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Introduction

The choice of a proper business partner is crucial for international cooperation 
performance because it determines the resources and skills available to the alliance 
(Geringer, 1991; Dong, Glaister, 2006). Companies use different sets of partner se-

lection criteria which can be divided into partner-related (i.e. partner’s knowledge 
of the local market, reputation of partner, quality of partner’s management team) 
and task-related (access to knowledge of the local market, access to knowledge of 
the local culture, access to distribution channels) selection criteria (Geringer, 1991; 
Ekrem, 2000; Wang, Kess, 2006). Whether the chosen partner is the best one possible, 
depends not only on the set of the criteria applied, but also on the scope of knowledge 
concerning the potential partner.
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Entering a foreign market is a learning process (Johanson, Vahlne, 1977). Ef-
fective information management is essential for irms operating / conducting their 
business activities on foreign markets (Belich, Dubinsky, 1995; Theodosiou, Kat-
sikea, 2013). This study concentrates on the question of the sources of information 
applied in search of foreign partners by Polish exporters and importers. The aim of 
the paper is to prove whether the perception of barriers hampering establishment 
of cooperation with partners coming from a given country is related to the mode of 
looking for a foreign partner from such a country.

1. Literature review

In search of foreign partners both internal and external information sources can 
be used. According to the study of Bartosik-Purgat and Schroeder (2014), Polish 
exporters perceive the following internal information sources to be most useful: own 
knowledge and experience of a irm’s employees, offers, trade correspondence, trade 
contracts and invoices. Among the external information sources, the publications and 
institutional sources are not perceived to be very useful (professional journals, dailies, 
competitor’s catalogues, and examples of competitor’s products got the highest scores 
among publications and business intelligence units, and national economic chambers 
and Polish Agency for Enterprise Development are perceived to be the most important 
institutional sources. However, the mean scores of all the institutional sources are below 
“small signiicance”). Some other external sources of information classiied by authors 
as “other external sources” are ranked very high. Among the most important are: the 
Internet, exchange of experience, international fairs and exhibitions, and main foreign 
customers. The authors also stated that, “the analysis suggests that different information 
sources offer different advantages with none emerging as superior in all situations”.

Belich and Dubinski (1995) identiied a set of factors affecting the choice of 
information source: the product differentiation, export intensity, product maturity, 
product complexity, market distance, and international competition. Bartosik-Purgat 
and Schroeder (2014) put more stress on the market characteristics and list the fol-
lowing factors determining the character, number and extent of the usage of sources 
of information concerning foreign markets and partners: size of an enterprise, export 
phase, information-providing institutions, cultural differences and uncertainty of the 
environment. 

Previous studies rely rather on the market and company level. As decisions 
about the information sources applied when looking for a new partner are made not 
by companies but by people, one can suspect that the decision maker’s mindset can 
also be one of the determinants of the mode of searching for the partner. Perception 
of the cooperation barriers is one of the elements of the decision maker’s mindset.

Most of the studies devoted to the cooperation barriers or international cooper-
ation barriers concentrate on listing the barriers perceived to be important. Only in 
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41INFORMATION SOURCES APPLIED IN SEARCH FOR A FOREIGN BUSINESS PARTNER…

some studies did authors attempt to capture the relationships between the barriers 
perception and other phenomena (i.e. Lewandowska, Danik, 2014). 

There is no agreement in the literature about the list of potential international 
cooperation barriers, as all the studies take into account slightly different aspects 
of the cooperation. However, after studying the literature devoted to cooperation 
barriers (Nowak 2009; Zaremba, 2009; Stępień, 2011), to open innovation barriers 
(Chesbrough, 2003; Gassmann, 2006; Van de Vrade et al., 2009) or inally to interna-

tionalization and international cooperation barriers (Artega-Ortiz, Fernández-Ortiz, 
2010; Dmitrov et al., 2003; Leick, 2011), one can identify a set of factors which are 
believed to hamper the establishment of cooperation with a partner from a given 
country (see Table 1).

Table 1. Barriers hampering establishing international cooperation

Barriers related to distance  
(macro-level barriers)

Internal barriers (barriers related to the 
company’s resources, including lack of 
external support for a given company)

Fears related to relationship

Distance (geographical distance);
Technological barrier;
Language barrier;
Different way of conducting 
business in partner’s country; 
Different level of economic 
development; 
Political differences;
Legal system differences.

