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Abstract

Interfirm cooperation plays an important role in nowadays business reality, especially in
terms of international cooperation between partners from foreign countries. What more, the
operation of construction enterprises - e.g. due to tenders, implementation of projects -
requires cooperation. The paper covers the quantitative empirical studies of cooperation of
construction companies from Germany - the main partner of Polish construction enterprises.
The results of this study show the preferences of German construction partners in context of
cooperation. Selected aspects of the inter-organizational cooperation were analyzed, such as:
motivation and barriers related to cooperation, as well as desired attributes of a partner.
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Introduction

Nowadays, environmental changes have led
to a growing uncertainty and complexity of
companies. Cooperation could be the
answer for increasing difficulties with
planning successful actions (Raetze et al,
2018; Szpitter, 2012), especially in the
construction industry, where such factors as
timely delivery of a project, its completion
within the allocated budget and an effective

coordination between parties determine
whether the project is a success or not
(Vijayabanu and Vignesh, 2018). Projects
promote cooperation (Raetze et al, 2018) -
many parties are involved in construction
project: designers, clients, subcontractors
and contractors, suppliers of construction
equipment and materials (Alinaitwe and
Ayesiga, 2013; Welling and Kamann, 2001).
Construction industry's projects often have
international level. For example,
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Damjanovi¢ et al (2017) point, that the
majority of investments in Serbia comes
from foreign countries, e.g. UE countries,
such as Germany, Sweden, Italy or France.
Problem of international cooperation is
crucial, especially for small and medium
sized enterprises (SME). Cooperation might
be extremely beneficial for this sector,
which often has to deal with insufficient
resources (Gélinas and Bigras, 2004;
Brzostek and Michna, 2016). By
participating in interfirm networks, SMEs
have a chance to gain access to resources
like new knowledge and skills. What
is more, the topic of SMEs’
internationalization is still up-to-date, since
SME operations are crucial for the
performance of national economies
(Jankowska, 2015; Michna, 2018; Kmieciak
et al, 2018). The SME sector, as well as the
construction industry, plays an important
role in shaping the economy, influencing,
among other things, the Gross Domestic
Product (GDP) and employment (A recovery
on..., 2013; Michna et al, 2017; Nistorescu
and Ploscaru, 2010; Soéllner, 2014).
Moreover, the construction industry is one
of the most important sectors of economy
which contributes towards the fiscal
expansion of any country (Vijayabanu and
Vignesh, 2018). The expansion of a business,
in order to enter international markets,
increases its importance in modern
economy (Daszkiewicz, 2008; Gtéd, 2012).
The presented research is a part of an
examination of the relationship between
cooperation and performance of SME in the
construction sector. Previous research of
Polish SMEs from the construction industry
of the Silesia region indicates that those
companies mainly cooperate with German
enterprises as their foreign partners
(Czerwinska-Lubszczyk and Michna, 2016).
Statistical data confirm that the largest
percentage of construction production
carried out abroad by Polish enterprises is
located in Germany (43.94%), thus, it is fair
to say that Germany is the main partner of
Polish construction enterprises
in international market (Budownictwo -
wyniki dziatalno$ci.., 2014). It seems
justified to conduct research in Germany as
well. It could be interesting to examine the
selected aspects of inter-organizational
cooperation, such as barriers of
cooperation, motivation to cooperate or
desirable partner attributes. That may allow

Polish entrepreneurs to recognize the
preferences of German partners.

The main purpose of this paper is to
examine the selected aspects of interfirm
cooperation with German construction
companies, the main business partner of
Polish SME from construction sector.
Motivation to cooperate, barriers of
cooperation and desirable attributes of a
partner were chosen, due to the
international context of the research.

