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We examine the determinants of
trust in 453 supplier-automaker relationships in the U.S., Japan, and
Korea. We define trust and derive a
model of its determinants drawing
upon (1) an embeddedness (relationship-based) perspective, (2) a
process-based perspective, and (3)
an economic (hostage-based) perA

central issue in the literature on

strategic alliances and interfirm cooperation is how firms create trust and
control opportunism, particularly when
the transactors have made investments
in transaction-specific assets.1 Under
these conditions, trust has been described as an important antecedent to
interorganizational cooperation and economic efficiency (Sako, 1991; Smith,
Carroll, and Ashford, 1995). In fact, recent research suggests that trust in sup-

spective. Our findings indicate
strong support for the processbased perspective in all countries;
embeddedness was only important
in Japan, and the economic hostage-based variable (stock ownership) was not important in any
country.

plier-buyer relations may be an important source of competitive advantage because it: (1) lowers transaction costs
(Sako, 1991; Barney & Hansen, 1994;
Dyer, 1996b; Zaheer, McEvily &Perrone,
1998), (2) facilitates investments in relation-specific assets (Asanuma, 1989; Dyer,
1996a), and (3) leads to superior information sharing routines (Aoki, 1988;
Fruin, 1992; Clark & Fujimoto, 1991;
Nishiguchi, 1994). Moreover, some scholars claim that national economic effi-
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ciency is highly correlated with the existence of a high trust institutional environment (North, 1990; Casson, 1990;
Hill, 1995; Fukuyama, 1995). For example, Fukuyama (1995:7) argues that the
economic success of a nation, "as well as
its ability to compete, is conditioned
by . . . the level of trust inherent in the
society." The findings from these, and
other, studies have increased our attention to the important role of trust in economic exchanges.
A natural response to these studies has
been to exhort companies to build trust
with their trading partners (Business
Week, 1986, 1992) and to call for increased research on the role of trust in
coordinating economic activity (Smith,
Carroll, and Ashford, 1995). However,
despite considerable academic and managerial interest in trust between trading
partners, to date there has been little empirical research on the determinants of
interorganizational trust (e.g., between
supplier-buyer). As Zucker (1986:59) has
observed, "For a concept that is acknowledged as central, trust has received very little empirical investigation." Further, there has been little research examining whether or not the
determinants of trust differ in different
institutional (i.e. country) environments.
The purpose of this paper is to examine the determinants or antecedents of
supplier trust in a buyer in a sample of
supplier-automaker relationships in the
United States, Japan, and Korea. We define trust and derive a model of its determinants drawing upon (1) a sociological/
embeddedness perspective, (2) a process-based perspective, and (3) an economic (hostage-based) perspective. In
doing so, we address the following key
question: What variables influence the
development of supplier trust in supplier-buyer relationships and which per-

spective best explains the production of
trust in these different countries? Given
the recent attention on the importance of
trust in exchange relationships, a large
sample empirical examination of the determinants of trust is, by itself, a useful
undertaking. However, due to the globalization of industries and a dramatic
increase in international collaborative
ventures, a study of the determinants of
trust in different institutional environments is, we believe, particularly useful.
Such a study allows for an examination
of those factors that are important determinants of trust both within, as well as
across, countries.
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FRAMEWORK
THEORETICAL
AND HYPOTHESES

Defining Trust
Among organizational scholars, trust
has received attention as a mechanism of
organizational control, and more specifically as an alternative to price, contracts, and authority (Ouchi, 1980; Bradach & Eccles, 1989; Powell, 1990). The
literature on interorganizational relations offers two general definitions of
trust: confidence or predictability in
one's expectations about another's behavior, and confidence in another's
goodwill (Ring & Van de Ven, 1992; Zaheer, et al. 1998). We draw on the previous literature in defining trust as one
party's confidence that the other party in
the exchange relationship will not exploit its vulnerabilities (Dore, 1983; Sako,
1991; Ring & Van de Van 1992; Sabel,
1993; Barney &Hansen, 1994). This confidence (trust) would be expected to
emerge in situations where the "trustworthy" party in the exchange relationship: (1) is known to reliably make good
faith efforts to behave in accordance
with prior commitments, (2) makes ad-
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justments (i.e. as market conditions
change) in ways perceived as "fair" by
the exchange partner, and (3) does not
take excessive advantage of an exchange
partner even when the opportunity is
available. Thus, our definition characterizes interfirm trust as a construct based
on three components: reliability, fairness, and goodwill. Our definition of
trust is similar to the "goodwill trust"
description given by Sako (1991) and the
trust definitions offered by numerous
scholars (Sabel, 1993; Ring & Van de
Ven, 1992; Barney & Hansen, 1994).
Thus, trust, as defined here, is not based
upon contracts or third party sanctions
but rather is based on non-contractual
mechanisms.
Conceptually, organizations are not
able to trust each other; trust has its basis
in individuals. Trust can be placed by
one individual in another individual or
in a group of individuals, such as a partner organization. However, individuals
in an organization may share an orientation toward individuals within another
organization. From this perspective, "interorganizational trust describes the extent to which there is a collectively-held
trust orientation by organizational members toward the partner firm" (Zaheer et
al. 1998).
It is this collectively-held trust orientation that we focus on in this study of
trust by an automotive supplier in its
automaker customer. This research setting is an unusually good test site because it is important to study a set of
transaction relationships in which trust
might be important and valuable. Many
scholars have argued that risk, or having
something invested, is requisite to trust.
The need for trust only arises in a risky
situation (Deutsch, 1958; Mayer et al,
1995). The automobile is a complex
product with thousands of components
VOL. 31, No. 2, SECOND QUARTER, 2000

that must work together as a system.
Components are often tailored to specific
models and as a result suppliers must
make automaker-specific
investments
(Asanuma, 1989; Dyer, 1996a). Since
these investments are not easily re-deployable, suppliers are at risk if automakers choose to behave opportunistically. Furthermore, the auto industry is
characterized by a high degree of market
uncertainty (Pine, 1993), which increases
both the risks associated with transacting as well as the importance of information sharing (Lorenz, 1988; Aoki, 1988).
Thus, a supplier's trust in the automaker
is of particular importance in the auto
industry due to supplier investments in
customer-specific assets and market uncertainty which places suppliers in a
vulnerable position.

The Determinants of Trust
A firm may trust trading partners to
refuse to break confidences and exploit
vulnerabilities for a variety of reasons.
Previous research suggests that trust in
inter-organizational settings is likely to
be produced through: (1) social relationships and embedded ties, or relationship-based trust (Dore, 1983; Granovetter, 1985; Powell, 1990; Gulati, 1995;
Uzzi, 1997), (2) institutionalized processes or routines for fairly and reliably
dealing with a partner organization, or
process-based trust (Zucker, 1986; Zaheer &Venkatramen, 1995; Zaheer, et al.
1998), or (3) an alignment of economic
incentives through hostages, or economic
hostage-based trust (Klein, 1980; Williamson, 1983,1993). In the following
section we explore each of these perspectives in greater detail and derive hypotheses.
Social/Embeddedness Perspective. According to the sociological perspective,
trust emerges through social interactions
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between exchange partners (Granovetter,
1985; Powell, 1990; Uzzi, 1997). As
stated by Granovetter (1985:490), "The
embeddedness argument stresses the
role of concrete personal relations and
structures (or 'networks') of such relations in generating trust and discouraging malfeasance." He further argues that,
"Social relations, rather than institutional arrangements or generalized morality, are mainly responsible for the production of trust in economic life"
(Granovetter, 1985:491). If a transaction
is embedded within a broader reciprocal
social relationship, then transactors may
rely on social sanctions to protect their
interests. Various types of social sanctions may control opportunism: withdrawal of love, respect, prestige, and/or
(worst of all) banishment from the social
community (Light, 1972; Smith, 1983;
Ellickson, 1991). Thus, individuals that
take unfair advantage of a trading partner
may find any of a number of sanctions
imposed by other members of the social
network.2 In summary, the social perspective (Granovetter, 1985; Dore, 1983;
Powell, 1990; Uzzi, 1997) suggests that
trust will emerge due to social interactions between exchange partners. As the
duration and intensity of interactions between transactors increases, we would
expect bonds of attraction to develop
and social sanctions to be more efficacious. This may explain why Kogut
(1989) found that cooperative venturesmore
even between competitors-are
likely to endure when they are part of a
larger web of agreements among the exchange partners.
Length of Relationship. Various scholars have suggested that trust takes time
to develop and can only be built slowly
over time (Arrow, 1974; Sako, 1991). Embedded ties rely on the formation of
dense and stable relationships among in262