Low experience in the partner’s country;
The necessity to adapt to the partner’s 
needs; 
High cooperation costs; 
Lack of employees who could coordinate 
the international cooperation™;
Lack of government and government 
agencies support for the international 
cooperation.

Fear of becoming dependent 
on the partner; 
Fear of having our know-how 
copied; 
Fear of being eliminated from 
the market because of the 
partner’s activities; 
Fear to lose own identity 
because of undue 
subordination to the partner; 
Fear that the partner can take 
our staff over. 

Source: own elaboration

2. Research methodology and sample characteristics

The study was conducted on a total sample of 280 companies in January and 
February 2013 using the CATI method. The respondents were Polish manufacturing 
SMEs cooperating with partners from China and Germany (the cooperation was 
deined as relationships lasting for at least one year and consisting in a regular, not 
one-time, tasks completion by partners when the partners are independent, i.e. with 
no capital ties, or (if capital ties exist) when none of the irms enjoys supervision 
powers over the partner (Stępień, 2011, pp. 15–33). The respondents were people 
responsible for cooperation with foreign partners (sales, export and marketing direc-

tors and company owners, followed by sales, export and marketing managers). Two 
companies not fulilling the criterion of SMEs were not considered in the further 
analysis. The inal sample comprised 64 exporters to China, 84 importers of goods 
from China, 83 exporters to Germany and 76 importers of goods from Germany. 
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Twenty four of the companies under study employed less than 10 people, 107 com-

panies: 10–49 people and 147 companies: 50–249 people. In most cases the scope 
of the cooperation with foreign partners was limited to export–import transactions 
and services connected with manufacturing and distribution.

The perception of barriers was examined with the question: “To what extent the 
factors mentioned below hamper establishment of the cooperation with partners from 
China / Germany?” followed by a list of barriers. A 5-point Likert type scale was applied 
from 1 (this factor deinitely does not make it dificult for us to establish cooperation) 
to 5 (this factor deinitely does make it dificult for us to establish cooperation). Com-

panies cooperating with partners from China were asked about factors hampering the 
cooperation with Chinese partners, and companies cooperating with partners from 
Germany were asked about barriers in establishing cooperation with German partners. 
The cooperation barriers the respondents were asked about are presented in Table 1.

The Cronbach’s alpha coeficient was low (under 0.6) for the internal barriers 
scale. Therefore, in order to identify the number of underlying factors an exploratory 
factor analysis using Oblimin rotation with Kaiser normalization was conducted and 
the barriers under study were grouped (KMO = 0.784; x2 (136) = 1031.25; p < 0.001) 
into distance and internal barriers and fears related to relationship. The Cronbach’s 
alpha for both groups are between 0.693 in case of importers from China and 0.832 
in case of exporters to Germany. The barriers comprising the identiied groups and 
the factor loadings are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Rotated factor matrix – barriers to establishing international cooperation

Barriers
Distance and 
internal barriers

Fears related 
to relationship

Technological barrier 0.600
Different level of economic development 0.584
Political differences 0.558
Different way of conducting business in partner’s country 0.548
Legal system differences 0.534
High cooperation costs 0.531
The necessity to adapt to the partner’s needs 0.525
Distance (geographical) 0.513
Lack of employees who could coordinate the international cooperation 0.509
Low experience in the partners country 0.474
Language barrier 0.458
Lack of government and government agencies support for the international 
cooperation 0.356

Fear to lose own identity because of undue subordination to the partner -0.821
Fear of being eliminated from the market because of the partner’s activities -0.769
Fear of becoming dependent on the partner -0.704
Fear that partner can take our staff over -0.650
Fear of having our know-how copied -0.644

Rotation converged in 5 iterations.
Source: own elaboration
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3. Research results

A k-means cluster analysis was applied in order to verify if the question con-

cerning the barriers perception allows to split the sample into two or more indepen-

dent clusters. The analysis conirmed the existence of two clusters (the Silhouette 
coeficient for the irst cluster is above 0.66, and for the second one – 0.68, which 
conirms the proper cohesion and separation of the identiied groups). The irst cluster 
(low barriers cluster) comprises 131 companies, and the second one (high barriers 
cluster) – 147. The clusters are presented in Figure 1.

Figure 1. International cooperation barriers perception clusters

Source: own elaboration

In the low barriers cluster, both distance and internal barriers, and fears related 
to relationship are perceived to be lower than in the second cluster.

