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Introduction

In a highly competitive, globalized and turbulent business environment where rivalry is no longer
between individual companies but entire supply chains, firms are increasingly aware of the need to
effectively manage supply chain activities beyond their boundaries (Patnayakuni et al., 2006). Since

satisfying diverse customer requirements could not be achieved through the effort of any individual firm,
companies are confronted with the need to work and collaborate closely with their business partners
(Lejeune and Yakova, 2005, Mentzer et al,, 2000). In this instance, collaborative relationship helps firms

improve performance and sustain joint competitive advantages (Dyer and Singh, 1998, Mohr and
Spekman, 1994, Jap, 1999, Mentzer et al, 2000, Stuart and McCutcheon, 1996). In the supply chain

context, abusiness partnership is formed by at least two autonomous firms working together in planning
and executing supply chain activities (Simatupang et al,, 2004, Cao and Zhang, 2011, Fawcett et al,

2008). The essence of business partnership is to nurture a mutual relationship in which participants are
willing to share information and communicate together towards common goals Samaddar and
Kadiyala, 2006, Simatupang and Sridharan, 2008).

According to the literature, the two major concerns for inter-firm business partnership are the technical
compatibility relating to information technology T) and the relationship issue relating to human
interactions (Gunasekaran and Ngai, 2004, Prajogo and Olhager, 2012, Wei et al, 2012). It is

emphasized that IT can only support but not replace human interactions which are considered a critical
criterion of collaboration (Sanders and Premus, 2005, Sanders, 2007). Further, in the era of Internet, IT

is well defined and widely adopted in most business organizations Wu et al, 2014) and thus may not
be considered a high barrier to be overcome. Meanwhile, the relationship issue, which could lead to

meaningless communication and unwillingness to share information between partners if not properly
resolved, is more vital to the success of collaborative relationship Wu et al,, 2014, Sanders and Premus,

2005) especially in the context of supply chains which involve multiple players with complex
relationships.

Taking into account the difference in terms of business culture between Asian and Western countries,
there were two different approaches to developing relationship i.e. it can be developed at both inter-

personal level (Fan, 2002, Wang, 2007) as well as at inter-organizational level (Gummesson, 1996,
Morgan and Hunt, 1994).In this connection, Shaalan et al. 2013) contended that these approaches could
simultaneously affect the mutual relationship between firms and emphasized the need for inter-personal
approach in building the mutual relationship at inter-organizational level in Asian firms. Notably,
experiment studies conducted by Cadilhon et al. 2005 and Cadilhon and Fearne (2005) provide
evidences that inter-personal interactions could be a critical success factor for the effective and high-
quality information sharing and communication in business coordination. However, previous studies

have not examined the impact of relationship attributes on business partnership components such as
information sharing and inter-firm communication at both inter-personal and inter-organizational levels

simultaneously.

Consequently, this study proposes a conceptual framework for investigating the role that relationship
attributes play as antecedents of information sharing and communication between suppliers and
suppliers in the Asian context. The relationship attributes are identified based on social exchange theory.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. The next section reviews the extant literature on

information sharing and communication, followed by a discussion on the theories which underpin how
relationship attributes may affect information sharing and communication between organisations in the
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supply chain context. Subsequently, a conceptual framework with hypothesis development is presented.
Finally, conclusion, implications and suggestions for further research are discussed accordingly.

Literature Review

Information sharing and inter-firm communication
Information sharing is identified as a key element of business partnership Zaheer and Trkman, 2017,
Paulraj et al.,, 2008) while inter-firm communication can foster and maintain mutual relationship which in
turn would enhance the benefits for all participating organisations (Mohr et al, 1996, Anderson and
Narus, 1990). Frequent and open communication not only nurtures these value-enhancing relationships
(Christopher, 2016) but also encourages knowledge development through information sharing (Kotabe
et al, 2003, Takeishi, 2001). Specifically, the high frequency of information exchange on strategy and
operations facilitates closer cooperation (Anderson and Narus, 1990, Anderson and Weitz, 1992), and
may reduce transaction cost but maximizes transaction value Dyer, 1997, Zajac and Olsen, 1993).

Although some behavioural factors such as trust and motivation are identified as enablers of information
sharing between collaborative partners (Zaheer and Trkman, 2017), majority of the previous studies are

underpinned by a unifying theory (Van Weele and Van Raaij, 2014). Furthermore, only a handful of
studies relating to the nature of business partnership investigate the inter-personal factors as
antecedents of sharing willingness (Zaheer and Trkman, 2017), and it was found in the study of Croom
et al. 2007) regarding supply chain partnership that the willingness of sharing information is often
«overlooked~. Hence, there is a considerable need for further research applying interdisciplinary theories
to understand which relationship factors have impact on information sharing and communication in inter-
firm partnership (Narayanan and Raman, 2004, Tokar, 2010, Cheng, 2011, Zhao et al,, 2013). Based on

previous studies, the components of collaborative partnership between firms are defined and
summarised in Table 1.

