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Abstract 

Despite third parties being important conduits of trust, little is known about the mechanisms and 

conditions relevant to their influence on trust formation and partner selection in interfirm 

relationships. In this study, we experimentally examine how varying levels of third-party 

information may shape the trust that buyer managers have in a potential supplier firm, and how 

this trust affects subsequent selection decisions. In addition, we investigate when this information 

is most influential, by exploring the moderating role of the focal firm’s own prior experience. As 

expected, both neutral and favorable third-party information are able to elicit trust, yet with 

different effects on competence and goodwill trusting beliefs, and depending on whether the firm 

is already familiar with the supplier from prior experience. Our analysis further indicates that 

higher levels of both competence trust and goodwill trust, in turn, increase the likelihood of the 

supplier to be selected. Overall, by investigating differences with regard to the source and content 

of information and the specific type of trust, this study contributes to a more nuanced 

understanding of the partner selection process. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Studies on the role of management control in mitigating the risks of interfirm relationships suggest 

that, alongside formal governance and control structures, appropriate partner search and selection 

is critical for the effective management and success of interfirm relationships (e.g., Dekker & Van 

den Abbeele, 2010; Dekker, 2008; Ding, Dekker, & Groot, 2013; Mahama & Chua, 2016). Finding 

trustworthy partners is particularly important when initiating new relationships, as to help mitigate 

the risk of incompetency and unreliability of the partner organization. Against this background, 

prior studies have indicated a preference for familiar partners, where firms use information from 

past experience to evaluate the partner’s trustworthiness and inform subsequent selection decisions 

(e.g., Dekker, 2008; Dekker & Van den Abbeele, 2010). However, little is known about how firms 

who are not familiar from past experience can initially trust and start collaborating (Anderson, 

Chang, Cheng, & Phua, 2017). In this situation, third parties who are knowledgeable about the 

partner likely become a valuable source, because of their ability to diffuse trust-relevant 

information (Doney & Cannon, 1997; Gulati & Gargiulo, 1999). Notably, although accounting 

scholars have speculated about how third parties may serve as trust intermediaries (e.g., Ding et 

al., 2013; Mahama & Chua, 2016), no research to date has modeled and directly assessed the effect 

of third-party information on the emergence of trust and subsequent partner selection within an 

interfirm setting. In addition, there exists limited insight into how information originating from 

third parties interrelates with information from own prior experience. This study seeks to address 

this gap and, by doing so, to improve our understanding of the partner selection process. 

The study draws on current theoretical understandings of trust cues that are important at 

relationship inception and particularly examines trust transfer as a means for establishing initial 

trust. Our focus is on a buyer manager’s trust in a potential supplier firm during the initial stages 



2 

 

of the relationship, when partners are being evaluated and potentially selected. The basic premise 

behind trust transfer in this context is that, other than being based on own prior experience with 

the supplier, buyer managers’ initial trust impressions are based on the cues provided by third 

parties, such as other buyer firms. Importantly, however, we argue that third parties may bring 

about different influences given the information content and the particular type of trust. 

Specifically, we propose that informational signals from third parties may differ depending on 

whether the outcomes of third-party dealings are known or not. While prior studies on third-party 

influences mainly suggest that information about the outcomes of other firms’ dealings can 

contribute to perceptions of the partner’s trustworthiness (see also, Barrera & Buskens, 2007; 

Stewart, 2003), the question remains whether the mere knowledge of other firms’ dealings, without 

any information about the outcomes, is sufficient to elicit trust. In our model, we thus draw upon 

this distinction and propose that these two situations play a different role in developing initial trust, 

considering the completeness of the information available. We further differentiate between the 

competence and goodwill dimensions of trust, each dimension reflecting a unique perceptual 

perspective from which managers consider a potential partner (see also, Anderson et al., 2017), for 

which third-party information is expected to be differentially informative.   

Moreover, while the proposed model intends to explain trust before any relationship 

between two parties has developed, particularly due to cues from third parties, we also account for 

the history of the relationship between the two. To this end, we introduce prior experience as a 

moderator and predict that the effects of third-party information on trust will vary with the extent 

to which information from the focal firm’s own prior experience with the supplier is also available.  

Finally, turning to subsequent partner selection decisions, we suggest that both competence 

trust and goodwill trust will mediate the relationship between third-party information and the 
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likelihood of the supplier being selected. As such, our study’s research model is based on the idea 

that a buyer manager’s trust in a potential supplier represents a critical theoretical mechanism 

explaining the link between informational signals stemming from third parties and partner 

selection. 

In our experiment participants assume the role of a buyer manager in charge of handling 

collaborative relationships with supplier firms, with information from own firm experience and 

from third parties being manipulated respectively, in order to assess whether this would influence 

the level of, both competence and goodwill, trust and, in turn, the intention to select. Regarding 

third-party information, we compare two conditions where information is provided about other 

firms’ prior dealings with a potential supplier, varying the content of information by either 

excluding or including obtained outcomes, to a control condition where no such information is 

presented. In addition, we examine whether responses to third-party information differ depending 

on whether positive own firm experience is present, as an alternative information source, or not. 

Our results indicate, as predicted, that other firms’ dealings may shape the trust that buyer 

managers have in a potential supplier firm, and that this trust affects the managers’ subsequent 

selection decisions. This process, however, is shown to be different for the two trust dimensions, 

and is contingent upon own prior experience. Specifically, the results reveal that simply knowing 

other firms that trusted the supplier, without any information about the outcomes, is sufficient for 

the participants’ level of competence trust in the supplier to increase. This provides evidence for 

trust transfer even while excluding a reinforcement statement, namely, that it would lead to 

desirable outcomes. The effect appears to be particularly prevalent in the absence of own prior 

experience or, in other words, when there is no other information to rely upon. The participants’ 

level of goodwill trust in the supplier, in contrast, only increases when it is known that other firms 
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had good outcomes, and when the firm is already familiar with the supplier from own prior 

experience. This suggests that, for goodwill trust, a baseline of prior experience is required in order 

for third-party information to become influential.  

The primary contribution of this study to the accounting literature is an increased 

understanding of the role of third-party information in establishing initial trust and subsequent 

partner selection. The study provides evidence on previously unexplored forms of third-party 

effects, based on relatively neutral information (i.e., excluding outcomes), and disentangles this 

from other effects that have already been studied more extensively, such as reputational effects 

based on more specific, pointed information (i.e., including outcomes). We further show that third-

party information, depending on its content, triggers different effects on competence and goodwill 

trusting beliefs.    

In doing so, we contribute to research that has called for more empirical work examining 

the differences in antecedents and consequences of specific trust dimensions (e.g., Anderson et al., 

2017; Dekker & Van den Abbeele, 2010). In particular, we illustrate that the informational basis 

on which competence trust and goodwill trust are built are not necessarily the same and, 

consequently, have a distinct bearing on partner selection.  In this way, the study also helps us to 

unravel the process of how information from third parties affects partner selection. While trust-

based mechanisms are commonly cited explanations for third-party effects, detailed analysis of the 

process is often lacking. Many studies take for granted that third-party network effects operate 

through trust (e.g., Blumberg, 2001; Gulati & Gargiulo, 1999), but not explicitly measure trust and 

its constituent elements as a mediator. Our study may therefore serve as a useful addition to this 

stream of research, seeking to explain the multiple mechanisms that account for the relationship 

between third-party information and partner selection decisions.  
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Further, in addition to the effects of third-party information, we also look at the potential 

moderating role of direct learning from own experience. Although previous studies have indicated 

the relevance of first-hand as well as second-hand information in the partner selection process 

(e.g., Ding et al., 2013; Mahama & Chua, 2016), what remains unclear is how these are used in 

combination. We build on prior research that has started to explain when different sources of 

information are substitutes or complements for one another (e.g., Argote & Mirron-Spektor, 2011).  

Specifically, by accounting for potential available information from own prior experience, we 

provide evidence on when third-party information is most influential in the partner selection 

process. The results of our study in fact reveal that whether own firm experience substitutes or 

complements information from other firms’ experience depends upon the information content 

accompanying other firms’ experience, as well as the specific type of trust. This has important 

implications for the accounting literature, which has not fully delineated the conditions under 

which third-party information contributes to positive expectations about a potential partner’s 

collaboration. 

The rest of the paper proceeds as follows. We first discuss the theoretical background and 

develop the hypotheses. We next describe the experiment and report the results. The final section 

concludes. 

II. THEORY AND HYPOTHESES 

Trust in interfirm relationships  

Interfirm relationships involve interdependence and firms and their managers must, therefore, 

depend on others in various ways to accomplish their organizational goals. Several theories have 

emerged that describe mechanisms for minimizing the risk inherent in such arrangements. Most of 

these theories, such as transaction cost theory, focus on the design of appropriate contracts as an 
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important governance mechanism. However, as a consequence of complexity and uncertainty, it 

is usually not feasible to lay down each party’s obligations completely and unambiguously in 

advance, and so most contracts are incomplete (Krishnan, Miller, & Sedatole, 2011; Vosselman & 

Van der Meer-Kooistra, 2009). Since it is impossible to manage all vulnerabilities through 

enforceable contracts, firms and their managers rely on trust to facilitate cooperation (Dekker, 

2004; Emsley & Kidon, 2007).1 

Following prior literature, we define trust as a psychological state comprising the intention 

to accept vulnerability based on positive expectations about the motivations or behaviors of 

another (Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman, 1995; Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt, & Camerer, 1998). Based on 

this notion, trust is often referred to as the perception formed by one party about another party’s 

trustworthiness. Early research on interfirm trust posits that the perceived likelihood that the other 

party will be trustworthy may be based on judgments about its competencies and/or goodwill (Das 

& Teng, 2001; Nooteboom, 1996). Specifically, in line with prior accounting and information 

systems research (e.g., Anderson et al., 2017; Nicolaou, Sedatole, & Lankton, 2011), we consider 

trust as the belief that the other party has beneficial characteristics, and implies favorable 

perceptions about the exchange partner’s competencies (i.e., has the ability to do what the partner 

needs done), integrity (i.e., is honest and keeps commitments), and benevolence (i.e., is responsive 

to the partner’s interests, not just its own). Combined, perceptions of competence entail attributions 

regarding the ability of the other party, while perceptions of goodwill entail attributions regarding 

the integrity and benevolence of the other party.2 Hence, our definition of interfirm trust 

                                                           
1 According to transaction cost theorists, trust is not an instrument that can be mobilized to prevent opportunism from 

occurring and, as such, should not be seen as a governance mechanism per se. However, trust can be part of the 

surroundings of the governance structure, and may serve an important function in explaining possibilities the social 

embeddeness of transactions offers in improving the acceptability of behavioral risks (Vosselman & Van der Meer-

Kooistra, 2006, p. 130). 
2 Sako (1992) also offers a three-attribute trust model, distinguishing among competence-based trust (i.e., the 

expectation of an exchange partner’s technical and managerial competence), contractual-based trust (i.e., the 
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encompasses not only concerns about a partner’s ability to perform according to agreements, but 

also its intentions to do so. Positive expectations along these dimensions provide the foundation 

for one’s willingness to accept vulnerability (Vosselman & Van der Meer-Kooistra, 2009), which, 

at the partner selection stage, implies the willingness to engage and to collaborate with a specific 

partner.  

