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How Industrial
Distributors View
Distributor-Supplier
Partnership
Arrangements

W. Benoy Joseph
John T. Gardner
Sharon Thach

Frances Vernon

This nationwide survey reports distributors’perspectives of their
relationship with a core supplier. The survey reports on elements
of partnership, expectations, outcomes, and satisfaction relat-
ing to the relationship’s position on a continuum between arms
length and close partnership styles.

Address correspondence to W. Benoy Joseph, Department of Marketing, Cleve-
land State University, 2121 Euclid Ave.. Cleveland, OH 44115.

This article is dedicated to the late John R. Cunin, former CEO of Bearings,
Inc. The financial support of Bearings, Inc., Cleveland, Ohio, and the coopera-
tion and assistance of the Industrial Distributors Association are gratefully ac-
knowledged.

INTRODUCTION

The formation of manufacturer-distributor partnerships
has recently emerged as a significant trend in marketing
channel relationships. Both academic and practitioner-
oriented literature have drawn attention to the potential of
these working relationships as a means of gaining significant
competitive advantage. Impressive examples of partnership
achievements, along with numerous prescriptions for build-
ing successful partnerships, have appeared in the popular
press.



There is little agreement on what makes a
partnership successful.

Partnership-style relationships are characterized by a high
degree of coordinated effort and planning, and full sharing
of information. Narus and Anderson [16] have stated that
a successful partnership is characterized by mutual cooper-
ation, objectives, strategies, and tactics. Mutual interdepen-
dence has been identified as a key to successful partner-
ships [11]. However, partnerships are not necessarily
exclusive or contractual relationships, and they must not
be confused with the legal business structure called “part-
nership” [3]. Through mutual cooperation, the partnering
firms are able to enjoy many of the benefits of vertical in-
tegration such as economies of scale, cost reduction, im-
proved market intelligence, and spreading of risk without
the associated disadvantages of large capital expenditures,
loss of flexibility, and costly management infrastructure
[9, 22}. Formation of the relationship may be motivated
by a desire to improve customer service, or by competi-
tive pressures. Partnerships, however, are not necessarily
ideal for every business relationship. Dependence upon a
few customers or suppliers can obviously pose a substan-
tial risk to any business [7]. Furthermore, in order to build
the relationship, firms may have to invest in what William-
son [24, 25] has termed “specific assets,” such as special-
ized communication software or employee training that are
not easily transferable to other business uses.

It is generally agreed that partnering arrangements re-
quire careful attention and nurturing. Indeed, Shapiro [19]
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warns firms not to dissipate managerial energy by estab-
lishing too many partnerships. Furthermore, he urges poten-
tial partners to consider the compatibility of their respec-
tive corporate cultures.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Current investigations suggest that partnering or strate-
gic alliances result from expectations of mutual benefits
in such arrangements [3, 4, 9]. Successful partnerships be-
tween manufacturers and distributors include planning and
information sharing [19] and investments in specialized in-
formation exchange systems such as electronic data inter-
change [5, 12, 21]. Success is also predicated upon the level
of commitment both firms make to the relationship and
their understanding of mutual needs [14, 15, 16].

A firm’s expectations, prior to forming a partnership ar-
rangement, may influence the eventual outcome of the rela-
tionship. In studying joint ventures, Harrigan [10] attrib-
uted a large number of failures to one or more of the
following causes: unclear objectives; failure to properly
match the capabilities of the respective partners; and un-
realistic expectations.

Williamson’s [24, 25] three critical dimensions of trans-
actions —uncertainty, frequency of transactions, and
specificity of assets—have been examined in a variety of
settings as factors influencing the development of partner-
ing agreements [1, 11, 17, 18, 23]. Dependency and conflict
have also been studied within existing relationships. For
example, Anderson and Narus [1] examined manufacturer-
distributor partnerships from the perspective of both par-
ties. Their model, however, focused upon the structure of
the relationship rather than the relationship-building pro-
cess. In this study, as well as in other previous research,
factors that may have influenced the choice of relationship
style and the nature of the post-choice relationship have
not been investigated in a systematic manner.

Other research streams have investigated potential com-
ponents of partnership arrangements. Macneil [13] identified
seven components of contractual relationships between



firms: (1) commencement, duration, and termination pro-
visions; (2) measurement and specificity; (3) planning; (4)
sharing versus dividing benefits and burdens; (5) interdepen-
dence, future cooperation, and solidarity; (6) personal re-
lations and numbers; and (7) power, both unilateral and
bilateral. However, after reviewing Macneil’s schema,
Dwyer, Schurr, and Oh [6] suggested that the number of
dimensions be reduced to make this framework useful for
research on channel relationships.

