

  sustainability-13-03066




sustainability-13-03066







Sustainability 2021, 13(6), 3066; doi:10.3390/su13063066




Article



A Global PSS Framework for Sustainable B2B Partnership



Sandra S. Graça[image: Orcid]





Collegium of Comparative Cultures, Eckerd College, Saint Petersburg, FL 32711, USA







Academic Editor: Jihwan Lee



Received: 30 January 2021 / Accepted: 9 March 2021 / Published: 11 March 2021



Abstract

:

Committed Business-to-Business (B2B) relationships are linked to sustainable business partnerships and greater profitability. As competition increases, suppliers must seek to differentiate by shifting the focus of their offerings from the product to services that contribute to create additional value to buyers. This empirical research proposes a product-service system (PSS) framework within the context of a relationship marketing (RM) model tested across a sample of United States (US) and Brazilian buyers. The study examines the impact of value-added benefits on building sustainable B2B partnerships. Results demonstrate that a firm’s servitization strategy that delivers both functional and social benefits fosters greater information exchange and mutual cooperation, which in turn contributes to increase buyer’s trust in, satisfaction with and commitment to a supplier. Despite some noted differences found in the commitment-building process, results show the importance that additional services have on promoting long-term, sustainable B2B partnerships across countries in distinct stages of economic development.
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1. Introduction


As competition in B2B settings and customer expectations continue to increase, firms are seeking ways to differentiate by providing additional value to buyers that goes beyond the product offerings. There is greater emphasis being placed on servitization, the process of adding services to a company’s main offerings. These additional services are unique value-added activities that are more difficult to replicate and consequently become sources of competitive advantage for the firm [1,2]. Therefore, companies are adopting product service-systems (PSS) as a holistic approach to their business models. PSS is regarded as a “special case of servitization” [3] with a focus on value-added services that allows firms to transition from solely providers of products to providers of solutions [4]. From a strategic perspective, these additional services, or value-added activities, allow companies to compete with more unique bundles that deliver differentiated solutions to customers. With a focus on the customer, unique PSS is essentially a marketing strategy for firms to sustain competitiveness. From a financial perspective, companies benefit from greater profit margins afforded by these value-added activities without the need to compete solely based on cost-related benefits [3].



The adoption of PSS supports general global trends as customers seek to form long-term partnerships with suppliers that prioritize solutions that can directly contribute to positive performance outcomes [5]. The trend towards the adoption of servitization and PSS models is also driven by the availability of growing complexity of business models and increasing desire of buyers for co-creation of value [6]. Besides the importance of emphasizing solutions versus products, the shift to focus on bundle offers is also driven by a greater focus on outcomes versus outputs and the importance of business relationships and network partnerships [1,2,7]. Although additional services are commonly deployed under relational exchanges within the context of relationship marketing models, “the effect that servitization has on buyer-supplier relationships” [8] is underexplored. In fact, the concept of “the provision of integrated solutions” is more effectively examined under the context of relational versus transactional exchanges. There are few studies, if any, that examine the impact of PSS on RM outcomes such as trust, performance satisfaction and commitment, therefore, bridging the two literatures is not only appropriate, but a needed contribution of this research.



Most PSS studies to date examine common servitization strategies that are functional in nature (e.g., delivery, consultation, repair, maintenance) and focus on transaction cost theory (TCT) to explain firm behavior. Some studies have explored the role of relational factors and social benefits [7,9] in servitization and PSS models, but the investigation within the context of buyer-supplier relationship and RM through the lens of social exchange theory (SET) is warranted. The inclusion of additional services alone is not always effective. Common additional services such as those related to training, delivery, maintenance and repair have become basic services offered by various competing firms and “don’t provide additional excitement for the customer” [2]. These ‘basic services’ are quite easy to imitate and cannot provide a competitive advantage in the long-run. Reim, Parida and Örtqvist note that “when companies pursue PSS implementation strategies, they add either service or product elements to their operations in different ways, which results in different outcomes” [10]. Therefore, a shift in PSS focus that incorporates product/service offerings, or bundle of solutions, that also provide unique social benefits to buyers beyond functionality can further distinguish a firm’s offering from their competitors and greatly contribute to partnership longevity.