In the context of interfirm relationships, trust can exist at multiple levels between 

individuals and/or firms (Curall & Inkpen, 2002; Velez, Sanchez, & Alvarez-Dardet, 2008). In this 

study, we focus on the initial trust placed by an individual buyer manager in a potential supplier 

firm. More specifically, this study concentrates on the inferences that buyer managers make about 

the potential supplier using relevant information to develop perceptions of trust. We posit that, as 

soon as the search for a partner begins, buyer managers will be attuned to cues to inform their 

initial opinion about the supplier’s trustworthiness, upon which the decision regarding partner 

selection will then be based.3 

In the next section, we take an information-based perspective and review relevant literature 

on where these cues may come from, as the theoretical background of our study.  

Developing trust: An information-based perspective  

Research on trust development has demonstrated that individuals’ perceptions of others’ 

trustworthiness and their willingness to engage in trusting behavior are largely history-dependent 

                                                           
expectation that an exchange partner is honest and will honor the agreement), and goodwill-based trust (i.e., the 

expectation that parties have an open commitment towards each other). Our conceptualization matches Sako’s, with 

competence trust as a first essential element, and goodwill trust as a second component, including contractual trust. 

That is, good, reliable partners will keep to their word, even if it turns to their disadvantage later. Contractual trust is 

not considered here as a separate dimension because, in this perspective, it may not be distinct from goodwill trust 
(see also, Langfield-Smith, 2008).  
3 Consistent with this view, we focus on the cognitive aspect of trust, which is information-based and relies on the 

ability of one party to predict the behaviors of another party. Trust is essentially formed when, based on available 

information, there is sufficient confidence that the other party will be trustworthy (see also, Das & Teng, 2001; Emsley 

& Kidon, 2007).  
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processes (Kramer, 1999). At the interfirm level, an important source of information indeed stems 

from firms’ own past dealings with the partner (Blumberg, 2001; Dekker, 2008; Dekker & Van 

den Abbeele, 2010). Consistent with theories of performance-feedback learning, decision-makers 

often deal with partner uncertainty by considering the performance outcomes of past interactions, 

and choosing partners associated with favorable outcomes (Baum, Rowley, Shipilov, & Chuang, 

2005; Li & Rowley, 2002).  Such information, in fact, provides positive signals about the partner’s 

trustworthiness, which increases confidence in the potential of productive future exchange. 

Typically, information regarding previous interactions is stored within the organization and can be 

accessed by its members, even if they were not personally involved in those interactions (Schilke 

& Cook, 2013). Thus, even if individual managers at partner firms have not interacted directly 

before, the prior ties between their respective firms may lay the foundation for trust between them. 

Information about the other party’s past performance, however, does not exist for a pair of firms 

partnering with one another for the first time.  

As an alternative, managers may therefore turn to other firms in the network to gather 

information about the potential partner’s trustworthiness. Arguably, third parties are influential 

conduits of trust because of their ability to diffuse trust-relevant information. More precisely, Uzzi 

(1997) indicates that third parties can function as important go-betweens in new relationships 

enabling other firms to roll-over their expectations from existing relationships to others in which 

adequate knowledge or history may not yet be available. In this way, trust is thought to develop 

through a transference process (Doney & Cannon, 1997; McEvily, Perrone, & Zaheer, 2003). The 

frame of reference, then, shifts from the dyad to the triad, while the focus of analysis shifts from 

direct interaction between partners to indirect channels of information and reputation effects 

(Baum et al., 2005; Gulati & Gargiulo, 1999). Reputation, in particular, refers to information about 
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how a collaboration partner performed previously in other engagements. Such reputational 

information enables partners to learn about others’ trustworthiness and, hence, may help to 

alleviate risk and reduce uncertainty with respect to the intended partnership (Dekker, 2004; 

Langfield-Smith, 2008; Rooks et al., 2006). Accordingly, prior research has established that 

individuals who perceive another as having a favorable reputation are more likely to cooperate in 

situations requiring trust (e.g., Dollinger, Golden, & Saxton, 1997; Doney & Cannon, 1997). 

Moreover, studies found that allowing participants to know potential partners’ history of 

cooperation with previous partners and that the history was positive increased their own 

willingness to initially cooperate (e.g., Bohnet & Huck, 2004; Buskens & Weesie, 2000). These 

findings provide an illustration of, not only prior experience, but also third-party information being 

used to gauge another party.  

However, while there is a growing body of research recognizing that third-party 

information may contribute significantly to the trust-building process in new relationships (e.g., 

Ding et al., 2013; Mahama & Chua, 2016), prior studies mostly attribute this to information about 

past performance being actively transmitted and communicated by third parties. If trust in a partner 

only emerges based on information about positive past performance4 then, all else equal, a buyer 

manager’s initial trust in the supplier should be the same in the absence of such information 

(regardless of whether it can be observed that other firms have done similar business with this 

supplier). In contrast, we draw on information-based theories of imitation to predict that the mere 

knowledge of the relationship between third parties and the potential partner may induce trust 

transfer. 

                                                           
4 Clearly, one would expect negative effects on trust if the manager has negative experiences or receives negative 

information, but this is not part of the present study. 
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When neither direct nor third-party information about past performance is available, 

decision-makers may turn to cues rooted in network positions, defined by their patterns of 

affiliation with other organizations, to make inferences about potential partners’ trustworthiness 

(Baum et al., 2005; Podolny, 1994). Such influences could be of particular importance when new 

or young firms are involved, given that such firms lack prior experience and not have many pre-

established communication channels to others, yet they may be able to observe others’ ties 

(Stewart, 2003).  Indeed, in the absence of other reliable cues about the trustworthiness of others, 

managers are particularly likely to be receptive to information implicit in the actions of others. 

Such information, although highly imperfect, can have a strong influence on managerial 

perceptions and beliefs (Lieberman & Asaba, 2006). For example, buyer managers may be aware 

of third-party dealings with the supplier and, based on this observation, may logically conclude 

that the supplier must be trustworthy. Along these lines, Wittek (2001) suggests that individuals 

may attempt to reduce uncertainty about the trustworthiness of potential trustees by imitating the 

choice behavior of others in a similar network position. That is, if other trustors trust a certain 

trustee, their behavior can be perceived as a signal that trust can be placed safely (Barrera & 

Buskens, 2007). Accordingly, we propose that buyer managers may develop trust in and select 

those partners who are trusted by others facing a similar dilemma, particularly other buyer firms. 

Based on the preceding discussion, we propose a distinction between two levels of third-

party information, i.e., information including the positive outcomes of other firms’ dealings vs. 

information entailing others’ past dealings but not their outcomes.5 In turn, we expect that these 

varying levels of third-party information generate differential effects on trust. We specifically 

                                                           
5 The outcome information we consider in this study is satisfaction with the relationship, as this does not only reflect 

objective performance outcomes but also the relational quality underlying these outcomes and, therefore, relevant to 

interfirm trust development (see also, Laan et al., 2011). 
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argue that the varying levels of information lead to differences in the relative strength of trust 

transmission through third parties, which become manifested in the decision to collaborate with a 

particular partner. 

In addition, we consider the interaction of these external sources of information with 

internal knowledge available from own prior experience. This allows us to explain not only the 

relative effects of varying levels of third-party information, but also the conditions under which 

these external sources are most influential in the partner selection process. 

The theoretical model we examine appears in Figure 1. As can be seen, trust is the keystone 

of the model, and is expected to mediate the relationship between third-party information and 

partner selection. We believe it is imperative to differentiate among competence and goodwill 

trust, as these essentially concern the major uncertainties that need to be managed in interfirm 

relationships. That is, if third parties are theorized to be helpful because they generate trust, it is 

important to specify what type of trust it is and to empirically test the assumed associations. 

Further, prior experience is included to moderate the relationship between third-party information 

and trust perceptions. This set of proposed relations represents what has been termed a moderated 

mediation model (Preacher, Rucker, & Hayes, 2007)6, and is discussed in detail in the following 

sections.  

[Insert Figure 1 about here] 

The role of third-party information in forming trusting beliefs  

As previously outlined, trust involves distinct trustee characteristics, among which, in interfirm 

relationships, a partner’s competence and goodwill are of particular importance (Dekker, 2004; 

Emsley & Kidon, 2007; Langfield-Smith, 2008; Velez et al., 2008). Each dimension of trust is 

                                                           
6 Our proposed model for moderated mediation corresponds to ‘‘Model 2” in Preacher et al. (2007).  
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thought to be differently created and maintained. In line with this perspective, we do not only 

expect that trust is influenced by information available through third parties, but also that these 

influences differ for the specific type of trust. The primary reason for this is that varying levels of 

third-party information induce specific beliefs and views of potential partners for the intended joint 

project, and accordingly contribute to competence trust and goodwill trust in their own way.  

In particular, we expect that knowing about other firms’ dealings with the supplier, even 

when nothing is known about their outcomes, is able to instill competence trust. The defining 

features of competence trust are the various resources and capabilities of the supplier, which are 

needed to perform adequately and fulfill relationship objectives. If it is known that other buyer 

firms have engaged in collaborations with the supplier, this signals that these other firms must, at 

minimum, have believed that the supplier does possess enough resources and capabilities for 

accomplishing given tasks in the relationship, providing a basis for competence trust. Applying 

the imitation logic discussed above, buyer managers would infer competence of a supplier through 

the actions of other buyer firms, and may come to trust the supplier just because they see others 

do. Moreover, as has been advanced in prior research (Li & Rowley, 2002), managers evaluating 

potential partners will likely consider the experience that other firms have with this partner as a 

capability indicator. Especially when several other buyer firms have done similar business with 

the supplier, they are assumed to have the appropriate skills and expertise, improving confidence 

in the supplier’s ability to succeed in the collaboration.  