Gardner, Cooper, and Noordewier [7] reduced Mcneil’s
set to five behavioral dimensions:

1. Extendedness. The strength of the long-term commit-
ment between the parties; extendedness encompasses
loyalty and the commitments to each other made over
time.

2. Sharing of benefits and burdens. This dimension is
a measure of both parties’ willingness to share short-
term losses as well as gains in an equitable manner.

3. Planning. Encompasses the coordination of the two
firms through both horizontal and vertical communi-
cation links in order to achieve the goals of both firms.

4. Systematic operational information exchange. Involves
building joint information systems such as EDI, bar
coding, or other types of similar systems.

5. Operating controls. Mechanisms which allow for
mutual verification of all operations in both firms
which could potentially affect the key dimensions of
the relationship.

Gardner and his colleagues [7] found support for the five
dimensions with data from a nationwide survey of more
than 200 logistics service suppliers. Their framework can
be applied to a broad range of partnering relationships.

Despite the widespread interest in partnering arrange-
ments, there appears to be little agreement on the method
for identifying the dimensions or key elements of success-
ful relationships. Furthermore, there have been few attempts
to determine what factors influence the formation of part-
nerships, the degree of coalition achieved, and the outcomes
of these arrangements. Our study attempts to examine these
issues from the perspective of the industrial distributor.

A dyadic study, assessing both distributor and supplier
perspectives, has obvious merit. However, we elected to
limit our investigation to the industrial distributor because
this permits more distributor-specific issues to be explored.
This approach was driven also by practical considerations
(e.g., availability of lists, limited budget), methodological
concerns (e.g., getting matched samples of distributors and
suppliers, adequate sample sizes), and conceptual choices

(e.g., studying perceptions versus concrete evidence of part-
nerships). Furthermore, distributor perceptions are sig-
nificant because if a partnership is perceived to exist, the
distributor will act as if there is a partnership.

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

Our principal objective was to investigate the industrial
distributor’s perspective on partnership-style arrangements
with suppliers. Specific objectives were to identify:

* Distributors’ perceptions, attitudes, experiences, and satis-
faction concerning the style of their relationship with a
core supplier.

* The conditions that led to or triggered partnership-style
arrangements.

* The expectations that distributors had in entering into
such arrangements and the outcomes realized.

METHODOLOGY

The Industrial Distributors Association’s U.S. member-
ship list served as the sampling frame for the selection of
1,000 distributors. IDA’s membership represents a wide
cross-section of industries. However, a majority of its
members serve automotive, construction, metal working,
electrical/electronic, aircraft, chemicals, and institutional
markets.

The survey instrument was developed from previous
findings in the literature and from a theoretical model of
the structure and process of relationship-building between
distributors and suppliers [8). The general objective was
to study distributors’ perceptions of the antecedents and
consequences of distributor-supplier partnership arrange-
ments. The instrument was pretested with five distributors
and two experienced consultants serving the industrial dis-
tribution industry.

Surveys were mailed to distributors and followed three
weeks later with a reminder postcard. A final sample of
221 completed surveys was obtained, a response rate of 22 %.

Who Responded

The sample consisted of a representative cross-section
of IDA members nationwide. Service areas and annual sales
of distributor respondents are summarized in Table 1. A
profile of the sample shows:

* Nearly nine out of ten distributors surveyed (87 %) operate
within a multicounty or multistate area.
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Mutual loyalty is a hallmark of
strong partnerships.

* More than half (54 %) have annual sales of less than $5
million; 24 % sell $5 to $10 miilion; 20% sell between
$10 and $50 million; and 2% sell more than $50 million.

* The number of customers served ranges from 10 to
28,000, with a median of 900.

* The number of product lines carried ranges from 3 to
25,000 (median: 75; mean: 275). The median number
of stock keeping units (SKUs) or items carried is 10,000.

FINDINGS

How Common Are Partnership Arrangements?

Respondents were asked to choose a “core” supplier (one
who was important but not necessarily their largest sup-
plier) and describe the style of their relationship with this
supplier on a seven-point scale (1 = strong partnership style
to 7 = very “arm’s-length” style).

