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ABSTRACT 
 

A supply chain (consisting of a set of organizations) is directly involved in the upstream 
and downstream flows of products, services, finances, and/or information from a source to a 
customer.  There are several activities that are required for successful management of a 
supply chain.  One key activity is coordination or complementary joint activities performed 
by firms in a supply chain.  Two antecedents to that lead to coordinative behavior of firm A 
with firm B in a supply chain is the trust that firm A has in firm B (interorganizational trust) 
and firm A’s dependence on firm B (interorganizational dependence).  Beyond the two 
interorganizational-level antecedents to coordination, the conceptual model presented in this 
paper includes the interpersonal trust of key boundary-spanning employees from firm A on 
key boundary-spanning employees from firm B (interpersonal trust).  The conceptual model 
presented in this paper posits that the interorganizational trust mediates interpersonal trust 
with the outcome of interfirm coordination.  Additionally, the model presented includes the 
role of interorganizational trust as moderator of the impact of interorganizational dependence 
on coordination.   

 
 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 
Coordinated activities among supply chain members are required for effective supply 

chain management (Ellram and Cooper 1990; Tyndall et al. 1998).  And the role of 

interorganizational trust is important in the study of coordinative behavior between firms 

(Mentzer et al. 2001; Morgan and Hunt 1994).  Not surprisingly, a recent meta-analysis confirms 

a strong association between interorganizational trust and mutually positive coordinative 

behaviors between organizations referred to as cooperation (Geyskens et al. 1998).  However, 

Zaheer et al. (1998, p. 141) note that, “Despite the importance of trust in cooperative interfirm 

relationships, considerable ambiguity is evident in the literature about the precise role of trust as 

it operates at different levels of analysis….”   
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In other words, several theoretical traditions that address interfirm economic exchanges 

do not elucidate the impact of trust at two levels of analysis with important interfirm outcomes -- 

including the theoretical traditions of relational exchange (Macneil 1980), organizational and 

strategy (Gulati 1995), competitive advantage (Barney and Hansen 1995), and transaction cost 

economics (Bromiley and Cummings 1995; John 1984).  Likewise, in the realm of supplier-

buyer empirical research, Doney and Cannon (1997, p. 35), note that “Although trust can be 

engendered in a supplier firm and its sales person, the existing marketing research focuses on one 

or the other target not both.”   

Rare exceptions to the lack of empirical interfirm research include two recent studies that 

do clearly differentiate two levels of trust (interorganizational and interpersonal) and the impact 

of these two levels of trust with the outcomes of 1) interfirm negotiation costs and performance 

(Zaheer et al. 1998) and 2) purchase choice and the likelihood of doing future business together 

(Doney and Cannon 1997).  Similar to these recent studies, our model includes two clearly 

differentiated levels of trust (interorganizational and interpersonal); yet in contrast to these recent 

studies, our model posits that interorganizational trust mediates the impact of interpersonal trust 

on the outcome of actual coordinative behaviors.  

  In addition to trust, dependence between supply chain firms motivates the willingness of 

firms to participate in coordinative behavior over time (Bowersox and Closs 1996; Ganesan 

1994; Keith, Jackson, and Crosby 1990).  Much of the interorganizational dependence theory in 

supply chains derives from Hickson et al.’s (1971) Strategic Contingencies Theory that addresses 

organizational dependence and Pfeffer and Salancik’s (1978) Resource Dependence Theory that 

addresses interorganizational dependence.  Both theories essentially draw from Emerson’s (1962, 

p. 32) Power-Dependence Relations Theory that states, “the dependence of actor A on actor B is 
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(1) directly proportional to A’s motivational investment in goals mediated by B, and (2) 

inversely proportional to the availability of those goals to A outside of the A-B relation.”  The 

primary objective of this paper is to present a conceptual model that includes both the 

interpersonal and the interorganizational levels of analysis of trust and interorganizational 

dependence with coordinative behaviors in a supply chain. 

 

CONCEPTUAL MODEL AND PROPOSITIONS 

Our conceptual model is presented in Figure 1 and is discussed in the following sections. 

Figure 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Interpersonal and Interorganizational Trust   

Similar to Zaheer et al. (1998), we refer to interpersonal trust as the extent of a boundary-

spanning individual’s trust in his/her counterpart in a supply chain partner firm and 

interorganizational trust as the extent of trust placed in the supply chain partner organization by 

the key members of a focal organization. 