Thus, we predict a buyer manager’s competence trust to be higher when the buyer manager 

knows other buyer firms that have done similar business with the supplier, compared to when this 

is not the case. In addition, knowing that these other buyer firms were satisfied in their dealings 

with the supplier, is likely to increase the buyer manager’s competence trust in the supplier even 



13 

 

more. In this case, buyer managers may attribute other buyer firms’ satisfaction, in part, to the 

supplier’s capabilities and expertise to perform its task effectively. Even if such capabilities cannot 

be directly identified, or the means-ends relationship is unclear, successful outcomes are likely to 

reinforce competence trusting beliefs (Li & Rowley, 2002). In fact, firms that have been successful 

in previous alliances tend to build a reputation for competence (Das & Teng, 2001). Such a 

favorable reputation is easily transferrable across firms (Doney & Cannon, 1997), suggesting a 

positive association between supplier reputation and the focal buyer manager competence trust. In 

particular, if the supplier’s reputation provides information about positive past performance, this 

should enhance competence trust more than if buyer managers initially have little or no 

reputational information to draw on. 

Altogether, we expect that other firms’ prior dealings with the supplier will have a positive 

effect on the focal buyer manager’s competence trust in the supplier, but since knowing other 

firms’ choices including their outcomes refers to more complete information, we expect this effect 

to be larger than the effect of knowing others’ choices without knowing their outcomes.  

This leads to the following hypothesis:  

H1: The buyer manager’s level of competence trust in the supplier (i) is higher when the 

buyer manager knows other buyer firms that have done similar business with the supplier and (ii) 

further increases when the buyer manager knows that this resulted in good outcomes.  

Compared to competence trust, goodwill trust is argued to be relatively harder to establish 

and more fragile, such that more information will be needed (Emsley & Kidon, 2007). As indicated 

above, a straightforward way to deal with uncertainty about potential partners is to trust those who 

received trust choices by other firms. However, the fact that other buyer firms have decided to 

partner with the supplier does not necessarily imply that the supplier has been trustworthy in the 

past and, more specifically, will act with integrity and benevolence in the focal relationship now. 



14 

 

Since the mere observation that others have done business with the supplier, without knowing their 

outcomes, does not inform about the supplier’s inherent intentions to make the relationship work, 

we predict that it would not affect goodwill trust.  

Instead, goodwill trust requires a history of demonstrated good intentions (Das & Teng, 

2001). Prior studies maintain that, because goodwill trust requires an assessment of the partner’s 

integrity and benevolence, one must have adequate information about the partner’s past behavior 

and promises (Doney & Cannon, 1997). Positive experiences of other buyer firms may, in this 

sense, produce meaningful goodwill-related information, and likely influences one’s own 

expectations about the intentions of the supplier. Specifically, if other buyers were satisfied with 

the relationship, this can be interpreted as the supplier dealing fairly and caring about the buyer 

firm’s welfare. With such a reputation, the focal buyer manager feels more assured that the supplier 

will cooperate in good faith, rather than behave opportunistically (Rooks et al., 2006). Essentially, 

this relies on the assumption that, if a supplier has been trustworthy for a particular set of partner 

firms, then they should be trustworthy for a new trustor in a structural position that is similar to 

those of the other trustors.  

Hence, if other buyer firms have collaborated with the supplier before and these others 

experienced positive outcomes, buyer managers may infer insights about the good intentions of 

the potential partner, which is essential for goodwill trust to be formed.  

This leads to the following hypothesis:  

H2: The buyer manager’s level of goodwill trust in the supplier (i) is unaffected when the 

buyer manager simply knows other buyer firms that have done similar business with the supplier 

but (ii) increases when the buyer manager knows other buyer firms that have done similar business 

with the supplier and that this resulted in good outcomes. 
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The moderating impact of prior experience  

When the buyer and supplier have done business before, this provides the buyer manager with an 

initial information basis, which likely affects the extent to which third-party information influences 

trust judgments. On the one hand, it could be argued that if buyers have had no prior experience 

with the supplier, they are especially motivated to search for information (Blumberg, 2001; Dekker 

& Van den Abbeele, 2010), and to rely on third parties to obtain cues about the supplier’s 

trustworthiness. On the other hand, even buyers who do have prior experience with the supplier 

may be inclined to refer to third parties to supplement their own information because of the 

difficulties of making trust judgments (Ding et al., 2013; Ferrin et al., 2006). In this study, we 

follow the first argument and posit that own prior experience may substitute for third-party 

information, as the available internal information may already help to resolve many of the 

difficulties or uncertainties inherent in the trust problem under consideration. More specifically, 

we propose that if the buyer itself had positive experiences with the supplier before, third parties 

become less critical and influential. Guided by literature on information-processing, along with 

relevant empirical evidence, we provide two main reasons to support this expectation.   

First, if decision-makers are only influenced by novel or unique information, then 

information from multiple sources has a substitutional effect if these sources provide redundant or 

duplicate information (Schwab, 2007). In our context, this implies that third parties may be most 

valuable for making trust judgments when they provide information not available elsewhere. 

Research in negotiations, for instance, shows that, especially in the absence of direct prior 

experience with a specific party, one will prepare for interactions with that party by gathering 

reputational information (e.g., Glick & Croson, 2001). In contrast, when a firm is already familiar 

with a potential partner, they have little need of such information, as they can rely primarily on 
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their own firm’s experience. Specifically, if the buyer was satisfied with previous collaborations, 

it is plausible to assume that the supplier was sufficiently capable and not prone to opportunistic 

behavior (Ganesan, 1994; Rooks et al., 2006). Hence, with prior interactions and a performance 

history demonstrating the supplier’s competence and goodwill, information about the supplier’s 

trustworthiness via third parties will provide relatively little additional value to the buyer manager.  

Second, own firm experiences are often seen as more informative than those of other firms, 

suggesting a preference for internal over external information. This preference for internal 

feedback information again suggests a substitutional effect, as available external information may 

be ignored (Schwab, 2007). With respect to interfirm partnering, it has been argued that decision-

makers will rely on the most direct source of information and experience they have because much 

of the risk and uncertainty associated with partner selection is partner specific (Baum et al., 2005; 

Podolny, 1994). Furthermore, prior studies on partner choice provide some evidence consistent 

with the notion that first-hand information about partners is often preferred over second-hand 

information (e.g., Ding et al., 2013). According to this logic, if the buyer manager already possess 

reliable and rich internal performance feedback, providing confidence in the supplier’s 

competence and goodwill, additional available external information would not produce an effect. 

Together, these arguments suggest that third-party information likely appeals most to those 

with little prior information on which to base a decision; more knowledgeable managers may rely 

on what they know internally (see also, Lieberman & Asaba, 2006). Thus, while third-party 

information is expected to influence competence trust and goodwill trust perceptions, this 

influence is predicted to be weaker when the buyer and the potential supplier have had prior 

experience as compared to when this is not the case.  

Accordingly, we hypothesize that: 
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H3: Prior experience moderates the effects of third-party information on the buyer 

manager’s level of competence trust, such that the effects will be weaker when the buyer has prior 

experience with the supplier compared to when the buyer has no prior experience with the supplier. 

H4: Prior experience moderates the effects of third-party information on the buyer 

manager’s level of goodwill trust, such that the effects will be weaker when the buyer has prior 

experience with the supplier compared to when the buyer has no prior experience with the supplier. 

The effect of trusting beliefs on selection decisions  

In line with our above conceptualization of trust, and based on the theory of reasoned action (see 

also, Curral & Judge, 1995; McKnight, Cummins, & Chervany, 1998), we would expect that a 

buyer manager’s decision to engage in a collaboration with a specific supplier will be based on 

his/her assessment of the supplier’s trustworthiness. This is consistent with observations of 

scholars who identify trust as one of the important criteria for partner selection (e.g., Ding et al., 

2013; Shah & Swaminathan, 2008). Moreover, in a detailed case study, Mahama and Chua (2016) 

report that people are more willing to collaborate with those “whom they know and trust” (p. 36). 

Seen in this way, trusting beliefs may act as an evaluative mechanism regarding the extent to which 

buyer managers foresee positive outcomes to result from collaborating with the supplier. More 

specifically, if the manager believes in the abilities and intentions of the supplier, he or she will be 

confident that the supplier will deliver in the future and thus will be more likely to select this 

supplier to collaborate with. Therefore, we predict a positive relationship between both 

competence trust and goodwill trust and the likelihood of the supplier to be selected.  

Furthermore, as elaborated above, the assessment of the supplier’s trustworthiness may be 

facilitated by the amount of information that is available to the buyer manager through third parties. 

This suggests that third-party information promotes partner selection indirectly by conveying 

positive expectations and increasing a buyer manager’s trust in the supplier. In other words, we 

propose that competence and goodwill trust perceptions result, in their own way, from third-party 
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information which, in turn, influence partner selection. Therefore, third-party information should 

affect partner selection through the mediation of competence trust and goodwill trust.  

Altogether, we hypothesize the following: 

H5: The higher the buyer manager’s level of competence trust in the supplier, the higher 

the likelihood of the supplier to be selected.  

H6: The higher the buyer manager’s level of goodwill trust in the supplier, the higher the 

likelihood of the supplier to be selected.  

H7: Competence trust mediates the effects of third-party information on partner selection. 

H8: Goodwill trust mediates the effects of third-party information on partner selection. 

Finally, since we conceptualize a mediation effect, the potential moderating role of prior 

experience in the relationship between third-party information and trust implies a possible 

moderated mediation model. Specifically, H3-H4 and H7-8 when combined suggest that the 

indirect effect of third-party information on partner selection through competence trust and 

goodwill trust, respectively, is weaker for those with prior experience than those without prior 

experience.  

The corresponding hypotheses appear below: 

H9: Prior experience moderates the indirect effects of third-party information on partner 

selection via competence trust, such that the indirect effects will be weaker when the buyer has 

prior experiences with the supplier compared to when the buyer has no prior experiences with the 

supplier. 

H10: Prior experience moderates the indirect effects of third-party information on partner 

selection via goodwill trust, such that the indirect effects will be weaker when the buyer has prior 

experience with the supplier compared to when the buyer has no prior experience with the supplier. 
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III. METHOD 

We use a 2 (prior experience absent vs. prior experience present) x 3 (control group vs. neutral 

third-party information vs. favorable third-party information) between-subjects experimental 

design, in which participants were asked to indicate their perceived trust in a potential partner, and 

subsequently to decide on partner selection.  

Participants and procedures  

Participants are students recruited from a postgraduate programme in management at a Western 

European business school. The students are supposed to have a certain familiarity with the type of 

problem described in the experiment. The experiment was administered during a scheduled 

classroom session. All participants were volunteers and, in turn for their participation, had the 

chance to win movie tickets. In total, 156 students completed the experiment.  