Nearly eight out of 10 distributors surveyed (79%) de-
scribed their relationship styles with their core suppliers

TABLE 1
Characteristics of Distributor Respondents

Total Strong Arm's Length
Sample Partnership Relationship
Territory served by
distributor
Metro area 8% 8% 6%
Multicounty 56% 57% 56%
Multistate 31% 29% 33%
National 2% 2% 2%
International 3% 3% 2%
n =218 n = 163 n =47
Annual sales
$1,000,000 or less 4% 4% 6%
$1,000,000-$5,000,000 50% 49% 51%
$5,000,000-10,000,000 24% 23% 23%
$10,000,000-50,000,000 20% 21% 19%
$50,000,000- 100,000,000 1% 1% 0%
More than $100,000,000 1% 2% 0%
n =212 n =163 n =47

as being moderate to strong partnership (with scores of 4
or less on the seven-point partnership scale). This evidence
empirically confirms the growing popularity of partnership-
style arrangements in distribution channels.

Factors Influencing Partnership Styles

Distributors were asked to rate the importance of the
factors that had influenced the style of the relationship ar-
rangement with their core suppliers when the relationship
was “initiated, reviewed, or revamped.” Importance ratings
were obtained on a seven-point scale (1 = very important
to 7 = very unimportant).

Table 2 shows that long run survival and competitive pres-

TABLE 2
Influencing Factors When the Relationship Was Initiated,
Reviewed, or Revamped
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Strong Arm’s Length
Partnership Relationship
Mean sD Mean SD
This relationship was?
The result of demands
of our customers 3.50 1.87 3.17 1.57
The result of demands by
this [core] supplier 4.02 179 4.45 1.69
Necessitated by
competitive pressures 2.86 1.60 2.70 1.20
A requirement for our
long Tun survival 2.06 1.20 2.08 1.22
Total Strong Arm's
Sample Partnership Length
Which one of the above was
the primary influence?
Our customers 32% 30% 40%
This supplier 17% 18% 13%
Competitive pressures 16% 13% 21%
Long run survival 32% 36% 21%
Other 3% 3% 2%
100% 100% 100%

 The responses to the items in this section were coded as 1 (very impor-
tant) to 7 (very unimportant).
b Means are significantly different between the two groups at p < .05.



sures were rated as important by all distributors, regard-
less of their relationship style with their core supplier. How-
ever, when respondents were forced to name one factor
as the primary influence, long run survival (36 %) and cus-
tomer demands (30%) were cited most frequently among
distributors with strong partnership styles (Table 2). Among
distributors in arm’s-length style relationships with core
suppliers, customer demands were rated as most important.

Elements of Partnership

Distributors were asked to identify the elements of their
business relationship with core suppliers by agreeing or
disagreeing with 18 relationship statements (e.g., “There
is much mutual loyalty between our firms”) and indicating

TABLE 3

if five practices (e.g., “The supplier monitors our systems
to insure overall efficiency”) were present in their relation-
ship. Agreement items were assessed with a seven-point
scale (1 = strongly agree to 7 = strongly disagree). Pres-
ence of certain practices (e.g., sharing of market forecasts
or customer information) was assessed with a different
seven-point scale (1 = always to 7 = never).

What are the business relationship elements that distri-
butors believe to be present in strong partnerships? Which
elements correlate with general satisfaction with the core
supplier? Table 3 answers these questions, reporting the
correlations between business relationship elements and
various measures. The results are classified into four corre-
lation levels: strongest (r = .4 or more), moderate (r =

How Strength of the Partnership with Supplier and Satisfaction with the Relationship Are

Correlated with Elements of the Business Relationship

Correlation with Partnership

Strength Satisfaction
Business Relationship Elements (n = 221) (n = 221)
Strongest relationships
There is much mutual loyalty 72 .79
The supplier will help in a difficult situation .58 .66
We do more joint planning .48 .48
We are more likely to help this supplier 48 51
We expect a long-term relationship 43 .55
We have more face-to-face communications 42 42
Supplier will favor our prime customers 42 .39
We balance supplier production with
our inventory needs .40 .40
Moderate relationships
We share market information with one another .38 .39
We share customer information .38 .35
We will support this supplier’s products
during shortages .34 .27
We have more joint task forces than with
other suppliers 31 .28
Supplier shares risks .28 27
We have developed joint information systems .28 32
We coordinate value added steps 21 .19
We monitor the supplier’s systems .20 .15
We use specific goals to monitor
this relationship .20 25
Weak relationships
Supplier has financial commitment to our firm .16 14
Long-term contract present 16 -
Supplier monitors our system A3 —

No measurable relationships
This relationship offers a broader range of
products than usual
We have many computer-to-computer links
We use compatible software

All Pearson correlation coefficients shown are significant at the .05 level. Partnership strength is coded as 1 (strong partnership) to 7 (very arm’s length). Distri-
butor’s satisfaction with current core supplier relationship is coded as 1 (very satisfied) to 7 (not at all satisfied).
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Strong partnerships can improve
distributors’ relations with their customers.