Theoretical background
Cooperation

Doucette and Wiederholt (1997) define
cooperation as “the process in which firms
pursue their own goals and thus retain
autonomy, while at the same time orienting
their actions towards joint outcomes”
(Sengiin and Wasti, 2011). Cooperation can
have a national or international dimension.
Welch and Luostarinen (1988) defined
internationalization as “the process of
increasing involvement in international
operations” (Jankowska, 2015).
Internationalization may manifest itself in
various forms, such as export and import,
foreign direct investments, international
subcontracting and international
cooperation.

SMEs and the construction industry

Enterprises could be divided according to
the UE law. According to Annex 1 to the
Commission Regulation (EU) No 651/2014
of 17 June 2014, declaring certain categories
of aid compatible with the internal market,
in application of Articles 107 and 108 of the
Treaty Text with EEA  relevance:
»The category of micro, small and medium-
sized enterprises (‘SMEs’) is made up of
enterprises which employ fewer than 250
persons and which have an annual turnover
not exceeding EUR 50 million, and/or an
annual balance sheet total not exceeding
EUR 43 million” (Commission Regulation
(EU)..).

The construction industry could be
classified by NACE Rev. 2. Statistical
Classification of Economic Activities in the
European Community - statistical
classifications of economic activities
developed in 1970 by the European Union.
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Section F (construction) is further divided
into three sub-divisions: construction
of buildings, civil  engineering  and
specialized construction activities (NACE
Rev. 2..).

Motivation to cooperation

Inter-organizational cooperation is the
subject of numerous empirical studies. It is
frequently considered by researchers to be
the source of growth and performance of
enterprises  (Lechner et al, 2006;
Maldonado-Guzman et al, 2012; Schoonjans
et al, 2013). Statistical evidence on
innovation shows that larger companies
tend to cooperate more than SMEs.
However, SME “may be more dependent on
external links and external resources,
because cooperation would act as a
mechanism to compensate for size-inherent
competitive disadvantages" (Fernandez-
Ardevol and Masllorens, 2011). Cooperation
in the construction industry could improve
enterprise's  competitiveness, improve
product quality and help keep pace with the
changing customer requirements (Ansah et
al, 2016; Nakhaei et al, 2017).
Internationally cooperating enterprises can
gain “access to valuable resources, such as
knowledge about foreign markets and the
methods of operating in these markets”
(Jankowska, 2015).

Beuve and Saussier (2011) indicate
motivators behind interfirm cooperation in
strategic relationships. They mention such
motivators as: access to a new market,
securing a return on investment,
compensating for lack of equipment or
competences, obtaining more flexibility,
refocusing on the primary business
(Beuve and Saussier, 2011). Fernandez-
Ardevol and Masllorens (2011) identify
factors that indicate the main reasons
behind engaging in science-based
cooperation. From the point of view of an
SME, three main motivations to cooperate
are mentioned: lack of internal resources,
sharing risk and search
for complementarity. Danik and
Lewandowska (2013) mention several
motivators in the field of cooperation in the
engineering industry, with particular
emphasis on: improvement of product
quality, better access to final markets,
improvement of production and purchase

processes, improvement of R&D,
improvement of financial situation, scale
effect, unused production capacity, stronger
competitive position, marketing
improvement, increase of product range,
decline of local demand, the need
to internationalize and informal contacts
between managers. The results show the
most important motives of cooperation:
access to final markets, improvement of
product quality and improvement of
production processes. Authors concluded,
that the surveyed enterprises “from the
engineering industry, eager to enter
international markets, on the one hand rely,
to a high extend, on their competitive
strategies towards innovations, in order to
maintain their cost/price competitive
advantage, and on the other hand, they do
make efforts to compete based on product
quality” (Danik and Lewandowska, 2013).