The participants assumed the role of an R&D manager in a technology firm, being 

responsible for finding an adequate supplier firm to collaborate with on a new product 

development project. This specific setting is used as it introduces interesting aspects of trust 

formation and subsequent partner selection.7 The situation represents a trust problem in which 

participants had to evaluate the trustworthiness of a potential supplier, both regarding its 

competence and goodwill. It was explicitly emphasized that the success of the collaboration would 

depend on their supplier selection.8  

The experimental procedure was as follows. After explaining the instructions, participants 

were asked to read the scenario. The basic scenario was described on the first page and all 

                                                           
7 In new product development relationships, there is a high need for the firm to establish trust in the partner company. 

In fact, trust between partners is an essential element for successful collaboration in new product development; much 

more than in other buyer-supplier relationships that are less uncertain and less risky (see for example, Bsteiler, 2006; 

Jørgensen & Messner, 2010).  
8 In order to gauge the perceived importance of trust under the specific scenario, we asked the participants in our post-

experimental questionnaire to indicate how critical trust was for partner selection (cf. Shah & Swaminathan, 2008). 

In line with the proposed logic, participants reported high criticality ratings of the partner’s competence and goodwill.  
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participants received the same information to this point. Besides their role description, participants 

were told that the new product development is of crucial strategic importance to the firm and 

involves a large amount of money. This is included as situational importance and may induce 

individuals to more carefully evaluate the situation before making decisions. Furthermore, 

participants were informed that the outcomes of the project will only become clear after the project 

has been initiated, and especially will hinge upon the working relationship with the supplier. The 

reason for this is that actively looking for information about the potential partner is more likely to 

take place in relatively uncertain and risky situations.9 After pointing this out, participants were 

instructed to the second page, presenting a more detailed description of a potential supplier with 

whom their firm can do business, including the experimental manipulations. Participants were 

randomly assigned to one of the six experimental conditions. In the next step, participants were 

asked to indicate their perceived trust in the supplier described to them, and subsequently the 

likelihood they would select this particular supplier to collaborate with. Finally, participants had 

to respond to two manipulation check questions, and were asked to fill in some demographic 

questions, as well as questions regarding their motivation to perform the experiment and their 

understanding of the experimental task.  

Manipulations 

The two independent variables manipulated in our experiment are information from own firm 

experience and from third parties. First, information from own prior experience was manipulated 

by telling the participants either that their firm has never done business before with the supplier 

(prior experience absent condition) or that their firm has done business with the supplier before 

                                                           
9 In this regard, the trust literature also suggests that trusting parties must be vulnerable, to some extent, for trust to 

become operational. In other words, decision outcomes must be uncertain and important to the trustor; otherwise trust 

would not be needed (see also, Dekker et al., 2013; Velez et al., 2008). 
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and was satisfied with this (prior experience present condition). Second, third-party information is 

manipulated by either giving no information about other buyer firms’ previous experiences with 

the supplier (control group), by indicating that they know other buyer firms that have done similar 

business with the supplier (neutral third-party information condition) or by indicating that they 

know other buyer firms that have done similar business with the supplier and were satisfied 

(favorable third-party information condition). We use these three levels in order to study the 

difference between no information, neutral information, and favorable information related to 

others’ experiences with the partner. After all, trust transfer might occur without knowing the 

outcomes obtained by others, or could be based on information that includes the outcomes of a 

given collaboration.  

Measures 

Regarding the dependent variables, the participants were asked to answer a series of questions 

reflecting their trust in the supplier, derived from existing scales to measure trust and adapted to 

the interfirm setting (e.g., McKnight, Choudhury, & Kacmar, 2002; Nicolaou & McKnight, 2006; 

Nicolaou et al., 2011; Anderson et al., 2017). The first six items in the scale capture benevolence 

and integrity which reflect the individual’s belief in the supplier’s goodwill, whereas the last three 

items capture the individual’s belief in the supplier’s competence. Furthermore, participants were 

asked to make decisions on partner selection. Specifically, participants needed to indicate how 

likely it would be that they would select the supplier described in the experiment, if they had to 

make a choice.10 In addition to the dependent variables, we also measured participants’ disposition 

to trust, as this personal characteristic may influence trust in the supplier (McKnight et al., 2002; 

                                                           
10 Participants were also asked to provide an assessment of their willingness to engage in a collaboration with the 

supplier described in the experiment. The results using this measure are qualitatively similar to the results using the 

supplier selection measure.  
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Nicolaou & McKnight, 2006).11 Disposition to trust represents an individual’s general tendency to 

trust others, and was measured by using a three-item scale. This allows us to pick up how much 

trust one is likely to have in another prior to data on that particular party being available, and is 

considered as an important covariate.12 Scale items are presented in Table 1. All questions were to 

be answered on a seven-point Likert-type scale. 

[Insert Table 1 about here] 

IV. RESULTS 

We test our hypotheses by conducting the following analyses. First, analyses of covariance 

(ANCOVA) are used to test the main and interactive effects of third-party information and own-

firm experience on competence trust and goodwill trust, controlling for the effects of trust 

disposition (H1 – H4). Second, we perform a path analysis that allows us to simultaneously test 

all relationships proposed in our model, including both direct and indirect linkages, and conditional 

effects (H5 – H10). Prior to our main analyses, we performed manipulation checks on the 

experimental conditions, and validated the measurement scales.  

Manipulation checks  

Participants had to respond to two manipulation check questions. The first question asked 

participants whether their firm has done business before with the supplier: “yes” or “no”. The 

second question asked participants whether they knew any other firms that have done similar 

business with the supplier: “yes” or “no”. Of the 156 participants enrolled in the experimental 

sessions, 38 failed one or more of the manipulation check questions. These participants are 

                                                           
11 We also measured other personal characteristics such as uncertainty avoidance, preference for risk-taking behavior, 

and susceptibility for third-party influences, but these were not found to be significantly related to our variables of 

interest and the inclusion or exclusion of these covariates did not affect the significance of the model relationships.  
12 Significant differences exist in participants’ disposition to trust across different experimental conditions (p < 0.05), 

such that the inclusion in our model is warranted. 
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excluded from our subsequent analyses, leaving us with 118 usable observations in total, and 

approximately 20 per cell.13  

To further assess the effectiveness of our manipulations, participants were also asked to 

indicate how they would characterize their firm’s satisfaction about its prior dealings with the 

supplier, in case their firm had done business with the supplier before. This question was answered 

by the participants in the prior experience present condition, and resulted in a mean score (M = 

6.00; SD = 0.53) that is significantly higher than the midpoint of the scale. In a similar vein, in 

case they knew other firms that have done similar business with the supplier, participants were 

asked to indicate how they would characterize these other firms’ satisfaction about their dealings 

with the supplier. Most of the participants in the neutral third-party information condition correctly 

indicated “do not know”, as this was not explicitly mentioned. Of the participants in the favorable 

third-party information condition, none indicated “do not know”, yielding a mean score (M = 6.05; 

SD = 0.93) that is significantly higher than the midpoint of the scale.14  

Of the final sample of participants, 56 % were male, the average age was 24 years, and the 

majority had working experience of more than 12 months. The demographic data were tested for 

differences across experimental conditions to determine whether randomization was successful. 

As desired, no significant differences were found (all p > 0.10). The mean scores of motivation to 

                                                           
13 As a way to explore the reason for participants failing manipulations checks, we looked at the motivation to perform 

the experiment of those who failed the manipulation checks. The test revealed a mean score insignificantly different 

from the midpoint of the scale (M = 4.08; SD = 1.38).  This indicates that these participants were not well motivated 

and might have caused them to pay insufficient attention to the details in the experiment, providing an explanation for 

their incorrect answers. As a robustness check, we reran the analyses using the full sample and found that the results 

remain qualitatively the same, although the statistical significance of the effects of third-party information on 

competence trust becomes slightly weaker. 
14 Some of the participants in the neutral third-party information indicated a satisfaction level ranging from 4 to 7, 

with the mean score (M = 5.36; SD = 0.56) significantly higher than the midpoint of the scale. Thus, an intriguing 

result of the experimental manipulation is that, if they are told that others have done business with the supplier, some 

participants infer that it must have been good, even when the outcomes are not explicitly mentioned. However, when 

the outcomes are mentioned, participants scored the satisfaction levels significantly higher than when the outcomes 

are not mentioned (t = 2.74; p < 0.01). Based on this we can conclude that the manipulations have worked.  



24 

 

perform the experiment (M = 4.40; SD = 1.05) and clarity of the experimental task (M = 4.40; SD 

= 1.26) were significantly larger than the midpoint of the scale, indicating that the participants 

were well motivated and understood the task. We did not find any significant differences across 

the experimental conditions on these variables either (all p > 0.10).  

Measurement validation  

Given that we adapted the measures of trust from prior studies, we performed an exploratory factor 

analysis (EFA) on the set of nine questions, to assess the validity of the construct. The results 

reveal two distinct factors (eigenvalues larger than 1; accounting for 57.34 % of the variance). The 

first six items load on one factor, representing goodwill trust. The last three items load on the 

second factor, representing competence trust. We further evaluated the trust construct by running 

a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). The model distinguishing between goodwill trust and 

competence trust demonstrates a good fit (χ2/df = 1.08; GFI = 0.95; CFI = 0.99; RMSEA = 0.03). 

All items load significantly on their respective factors, indicating convergent validity of the 

measures. To assess discriminant validity, we computed the average variance extracted, and found 

that these are greater than the shared variance between the factors. Moreover, constrained analyses 

show a significant difference in chi-square values between the constrained and unconstrained 

model, confirming discriminant validity. The Cronbach alpha of 0.79 for competence trust and 

0.78 for goodwill trust reflects high construct reliability. In testing the hypotheses, we differentiate 

between competence trust and goodwill trust, and derive these two variables by calculating 

individual scores as means of the combined scale items.15 Table 2 reports the descriptive statistics 

for both competence trust and goodwill trust by experimental condition. 

[Insert Table 2 about here] 

                                                           
15 We also calculated weighted average scores based on the EFA and CFA loadings on competence trust and goodwill 

trust. Repeating our analyses with these weighted dependent variables leads to very similar results. 
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A similar measurement analysis was performed for trust disposition, as this was also based 

on a multi-item scale. The results indicate that all items significantly load on one factor. The 

Cronbach alpha equals 0.73. From this we conclude that the measure is valid and reliable.  

