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ABSTRACT

In an ever-changing environment, business relationships are becoming increasingly complex. This particularly
applies to the business-to-business (B2B) service sector due to its intangible nature. The combination of personal
and organizational relationships further increases this complexity. However, trust can reduce uncertainty and
complexity and help maintain commitment. Based on structural equation modeling and a sample of 1692 par-
ticipants, this study provides insights into the drivers of trust in organizations and salespersons and their impact
on commitment. The results show that both are important, but trust in a salesperson far surpasses the effect of
trust in an organization. Furthermore, reputation and service quality influence trust in an organization, while
social skills and low selling orientation affect trust in a salesperson. In summary, to the best of our knowledge,
our study is the first to provide a comprehensive trust model in the B2B service market, and it might serve as a

guide for future research.

1. Introduction

In a dynamic world, business relationships are becoming increas-
ingly complex and uncertain. This is especially true for service providers
because of the unique features of their offers. Similar to service mar-
keting, the term service is defined and marked by the four so-called THIP
characteristics: intangibility, heterogeneity, inseparability, and perish-
ability (Edgett & Parkinson, 1993; Moeller, 2010; Zeithaml, Parasura-
man, & Berry, 1985). To further intensify uncertainty and complexity,
business relationships are between buying and selling companies and
between different salespersons and their counterparts. Unlike in B2C,
buyers in the B2B context must often evaluate even more and different
and complex aspects of services (Doney, Barry, & Abratt, 2007), with
potential more considerable sums of investments. These circumstances
increase the probability and risk of wrong decision making (Wilson,
Zeithaml, Bitner, & Gremler, 2016).

However, trust has the potential to reduce the exceptionally high
uncertainty and complexity of B2B service relationships. Thus, trust is
one of the important tools of relationship marketing available to service
providers to achieve and maintain customer commitment, as well as an
economic success (Chumpitaz Caceres & Paparoidamis, 2007; Doney
et al., 2007; Doney & Cannon, 1997; Guenzi & Georges, 2010; Watts,
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2015; Zaheer, McEvily, & Perrone, 1998). The investigation of trust at
an inter-organizational and inter-personal level and its drivers in the
B2B service context could provide valuable management insights.

B2B relationships are determined in B2B marketing and inter-
organizational research as a research unit within several studies (Ash-
nai, Henneberg, Naudé, & Francescucci, 2016; Huemer, 2014; Morgan &
Hunt, 1994; Palmatier, Dant, & Grewal, 2007). While several B2B
relationship studies focus on either or both levels of trust, that is, inter-
personal and inter-organizational levels, research focused on B2B ser-
vice relationships that explores both attitudinal trust constructs is
missing. To address this research gap, we focus on B2B service re-
lationships in our study, especially exploring the role of trust on the
inter-personal and inter-organizational levels, respective antecedents,
and impact of both trust levels on commitment.

In the following sections, we present our conceptual framework and
derive our hypotheses. Next, we present our research methodology,
including data collection and sampling, and construct measurements of
our research model. Subsequently, we calculate our path analysis to
estimate our model and test the corresponding hypotheses by applying
partial least squares (PLS) path modeling (Henseler, Ringle, & Sinkovics,
2009). Finally, we discuss the theoretical and managerial implications of
the research and offer directions for further research.
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2. Conceptional framework
2.1. Theoretical background

Trust is particularly crucial for relationship marketing (Morgan &
Hunt, 1994). According to Lewis and Weigert (1985), trust allows for
uncomplicated social interaction, which would otherwise not be
possible due to excessive complexity and uncertainty. This is particu-
larly true for services. Services are often characterized by the four,
although often criticized, IHIP dimensions — intangibility, heterogene-
ity, inseparability, and perishability (e.g., Edgett & Parkinson, 1993;
Zeithaml et al., 1985). Owing to its intangibility, unlike products, ser-
vices cannot be seen or touched before purchase; therefore, customers
often do not know what to expect until the service is actually provided,
and even then, evaluation might be difficult (Coulter & Coulter, 2002;
Parasuraman, Zeithaml, & Berry, 1985). The quality and nature of ser-
vice can vary depending on the provider, customer, and timing. This
heterogeneity in service output is a particular problem for labor-
intensive services.

Additionally, the inseparability of production and consumption in-
cludes simultaneous production and consumption that characterizes
most services. As a fourth characteristic, services cannot be stored
(perishability); hence, supply and demand is often difficult to synchro-
nize (Parasuraman et al., 1985). Due to these dimensions, customers’
potential mispurchases are more likely to occur (Tam & Wong, 2001;
Watts, 2015; Wilson et al., 2016). However, trust plays an important role
in assessing the quality of this exchange (Fang, Palmatier, Scheer, & Li,
2008). When customers trust their service providers, they are generally
willing to take greater risks.

A uniform definition of trust has not been established in marketing
and market research literature due to industry-specific and
investigative-specific orientation and lack of reference to the results of
previous studies thus far (Crosby, Evans, & Cowles, 1990; Doney &
Cannon, 1997; Moorman, Deshpande, & Zaltman, 1993). However, in
the 1990s, a conative approach to the definition of trust emerged with
following central components: confident expectations concerning the
behavior of the trustee and the willingness to be vulnerable in the
relationship, as well as to trust in the goodwill of others (Doney et al.,
2007; Doney & Cannon, 1997; Moorman et al., 1993; Rousseau, Sitkin,
Burt, & Camerer, 1998). Therefore, operationalizing trust as a trustor’s
investment and a trustee’s return of investment in general, their evalu-
ation within different networks can even be simulated through the trust
game (Kumar, Capraro, & Perc, 2020).

Vulnerability arises because suppliers can establish strategies and
rules that negatively influence customer product cost and quality
(Doney & Cannon, 1997). Therefore, trust is expressed in assessing a
business partner’s reliability and integrity (Morgan & Hunt, 1994) and,
thus, contributes to reducing perceived vulnerability (Svensson, 2004).
Morgan and Hunt (1994) found a negative relationship between trust
and the intention to end a particular contact immediately.

The trustee distinguishes between inter-personal trust and system
trust (Coulter & Coulter, 2002). System trust refers to an industry or a
company (Morgan & Hunt, 1994).

In this context, there is a broad discussion of the two terms, reliance
and (inter-organizational) trust in the literature. Moorman, Zaltman,
and Deshpande (1992) conclude that “however if one is willing to rely
on a partner without holding a belief about that partner’s trustworthi-
ness, reliance may be more a function of power and control than trust”
(p. 315). Cowles (1997) further determines the extent to which behavior
might be regarded as trust as a function of risk faced by a customer and
the extent to which a customer must rely on the performance of the
supplier. This implies that an act of trust occurs if a customer faces risk
and/or must rely on the supplier. As mentioned above, the customer’s
risk of entering a relationship with a service provider is higher than that
with a manufacturer of products. According to Cowles, the threshold for
trust behavior is reached much faster in high-risk settings, even if the
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reliance is low.