.2 t0.39), weak (r < .2), and not measurable (not statisti-
cally significant).

THE STRONGEST ELEMENTS. Distributors in strong part-
nership-style arrangements view the presence of mutual
loyalty between them and their core suppliers as a strong
characteristic of their relationship (r = .72). Other strong
elements of partnership include the expectation that part-
ners will help each other in difficult situations, and that
more joint planning is done.

THE WEAKEST ELEMENTS. Contrary to expectations, some
arrangements are uncorrelated or weakly correlated with
the presence of strong partnerships. For example, compat-
ible software, computer-to-computer links, and long-term
contracts —elements one would expect in partnership ar-
rangements today —were uncorrelated with the strength of
the partnership style. This leaves an open question as to
how certain information linkages influence partnership
building. Some possible explanations are that industrial dis-
tributors have found alternative information systems (e.g.,
fax-based), or that such technologies may be common
among all styles of relationships, or may not have penetrated
this environment sufficiently. Indeed, our survey found that
compatible software and computer-to-computer links were
not common.

Weak correlations were also noted for three elements.
These were financial commitments by the supplier, pres-
ence of long term contracts, and supplier monitoring of
the distributor’s system.

Satisfaction with the Relationship

The survey assessed global satisfaction with the relation-
ship with a single measure (1 = very satisfied to 7 = not
at all satisfied). The second column in Table 3 reports corre-
lation coefficients between individual elements and global
satisfaction. The findings suggest that the strongest part-
nership elements were also the strongest influences on satis-
faction with the relationship.

Notable for their high correlations were elements such
as mutual loyalty, supplier helping in a difficult situation,
and expectations of a long term relationship. In notable
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contrast is the much lower correlation between satisfac-
tion and helping suppliers during shortages. Understand-
ably, it is much more satisfying to receive than to give.

Expectations and Outcomes

The correspondence between expectations and outcomes
is important in understanding the dynamics of partnership
building. Early in the survey, distributors were asked to
rate their expectations for the relationship with the core
supplier when it was initiated or revamped. Toward the end
of the survey, outcomes were assessed. Expectation and
outcome items, by design, were not identical in order to
minimize response bias. Expectation questions were more
specific whereas outcome questions were more global.

ExPecTaTIONS. Table 4 summarizes the likelihood of
specific expectations being met (1 = very likely to 7 =
very unlikely). The results are reported for two groups:

TABLE 4
Relationship Expectations of Distributors in Strong
Partnerships Versus Arm’s Length Relationships

Strong Arm's Length
Partnership Relationship
Mean SD Mean SD
This relationship would*
Yield better customer service
for our customersP 2.04 1.13 3.06 1.58
Yield lower total costs for
our customers® 3.53 1.88 4.00 1.69
Yield an improved range of
products for our customers 2.95 1.74 2.69 1.60
Yield improved overall quality
for our product offering 2.84 1.58 2.98 1.52
Yield lower prices for our
customers 4.31 1.86 4.35 1.88
Yield increased customer satis-
faction with our offering® 2.11 1.15 2.74 1.61
Protect our investment in assets
specific to this account (e.g.,
special equipment or systems)® 3.15 1.77 3.98 1.87

* Responses to these items were coded as 1 (very likely) to 7 (very un-
likely).
b Means are significantly different between the two groups at p <.05.



Distributors in strong partnership style versus those in arm’s
length relationships.

Distributors with strong partnerships expected customer
service improvements, protection of specific assets, and in-
creased customer satisfaction to a greater degree than those
with arm’s length relationships. In contrast, partnership style
did not appear to influence expectations of improved over-
all quality, improved range of products, or lower prices.

OutcoMmes. The results achieved with the relationship
were measured by six items covering profitability, efficiency,
and external relationships (see Table 5). Distributors in
strong partnership arrangements, in contrast to those in
arnr’s length relationships, realized more profits from the
core supplier’s account and complementary lines of trade.
Strong partnership distributors also experienced more
managerial efficiencies but applied more managerial effort
and time to the core supplier account.