ANCOVA: Testing H1 – H4  

The first set of hypotheses relates to the effects of third-party information and own-firm experience 

on the buyer manager’s trust in a potential supplier firm. Table 3 and Table 4 present the results 

for competence trust and goodwill trust respectively.16 Panel A provides the means and standard 

errors by condition. Panel B provides the ANCOVA results. As indicated above, we include trust 

disposition as covariate, to control for the variation in participants’ inherent propensity to trust.   

[Insert Table 3 about here] 

[Insert Table 4 about here] 

To investigate differences in trust formation between the third-party information 

treatments, and test for H1 and H2, we use planned comparisons.  

Specifically, H1 predicts (i) an increase in competence trust when the buyer manager 

knows other buyer firms that have done similar business with the supplier and (ii) an additional 

increase when it is known that this resulted in good outcomes. The results in Table 3 Panel C 

indicate that, compared to the control group, competence trust is significantly higher in the neutral 

third-party information condition (mean difference = 0.26, p = 0.06)17, as well as in the favorable 

third-party information condition (mean difference = 0.37, p = 0.01). This pattern of results is 

illustrated in Figure 2. As the neutral third-party information condition results in higher 

competence trust than in the control condition, we find support for trust transfer, even in the 

                                                           
16 The hypotheses were also tested using multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA), allowing the two 

dependent variables to be analyzed simultaneously. The results are consistent with those of the univariate tests for 

both competence and goodwill trust.  
17 p-values are reported on a one-tailed basis, given the directional predictions of the effects. 
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absence of relevant outcome information. However, no significant difference is observed when we 

compare the neutral and favorable third-party information conditions (mean difference = 0.12, p = 

0.24). The rational or adaptive response to outcome feedback would be to incorporate the 

implications of the additional information, leading to a further increase in competence trust. Yet, 

even though the effect of additional outcome information is in the predicted direction, it does not 

turn out to be significant. Thus, the results support part (i) of H1 but not part (ii).  

Further, H2 predicts (i) no effect on goodwill trust when the buyer manager simply knows 

other buyer firms that have done similar business with the supplier but (ii) an increase when it is 

known that this resulted in good outcomes. Consistent with these two predictions, results in Table 

4 Panel C indicate that goodwill trust does not significantly differ between the control group and 

the neutral third-party information condition (mean difference = 0.01, p = 0.48), yet is significantly 

higher in the favorable third-party information condition than in the control group (mean difference 

= 0.21, p = 0.07). Moreover, comparing the neutral and favorable third-party information 

conditions, it appears that goodwill trust is significantly higher in the favorable third-party 

information condition than in the neutral third-party information condition (mean difference = 

0.20, p = 0.08). This pattern of results is illustrated in Figure 3. Since information about other 

firms’ experiences without knowing the outcomes does not lead to higher goodwill trust than in 

the control condition, but increases when additional outcome information is provided, this provides 

support for H2 (i) and (ii).   

In sum, the results show that the knowledge of other firms’ dealings with the supplier, even 

without any outcome information, increases participants’ level of competence trust in the supplier. 

However, for goodwill trust, this is not a sufficient condition because, as argued before, neutral 

third-party information does not have the content to reduce uncertainty about the supplier’s good 
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intentions.18 Only when it is also known that other firms had satisfactory past dealings with the 

supplier, this is conceived as the supplier acting with integrity and benevolence, in addition to its 

ability to perform. 

[Insert Figure 2 about here] 

[Insert Figure 3 about here] 

Having established that there are varying degrees of third-party influence, we now turn to 

the issue of how own prior experience may modify these effects, as postulated in H3 and H4. 

 The ANCOVA results in Table 3 and Table 4 show no significant interaction effect for 

either competence trust or goodwill trust. Yet, to gain further insights into how prior experience 

may change the impact of third-party information, we inspect planned comparisons for each level 

of prior experience. Figure 4 and Figure 5 graphically depict these conditional effects.  

Comparing the neutral third-party information condition with the control condition for 

competence trust, the evidence is consistent with the view that information from own prior 

experience tends to substitute information available through third parties. Specifically, the results 

in Table 3 Panel D reveal that the earlier reported effect of neutral third-party information on 

competence trust is significant when prior experience is absent (mean difference = 0.35, p = 0.07), 

but not when prior experience is present (mean difference = 0.16, p = 0.24). In line with our 

expectations, this suggests that if participants are already convinced about the supplier’s 

competence based on the interpretation of information from own prior experience, their 

                                                           
18 Follow-up analyses on the difference between competence trust and goodwill trust indicate that this difference is 

significantly greater (mean difference = 0.25, p = 0.07, one-tailed; untabulated) in the neutral third-party information 

condition than in the control condition. This indicates that providing this information has a differential impact on 

competence trust and goodwill trust. A general linear model (GLM) repeated measures within-subjects analysis of 

trust type was also conducted. For the neutral third-party information treatment, this analysis shows a significant 

contrast for trust type (F = 12.16, p < 0.01, two-tailed; untabulated). In this condition, competence trust turns out to 

be significantly higher than goodwill trust. For the control condition, no such differences were found (F = 1.13, p = 

0.29, two-tailed; untabulated). Again this is in line with our proposition that neutral third-party information contributes 

to competence trust, whereas it leaves goodwill trust unaffected. 
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competence trust is not affected by exposure to the supplier’s history with other firms. However, 

if there is no prior experience to rely upon, participants seem to incorporate such information in 

their competence trust judgments. Further, if we compare the neutral and favorable third-party 

information conditions, it appears that, irrespective of prior experience, adding outcome 

information has no significant effect on competence trust. Finally, we note that, compared to the 

control condition, favorable third-party information increases competence trust in the absence of 

prior experience (mean difference = 0.40, p = 0.04) and continues to have an impact in the presence 

of prior experience (mean difference = 0.35, p = 0.07). In the latter situation, it seems that receiving 

similar consistent information from different sources is not entirely redundant, but rather increases 

participants’ confidence in their trust judgments. That is, even buyers who do have own experience 

tend to use supportive third-party information, as to supplement the available internal information. 

Overall, these results are partially supportive of H3.  

For goodwill trust, results in Table 4 Panel D indicate that, compared to the control 

condition, neutral third-party information has no significant effect, regardless of prior experience. 

Yet, the effect of favorable third-party information approaches significance when prior experience 

is present (mean difference = 0.22, p = 0.13), but not when prior experience is absent (mean 

difference = 0.19, p = 0.17). Moreover, the effect of favorable vs. neutral third-party information 

is significant in the presence of prior experience (mean difference = 0.30, p = 0.07), whereas the 

means are not significantly different in the absence of prior experience (mean difference = 0.10, p 

= 0.31). Together, these results suggest that information from own prior experience alters the buyer 

manager’s response to third-party information when it comes to goodwill trust, albeit in a different 

way than we predicted in H4. In fact, rather than weakening the effect of third-party information 

on goodwill trust, own prior experience seems to be a prerequisite for such information to be 
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influential. A possible explanation for these findings could be that uncertainties about an unknown 

partner are simply perceived to be too large to allow for reliance on third-party information, and 

that this information only contributes to goodwill trust once the buyer establishes a baseline of 

experience with the supplier. In particular, if prior experience between the buyer and supplier is 

positive, then favorable third-party information will more likely be treated as a confirmation of the 

reliability and trustworthiness of the supplier.  

Collectively, these analyses provide preliminary support for the expectation that buyer 

managers with prior experience respond differently to third-party information than buyer managers 

without prior experience, though in a more nuanced way than initially predicted. Comparing across 

models, neutral third-party information loses its influence on competence trust when firms have 

own prior experience, while favorable third-party information, as compared to having no third-

party information at all, remains significant for those with prior experience. In contrast, with 

respect to goodwill trust, favorable third-party information turns out to be only influential once the 

buyer and supplier have a baseline of experience that presumably allows managers to activate the 

insights brought by third parties. According to this logic, third parties may actually reinforce 

existing relationships, making the buyer manager more certain of his/her trust in the supplier. 

Path Analysis: Testing H5 – H10 

To analyze the subsequent effects on partner selection, we perform a path analysis that estimates 

the links among third-party-information, competence and goodwill trusting beliefs, and the 

likelihood to select, while controlling for trust disposition. To remain consistent with the analysis 

of moderated mediation, the effect of prior experience is also included. The path coefficients are 

presented in Table 5 and Figure 6.19  

                                                           
19 To estimate the model, we used the PROCESS macro for SPSS with 10,000 bootstrap samples. 
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Since we have three condition treatments for third-party information, and the three levels 

of manipulation can be rank ordered with respect to the completeness of the information available, 

we use both a sequential and indicator coding system to fully represent the relative effects (Hayes 

& Preacher, 2014). With sequential codes, the relative effects can be interpreted as the effects of 

membership in one group relative to the group one step sequentially lower in the ordered system. 

In our case, this allows us to compare the neutral third-party information condition relative to the 

control group, and the favorable third-party information condition relative to the neutral third-party 

information condition.20 With indicator coding, the control group functions as the reference group, 

allowing us to investigate the effects of the neutral and favorable third-party information 

experimental conditions, relative to the control group.21 

[Insert Table 5 about here] 

[Insert Figure 6 about here] 

For completeness, we first assess the link between third-party information and trusting 

beliefs, in line with the results discussed above. Specifically, the path coefficients to competence 

trust in Panel A of Table 5 and Figure 6 quantify the mean differences in competence trust between 

the neutral third-party information and control condition, and between the favorable and neutral 

third-party information condition, confirming our earlier findings with respect to H1. In fact, 

results show a significant path from neutral third-party information to competence trust (β = 0.26, 

p = 0.06), yet favorable third-party information does not produce an additional significant increase 

(β = 0.12, p = 0.24). The path coefficients to goodwill trust in Panel B of Table 5 and Figure 6 are 

                                                           
20 More specifically, two code variables were created using sequential coding, where for the control condition D1 and 

D2 are set to 0, for the neutral third-party information condition, D1 = 1 and D2 = 0, and for the favorable third-party 

information condition, D1 = 1 and D2 = 1.  
21   More specifically, two code variables were created using indicator coding, where D1 codes the neutral third-party 

information condition, D2 codes the favorable third-party information condition, and the control condition receives a 

code of 0 on D1 and D2.  
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particularly instructive with respect to the pattern predicted in H2. Again, we find that, compared 

to the control group, neutral third-party information shows no significant effect on goodwill trust 

(β = 0.01, p = 0.48), while favorable third-party information does (β = 0.21, p = 0.07). Other 

comparisons are likewise consistent with those reported above.  