dividuals and it takes time for exchange
partners to develop the "concrete personal relations" necessary to "generate
trust and discourage malfeasance" (Granovetter, 1985; Larson, 1992). Related to

this view is the notion that social knowledge, or knowledge gained through long
term interactions, may be the basis for
trust by allowing economic actors to understand and predict others' patterns of
behavior (Sohn, 1994). For example,
Sohn (1994) found that in-depth social
and cultural knowledge facilitates coordination of transactionsby making a potential partners' behavior both understandable and predictable. Moreover, as
social knowledge between transactors
increases, information asymmetries decrease, thereby reducing behavioral uncertainty. Higher levels of trust are believed to develop when information
asymmetries are low and there is less
behavioral uncertainty. Further, acquiring social knowledge through long-term
interactions provides insights into the
moral character of trading partners,
thereby allowing transactors to screen
more accurately for "honest" partners
(Hill, 1990; Barney & Hansen, 1994). Fi-

nally, when transactorsengage in longterm exchange relationships, they develop a history together. Most individuals are less likely to take advantage of
those with whom they have had long
and stable past interactions (e.g., family
members, friends, etc.) because these
parties can impose social sanctions on
the offending individual. Through longterm interaction, a "social memory" is
created and transactorscan achieve "serial equity" (equity/reciprocity over a
longer period of time) ratherthan requiring immediate or "spot equity" (Ouchi,
1984; Dyer, 1997). Thus, we would ex-

pect higher levels of trust to emerge in
JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL BUSINESS STUDIES
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exchange relationships where the transactors have a long history of interacting.
Hypothesis 1: The longer the duration
since the first supplier-buyer transaction, the higher the supplier's trust in
the buyer.
Intensity of Relationship (Face-to-face
Communication). Various studies have
found that face-to-face interactions are
likely to lead to the development of positive feelings of attraction (Lorenz, 1988;
Argyle, 1991). Further, cooperation and
trust between individuals has been found
to emerge in laboratory settings when
individuals can see and talk to each
other and engage in social interaction
(Argyle, 1991). Face-to-face communication has been described as having a high
knowledge-carrying capacity because it
presents immediate feedback opportunities and makes use of both visual and
audio channels of communication (Daft
& Lengel, 1986). Thus, it is considered
useful for developing trust because it offers more cues for interpreting a trading
partner's behavior and motivations. Moreover, face-to-face contact is viewed as an
effective means of developing personal
ties, thereby increasing the efficacy of
social sanctions. Accordingly, we would
expect face-to-face communication to increase supplier-buyer trust by (1) facilitating the development of personal ties,
thereby increasing the efficacy of social
sanctions, and (2) providing superior information to assist transactors in detecting trading partners that are the untrustworthy "type." Thus, we would expect
that as the frequency of face-to-face contact between transactors increases, so
does trust.
Hypothesis 2: The greater the face-toface interaction between the supplier
and buyer, the higher the level of supplier trust in the buyer.
VOL. 31, No. 2, SECOND QUARTER, 2000

Process-based Perspective. The process-based perspective differs from the
relationship-based perspective in that
the trust orientation that individuals in
one firm maintain toward a trading partner is not based on personal relationships, but rather on a set of institutionalized processes and routines employed
at the partner organization. These would
necessarily be inter-organizational processes for interacting that suggest that
individuals within the trading partner
will behave in a trustworthy manner. Zaheer et al (1998) refer to this as "an institutionalized pattern of dealings" and
speculate that "the institutionalized
practices and routines for dealing with a
partner organization transcend the influence of the individual boundary spanner." Thus, the process-based perspective recognizes that interorganizational
trust may be built upon impersonal processes and routines that create a stable
context for exchange. Individuals may
come and go at the two organizations but
the trust orientation will not be affected
because trust is not based on individual
relationships. One may logically ask
what processes would likely influence
supplier trust in a supplier-buyer relationship? Our interviews with automotive suppliers indicate that the buyer's
processes or routines for selecting suppliers as well as the buyer's processes for
responding to supplier problems (e.g.,
the extent to which they provide assistance to help the supplier fix problems
and improve their operations) were processes that influenced the production of
trust.
Supplier Selection Processes. The processes that buyers use to select suppliers
for business on an upcoming car model
influence supplier trust. In some instances, buyers use a competitive bidding process whereby incumbents are
263
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not given any advantage in ensuing
rounds, regardless of past performance.
This is an arms-length competitive bidding process typically used by U.S. companies such as General Motors. In other
instances, buyers may select suppliers
based upon their track record for performance and give incumbents the first opportunity to get new business. This is a
selection process that favors incumbents
and is often said to typify Japanese supplier-buyer relationships (though recent
data suggest that U.S. firms, notably
Chrysler, are increasingly using this approach; see Dyer, 1996c). Consequently,
in addition to length of relationship,
continuity in the supplier-buyer relationship may contribute to the development of interorganizational trust. It is
possible for trading partners to have had
a long-term relationship (i.e. many years
have passed since the initial transaction)
even though the relationship may not
have been continuous. For example,
some U.S. suppliers reported that although they began selling parts to a particular automaker 50 years ago, there
have been occasions when they have lost
the component business to competitors.
In other instances, the supplier continues to re-win the "contract" year after
year due to selection processes that favor
the incumbent.3 Thus, there is a high
degree of continuity in the relationship
due to the nature of the buyer's supplierselection routines. We expect supplier
trust to emerge under conditions of continuous repeated exchange (Gulati, 1995)
due to buyer purchasing routines that are
predictable and consistent and which do
not switch (perhaps opportunistically)
business to competitors (Butler, 1991;
Heidi & Miner, 1992). Repeated exchange is particularly important in situations where suppliers have invested in
relation-specific assets. Under these con-