Finally, the trend towards integrated solutions and PSS business models is global. Despite being originally adopted by firms in more developed countries, suppliers in emerging markets are seeking ways to move up the value chain as their markets continue to develop. As the importance of emerging markets continue to grow, a comparative global study that include countries in distinct stages of economic development is also needed. Studies that examine the generalizability of PSS models in both developed and emerging market contexts are scarce, but necessary. Therefore, the purpose of this research is to propose a global framework of functional and social benefits to promote sustainable buyer-supplier relationships within the context of one developed (U.S.) and one emerging market (Brazil). The research contributes to the PSS literature in three ways:



First, it links the PSS and RM literatures by empirically examining the impact of servitization strategies on building sustainable buyer-supplier partnerships through the lens of SET. Second, the study examines both functional and social benefits as value-added activities and their contributions to increasing relationship capital. Third, it provides a more global perspective to PSS by testing the model in two economically distinct country contexts (US = developed market and Brazil = emerging market). The proposed global PSS framework for sustainable B2B partnerships is depicted in Figure 1.



Next, the theoretical background on PSS is discussed along with the inclusion of functional and social benefits as additional valued added activities and as servitization strategies. Then, the linkage between PSS and RM is developed through the lens of SET, followed by a discussion on the relationship connectors and dimensions of relationship capital that foster sustainable partnerships. Hypotheses are developed and a relationship model is presented and tested, followed by a discussion on the methodology applied and results. Finally, the implications of the study and future research possibilities are included.




2. Theoretical Background


2.1. Product Service Systems


The concepts of servitization and PSS are closely related and referred to as a firm’s addition of services to their main products with the purpose of creating additional value to customers [11]. The concept has evolved and today servitization is considered essential for all companies regardless of the nature of their main offering (e.g., product vs. service) [10]. The combination of both tangible products and services is regarded as a unique bundle or “single offer” [3] that identify a firm’s unique value proposition. In turn, this unique single offer supports buyers’ increasing demand for suppliers’ to provide a “seamless offer” or integrated solutions that is personalized and can facilitate their operations to improve performance outcomes [8,12] and as a strategic response to “increasing competition, stagnating markets and eroding margins” [13]



The literature on servitization thus far has focused primarily on the benefits that manufacturing firms receive from providing customers with additional functional services such as installation, maintenance and support, distribution and training [1]. Despite the importance of social benefits in RM and PSS, few studies have examined social attributes as valued added benefits and as servitization strategies to build sustainable partnerships. Servitization, as noted by Sakyi-Gyinae and Holmlund, “is about value and the measurable benefits that will accrue to help the customer achieve their own business goals” and these benefits can include social attributes such communication and relationship-building [7]. In addition, the “delivery of services is more easily achieved through relational rather than transactional exchange” [8], thus SET offers a more holistic approach to examining new PSS frameworks and their relationship marketing outcomes.




2.2. RM and SET-Relational Exchanges


Social Exchange Theory has been the primary theory to explain buyer-supplier relational exchanges [14] because the focus is on the strength of the relationship. In essence, partners build relational norms over time that serve as a contract or guide for partner interaction. The main premises of SET is that exchange interactions can result in economic and social outcomes that are mutually beneficial to business partners. The relationship marketing literature, in particular, highlights the interdependence of partners evident in outcomes such as trust and commitment. RM refers to the establishment, development and maintenance of successful relational exchanges [15]. RM is best explained by SET and is supported by relationship connectors such as information exchange and cooperation [8]. In order to build sustainable partnerships, RM also demonstrates the importance of both functional and social relationship benefits that suppliers offer to buyer’s in B2B context [16,17,18]. These benefits create mutual dependencies and increase “customer’s willingness to develop relational bonds” [19] with a supplier. Functional benefits refer to the advice that suppliers provide to buyers to help them make better decisions and other convenient and time-savings services distinctive to the supplier. Social benefits represent the degree of friendship of the relationship, the close ties between partners and the value that the buyer receives from the personal time spent with the supplier [16]. Social benefits are interpersonal, co-created with the customers and as such they are highly personal and unique in nature and require high levels of interaction between partners. Social interaction, setting goals and planning together allow for more efficiency and contribute to increase meaningful and cooperative communication exchanges between partners [20]. Together, these functional and social benefits support the emotional bond developed by business partners overtime and serve to connect buyer-suppliers further by requiring a high degree of personal interaction, information exchange and mutual cooperation.




