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ABSTRACT

Although the notion of impersonal trust is not new, its significance has
dramaticallyincreased withtheemer genceof inter or gani zational eCommerce.
Two types of trust are usually distinguished ininterfirmexchangerelations—
animpersonal typecreated by structural arrangements, andafamiliarity type
arising fromrepeated interaction. This chapter contributes to the emerging
body of knowledge regarding the role of trust in B2B eCommerce, which is
primarily impersonal. The nature of trust is examined, and credibility and
benevol encear edefined asitsdistinct dimensions. Impersonal trust-primarily
arisingfromcredibility-focusesoninstitutional structuresthat B2B exchanges
enable through signals and incentives to facilitate interfirm relations.
Following theeconomic, sociol ogical and marketing literatureonthesources
and processesunder which trust engender s, a set of three cognitive processes
that generateimpersonal trust isdeter mined. Applied to B2B exchanges, four
antecedents of impersonal trust are proposed to trigger these processes:
accreditation, feedback, monitoringandlegal bonds. Inaddition, impersonal
trust isproposed to increase satisfaction, reducerisk, encourage anticipated
continuity and promote favorable pricing. A theoretical framework is then
proposed that specifies the interrelationships between the antecedents,
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underlying processesand consequencesof imper sonal trustin B2B eCommer ce.
Thetheoretical and managerial implicationsof thisstudy on B2B eCommerce
are discussed, and directions for future research are proposed.

INTRODUCTION

Therecent outbreak of el ectronicexchangeactivities, enabled primarily by the
Internet, ledtotheemergenceof B2B eCommerce. I nterorgani zational exchange
relationshipscan provideastrategic sourceof efficiency, acompetitiveadvantage
andincreased performance(Zaheer etal ., 1998). A B2B exchangeisanewform
of structural platformthat actsasavirtual intermediary enabling firmsto conduct
any-to-any onlinerelations. Asintraditional interfirmrelations(Bromiley and
Cummings, 1995), trust has al so been considered crucial in online exchange
relationships(Brynjolfssonand Smith, 2000), perhapsmoregiventheimpersonal
natureof eCommerce(Keen, 2000). TrustinB2B eCommerceismostly imper-
sonal anditiscreated by structural arrangementsthrough signal sandincentives,
whereastrustintraditiona exchangeshasbeenmostly basedonfamiliarity, arising
fromrepeatedinteraction. Impersonal trustislikely tobeimportantwherenosocia
relationsexist, rel ationshipsareepisodic, thereisinformation asymmetry and
uncertainty, andthereissomeimportant del egation of authority betweenfirms
(Shapiro, 1987). Therefore, the context of B2B eCommerce resembles the
characteristicswhereimpersonal trust should be necessary. Hence, interfirm
relations have been undergoing some dramatic changes, making the role of
impersonal trustin B2B eCommerceof fundamental theoretical and managerial
importance. Empirical evidenceal sosuggeststhat B2B eCommercemovesaway
frombas ctransactionstowardsinterfirmcollaboration(Da and Kauffman, 2000),
makingimpersond trustincreasingly important. Therefore, thischapter attemptsto
shedlight onthenature, antecedentsand consegquencesof interorgani zational trust?
thatisembeddedintheimpersonal context of B2B eCommerce.

Practically all transactions require an element of trust, especially those
conductedinanuncertainenvironment. However, trustin B2B eCommercedoes
not comply with thetraditional dyadic context of familiarity-based trust. The
traditional settingfor establishingtrust based onfamiliarity not only may not be
realisticinB2B eCommerce, butitcoulda solimititsextent. Evenif thereisarich
tradition of scholarly research focused on familiarity-based trust ininterfirm
exchangerelations(Geyskenset d ., 1998), therei snoagreed-uponunderstanding
of interorganizational impersond trust. Intoday’ sSB2B exchanges, thetraditiona
setting of establishing trust based on reputation, familiarity and length of the
relationship (Doney and Cannon, 1997) may not bereadily obtainable. Inaddition,
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