Mouzas, Henneberg, and Naudé (2007) discuss reliance as a possible
complementary construct of trust, and they develop a new measurement
scale for reliance (Jiang, Henneberg, & Naudé, 2010). They distinguish
between these two constructs to focus on the more rational aspects of
inter-organizational relationships. The authors assume that the inter-
organizational aspects of trust (i.e., reliance) are based on objective
criteria and mention, for example, expected benefits and proven capa-
bility (Blois, 1999; Jiang, Henneberg, & Naudé, 2011; Mouzas et al.,
2007). Therefore, reliance does not contain an emotional element, but a
rational standard that describes the institutionalized rules of business
life. Unlike reliance, trust contains affective elements and can only be
granted by individuals (Blois, 1999). However, as every company has
employees, this is an indirect way to trust a company. A customer trusts
indirectly through the organization and directly through the employees.
The trust of two people at the inter-personal level between two orga-
nizations impacts the relationship at the inter-organizational level
(Ashnai et al., 2016). Thus, trust between individuals has a positive ef-
fect on trust between organizations (Mouzas et al., 2007). Our research
focuses more on emotional than non-rational formal or contractual
levels.

The effects of institutional trust are an increase in perceived quality,
results, and satisfaction; a higher degree of cooperation; and the inten-
tion to stay in the relationship (Bennett & Robson, 2004; Morgan &
Hunt, 1994). In addition to inter-organizational trust, a well-maintained
social network derives personal trust, that is, from person to person
(Bennett & Robson, 2004; Zaheer et al., 1998). Inter-personal connec-
tions created by individuals’ interactions can further strengthen the
relationship between the two companies behind them (Wilson, 1995).
Research results show that information is perceived to be more valuable
by people with whom a relationship of trust exists (Moorman et al.,
1992). In business customer markets, the corporate culture, compensa-
tion system, and training programs partially determine a salesperson’s
behavior. From buyers’ perspective, the contact person’s action best
reflects the values and attitudes of suppliers. The less experience avail-
able with a supplier, the more the vendor’s behavior determines the
trustworthiness of an organization. Furthermore, the trustworthiness of
an organization may affect the character presumption of a new contact
partner for the customer (Doney & Cannon, 1997).

In the literature, trust is considered a mediator between the driving
forces of a relationship and its consequences (Guenzi & Georges, 2010)
and is an important determinant of engagement (Chumpitaz Caceres &
Paparoidamis, 2007; Morgan & Hunt, 1994). Therefore, it is one of the
most critical relationship marketing tools available for service com-
panies to gain and maintain customers’ commitment (Watts, 2015).
Commitment exists when a partner attaches importance to a relationship
that they want to invest in it in the long term (Chumpitaz Caceres &
Paparoidamis, 2007; Morgan & Hunt, 1994). Chenet, Dagger, and
O’Sullivan (2010) determine that trust increases services’ differentia-
tion and, thus, influences commitment. Apart from the effort to
repurchase a product or service, the preferential achievement’s support
also counts to the commitment (Oliver, 1999). Measurable manifesta-
tions of commitment are the brand’s preference, intention to continue to
rely on it, and resistance to competitive influences (Zeithaml, Berry, &
Parasuraman, 1996).

Overall, several studies for the B2C industry were conducted on trust
in salespersons and organizations (e.g., Coulter & Coulter, 2002; Doney
etal., 2007; Doney & Cannon, 1997; Moorman et al., 1993; Zaheer et al.,
1998). Empirical studies in the B2B context focus either predominantly
on institutional trust (e.g., Chumpitaz Caceres & Paparoidamis, 2007;
Friman, Garling, Millett, Mattsson, & Johnston, 2002; Kumar, Scheer, &
Steenkamp, 1995) or inter-personal trust (e.g., Friend, Johnson, & Sohi,
2018; Hartmann, Plouffe, Kohsuwan, & Cote, 2020; Lussier & Hall,
2018), and these studies are conducted predominantly in a
manufacturing setting (e.g. Jiang, Henneberg, & Naudé, 2012). Never-
theless, a few studies address both levels of trust in B2B relationships (e.
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g., Ashnai et al., 2016; Qi & Chau, 2013; Webb, Henneberg, & Fork-
mann, 2017).

Therefore, our study aims to investigate the key drivers of trust in
salespersons and organizations, with a clear focus on the service sector.
We also aim to explain the influence of trust on commitment. In
particular, we focus on the following three research objectives: (1) to
develop and test a framework of important drivers of trust in sales-
persons and (2) trust in service organizations and (3) to investigate the
relationship between trust in salespersons and organizations. Here, we
consider that there are inter-personal and inter-organizational trust ef-
fects between these two trust constructs and the impact of these two
trust constructs on commitment.

2.2. Hypotheses development

Based on the objectives of our study, our hypotheses can be grouped
into three different blocks related to the various areas of the conceptual
model. The first block deals with latent variable trust in an organization
and its antecedents, while the second one focuses on the individual level,
namely, on the drivers of the construct trust in a salesperson. Further,
the third block concentrates on the relationship between the different
facets of trust and commitment. Each of these three blocks contains
several hypotheses, which we explain in more detail in the following
section.

We illustrate the research model, including the hypothesized links, in
Fig. 1.

2.2.1. Drivers of trust in an organization

Regarding the first building block, based on a literature review, we
assume that four different constructs drive trust in organizations:
reputation, service and product quality, flexibility, and duration of the
relationship (with the organization).

Reputation — The image, credibility, and competency of a company
represent the public image, that is, an organization’s reputation.
Reputation describes a company’s credibility in dealing with customers,
employees, or other stakeholders and resources. The intangibility of
services creates a high degree of uncertainty regarding the service itself.
Hence, reputation is particularly important to ensure a more assessable
service. The more positive ratings an organization receives for its per-
formance, the more the customers judged its reliability, the higher the
chance of winning customers’ trust. Doney and Cannon emphasize
reputation as a critical success factor in trust building (Doney & Cannon,

Reputation

Service and
product quality

Power of
salesperson

Sociableness

organization

salesperson
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1997). They support the findings of Anderson and Weitz (1989) and
Ganesan (1994). Anderson and Weitz (1989) discuss a company’s
reputation and its impact on trust, while Ganesan regard credibility as
one dimension of trust. When a company has a bad reputation, the trust
of the partners working with it also decreases. Accordingly, we hy-
pothesize the following:

H1. A higher level of reputation leads to an increase in trust in the
organization.

Service and product quality - In addition to reputation, the
perceived service, as well as product and service quality, might drive
trust in the service provider’s organization. The quality of service typi-
cally cannot be assessed before it is used. In addition, services are
perceived as heterogeneous in output because of their high variability in
delivery. Performance depends on a company’s employees as the service
delivery process is inseparably linked to the provider. Hence, neither of
these factors helps reduce risk. The higher the perceived quality of the
offered services and products, the lower the uncertainty of the outcome
of the special business relationship. Therefore, the quality of services
and products can be regarded as a factor that influences an organiza-
tion’s construct of trust. Overall, relatively few studies have focused on
this relationship. Chumpitaz Caceres and Paparoidamis (2007), Chiou
and Droge (2006), Doney et al. (2007), or Kennedy, Ferrell, and Leclair
(2001) confirm a direct or indirect influence on trust in this case.
Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis:

H2. Ahigher level of service and product quality leads to an increase in
trust in the organization.