The low barriers cluster consists of 47.7% exporters and 52.3% importers. The 
structure of the second cluster is very similar: 48.4% of the companies are exporters 
and 51.6% – importers. The chi-square test did not reveal any signiicant differences 
between the clusters concerning cooperation direction (export / import). 42.9% of the 
companies in the low barriers cluster cooperate with Chinese partners and 57.1% with 
German partners, whereas the situation in the second cluster is the opposite: 57.5% 
of the companies cooperate with Chinese partners and 42.5% – with German ones. 
According to the chi-square test, the clusters differ signiicantly (p<.05) in terms of 
the partner’s country of origin. 

The information sources applied while looking for new partners were explored 
with the use of the question, “How do you look for partners from China / Germany” 
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followed by a list of possible information sources used to ind a partner. A 5-point 
Likert type scale was applied from 1 (we never make/made use of this way) to 5 
(we always take advantage of this way). Then the second question “Do you verify 
the partner’s credibility before taking the decision about establishing cooperation?” 
was asked with a scale: 1 (yes, always), 2 (yes, sometimes) and 3 (no, never). Those 
who answered “yes” (answer 1 or 2) were asked the next question: “How does your 
company verify the partner’s credibility?” followed by a list of possible ways / 
information sources which can be used to verify the credibility. The scale was the 
same as in the question about ways of looking for a partner.

In order to investigate if belonging to one of the clusters described above is 
connected with different information sources applied while looking for the partners, 
a t-Student test for independent samples was conducted (see Table 3).

Table 3. Descriptive statistics and t-Student test results for clusters

Low barriers 
cluster

High barriers 
cluster t p
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er Internet 3.072 1.527 3.313 1.425 -1.361 0.175

Personal network 3.550 1.361 3.371 1.260 1.143 0.254

Commercial brokers 1.601 1.075 1.795 1.016 -1.548 0.123

Trade fairs 3.094 1.487 3.277 1.253 -1.112 0.267

Trade catalogues 2.219 1.243 2.446 1.268 -1.505 0.133

Trade missions 1.478 0.924 1.784 0.933 -2.745 0.006

Partners connect us by themselves 3.406 1.252 3.191 1.072 1.544 0.124
Verifying partner’s reliability before taking the 
cooperation decision 2.403 0.787 2.612 0.654 -2.404 0.017
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Credit information agencies 2.658 1.569 2.933 1.420 -1.429 0.154
Chambers of commerce 1.810 1.209 2.294 1.141 -3.183 0.002

Court registers 2.500 1.605 2.718 1.369 -1.134 0.258

Industrial services 2.345 1.439 2.671 1.324 -1.821 0.070

Internet forums 2.071 1.353 2.373 1.203 -1.828 0.069
Ratings, rankings 1.827 1.202 2.075 1.114 -1.655 0.099
Prospectuses, information memorandums and 
information published by stock exchanges 1.363 0.780 1.798 0.928 -3.897 0.000

Print media 1.642 1.034 1.901 1.014 -1.955 0.052
Bank information 2.040 1.316 2.345 1.274 -1.822 0.070
Face-to-face visits in partner’s company 3.681 1.309 3.778 1.174 -0.600 0.549

Comparison of offers 3.438 1.597 3.806 1.217 -2.013 0.045

Partner’s webpages 3.301 1.558 3.492 1.302 -1.033 0.303
Partner’s social media proiles 1.412 0.922 1.901 1.008 -3.901 0.000

Source: own elaboration
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The analysis revealed one signiicant difference between clusters in case of com-

paring the information sources used for inding potential partners: companies from the 
high barrier clusters were looking for new partners taking advantage of trade missions 
relatively more often. Moreover, they were also more readily verifying partner’s re-

liability before making the decision about cooperation. Also, the analysis of the in-

formation sources applied for verifying partner’s credibility showed some signiicant 
differences: companies from this cluster took advantage of the chambers of commerce, 
prospectuses, information memorandums, and information published by stock ex-

change, compared offers and analyzed partner’s social media proiles more frequently.
Both groups have a lot in common: Internet, personal network, and trade fairs were 

the mostly used information sources for inding new partners. Surprisingly, many of 
the companies under study were just found and contacted by future partners. For both 
clusters the most favorite ways of verifying partner’s credibility were face-to-face 
visits in partner’s company, comparison of offers and verifying partner’s webpages.

