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Abstract

In order to remain distinct and to build up strdngsiness relationships in a competitive environment
industrial companies should pay attention — noly dol objective factors such as price or product
quality — but in particular to their interactionaditly. This is due to the fact that customers’satition

is shown to be a function of both quality aspekiiswever, little is known about the investigation of
the perceived interaction quality in terms of custo satisfaction to date. For this reason, thisspap
introduces an innovative way of measuring intecactjuality — the concept of mystery shopping — to
industrial markets. Hereby, it reports on the depmient of a concept of mystery shopping that is
directed towards the distinct characteristics afustrial markets. Adequate general and specific
observation categories are drawn from relevamalitge and primary research. A number of research
questions are empirically analysed, presenting kmtframework for theoretical discussion and
managerial implications.



Introduction

Increasing tendencies toward saturation have beesntly observable on many industrial markets.
The stagnating demand thereby appears even mobéepratic because a large number of branches
had to accept an increase in the fixed cost pamrapanied by a shorter product life cycle. Under th
growing pressure of costs and competition, comga@n only survive on the market if they
concentrate on building up and maintaining longratérusiness relationships with their customers. In
this sense it has been proved that building up reg-term bond with customers requires less
investment than acquiring new customers, while torgaconsiderable advantages in terms of
effectiveness, as well. The term of relationshipkating is thus moving into the focus of practical
efforts, companies no longer make purchases; te@plksh relationships (Hakansson/Snehota, 1995;
Cannon/Perreault, 1999; Narayandas/Rangan, 2004).

Suppliers will, however, only be able to build duplde, long-term relationships with their customérs
these are kept satisfied. Hereby it must be coresitithat industrial markets — compared to consumer
markets — are characterized by highly interactimadaction processes between two or more partners
in the value chain (Atkin/Skinner, 1975). Besidasduct quality industrial companies therefore
should pay special attention to their interactiaraldgy, as costumers’ satisfaction is shown to be a
function of both quality aspects. Due to the insieg competition on industrial markets this applies
all the more as the herefrom resulting assimilationproduct technologies and configurations can no
longer serve as a means of customer satisfaction.

The more astonishing does it seem that — althooglamalysis of buyer-seller interactions occupies a
central position within industrial marketing resgain general (c.f. Hikansson, 1982) — little is\kn
about the investigation of the perceived interactipiality in terms of customer satisfaction so far
(Wilson, 2001). In particular the concept of mygtshopping has not been examined in industrial
markets so far.

Against this background, our paper addresses thefuthe concept of mystery shopping as a tool for
advanced business relationship management. Tovacthies goal our paper is organised as follows. In
section 2 we will derive the importance of interactquality for industrial costumers’ satisfaction
based on the distinct characteristics of industresactions processes. Subsequently we will show
the relation between theoretical and conceptu@ares in the field of mystery shopping in order to
provide a comprehensive basis for its applicationnalustrial markets. Our paper then reports on the
development and empirical analysis of an industmigistery shopping concept which is directed
towards the distinct characteristics of industmahrkets. Finally we discuss implications of our
findings for both theory and practice.

Importance of interaction quality in business relatonships

An interaction perspective on industrial transaction processes

Industrial transaction processes are complex psesefNebster, 1995), which are influenced by a
multitude of factors. Amongst others, the interactbetween the representatives of the selling laad t
buying centres play a central role. The reasorthiigrlies in the fact that in industrial marketanrtike

in consumer markets — goods and services are aftfimed in direct interactions between the
participating organisations. As a rule it only seeto be possible to address specific customer
requirements and to adapt services appropriatedyprocess of personal exchange (Johnston/Bonoma,
1977; Johnston/McQuiston, 1984). It therefore doesseem astonishing that industrial marketing
research usually does not focus on the SOR-paralligmather investigates the interaction process
between buyers and sellers.

In this context various approaches have structtiedinteraction process by means of phases e.g.
Webster, 1965; Kelly, 1974, or Backhaus/Gulnter,6)9™ which different types of buyer-seller



interaction can be identified. Even though the vigiial phases empirically can seldom be defined
without overlapping, their investigation allows fardetailed systemisation of the whole transaction
process.