BuyerAssistance-givingRoutines. Zucker
(1986:61) argues that "firms make investments in process-based trust by creating
positive 'reputations'." She further argues that one method (process) for building a reputation for trustworthiness is
the offering of assistance or gifts to exchange partners. The importance of gift
exchange in creating trust and reciprocity in exchange relationships has long
been argued by a distinguished line of
anthropologists and sociologists (Malinowski, 1932; Mauss, 1967; Gouldner,
1963). Gouldner (1963) suggested that a
norm of reciprocity begins with a starting mechanism, which may take the
form of a gift or other acts of assistance.
These actions are particularly likely to
produce high levels of trust if they are
viewed as routine behavior. For example, in the automotive industry, Toyota
and Nissan have long maintained a division of internal "consultants" who are
responsible for helping suppliers solve
various technical and managerial prob-
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ditions, a buyer's willingness to stay
with the same supplier is likely to be
interpreted by the supplier as a signal of
commitment and trustworthiness. In
contrast, we would expect frequent competitive switching of suppliers to be associated with low trust because, as Casson (1990:113) argues, the buyer "will
use price comparisons to back up threats
to switch trade away unless it gets a better deal." Thus, we expect supplier trust
to be higher when the buyer has a history
of continuous, repeated exchange with
the supplier.
Hypothesis 3: Supplier trust is higher
when the buyer has a track record of
continuous repeated exchange with
the supplier (e.g., the supplier's history of re-winning the contract at the
model change is high).
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lems on a regular basis. According to the
suppliers we interviewed, the buyer's
processes for providing regular assistance to suppliers (in many cases helping suppliers fix operational problems)
were likely to influence the degree of
trust in the buyer. The rationale behind
the trust-creating value of assistance-giving routines is that an auto maker's offer
of "free" assistance serves as a signal of
goodwill and commitment because it
suggests that the automaker is genuinely
concerned with the well being of the
supplier. Also, the assistance may be
viewed as a signal that the giving party
does not have opportunistic intent (is the
honest "type") and feels benevolently towards the receiving party. Benevolence
is the perception of a positive orientation
of the trustee toward the trustor and has
been hypothesized to be positively associated with trust (Larzelere & Huston,
1980; Mayer et al, 1995). When a buyer
routinely offers "free assistance" to a
supplier (i.e. if assistance is not fully
costed), the supplier is likely to interpret
such actions as a manifestation of commitment by the buyer, and may be the
basis for trust (Sako, 1991).
Hypothesis 4: The greater the assistance provided by the buyer to the
supplier, the greater the supplier's
trust in the buyer.
Economic (Hostage-Based) Perspective. Transactors may also behave in a
trustworthy manner due to "credible
commitments" that they have made with
a trading partner (Klein, 1980; Williamson 1983). Williamson (1993) refers to
this as "calculative trust." For example,
trading partners may make financial or
investment arrangements (stock swaps,
equity participation) that are purposefully designed to align their economic
fortunes. These arrangements are often
VOL. 31, No. 2, SECOND QUARTER, 2000

referred to as credible commitments or
an exchange of hostages. There is a relatively large literature that suggests that
stock ownership, in particular, aligns
transactors incentives and may get them
to behave in a more trustworthy fashion
(Cusumano, 1985; Gerlach, 1992; Pisano,
1989; Dyer & Ouchi, 1993; Bolten et al,
1994). Some may argue that this does not
really produce trust, as we have defined
it, because trust involves goodwill and
the complete suspension of "calculation." Indeed, with calculative trust, exchange partners behave in a trustworthy
behavior because they have created conditions that make it in their economic
interest to do so. However, stock ownership may produce trustworthy behavior
that, over time, results in higher levels of
trust of the non-calculative sort. In many
instances, the stock tie acts as a symbol
of the relationship, thereby encouraging
individuals to develop a trust orientation
towards the partner organization (Gerlach,
1987). Shared equity may create conditions for informal trust to develop.4 Thus,
partial equity ownership may build trust
by both aligning the trading partners' incentives and creating conditions for informal trust to develop.
Hypothesis 5: The greater the buyer's
ownership of supplier stock, the higher
the level of supplier trust in the buyer.
RESEARCHMETHODS

Research Setting
We chose to study supplier-automaker
relations in Japan, Korea, and the United
States for a number of reasons. First, the
automotive industry is a large and important industry in each country and, as
previously mentioned, is an industry
where trust is likely to be important.
Studying supplier-buyer relationships in
265
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Sample and Data Collection

the same industry across different institutional environments allows for some
control of extraneous variation. Second,
studying supplier trust in a cross-national setting allows us to test the extent
to which our findings are robust across
national settings. We chose Japan because it has been described as a high
trust environment where interfirm trust
is a key factor that facilitates exchange
and creates competitive advantages for
Japanese firms (Dore, 1983; Sako, 1991;
Casson, 1990; Hill, 1995). In contrast, the
United States has often been characterized as a low trust environment relative
to Japan (Dore, 1983; Casson, 1990;
Shane, 1994), though recently Fukuyama
(1995) has questioned that view. He argues that the U.S. is actually a high trust
environment (at least compared to other
economically less developed countries).
Our data allow us to examine whether
levels of trust are reported as the same or
different, and whether the determinants
of trust are the same, or different, in both
the U.S. and Japan. Finally, Korea was
added because Korea's culture is similar
to Japan's, and yet the management practices have been influenced by U.S. firms
(Dubinsky et al, 1994; Hamilton & Biggart, 1988). This is particularly true in
the auto industry where long-standing
partner relationships have been formed
between Daewoo and General Motors
(GM owned 50 percent of Daewoo until
1994) and Kia and Ford. We were interested to see whether interfirm trust levels in Korea were similar to Japan's (perhaps due to cultural similarities) or similar to the U.S. (perhaps due to similar
management practices). In summary, by
examining supplier-buyer relationships
in three countries, we can determine
which factors influence supplier trust
across all countries, as well as which are
country-specific.

The sample consisted of three U.S.
(General Motors, Ford, Chrysler), two
Japanese (Toyota, Nissan), and three Korean (Hyundai, Daewoo, Kia) automakers
and a sample of their suppliers. The authors visited each company's purchasing
department and asked the department
manager to select a representative sample of suppliers which included both
partners (i.e. keiretsu/chaebol suppliers)
and non-partner (i.e. independent) suppliers. We interviewed 30 purchasing
managers at the eight automakers' purchasing departments to obtain feedback
on the appropriateness, completeness,
and clarity of the questionnaire, and to
gain a better understanding of the issues
arising in automaker-supplier relations.
We also interviewed sales and engineering vice-presidents at 70 suppliers
(30 U.S., 20 Japanese, 20 Korean), during
which the survey was developed and
pretested. The survey was translated into
Japanese and Korean by a team of 2 Korean and 3 Japanese Ph.D and MBA students, some of whom had worked in the
automotive industry. To ensure an accurate translation, the Japanese survey was
backtranslated by a Japanese MBA student (a Nissan employee) and the Korean
survey by the second author. The interviews with supplier executives helped
us to gain a better understanding of the
industry and the nature of the supplierautomaker relationship. To minimize
key-informant bias and follow the general recommendation to use the most
knowledgeable informant (Kumar et al,
1993), we asked the purchasing managers at each automaker to identify the supplier executive who was most responsible for managing the day-to-day relationship. This person was typically the
supplier's sales vice-president, sales ac-
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count manager, or in some cases, the
president. The final survey was then sent
to the key supplier informant identified
by the automaker.
One may question whether a single
informant has sufficient knowledge and
ability to assess the trust orientation of
individuals at multiple levels between
his/her supplier organizationand the automaker. Although responses from multiple informants would have been preferred (with a cost of a smaller sample),
we believe that our informantswere well
positioned to make this assessment for
the following reasons. First, key informants had been employed at their respective organizations for an average of
16 years and thus had a long history of
working with the automaker.These individuals had primary responsibility for
managing the day-to-day relationship
with the customer and were well aware
of the variety of interactions between
their, and their customer's, employees.
Further, in approximately 15 of our inperson interviews with suppliers, the
key informants brought 2-3 other top
supplier executivles to the interview
(e.g., vice president of engineering, key
sales representatives) who had previously filled out our questionnaire separatelyfromthe key informant.Duringthe
interview, the group of supplier executives would look at each other's answers
and come to a consensus on the "group"
answer (we were able to see their individual responses). The degree of similarity in their responses was remarkable;
rarely did the responses vary more than
one point on a seven point Likert scale.
In the few cases where there was some
discussion, the key informant typically
brought more information to the discussion than the other members. Consequently, we believe the key informant
responses to reliably represent the reVOL. 31, No. 2, SECONDQUARTER,2000