Partnership arrangements appear to influence distribu-
tor relationships with other suppliers and with customers.
Strong partnership-style distributors report more negative
impact on their relations with other suppliers. This is un-
derstandable because competing suppliers will be at a dis-
advantage when their distributor-customer has formed
strong ties with another supplier. On the other hand, strong

TABLE 5
Results Achieved in Relationship with Core Supplier for
Distributors in Partnership versus Arm’s Length Relationships

Strong Arm's Length
Partnership Relationship
Results Achieved?® Mean SD Mean SD

This supplier account allows us to

make more profit from comple-

mentary lines of trade® 3.00 1.41 4.23 1.61
This account enables our managers

to manage our business more

efficiently® 327 1.42 4.67 1.46
This account expends more man-

agerial effort and time than a

typical account” 3.24 1.60 4.02 1.95
This account is more profitable than
other accounts we have® 2.96 1.34 4,52 1.65

Working with this supplier has

a negative impact on relations

with other suppliers® 5.64 1.47 4.92 1.60
Working with this supplier has

had a negative impact on rela-

tions with our customers® 6.37 1.05 5.56 1.53

¢ Responses to these items were coded as 1 (strongly agree) to 7 (strongly
disagree).
® Means are significantly different between the two groups at p < .05.

partnership appears to improve a distributor’s relations with
its customers.

When compared with their expectations, distributor-
reported experiences (outcomes) reveal interesting insights
about the way partnerships evolve. In initiating or revamp-
ing a relationship, distributors expected partnerships to yield
better customer service and increased customer satisfac-
tion. These expectations appear to be realized in improved
customer relations. Also, expectations about specific as-
set protection square with more profitable outcomes re-
ported by strong partnership distributors.

How Satisfied Are Distributors
with Supplier Partners?

In order to permit comparison between distributors in
partnership versus arm’s length-style relationships with their
core supplier, we divided the sample into two groups:
Partnership-style distributors (those who rated their rela-
tionship with their core supplier as 4 or less; n = 171) and
army’s length-style (those with self-ratings greater than 4;
n = 48). The two groups were compared on a seven-point
global measure of satisfaction with their core supplier (1 =
very satisfied to 7 = not at all satisfied).

Results showed that partnership-style distributors are
significantly more satisfied with their core supplier (mean =
2.1) than are distributors in arm’s length relationships
(mean = 4.1; p < .001). This is not surprising. As Table
5 shows, distributors in partnership-style relationships with
their core suppliers realize many benefits that distributors
in arm’s length relationships do not.

IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

Implications for Distributors

Perception of customer needs and demands seem to be
the most influential factor in determining the style of rela-
tionship between distributor and supplier. However, those
with stronger partnering arrangements report more pres-
sure toward close ties in order to ensure survival. This in-
dicates that future research should explore the difference
in either circumstance or perception that leads to a differ-
ence in the relationship style. The connection between cus-
tomer demands and partnership for survival is also worthy
of further exploration. It is possible to speculate on indus-
try reorganization having an effect on all members of the
channel, so that customer expectations are generated by
the outcomes of various distributive arrangements and these
in turn feed perceptions of customer needs, which require
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Suppliers with distributor partners gain a
competitive advantage.

a certain type of structure. The reported movement toward
closer relationships may reflect changes in all participants’
expectations, thus generating more pressure toward change.

Although a majority of distributors reported more part-
nering-style relationships, the actual activity reported sug-
gests that the relationship is manifested more in distribu-
tor attitudes than in actual behaviors. For example, the
strongest relationships with partnering were for items
reflecting goodwill and beliefs about potential support. Far
weaker correlations were reported for activities such as in-
formation sharing, coordinating value-added steps, and de-
velopment of joint information systems.

This dichotomy between words and deeds suggests that
either trust is a precursor of specific activities and that these
relationships are too new for the implementation of shared
business operations, or that many managers feel pressures
toward having “modern” business arrangements and have
simply changed their perceptions but not their practices.
The importance of facilitating technology is also impor-
tant. Integrated planning and information sharing may be
dependent on certain technologies that themselves are not
accepted, valued, or needed. Change in technologies or
their use may not occur until the need to invest in the rela-
tionship forces a reevaluation. Alternatively, the availabil-
ity of technological support may lead to deeper levels of
shared activity. The consistency of satisfaction correlations
with partnership correlations supports the attitudinal ex-
planation more than the technological one.