Regardless of their individual definition of numtard content of the phases, interaction approaches
usually begin with the definition of a specific damd on the part of the customer and encompass the
first contact and the choice of supplier for thgoteation phase. Here the specific agreements with
respect to the planned transaction are defined.edewa transaction usually does not end with the
negotiated agreement but often leads to furtheraation within the framework of project realisatio
and liability (e.g. the joint installation in thease of the procurement of a complex machine)
(Backhaus/Gunter, 1976). In this context it becomlesr that although the negotiating phase is of
great significance for the ultimate contract, aietgrof interactions between the buyer and theesell
must take place in advance (cf. figure 1). Equdtg success of the business relationship depends
upon ex-post interaction.

Our above illustrations become once more cleaiguré 1. They allow for the conclusion that next to
objective criteria such as price the perceived @ust satisfaction also depends on the perceived
quality of the buyer-seller interactions during thetire transaction process (Cunningham/Turnball,
1982; Turnball, 1990).

FIGURE 1: INDUSTRIAL VS. CONSUMER MARKET INTERACTIO N
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Difficultiesin analysing interaction quality

In order to be able to achieve the highest posdiel of customer satisfaction it thus seems
necessary for industrial sellers to analyse bo#ilityuaspects. Hereby it must however be taken into
account that, in contrast to the objective critefizostumer satisfaction, there are specific wis
involved in measuring the interaction quality. Tesdue to the fact that no tangible and enduring
criteria, such as price, are available for an eatéda of the interaction quality. It rather existsly for

the period of interaction and is also highly sutij@c The most important difficulty however lies in
the fact that interaction quality cannot be measdme looking only at one transaction party — either
the buyer or the seller — in an isolated way, g to be analysed by taking both buyer and seller
behaviours into consideration together. This i® thecause the quality of interaction always is the
result of an interpersonal exchange (Backhaus/BiscH997; Bonoma/Zaltman, 1978).



The more astonishing does it seem that the measutenh interaction quality in industrial markets
where done at all, has been investigated by toaditisurvey methods until now. These normally only
take the buyer’s or the seller’s perspective irdnsideration and thus obviously do not constitute a
appropriate measurement method. In order to analydeperspectives simultaneously, both research
and practice have shown the use of the mysterymhgpconcept to be an accepted device for
measuring interaction quality in consumer mark&tgstery Shopping thereby constitutes a well-
known customer satisfaction measurement technighieh serves as an evaluation tool for assessing
both product and especially, interaction qualitpn€equently, it would be interesting to see, whethe
mystery shopping is also an adequate way of meaguhtie buyer-seller interaction quality on
industrial markets. In order to answer this questi@ must first of all take a closer look at theoept

of mystery shopping.

The concept of Mystery Shopping as a tool for anagng interaction quality in
industrial markets

The concept of Mystery Shopping

In order to provide a deeper understanding of tirecept of Mystery Shopping we will outline its
basic idea, its objectives and procedure, somdatgy and ethical aspects concerning its appbcati
as well as its fields of application and its cutrstate of research.

Basic idea of Mystery Shopping

Mystery shopping as a research technique is growingopularity (Dawson/Hillier, 1995). It is a

widely accepted concept for measuring the qualityinteraction between buyers and sellers in
consumer markets. More precisely, mystery shopjsng form of participant observation, where
researchers act as customers or potential custamersnitor transaction processes (Wilson, 1998a).

Mystery shopping involves visits by specially tghassessors, called mystery shoppers, to shops,
restaurants, banks, or other business in whiclytiadity of interaction is to be appraised. Herely t
mystery shoppers are given instructions to simudatgpical transaction in order to experience and
measure any interaction and service process, liygaas (potential) customers and report back on
their experiences in a detailed and objective idR$, 2005). Therefore, a key advantage of mystery
shopping is that sellers are not aware that theyarticipating in a study.

Mystery shoppers should be independent, critidgieaiive, and anonymous. They must be trained in
relation to the instrument, but also in relatiorthie specific situation and context of the orgatmra
where the visits take place. The resulting intéoactjuality is assessed against the specific ciiar

an observation questionnaire, which typically inles rating scales, checklists, and open-ended
responses. Hereby a high degree of accuracy imtiegpanust be maintained to enable the targeting of
subsequent improvements by management.