sponses we would have received had we
surveyed multiple indi'viduals at the
supplier.
Usable responses were obtained from
135 U.S. (66% response rate), 101 Japanese (68%response rate)and 217 Korean
(55% response rate) suppliers. The data
collection was done between 1992 and
1994. The U.S. and Japanese data were
collected in 1993, reflecting data for
1992, and the Koreandatawere collected
in 1994, reflecting data for 1993. We do
not believe this will bias the results since
our analysis focuses on rather stable
measures (i.e. length of relationship,
stock ownership, trust) which Korean
suppliers indicated had not changed in
any significant ways since 1992.

Operational Measures
Recall that the survey was administered to the suppliers. Therefore, the
measures reflect the perceptions of suppliers regarding the supplier-automaker
relationship. However, during our interviews with the purchasing managers of
the automakerswe discovered that both
the supplier and automakerperceptions
regarding the relationship were very
similar in specific cases we discussed.
There were no instances where the perceptions of suppliers and automakers
were dramatically different. Our anecdotal findings are similar to those of
Anderson and Narus (1990) who found
that suppliers' and buyers' perceptions
of levels of trust were quite consistent.
Trust. Consistent with previous studies we operationalized trust using multiple scale items designed to measure the
extent to which the supplier trusted the
automaker not to behave opportunistically (Anderson & Narus, 1990; Heide
& John, 1988; Zaheer & Venkatraman,
1995). Trust (TRUST) was operational267
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ized as the sum of the following submeasures.

To a very great extent). The Chronbach
alpha for this construct was .84, indicating high reliability.
Lengthof the Relationship. This measure (LENGTH)was operationalized as
the number of years since the supplier
first began selling products to the automaker. This measure represents the
length of the business relationship with
the assumption that the longer the business relationship, the longer the opportunity for individuals at the supplier and
buyer to develop "concrete personal relations" through social interaction.
Face-to-faceCommunication.This measure is operationalized as the annual
"man-days"that the supplier-automaker
spent in face-to-face contact during the
past year. This measure (FACE)includes
face-to-face contact between supplier
sales and engineering personnel and automaker purchasing and engineering
personnel. Days of contact was calcu-

lated by having the key informantsidentify the number of sales people that
worked directly with the particular automaker. Then, s/he indicated the average number of days per week that the
typical salesperson would spend having
a face-to-face meeting with automaker
personnel. Key informants provided the
same information for engineers. Thus,
the measure consists of face-to-facecommunication that occurs between sales
and purchasing employees, as well as
between engineers from the two respective organizations.We acknowledge that
this is a measure of interfirmcommunication, not social communication between individuals at the supplier and
automakerin a social setting. However,
we would arguethatthis communication
takes place between individuals and that
"concrete personal relationships" between individuals develop largely as a
result of these communications. Social
interaction outside of work is likely to be
highly correlatedwith face-to-faceinteraction in a work setting. As one supplier
executive noted, "Whenyou work closely
with somebody, you get to know them.
You're more likely to strike up a friendship and get togetherfora beer outside of
work." In summary, the assumption behind this measure is that as the number
of days of face-to-face contact increases,
personal relationships are more likely to
develop-which in turn should result in
higher levels of trust.
Continuity of the Relationship. Continuity of relationship (CONTINUITY)
was operationalized as the percentage of
time the supplier's business had been
renewed when there was a model
change. In the automotive industry, the
model change is a naturaltime for buyers
to re-evaluate suppliers and make a
change if deemed appropriate.Suppliers
who have a history of "re-winning"the
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1. The extent to which the supplier
trusts the manufacturerto treat the supplier fairly.
2. The extent to which the automaker
has a reputation for trustworthiness (following through on promises and commitments) in the general supplier community.
3. If given the chance, the extent to
which the supplier perceives that the automakerwill take unfair advantageof the
supplier (reverse scored).
Our trust construct includes key elements of our definition of trust, including fairness, reliability, and goodwill (a
willingness to forego opportunistic behavior even when the chance is available). Each scale item was measured on a
7-point Likert scale (1 = Not at all, 7 =
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business at the model change would be
expected to have greater continuity in
their relationship with the automakers
when compared with suppliers with a
low "re-win"percentage. This is reflective of the supplier-selection processes
used by the buyer. Buyers that employ
competitive bidding routines will likely
have suppliers that experience a lower
re-win percentage, and thus lower continuity in the relationship.
Automaker

Assistance

to the Sup-

plier. Ourinterviews with suppliers and
automakers prompted us to classify assistance (ASSISTANCE)into three types:
assistance with the supplier's product
quality, assistance with cost cutting efforts, and assistance with inventory
management. The degree of assistance
offered by the automakerto the supplier
was measured through three items:
1. The extent to which the automaker
provides assistance to help the supplier
improve product quality.
2. The extent to which the automaker
provides assistance to help the supplier
reduce manufacturingcosts.
3. The extent to which the automaker
provides assistance to help the supplier
improve inventorymanagement/delivery.
A 7-point Likertscale was used to indicate the degree to which the supplier felt
that these three types of assistance were
provided by the automakeron a regular
basis. The total amount of assistance was
the sum of the three respective sub-measures. The Chronbach alpha for the
buyer assistance construct was .79.
Stock Ownership. We used the percent

of supplier stock owned by the automaker as our measure of an economicbased hostage. Since suppliers are typically more at risk than automakers,suppliers arethe ones that requirea credible
VOL. 31, No. 2, SECONDQUARTER,2000

commitment, which may come in the
form of stock ownership by the automaker.

The Model/Data Analysis
The model that was estimated is
shown in Figure 1. We estimated this
model for the pooled sample as well as
by country. The following linear OLS
regression model was run in orderto test
the hypotheses:
Model: TRUST = a + b1 LENGTH
+ b2 FACE + b3 CONTINUITY+b4
ASSISTANCE+ b5 STOCK
A linear regression model was used because there was no reason to assume a
non-linear relationship among the variables. The use of a linear model was later
justified by an examination of the residual distribution, which was homoskedastic and indicated no problems with
serial correlation. We also analyzed the
datausing a Tobitmodel due to concerns
that the dependent variable (which in
this case is bounded between 3-21) may
violate the basic assumptions of ordinary
least squares (OLS) and, therefore, OLS
may be a biased estimator (Maddala,
1983; Greene, 1993). However, we found
that results were unchanged so we only
report the results from the OLS regression analysis.