2.3. Relationship Connectors


The nature of buyer-seller relational exchange requires high levels of collaborative exchange and cooperative norms to be successful. Rooted in SET, Cannon and Perreault refer to these two relational factors as “connectors” that bond buyer-suppliers together and “reflect the manner in which two partiers interrelate and conduct commercial exchange” [21]. Information exchange is the extent to which partners will share information, seek the advice and suggestions from each other and set goals together [20]. It is referred to as the glue that holds relationships together and an essential factor in partnership development Mutual cooperation refers to the degree to which buyers and suppliers help one another and work together to achieve mutually beneficial goals [22]. Strategic collaboration is key to develop trusted and committed B2B relationships. High levels of information exchange has been found to greatly increase a buyer’s satisfaction with the supplier’s performance; and combined with mutual cooperation, they are found to increase trust and commitment [12,15,21]. Karatzas, Kaczor and Gregus, for example, found that both cooperation and information exchange play a significant role in manufacturer-supplier relationship to facilitate service performance [23]. Together, these two connectors are regarded as links between “coordination and numerous organizational outcomes” [24] and warrant further examination as key mediators in RM and PSS models.




2.4. Relationship Capital for Sustainable Partnerships


Sustainability in B2B relationships is a desired state as it lowers cost and increases profitability, especially within a global B2B context. Through time, successful exchanges build relationship capital and foster relationship longevity [25] characterized by high degrees of benevolent trust, performance satisfaction and commitment. Together they measure the level of relationship capital or the “sticky nature of the relationship that constitutes a realistic alternative to egotistical power and control” [26]. Benevolent trust refers to the degree of benevolence or level of goodwill of the supplier towards the buyer’s welfare [27]. Performance satisfaction refers to the buyer’s evaluation of the supplier’s performance in terms of meeting desired results and expectations. Commitment is the degree in which a buyer’s affection towards the supplier contributes to partnership allegiance and loyalty [28].




2.5. Hypotheses Development


A number of RM studies report high inter-construct correlations between relationship benefits and information exchange and mutual cooperation [15,19]. The interpersonal nature of developing social ties between partners while at the same time facilitating tasks to be completed require high levels of information exchange and the establishment of cooperative norms [18].



Significant correlations between relationship benefits with the relationship capital outcomes (trust, satisfaction and commitment) have been established in past studies and reported in Palmatier et al.’s meta-analysis of RM [19]. In addition, there is evidence of strong correlations between relationship benefits and the relationship connectors (mutual cooperation and information exchange) found in other studies [18,29]. Although traditional RM models include both relationship benefits and communication as direct antecedent to trust and commitment, the empirical examination of the reversed relationship is warranted. As a departure from the traditional direction of the relationship usually tested in RM models and to present a framework that is more aligned with the PSS literature, this study examines the effect of relationship benefits on outcomes via the mediating effects of two key relationship connectors proposed by Cannon and Perreault [21]. As such, the delivery of functional and social benefits are expected to contribute to increase the exchange of information and mutual cooperation between buyers and suppliers. Therefore, we propose the following for the US and Brazil:



H1:

Functional benefits will increase supplier’s information exchange;





H2:

Functional benefits will increase mutual cooperation;





H3:

Social benefits will increase supplier’s information exchange;





H4:

Social benefits will increase mutual cooperation.





Information exchange is found to increase benevolent trust in various studies of RM [19] and buyer-supplier relationship [30]. The reciprocal nature of information exchange serves to demonstrate a party’s good intentions encouraged by the continuous feedback and suggestions for improvement among exchange partners [31]. Information exchange also involves the sharing of critical, often proprietary information [20]. Sometimes referred to as two-way communication, information exchange is found to increase a buyer’s satisfaction in the supplier’s performance [32]. Therefore, the following hypotheses are proposed for the US and Brazil:



H5:

Information Exchange will increase buyer’s trust in supplier’s benevolence;





H6:

Information Exchange will increase buyer’s satisfaction in supplier’s performance.





Mutual cooperation has also been highly correlated with trust [15,25] and commitment [33]. Although, the relationship between cooperation and trust is likely to be bi-directional, increased mutual cooperative behavior signals to a buyer that a supplier has their best interest in mind. Similarly, greater supplier cooperation demonstrates goodwill intentions and support the commitment-building process. Despite the universal importance of cooperation in fostering commitment under various B2B contexts, the relationship is expected to be stronger in more developed markets with supportive formal institutions where public trust is high [33,34]. Mutual cooperation flourishes in ‘safe’ business environments and since buyers in developed economies place greater focus on efficiency and operate under an institutional context designed to decrease business opportunism [35], the following hypotheses are proposed:



H7:

Mutual cooperation will increase buyer’s trust in supplier’s benevolence;





H8a and H8b:

(a) Mutual cooperation will increase buyer’s commitment to a supplier, (b) as such that the relationship will be stronger in the US.





