing a 
bid. This explorative study identifies a new construct—debriefing 

quality—that is shown to be an important antecedent to central con-
structs of the most prominent theories in buyer-supplier relationships 
including justice theory and attribution theory. Based on extant research 
and interviews, debriefing quality is conceptualized as a 
multi-dimensional latent construct consisting of proposal efficacy in-
formation, compliance and decision understanding information, and 
competitive intelligence. Proposal efficacy information assures the 
supplier that the buyer understood its proposal giving the supplier 
confidence that appropriate ratings were applied. Compliance and de-
cision understanding information assures the supplier that the selection 
process was fair and that the basis of the selection decision was not 
flawed. Competitive intelligence helps the supplier learn and improve. 

Suppliers are often suspicious that buyers have preferred suppliers 
and find ways to award them competitive tenders (Edwards, 2006). 
Sales losses could be attributed to this external cause. This research finds 
that debriefing quality mitigates such suspicion of buyer opportunism. A 
quality debriefing can prevent misattribution to buyer opportunism 
allowing suppliers to figure out and act upon the real reason for the lost 
tender. 

We discovered that debriefing quality appears to be instrumental in 
helping suppliers figure out why they lost the tender – that is, to make 
attributions. This research supplements attribution theory by further 
exploring the role of procedural justice. Our research suggests that 
suppliers may blame losses on unfair actions, mistakes, or omissions of 
an external entity beyond their control. 

The role of fairness may have been overlooked decades ago in the 
prime of attribution research; at that time, fairness in source selection 
was not expected in the for-profit sector. Fairness has for some time been 

Fig. 1. Hypothesized Model 
***Significant at the <0.01 level; **Significant at the <0.05 level; *Significant at the <0.1 level. 
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a cornerstone of public policy research, making the context of this study 
important. We also observe that fairness and transparency in for-profit- 
sector sourcing is growing in importance (e.g., Wei et al., 2020) as more 
information becomes available and discoverable. As such, supplier ex-
pectations for fair source selections may become a salient factor of 
sourcing ethics. This study demonstrates the components and effects of 
quality feedback in growing and maintaining a viable supply base, 
suggesting an avenue for improvement to obscure selection practices. 

This research confirms the application of well-established internal 
and external attributions in the sales literature—namely, task difficulty, 
luck, effort, ability, and strategy. A higher quality debriefing increases 
attributions to each of these causes. A particular sales loss may not show 
an increase in all attributions. For example, an increased attribution to 
bad luck likely will not coincide with an increased attribution to ability. 
However, across the entire sample of many source selections, collec-
tively, in general, more information enables more attribution. There-
fore, buyers should seek to divulge more information. While task 
difficulty cannot be confirmed as an attribution per se (due to afore-
mentioned measurement imprecision), our results show that debriefing 
quality affects the extent of task difficulty. It could be that the unsuc-
cessful offeror does not realize exactly how difficult the task was until 
hearing about the competitors’ offers (or at least the winner’s) from the 
debriefing. 

Our findings add to the limited body of research on inter- 
organizational justice (Bouazzaoui et al., 2020) by discovering that 
debriefing quality appears to improve perceptions of procedural justice 
which, in turn, can diminish protest intent. This parallels past findings of 
the importance of procedural justice’s role in service recovery 
(Orsingher et al., 2010), and procedural justice plays an even more 
prominent role in B2B relationships (Brock et al., 2013). This finding is 
also consistent with attribution theory logic that a recent negative 
incident may result in negative external attribution (i.e., the supplier 

blames the buyer) whereas a quality debriefing experience focused on 
educating the supplier about the buyer’s due diligence regarding pro-
cedural justice practices may shift the attribution to an internal attri-
bution as a “temporary aberration” as part of relationship learning 
(Shamsollahi et al., 2021). 

Extending research findings that supplier assessments and evalua-
tions provide valuable feedback that enables collaboration (Gimenez 
and Sierra, 2013), debriefing quality may also play a role as a mecha-
nism for firms to learn how to change their proposal strategy. Our results 
suggest that debriefing quality positively influences an internal attri-
bution – strategy – that, in turn, influences strategy change. This is 
consistent with the premise of resource-advantage theory (Hunt and 
Morgan, 1995) where companies learn through market interactions and 
may choose to make changes to their strategy for future opportunities. 
Thus, we contribute to the supply management literature by demon-
strating the value of a transparent debriefing as the result of learning 
from the sales loss, thus, that a debriefing should be added to the 
sourcing process. Ultimately, this research links the transparent disclo-
sure of how the source selection was conducted (i.e., debriefing quality) 
to key sourcing outcomes such as protest intent and supplier strategy 
change. 