We acknowledge that the direction of
causality between trust and the independent variables LENGTH and FACE is
open to debate. For example, one can
argue that high trust leads to long term,
continuous relationships and face-toface contact ratherthan vice versa. This
is a common problem with empirical
studies on trust. We have offered theoretical arguments which explain why
these particular independent variables
may lead to high trust. However, we
would expect some degree of reciprocal
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The simple descriptive statistics
shown in Table 1 indicate that supplier
trust is significantly higher in Japanthan
in Koreaor the United States. The length
of the supplier-automaker relationship
was highest in Japan (41.4 years), followed by the U.S. (32.6 years) and Korea
(12.4 years). We would expect this result
given the long history of the automobile
industry in the two former countries
compared to that of Koreawhere the industry is less than 30 years old. Ourdata
also indicate that there is more face-toface communication between suppliers
and automakersin Japanthan in the U.S.
or Korea.We conjecturethat face-to-face
contact among Japanese automotive
transactors may be facilitated by the
physical proximity of suppliers and automakers in Japan.5 These descriptive
datasuggest that Japanesesupplier-automakerrelationships are characterizedby
embedded ties to a much greaterextent
than U.S. or Koreansupplier-automaker
relationships.
We find similar country variance in
the process-based independent variables. There is much greater continuity
in the supplier-automaker relationship
in Japanthan in the U.S. or Korea.Japanese suppliers re-win the "contract"over
91 percent of the time (with very little
variance) at a model change whereas
U.S. and Korean suppliers re-win the
contract 71 and 77 percent of the time
respectively (with much greater variance). These findings are consistent with
previous studies which have shown that

Japaneseautomakersdo not switch suppliers nearly as often as do U.S. automakers (Helper, 1991; Dyer & Ouchi,
1993). Automakerassistance to suppliers
is highest in Koreaand Japan,with U.S.
automakersofferingsignificantly less assistance to suppliers. The high degree of
automakerassistance in the Koreansample may reflect a lack of technological
capability on the part of Koreanautomobile suppliers, who still need large
amounts of assistance from the automaker in order to meet the automakers'
minimum quality standards.The degree
of assistance in Japanis high, despite the
strong capability of Japanese suppliers.
In the U.S., the degree of assistance is
still ratherlow, presumablybecause U.S.
automakersand their suppliers have traditionally maintained arms-length relationships and automakers have not developed assistance-giving processes.6 Finally, Japanese automakers are most
likely to hold minority stock ownership
positions in suppliers. Koreanautomakers rarely held stock in suppliers and
U.S. automakers did not own stock in
any of the suppliers in the sample.
Table 2 presents the pooled sample
correlationmatrixforthe dependent and
independent variables. We were concerned that there might be interaction
effects(multicollinearityproblems)among
the independentvariables-that we would
simultaneously see embedded ties develop in situations where there were particular processes in place for selecting
and assisting suppliers and where there
were economic ties (e.g., stock ownership) between firms.However,the pooled
sample correlation matrix (see Table 2)
showsreasonablyhigh correlationsbetween
LENGTHand TRUST,CONTINUITYand
TRUST, and ASSISTANCEand TRUST
but not particularly high correlations
among the independent variables. An
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causality with these variables-in effect,
a circle of mutual causality where the
independent variables both influence,
and are influenced by, trust.
RESULTS

Overview

JEFFREY
H. DYERANDWUJINCHU

TABLE1

DESCRIPNIVE
STATISTICS:
POOLEDSAMPLEANDBYCOUNTm
RY
Variables

Pooled

U.S.

Japan

Korea

Trust
Length
Face
Continuity
Assistance
Stock

(n = 453)
14.11
21.61
2042.56
0.78
9.83
0.04

(n = 135)
13.63
32.56
1245.01
0.71
7.39
0.00

(n = 101)
16.37
41.4
4989.54
0.91
10.15
0.11

(n = 217)
13.35
12.44
1413.41
0.77
10.51
0.03

Sig. Diff.

Note: 1. The last column indicates whether the country means are significantly different
from each other (F-test).
***Country samples are significantly different at a = 0.01.

examination of Table 2 indicates that
there areno substantialmulticollinearity
problems: all of the 10 pairwise correlations between the independent variables
are less than 0.33, with only one correlation being greater than 0.30. While
there may be strong interactive.effects
among these three perspectives, there
need not necessarily be strong interactive effects. Embedded ties can exist between two firms without economic ties
and particularprocesses can be in place
to select and assist suppliers without
necessarily requiringthat embedded ties
develop between the two firms. Although there is some correlation in the

expected direction among the independent variables, the low correlations suggest that it is possible to separate these
perspectives and their effects.
The regression results for the pooled
sample and for each country are presented in Table 3. The results show that
our model was reasonably effective at
predicting supplier trust as demonstratedby an adjusted R2of 0.259 which
was significant at the p < .001 level.
Three of the five variables in our
model were found to have a significant
positive effect (p < .001 level) on supplier trust in the pooled sample, including one embeddedness variable (length

TABLE 2
CORRELATION MATRIX
Variables
TRUST
LENGTH
FACE
CONTINUITY
ASSISTANCE
STOCK

VOL. 31, No.

1

2

3

4

5

6

1.000
.27
.14
.40
.30
.01

1.000
.19
.15
-.10
.07

1.000
.05
.11
.16

1.000
.16
.01

1.000
.03

1.000

2, SECONDQUARTER, 2000
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TABLE3
RESULTS:POOLEDSAMPLEANDBYCOUNTRY
Expected Sign

Variables
H1: Length -*Trust

+

H2: Face

+

Trust

-+

(0.08)
-0.09

+

R-Square:
Adj. R-Square
F Value

(0.04)
.27
.26
32.2***

(0.07)
.26
.23
9.1***

+

Trust

-0.02

(0.08)
0.53***
(0.08)
0.04
(0.08)
0.04

H4: Assistance
-*

.05

U.S.

(0.04)
.32***
(0.04)
.27***
(0.04)
-0.02

+

H5: Stock

.24***

(0.04)

H3: Continuity -Trust
Trust

Pooled Sample

Japan

Korea

0.25*** -0.10

(0.10)
0.08

(0.06)
-0.02

(0.10)
(0.06)
0.21***
0.05
(0.10)
(0.06)
0.35***
0.34***
(0.10)
(0.06)
-0.07
-0.02

(0.10)
.12
.08
3.7**

(0.06)
.20
.18
10.7***

***Significant at p < .01.

**Significantat p

< .05.

Lengthof the supplier-automakerrelationship had a significant positive effect
on supplier trust in the pooled sample,
but the relationship held true only in
Japan. Therefore, Hypothesis 1 is supported in the pooled sample and Japanese sub-sample.
Face-to-face communication did not
have an effect on trustin the pooled sam-

ple or within any of the individual countries. Therefore,we did not find support
for Hypothesis 2, which proposed a positive relationship between face-to-face
contact and trust.7
Continuity in the supplier-automaker
relationship (i.e., history of re-winning
the contract) had a significant positive
effect on supplier trust in the pooled
sample and in the U.S. and Korea.Thus,
Hypothesis 3 is supported.
Automaker assistance to the supplier
is positively associated with supplier
trust in the pooled sample as well as
Japan and Korea. This relationship did
not hold in the U.S where U.S. automakers have historically not offered much
assistance. Thus, Hypothesis 4 is supported.
Stock ownership did not have a significant relationship with trust in the
pooled sample or within any of the individual countries. Thus, we did not find
support for Hypothesis 5.
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of relationship) and both process variables (continuity of relationship, automaker assistance to the supplier). The
relationship between stock ownership
and trustwas positive in the pooled sample but only because of high stock ownership in Japan,a high trust sub-sample.
In fact, we were surprised to find that
there was a negative relationship between stock ownership and trust in both
Japanand Korea.Total face-to-facecommunication was not useful as a predictor
of supplier trust.
In summary,fromTable 3 we may conclude the following:

JEFFREYH. DYER AND WUJIN CHU

Individual CountryResults
An importantreason for doing this researchwith samples fromdifferentcountries was to examine how the determinants of trust may differ across countries. As previously mentioned, some
researchsuggests that trustbetween trading partnerswill vary not only with the
attributes of the transaction, but may
also vary due to differences in societal
culture, politics, networks, and business
norms in the institutional environment
in which the transactions are embedded
(Granovetter,1985; Hill, 1995). Consequently, a brief discussion of the country-specific differences in our results is
warranted.
Japan. Supplier trust was universally
high in Japan and there was very low
variance on the trust measures as well as
many of the independent variables (See
Table 1). These findings offer empirical
support for Dore's (1983) observation
that "moralized trading relationships of
mutual goodwill" generally pervade Japanese transaction relationships. Of the
variables in our model, the most important determinant of supplier trust in Japan was assistance from the automaker
to supplier. Length of relationship followed assistance as the second most important explanatoryvariable in the Japanese sample. Interestingly, continuity of
relationship was a less important explanatoryvariablein Japanthan in Korea
or the U.S. It is worth noting, however,
that the "re-win"percentagewas universally very high in Japan with very low
variance. Thus, it was not as useful at
predicting supplier trust. However, this
does not necessarily mean that it was not
importantin developing trust, but rather
that it was simply not as useful in discriminating between higher and lower
levels of supplier trust. Finally, we were
VOL.
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surprised to find that stock ownership
had a negative, though not significant,
effect on trust in the Japanesesample. In
Japan, stock ownership has been described as an important symbol of a relationship (Gerlach,1992). One interpretation of this finding is that stock ownership has continued for such a long
time in Japan that it has lost its significance as a governance mechanism and
thus doesn't affect "trust"anymore. Another interpretationis that stock ownership is simply a substitute fortrust and is
not an importantdeterminantof supplier
trust in Japanese supplier-automakerrelations. Lincoln et al (1992:4) have argued that in Japan firms "purchase
shares in suppliers to increase their control over pricing and production" and
that they dispatch personnel to monitor
their investment. Although these practices may result in cooperative interfirm
behavior, they do not necessarily result
in high trust as we have defined trust in
this study. The fact that we do not find
that high trust is correlated with stock
ties suggests that stock ties are not the
key to explaining high levels of interfirm
trust in Japan.
Korea. We were somewhat surprised
to find that trust levels in Korea were
much lower than Japanand even slightly
lower than trust levels in the United
States. This was surprising because Korean culture is more similar to Japanese
culture and because previous research
suggests that Koreansuppliers and automakers have an exclusive relationship
with 72 percent of all suppliers supplying to only one automaker (Oh, 1995).
One plausible reason for this finding is
the Korean government's policy of nurturing large conglomerates (chaebols)
and its failure to set up laws and regulations to protect small-to-medium sized
businesses in their dealings with the
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powerful chaebols. As a result, many
small businesses have been at a relative
disadvantage in trading with the
chaebols which have been in a position
to dictate the terms of trading agreements and the relationship in general.
During our interviews, Korean supplier
executives confirmed that they are in a
very weak relative bargaining position
and are essentially forced to be loyal to a
single customer. Thus, this may explain
the lower levels of supplier trust in Korea. Like Japan, the most important
determinant of trust in Koreawas assistance from the automaker to the supplier. Continuity of relationship followed assistance as the second most significant explanatory variable in the
Koreansample. Thus, the production of
trust seemed to be process-based.Re-win
rates, and trust, were generally lower in
Korea than Japan,with greatervariance
on both variables. Lengthof relationship
and face-to-face contact were unimportant as predictors of trust in Korea.Interestingly, stock ownership had a negative
(though not significant) relationship in
the Koreansample. Consistent with Lincoln et al (1992), some Koreansuppliers
indicated that they thought the automaker used their stock ownership position to exert control over the supplier.
Overall, our findings suggest that stock
ownership is not a determinant of trust
and perhaps is more appropriately
viewed as a substitute for trust.
continuity of relationship was the only
variable significantly correlated with
trust. The relationship between automaker assistance and trust was positive,
but not significant. One plausible explanation for the lack of significance (offered by suppliers we interviewed) is
that U.S. automakershave only recently
been offering assistance to suppliers. As

U.S. automakersprovide increased assistance to suppliers, supplier trust may
increase. Interestingly, the relationship
between face-to-face contact and trust
was slightly negative in the U.S. sample.
Some U.S. suppliers claimed that they
spent a considerable amount of their
face-to-face interaction time with U.S.
automakers on unproductive activities,
such as negotiating contractsand assigning blame for problems. Thus, quantity
of face-to-facecontact appears to be less
importantto developing trust than quality of communication(Roberts&O'Reilly,
1974; Sako, 1992). U.S. suppliers also
offered a possible explanation for the
lack of a relationship between length of
relationship and trust. Many suppliers
claimed that length of relationship did
not have a bearingon trust.Indeed, some
suppliers suggested that the longer they
had worked with a particularautomaker,
the more time they had to learn that the
automaker was not to be trusted. Increases in time and experience with a
particular partner may only mean that
one can better trust one's own judgements about a partner's attributes and
behaviors-and this knowledge may indicate that the other party is not trustworthy. Thus, the impact of duration
and intensity of interactions between
transactorson developing trust between
them is likely to be moderated by the
attributesof the partners,orwhat Zucker
(1986) called "characteristic-basedtrust."
Homogeneity of attributesand characteristics between partners may lead to social knowledge which may allow parties
to better understand and predict others'
patterns of behavior, thereby leading to
trust. However, interfirm diversity and
differences on key attributes may result
in social knowledge that lowers trust
(Parkhe,1991).
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United States. In the United States,
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DISCUSSION

As reported in Table 1, we found significant differences in levels of supplier
trust by country. We also found significant country effects which suggests that
the institutional/country environment
plays an important role in influencing
inter-firmtrust. The differences in levels
of trust across countries raises an important issue, notably, how importantis the
institutional environment in allowing
for, or fostering, interfirm trust? One
view is that the institutional environment is critical for the development of
trust between supplier and buyer. Accordingto this view, trustis a by-product
of norms, embedded in social networks,
and rarely brought about through purposeful action (Granovetter, 1985; See
Sabel, 1993 for a discussion). If true, Japanese transactorsshould only be able to
develop high levels of trust with other
Japanese transactors embedded within
the same social and economic network.
A process-based perspective would suggest, however, that the ability to create
trusting supplier relations is a function
of the processes and routines employed
by firms (perhaps fostered by a supportive institutional environment) that is
transferableacross national and cultural
boundaries.
To test whether or not trusting supplier relations can be purposefully created across national boundaries, we surveyed a sample of U.S. suppliers who
worked with both U.S. automakers and
Japanese "transplants" in the United
States.8By surveying U.S. suppliers selling the same component to both U.S. and
Japanese automakers within the United
States, we are able to control for cultural
and component (technical) differences
that might influence interfirmtrust. The
sample consisted of only U.S. suppliers
VOL. 31, No.
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with at least three years experience and
five percent of their total sales to Japanese automakers. This was done to exclude U.S. suppliers without significant
experience working with Japanese automakers. These 20 suppliers were randomly selected from the U.S. supplier
sample.9 These suppliers were then interviewed and surveyed regarding their
relationship with both U.S. and Japanese
automakers.
Table 4 provides a summary of the
sample means (for the sample of U.S.
suppliers selling to both Japanese and
U.S. automakers) for a number of the
independent and dependent (trust)variables used in this study. The results indicate that Japanese automakers have
developed significantly higher levels of
trust with U.S. suppliers than U.S. automakers.10These data suggest that trust
can be developed relatively quickly and
perhaps consciously and intentionally.1"
The question of how Japanese automakers were able to quickly develop
trusting relationships with U.S. suppliers is an important one. An examination
of these results in light of our hypotheses
provides further insights into the determinants of supplier trust. First, we
should note that stock ownership was
not a factor in these relationships and
thus we can rule out stock ownership as
a determinant of trust in these relationships. Second, U.S. suppliers' relationships with Japanese automakers were
only of short duration, 6 years versus 22
years with U.S. automakers. Clearly a
long-term relationship is not a prerequisite for high trust. With regardto face-toface contact, the sample engaged in 1475
man-days of face-to-face contact with
Japanese automakers versus 1657 man
days with U.S. automakers.On an absolute basis there are no significant differences.12 Further, these exchanges are
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TABLE 4
SURVEYOF U.S. SUPPLERS SELLINGTO BoTH U.S.
AND JAPANESEAUrOMAKERS
U.S. Supplier/
U.S. Automaker
N = 20
Trust
The extent to which the supplier trusts
the automakerto treatsupplier fairly*
If given the chance, automakermight
try to take unfair advantageof supplier*
The extent to which the automaker
might try to take unfair advantageof
supplier*
Length
Lengthof relationship
Continuity
Percent of time the supplier re-wins the
business at a model change
Face
Annual man days of face-to-facecontact
Assistance
Extent of cost reduction assistance*
Extent of quality improvement assistance*
Extent of delivery/inventory management
assistance*