Flexibility — Whether an organization is willing to adapt or make
customer-specific decisions depends on its flexibility. The flexibility of
services is accompanied by the special characteristics of the heteroge-
neity of services. Flexibility can be defined as the willingness to make
adjustments due to changing circumstances (Aulakh, Kotabe, & Sahay,
1996). According to Cannon and Homburg (2001), flexibility charac-
terizes business partners when they react to and meet changing
customer requirements through adjustments. This underlines the
inseparable character of the services. For long-term profitable business
relationships, companies must also be prepared to make adjustments for
the benefit of their customers (Doney & Cannon, 1997). By meeting
customer requirements, the customer will, thus, become more patient
toward the supplier. Thus, flexibility can contribute to the business re-
lationship’s consolidation (Homburg, Giering, & Menon, 2003), and

Duration of
relationship (with
organization)

Trust in

Trustin

Duration of
relationship (with
salesperson)

Selling
orientation

Fig. 1. Theoretical model and hypotheses.
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both sides are prepared to enter a long-term business relationship. The
connection between an organization’s flexibility and trust in the orga-
nization can be deduced from the individuality inherent in flexibility
(Koufaris & Hampton-Sosa, 2004). An organization’s ability to meet the
needs of its customers creates trust because customers feel better un-
derstood. This leads to a relationship based on mutual trust. Thus, we
hypothesize the following:

H3. A higher level of flexibility leads to an increase in trust in the
organization.

Duration of relationship (with the organization) — Due to regu-
latory and globalization challenges, companies seek to leverage their
experience in the past for further transactions. Therefore, they attempt
to establish long-term business relationships (Anderson & Weitz, 1989).
This also reduces the risks associated with the THIP characteristics of
services. Anderson and Weitz (1989) emphasize that long-standing
business relationships between organizations are more likely to be
continued than those in a short period. The authors emphasize some
conclusions regarding long-term business relationships. One of these
conclusions relates to an increase in trust between organizations
(Paulssen, Leischnig, Ivens, & Birk, 2016).

Furthermore, they highlight that, in a long-standing business rela-
tionship, the contact between customers and service providers is
intensified, and the result is a comparable basis of trust. Based on the
learning theory and transaction cost theory, it is well-known that the
duration of a business relationship positively impacts trust in organi-
zations, as both parties have already invested time and resources in this
relationship (Doney & Cannon, 1997). This creates a psychological
barrier to terminate business relationships. Moreover, a longer business
relationship implies a more profound knowledge of the partner’s specific
needs, which can be addressed individually. Two further aspects in this
context come from Squire, Cousins, and Brown (2009): while trans-
ferring knowledge between both parties, the length of relationship
positively affects transparency and quality. Parties that cooperate over a
long time tend to exchange high-quality information with each other.
Another characteristic of the length of a relationship relates to the for-
mation of routines and norms that act as a protective mechanism against
opportunistic behaviors. In addition, processes can be made more
straightforward in the case of longer business relationships. Based on
these arguments, we hypothesize the following:

H4. Alonger duration of a business relationship leads to an increase in
trust in the organization.

2.2.2. Drivers of trust in a salesperson

Because of the previously mentioned IHIP characteristics of services,
we assume that the greater the share of service in offering goods and
services, the more important the salesperson becomes. Interaction with
a salesperson makes the service more evaluable. Services such as
consulting, unlike physical products, are created by people. However,
people always have heterogeneous characteristics and abilities, and the
characteristics of salespersons have an impact on trust in them. These
characteristics probably vary more than the product’s characteristics.
This refers to the second building block of the overall model. According
to the literature review, we assume that the following six different
constructs drive trust in a salesperson: expertise, power of salespersons
within their organization, social skills, sociableness, selling orientation,
and duration of the relationship (with the salesperson).

Expertise — Expertise can be defined as salespersons’ ability, based
on their know-how or technical competence, to address particular
problems (Guenzi & Georges, 2010). Customers often lack sufficient
technical knowledge or essential information. Therefore, access to a
salesperson’s perceived expertise provides additional value. The
perceived know-how of a salesperson has the potential to lower the
uncertainties of the outcome of the relationship. Transaction costs are
reduced through the capability process by increasing the confidence that
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the partners can deliver on their promises due to the perceived capa-
bilities (Doney & Cannon, 1997). Thus, expertise functions as insurance
and can be considered a driver of a salesperson’s trust. Empirically,
expertise as a driver of trust has received some attention (e.g., Crosby
etal., 1990; Doney & Cannon, 1997; Guenzi & Georges, 2010; Moorman
et al.,, 1992; Wood, Boles, & Babin, 2008). This relationship is also
supported by the results of Swan’s meta-analysis (Dowding, John, &
Biggs, 1994). Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis:

H5. A higher level of expertise leads to an increase in trust in the
salesperson.

Power of salespersons within their organization - In addition to
the perceived expertise, another driver that might reduce the uncer-
tainty of the outcome of a relationship is the actual power of sales-
persons within their organization. The higher the control over
organizational resources of salespersons, the higher the probability that
they can fulfill their promises, resulting in an increase in trust in sales-
persons (Crosby et al., 1990; Doney & Cannon, 1997; Swan & Nolan,
1985). This reasoning leads to the following hypothesis:

H6. A higher level of power leads to an increase in trust in the
salesperson.

Social skills — Buyers assign positive intentions to suppliers they like
(Rotter, 1980). Sympathy is, in turn, due to the empathy of a person
(Swan & Nolan, 1985). This includes the extent of a sincere, deliberate,
and caring attitude of a salesperson, as evidenced by the person’s social
skills (Parasuraman, Zeithaml, & Berry, 1988). Guenzi and Georges
(2010) determine the direct influence of sympathy on the intention to
recommend. Other studies indicate the high importance of salespersons’
social competence on the trust that the customers bring toward them
(Doney & Cannon, 1997). The positive influence can be explained by the
fact that the customers would appreciate when the contact people care
about them and do not only focus on selling services.

Furthermore, the contact person’s empathy allows more information
to be exchanged between business partners (Aggarwal, Castleberry,
Ridnour, & Shepherd, 2005). The increased exchange of information
leads to a reduction in insecurity, leading to higher trust in the contact
person (Kwon & Suh, 2004). For this reason, we hypothesize the
following:

H7. A higher level of social skills leads to an increase in trust in the
salesperson.

Sociableness — There is empirical evidence that frequent contact
with customers contributes to business development and confidence
building. Thus, each contact provides customers with additional infor-
mation that helps them predict the provider’s future behavior with
greater certainty (Crosby et al., 1990). Doney and Cannon (1997) sug-
gest that between-human friendship or favorable acquaintance can help
clients better understand the provider’s intentions. The contacts’ social
conditions provide a platform for a better understanding of information
flows, personal relationships, and the mutual perception of each other’s
needs. Crosby et al. (1990) report that private interactions have a pos-
itive influence on trust in salespersons. Based on social penetration
theory (Altman & Taylor, 1973), inter-personal communication moves
from relatively shallow, non-intimate business levels to deeper, more
intimate private levels. Therefore, we assume that both levels have an
impact on trust and hypothesize the following:

H8. A higher level of sociableness leads to an increase in trust in the
salesperson.

Selling orientation — In addition to the outlined constructs, selling
behavior might be another characteristic of a salesperson that influences
trust and, finally, the success of a relationship. There are different ways
salespersons cultivate relationships with customers to maintain and
develop their businesses (Crosby et al., 1990; Kennedy et al., 2001). The
customers expect that the salespersons act according to their objectives.
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However, from the perspective of the salesperson, it might be beneficial
to act opportunistically. Showing high-pressure selling behavior leads to
an increase in uncertainty. Assume that salespersons are more interested
in following their agenda, rather than finding the best solution from the
customer’s perspective.