Implications for Suppliers

Suppliers wishing to explore the potential for partner-
ing relationships with their distributions or review exist-
ing relationships should consider the following actions sug-
gested by the results of our survey.

Express Loyalty Through Actions. Distributors value loy-
alty among partners. Suppliers should nurture desirable
partnerships with special relationship-enhancing strategies,
actions, and symbolic gestures (e.g., preferred delivery
schedules, allowances, discounts, and personal contacts)
that send clear messages to distributor partners that they
are special. When distributor partners encounter difficul-
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ties or setbacks, the supplier should take reasonable steps
to help them.

Strengthen Partnerships to Deter Competitors. Our results
suggest that a strong partnership-style relationship weakens
a distributor’s relations with other suppliers. Hence,
strengthening ties with a strong distributor can translate
into a competitive advantage.

Assess Internal Capabilities. Suppliers must assess their
readiness to undertake the relationship-building process
and willingness to commit necessary resources. Our sur-
vey indicates that partnerships demand more management
time and attention and more joint planning with suppliers
than do arm’s length relationships, Distributors also said
they expected the partnering arrangement to improve cus-
tomer service and satisfaction. Unless the supplier can dem-
onstrate how such a relationship will achieve these objec-
tives, it is unlikely that the distributor will want to forge
a closer relationship with that supplier.

Evaluating and Terminating Current Distributor Part-
nerships. Regular evaluations can reveal if the partnership
is meeting distributor as well as supplier expectations. Peri-
odic assessments of customer as well as distributor satis-
faction with various dimensions of the product or service
can provide the supplier with early warnings of potential
problems that can undermine the partnership. For exam-
ple, improved customer service ratings by end-use cus-
tomers can mean that the partnership arrangement is suc-
ceeding.

But not all partnerships are worth preserving. When key
indicators of partnership well-being show weaknesses (e.g.,
unilateral actions by distributor that impact on supplier’s
business; erosion of mutual loyalty and trust), a more careful
review of the partnership is warranted. Whereas long-term
relationships should be terminated only after careful anal-
ysis, preserving such relationships are counterproductive
if the distributor’s goals and expectations are no longer com-
patible with those of the supplier.

Scope and Limitation of Study

The empirical methodology of this study featured ob-
jective assessment of the nature of distributor-supplier rela-



tionships. The IDA membership list provided a sampling
frame that included a wide range of industries and sizes
of firms in industrial distribution. This permits broader gen-
eralizations to be made from this study, compared to case
studies and informal observations. However, because our
survey was limited to U.S. distributors, caution must be
exercised in drawing conclusions about global distribution
practices.

A substantial body of research has explored power and
conflict issues in partnership building [e.g., 2]. Whereas
this approach is valid, alternative paradigms need to be
explored. Our study utilized Mcneil’s relational contract
concept [13] and Williamson’s transaction cost approach
[24, 25].

Major Contributions of the Study

This study assessed distributors’ views on the partnership-
building process. The national survey identified the prin-
cipal influencing factors, expectations, elements of part-
nership, and outcomes. Differences between strong and
weak partnerships were explored across the partnership-
building process.

Survey results offer distributors and suppliers a differen-
tiated list of potential partnership-building concerns. For
example, in choosing elements to incorporate into a part-
nership, our study revealed that face-to-face communica-
tions were consistently related to strong partnerships,
whereas computer-to-computer links was not.

Future Research

This study examined the distributor’s perspective. An
alternative approach would be to simultaneously examine
the partnership-building process from the perspective of
each value chain member. Going beyond the dyadic ap-
proach, which examines the supplier’s and distributor’s per-
spectives, the value chain approach would also include the
customer’s perspectives. Another possible avenue for fur-
ther study would be an analysis of how distributors choose
between partnership opportunities, and what strategies they
might choose in building a portfolio of relationships. Al-
ternative managerial models of relationship portfolio build-
ing could be developed (e.g., what mix of army’s length versus
strong partnership styles is optimal, and under which con-
ditions would some styles flourish).

Conclusion

Building good quality business relationships are vital to
successful channel management and business success. A
high quality relationship is one that matches the needs of
both parties as well as the demands of the value chain. This

relationship may be arm’s length, extremely close, or some-
where in between. Getting it right is the issue.
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