Regarding the second link in our model, we predicted that the buyer manager’s level of 

competence trust and goodwill trust will be positively associated with the likelihood of the supplier 

being selected. As expected, we find that both competence trust (β = 0.34, p < 0.01) and goodwill 

trust (β = 0.48, p < 0.01) have a significant positive effect on partner selection, lending support for 

H5 and H6.   

Given our propositions and findings concerning the third-party information – trust 

relationships and the subsequent trust – partner selection relationships, H7 and H8 further propose 

that third-party information will have an indirect effect on partner selection via its influence on 

trust. Of particular interest are the specific mediating roles of both competence and goodwill trust 

in the relationship between our third-party information treatments and the likelihood to select. To 

test for multiple mediation, we follow the recommendations by Preacher and Hayes (2008), using 

the bootstrap method.22 The results are summarized in Table 6.23  

[Insert Table 6 about here] 

The indirect effects tests reveal that, for neutral third-party information, the effect is only 

significant through competence trust (0.09; CI [0.01, 0.21]) and not through goodwill trust (0.00; 

CI [-0.09, 0.11]), which is in line with our expectations. Those in the neutral third-party 

                                                           
22 The literature on mediation analysis has recommended this as the preferred inferential method; it is considered more 

valid and powerful than the standard Sobel test, especially for small samples.  
23 Significance tests of each indirect effect were accomplished via bootstrapping procedures that created a 90% 

confidence interval around the indirect effect estimates; confidence intervals that do not include zero reflect significant 

indirect effects at the 0.10 level. 
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information condition are found to be more likely to select on average than those in the control 

condition, particularly as a result of the indirect mechanism linking neutral third-party information 

to partner selection through competence trust. In contrast, considering favorable third-party 

information relative to neutral third-party information, the indirect effect through competence trust 

is not significant (0.04; CI [-0.04, 0.17]), but rather seems to operate through goodwill trust (0.09; 

CI [-0.00, 0.24]). Furthermore, favorable third-party information relative to the control condition, 

results in a significant indirect effect through both competence trust (0.13; CI [0.03, 0.27]) and 

goodwill trust (0.10; CI [0.01, 0.24]). The signs of the path coefficients and indirect effects are 

consistent with the interpretation that favorable third-party information, in comparison to having 

no third-party information at all, enhances both competence trust and goodwill trust, which in turn 

increases the likelihood of the supplier being selected. Altogether, we conclude that third-party 

information affects partner selection indirectly, through the specific mediating roles of competence 

trust and goodwill trust, in support for H7 and H8.24  

Finally, H9 and H10 suggest that prior experience would moderate the indirect effects of 

third-party information on partner selection, due to its moderating role in the relationship between 

third-party information and trust. As discussed by Preacher et al. (2007), in a model of this form, 

we first need to establish that the effects of our third-party information treatments on the mediating 

variables depend on the value of the moderator.25 Similar to the ANCOVA results, Table 5 

indicates no significant interaction effect between third-party information and competence trust 

                                                           
24 Note that these mediating relationships also hold when controlling for the effect that prior experience has on partner 

selection. Untabulated results show a positive association between prior experience and partner selection in line with 

prior research indicating a preference for familiar partners (e.g., Gulati, 1995; Dekker, 2008).  
25 While we have no theoretical reason to expect that the relation between trust and partner selection should differ with 

prior experience, we did estimate an alternative model corresponding to ‘‘Model 3’’ in Preacher et al. (2007). The 

alternative model shows poor model fit, as compared to the model represented here. Also, no evidence was found that 

the link between either competence trust or goodwill trust and the likelihood to select would be different across the 

prior experience conditions.  
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nor goodwill trust. Yet, again, if we examine the relative effects of third-party information on 

competence trust and goodwill trust across the two prior experience conditions, the results hint at 

some conditional effects, as shown in Table 7. Further, following Preacher et al. (2007), analyses 

are undertaken to investigate whether the indirect effects of third-party information on partner 

selection through competence trust and goodwill trust depend on the presence of prior experience. 

The conditional indirect effects and inferential tests using bootstrapped confidence intervals are 

reported in Table 8.  

[Insert Table 7 about here] 

[Insert Table 8 about here] 

As can be seen, the indirect effect of neutral third-party information on competence trust 

is positive and significant when prior experience is absent (0.11; CI [0.00, 0.26]), but not when it 

is present (0.06; CI [-0.07, 0.17]). Thus, neutral third-party information appears to be particularly 

helpful in forming competence trusting beliefs when the buyer firm has no prior experience with 

the supplier and there are no other cues available to inform partner selection decisions. For 

goodwill trust, on the other hand, the effect of favorable third-party information closely reaches 

significance when prior experience is present, with the bulk of the confidence interval being above 

zero (0.12; CI [-0.01, 0.29]), but not when it is absent (0.07; CI [-0.08, 0.24]). This suggests that, 

only among those with prior experience, favorable third-party information is likely to be 

incorporated in goodwill trust judgments and to, subsequently, influence partner selection. We 

further note that, through goodwill trust, neutral third-party information does not affect partner 

selection, regardless of prior experience. Also, there is no evidence that favorable third-party 

information, as compared to neutral third-party information, indirectly affects partner selection 

through competence trust, irrespective of prior experience. Compared to the control condition, 
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however, the indirect effect of favorable third-party information on partner selection through 

competence trust is significant, both in the absence and presence of prior experience.  

Overall, the results in Table 7 and 8 corroborate our earlier inferences concerning 

conditional effects, where prior experience does seem to influence buyer managers’ response to 

third-party information in the partner selection process. While the results reveal interesting 

insights, they did not univocally support the proposed substitutional effect, as put forward in H9 

and H10. The effects turn out to be more nuanced, as prior experience diminishes the importance 

of some forms of third-party information and particular types of trust, while enhancing the impact 

of others.  

Altogether, our findings indicate that not only do buyer managers trust potential suppliers 

differently depending on the content of available third-party information, but also that differences 

exist in how each type of trust is associated with different forms of third-party information. 

Moreover, results suggest that these effects are contingent upon the presence of prior experience, 

rendering third-party information more or less influential. While we must be careful in drawing 

overly strong conclusions, our moderated mediation analysis provides a step forward in 

understanding the partner selection process. The results underscore the intermediary position of 

competence trust and goodwill trust in explaining the relationship between third-party information 

and partner selection, at the same time accounting for the presence of own prior experience.  

V. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

Given the common challenges in the partner selection process, and the apparent relevance of third 

parties in shaping new collaborations, this study investigates the potential of other firms’ 

experiences as a basis for initial trust in interfirm relationships. Our findings clearly reveal that 

there are differences with respect to how influential third-party information might be for a buyer 
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manager. In line with our expectations, both neutral and favorable third-party information affect 

individuals’ trust perceptions and selection intentions towards the supplier, but under different 

conditions and with differential impact given the particular type of trust that it elicits.  

The study contributes to accounting research as it is one of the first to systematically 

investigate the effects of third-party information in the partner selection process. Extant literature 

on partner search and selection has mainly focused on the effects of prior partner experience at the 

level of the dyad (e.g., Dekker, 2008; Dekker & Van den Abbeele, 2010), while we know little about 

the role of third parties in the formation of interfirm relationships. Consistent with the notion of 

trust transfer, we argue that buyers go beyond the dyad when assessing the appeal of a potential 

supplier, highlighting the value of third parties in that they can diffuse trust-relevant information. 

In doing so, our study complements recent work on trust development and partner selection, 

pointing out that potential partners are often evaluated based on external information such as their 

reputation and others’ referral or recommendations (e.g., Ding et al., 2013; Mahama & Chua, 

2016). However, in addition to the influence that third parties have by sharing their experiences 

and releasing information about past performance, this study implies that the mere observation of 

other firms’ patterns of ties may elicit trust and influence partner selection. With this, our research 

adds to an important and emerging emphasis on different trust transference processes by varying 

the level of information available through third parties.  

Our understanding of third-party influences becomes even more nuanced when considering 

the dimensionality of the trust construct. Building on prior studies (e.g., Anderson et al., 2017), we 

do not only provide further evidence on the existence of competence trust and goodwill trust as 

two distinct dimensions, but also demonstrate that the two types of trust are unique in their 

sensitivity to information originating from third parties. By explicitly modeling and measuring 
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these effects, our study further contributes to our understanding of how third parties affect partner 

selection via shaping specific trust perceptions. Our mediation model confirms two trust-based 

cognitive mechanisms through which the effect of third-party information on partner selection 

decisions can be explained.  

In addition, we investigate when third-party information is most likely to influence the 

partner selection process by exploring the moderating effect of the focal firm’s own prior 

experience. A reduced need for additional information in the presence of own prior experience fits 

well with explanations of earlier studies for the finding that firms with prior ties invest less time 

in partner search for new transactions, referring to a preference for known partners, and increased 

familiarity and trust (e.g., Baum et al., 2005; Dekker & Van den Abbeele, 2010). Yet, our findings 

reveal that internal knowledge available from prior experience and third-party information can 

function as both substitutes and complements, depending on the nature of knowledge brought by 

the third-party and the specific type of trust.  

Notably, the mere knowledge of third-party dealings appears to be valuable for buyer 

managers to get a sense of the partner’s competencies, especially when not yet familiar with the 

partner from own prior experience, and thus may help explain how unfamiliar partners can initially 

trust and start collaborating. Further, while much of the literature on initial trust formation suggests 

that, for firms lacking first-hand information, partner reputation would help build both competence 

and goodwill trust (e.g., Dekker, 2004; McKnight et al., 1998; Langfield-Smith, 2008; Velez et 

al., 2008), our results bring nuance to this idea. In fact, whereas we find this to hold true for 

competence trust, our results suggest quite the opposite for goodwill trust. Some scholars have 

suggested that, because goodwill trust includes perceptions about the supplier’s benevolence 

towards the specific buyer firm, it can only be realized through direct interaction or experience, 
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not word-of-mouth (e.g., Ganesan, 1994; Mayer et al., 1995). Our findings, in the end, correspond 

with this latter view, and thus shed some new light on the precursors of interfirm trust proposed in 

previous research. Additionally, we demonstrate that, once partners have a baseline of experience, 

second-hand third-party information can still contribute significantly to goodwill trust perceptions 

and the selection process for a new collaboration. This suggests that third parties may also work 

to reinforce existing relationships, as a result of how available third-party information is 

interpreted.  

Understanding the different trust cues attended to in nascent relationships also has 

important practical implications. With improved understanding, these cues can be effectively 

accounted for in the partner selection process, from the perspective of the initiating as well as the 

target firms. In the light of our findings, initiating firms could build information systems as to help 

managers in the assimilation of information about various aspects of potential partners. 

