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Buyer-supplier relationship management in business-to-business exchange (B2B) is important
to economic organisations, especially in the condition of business uncertainty and high
competitiveness as today (Wang et al., 2016). Tight cooperation and good relationship with
business partners will bring a number of benefits to a company, such as reducing transaction
cost (Dahlstrom and Nygaard, 1999), improving performance (Dyer and Chu, 2003). However,
business partners tend to have opportunistic behaviours in B2B exchange (Williamson, 1985),
and finding an effective mechanism to control opportunistic behaviours is a common problem
that most companies are facing today (Wang et al, 2021).

In Japan, the recent cases of Takata Cooperation and Kobe Steel show that even though trust
(Dyer and Chu, 2003; Sako and Helper, 1998), intimacy (Lincoln et al., 1998) and long-term
orientation (Dyer and Chu, 2003) between assemblers and suppliers and among suppliers in
manufacturing companies in Japan have been particularity emphasised, and were believed to
reduce the chance for such opportunistic behaviours, the problem has still occurred (Miyamoto,
2017; Kobe Steel, 2018).In academic research, the concept of opportunism has been introduced
In transaction cost theory and B2B exchange literature and is commonly defined as “self-
interest seeking with guile”. In practice, opportunism manifestations include behaviours such
as “lying, stealing, cheating, and calculated efforts to mislead, distort, disguise, obfuscate, or
otherwise confuse” (Williamson, 1985, p.47). Opportunism is one of the important issues in B2B
exchanges because it reduces relationship performance (Trada and Goyal, 2017), increases
transaction cost (Williamson, 1985) and governance cost (Dahlstrom and Nygaard, 1999), or
even leads to bankruptcy (Miyamoto, 2017). The serious consequences of opportunism in B2B
exchange emphasize the importance of understanding how to control it (Wang et al., 2021). In
the same vein, this study is going to investigate important influencing factors on opportunism
in B2B exchange.




The aim of this study is fourfold. First, it attempts to contribute to TCT by focussing on
individual level opportunism as many existing studies assess organisational level opportunism
(Provan and Skinner, 1989; Parkhe, 1993; Handley et al., 2012; Bhattacharya et al., 2015; Huo
et al., 2016; Yang et al., 2021; Han et al., 2022). It is considered that individual opportunism is
as crucial as organisation opportunism because even though most business transactions are
carried out by individual agents (Perrone et al., 2003), individual opportunism can damage the
entire corporate reputation and firm’s performance (Lyons et al., 1990). For this reason,
currently, there has been a research trend focusing on individual opportunism in B2B
relationships (Tangpong et al., 2010; Hawkins et al., 2012; Hawkins et al., 2013; Gelderman et
al., 2020). Our study is a part of this general trend.

Second, this study adds insights into inconsistencies in the previous research findings about
the impacts of trust and intimacy on opportunism by investigating the moderating factors.
Trust and intimacy have been considered important factors when examining B2B exchange
(Williamson, 1985; Sako, 1991; Liu et al., 2009; Wang et al., 2016; Mikami et al., 2022); however,
there are inconsistencies among previous findings of the influence of trust and intimacy on
opportunism since some researchers indicate that trust and intimacy among buyer agents and
supplier agents in B2B exchange can help to reduce opportunistic behaviours (Brass et al.,
1998; Das and Teng, 2001; Wathne et al., 2001; Kong et al., 2014), while other researchers
indicate that trust and intimacy increases the risk of individual agents engaging in
opportunistic behaviours (Wicks et al., 1999; Molina-Morales et al., 2011; Zhang et al., 2021).
In this study, alternative suppliers and job demands which were found to be important
antecedents of opportunism (Williamson, 1993; Cannon et al., 2010; Crawford et al., 2010), are
considered as the conditions in which individuals act opportunistically in B2B transactions
despite high levels of trust and intimacy being established.

Third, this study is going to examine the impact of buyer agents’ boundary spanning
capabilities and integrity on supplier agent opportunism. Boundary theory suggests that in
B2B exchange, boundary spanning capabilities and integrity of buyer agents such as
purchasing professional knowledge, ability to reach compromise, strategic communication,
have great importance in managing and sustaining relationship with supplier agents and
supplier firms (Zhang et al., 2011; Zhang et al., 2015; Vesalainen et al., 2020). This study is
going to relate those boundary spanning capabilities of buyer agents in managing supplier
agent opportunistic behaviours.

Fourth, this study looks particularly into Japanese manufacturing companies, which stress
the importance of trust (Dyer and Chu, 2003; Sako, 1991) and intimacy (Lincoln et al., 1998) in
B2B relationships. In this context, it is possible to bring to light under what circumstances an
individual will act opportunistically in business transactions.

This study is going to examine the influencing factors of supplier opportunism. In business
exchanges, it is assumed that suppliers’ general goal is to sell their products with the highest
sales and prices at the lowest cost, so there is a higher tendency that suppliers behave
opportunistically with buyers to obtain the goal (Bhattacharya et al., 2015). Therefore, to add
insights into the relevant theories, this study states the following research questions:

RQ 1: From buyer agents’ point of view, what important individual factors and organizational
factors impact supplier agent opportunism and how?

RQ 2: From the buyer agents’ point of view, what factors moderate the impact of trust and
Intimacy on supplier agents' opportunism?

RQ 3: From the buyer agents’ point of view, what extent do buyer agents’ boundary spanning
capabilities and long-term orientation between buyer firm and supplier firm impact supplier
agent opportunism and how?

In order to address the research objectives and questions, this study applied both qualitative
and quantitative research methods. To address the first research question: “From buyer agents’




point of view, what important individual factors and organisational factors impact supplier
agent opportunism and how?”, inductive exploratory interview research was applied. The data
were gathered from inductive exploratory interviews of 24 practitioners who are working as
buyer agents in the sales and purchasing section and participate in B2B exchange with
suppliers. The period of data collection was from December 2018 to March 2020. The data were
analyzed by three cycles of coding: Open coding, theoretical coding and cross-interview
comparison. The results indicate that organisational factors such as buyer-supplier companies’
long-term relationship, supplier company’s power, co-worker support for buyer agents,
occupational pressure for supplier agents and individual factors such as close relationship
between buyer agents and supplier agents, buyer agents’ purchasing knowledge,
communication skill and characteristics of honesty in negotiation are important factors to
consider in managing supplier agents’ opportunism.

To address the second and the third question, the methodology of a survey questionnaire was
applied. The data were collected from a survey of 406 employees in the sales and planning
section of manufacturing companies in Japan who are working as buyer agents to work with
supplier agents from supplier firms. Data were collected between February 2021 and April 2021
and analysed by linear regression and conditional process written by Hayes (2017) model 1.
SPSS and Amos software were used for the analyses. The survey results show that that the
degree of intimacy between buyer agents and supplier agents, the degree of trust that a buyer
agent places on supplier firms and supplier agents, and the degree of strategic communication
capability and integrity of buyer agents negatively impact supplier agents’ opportunism. The
degree of purchasing professional knowledge and ability to reach compromise of buyer agents
positively impact supplier agents’ opportunism. Moreover, the negative impact of supplier firm
trust on opportunism will be stronger in the condition that the degree of alternative suppliers
is high; the negative impact of supplier agent trust on opportunism will be weaker in the
condition that the degree of job demands is high. Long-term orientation between buyer firm
and supplier firm is an important condition that changes the positive impacts of purchasing
professional knowledge and the ability to reach compromise of buyer agents on supplier agents’
opportunism from positive to negative. Furthermore, it enhances the negative impact of
strategic communication capability and integrity of buyer agents on supplier agents’
opportunism.
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