According to Crosby et al. (1990), Guenzi and Georges (2010), and
Tam and Wong (2001), we can hypothesize that the selling orientation
of a salesperson will have a negative impact on trust in this salesperson.
Thus, the following hypothesis is formulated:

H9. A higher level of selling orientation leads to a decline in trust in
the salesperson.

Duration of the relationship (with the salesperson) — Working
together on a regular basis reduces uncertainties as both learn how the
other party reacts under certain circumstances and how to anticipate
those reactions. In accordance with the remarks on the construct dura-
tion of the relationship with the organization, the involved parties start
to act according to set expectations. As customers learn through expe-
riences to what extent they can trust their counterpart, the duration of
relationships should increase trust (Anderson & Weitz, 1989; Burchell &
Wilkinson, 1997; Doney & Cannon, 1997; Rotter, 1967). Following this
logic, we hypothesize the following:

H10. A longer relationship duration with the salesperson leads to an
increase in trust in the salesperson.

2.2.3. Influence of trust on commitment

According to the relationship marketing literature, trust also in-
fluences commitment in the service sector (Chumpitaz Caceres &
Paparoidamis, 2007). Owing to the IHIP characteristics of services, the
influence of trust on commitment should be particularly considered. The
influence of trust on commitment is justified by the exchange theory,
which addresses social interaction within individuals regarding the ex-
change of rewards and costs (Thibaut & Kelly, 1959). A business rela-
tionship with high commitment level results in a sustainable competitive
advantage, which, in the best-case scenario, is designed in a manner that
it is difficult for competitors to imitate or eliminate (Day, 2000). How-
ever, the strength and existence of a direct influence of organizational
trust and inter-personal trust on commitment are evaluated quite
differently in the literature (Zaheer et al., 1998). According to Doney
and Cannon (1997), the factors influencing trust in an organization, on
the one hand, and the salesperson are reciprocal to each other.

Furthermore, a positive correlation of the constructs trust in sales-
person and trust in organization has been empirically proven in other
studies (Doney & Cannon, 1997; Zaheer et al., 1998), and an institu-
tionalization process implies that trust in the salesperson has a partic-
ularly positive influence on trust in the organization (Ashnai et al., 2016;
Blois, 1999). The relationship between trust in organizations and
commitment has already been the focus of several studies. Morgan and
Hunt (1994) describe both constructs as decisive influencing factors for
relationship marketing in their commitment-trust theory. Moreover, this
connection has been confirmed in further studies on trust and commit-
ment (Doney & Cannon, 1997). Chumpitaz Caceres and Paparoidamis
(2007) also hypothesize that trust and an excellent personal relationship
positively influence commitment. Hence, a significantly strong influence
of trust on commitment can also be emphasized here. For this reason, we
examine both the impact of trust in an organization and trust in a
salesperson on commitment and the impact of trust in the salesperson on
that in the organization. Therefore, we formulate the following three
hypotheses:

H11. A higher level of trust in a salesperson leads to an increase in
trust in her / his organization.

H12. A higher level of trust in an organization leads to an increase in
commitment to this organization.

H13. A higher level of trust in a salesperson leads to an increase in
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commitment to her / his organization.
3. Research methods
3.1. Data collection and sampling

To test our hypotheses, we conducted a survey of service companies
that demonstrate a high consulting intensity level in Germany. These are
communication consulting firms, business consulting firms, IT consul-
ting firms, and personnel consulting firms. We selected these four types
of service companies because (a) in these sectors, relationships are
generally constructed through intensive cooperation with a salesperson
and (b) a high fluctuation of employees is observed in these sectors.
Nevertheless, the relation to an organization might also be important.
We conducted a preliminary study with 75 customers of these types of
service companies to confirm the scales’ validity and relevance of the
examined factors. The main survey was conducted as part of three
Master of Science lectures in Essen, Hamburg, and Munich. The 221
students in the courses were all employees in sales and marketing de-
partments. The analysis unit is the relationship between purchasing and
service companies (suppliers). Because our students complete a part-
time study program at FOM University of Applied Sciences (Master of
Sales Management), many of them have access to decision makers in
companies who are responsible for purchasing services. These decision
makers were asked to participate in our survey. Our students were given
the instruction that each of them should approach at least six decision
makers who were responsible for purchasing one of the four services
(communication consulting, business consulting, IT consulting, and
personnel consulting). To ensure the validity of the results, we instructed
the respondents to focus on one particular relationship with a service
company when they fill out the survey. To avoid survivorship bias we
addressed satisfied business relationships and dissatisfied relationships.
To capture this, the questionnaire was labeled: service providers you
would like to continue working with in the future (i.e., satisfied) and
service providers you would not like to work with in the future (i.e.,
dissatisfied). Additionally, the front page of the questionnaire included
the following information for the respondents: “Please think now of a
specific contract where several providers were seriously under discus-
sion and where the choice fell on a provider with whom you would like
to continue working (satisfied group) / not working with (dissatisfied
group) in the future. This may be a supplier you are currently working
with or have worked with in the past.” To achieve a high degree of
standardization in addressing the respondents, the students used a uni-
form sample letter to address the contact person.

We had 1770 responses (a response rate of 33.4%), of which 1692
could be used. Among these, 41.7% refer to communication consulting
firms, 15.6% to business consulting firms, 29.1% to IT consulting firms,
and 12.7% to personnel consulting firms. The survey took place between
November 23, 2016, and January 17, 2017, and, as an incentive, re-
spondents were promised a summary of the results in the form of a
report. The questionnaire was filled out by executive board members
(9.6%), employees with managerial responsibility (38.7%), and em-
ployees without managerial responsibility (51.4%) in the industry
(28.6%), trading (19.5%), and service sector (51.4%). The median
respondent firm had 180 employees.

According to Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, and Podsakoff (2003) and
MacKenzie, Podsakoff, and Podsakoff (2011), there are a few main ap-
proaches for eliminating and reducing the main causes of common
method bias (CMB) in advance or the design of data collection. We
protected the respondents’ anonymity, reduced the respondents’
apprehension over their responses, randomized the question order,
adopted the scale items to our research subject, avoided double-barreled
questions, selected respondents with sufficient experience, and pre-
tested the survey instrument by a representative group of respondents.
In addition, we chose Harman'’s single-factor test (Harman, 1976) to
assess the existence of a CMB in our data. This approach indicates that
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common method variance is negligible. The common latent factor
explained 48% of the variance. This is lower than 50% of the variance —
indicating the absence of serious CMB (Chang, van Witteloostuijn, &
Eden, 2010).

