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A B S T R A C T

Mitigating channel members' opportunism is critical for supplier firms to maintain superior channel relationships
and sustain relationship performance. Research in marketing channels suggests that supplier-channel member
communication is vital for reducing information asymmetry and developing relational bonds in channel re-
lationships. Building on that, in this research, we integrate information asymmetry and relationship-based views
to articulate how communication, directly and indirectly, influences channel members' opportunism and curtail
its ill effects on relationship performance. Based on the matched data from 239 supplier-distributor dyads, we
find that communications (instrumental and social) have tripartite effects on channel outcomes, i.e., a) it directly
reduces channel members' opportunism, b) weakens (negatively moderate) the positive effects of exchange
hazards (antecedents) on opportunism and c) curtail the ill effects of opportunism on relationship performance.
Additionally, we find that instrumental and social communications can have nuanced effects on channel
members' opportunism. We provide newer insight into the role of communications in managing channel out-
comes and present important theoretical and managerial implications.

1. Introduction

Macneil (1980) argued that all interfirm exchanges occur within a
social context that involves human interactions and a factor that is focal
to all human interaction is communication. Therefore, due to the very
nature of distribution channel exchanges, supplier-channel member
communication must be a critical factor in channel relationships. De-
scribed as “the glue that holds together a channel of distribution” (Mohr
& Nevin, 1990, p. 36), communication is found to play a vital role in
maintaining superior relationships and determining channel outcomes
(Anderson & Narus, 1990; Dwyer, Schurr, & Oh, 1987; Hakansson,
1982; Joshi, 2009; Mason & Leek, 2012; Mohr & Spekman, 1994;
Möller, 2013; Palmatier, Dant, Grewal, & Evans, 2006; Paulraj, Lado, &
Chen, 2008). A substantial body of literature in the Industrial Marketing
and Purchasing (IMP) group also suggest that communications could be
one of the key strategies for building effective relationships in dis-
tribution channels (Ford, 1980; Gadde & Snehota, 2019; Mason & Leek,
2012; Möller, 2013; Möller & Halinen, 2018; Snehota & Hakansson,
1995). For example, the Nesprint and Unify partner portals developed

by Nestle and Unilever respectively. Such portals help in streamlining
order tracking and order processing and training requirements of
partner firms, besides facilitating enhanced performance outcomes and
long-term productive relationships.

An analysis of relationship marketing literature and the IMP re-
search community's interaction approach suggests that communication
can impact channel outcomes through two ways, i.e., enhancing the
positive relationship variables (Ford, 1980; Möller & Halinen, 2000;
Palmatier et al., 2006; Snehota and Hakansson, 1995) and mitigating
the negative relationship variables (Halinen & Tähtinen, 2002; Huo,
Wang, and Tian, 2016; Kang, 2014). For example, communications can
help in building trust and confidence in the supplier (Morgan & Hunt,
1994; Snehota and Hakansson, 1995), building market intelligence and
capability for the supplier (Chen, Li, & Arnold, 2013; Kohtamäki,
Rabetino, & Möller, 2018), developing social and relational bond with
channel members (Anderson & Narus, 1999; Turnbull, Ford, &
Cunningham, 1996; Ulaga, 2003), fostering their relational behavior
(Leonidou, Samiee, Aykol, & Talias, 2014), and enhancing cooperation
(Mohr, Fisher, & Nevin, 1996). Additionally, communications can also
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