Trust has been widely studied and shown to contribute to increase commitment in relational exchanges and to be the catalyst in RM [15,22,36]. Especially in emerging markets with ineffective and unsupportive formal institutions, trust is catalyst for long-term B2B relationships to develop and has been found to be stronger in Brazil [18]. Therefore, the following hypotheses are proposed:



H9a and H9b:

(a) Benevolent trust will increase buyer’s commitment to supplier; (b) as such that the relationship will be stronger in Brazil.





Finally, we propose that the effects of the antecedents (e.g., functional and social benefits on outcomes (performance satisfaction and commitment) are mediated by the two key relationship connectors (information exchange and mutual cooperation) proposed by Cannon and Perreault [21]. Therefore, we expect the following:



H10a and H10b:

(a) Information exchange mediates the effects of functional and social benefits on performance satisfaction and (b) mutual cooperation mediates the effects of functional and social benefits on commitment.





The hypothesized model is presented in Figure 2.





3. Materials and Methods


A sample from the US as a developed and one from Brazil as an emerging market were selected to provide a comparison of the model between countries in distinct stages of economic and institutional development. Special measures and standard procedures were followed to assure an acceptable level of measurement equivalence that would allow for cross-cultural sample comparisons [37]. Recommended guidelines to address comparability of participants and sampling design, measure reliability and validity (e.g., normative, semantic, conceptual equivalence, configural and metric equivalence) and data analysis design were also followed [38,39,40,41]. A summary of the cross-cultural methodology approach is included in Table 1.



3.1. Survey Scales


Survey scales were adapted from existing studies in the field of RM [15,19] and buyer-supplier relationships [16,20,22,28,30,32]. Scales were designed on a seven-point Likert-scale, anchored with “Strongly Disagree” and “Strongly Agree”.



The original English version of the survey was translated into Portuguese and then back-translated by a professional translator and analyzed for any potential discrepancies. The advice of bilingual experts on the meaning of each item was obtained and items were simplified to clarify meaning if needed [38,42]. The surveys were pre-tested with practitioners prior to being administered to participants. No concerns were raised about the meaning of the items during the pilot tests, suggesting that the survey questions were equally understood and accepted in both countries. The final survey items are listed on Table 2.




3.2. Population and Sample


Data were collected from a sample of owners, managers and buyers of organizations that operate in the United States and in Brazil. Participants belonged to the local Chambers of Commerce in each country and shared common job titles and responsibilities [42]. In the United States, data were collected primarily via the online version of the survey with a response rate of 13.2%. This rate is considered standard in business-to-business study context. However, in Brazil, the online response rates were insufficiently low. Based on Chamber officials’ recommendations, the paper version of the survey was delivered in person to address local practice in this country to conduct business face-to-face [38]. Upon testing for differences in the means of early versus late as well as online versus paper respondents, no significant differences were found [43]. The final sample sizes were as follows: US (n = 169) and Brazil (n = 110). The distribution of the samples is summarized in Table 3.




3.3. Measurement, Validity and Reliability


The internal consistency and validity of the scales within each country sample were assessed by analyzing the composite reliability for each scale. The measures demonstrate excellent properties as the composite reliability for each scale in all three samples exceeds 0.70 [37]. The average variance extracted (AVE) provides evidence of convergent validity as measures have an AVE exceeding the recommended threshold of 0.50 [44]. Table 4 summarizes the reliability and validity tests for the final scales in the study.



To further assess convergent validity, a confirmatory factor analysis was conducted and the overall fit of the measurement model is excellent (χ2 (279) = 1038.784, p < 0.01; CFI = 0.95; IFI = 0.95; TLI = 0.90; RMSEA = 0.09). The correlation matrix for the two samples, shown in Table 5, demonstrates evidence of discriminant validity as the correlations between the same variables are larger than the correlations between distinct variables [45].



Given the systematic nature of the survey, the following procedures were taken in order to decrease the potential for common method variance in this study. First, participants were assured that the survey was confidential, voluntary, without a right or wrong answer and conducted solely for the purposes of academic research. Items were simplified and reworded to remove ambiguity whenever necessary and grouped together when they represented the same variable [46]. To examine measures for a common method variance (CMV), a Harman’s single factor test was conducted in SPSS. The total variance explained by loading all items of the model in one single factor extracted was 44.6%, which is lower than the threshold of 50% [47]. Taken together, common method variance is not expected to be a major concern in this study.