Barriers of cooperation

International cooperation is very difficult to
maintain, due to the barriers. Empirical
research on a cross-border project (impact
of IPA 2007-2013 CBC Bosnia and
Herzegovina-Serbia Programme)
on international cooperation and
strengthened competitiveness of the
participating SME companies - confirm that
"there are no further significant cross-
border cooperation activities after project
implementation”. Enterprises were satisfied
with the project activities and the achieved
result, but it did not increase the cross-
border cooperation (Jaganjac et al, 2018).
According to Seppo (2007), interfirm
networks can accelerate
internationalization, due to de fact that
enterprises can get the information about
foreign markets from their partners.
However, itwas noted that conflicting
interests, values and objectives of network
members can be a barrier (Jankowska,
2015). Danik and Lewandowska (2013)
indicate such barriers in the field of
cooperation in engineering industry as:
negative cooperation experience, lack of full
trust, legal barriers, risk of creating new
competitors, necessity to share profits,
language barriers and lack of need for
cooperation. The general results indicate
that the most influential cooperation
barriers  are: negative  cooperation
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experience, lack of full trust and legal
barriers (Danik and Lewandowska, 2013).

Desired attributes of a partner

Beuve and Saussier (2011) indicate the
criteria used to select the partner for
cooperation: reputation, guarantee of no
delays, price, geographical proximity,
quality certificates, technical competence,
guarantee to sign along-term contract and
belonging to the same group of enterprises.
Reputation can be a substitute for costly
mechanisms, which verify the intentions
and monitor the actions of partners, so it is
often considered asasource of increased
interfirm cooperation (Beuve and Saussier,
2011). In the case of construction projects,
cost is often one of the major indicators.
Regardless of any construction project,
financial measures occupy predominant
place in achieving the success. Every
construction project should be expected
to be completed  within  the  budget
(Vijayabanu and Vignesh, 2018).

Methodology

On the basis of literature review, a set of
items was developed: motivation to
cooperation, barriers of cooperation and
desired attributes of a partner. Those items
were left unchanged (only translated into
German) or modified for the research
purposes. Research tools included dividing

organizations into national and foreign
entities, which allowed measuring the
differences between national and
international cooperation. The question
about the motivation for cooperation was
built on the basis of three publications:
Beuve and Saussier (2011); Fernandez-
Ardevol and Masllorens (2011); Danik and
Lewandowska (2013). Barriers
of cooperation were measured based on the
work of Danik and Lewandowska (2013);
desired attributes of a partner - based on
the paper of Beuve and Saussier (2011).
Each item of motivation and barriers was
measured on a five-point scale. Desired
business  partner’s  attributes = were
measured on a ten-point scale. Respondents
marked their answers for national and
foreign organizations.

The participants of the research were
construction enterprises from Germany
(Walther, 2015). An on-line questionnaire
was used to survey the enterprises. The
survey took place in the summer of 2014.
Altogether, 748 German building companies
were contacted and asked to participate in
the survey - thus, 748 questionnaires were
distributed. Ofthose, 52 surveys have
returned and qualified for evaluation.
Among 52 enterprises, 12 cooperated with
foreign organizations. These 12 enterprises
completed a double questionnaire, i.e. in the
context of both domestic and international
cooperation.

Table 1: Sample structure by number of employees, international cooperation and
Core business

International
cooperation

Number of

No.
employees

%

No.

Core
business
activity

% No. %

10 -49 10 | 19,23% No

40

Works
related to
building
construction

76,92% 17 | 32,69%

50 - 249 28 | 53,85% Yes

12

Works
related to
the civil
engineering
construction

23,08% 33 | 63,46%

249 < 14 | 26,92% -

Specialized
- construction 2
activities

3,85%

Sum 52 100 % Sum

52

100 % Sum 52 100 %
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The 19,23% of the investigated enterprises
were small, 53,85 % were medium sized
and 26,92% were big enterprises (table 1).
Considering the dominant business activity:
32,69% of  companies deal with
construction of buildings, 63,46% -
specialized in construction activities and
3,85% - civil engineering. Only 23,08% of
the surveyed enterprises cooperate with
foreign partners - in the European Union
and outside of the EU. Those companies
mentioned: Poland (N = 5), Czech Republic
(N = 4), Netherlands (N = 4), Great Britain
(N = 3), United Arab Emirates (N = 2) and
others (e.g. Austria, China, Denmark, Israel,
Romania, Russia, USA) as their foreign
partners.