Objectives of Mystery Shopping

Mystery shopping is used for various objectives sMaf the time its aim is to measure the interactio
quality in personal exchange processes. In thigtin the mystery shopper can be focussed on
compliance with specific quality standards, guidedi or demands, or the mystery shopper can be
instructed to position the quality of interactiom @ scale. If a mystery shopper is also used tsunea
not only services and interactions of the own camgpaut also of competitors, benchmarking
becomes a way to judge and compare your own aesiviBesides this, other goals of mystery
shopping are for example: measuring the effectiseneof (training) programs



(Morrison/Colman/Preston, 1997) or testing agadistrimination (Tepper, 1994). Overall Wilson
(1998b) identified that the results of mystery gbiog can be used for one or more of the following
objectives.

(1) To act as a diagnostic tool identifying failingsdaweak points in an organization’s service
delivery.

(2) To encourage, develop and motivate sellers byHmkiith appraisal, training and reward
mechanisms.

(3) To access the competitiveness of an organizatieatsice provision by benchmarking it
against the offerings of others in an industry.

Procedure of Mystery Shopping

A typical mystery shopping study usually involvas following steps:

Step 1: Problem definition and determination ofealiyes

The first step in the design of a mystery shopptgdy is to define objectives. The company’s
problem has to be verbalised and concretised. deethhn acute concern, e.g. a problem with the
volume of sales or an escalation of complaints almeraction and service quality? Or does company
management lack information e.g. about the prookdsaling with customer inquiries?

Step 2: Formulation of the observation questiomnair

As a next step the observation questionnaire haletdormulated in relation to the determined
objectives. This questionnaire has to be develdyyegbing through the interaction process and paying
attention to failure points in those processes liaae been made in earlier customer contacts and/or
studies. Adequate categories and criteria with aalegitems have to be identified. These illustregio
show that the observation questionnaire is veryontgmt for the derivation of practical implications
Therefore, it should be tested in a preliminarylgtand possibly adapted.

Step 3: Selection and training of the testers

After the formulation of the observation questian@aqualified mystery shoppers have to be selected
These should represent the company’s target mamettherefore match their socio-demographic
(age, gender, or educational background) and pgyaphbic (lifestyle, preferences, or attitudes)
characteristics. In order to secure the reliabilitythe results an intensive instruction and tragnof

the mystery shopper is indispensable.

Step 4: Data gathering and reporting

In the run-up to the real study the objects — dpeiciteractions, establishments or employees -clhi
are to be observed must be defined. These couldbljects of one’'s own company or, in
benchmarking, of other companies.

Step 5: Evaluation

Finally collected data are evaluated and intergréatiereby first of all the current status of inteian
quality — seen from a customer’s point of view ewdd be identified. Comparing it to ideal interacti
quality standards it becomes possible to derivdiaajons for advanced customer satisfaction.

Regulatory and ethical questions



In regard to regulatory and ethical questions efdbncept of mystery shopping it first of all cas b
stated that a company in general is allowed toagatiformation about the quality of its buyer-selle
interactions. However, there are some limitatidnsthis context researchers carrying out a mystery
shopper study must guarantee individual privacyaasas possible. For example, they have to take
care that the observed persons — in our case nlustllers — will not be disadvantaged or harmed
through the study and its results. Provided thayatery shopping study is carried out professignall
and with appropriate safeguards for sellers’ righitss a valid and legal activity. External tester
such as research institutes, agencies or consiggndave to make all data anonymous so that the
tested persons cannot be identified. It is neikbgitimate to mention hames, positions, storesnoe t

of survey, nor to give any kind of indications tlcauld help the company management to trace these
data. Benchmarking is also legal in principle asglas data protection and personal rights are
respected. Several organisations such as ESOMARofEan Society for Opinion and Marketing
Research) have established diverse guidelinesatteaintended to ensure the professionalism and
seriousness of mystery shopping studies (ESOMARB5R0