Finally, the factor loadings of items onto each construct are significant and appropriate for both samples and the measurement models demonstrate an adequate level of universal structure to allow for cross-cultural comparisons of the structural model [37,48].





4. Data Analysis and Results


Structural equation modeling was used to test the relationships between all constructs in the hypothesized model in Figure 2. The model was estimated simultaneously for the two groups via a multi-group analysis of structural invariance in Amos [49]. The path coefficients were analyzed and statistically compared for significant differences. The invariance in the parameter coefficients for each relationship was used to calculate the critical ratios for differences between parameters matrix to assess the z-scores for the difference of each parameter between groups [49]. The mediating effects of the two relationship connectors (information exchange and mutual cooperation) were tested using a combination of Baron and Kenny [50] and bootstrapping [51].



Results indicate that the model provides excellent explanatory power. Functional and social benefits explain a large portion of information exchange (US = 58% and Brazil = 47%) and mutual cooperation (US = 72% and Brazil = 42%). In turn, the two relationship connectors explain a significant percentage of the variance in benevolent trust (US = 68% and Brazil = 65%). Information exchange is largely responsible for the variance in performance satisfaction in both countries (US = 82% and Brazil = 79%), while benevolent trust and mutual cooperation explain the variance in affective commitment (US = 55% and = 52%).



Most relationships in model are positive and significant supporting all hypotheses with one exception. H3 is partially supported since the influence of social benefits on information exchange is not significant in Brazil. There were a few differences in how affective commitment is established in the US and Brazil. For the US sample, mutual cooperation has a greater influence on commitment than in Brazil while benevolent trust has a greater influence commitment in Brazil than in the US. These results provide support for H8b and H9b. Information exchange is also found to have a greater impact on benevolent trust in Brazil than in the US. The invariances in these three path coefficients are statistically significant.



Overall, there are more similarities between the two groups than differences. Functional benefits drive information exchange and mutual cooperation and social benefits foster mutual cooperation in both countries. Information exchange influences benevolent trust and performance satisfaction while mutual cooperation and benevolent trust drive affective commitment equally in the US and Brazil.



The results of the mediating effects of the two relationship connectors (information exchange and mutual cooperation) provide support for hypotheses H10a and H10b. Full mediation is demonstrated when the direct effect of an antecedent on an outcome diminishes to the point of non-significance in the presence of a mediator and the indirect effect is significant. Partial mediation is demonstrated when the direct effect of an antecedent on an outcome diminishes, but it remains significant in the presence of the mediator and the indirect effect is significant. Results show that information exchange partially or fully mediates the relationship between functional benefits and performance satisfaction in both country samples. Mutual cooperation is a partial mediator between social and functional benefits and commitment in the US and also partially mediates social benefits and commitment in Brazil. Overall, results demonstrate support for the role of these two constructs as relationship connectors as proposed by Cannon and Perreault [21].



Finally, the possible influences of length of relationship and the firm’s main offering (product vs. service) on commitment were tested on both outcomes and no significant influences were found. A summary of the results is shown in Table 6 and the mediation results are presented in Table 7.




5. Discussion and Implications


There is growing consensus among scholars and practitioners alike regarding the importance of adopting PSS strategies to differentiate and gain a competitive advantage “in an increasingly globalized market” [7]. For both product and service providers, PSS models provide sustainable opportunities to focus on result-oriented offerings with unique bundle solutions to customers and create additional value that are difficult to be imitated by the competitors [5]. It is becoming increasingly difficult to differentiate based on functional services alone as they have become standard or ‘basic’ in most industries. By implementing a combination of functional and social benefits to its main offering, firms create distinct solution outcomes to fulfill customer’s needs in a more personal manner. In that light, PSS strategies are marketing strategies that can help firms establish stronger relationships with customers that can lead to more trusted, satisfied and committed relationships-the tenets of relationship marketing. Therefore, this research set out to bridge the two fields (PSS and RM) by proposing and testing a PSS framework within the context of relationship marketing based on the delivery of unique functional and social benefits to increase cooperation and information exchange, build relationship capital and foster sustainable partnerships. In addition, given the global nature of competition today, the framework is tested for its generalizability in two institutional and economically distinct country contexts.