Considering the focal firm’s own prior experience, it would be important to make relevant 

information about past interactions accessible to the respective buyer managers in charge of new 

collaborations. Given the additional importance of other firms’ experiences, firms may also want 

to proactively collect suggestions from third parties who are knowledgeable about the partner firm, 

such that a more comprehensive evaluation can be made before a partner is eventually decided on. 

From the other side, target firms could take actions or develop strategies that facilitate the transfer 

of trust. Based on our findings, it is in the interest of target firms to provide information about their 

alliance history and to advertise themselves by emphasizing their experience relevant to the 

objectives of a new alliance context. Going a step further, they could solicit a testimonial from 

previous partners to act as reviews. In doing so, they may convince unknown others that they have 

the appropriate skills and abilities, in advance of their demonstration of these. And even if they 
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have shown consistent competent performance and commitment in earlier working relationships, 

such third-party endorsements could accentuate existing competence as well as goodwill trusting 

beliefs and, in turn, positively influence partner selection decisions for new deals.    

While this study reveals interesting findings, it should be interpreted in the light of its 

bounded scope and also suggests several avenues for further research. In the current setting, we 

only considered the effect of neutral or positive third-party information. Also, since the pointed 

information from own firm’s and other firms’ experiences are both based on positive experience, 

they are complementary by nature. It would be interesting to understand what happens in the 

situation where information signals are inconsistent, for example in the case of favorable own 

experiences but negative experiences by others. We leave investigating this for further research.  

Moreover, the present study examines the evaluation of collaboration partners pertaining 

only to the partner selection stage. This perspective limits the depth of understanding of what is 

typically a dynamic, ongoing process. A longitudinal approach that considers different stages of 

the relationship might provide better insight into the temporal impact of third-party information. 

Another useful extension of this study would be to develop an experiment in which participants 

play repeated trust games. Such a design would allow researchers to better track the interplay 

between different sources of information and, most importantly, to observe actual trust 

transference processes at work. Consistent with other studies addressing governance in interfirm 

settings, researchers may also wish to consider the influence of third-party information on other 

decisions, besides partner selection. Whether information regarding third parties’ trustfulness 

towards a particular partner may also work, for instance, to reduce the effort put into the contractual 

management of the relationship represents an interesting topic for further research.   
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As a conclusion, this study provides preliminary, yet promising evidence on the role of 

third parties in trust formation and partner selection in interfirm relationships. Combined, the 

indication of moderated instead of unconditional third-party influences and the differential effects 

for competence and goodwill trust illustrate the benefits of more fine-grained models of partner 

selection. Further research in this area will be useful to deepen our understanding of the 

determinants as well as the implications of trust in interfirm settings.  Our findings may particularly 

challenge scholars to consider more carefully various sorts of third-party influences as well as the 

boundary conditions that clarify when these third parties most likely influence interfirm 

collaborations. 
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TABLES AND FIGURES 

 

 

Table 1. Scale items 

Construct Measures 

Trusta   1. I believe that this supplier would act in my best interest.* 

2. I believe that if required, the supplier would do its best to help me.*  

3. I believe the supplier is interested in my well-being, not just its own.*  

4. I believe the supplier would be truthful in its dealings with me.* 

5. I believe the supplier is honest.* 

6. I believe the supplier would keep its commitments.* 

7. I believe the supplier is competent and effective in undertaking this project.** 

8. I believe the supplier would perform its role in the joint project very well.** 

9. I believe the supplier is a capable and valuable member of this joint project.** 

Partner 

Selectionb 
1. If you had to choose a supplier to collaborate with, how likely would it be that you would 

select this supplier? 

Trust  

Dispositiona 

1. I usually trust people until they give me a reason not to trust them. 

2. I generally give people the benefit of the doubt when I first meet them. 

3. My typical approach is to trust new acquaintances until they prove I should not trust them. 

*  items capturing goodwill trust 
** items capturing competence trust  
a seven-point scale: 1 = “strongly disagree”; 7 = “strongly disagree” 
b seven-point scale: 1 = “very unlikely”; 7 = “very likely” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



44 

 

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics 

Means and Standard Deviations for Competence Trust 

 

Third-party information  

 

 

Prior experience 

 

Control group 

 

Neutral 

 

Favorable 
 

Row total 

 

Absent 

 

4.76 

(0.61) 

n = 21 

5.09 

(0.67) 

n = 19 

5.11 

(0.75) 

n = 19 

4.98 

(0.68) 

n = 59 

 

Present 

 

5.33 

(0.75) 

n = 21 

5.53 

(0.70) 

n = 19 

5.68 

(0.86) 

n = 19 

5.50 

(0.77) 

n = 59 

 

Column total 

 

5.05 

(0.73) 

n = 42 

5.31 

(0.71) 

n = 38 

5.39 

(0.84) 

n = 38 

 

 

Means and Standard Deviations for Goodwill Trust 

 

 Third-party information  

 

 

Prior experience 

 

Control group 

 

Neutral 

 

Favorable 
 

Row total 

 

Absent 

 

4.60 

(0.68) 

n = 21 

4.62 

(0.56) 

n = 19 

4.63 

(0.84) 

n = 19 

4.62 

(0.59) 

n = 59 

 

Present 

 

5.03 

(0.43) 

n = 21 

5.04 

(0.76) 

n = 19 

5.26 

(0.62) 

n = 19 

5.11 

(0.61) 

n = 59 

 

Column total 

 

4.81 

(0.61) 

n = 42 

4.83 

(0.69) 

n = 38 

4.95 

(0.79) 

n = 38 

 

 

Note: Means are reported with Standard Deviations in parentheses.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



45 

 

Table 3. ANCOVA on Competence Trust 

PANEL A: Adjusted Means and Standard Errors 

 

Third-party information  

 

 

Prior experience 

 

Control group 

 

Neutral 

 

Favorable 
 

Row total 

 

Absent 

 

4.74  

(0.16) 

n = 21 

5.09 

(0.17) 

n = 19 

5.14 

(0.16) 

n = 19 

4.99 

(0.09) 

n = 59 

 

Present 

 

5.34 

(0.16) 

n = 21 

5.50 

(0.17) 

n = 19 

5.68 

(0.17) 

n = 19 

5.51 

(0.09) 

n = 59 

 

Column total 

 

5.04 

(0.11) 

n = 42 

5.30 

(0.12) 

n = 38 

5.41 

(0.12) 

n = 38 

 

 

PANEL B: Test of Between-Subjects Effects   

 

Source  

 

Sum of Squares 

 

df 

 

Mean Square 

 

F 

 

p-value 

(two-tailed) 

      

Trust disposition 

Third-party information  

Prior experience 

Third-party information*Prior experience  

error  

1.00 

2.92 

7.77 

0.18 

57.63 

1 

2 

1 

2 

111 

1.00 

1.46 

7.77 

0.09 

0.52 

1.92 

2.82 

14.97 

0.17 

0.17 

0.06 

< 0.01 

0.84 

 

PANEL C: Planned Comparisons 

 
Mean Difference 

p-value 

(one-tailed) 

Neutral third-party information vs. control group 

Favorable third-party information vs. Neutral third-party information 

Favorable third-party information vs. control group 

0.26 

0.12 

0.37 

0.06 

0.24 

0.01 

 

PANEL D: Planned Comparisons for each level of prior experience  

 Prior experience  

absent 

Prior experience 

 present  

 Mean 

Difference 

p-value 

(one-tailed) 

Mean 

Difference 

p-value 

(one-tailed) 

Neutral third-party information vs. control group 

Favorable third-party information vs. Neutral third-party information  

Favorable third-party information vs. control group 

0.35 

0.05 

0.40 

0.07 

0.41 

0.04 

0.16 

0.18 

0.35 

0.24 

0.22 

0.07 

Note: Means are adjusted for the effect of the covariate, evaluated at mean = 4.69. 
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Table 4. ANCOVA on Goodwill Trust 

PANEL A: Adjusted Means and Standard Errors 

 

 Third-party information  

 

 

Prior experience 

 

Control group 

 

Neutral 

 

Favorable 
 

Row total 

 

Absent 

 

4.54  

(0.14) 

n = 21 

4.63  

(0.14) 

n = 19 

4.73  

(0.14) 

n = 19 

4.64 

(0.08) 

n = 59 

 

Present 

 

5.04  

(0.13) 

n = 21 

4.97  

(0.14) 

n = 19 

5.26  

(0.14) 

n = 19 

5.09 

(0.08) 

n = 59 

 

Column total 

 

4.79 

(0.10) 

n = 42 

4.80 

(0.10) 

n = 38 

5.00 

(0.10) 

n = 38 

 

 

PANEL B: Test of Between-Subjects Effects   

 

Source  

 

Sum of Squares 

 

df 

 

Mean Square 

 

F 

 

p-value 

(two-tailed) 

      

Trust disposition 

Third-party information  

Prior experience 

Third-party information*Prior experience  

error  

6.91 

1.03 

6.09 

0.21 

42.01 

1 

2 

1 

2 

111 

6.91 

0.52 

6.09 

0.11 

0.38 

18.26 

1.36 

16.08 

0.28 

< 0.01 

0.26 

< 0.01 

0.76 

 

 

PANEL C: Planned Comparisons  

 
Mean Difference 

p-value 

(one-tailed) 

Neutral third-party information vs. control group  

Favorable third-party information vs. Neutral third-party information  

Favorable third-party information vs. control group 

0.01 

0.20 

0.21 

0.48 

0.08 

0.07 

 

PANEL D: Planned Comparisons for each level of prior experience  

 Prior experience  

absent 

Prior experience 

 present  

 Mean 

Difference 

p-value 

(one-tailed) 

Mean 

Difference 

p-value 

(one-tailed) 

Neutral third-party information vs. control group  

Favorable third-party information vs. Neutral third-party information  

Favorable third-party information vs. control group 

0.09 

0.10 

0.19 

0.33 

0.31 

0.17 

0.08 

0.30 

0.22 

0.35 

0.07 

0.13 

Note: Means are adjusted for the effect of the covariate, evaluated at mean = 4.69.  
 