U.S.
Supplier/Japanese
Automaker N = 20

4.1

5.7***

4.0

1.7***

4.0

5.6

22 years

6 years***

.77

1.00**

1654

1475

1.7
2.5

4.1***
4.5***

1.5

2.9***

*Answers are on a 1-7 LikertScale: 1 = Not at all; 4 = To some extent; 7 = To a very great
extent.
**In each of five cases where the model changed, suppliers re-won the business for the next
model.
***Tests of group differences are one-tailed t-tests assuming unequal variances; p < .01
level.

conducted in the United States, an institutional environment that was not found
to produce high trust in ways similar to
the Japaneseinstitutional environment."3
These findings suggestthat high supplier
trust can exist without embedded ties
and without the support of community
or society-wide norms.
Given the short-termnatureof the relationships, therewas not enoughhistoryto
accuratelyassess the "re-win"ratesof U.S.
supplierswith Japaneseautomakers.However, in five cases where suppliers were

faced with a model change, suppliers reported re-winning the business in each
case. Moreover,our interviews with U.S.
suppliers revealedthat they believed that
they would re-wintheirbusinesswith Japanese customersbecause:(1)Japaneseautomakershad told them that they would
re-win the business if they performed
well, and (2) Japaneseautomakershad a
reputationfor not switching suppliers at
the model change.Thus,suppliershadthe
expectationof a high degreeof continuity
in the relationship.
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The variable that seemed to be particularly critical to the Japanese automakers' ability to develop trusting relationships with U.S. suppliers was offering
assistance. U.S. suppliers indicated that,
compared to U.S. automakers, they received more assistance from Japanese
automakersin reducing costs, increasing
quality, and improving delivery. Some
U.S. suppliers indicated that they received more help from the Japanese automaker than they felt they deserved
given their short term relationship. They
were surprised at the willingness of the
Japaneseautomakerto send consultants,
free of charge,to help them improve. As,
Tom Luyster, V.P. of Planning for Summit Polymers, a supplier of plastic interior parts, stated,
I couldn't believe it but Toyota sent
approximately 3-4 consultants every
day for a period of 3-4 months as we
attempted to implement Toyota Production System concepts in a new
plant. They gave us a valuable gift [the
Toyota Production System]. Naturally
we feel indebted towards Toyota and
view them as a special customer;they
sincerely want to help us improve (Interview, November 19, 1996).

This type of helping behavioron the part
of Japaneseautomakersseemed to be the
catalystfor creating,in Gouldner's(1963)
terminology,"anorm of reciprocalobligation."9

Our interviews with U.S. suppliers revealed another important factor not explicitly captured in our model but related to the ideas of relationship/process
continuity and embeddedness. U.S. suppliers indicated that one reason they did
not trust U.S. automakers was because
U.S. automakerswere perceived as constantly changing management, personVOL. 31, No. 2, SECOND QUARTER, 2000

nel, and policies. One supplier executive
described the "problem"as follows:
We cannot trust U.S. automakers as
much as Japaneseautomakersbecause
whenever they bring in new management, we get a whole new set of procurement rules and policies. The rules
of the game are constantly changing.
With Japanese companies we don't
seem to have the same problems because their policies and personnel are
consistent and stable (Interview, September 12, 1992).

The predictable consequence of frequent
changes in purchasing management and
policies is that suppliers realize that implicit, and even explicit, promises made
by the automaker may be broken when
new management arrives.
Supplier executives indicated that the
deleterious effect of personnel changes
on interorganizational trust occurs not
only at the management level, but at the
buyer level as well. As one supplier executive put it,
It's not that I don't trust the person
sitting across from me at [the U.S.
automaker]. In fact, I may feel more
comfortable with him than his Japanese counterpartat Toyota. I may trust
him completely. But what I don't trust
is that he will be sitting there a year
from now. U.S. automakers are constantly rotating their people through
purchasing (Interview, September 11,
1992).

U.S. suppliers claimed that Japaneseautomakers were more trustworthy than
U.S. automakersdue to their lifetime employment and "promotion from within"
policies which foster stability in personnel and policies. To test these assertions
we examined employee tenure in two
Japanese and two U.S. automakers. We
277

THE DETERMINANTSOF TRUST

surveyed 100 U.S. employees and 100
Japaneseemployees to determine the average tenure of employment of purchasing and engineering employees. We
found that employees at the Japaneseautomakers had been with their employer
for an average of 16.2 years, while U.S.
automaker employees had only been at
their company for 8.8 years. Helper and
Sako (1994) found similar results among
472 executives of Japanesesuppliers and
671 executives at U.S. suppliers; Japanese supplier executives had been with
their companies an average of 22 years,
while U.S. executives had only been
with their companies for 11 years. These
data suggest significantly greater employment stability at the Japanesefirms,
both automakers and suppliers. Greater
employment stability may lead to higher
levels of supplier trust due to: (1) greater
confidence that inter-organizationalprocesses will not change, and (2) embedded ties that develop between executives, thereby increasing the efficacy of
social sanctions to deter opportunistic
behavior. This may explain why we
found embeddedness (length of relationship) to have a significant relationship
with trust in the Japanese sample, but
not in the U.S. Indeed, these results are
consistent with Casson's (1990:109) argument that there is an inverse relationship between social mobility and trust
between economic actors in a society.
In summary, the ability of Japanese
automakersto build high levels of trust
with suppliers in the United States suggests that the institutional environment
may be less important than firm-level
practices in influencing trust. An examination of the specific practices employed by the most trustworthy (i.e. Japanese) automakerssuggests that they are
effective at building supplier trust because they have created inter-organiza-