Extant theory suggests that protest intent should be influenced by 
several forms of internal and external attributions. Our study explores 
the role of attributions in inter-organizational justice by discovering 
how debriefings appear to influence attributions which subsequently 
influence supplier behavioral outcomes. Contrary to our expectations, 
we find that bid protest intent is only influenced by perceptions of 
supplier opportunism and procedural justice. Suspicion of buyer 
opportunism plays no role, perhaps because suppliers may struggle to 
muster evidence to substantiate the claim. 

Anecdotal public procurement literature suggests that debriefings 
may thwart bid protests (Arena et al., 2018). Our results suggest that 

Fig. 2. Model results.  
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high quality debriefings may help reduce unnecessary bid protests by 
reducing supplier opportunism intention and by increasing perceptions 
of procedural justice. Procedural justice, in turn, decreases protest 
intent. That is, quality debriefings provide information that may make 
bid protests less likely, even when the supplier intended to misuse the 
protest mechanism for another chance to win. 

Where most research focuses on the sales perspective, our findings 
contribute to the dearth of research examining the customer’s diagnosis 
of failed sales offerings (Friend, 2010). On the supplier-side of the dyad, 
the effectiveness of the selling function is said to be on the decline, 
possibly due to a lack of research on the purchasing function (Paes-
brugghe et al., 2018). While a salesperson’s self-perceived attributions 
for sales losses have been explored (Teas and McElroy, 1986), surpris-
ingly, feedback from organizational buyers of actual attributions has 
received little attention (Johnson, 2006). This feedback is crucial since it 
can affect sale loss attributions, and absent such feedback, the risk of 
misattribution increases (Fang et al., 2005). Debriefing quality provides 
a theoretically sound construct to develop the under-researched explo-
ration of buyer feedback and seller attributions of failure. 

5.2. Managerial implications 

By defining debriefing quality into its multiple dimensions, we can 
better understand how well debriefings are being conducted and di-
agnose the dimensions that are performed well and those needing 
improvement. This precision should offer diagnostics to buyers and 
sellers as they navigate a tenuous competitive tender process. Weak-
nesses in source selection feedback can be identified that should lead to 
improvements in the: (1) content and practice of debriefings, (2) sup-
plier selection process, (3) attributions for the sales loss, and (4) sup-
plier’s competitive positioning in the future. 

A quality debriefing should help the supplier understand its 
competitive positioning. Offerors need to know the value offered by 
their competitors (not necessarily limited to the winning price). They 
also need useful information about competitors’ strategies. Our findings 
show that this feedback is crucial since debriefing quality helps offerors 
make attributions for sales losses to their proposal strategy, which, in 
turn, leads to future strategy changes – either to a specific tender or a 
general competitive strategy. Organizational purchasing policies fail to 
address the information that offerors should be provided to learn and 
improve, requiring only very limited information be provided about the 
winner (i.e., only the technical rating), omitting that of other competi-
tors. Conversely, this research shows that offerors need to know the 
value that competitors offered, the competitors’ strategies, and, thereby, 
be able to understand their positioning. Policy makers should broaden 
the information allowed to be disclosed, then provide guides and 
training to buyers for proper implementation. Sharing proposal rankings 
could help the supplier without divulging proprietary information. 
Sharing the number of offers received could also be helpful. Providing 
the ratings (or scores) of non-price evaluation criteria of all suppliers 
(not just that of the winner) would also be beneficial. Explaining why 
offerors received the ratings would also be helpful, but, in some cases, 
buyers would need to speak in generalities to protect proprietary in-
formation. Thereby, suppliers could systematically collect and analyze 
their ratings and the ratings of their competitors using artificial intelli-
gence in order to improve their bid strategy. Admittedly, this creates at 
least two dilemmas; (1) revealing the details of the rationale could 
violate the duty to protect competitors’ proprietary information (e.g., 
trade secrets, intellectual property, etc.), and (2) revealing the details of 
the procedure could divulge an error or omission opening the door to a 
bid protest. Techniques to manage these two dilemmas is an area ripe for 
future research. 

Buyers seeking to develop quality debriefings should focus on 
enabling suppliers to develop their capabilities and assuring suppliers 
that their offers were fully understood, discussing technical aspects, 
strengths, and value. A quality debriefing also communicates that the 

buyer properly adhered to procedures and rules, which bolsters per-
ceptions of procedural justice. Since those policies, regulations, and laws 
are the rules of the game, offerors expect to be treated as prescribed. 
Thus, buyers must invest in training the entire source selection team of 
the procedural rules and requirements then strictly follow them. A buyer 
should also explain the selection, creating a dialog that provides a sense 
of the buyer’s logic and value assessment. This presumes that the buyer 
established evaluation criteria and evaluated them according to the RFP. 
It also suggests that a two-way dialog is necessary to ensure the offeror 
understood the decision. As such, a practice of only providing written 
debriefings should be avoided. 