3.2. Measure development and assessment

We considered all items as manifestations of an underlying latent
variable, except for two single-item constructs: the duration of the
relationship with the organization, respectively salesperson. We
measured seven out of eleven latent variables in a reflective way. These
are trust in organization, trust in salesperson, commitment, reputation,
power of a salesperson within their organization, social skills, and
selling orientation. We used formative measures for the remaining
constructs, service and product quality, flexibility, expertise, and so-
ciableness. To ensure that the queried constructs refer to service aspects,
an introductory sentence was placed before each item block in the
questionnaire: “To what extent do you agree with the following state-
ments regarding the service provider (the contact person) in general?”
The first section focused on organizational aspects, while the second
section emphasized on the salesperson. Both sections had the same
structure, and the respondents had to answer questions on trust and the
factors influencing trust. The third section dealt with commitment to the
relationship. To avoid item order effects, we rotated the items in each
section. For all constructs, we adapted the established measurement
scales. A six-point Likert scale, ranging from “1 = strongly disagree” to
“6 = strongly agree,” was used to assess all measurement items for the
reflective and formative constructs. The constructs and their respective
measurement items are listed in Tables 1 and 3.

Commitment - Following Chumpitaz Caceres and Paparoidamis
(2007), we understand commitment as a relationship that exists if
partners are convinced that the relationship is important enough to be
applied on a permanent and profitable long-term basis. We adopted their
three-item scale to measure commitment.

Trust in organization — Zaheer et al. (1998) define trust in an or-
ganization as inter-organizational trust. In this case, confidence in an
organization depends on trust in the partner organization’s employees.
Thus, we adopted their five-item scale to measure trust in an organiza-
tion. Because the standardized indicator loading of one item was below
0.7, we had a four-item measurement solution regarding trust in an
organization.

Trust in salesperson — To measure trust in a salesperson, we
adopted the five-item scale of Zaheer et al. (1998). They define inter-
personal trust as the trust placed by the customer in the salesperson in
charge. Owing to a lack of indicator reliability, we removed one item
from the five-item measurement scale. The standardized indicator
loading for one item was less than 0.7.

Reputation — Doney and Cannon (1997) define reputation as the
extent to which companies and individuals involved in business pro-
cesses classify a supplier as honest and interested in customers’ well-
being. Thus, we adopted their three-item measurement scale.

Service and product quality — In B2B markets, the service and
product can be regarded as essential factors within the purchase
decision-making process (Dertouzos, Lester, & Solow, 1989). As several
quality dimensions exist, we used a five-item formative construct
covering administrative services, commercial services, service delivery,
service quality, and information aspects.

Flexibility — We regard flexibility as suppliers’ willingness to
customize their services depending on customers’ needs. As we observe
different dimensions of flexibility, we created a three-item formative
scale based on these various aspects, adapted from Heide’s (1994)
measures and Doney and Cannon (1997).

Duration (of the relationship with the organization / sales-
person) - In business connections, trust is built over time. Anderson and
Weitz (1989) discover that trust in an organization expands with the
length of relationship. Specifically in the context of consulting services,
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Table 1
Reflective constructs, item loadings, AVE, Cronbach’s alpha, and composite
reliability.

Construct with items Loading AVE Alpha CR
Commitment 0.86 0.92 0.95
We feel connected to the service provider. 0.93
We defend our service provider in front of 0.93
colleagues and external partners.
We are very proud to have this company as a 0.92
service provider.
Trust in organization 0.58 0.64 0.80
The service provider...
... doesn’t keep its promise. (r) 0.61
... increases his own profit to our 0.81
disadvantage. (1)
... is always fair in negotiations. 0.84
Trust in salesperson 0.78 0.91 0.93
The contact person...
... always behaves as expected. 0.89
... has always been fair in negotiations. 0.92
... is trustworthy. 0.93
... acts in our interest, even if it could be 0.79
detrimental to the contact person.
Power of salesperson within their 0.84  0.90 0.94
organization
The contact person...
... has a high assertiveness within the own 0.91
organization.
... is one of the service provider’s most 0.90
important sales representatives.
... has great influence in its own organization. =~ 0.93
Reputation 0.76  0.84 0.91
The service provider...
... has a reputation for honesty with 0.92
customers.
... has a reputation for taking the best possible ~ 0.91
care of its customers.
... has a bad reputation in the industry. (r) 0.80
Selling orientation 0.78  0.93 0.95
The contact person...
... is trying to sell as much as possible rather 0.86
than satisfying us.
.. doesn’t hold it that well in their sales pitch ~ 0.88
with the truth.
.. tries to persuade us to buy, even ifitdoesn’t  0.91
meet our needs.
.. exaggerates in the presentation of its own 0.89
products to make them appear more
attractive.
... prefers quick contracts to long-term 0.88
customer satisfaction.
Social skills 0.78 0.91 0.93
The contact person...
... is friendly. 0.87
... is courteous. 0.91
... creates a pleasant atmosphere of 0.92
cooperation.
... is always fully involved. 0.83
Duration of relationship (with salesperson)
We have been working with the contact person 1 n.a. n.a. n.a.
since...
Duration of relationship (with
organization)
We have been working with the service 1 n.a. na n.a

manager since...

the influence of the relationship duration on trust seems conceivable. In
this context, we included two duration constructs in our model. One
refers to the relationship with the organization and the other to the
relationship with the salesperson. We measured duration as a single-
item construct in line with the study of Anderson and Weitz (1989).
We supposed that two groups of concepts influence trust in a sales-
person. On the one hand, we found constructs that describe the char-
acteristics of salespersons, such as their expertise, social skills, as well as
the relative selling orientation or position of power in the respective
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firm. On the other hand, further variables can be illustrated as charac-
teristics of a particular relationship with salespersons. Constructs such as
preferred sales activity type or length of the relationship with the
salesperson belong to the second group (Doney & Cannon, 1997).

Expertise — Expertise can be outlined as people’s ability to fulfill
their promises (Doney & Cannon, 1997; Guenzi & Georges, 2010).
Regarding expertise as an index, the construct was measured on a two-
item formative scale accounting for the salesperson’s professional
competence and portfolio-specific knowledge (Doney & Cannon, 1997;
Guenzi & Georges, 2010; Kennedy et al., 2001).

Power of salesperson — We define salespersons’ power as their
ability to control the organizational resources required for delivery
under the agreements (Swan & Nolan, 1985). We used the three-item
scale of Doney and Cannon (1997) because of its high reliability.

Social skills — Social skills in service contexts or likeability refer to
inter-personal liking. We define these constructs as the extent to which
individuals can be regarded as friendly, courteous, and pleasant and the
way they pay attention, in line with the study of Guenzi (2002) and
Coulter and Coulter (2002). We adapted their reflective scales to mea-
sure social skills.

Sociableness — Regular contact (be it business or private) allows the
service person to get to know the salespersons in many different situa-
tions to better assess their behavior in the long term. To measure this
contact, we used the two-item formative scale of Doney and Cannon
(1997).

Selling orientation - Selling orientation can generally be observed
as the level of high-—/low-pressure selling tactics (Holden, 1994). We
adapted the five-item reflective scale of Guenzi and Georges (2010) that
covers various aspects of the underlying construct.

We measured the duration (length of the relationship) as a single-
item construct in years and months. Similar to Anderson and Weitz
(1989), we used the logarithm of the number of months.

3.3. Outer model estimation and evaluation

The measurement model was tested for reliability, convergent val-
idity, and discriminant validity. The reliability of the reflective multi-
item scales was measured using Cronbach’s alpha and composite reli-
ability (CR), as presented in Table 1.

Cronbach’s alpha values for all reflective constructs exceeded the
value of 0.7 required by Nunnally and Bernstein (1994), with one
exception (trust in organization, 0.61). Bagozzi and Yi (1988) recom-
mend at least three indicators for the latent variables. For each reflective
construct, there were at least three indicators that had sufficiently high
loadings.