Fields of application for Mystery Shopping

Mystery shopping can tap its full potential bestthiwse sectors, in which it comes to an intensive
exchange between buyer and seller. An intensiveéacbiis to be understood as a direct interaction
between employee and customer, either via telepbon®il, in the form of a counselling interview, a
personal product introduction or — in the mostnstee case — during a negotiation. The sales and
advisory staff exercise a direct impact on theamustr and hence on the number of purchases and the
volume of sales. Thus, it is used extensively hyanisations in financial services, retailing, motor
dealerships, hotels and catering, passenger treaaspn, public utilities and government departnsent
Most examples of mystery shopping in literature ganally be related to these types of organisations

The current state of research into Mystery Shopping

In this context mystery shopping has already beconaeof the most frequently used tools in research
into sales and distribution in consumer markets €wW1996). Hereby, as already mentioned, it is
usually intended to improve profitability at theimoof sale and increase customer satisfaction by
optimising interaction quality. But despite the pltgpity of mystery shopping in a lot of business
areas, surprisingly little discussion about thighteque has appeared in academic literature
(Finn/Kayandé, 1999). Hence, also on consumer rnethere is a certain backlog demand concerning
scientifically proven insights. In this contexteview of the available literature shows that irestdd
journals in the areas of Marketing (e.g. Miles, 3;9Gramp, 1994; Burnside, 1994 or Cobb, 1995) and
of General Economics (e.g. Wilson, 1998b; van déel®¥Boselie/Hesselink, 2002; van der Wiele/
Hesselink/van Iwaarden, 2005) only a few reseaeges have been published on mystery shopping
during the recent years. More papers are publighdte area of banking (Leeds, 1992 and 1995;
Hanke, 1993; Hoffman, 1993; Stovall, 1993; Dorm&®94; Holliday, 1994; Morrall, 1994; Tepper,
1994; Hotchkiss, 1995; Dwek, 1996 or Feig, 2005)taurism and gastronomy (Erstad, 1998;
Wilson/Gutmann, 1998; Anderson et al., 2001; Trid@)2 or Garber, 2004). As already mentioned,
mystery shopping has not been examined in industidakets so far. This is all the more astonishing
as the concept of mystery shopping disposes —tnétd general advantages — of specific advantages
concerning industrial interaction processes.

Advantages of the concept of Mystery Shopping for industrial markets

General advantages

In general, mystery shopping is known as an exgell@arket research technique because it
overcomes many of the potential weaknesses oftivadl survey research. One of these weaknesses
lies in the fact that there is often a discreparfogtween real and reported behaviour



(Friedrichs/Ludtke, 1975). This is also due to tfat that traditional consumer surveys are
retrospective. Consumers are asked about an itimraghich may have taken place a long-time ago.
Mystery shopping studies in contrast constituterépgay of what happened when a buyer or potential
buyer interacts with a seller. In this, mysterygbiag provides a further advantage because it esabl

the researcher to experience and measure a vafigtieraction elements that the interviewed person
is often not conscious of and that are thereforeeasy to discover by questioning (Miles, 1993;

Burnside, 1994; Cramp, 1994; Newton, 1994; Dwel6)9Consequently, mystery shopping helps to
develop a richer knowledge of the experimental reatdi the interaction.

A further general advantage of the concept of mysthopping is the fact that, contrary to traditibn
ways of measuring interaction quality, mystery ghiog studies can provide both a supplementary
source of subjective quality ratings (e.g. polieneor helpfulness of the seller) and objective
characteristics of an interaction (e.g. waitingdjrfFinn/Kayandé, 1999; Finn, 2001).

In the same context the concept of mystery shopgisigoses the advantage that “real” customers do
not always notice poor processes, or even worsigeif do notice, they do not always complain or
express their dissatisfaction. In this context theearch ofTAPR (Technical Assistance Research
Program) shows that 26 out of 27 dissatisfied customeraat@xpress their dissatisfaction, however,
63% will never buy again.

Overall it is noticeable that mystery shopping sadvhich are properly designed and executed are
usually more reliable and valid than conventionatket research surveys. This is likely to be theeca
because mystery shoppers spend more time obsexmthgre motivated to respond to the items more
carefully. Unlike customers, they are paid andnigdi to be observant while “shopping”. In this
context a study of Finn/Kayandé (1999) producedititeresting result that an individual mystery
shopper provides higher quality data than an iddial customer when evaluating the same survey
construct. Moreover the reliability of mystery spo@ data was much higher than that of customer
surveys.