Factors Definition Authors
Information Information sharing refers to the exchange | Simatupang and Sridharan (2002),
sharing of confidential information among supply | Simatupang and Sridharan (2005a),
chain partners which focus on the | gimatypang and Sridharan 2005b),
accuracy, relevance and completion of Simat d Sridh 2008
information in timely manner imatupang an ridharan ( )
Sheu et al.2006), Angeles and Nath
2001), Cao and Zhang 2010,
Interfirm Interfirm communication refers to Mohr and Nevin (1990), Paulraj et al.
communication | frequency, direction, mode, and influence | 2008), Prahinski and Benton (2004,
strategy of contacting and message Cao and Zhang (2010)
transmission between collaborative
partners

Table 1: Components of Interfirm Partnership

Theoretical foundation
Traditionally, transaction cost economics (TCE) and resource-based view (RBV) are identified as the

dominant theories applied to understand collaborative relationship (Clifford Defee et al., 2010). However,
these theories fail to fully explain collaborative relationship because (1)they focus on the formation but
not the effective management of inter-firm relationship (Barringer and Harrison, 2000, Gulati, 1998), and
2 their primary approach to interfirm partnership is from the organizational level thus overlooks the
inter-personal factors that are involved in business partnership \Wang et al,, 2018), which are important
especially in the Asian business context. Meanwhile, business research adopting social exchange
theory (SET) has identified the role of relationship attributes in Asian business partnership at both inter-
personal (Barnes et al, 2015) and inter-organizational levels Wu et al, 2014). Thus, SET is adopted in
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this study as the theoretical lens to investigate the impacts of relationship attributes on inter-firm
business partnership, which is denoted by information sharing and inter-firm communication.

According to SET, the interaction between organizations or individuals with others can be explained
based on the expectation of benefits derived from the relationships (Emerson, 1976). In business

management, SET argues that the development of business partnerships is based on the long-term
mutual benefits gained from the relationships Wei et al,, 2012, Kwon and Suh, 2005). Moreover, from

social exchange perspective, an interaction between humans is based on trust and is through their
willingness (Stafford, 2008). Therefore, it is argued that the investment of social aspects based on trust,

mutuality and respect could create long-term benefits for involved parties such as corporate
innovativeness and well-being Widén-Wulff and Ginman, 2004,

Although the core factors affecting collaborative relationships such as trust and commitment have been
extensively investigated through different theoretical lens in the literature (Zaheer and Trkman, 2017),

the use of SET gives the appropriate theoretical background to these relationship attributes in this study.
SET has been adopted for studies on inter-firm relationships such as manufacturer-distributor, supplier-
buyer and strategic alliances among supply chain partners (Chao et al,, 2013). Furthermore, the use of

SET has considered the formation and development of collaborative relationships in several studies
(Griffith et al., 2006, Wei et al., 2012, Kwon and Suh, 2005).

In this connection, the study of S. Tsanos et al. 2014), Yang et al. 2008) and Kwon and Suh 2005)

contended that trust creates incentives for cooperation and also the reliability atmosphere among
partnering firms while commitment leads the participants to “mutuality~ in terms of goal and respect.

Moreover, Kwon and Suh (2005) argued that although commitment is the key factor in the success of
supply chain relationships, partnering firms cannot achieve commitment without trust. Meanwhile,
power, justice (Griffith et al,, 2006), and dependence (Narasimhan et al, 2009, also exert significant
effects on supply chain relationship in terms of attitudes and behaviours between supply chain partners.
However, Wu et al. 2014 identified the similarity in definition between reciprocity and justice, and also
power and dependence from the SET perspective. Their research therefore identifies four SET key
issues regarding collaborative relationship: trust, commitment, reciprocity and power. This study adopts
these key issues from the study of Wu et al 2014) then re-classifies them to fit the Asian business
context.

Among these, inter-personal trust has long been identified as the irreplaceable factor in Asian business
practices. For example, in China and countries with similar business culture, business transactions
between a firm and another business entity cannot happen if the firm's individual does not trust his
counterpart (Yau et al, 2000). Later on, the study of Cadilhon and Fearne (2005) and Cadilhon et al.
(2005) on business partnerships in the retail sector in Vietnam indicated that business partnership in
this context was trust-based relationship which starts from inter-personal trust. Besides, through an in-

depth review and synthesis of research on business relationship formation and development, Shaalan
et al. 2013) proposed that the influence of inter-personal factors on business relationship in local Asian

firms can be direct or indirect through inter-organizational factors .