As presented in Table 1, the composite reliability values range from
0.80 to 0.95 and, thus, also exceed the common threshold value of 0.6
(Bagozzi & Yi, 1988). In summary, all reliability criteria showed internal
consistency.

Convergence validity is indicated when all loadings on the latent
variables are statistically significant (Dunn, Seaker, & Waller, 1994). For
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all reflective measurement models, the item loadings on the latent
constructs were highly significant (p < .001). The range of AVE values of
the individual constructs is between 0.58 and 0.86 and exceeds the
required threshold of 0.5 (Bagozzi & Yi, 1988). Thus, all measurement
models used were reliable and indicated a fulfilled convergence validity.

A confirmatory factor analysis was performed to test the latent var-
iables’ unidimensionality (Gerbing & Anderson, 1988). This was con-
ducted for all reflective constructs (i.e., commitment, trust in
organization, trust in salesperson, power of salesperson within their
organization, reputation, selling orientation, social skills). The mea-
surement models of the constructs showed an acceptable fit with the
following global quality values: chi-square statistics = 1418.41, df =
254, p < .001, GFI = 0.92, RMSEA = 0.057, NFI = 0.95, NNFI = 0.95,
CFI = 0.96, RNI = 0.96, IFI = 0.96, and SRMR = 0.043. GFI and AGFI
should be as close to 1 as possible, NFI and CFI > 0.9, RMSEA < 0.08,
and SRMR for well-fitting models measuring less than 0.05 (Hooper,
Coughlan, & Mullen, 2008).

To evaluate the discriminant validity of the latent constructs, the
Fornell-Larcker criterion, cross-loadings of the indicators, and the
heterotrait-monotrait ratio (HTMT) criterion were used. As presented in
Table 2, the Fornell-Larcker criterion is fulfilled (Fornell & Larcker,
1981). In addition, evaluation of the descriptives showed no anomalies.

According to the cross-loading criterion, discriminant validity occurs
when each indicator loads higher on its latent construct than on other
constructs (Kawecki & Ebert, 2004), what was fulfilled here. The HTMT,
with a value of 0.89, is higher than the most conservative threshold of
0.85 at trust in salesperson only. However, all HTMT values are signif-
icantly less than 1, indicating the existence of discriminant validity;
hence, all relationship pairs in the model differ empirically (Henseler,
Ringle, & Sarstedt, 2014). Overall, all criteria for the quality assessment
of reflective measurements were fulfilled. The constructs are unidi-
mensional, reliable, and valid.

An indicator’s relevance and significance in the context of formative
measurement of the constructs were determined by assessing the
weights and their significance (Hair, Risher, Sarstedt, & Ringle, 2019).
Table 3 lists the formative construct-scale items.

There are no uniform threshold values in the literature regarding the
minimum requirement for the value of the weight. Lohmoller (1989)
suggests minimum values between 0.1 and 0.2, depending on the liter-
ature source (Kawecki & Ebert, 2004). Except for two items, this is
fulfilled for all formative constructs. All indicator weights of formative
measurement models are positive and significantly different from zero.
To determine the significance of the indicator, the t-values from the
bootstrapping algorithm were used for the weights. Two diagnostic
statistics are beneficial for evaluating the impact of multicollinearity on
estimates in structural equation models: the variance inflation factor
(VIF) and condition indices (CI). VIFs are based on correlations between
independent variables. Low VIF values (usually less than 5) indicate that
collinearity problems could be neglected (Hair, Hult, Ringle, & Sarstedt,
2017). To identify correlating items through variance decomposition,
the condition index can be calculated in addition to the VIF (Gotz, Liehr-

Table 2
Mean, SD, inter-construct correlations, and square roots of AVE along the diagonal in bold.
Construct Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11
1 Commitment 3.53 1.48 0.93
2 Trust in organization 4.03 1.16 0.61 0.76
3 Trust in salesperson 4.12 1.24 0.79 0.66 0.88
4 Power of salesperson 3.99 1.33 0.51 0.36 0.48 0.92
5 Reputation 4.57 1.10 0.67 0.59 0.68 0.44 0.87
6 Selling orientation 2.59 1.32 —0.63 —0.63 -0.70 —0.33 —0.59 0.88
7 Social skills 4.74 1.09 0.64 0.51 0.74 0.41 0.62 -0.57 0.88
8 Service 4.04 1.22 0.78 0.63 0.80 0.48 0.73 -0.61 0.70 n.a.
9 Flexibility 3.75 1.34 0.71 0.55 0.72 0.49 0.62 —0.56 0.59 0.73 n.a.
10 Expertise 4.70 1.21 0.62 0.50 0.68 0.53 0.60 —0.53 0.65 0.69 0.56 n.a.
11 Sociableness 3.53 1.26 0.58 0.36 0.54 0.40 0.44 —0.33 0.54 0.54 0.49 0.44 n.a.
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Table 3
Formative constructs, item weights, t-values, VIF, and condition indices.
Construct with items Weights t-values VIF CI
(one-tailed)
Service and product quality 13.96
The service provider...
.. informs in advance about his offer. 0.14 3.72 1.88
.. delivers high-quality services. 0.44 9.51 2.16
.. offers a very good administrative service. 0.08 1.70 2.54
.. offers very good advice before concluding the contract. 0.27 5.92 2.58
... always adheres to the promised time agreements. 0.25 5.62 2.32
Flexibility 12.30
The contact person...
... is ready to adapt its services to our specific needs. 0.56 0.89 2.54
... is willing to adapt its processes to our needs. 0.44 0.73 291
... is prepared to make specific investments for us. 0.08 1.85 3.85
Expertise 13.70
The contact person...
... has a very high level of expertise. 0.76 18.34 2.46
... knows our own product portfolio very well. 0.28 6.07 2.46
Sociableness 7.56
The contact person...
... conducts regular business talks with us. 0.89 35.56 1.24
... conducts regular private conversations with us. 0.21 5.47 1.24

Gobbers, & Krafft, 2010). High condition indices (usually greater than
30) indicate the presence of collinearity (Hair, Sarstedt, Ringle, & Mena,
2012). The VIF values of the formative constructs ranged between 1.24
and 3.85. Furthermore, all the condition indices of the formative con-
structs were less than 30. Thus, the VIF and CI do not suggest any
multicollinearity. Therefore, a proper measurement can be assumed for
the formative constructs.

4. Results
4.1. Inner model estimation and evaluation

After finding a valid measurement model, we analyzed the structural
model in the next step by examining the explanatory power of the entire
model and the predictive power of the independent variables (Hulland,
1999; Kawecki & Ebert, 2004). Notably, we did not find unobserved
heterogeneity within the data, which could have affected our results’
explanatory power. Checking for possible latent classes, we considered a
one-to-ten-segment solution due to the model’s complexity, in addition
to the theoretical upper bound of 28, given a minimum sample size of
48. By re-running FIMIX-PLS for 2-10 segments, we could examine
various information criteria that applied for different segment solutions
(Hahn, Johnson, Herrmann, & Huber, 2002). Considering the efficacy of
various information criteria (Sarstedt, Becker, Ringle, & Schwaiger,
2011), we mainly focused on AIC3 (Bozdogan, 1994) as well as CAIC
(Bozdogan, 1987). While the smallest value of AIC3 was retained for a
two-segment solution, CAIC implied 10 different clusters. Additional
analyses revealed that further information criteria, such as AIC4 (Boz-
dogan, 1994) and BIC (Schwarz, 1978), also accounted for different
solutions, an eight- and two-cluster solution. Examining the relative
segment sizes across the FIMIX-PLS solutions showed that choosing
more than five classes was not reasonable.