The results demonstrate the relevance of the framework in both the US and Brazil with few differences. Universally, firms can focus on providing both functional benefits to help buyers in a convenient way that include time-saving activities and advice. These additional services will help buyers make better decisions and improve the daily operations. As a way to further differentiate their bundle offering, firms can also focus on social benefits and the personal and friendly aspect of their relationship with buyers. Results show that buyers enjoy and value the close ties formed with their suppliers and welcome more time spent in social settings, especially when mutually cooperating. It is difficult for competitors to replicate these intangible benefits, so firms can invest in resources to create opportunities for social gatherings and train sellers on how to cultivate a more personal and friendly atmosphere with the buyer. Combined, these relationship benefits form a seamless offering that greatly contributes to improve the level of information exchange and mutual cooperation between partners.



The results clearly demonstrate that partners welcome open communication and expect a degree of collaboration typical of relational exchanges. Firms are expected to give advice and suggestions to buyers and help them set goals. The open exchange of information create knowledge and intangible assets for both partners that are co-created, unique to the partnership and sources of competitive advantage to the buyer and supplier alike [6]. Most of all, open communication signals to buyers that suppliers are customer-oriented, that they have the buyer’s best interest in mind and increase the buyer’s trust in the provider. One of the most striking revelation of this study is the direct positive effect that information-exchange has on increasing the buyer’s satisfaction with the supplier’s performance. A firm can focus on open communication to meet or succeed buyer’s expectations and to demonstrate to buyers the emphasis placed on helping them achieve their desired goals as noted by Sakyi-Gyinae and Holmlund [7]. Mutual cooperation increases trust in the relationship and shows the supplier’s concern with the buyer’s welfare. Mutual cooperation also increases the buyer’s desire to stay loyal to the partnership. Buyers demonstrate their affective allegiance to the partnership and consider the supplier as ‘part of the family’. In the US, mutual cooperation is the most important strategy to increase the buyer’s commitment in the supplier. Trust is also found to foster commitment. Trusted relationships are more likely to be successful and sustainable. In Brazil, trust is the most important factor for buyer’s when deciding to commit to the supplier. Despite these two distinct country emphases on the commitment-building process observed in this study’s results, overall the framework is found to be universally relevant in both country contexts.




6. Limitations and Future Research


The first limitation of the study is the two-country sample. Despite being representative of two distinct country contexts (US = developed market vs. Brazil = emerging market), results cannot be generalized to similar market contexts without considering other institutional and cultural factors. Second, despite the rigor of the survey methodology and all precautions taken to purify the scale and validate the Portuguese translated version, misinterpretation of some survey questions cannot be ruled out. Since the original items were written in English based on items developed by North American authors, some interpretation issues may have occurred among Brazilian respondents. Last, this study represents a snapshot of the sustainable B2B relationship building process; thus the results are not generalizable in a longitudinal manner.



There are several research opportunities that can be explored as a result of this study. PSS will continue to be more relevant and important in both developing and emerging markets as sustainable strategies for partnership formation will rely on more complex business models. Researchers are encouraged to further examine PSS frameworks within other RM models. There are several additional factors that foster relationship capital and can improve the relationship quality of partners. Communication quality, conflict resolution and similarity are a few other aspects of relational exchanges that could be considered when studying B2B partnership and sustainability. Finally, researchers are encouraged to replicate this study and include other country samples to test for the generalizability of this PSS framework.
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Figure 1. Global PSS framework for sustainable B2B partnerships. 
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Figure 2. Hypothesized model. 
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Table 1. Cross-cultural methodology approach.
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	International Research Issue
	Standards and Design Approaches Used in This Study





	Comparability of Participants

Sample Design
	
	-

	
Respondents had similar relationship to the constructs in the study. Same instructions were given to all participants in each country




	-

	
Respondents were similar in job responsibility, group membership and business objectives




	-

	
Participants within country were drawn from the same geographic location with similar sociodemographic characteristics









	Normative, Semantic and Conceptual Equivalence

Measurement Design
	
	-

	
All concepts and measures were equally accepted and understood by participants in each country group




	-

	
Measures were derived from existing studies and had been widely validated in the literature review




	-

	
Bi-cultural and bi-lingual author translated and used professional translators to back-translate




	-

	
Practitioners and experts in the field were consulted. Measures were pretested to determine if the questions were understood in both country contexts









	Configural and Metric Equivalence Factor Covariance Invariance

Measurement Design
	
	-

	
Basic factor structure holds for all groups, relationship between factors and items are equivalent and partial invariance is achieved




	-

	
Participants were instructed to answer the survey in the same manner in each country




	-

	
Measures were statistically tested to determine cross-cultural measure invariance









	Multi-group Analysis and Comparisons

Data Analysis Design
	
	-

	
Data analysis techniques were used to control for differences in the samples and measurement error across groups




	-

	
Tested for common method bias




	-

	
Included control variables to measure observed differences




	-

	
Multi-group analysis was conducted using structural equation modeling software. The model was estimated simultaneously for both groups without constraining the measurement errors to test for differences in the coefficient parameters
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Table 2. Scale Items.