tional routines that serve as credible signals of long term commitment to suppliers. In particular,their assistance-giving
routines (which signal a commitment to
an ongoing relationship) and their supplier-selection routines (which promote
continuity in the relationship) provide
credible assurances to suppliers that the
buyer is committed to the exchange relationship. These findings suggest that
supplier trust may be based largely on
trustworthybehavior that is institutionalized within the buyingfirms'processes
and routines.
We should note, however, that these
findings come from a sample of very
large companies (suppliers of roughly
$400 million in sales, automakerswith at
least $5.0 billion in sales). Some previous studies, such as Uzzi (1997) and Larson (1992) have found support for the
embeddedness (relationship-based)perspective in the United States. However,
these studies were of much smaller firms
(the averagefirmin Uzzi's study had less
than 50 employees) and therefore we
might expect personal ties to be much
more important. We also acknowledge
that these findings are based largely on
our qualitative data from a relatively
small sample of U.S. suppliers selling to
both U.S. and Japaneseautomakers.Further research might rigorously test our
observations and examine the question
of inter-personal versus interorganizational trust in greater detail. We do not
mean to suggest that individuals are unimportant in the creation of interorganizational trust. Indeed, suppliers are
much more likely to believe that the interorganizational routines are credible
signals of commitment when they have
confidence in the stability of intra-organizational routines-notably the stability of personnel. But we would argue
that embedded ties will likely be less
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instrumental in building trust-based relationships between large organizations,
in cross-borderalliances or partnerships,
or in organizations or institutional environments where there is a high degree
of labor mobility (such as the United
States). Under these conditions it is less
likely that trust will emerge from prior
social ties or an existing social structure
and, therefore, it may be necessary for
trustto be based on processes ratherthan
individuals.
CONCLUSION
Our findings indicate that supplier
trust is highly correlatedwith stable and
consistent buyer processes/routines that
represent credible commitments toward
long term interactions-notably assistance-giving routines and supplier-selection routines that promote relationship
continuity. Thus, our findings offer support forthe process-based perspective. A
high degree of stability of organizational
personnel at both organizations may be
necessary to produce relationship-based
trust (embedded ties) as evidenced by
the fact that length of relationship was
only a predictor of trust in Japan. We
found no support that trust can be produced through economic ties/hostages.
Our findings also suggest that the institutional environment has an important influence on the development of interorganizationaltrust. The absolute levels of supplier trust differed by country,
with Japanese supplier-buyer relations
characterizedby relatively high levels of
trust when compared with their Korean
and U.S. counterparts.However, the key
role of the institutional environment
may be one of influencing the development of firm-level practices which influence trust. Indeed, the set of practices
employed by Japanese firms-which we
found were effective at producing high
VOL. 31, No. 2, SECOND QUARTER, 2000

levels of supplier trust-are arguablythe
product of a distinctive national culture
and a unique set of evolutionary and historical events (Nishiguchi, 1994). However, the ability of Japanese automakers
to build high levels of trust with suppliers in the United States suggests that the
institutional environment may be less
important than firm-level practices in
producing supplier-buyer trust.
Finally, we should note that buyers
(i.e. automakers)incur real costs in developing high trust supplier relations.
These costs come in two forms. First,
buyers must expend resources in providing assistance to suppliers. In 1995, Nissan and Toyota supported large teams of
more than 60 internal consultants to provide assistance to suppliers. Although
Japanese automakers get a "return"on
their investment in the form of more efficient suppliers, they still must incur
the expense of maintaining a large staff
of qualified individuals to assist suppliers. Furthermore,there is an opportunity
cost associated with maintaining long
term, continuous relationships with suppliers. The cost of maintaining continuity includes the opportunity cost of not
taking advantage of one's suppliers and
the loss of the opportunity to use lower
cost suppliers if they came along. The
fact that building supplier trust imposes
costs on buyers suggests that trust-building behavior should be carefully considered with an analysis of both the costs
and benefits.

NoTEs
1. Investments in transaction-specific
assets have been found to enhance interfirm coordination and maximize joint
performance (Perry, 1989; Parkhe, 1993;
Dyer, 1996a).
2. This assumes that exchange partners are part of the same social network.
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3. In the language of game theory,
contractrenewal may serve as a signal to
the supplier that the automakeris playing a long-run "cooperative equilibrium." The logic for how repeated games
result in more cooperative behavior is
well documented in the game theory literature (Axelrod, 1984; Fudenberg and
Maskin, 1986).

4. Of course, it is also possible for
stock ownership to be inversely correlated with trust. To the extent that stock
ownership serves as a credible signal of
long-term commitment, it may promote
goodwill trust. However, stock ownership may also be viewed as a substitute
for goodwill trust. We assume a positive
relationship between stock ownership
and trust because in every case in our
sample, the buyer had owned the supplier's stock for at least 10 years, thereby
providing enough time for informaltrust
to develop.
5. In our sample, the averagedistance
between supplier plants and automaker
plants was 82 miles in Japan, 129 miles
in Korea, and 477 miles in the United
States.
6. Ourinterviews with suppliers confirmed this presumption. As one supplier executive observed, "if you have a
problem, you'd better fix it yourself be-

tive at establishing trust when turnover
is low. It is also possible that our faceto-face contact (embeddedness)measure,
which measured inter-firmcommunication ratherthan personal social communication, was not effective at capturing
social interaction outside of a work setting.
8. Koreanautomakerswere excluded
because they did not have plants in the
United States.
9. There was no particularreason for
choosing 20 relationships other than
there were not a large number of suppliers that had significant experience working with both U.S. and Japanese automakers.
10. These findings areconsistent with
those of a marketresearchfirm,Planning
Perspectives Inc., who conducted a survey of 700 U.S. suppliers for Chrysler
and Ford in 1992. This large sample survey found that U.S. suppliers had significantly higher trust in Toyota and Honda
than they did in the U.S. automakers.
11. There is some debate about
whether or not trust can be purposefully
created in exchange relationships. Sabel
(1993:1134) presents the argument as fol-

They just say, 'if you can't fix the problem, we'll find another supplier who
can."
7. Our face-to-face contact measure
did not take into account personnel turnover. Two sets of exchange partners
could engagein the same numberof days
of face-to-facecontact, but the quality of
those days of contact could be differentif
one set of trading partners experienced
personnel turnover while the other did
not. We would expect social interactions
and face-to-facecontact to be more effec-

lows, "the burden of experience and reflection is that trust can be found, but
never created.. .trust is a byproduct of
events which, to the extent they are
planned at all, did not have the creation
of trust as their goal. Seen this way, trust
is one of those states, like drowsiness... which cannotbe produced directlyby
willing them, and hence at firstblush are
inaccessible to individual or collective
acts of volition." Our findings suggest
that it may be possible to consciously
and purposefully engage in behaviors
(e.g., employ particular processes) that
create trust in exchange relationships.
12. However, when we adjust for the
volume of transactions (sales) between
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the supplier and automaker,we find that
U.S. suppliers engage in 50 percent more
face-to-face contact (per dollar of sales)
with Japanese automakers.
13. By and large, Japanese automakers claimed that they only made a couple
of modifications to their supplier management practices to suit the U.S. institutional environment and cultural
norms. First, they claim they are "probably more patient"with their US suppliers than their Japanese suppliers with
regard to the US suppliers' rate of improvement after assistance has been offered. In short, they have lower expectations of U.S. suppliers and aremore willing to allow, and expect, mistakes (this is
likely due, in part, to political pressures
they have had to increase "local content"
and use U.S. suppliers). Second, they
have been more willing to write legal
contractswith suppliers at the beginning
of the relationship (these types of more
detailed legal agreementsare not written
in Japan). They are willing to provide
more written contractualguaranteesif it
makes the supplier more comfortable;
however, over time these more detailed
contracts tend to be replaced with oral
guarantees as the supplier develops a
higher level of trust and comfortin dealing with the Japanese automaker.
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