Foecific advantages

Next to the general advantages, we would like tmtpout some specific advantages of mystery
shopping when conducted in industrial markets. Thidue to the fact that — in contrast to consumer
surveys — one has to consider certain data callegioblems when interviewing industrial buyers.
(Hague, 1985). First, surveys are generally peeckias very time-consuming, which affects
willingness to participate (Tomaskovic-Devey/Lefférompson, 1994). Second, industrial buyers
often do not wish to disclose any information, fiegrthat it will give the interviewer too much
detailed knowledge of the company's situation (Hd975; Knoke/Marsden/Kalleberg, 2002;
Tomaskovic-Devey/Leiter/Thompson, 1995). Apart frims, it is also possible that they respond in a
consciously strategic manner, which would leadiasdd data.

Consequently, the information necessary to invastignteraction quality, in the quantity and qualit
required for analytical purposes, can only be céedpinder conditions of compounded difficulty (e.g.
Block/Block, 1995). Therefore, mystery shopping ddabe regarded as a valuable alternative to the
traditional survey research of data collectiomidustrial markets.

Transferability of the concept to industrial markets

Despite the depicted general and specific advastagenystery shopping for measuring interaction
quality (Finn/Kayandé, 1999), the concept has regnbexamined in an industrial context so far.



Beyond the simple justification that industrial nsaction processes are very complex and
heterogeneous and thus hardly allow for an objedissessment of their interactional operations we
particularly see two further reasons for this niatisregard:

First, industrial buyer-seller transactions areallgucompleted within shielded negotiation settings
Consequently, an observation of the displayed aoteon quality becomes much more difficult in
industrial markets than in consumer markets. Is tontext it must however be noticed that —
according to the illustrations given in section Zegotiations about the final agreements always
require some pre-transactional phases in termsfofrhation gathering or initial contacting. As thes
phases are often fulfilled on observable sights,afgument of non-observability can no longer fysti
the identified research gap. Industrial marketaedge should rather investigate how far the perekive
interaction quality in the pre-inquiry phase (difure 1) can be improved, in order to ensure the
subsequent agreement of a joint contract. In tnégle shows are viewed as an important sight of
information gathering among buyers and also se{l€irgshgeorg, 2005). Therefore industrial mystery
shopping on trade shows could be considered asdequate measurement of interaction quality
between buyers and sellers.

A second reason for the paucity of research asasgedif practitioners’ activities in mystery shoppin
could lie in the fact that industrial mystery shogpsimulations may differ significantly from those
consumer markets. This is due to the many diffefacets of industrial market transactions
(Anderson/Narus, 2004). In this context it mustniogiced that — compared to the individual buying
decisions in consumer markets — multi-personal siteti making bodiesb(ying centres) make
purchasing decisions (Johnston/Lewin, 1996), depgnah their different roles and positions (Kelley,
1974). The members of these buying centres areallyrtmighly qualified professionals who tend to
make decisions supported logical reasoning and with a lesser tendency to impulse buying. Asfai
this background it is not astonishing that inda$tpurchase decisions often constitigiemalized and
long-term interaction processes (Webster/Wind, 1972). Regarding the discussed chexiatics, it
becomes evident that goods and services in thestridlusector represent solutions to problems. They
are intended to fulfill a concrete need. In corttassonsumer markets they are often developeddin c
operation between sellers and buyers and are higistypmised.

However, despite the discussed peculiarities, aseth consider that interaction processes in both
consumer and industrial markets can also be claisetl by similar criteria. In this sense —
independently of the market perspective — the eatepresence of a company, its personnel and
informational behaviour do matter in both marketbenever the interaction quality shall be
comprehensively examined.

These results show that the concept of mystery mhgpcan be applied to the industrial sector in
general, though it requires specific adaptationsrévconcretely, an observation questionnaire that i
able to cover the interaction quality of industriednsactions should include both general mystery
shopping categories (that can be transferred frgistieg observation schemes) as well as specific
categories that are able to investigate and meatheediscussed peculiarities of buyer-seller
interactions in an industrial context. In order ftother analyse interaction quality in industrial
markets, we will therefore now develop a concephgétery shopping, which is directed towards the
distinct characteristics of industrial markets. 8\first starting point we hereby chose the exaronat

of the interaction quality in the pre-inquiry phaskindustrial transaction processes. This seems
reasonable as interaction phase 1 was shown tof gl relevance. Besides, it can be easily
observed.