A RAND study (Arena et al., 2018) suggested that an improved 
debriefing will deter bid protest. This research elaborates how debriefing 
quality can help deter bid protest. Debriefing quality influences protest 
intent through its influence procedural justice. Therefore, buyers should 
focus efforts and resources ensuring the selection process is fair, then 
communicate those fairness efforts to suppliers during the debriefing. 

This research is the first to quantitatively confirm offerors’ nefarious 
uses of bid protests to attain favorable outcomes contrary to the intent of 
the protest mechanism – fairness. It is no surprise that many offerors 
(25%) considered using the bid protest as a means to force disclosure of 
additional documentation of the proposal evaluations in hopes of 
finding an error that could serve as the basis of a follow-on sustainable 
protest. What is surprising however, is that offerors (6.4%) considered 
protesting in order to extort a subcontract award from the winner in 
exchange for withdrawing the protest – a practice termed “green- 
mailing.” Offerors will also consider protesting to preserve their repu-
tation (9.5%) and to affect their competitors (8.6%). Some offerors 
(7.3%) also agreed that the effectiveness rate of protests is so high, it just 
makes sense to protest. Thus, there are some opportunities so attractive 
(e.g., high dollar value, enduring path dependencies, and sustained 
competitive advantages), or offerors so opportunistic, that no matter 
how fair the buyer’s process is, the source selection is going to be pro-
tested. In those opportunistic cases, buyers should factor bid protest 
adjudication into the procurement lead time. 

Although the context of this study is government procurement, the 
underlying principles of transparency and fairness grounded in theory 
and in our findings could be applicable and helpful toward improving 
the practice of supplier selection and debriefings in the for-profit sector 
as well. In fact, it may be that offering suppliers an extraordinary degree 
of fairness may be the next frontier of differentiation, and thus, a 
competitive advantage for buyers. 

5.3. Study limitations and future research 

This study has several limitations, some that may inspire future 
research. First, we were unable to determine a response rate which calls 
into question the generalizability of the results. Another limitation could 
include self-selection bias; respondents to the survey who were highly 
opinionated about injustices experienced during source selections may 
outnumber others (e.g., angry suppliers). Angry suppliers may not want 
to reduce their protest intent or change their strategy which could 
explain why some of the attributions had no effect on protest intent or 
strategy change. Additionally, although the data was collected anony-
mously, the questionnaire did not measure socially-desirable response 
bias. Future research could explore its effect, particularly the extent to 
which supplier representatives: (1) truly disclose their opportunistic 
intentions by misusing bid protests or (2) admit to the underlying rea-
sons for sales losses (i.e., attributions), particularly if they were to 
blame. Understated levels of these constructs could distort estimates of 
the relationships between them and the key outcomes explored (protest 
intent and strategy change). Factor analysis did not support decision 
understanding as a distinct dimension of debriefing quality, which could 
be due to the sample size. Future research could explore whether it 
differs from procedural compliance as a distinct dimension. Finally, the 
new scales developed in this study require further validation using a 
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larger sample. 
This study employed a multi-method assessment in the B2G context 

which, while a substantial portion of the national economy, should be 
replicated in a B2B context. Also, the practice of debriefings is not as 
widespread in private-sector purchasing; theoretical and practical im-
plications suggest that debriefings hold great potential for benefiting 
commercial inter-organizational relationships, yet this remains un-
proven. Corporate practices at-large have seen an increase in oversight 
by stakeholders (Brower and Mahajan, 2013) and an increased emphasis 
on fairness in inter-organizational relationships (Bouazzaoui et al., 
2020), suggesting a greater alignment with B2G purchasing practices. 
Insights from the study of public procurement may prove illuminating in 
the B2B setting. Future research might also develop constructs related to 
eco-systems and test the effects of debriefing quality on buyer-supplier 
relationships. Does high debriefing quality have a significant positive 
impact on such constructs? To what extent do low quality debriefing 
harms such networks on the long term? 

6. Conclusion 

This exploratory research is the first to show empirically that 
debriefing quality reduces opportunism while increasing internal and 
external attributions by suppliers, giving them more information to 
sense and respond to their markets, while giving buyers a tool to shape 
the supplier market. Given the central role of justice attributions to the 
beneficial or dysfunctional relational outcomes of buyer-supplier re-
lationships (Bouazzaoui et al., 2020; Luo et al., 2015), debriefing quality 
is an important component of supplier feedback that influences the 
perception of justice and supplier behavior following a bidding experi-
ence. High-quality debriefings may also reduce incidents of bid protests, 
which continue to cause concern. Supplier improvement via quality 
debriefings offers a win-win to buyers and suppliers. Hence, prospective 
suppliers can win without winning. 
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