Table 2. Scale Items.





	Relationship Benefits (Functional)-Reynolds and Beatty, 1999





	We value the convenience benefits this supplier provides us very highly



	We value the time saving benefits this supplier provides us very highly



	We benefit from the advice that this supplier gives us



	We make better purchase decisions because of this supplier



	Relationship Benefits (Social) -Reynolds and Beatty, 1999



	The friendship aspect of our relationship with this supplier is very important to us



	We enjoy spending time with this supplier



	We value the close, personal relationship we have with this supplier



	We enjoy this supplier’s company



	Information Exchange-Mohr and Spekman, 1994; Anderson and Weitz, 1992



	We keep this supplier well informed about what is going on in our company



	We seek the advice of this supplier when planning our operations



	We set goals together with this supplier



	We listen and incorporate suggestions given by this supplier



	Cooperation-Anderson and Narus, 1990



	This supplier helps our company out in whatever ways we ask



	Our company helps this supplier in whatever ways they ask



	Benevolent Trust-Doney and Cannon, 1997



	This supplier is genuinely concerned that our business succeeds



	We trust that this supplier keeps our best interests in mind



	When making important decisions, this supplier considers our welfare as well as its own



	Performance Satisfaction-Barry and Doney, 2011



	The performance by this supplier meets our expectations



	The performance by this supplier leads to desired results



	The turnaround time for work performed by this supplier meets our expectations



	Compared to alternative suppliers, we are confident this supplier will better help us accomplish our goals



	Affective Commitment-Barry and Doney, 2011



	Our loyalty to this supplier is a major reason why we continue to work with this supplier



	We want to stay associated with this supplier because of our allegiance to them



	We intend to continue working with this supplier because we feel they are “part of the family”







Items have been adapted to fit the context of the study.
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Table 3. Demographic sample distribution.






Table 3. Demographic sample distribution.





	
Country Sample

	
Length of Relationship (%)

	
Job Task (%)

	
Firm’s Main Offering (%)




	
1–5 Years

	
6–10 Years

	
11 or > Years

	
Buyer

	
Non-buyer

	
Product

	
Service

	
Both






	
U.S.

	
39.05

	
37.87

	
23.08

	
82.80

	
17.20

	
33.10

	
42.10

	
24.80




	
Brazil

	
47.27

	
31.82

	
20.91

	
80.00

	
20.00

	
44.50

	
38.20

	
17.30
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Table 4. Reliability and validity tests for measures.
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U.S.

	
Brazil




	
Variable

	
Mean

	
SD

	
CR

	
AVE

	
Mean

	
SD

	
CR

	
AVE






	
Functional Benefits

	
5.43

	
1.09

	
0.91

	
0.72

	
5.28

	
0.93

	
0.78

	
0.54




	
Social Benefits

	
4.99

	
1.39

	
0.92

	
0.75

	
3.58

	
1.52

	
0.82

	
0.55




	
Information Exchange

	
5.43

	
1.00

	
0.91

	
0.72

	
5.26

	
1.00

	
0.81

	
0.53




	
Cooperation

	
5.00

	
1.34

	
0.91

	
0.83

	
4.60

	
1.55

	
0.89

	
0.81




	
Benevolent Trust

	
5.48

	
1.15

	
0.89

	
0.74

	
4.86

	
1.44

	
0.88

	
0.72




	
Commitment

	
5.67

	
0.96

	
0.90

	
0.75

	
5.51

	
1.01

	
0.87

	
0.70




	
Performance Satisfaction

	
5.18

	
1.28

	
0.92

	
0.74

	
4.58

	
1.58

	
0.86

	
0.61








Note: SD Standard Deviation; CR Composite Reliability as Cronbach’s Alpha; AVE Average Variance Extracted.
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Table 5. Correlation matrix.
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	Variables
	FB
	SB
	IE
	CO
	BT
	PS
	CM





	Functional Benefits (FB)
	0.85

0.76
	
	
	