Based on the study of Hofsteds (1980) on the comparison of cultural dimensions between Western and
Eastern societies, Barnes et al. 2015) used SET as the theoretical lens to explain the key role that inter-
personal relationship plays in explaining the interfirm partnership in Asian context. Specifically, trust in

Asian firms is built up from the personal interactions between an individual in a firm and the counterpart
in its business partner, resulting in better inter-firm relationship quality. Hence, based on the review of

literature, five key SET variables are derived in this study, namely, inter-personal trust, inter-

organizational trust, commitment, power, and reciprocity, for the development of relationships with
business partners and investigation of their influence on information sharing and interfirm

communication in Asian context. These relationship attributes, as antecedents of business collaborative
partnership, are summarised in Table 2.
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Factors

Definition

Authors

Inter-personal
trust

Inter-personal trust refers to the extent of trust of an

individual in a focal firm on the counterpart in the
supply chain partner

Zaheer et al. (1998), Ha et
al.2011), Lobo et al. 2013

Inter-

organizational
trust

Inter-organizational trust refers to the extent of trust
placed by a focal firm in the supply chain partner

Zaheer et al. (1998), Cai et
al. 2010y, Chen et al
2014), Lee et al 2010,
Wu et al. 2014

Commitment

Commitment is defined as an exchange partners
belief that an ongoing relationship with another is so
important as to warrant maximum efforts at
maintaining it, that is, the committed party believes
that the relationship endures indefinitely

Morgan and Hunt (1994,
Kwon and Suh 2004,
Zacharia et al. 2009), Lee
et al. 2010, Wu et al
2014

the perception of common goals and mutual benefits
which are core elements in constructing collaboration.

Further, the belief of gaining reciprocal benefits in
long-term facilities information sharing between supply

chain partners

Power Power refers to the interdependence between | Gaski (1984), Wu et al.
partners, in which the decisions and behaviors of | 2014,
partners can be affected by the member with more
power

Reciprocity The concepts of reciprocity in supply chains relate to | Humphreys et al. 2001),

Wu et al. 2014

Table 2: Antecedents of business collaborative partnership

Research Hypotheses and Conceptual Framework

Based on the literature review, we propose a conceptual framework including information sharing and
inter-firm communication, and relationship attributes as their antecedents (Figure 1). Hypotheses about

the linkages between these variables are also put forward.

personal trust

Inter-

Hli

Power

H3a-e
Commitment
H2 T
Inter-
organizational
trust
H4a-e

Information
Sharing

Reciprocity

Figure 1: The conceptual framework

Inter-firm

» Communication

Trust has a significant positive impact on inter-organizational commitment (Morgan and Hunt, 1994, Ryu
et al, 2009, S. Tsanos et al, 2014). Trust can be regarded as inter-personal or inter-organizational
relationship Zaheer et al, 1998, Morgan and Hunt, 1994). Morgan and Hunt (1994) theorized the
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relationship between trust and commitment in marketing relationship. The commitment-trust theory
contends that, for sustainable mutual benefits, a firm should commit and develop the long-term
relationship with other trustful supply chain partners. Besides, the study of Gulati and Sytch 2007)found
that inter-personal trust also has a positive effect on commitment between business partners. Therefore,
both inter-personal and inter-organizational trust must be considered in inter-organizational commitment
and the relationship between trust and commitment can be hypothesized as follows:

H1. Inter-personal trust has a positive effect on commitment between collborative
partners.

H2. Inter-organizational trust has a positive effect on commitment between
collaborative partners.

Several studies have suggested that inter-organizational trust is an antecedent of business partnership
(Chen et al,, 2014, Cai et al,, 2010). Based on inter-organizational trust, business partners intend to fulfil

their obligations in order to not only achieve mutual objectives but also maintain and develop strategic
alliances, inter-organizational interactions and communication (Chen et al., 2014). A firm's trust in its

supplier facilitates information sharing and collaborative planning between them (Cai et al., 2010). This
expectation leads to the following hypotheses:

H3a. Inter-organizational trust has a positive effect on information sharing.
H4a. Inter-organizational trust has a positive effect on inter-firm communication.