        As noted by Doney and Cannon (1997), even though a significant amount of attention in 

trust research has origins at the interpersonal level of analysis (e.g., Deutsch 1962; Rotter 1967), 
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a growing stream of research suggests that organizations can also be the targets of trust (e.g., 

Morgan and Hunt 1994).  Some of the growth in this research is due to a generally accepted 

enhancement to the simplistic view that firms coordinate their exchange relationships either 

through markets or hierarchies (e.g., Williamson 1975).  This enhancement suggests firms may 

also use other mechanisms to coordinate their exchange relationships such as interfirm trust (e.g., 

Braddach and Eccles 1989; Ouchi 1979; Ring and Van de Ven 1994), despite the possibility of 

increased vulnerability to betrayal and opportunism with great amounts of interfirm trust (e.g., 

Granovetter 1985) and despite the costs of establishing and maintaining interfirm trust (e.g., 

Larsen 1992).  

        Even though there is broad general agreement about the importance of trust, as noted by 

Dahlstrom and Nygaard (1995, p. 3), “…the definitions and operationalizations of trust differ 

markedly across disciplines (cf. Ring and Van de Ven 1992).”  Despite the confusion across 

disciplines, it appears that most studies in the context closest to supply chains (or channels of 

distribution) include two conceptual aspects of trust: honesty and benevolence included in a 

single unidimensional measure.  Specifically, Geyskens et al. (1998, p. 225) state,  

[M]ost channel studies “define trust as the extent to which a firm believes that its 
exchange partner is honest and/or benevolent”, or some variant thereof.  Trust in the 
partner’s honesty is a channel member’s belief that its partner is reliable, stands by its 
word, fulfils promised role obligations, and is sincere (Anderson and Narus 1990; Dwyer 
and Oh 1987). 
 
Trust in the partner’s benevolence is a channel member’s belief that its partner is 
genuinely interested in one’s interests or welfare and is motivated to seek joint gains.  A 
benevolent partner subordinates immediate self-interest for long range group gain 
(Anderson et al. 1987; Crosby et al. 1990) and will not take unexpected actions that 
would have a negative impact on the firm (Andaleeb 1995; Anderson and Narus 1990).  

 
Consistent with this stream of research, we use the definitions and plan to use operationalizations 

of two aspects of trust in a single unidimensional measure, equivalent to the honesty and 
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benevolence aspects of trust described above.   Like the organizational researchers Zaheer et al. 

(1998), we conceive of trust, at both the interpersonal level and interorganizational level of 

analysis, as the expectation that either the key boundary-spanning individual (interpersonal) or 

the supply chain firm (interorganizational) 1) can be relied on to fulfill obligations and 2) will act 

and negotiate fairly when the possibility for opportunism is present. 

         According to Doney and Cannon (1997), interpersonal trust in key boundary-spanning 

individuals from another firm can lead to trust in that firm.  The rationale is that a trustworthy 

employee can be used as a cue to a group’s trustworthiness since it is likely that you have the 

opportunity to know more about a key individual than you would a whole group (Stub and Priest 

1976) and it is this knowledge that supports the development of trust.  Accordingly,  

interpersonal trust can also be used as a cue to the trustworthiness of an organization (Doney and 

Cannon 1997).  In other words, interpersonal trust can be transferred to trust of the organization.  

On the other hand, transference of interorganizational trust to interpersonal trust is not as likely 

because individuals are expected to change positions within a firm and also are expected to 

change employers; yet interorganizational trust is not expected to go away when individual 

employees leave an organization.  In support, Zaheer et al. (1998, p. 144) note, “Although 

individual boundary spanners come and go, role definitions are stable and enduring (Ring and 

Van de Ven 1994).  Institutionalizing processes codify informal commitments made by 

individual boundary spanners, which over time become established and taken-for-granted 

organizational structures and routines (Zucker 1977).”  This would suggest that interpersonal 

trust operates through interorganizational trust in its effect on exchange outcomes.      

 Empirical support for this suggestion comes from recent studies that show that 

interpersonal trust and interorganizational trust are conceptually distinct and that these two 



 6 

constructs operate differently in a relational exchange (Doney and Cannon 1997; Zaheer et al. 

1998).  Specifically, Zaheer et al. (1998, p. 156) find  “In comparison with interpersonal trust, 

interorganizational trust emerges as the dominant influence on exchange processes and 

outcomes…our data indicate that interpersonal trust, in conjunction with interorganizational 

trust, plays a unique role in relational exchange…” And Doney and Cannon (1997) find that 

interpersonal trust operates through interorganizational trust in increasing the likelihood that a 

firm anticipates doing business with another firm in the future.  As a result of the theoretical 

discussion above and recent empirical research, we hypothesize that interpersonal trust has an 

impact on coordination through interorganizational trust.  In other words,  

P1:  Interorganizational trust has a positive direct effect on the outcome of  
        coordination and 
 
P2:  Interorganizational trust serves as a positive mediator between  
        interpersonal trust with the outcome of coordination.  
         