Results

Data analysis focused on quantitative
methods. Tables 2, 3 and 4 present results
in the field of motivation for cooperation,
barriers of cooperation and desired
business partner attributes. First and third
quartile, medians and mode (M) were
applied to analyze the data. The results (in
tables) were analyzed by the size of
investigated enterprises (SMEs and big
enterprises) and the range of cooperation
(answers for national and international
cooperation). Due to the number of SMEs
that cooperate internationally, authors did
not analyze this part of the results
(international cooperation for SMEs).
The highest medians have been marked in
column. The major motivation for
cooperation (the highest median) for big
enterprises, in the national market,
is stronger competitive position, while in
the international market, access to new

market, as well as stronger competitive
position (table 2). SMEs emphasize stronger
competitive position in the national market
as the major motivator. For those
motivators: stronger competitive position
(for big enterprises in national and
international market; for SMEs in national
market) and access to new market (for big
enterprises in international market), there
are four modes, so it is the value that
occurred most often. A comparison of
median values for items of motivation in the
national market between SMEs and big
enterprises shows similar level in total. The
major barriers of cooperation (the highest
median) for big enterprises in the national
market are (table3): the risk of
partner’s misconduct (Mode=3); in the
international market: dependency on the
partner (Mode=4) and joint liability
(Mode=3). The major barriers of
cooperation for SMEs have wider range than
for big enterprises. In the national market,
SMEs emphasize the lack of full trust
(Mode=3), risk of partner’s misconduct
(Mode=3), dependency on the partner
(Mode=2) and joint liability (Mode=2). A
comparison of median values for barriers of
cooperation in the national market between
SMEs and big enterprises shows similar
level for all barriers (but slightly higher
values for SMEs). Median results for
barriers in the international market are
visibly higher than for national cooperation
(big enterprises).

A comparison of median values for
motivation and barriers shows: higher
marks for motivation than for barriers in
the national market for both groups of
enterprises: SMEs and big companies.

Table 2: Results for the motivation for cooperation

Big enterprises (N=14) SMEs (N=29)
National International National International
Items cooperation cooperation cooperation cooperation
(N=14) (N=8) (N=29) (N=2)
Q1|Q2]1 Q3 |[M| Q1 Q2| Q3 |[M|Q1]Q2|Q3| M |Q1]Q2 g M
Access to 2 3| 3 |3 34| 4 |4l2]3|3|3]|-|4]|-]|24
new market
Lack of 1t {3 3 |3 122 |2l2|3]3|3|-12/|-]2
equipment
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Lack of 2 |2 3 [2|12s]| 2| 3 |2]2]2]3 - |25] -
competences 5
Obtaining
more 2 3 4 14]225]| 3 3 13| 3 314 - 125] -
flexibility
Sharing risk 3 3 4 13| 3 |35(475]3]| 2 31 4 - 41-14
Access to
information | 271 3 1 4 13| 3 [35] 4 [4]2]3]3 - |35] -
and know- 5
how
Access to 2 |3 3 |3 2 ]2]275[2[2]2]3 -3 |-|3
technology
Improvement
of product 1 2 3 31 1 |15] 2 [1] 1 2 3 - 21-12
quality
Improvement 17
of purchase 5 2 3 21 1 11512751 1 2 3 - 21-12
processes
Improvement 2
of financial 1 5’ 3 31 1 125] 3 [3] 2 3 3 - 3] -
situation
Stronger
competitive 4 4 5 41225] 4 4 14| 3 4 4 - 4 -1 4
position
Timely
paymentof | 4 | L5511 1 [15]27s|1]| 1] 2] 2 - l2s] -
financial 5
commitments
Informal
contacts 3 3| 4 |33 |33 |s|1]2]3 - l3s] -
between
managers
Table 3: Results for barriers of cooperation
Big enterprises (N=14) SMEs (N=38)
National International National International
Items cooperation cooperation cooperation cooperation
(N=14) (N=9) (N=38) (N=3)
Q1]Q2|Q3|M|Q1|Q2|Q3|M|Q1]Q2] Q3 Q1|Q2|Q3| M
Negative
cooperation 2 2131211153413 ]125] 2 3 25131313
experience
Lackoffull =1y 75las 3 |3 |2 |3 [35|2] 2|3 | 4 2503 4] -
trust
Legal barriers 1 112 112513 |4] 4 1 2 3 251 31| 4 -
Risk of
creating new 1 112111115021 3]2 1 1 2 151212 2
competitors
Necessityto | 4 fy fola]afzafz]2] 1] 2|22 1{1]2]1
share profits
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Language