Meanwhile, inter-personal trust is considered an antecedent of inter-firm collaboration in a number of
studies (Ha et al., 2011, Lobo et al., 2013).Ha et al. 2011) constructed inter-personal trust from affective
trust and trust in competency, and confirmed the positive relationship between inter-personal trust and
collaboration components including information sharing, joint decision making, and benefitrisk sharing.
The study of Lobo et al. 2013) indicated that inter-personal trust in Chinese culture has significant
positive effects on collaboration and inter-organizational relationship. Hence, the following hypotheses
are put forward:

H3b. Inter-personal trust has a positive effect on information sharing.
H4b. Inter-personal trust has a positive effect on inter-firm communication.

It has also been argued in many studies that commitment positively improves important business
activities including information sharing and collaboration Wu et al,, 2014, Lee et al,, 2010). Moreover,

commitment plays an important role in maintaining the long-term relationship between trading partners
and facilitates business partnership (Morgan and Hunt, 1994 Thus, the following hypotheses are
proposed:

H3c. Commitment has a postive effect on information sharing.
H4c. Commitment has a postive effect on inter-firm communication.

In a business partnership, a firm intends to exercise power over other firms if the firm perceives the
possibility of inequitable distribution of relationship resources and inputs into the relationship (Griffith et

al, 2006). Hence, power is suggested as the parameter of exchange in business partnerships
(Narasimhan et al, 2009). A more powerful firm in business relationships may control over other

business partners in information sharing and communication, resulting in more effective collaboration
(Hart and Saunders, 1997). Accordingly, the following hypotheses are proposed:

H3d. Power has a positive effect on information sharing.
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H4d. Power has a positive effect on inter-firm communication.

Besides, based on the SET, it has been argued that business relationships are formed and developed
because a firm can gain reciprocal benefits from others over time (Narasimhan et al,, 2009). In the supply

chain context, for example, reciprocity helps a supplier access accurate and up-to-date information
through frequent communication with downstream partners to facilitate production management. As a
result, responsiveness, which relates to the benefit of buyers, can be improved Wu et al,, 2014). Hence,
the following hypotheses are postulated:

H3e. Reciprocity has a positive effect on information sharing.
H4e. Reciprocity has a positive effect on interfirm communication.

Conclusion

This study conceptually establishes the connections between various constructs relating to business
partnership relationship in the supply chain context which have previously been researched individually
or in group but not in a holistic manner. In this respect, the issue of relationship has been identified as

the key enabler of inter-firm collaboration (Gunasekaran and Ngai, 2004, Prajogo and Olhager, 2012,
Wei et al., 2012). However, in different business cultures and contexts, relationship could be built and
developed at different levels including firm and individual Shaalan et al, 2013), and business
partnership is no exception. The existing literature shows that business partnership could be examined
at both inter-organizational level (Chen et al., 2014, Wu et al, 2014, Lee et al, 2010, Cai et al, 2010,
andor inter-personal level (Ha et al,, 2011, Lobo et al., 2013). The implications of these two approaches
in examining a business-to-business relationship need to be investigated simultaneously in different
contexts (Zaheer et al,, 1998), and especially in Asian countries (Shaalan et al,, 2013).

Based on this background, the conceptual framework developed in this study investigates the role that
relationship attributes at inter-organizational and inter-personal levels play as antecedents of business

collaborative partnership, as denoted by information sharing and inter-firm communication within
supplier-buyer collaborative relationships in the Asian context. Based on social exchange theory, various
factors such as trust, commitment, power, and reciprocity are identified as key attributes of relationship.
In particular, both inter-personal and inter-organizational forms of trust would need to be considered.

Further, the relationship between each form of trust and commitment is proposed based on the
commitment-trust theory developed by Morgan and Hunt (1994). This provides a theoretical foundation

to examine the role of trust towards relationship commitment between firms.

This study therefore contributes to advance the understanding of the role that relationship attributes
play in enhancing business collaborative partnership in the supply chain context. It also specifically

examines how trust at both inter-organizational and inter-personal levels would influence information
sharing and inter-firm communication through commitment, an area that has not been well researched
in the literature. Upon being empirically validated, this study can provide insights and guidance for

business practitioners in Asian countries on the relationship factors that may positively influence
information sharing and inter-firm communication with their business partners. As a result, appropriate

policies and strategies to enhance these relationship factors and subsequent business collaborative
partnership for mutual supply chain benefits can be designed and implemented accordingly.

Nonetheless, this study is conceptual at this stage and the empirical validation of the proposed
conceptual framework needs to be conducted at the subsequent stage of the study. This can be done

in future studies using quantitative research techniques such as surveys. Another limitation of the
current study is that it focuses only on supplier-buyer relationship in Asian countries. Future research

should therefore include other business partnerships in different industries so as to enhance the validity
and generalizability of the proposed conceptual framework.
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