Interorganizational Dependence 
 
Interorganizational dependence refers to a need to maintain a relationship with a supply chain 

partner to achieve its goals (Frazier 1983).  A significant amount of research that suggests 

interorganizational dependence is a driver of the following important outcomes in interfirm 

research that we assume would serve as attitudinal precursors to actual coordinative behaviors: 

1) supply chain solidarity (Bowersox and Closs 1996), 2) willingness to negotiate functional 

transfer, share key information, and participate in joint operational planning (Bowersox and 

Closs 1996), 3) long-term orientation (Ganesan 1994), 4) readiness to respond to another firm’s 

requests (Keith et al. 1990), and 5) commitment to the relationship (Andaleeb 1996; Kumar et al. 

1995). 
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As previously noted, most research on dependence in channels of distribution contexts 

draws from Emerson’s (1962) facets of dependence.  These two facets typically have been 

measured as (1) the level of value that another firm provides to the dependent firm in achieving 

goals and (2) the number of viable alternatives that the dependent firm has for achieving these 

goals (e.g., alternative sources of supply).  The latter half of this measure has been referred to as 

“irreplaceability” by some researchers (El-Ansary and Stern 1972; Kumar, Scheer, and 

Steenkamp 1998) or as “replaceability” by others (Heide and John 1988).    

        Providing insight on the association between dependence and coordination-oriented 

outcomes, Andaleeb (1996) suggests that when one firm is dependent on another, the firm will 

value the relationship and want to maintain it and Keith, Jackson, and Crosby’s study (1990) 

suggest that there is direct association between dependence and coordinative behaviors as 

follows. 

When [Firm] B has a large stake in a relationship (i.e., a significant proportion of sales 
and profits accrue from the relationship), B is more dependent on [Firm] A and is more 
likely to be tolerant of demands made by A.  Furthermore, when rewards achieved in a 
relationship are greater than those expected in another relationship, or when few feasible 
alternative relationships offering comparable rewards are available, B is more dependent 
on A and is more tolerant of demands of A (Anderson and Narus 1984; Cadotte and Stern 
1979).  A channel member who is more tolerant of demands made by a channel member 
is less resistant to those demands and, hence, more willing to respond to demands (p. 31). 

 
Therefore,  
 

P3:   One firm’s dependence on another firm in a supply chain has a  
         direct positive effect on coordination.  
 

Interorganizational Dependence and Interorganizational Trust 

Beyond the independent positive direct effects of interorganizational trust and interorganizational 

dependence on the outcome of coordination, we aim to replicate the findings of Andaleeb (1996) 

that there is an interactive relationship between interorganizational trust and interorganizational 
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dependence and coordinative-oriented outcomes.  Providing theoretical support, Andaleeb 

(1996) indicates that when a buyer  is dependent on a supplier and yet does not trust the supplier, 

more negative exchange outcomes may result because the buyer believes their firm faces 

manipulation (opportunism).  Further, Andaleeb (1996, p. 79) states,  

…when there is trust in the relationship, the risk of being dependent on the partner 
becomes easier to bear, despite the fact that the partner has the option of betrayal, 
because the partner engenders a sense of psychological assurance that expected outcomes 
will be obtained….when a buyer trusts the supplier, commitment should be high, leading 
to identification with the partner.  When the buyer does not trust the supplier, although 
commitment is expected to be attenuated because of the outcome uncertainties associated 
with low trust, it should not be very sensitive to different levels of trust because needed 
resources are available from the relationship. 
 
In the low dependence condition, when the buyer does not trust the supplier, the buyer’s 
commitment to the relationship should be low, reflecting a desire to terminate the 
relationship.  But when the buyer’s trust is high, how it will influence the buyer’s 
commitment is not obvious…. However, considering the possibility of future 
exchange…. and because trust in the relationship increases the likelihood of achieving 
expected outcomes, the buyer should demonstrate commitment to the supplier. 

 
Therefore, like Andaleeb (1996), we predict, 
 
 P4:  High levels of interorganizational dependence on coordination will not be 

        very sensitive to different levels of trust in another supply chain firm.  Low   
        levels of interorganizational dependence on dependence will be sensitive to  
        different levels of trust of another supply chain firm. 
 

 
FUTURE RESEARCH 

 
Conducting empirical research to test the propositions presented in this paper will help to 

replicate the findings of two recent studies that have clearly differentiated interpersonal and 

interorganizational levels of analysis with important interfirm outcomes and may also replicate 

the findings that interorganizational trust moderates the impact of interorganizational dependence 

on supply chain outcomes.  Additional contributions may include more knowledge concerning 

how important interfirm constructs operate at different levels of analysis, including the 
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proposition presented in this paper that interorganizational trust mediates interpersonal trust with 

coordination.  Finally, and in contrast to most interfirm empirical research that typically test the 

outcome of behavioral intentions (e.g., attitudinal precursors to behavior such as willingness to 

cooperate or relationship commitment), we plan to test all of our propositions with the outcome 

of actual coordinative behaviors. 
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