	
	
	



	Social Benefits (SB)
	0.73

0.52
	0.87

0.75
	
	
	
	
	



	Information Exchange (IE)
	0.62

0.60
	0.82

0.47
	0.85

0.73
	
	
	
	



	Cooperation (CO)
	0.81

0.58
	0.75

0.40
	0.75

0.43
	0.91

0.90
	
	
	



	Benevolent Trust (BT)
	0.80

0.74
	0.70

0.62
	0.70

0.61
	0.82

0.76
	0.86

0.85
	
	



	Performance Satisfaction (PS)
	0.80

0.68
	0.57

0.33
	0.50

0.33
	0.65

0.66
	0.84

0.75
	0.86

0.78
	



	Commitment (CM)
	0.73

0.62
	0.79

0.61
	0.66

0.47
	0.78

0.65
	0.73

0.77
	0.65

0.68
	0.86

0.84







Notes: All correlations are significant at p < 0.01; Top correlations: US sample; bottom correlations: Brazil sample.
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Table 6. Summary of results.
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Hypothesized Relationships

	
US (β)

	
Brazil (β)

	
Z-Score






	
H1:

	
Supported

	
Functional Benefits

	
Information Exchange

	
0.60 ***

	
0.67 ***

	
−1.569




	
H2:

	
Supported

	
Functional Benefits

	
Mutual Cooperation

	
0.49 ***

	
0.45 ***

	
−0.942




	
H3:

	
Partially Supported

	
Social Benefits

	
Information Exchange

	
0.20 ***

	
0.05

	
1.629




	
H4:

	
Supported

	
Social Benefits

	
Mutual Cooperation

	
0.42 ***

	
0.32 ***

	
0.732




	
H5:

	
Supported

	
Information Exchange

	
Benevolent Trust

	
0.47 ***

	
0.52 ***

	
−1.786 *




	
H6:

	
Supported

	
Information Exchange

	
Performance Satisfaction

	
0.91 ***

	
0.89 ***

	
−1.212




	
H7:

	
Supported

	
Mutual Cooperation

	
Benevolent Trust

	
0.45 ***

	
0.43 ***

	
−0.087




	
H8a,b:

	
Supported

	
Mutual Cooperation

	
Affective Commitment

	
0.47 ***

	
0.19 **

	
2.262 **




	
H9a,b:

	
Supported

	
Benevolent Trust

	
Affective Commitment

	
0.33 ***

	
0.59 ***

	
−2.187 **




	
Model Statistics

	
US

	
Brazil




	
R2 for Information Exchange

	
0.58

	
0.47




	
R2 for Mutual Cooperation

	
0.72

	
0.42




	
R2 for Benevolent Trust

	
0.68

	
0.65




	
R2 for Performance Satisfaction

	
0.82

	
0.79




	
R2 for Affective Commitment

	
0.55

	
0.52








Notes: *** p-value < 0.01; ** p-value < 0.05; * p-value < 0.10; β = standardized parameter estimates; Z = critical ratio scores.
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Table 7. Mediation results.
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	Mediator

Information Exchange
	Direct Effects (β)

Without Mediator

US-Brazil
	Direct Effects (β)

With Mediator

US-Brazil
	Indirect Effects (β)

Type of Mediation

US-Brazil



	Relationship

Functional Benefit→Performance Satisfaction
	0.73 ***; 0.63 ***
	0.19 ***; 0.05
	p = 0.005; p = 0.006

US = Partial Mediation

Brazil = Full Mediation



	Relationship

Social Benefit→Performance Satisfaction
	−0.02; 0.01
	−0.21 ***; −0.03
	p = 0.032; p = 0.508

US = No Mediation

Brazil = No Mediation



	Mediator

Mutual Cooperation
	Direct Effects (β)

Without Mediator

US-Brazil
	Direct Effects (β)

With Mediator

US-Brazil
	Indirect Effects (β)

Type of Mediation

US-Brazil



	Relationship

Functional Benefit→Affective Commitment
	0.38 ***; 0.11
	0.29 ***; 0.09
	p = 0.02; p = 0.015

US = Partial Mediation

Brazil = No Mediation



	Relationship

Social Benefit→Affective Commitment
	0.29 ***; 0.23 ***
	0.21 ***; 0.21 ***
	p = 0.019; p = 0.013

US = Partial Mediation

Brazil = Partial Mediation







Notes: *** p < 0.01; β = standardized parameter estimates; p = Significance.
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