 

 

 
 
 



47 

 

Table 5. Path Coefficients   

PANEL A: Sequential coding a Estimate  Standard 

Error 

t-

statistic 

p-value 

(one-tailed) 

Paths to Competence trust (R² = 0.17)  

Neutral third-party information → Competence trust  

Favorable third-party information → Competence trust  

Prior experience → Competence trust 

Neutral third-party information*Prior experience →  Competence trust  

Favorable third-party information*Prior experience → Competence trust 

Trust disposition → Competence trust 

 

Paths to Goodwill trust (R² = 0.26) 

Neutral third-party information → Goodwill trust  

Favorable third-party information → Goodwill trust  

Prior experience → Goodwill trust 

Neutral third-party information*Prior experience →  Goodwill trust  

Favorable third-party information*Prior experience → Goodwill trust 

Trust disposition → Goodwill trust 

 

Paths to Partner selection (R² = 0.27) 

Competence trust → Partner selection 

Goodwill trust → Partner selection 

Neutral third-party information → Partner selection   

Favorable third-party information → Partner selection  

Trust disposition → Partner selection  

 

 

0.26 

0.12 

0.60 

-0.19 

0.13 

0.09 

 

 

0.01 

0.20 

0.50 

-0.16 

0.19 

0.24 

 

 

0.34 

0.48 

-0.08 

0.17 

-0.02 

 

0.16 

0.17 

0.22      

0.32  

0.33      

0.07    

 

 

0.14       

0.14     

0.19      

0.28     

0.28 

0.06  

 

 

0.12 

0.14  

0.20  

0.20  

0.09  

 

1.59  

0.71  

2.67       

-0.57  

0.40 

1.39       

 

 

0.05       

1.39       

2.63      

-0.59       

0.69 

4.27 

 

 

2.77 

3.41 

-0.40 

0.84 

-0.19                   

 

0.06 

0.24 

< 0.01 

0.28 

0.35 

0.08 

 

 

0.48 

0.08 

< 0.01 

0.28 

0.25 

< 0.01 

 

 

< 0.01 

< 0.01 

0.35 

0.20 

0.43 

 

PANEL B: Indicator coding b 
    

Paths to Competence trust (R² = 0.17)  

Neutral third-party information → Competence trust  

Favorable third-party information → Competence trust  

Prior experience → Competence trust 

Neutral third-party information*Prior experience →  Competence trust  

Favorable third-party information*Prior experience → Competence trust 

Trust disposition → Competence trust 

 

Paths to Goodwill trust (R² = 0.26) 

Neutral third-party information → Goodwill trust  

Favorable third-party information → Goodwill trust  

Prior experience → Goodwill trust 

Neutral third-party information*Prior experience →  Goodwill trust  

Favorable third-party information*Prior experience → Goodwill trust 

Trust disposition → Goodwill trust 

 

Paths to Partner selection (R² = 0.27) 

Competence trust → Partner selection 

Goodwill trust → Partner selection 

Neutral third-party information → Partner selection   

Favorable third-party information → Partner selection  

Trust disposition → Partner selection  

 

 

0.26 

0.37   

0.60 

-0.19 

-0.06 

0.09 

 

 

0.01 

0.21 

0.50 

-0.16 

0.03 

0.24 

 

 

0.34 

0.48 

-0.08 

0.09 

-0.02 

 

 

0.16 

0.16 

0.22 

0.32 

0.33 

0.07 

 

 

0.14 

0.14 

0.19 

0.28 

0.28 

0.05 

 

 

0.12 

0.14 

0.20 

0.20 

0.09 

 

1.59 

2.30 

2.67 

-0.57 

-0.17 

1.39 

 

 

0.05 

1.48 

2.63 

-0.59 

0.10 

4.27 

 

 

2.77 

3.41 

-0.40 

0.46 

-0.19 

 

0.06 

0.01 

< 0.01 

0.28 

0.43 

0.08 

 

 

0.48 

0.07 

< 0.01 

0.28 

0.46 

< 0.01 

 

 

< 0.01 

< 0.01 

0.35 

0.32 

0.43 

a The sequential coding system constructs two code variables, considering the neutral third-party information condition relative to the control 

condition, and the favorable third-party information condition relative to the neutral third-party information condition (i.e. the effects of group 
membership are compared relative to the group one step sequentially lower in the ordered system).  

b The indicator coding system constructs two code variables, comparing the experimental conditions of neutral and favorable third-party 

information, respectively, with the control condition (i.e. the control group functions as the reference group). 
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Table 6. Indirect Effects and Bootstrapping Results a 

 Neutral third-party information vs.  

control group b 

Favorable third-party information vs. 

Neutral third-party information c 

Favorable third-party information vs.  

control group d 

   BCCI e   BCCI e   BCCI e 

 Effect SE 

(boot) 

Lower  Upper Effect SE 

(boot) 

Lower Upper Effect SE 

(boot) 

Lower Upper 

through competence trust  

through goodwill trust 

0.09 

0.00 

0.06 

0.06      

0.0148 

-0.0949       

0.2106 

0.1140 

0.04 

0.09 

0.06 

0.07 

-0.0447       

-0.0003       

0.1658 

0.2408 

0.13 

0.10 

0.07 

0.07 

0.0360       

0.0052       

0.2732 

0.2383 

 

a The specific indirect effects of third-party information on partner selection and bootstrapping results are produced by Model 4 of the PROCESS Macro.  
b Represents the effects of neutral third-party information relative to the control condition.  
c Represents the effects of favorable third-party information relative to neutral third-party information.  
d Represents the effects of favorable third-party information relative to the control condition. 
e Bias Corrected Confidence Interval.   
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Table 7. Conditional Effects a 

  Neutral third-party information vs.  

control group b 

Favorable third-party information vs.  

Neutral third-party information c 

Favorable third-party information vs.  

control group d 

  Effect  Standard 

Error 

t-

statistic 

p-

value 

(one-

tailed) 

Effect  Standard 

Error 

t-

statistic 

p-

value 

(one-

tailed) 

Effect  Standard 

Error 

t- 

statistic 

p-

value 

(one-

tailed) 

Prior 

experience 

absent 

on competence trust  

on goodwill trust 

0.34        

0.10 

 0.21      

  0.18       

1.57       

0.52      

0.06 

0.30     

0.10       

0.14      

0.22       

0.19      

0.45       

0.76       

0.33      

0.22      

0.36       

0.15       

0.22      

0.19       

1.64       

0.81       

0.05     

0.21 

Prior 

experience 

present 

on competence trust  

on goodwill trust 

0.18       

-0.08       

0.21  

      0.18      

0.82 

     -0.45      

0.21     

0.33     

0.13       

0.25       

0.22       

0.19      

0.62       

1.36      

0.27      

0.09      

0.39       

0.26       

0.21      

0.18     

1.82       

1.41       

0.04      

0.08  

a The conditional effects of third-party information on competence trust and goodwill trust are estimated using Model 1 of the PROCESS Macro.   
b Represents the effects of neutral third-party information relative to the control condition.  
c Represents the effects of favorable third-party information relative to neutral third-party information.  
d Represents the effects of favorable third-party information relative to the control condition. 
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Table 8. Conditional Indirect Effects and Bootstrapping Results a 

  Neutral third-party information vs.  

control group b 

Favorable third-party information vs. 

Neutral third-party information c 

Favorable third-party information vs.  

control group d 

    BCCI e   BCCI e   BCCI e 

  Effect SE 

(boot) 

Lower  Upper Estimate SE 

(boot) 

Lower Upper Estimate SE 

(boot) 

Lower Upper 

Prior 

experience 

absent 

through competence trust  

through goodwill trust 

0.11  

 0.05       

 0.08  

  0.09        

0.0002   

-0.0884       

0.2673 

0.2146 

0.03 

 0.07     

0.08 

  0.10        

-0.0836   

 -0.0814       

0.1636 

0.2313      

0.12       

0.07      

0.08       

0.10      

0.0013       

-0.0819       

0.2598 

0.2429 

Prior 

experience 

present 

through competence trust  

through goodwill trust 

0.06  

 -0.04       

0.07 

 0.09          

-0.0739  

-0.1974       

0.1656 

0.0986       

0.05 

0.12        

0.09   

   0.10      

-0.0787 

 -0.0266       

0.2011 

0.2925      

0.13       

0.12       

0.09       

0.09      

0.0001       

-0.0087       

0.2997 

0.2860 

a The conditional indirect effects of third-party information on partner selection and bootstrapping results are produced by Model 7 of the PROCESS Macro. 

b Represents the effects of neutral third-party information relative to the control condition.  
c Represents the effects of favorable third-party information relative to neutral third-party information.  
d Represents the effects of favorable third-party information relative to the control condition. 
e Bias Corrected Confidence Interval.
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Figure 1. Theoretical Model 
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Figure 2. Third-party information effects on Competence trust 

The figure displays estimated marginal means of competence trust for the three third-party information experimental 

conditions (control group, neutral third-party information, favorable third-party information). The estimates include 

participants’ trust disposition as a covariate (evaluated at mean = 4.69).  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Third-party information effects on Goodwill trust 

The figure displays estimated marginal means of goodwill trust for the three third-party information experimental 

conditions (control group, neutral third-party information, favorable third-party information). The estimates include 

participants’ trust disposition as a covariate (evaluated at mean = 4.69). 
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Figure 4. Third-party information effects on Competence trust by Prior experience 

The figure displays estimated marginal means of competence trust for the three third-party information experimental 

conditions (control group, neutral third-party information, favorable third-party information) across the prior 

experience conditions (prior experience absent, prior experience present). The estimates include participants’ trust 

disposition as a covariate (evaluated at mean = 4.69).  

 

  

 

 

 

Figure 5. Third-party information effects on Goodwill trust by Prior experience 

The figure displays estimated marginal means of goodwill trust for the three third-party information experimental 

conditions (control group, neutral third-party information, favorable third-party information) across the prior 

experience conditions (prior experience absent, prior experience present). The estimates include participants’ trust 

disposition as a covariate (evaluated at mean = 4.69).  
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Figure 6. Empirical Results 

 
PANEL A: Sequential coding 

 

The figure presents the moderated mediation model, controlling for trust disposition. In addition to the reported path coefficients, note that the model also includes 

the direct effects of third-party information on partner selection. The sequential coding scheme reflects the hypothesized model for competence trust, as highlighted 

in bold. *, **, *** indicate significance at the 10 percent, 5 percent, and 1 percent levels, respectively (one-tailed).  
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PANEL B: Indicator coding 

 

The figure presents the moderated mediation model, controlling for trust disposition. In addition to the reported path coefficients, note that the model also includes 

the direct effects of third-party information on partner selection. The indicator coding scheme reflects the hypothesized model for goodwill trust, as highlighted in 

bold. *, **, *** indicate significance at the 10 percent, 5 percent, and 1 percent levels, respectively (one-tailed).  
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