Nevertheless, our analysis revealed a normed entropy statistic below
0.5, for each of the two- to five-segment solutions (Ringle, Sarstedt, &
Mooi, 2010). Therefore, we have a sample that is potentially homoge-
neous so that we can analyze the data on an aggregate level (Hair,
Sarstedt, Ringle, & Gudergan, 2018). Furthermore, we checked the
latent constructs in the path model for multicollinearity (Hair et al.,
2012) and did not perceive any problem as all VIF values were less than
4.

We assessed the explanatory power by inspecting the adjusted R? of
the primary dependent variables based on a homogeneous dataset with
no multicollinearity issues. In our model, the respective independent
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variables explain 72% of the variation in the performance of the
construct trust in salesperson and 56% of trust in organization and 64%
of latent variable commitment. The standardized root mean square re-
sidual (SRMR) was used to evaluate the overall model fit of the proposed
research model. The SRMR value of 0.06, which is below the suggested
threshold of 0.08 and, thus, implies a good model fit for PLS path models
(Henseler, Hubona, & Ray, 2016).

Regarding the high explanatory power (Kawecki & Ebert, 2004), we
analyzed the predictive power of the independent variables by exam-
ining the significance and magnitude of the standardized estimates of
the path coefficients. Further, we summarized the model estimation
results, providing direct effects, standard errors, t-values, and significant
levels obtained by applying a nonparametric bootstrapping routine.
Overall, these findings provide profound support for the hypothesized
model. The path coefficients, significance levels, and variances
explained are shown in Fig. 2.

4.2. Hypothesis testing

Focusing on the first block of the model, we found support for H; and
Hj, which refer to the positive impact of reputation (8; = 0.19, p < 0.01,
f2 = 0.04) and service quality (3 = 0.16,p < O.Ol,f2 = 0.02) on trust in
organization. However, the results showed significant, but neglectable,
influences of flexibility and the duration of relationship on trust in or-
ganization. Regarding the second block of our hypothesized model, we
examined those constructs influencing trust in salesperson. Overall, we
found support for all our hypotheses, Hs—H, with varying strength of
impact. Selling orientation (f; = — 0.35, p < 0.01, > = 0.27), as well as
social skills (fg = 0.30, p < 0.01, f2 = 0.14), exhibited a stronger impact
than expertise (5 = 0.19, p < 0.01, > = 0.06) or sociableness (o = 0.14,
p<0.01, f2 = 0.04). Meanwhile, there was only a minor influence of the
constructs power (fg = 0.08, p < 0.01, 2 = 0.01) or duration of rela-
tionship with salesperson (819 = 0.04, p < 0.01, f2 = 0.01).

We found that the third block of our model is strongly supported.
Both links on trust were positive and highly significant. Trust in sales-
person, as well as trust in organization, impacted the commitment of the
relationship, although with a difference in relative strength, trust in
organization (12 = 0.20, p < 0.01, f2 = 0.05), and trust in salesperson
(B13 = 0.65, p < 0.01, f2 = 0.58). There was also a positive relationship
between trust in salesperson and trust in organization (f;; = 0.39, p <
0.01, f2 = 0.1), and this, therefore, supported the hypothesis (Hi1).
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Fig. 2. Path analysis results. ***p < .001; **p < .01 (one-tailed); n = 1692.

5. Discussion
5.1. Summary of contribution

In this study, we focused on an important aspect of B2B services, that
is, creating trust. Based on structural equation modeling and a sample of
1692 participants, our research revealed that trust drivers in organiza-
tions and salespersons and their impact on commitment are important
for establishing trust. Moreover, trust in a salesperson far surpasses the
effect of trust in an organization. Reputation and service quality also
influence trust in an organization, while social skills and low selling
orientation affect trust in a salesperson.

Unlike in B2C transactions, there is a much more multi-layered
complexity in the relationships between trading organizations and
trading individuals in B2B transactions. In addition, transactions in B2B
involve larger volumes. In contrast to manufacturers, decision makers
face additional risks in the service sector because services are also
characterized by the IHIP characteristics, such as intangibility, hetero-
geneity, inseparability, and perishability. We focused on B2B service
relationships and examined the variables influencing trust at the inter-
personal and inter-organizational levels and the effects of both levels
of trust on commitment. As there are no studies regarding this topic, our
study fills this research gap.

The results of our study support all 13 hypotheses. Reputation has a
significant positive influence on trust in organization (H1). This is in
accordance with the literature, as reputation is one of the most crucial
trust-building influence variables in the B2B context (Anderson & Weitz,
1989; Doney & Cannon, 1997). Consequently, reputation can reduce the
uncertainty that exists, especially in B2B services, due to intangibility
and has a positive influence on inter-organizational trust. In our study,
reputation has the most extensive influence on trust in organization
compared to the other influencing variables. The next most significant
influence on trust in organization is service and product quality (H2).
This result is also in line with the literature, which states that higher
service and product quality payed particular attention to the reduction
of risk in business relationships (Chiou & Droge, 2006; Chumpitaz
Caceres & Paparoidamis, 2007; Doney et al., 2007; Kennedy et al.,
2001). Inter-organizational trust also depends on a company’s em-
ployees due to the inseparability of the processes of service provision
with the provider, specifically in B2B service relationships. In the case of
the influence of flexibility on trust in an organization, our data show a
significant effect (H3). However, it is only half as large as that for service
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and product quality. This positive influence is also in line with the
literature (Koufaris & Hampton-Sosa, 2004), and it supports the het-
erogeneous and inseparable nature of B2B service relationships. The
more flexible the providers respond to changing customers’ re-
quirements, the greater their trust in the organization. This simulta-
neously implies greater benefits due to the willingness to change and
adapt (Doney & Cannon, 1997) and strengthening of the business rela-
tionship (Homburg et al., 2003). As expected, the duration of business
relationships also influences organizational trust (H4). This influence is
significant, but minimal, compared to other factors, such as reputation,
service and product quality, and flexibility. Nevertheless, the data sup-
port transaction cost theory and learning theory (Doney & Cannon,
1997) and reduce the risks associated with the IHIP characteristics, such
as intangibility, heterogeneity, inseparability, and perishability of B2B
service relationships.