As signiicant differences between the clusters in the partner’s country of origin 
were observed, additional analysis was conducted in order to check if there is no 
country moderation effect between belonging to one of the clusters identiied and the 
way of looking for and verifying a business partner. A two-way analysis of variance 
did not show any country moderation effect (see Table 4). Therefore one can assume 
that the effects observed do not depend on the partner’s country of origin.

Table 4. Partner’s country of origin inluence on the dependence between belonging to one of the clusters 
and the way of looking for and verifying a business partner

Dependent variable F P

Internet 0.045 0.831
Personal network 0.461 0.498
Commercial brokers 0.517 0.473
Trade fairs 0.017 0.896
Trade catalogues 1.517 0.219
Trade missions 0.562 0.454
Partners connect us by themselves 2.778 0.097
Verifying partners reliability before taking the cooperation decision 0.121 0.728
Credit information agencies 3.734 0.055
Chambers of commerce 0.444 0.506
Court registers 0.054 0.817
Industrial services 2.253 0.135
Internet forums 0.116 0.733
Ratings, rankings 0.652 0.420
Prospectuses, information memorandums and information published by stock exchanges 0.974 0.325
Print media 0.169 0.681
Bank information 3.107 0.079
Face-to-face visits in partner’s company 0.797 0.373
Comparison of offers 0.040 0.841
Verifying partner’s Webpages 0.344 0.558
Verifying partner’s social media proiles 0.002 0.965

Source: own elaboration
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Conclusions

In this study, two clusters of Polish companies cooperating with Chinese and 
German partners were identiied. This clusters differed in the perception of barriers 
in establishing the cooperation with partners from China / Germany, especially in 
respect to fears related to the relationship. Although the information sources used in 
the search for a new partner were in many cases similar, some signiicant differences, 
especially in the way of verifying partner’s reliability, were found which leads to the 
conclusion that the approach toward the cooperation inluences the behavior of the 
companies (in this case: verifying the partner’s reliability and use of the information 
sources). Companies, which see more barriers are more cagy and tend to verify the 
potential partner more carefully. This phenomenon can be probably chalked up to 
the lower trust level.

Although the study is a contribution to the international business theory, it also 
has some limitations. Only Polish companies cooperating with Chinese and German 
partners were studied, so one cannot draw conclusions concerning other companies. 
Moreover, the perception of barriers is probably not the only factor explaining the 
approach towards information sources. The other factors should be identiied in the 
future studies.
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Information Sources Applied in Search for a Foreign Business Partner and the Perception 
of Barriers in Establishing International Cooperation

Abstract. The aim of the paper is to analyze the relationship between the perception of the barriers in 
establishing an international cooperation and information sources applied while looking for foreign partners. 
The paper presents the results of the study on 278 Polish exporters and importers cooperating with partners 
from China and Germany. The companies were divided in two clusters differing in the perception of the 
barriers in establishing the cooperation with partners from China and Germany. The analysis revealed that 
these clusters differ only to a modest extent regarding the information sources applied to ind a foreign 
partner. However, signiicant differences regarding the way of verifying the partner’s reliability were shown. 
This effect did not depend on the partner’s country of origin.

Źródła informacji wykorzystywane w poszukiwaniu zagranicznych partnerów 
biznesowych a postrzeganie barier w nawiązywaniu współpracy międzynarodowej

Abstrakt. Celem artykułu jest analiza związku postrzegania barier w nawiązywaniu współpracy mię-

dzynarodowej oraz źródeł informacji wykorzystywanych podczas poszukiwania partnera zagranicznego. 
Zaprezentowano wyniki badania 278 polskich eksporterów i importerów współpracujących z partnerami 
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z Chin i z Niemiec. Przedsiębiorstwa podzielono na dwa skupienia w zależności od postrzegania przez 
nie barier w nawiązywaniu współpracy z partnerami z Niemiec i z Chin. Analiza wykazała, że skupienia 
te w niewielkim stopniu różnią się między sobą jeśli chodzi o źródła informacji wykorzystywane podczas 
poszukiwania partnera zagranicznego, natomiast występują między nimi istotne różnice dotyczące sposobu 
weryikacji wiarygodności potencjalnego partnera. Efekt ten występował niezależnie od kraju pochodzenia 
partnera.
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