> -l -1 - - 1512038512 - - - 11212142
barriers
Risk of
partner’s 2131413313413 2|31 4 |3]3]13]4]33
misconduct
Dependency

1,750 2 | 3|2 |25 4| 4|4 2| 3| 4 |2]|25]3]|4] -
on the partner

Joint liability 112514143 4]|45]3 2 3 4 12121121412

Political risks 1 11111]1513]|3]3 1 1 2 |1]15]2])4]| -

Administrative | 3 gl o 11|33 ]|a]3]| 1|23 [2]25]3]4]-
barriers
Economic 123333353224 ]2|253]3]3
risks
Lossofknow- 4 ot 3 d o f g 23|31 |23 [1t]1]1]3]1
how
Table 4: Results for desired business partner’s attributes
Big enterprises (N=14) SMEs (N=38)
National International National International
Items cooperation cooperation cooperation cooperation
(N=14) (N=9) (N=38) (N=3)
Q1]Q2| Q3 | M|Q1|Q2|Q3| M |Q1|Q2]| Q3 |M|Q1|Q2]|Q3|M

Reputation 675! 8| 10 10l 7| 8|10 7| 7] 8 10 |10 1 ) 8 10 -
Guaranteeof | ¢ | g | 10 |10 6|8 |10]10]s5|7] 9 [7]1]8]|s8]s
no delays
Price 8 81 10 | 875181958 7] 8 9 7121]18]8] 8
Geographicalf ool s | g [ 5|18 s |s|ale| 8 [of1]z2]6]-
proximity
Quality 3 |s|exs|3lss|els|s|lals| 7 |s|1]s5]s]-
certification
Technical 8 [10] 10 |10] 5 [10f10|10| 8 9| 10 |10] 6| 8 |10] -
competence
Guarantee to
signalong- | o gl 10 [10] 8 |10|10|10] 47| o [8|7]s|10]-
term
contract
Belonging to
the same 1 5 7 1]13]51]165]5] 2 51725 |5]| 3 518 -
group
The major desired business partner’s For those attributes: technical competence
attributes (the highest median) for big (for big enterprises in the national and
enterprises in the national market are: international market; for SMEs in the
technical competence, while in the national market) and guarantee to sign a
international market: guarantee to sign a long-term contract (for big enterprises
long-term contract, as well as technical in the international market) modes are 10.

competence (table 4). SMEs emphasize
technical competence as a major motivator
in case of domestic partners for
cooperation.
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Discussion and conclusions

The operation of SME (e.g. due to their
limited access to resources) and business
reality of construction companies, i.e.
participation in tenders or implementation
of projects, requires cooperation.

This study allowed the Authors to examine
the selected aspects of interfirm
cooperation of German building companies:
motivation to cooperate, barriers of
cooperation and desired attributes of a
partner.