In the case of the variables influencing trust in a salesperson, we
formulated a total of six hypotheses. Again, all directions of effect are
those we could expect in agreement with the literature. In addition, we
assumed that, because of the IHIP characteristics of B2B service re-
lationships, the larger the share of the service in the range of goods and
services, the more important the seller becomes. Thus, trust in a sales-
person is influenced by the personal characteristics of the salesperson.
Intangibility, heterogeneity, inseparability, and perishability are closely
related to the personal characteristics of people and salespersons. In our
study, selling orientation is the most significant and most substantial
influence on trust in the salesperson. We found that the higher the
salesperson’s selling orientation, the lower the trust in the salesperson
(H9). Theoretically, we can explain this by the unwillingness to trust a
person if they only pursue their interests. From the customer’s
perspective, a problem-solving approach is preferred (Crosby et al.,
1990; Guenzi & Georges, 2010; Tam & Wong, 2001). A not less crucial
influencing variable is social skills. Our results suggest that the higher
the salesperson’s social skills are rated, the higher the trust in sales-
person (H7). Among social skills, we subsumed the salesperson’s factual
and substantive presence and the ability to create a friendly atmosphere.
The positive influence of these skills on trust in the salesperson is
consistent with the existing literature related to this topic (Aggarwal
et al., 2005; Doney & Cannon, 1997; Guenzi & Georges, 2010; Kwon &
Suh, 2004; Parasuraman et al., 1988; Rotter, 1980; Swan & Nolan,
1985). We observe a somewhat weaker but still highly significant in-
fluence on expertise and sociableness. The higher the expertise, the
higher the trust in the salesperson (H5). It is undisputed in the literature



O.A. Gansser et al.

that high expertise of a salesperson significantly reduces the risk of a bad
investment, thereby causing lower transaction costs (Crosby et al., 1990;
Doney & Cannon, 1997; Dowding et al., 1994; Guenzi & Georges, 2010;
Moorman et al., 1992; Wood et al., 2008). The higher the sociability of
the salespersons, the higher the trust in them (H8). This result is
consistent with Crosby’s et al. (1990) findings and supports Altman and
Taylor’s (1973) social penetration theory. However, the regularity of
conversations at the business level is significantly more critical than at
the personal level. Our weights on the formative measure indicate that
the business level is three times more important than the personal level.
Similar to the findings of Crosby et al. (1990), Doney and Cannon
(1997), and Swan and Nolan (1985), we observe the salespersons’
assertiveness and influence within their organization as having a sig-
nificant impact on trust in that person. The higher the power of the
salespersons within their organization, the higher the trust in them (H6).
However, the strength of the effect is more than four times lower than
that of the selling orientation. Our data support the hypothesis that a
salesperson’s relationship length increases trust in the salesperson
(H10). Participants learn through experiences how much they can trust
their counterparts (Anderson & Weitz, 1989; Burchell & Wilkinson,
1997; Doney & Cannon, 1997; Rotter, 1967). Regarding the impact on
trust in an organization, the length of relationship is significant but
equally low as that on trust in an organization.

Our results on the relationship between trust and commitment are
consistent with the findings of previous studies and with theories on
social exchange theory, according to Thibaut and Kelly (1959) and
commitment-trust theory according to Morgan and Hunt (1994). Our
results show a significant relationship between trust and commitment,
starting from the inter-organizational and inter-personal levels and be-
tween trust in a salesperson and trust in an organization. The influence
of trust in a salesperson has a significant positive influence on trust in
their organization (H11). Trust in an organization has a significant
positive influence on commitment (H12), and trust in a salesperson has a
significant positive influence on commitment (H13). The effect sizes of
these three relationships support the results of Ashnai et al. (2016). Trust
in a salesperson has a relatively strong influence on trust in an organi-
zation. However, the influence of trust in a salesperson on commitment
is more than three times higher than that of trust in an organization. Our
study underlines the extraordinary importance of business relationships
with salespersons.

5.2. Management implications

In summary, the findings of our research suggest several implications
for practitioners of B2B service providers. First, the trust in an organi-
zation and a salesperson are important drivers of the buyer’s commit-
ment to the relationship. However, trust in a salesperson outperforms
the impact of trust in an organization. Thus, in B2B services, it is the
person, rather than the organization, that creates trust. This result has
many implications for retaining and hiring good employees with various
or key customer contacts. Investing in the satisfaction of their employees
and creating an affective, conative, and cognitive commitment to the
employer seems to be the right way to bind employees and their cus-
tomers. This appears even more important for Generation Y, which
generally exhibits a higher readiness to change employers.

Second, our study reveals drivers that build trust and provide in-
sights into the direction such efforts might take. Reputation, service, and
product quality were found to be the primary drivers of trust in an or-
ganization. Creating a brand based on trust and high ethical standards in
business through image-building techniques, such as advertising and
public relations, could be the way forward. Our study shows that service
and product quality primarily provide high-quality services that count,
followed by giving good advice before signing a contract and adherence
to the agreed time contracts. Excellent administrative services do not
have a significant impact or the potential to create a competitive
advantage. Flexibility to adapt their services or processes to meet
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consumers’ needs does not seem to have a high impact on trust in or-
ganizations. Trust in a salesperson can grow over a more extended
period, but does not need to. Our findings make it possible to create trust
quite quickly, providing an opportunity to bind new customers with the
help outlined in the findings.

Regarding the question of how to create trust in salespersons, it is
important to form a team with a high level of expertise and, even more
importantly, with low-pressure selling tactics, social skills, and right
level of sociableness. In addition to hiring the “right” people, managers
could use our results and trust-building processes to guide their training
efforts. Organizations should design training programs that help sales-
persons to become updated, improve their expertise and social skills,
and become more competent and successful at using low-pressure selling
tactics. In addition, organizations might have to rethink and adapt the
existing incentive and remuneration system by not focusing on sales
volume per se, but on trust-building behaviors. Furthermore, organiza-
tions must create a “work climate” based on honesty and belief in others’
actions and words. Therefore, this is not about creating new friendships
with customers. Our findings suggest that salespersons should conduct
regular business talks, rather than regular private conversations, to
create a professional atmosphere. Similar to trust in an organization,
trust in a salesperson does not have to be the result of a long-term
relationship only. Trust can be created quickly, which also implies a
great opportunity to bind new customers. Overall, focusing on business
ethics provides an effective mechanism for enhancing trust in B2B ser-
vice relationships.

5.3. Limitations and future research directions

There are several limitations to our findings and the implications
derived from this study. Nevertheless, as no research has examined a
comprehensive model of the different dimensions of trust in the B2B
service market, this study might guide future research opportunities.

First, while we incorporated various antecedents of trust in the hy-
pothesized model, potentially relevant variables could have been
incorporated to intensify the explanatory power of our proposed model.
Therefore, future research could extend our findings in this manner.
Second, our study had an explorative character. Focusing on B2B re-
lationships within the service market, we analyzed various relationships
with communication, business, personnel, or IT-consultancies. Because
of these settings, it was impossible to derive a representative sample in
this case. Future research should focus on these issues. Third, we asked
the purchasing side only; nevertheless, trust was a reciprocal relation.
Future research should also focus on suppliers. Additionally, we focused
only on the German B2B service market. Therefore, it is essential to note
that our findings on building trust in salespersons, organizations, or
commitment may also not be generalized to different cultural settings.
Moreover, future research should emphasize on the role culture plays in
the focused aspects of buyer—seller relationships in the service industry.
Cross-cultural research in this context should provide useful managerial
implications. Furthermore, we did not focus on the development of trust
over time. As the actual pandemic has further increased uncertainty, it
can be assumed that the importance of trust, its antecedents, and the
impact on commitment will become even crucial. Therefore, the influ-
ence of this exogenous shock would be interesting to explore. A longi-
tudinal study should highlight whether the drivers of different
dimensions of trust vary in their impact across different process stages.
Understanding the dynamics of trust can help us understand why re-
lationships grow, change, or decline.
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