Development of an industrial Mystery Shopping apprach

Method and objectives of thisresearch

Because prior research has not examined the coaotepgstery shopping in the industrial sector, we
chose to use a sequential design which applies bo#ditative and quantitative studies. Our
qualitative studies thereby consisted of two stejpsdepth interviews of current industrial



professionals as well as a pre-test study in atrade show. After summarising the results of both
studies, we conducted our main study, in ordeanttatively investigate the buyer-seller intei@tt
quality in a selected branch (de Ruyter/Scholl, 8 9®orgen/Smircich, 1980). Based on our
aforementioned conclusions, our methodology wasgded to address the following research
questions:

Due to the fact that the concept of mystery shappias not been applied in industrial markets, we
first of all were interested to answer researchstjoe 1:

Q1: What general observation categories can betediffom consumer concepts of mystery shopping
and what are the specific observation categoriemflustrial markets?

Hereunto we were able to pose research question 2:

Q2: Is our adapted mystery shopping concept anogpipte method to analyse the interaction quality
of industrial selling companies? This means, isdrueloped observation questionnaire — next to the
general observation categories — also capable pittiteg the distinct characteristics of industrial
interaction processes?

Besides the analysis of the general and espediadyspecific observation categories for industrial
markets, we were interested in how far implicatiofghe concept of industrial mystery shopping
could be derived for industrial marketers. Therefave included research question 3 in our study:

Q3: What are important aspects for improving buwedler interaction quality in business
relationships?

Qualitative studies

As we were able to assume, that existing concdptyystery shopping can offer valuable insights but
that new categories reflecting the specific charstics of industrial markets were necessary, we
conducted preliminary studies for developing adap&tegories among industrial practitioners (study
1). These categories were tested for objectivélability, and validity in a real trade show (syu#).
The results were then entered into an observatiestgpnnaire for industrial markets.

Sudy 1. In the first qualitative study, we conducted epth interviews with 16 sales and purchase
experts of seven well-known business companieshiwdur sample selection we ensured that all of
these companies are represented on famous indusad® shows. In order to get perspectives of
different industrial markets, we chose businesspaonies from different business types.

All in-depth interviews were conducted face to faoed structured by guidelines containing the
following questions: Firstly, the interviewees wergked to indicate the importance of trade shows —
especially with regard to the successful conclugiba contract. This appears necessary in order to
confirm our approach to conduct mystery shoppinggard to interaction phase 1. We then asked the
experts what the basis for a high buyer-sellerrattiion quality is. Hereby we especially asked for
important factors of good interaction quality wittgard to trade shows. By means of content analysis
we structured the collected information of studyahd developed a first pilot observation
questionnaire. In this we paid attention to formin and distinguishing our newly derived
observation categories as clearly as possible.

Sudy 2. To examine the efficacy (objectivity, reliabilityvalidity) of this pilot observation
questionnaire, we conducted a pre-test study gmhtrade show. In order to optimise our resulis, w
chose the same setting as was planned for our shadly and thus the same trade show. During our
pilot study, 36 buyer-seller interactions were obsd.



Results. In study 1 we were able to identify 3 general @&hdpecific observation categories for
industrial markets, each consisting of several st¢éof. table 1). The general ones are the categofi
“physical facilities”, “personnel” and “informatiofehaviour”. Our specific categories included
observation items covering the “rationality” of theustrial purchase process, the structure are rol
behaviour of the “buying center” as well as thegadure of the ongoing “decision-making process”.
Whereas our identified categories proved to beoregtde, we made some changes concerning the
item structure based on the results of study 2. it observation scheme for the main study is
depicted in table 1.