On the basis of this study, it could be
concluded that:

1) The major  motivation for
cooperation for big enterprises in
the national market is a stronger
competitive position;

2) The major motivations for
cooperation for big enterprises in
the international market are the
access tonew market and a
stronger competitive position;

3) The major motivation for
cooperation for SMEs in the
national market is stronger
competitive position;

4) SMEs and big enterprises have
similar level of motivation towards
cooperation (national market);

5) The major barrier for cooperation
for big enterprises in the national
market is the risk
of partner’s misconduct;

6) The major barriers for cooperation
for big enterprises in the

international market
are: dependency on the partner and
joint liability;

7) The major barriers for cooperation
for SMEs in the national market are:
lack of full trust, risk
of partner’s misconduct,
dependency on the partner and
joint liability;

8) Barriers in the international market
are visibly higher than for the
national  cooperation of big
enterprises;

9) SMEs and big enterprises are
affected by barriers of cooperation
on a similar level - but slightly
higher for SMEs (national market);

10) SMEs and big enterprises have
higher level of motivation to
cooperation  than the level
of barriers of cooperation (national
market);

11) The major desired business
partner’s  attribute  for  big
enterprises in the national market
is technical competence;

12) The major desired business
partner’s  attributes for  big
enterprises in the international
market are: guarantee to sign a
long-term contract and technical
competence;

13) The major desired business
partner’s attribute for SMEs in the
national market is technical
competence.

The main purpose of this paper is to
examine the selected aspects of interfirm
cooperation of German building companies
- main business partners of Polish SME
from construction sector. The results of this
study show the preferences of German
construction partners in context of
cooperation.

In the context of motivation for cooperation,
German big enterprises focus on the access
to new market and strengthening their
competitive position. They fear dependency
on the partner and joint liability. It appears
that joint liability is a crucial problem for
cooperation between building companies. It
can be important for every participant of the
project and tenders. “The main contractor is
liable for the misconduct of the
subcontractor in Germany. If, for example,
the subcontractor does not pay social
security contributions, premiums for the
statutory accident insurance or minimum
wage, the main contractor is liable for
outstanding payments” (Czerwinska-
Lubszczyk et al, 2015). Good relationship
between partners may decrease the
negative influence of this barrier. Polish
construction companies should also ensure
that the participants are equal partners of
international cooperation.

Desired business partner’s attributes are:
guarantee to sign a long-term contract and
technical competence. Inthe context of
previous research, Polish companies do not
pay much attention to such attributes as the
possibility to sign a long-term contract and
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technical competences. Polish SMEs from
the construction industry rather focus on
reputation and  price (Czerwinska-
Lubszczyk et al, 2015). Incase of
cooperation with German partners, they
should pay particular attention to assure
their high qualification in technical meaning
and ensure a possibility to sign a long-term
contract.

Limitations and guidelines for further
research

This study has some limitations that may be
addressed by future studies. First, in this
research, an error was identified in the on-
line research tool, which resulted in the lack
of some answers for motivation: national
cooperation (N=9) and international
cooperation (N=2). Secondly, this study
focused on three dimensions of interfirm
cooperation in the construction industry.
However, it would be unwise to claim that
this list is complete; thus, future research
should include additional factors.

Thanks to this research, authors might
identify German companies from the
construction industry which cooperate with
Polish partners. The next step is to conduct
qualitative research on international
cooperation between Polish SMEs and
German companies from the construction
industry.

Despite that the inter-organizational
cooperation is the subject of numerous
empirical studies (Cabras and
Pearson, 2014; Kamnungwut and Guy,
2012), the problem might be very
interesting on an industrial (sector) level.
However, SMEs in the construction sector
have their own characteristics and, as such,
the results of previous empirical studies
conducted in other sectors might not apply
to them (Michna et al, 2015). Furthermore,
Jankowska (2015) states a question about
the internationalization of SMEs in Poland:
“Are pro-internationalization actions
necessary?” Referring to data from the
Polish Agency for Enterprise Development
(Polska Agencja Rozwoju
Przedsiebiorczosci), related to the level of
internationalization of SMEs in Poland, she
answers that "pro-internationalization
actions are needed" (Jankowska, 2015). It
seems that the investigation on
international cooperation of Polish SMEs

from the construction industry with foreign
partners (especially with German partners)
is needed.
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