TABLE 1: OBSERVATION CATEGORIES

Stand size Stand Stand Catering
Physical facilities Atmosphere characteristics
] Sociable and Seriousness Time to wait Name plates Buyer Attention Patience Interruptions
2 Personnel interested introduction
[ sellers
]
Homepage Replying to Information on  |Information to  |Information sent
Information behavior inquiries stand take with after trade show
Structured Objectiveness  |Emotionality Small talk
Rationality interaction
E Buyers involved |Hierarchical/fun |Price Risk Technical
EJ_ Buying Center in interaction ctional Position explanations
]
Duration Activity Tailored to Alternative Cross selling "All-in-one"- Phases
Decision-making process needs solutions Solution

Concerning all categories, the operationalized steould be rated on a yes/no scale, a 1-3 Likert
scale, or a 1-6 Likert scale. Besides this, thezeevalso some open questions.

Quantitative study

In order to test our proposed research questiamsmain study was built upon the following three
study steps:

Sep 1: Point of survey

First of all we had to choose a point of surveyrdfisre we chose a famous international trade sHow o
the packaging industry. Among others, companieddial 1,356) from the following sectors were
represented: packaging techniques, packaging meghackaging instruments, as well as packaging
recycling. There was a balanced proportion of langedium-sized and small companies. The
diversity of products and services offered, as waslltheir price differences were also high. These
circumstances provided a good basis for the acashmént of our research objectives.

Sep 2: Purchase scenarios

Secondly, we had to develop very detailed purclsasmarios in order to simulate realistic buyer-
seller interactions (Collins/Turner, 2005). In arde display the heterogeneity of the chosen trade
show, we developed the following five purchase aces:

Scenario 1: “Mobile Storage World” (MSW)

The fictitious company MSW is a young company pedg and selling mobile hardware storage
media. The problem, for which the MSW buyers waritefind a solution at our chosen trade show,
concerned the packaging of the hardware. A foldahtelboard package with a surface, which could

10



be designed and coloured by MSW, was requiredHHerpresentation and the transportation of the
products.

Scenario 2: “Academic library”

Although all media (books, collected editions, pditals) of each department in a German university
are documented in the central library of the ursitgr due to the different systems in the different
departments, it is not possible to find out cehtrahether a media has been lent out, is earmawked

is available. This is due to the fact that the arsity lacks a standardized labelling and database
system as well as a barcode printer. Compared doptlichase scenario of “MSW”, the level of
complexity and the degree of individualisation reseey was considerably higher for the “university
buyers”.

Scenario 3: “Loudspeaker systems — QPC”

The fictitious company QPC sells loudspeaker systenset sizes of between four and eight pieces of
equipment. These sets are rudimentarily packeduomgallets by the manufacturer and delivered to
the QPC office by vehicle. Then QPC packs the systaore elaborately for transportation via parcel
service. In order to do this, adequate cardboactgzang material is required as well as, even more
importantly, a padding for the protection of thadspeakers against damage during transportation.

Scenario 4: “Hardware pack”

A company purchases network interface and gragridscfor personal computers. From this material
they compile a pack consisting of a PC-card, a eoton cable, an installation compact disc with
compatible driver and a short version of instadlatguidelines. For this pack they are looking for a
adequate packaging solution.

Scenario 5: “Lorch welding technology”

This company was searching for a packaging soldbom newly developed welding apparatus. This
solution had to meet certain requirements suchgasabustness, design, volume, or price.

In order to guarantee a comprehensive evaluationthef interaction quality of the companies
represented on our chosen trade show, all scenaeiesstructured in three phases:

- pre-trade-show interaction phase,
- trade-show interaction phase, and

- post-trade-show interaction phase.

Pre-trade-show interaction phase:

The pre-trade-show interaction phase comprisednammyemous contact, the visit of the provider's
homepage, in order to gather information aboutstlter's performance profile and presence at the
trade show. In order to analyse the interactiorlityuaefore the first personal contact we sent elgna
concerning the “scenarion-problem” to all comparsetected for each scenario 14 days before the
beginning of the trade show. The reactions duriregremaining days until the beginning of the trade
show were documented.

Trade-show interaction phase:

The trade-show interaction phase consisting op#teonal contact at the trade show between mystery
shopper and selected company constituted the naairopour scenarios. The mystery shopper visited
the stand and turned to the seller for advice awrireg the “scenario-problem”. In doing so, he trted
channel the interaction in a way that would makpossible to measure all the items of this phase.
These observations gave an account of the ratitigeogtand, the appearance of its employees as well
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as the course of the conversation. Besides obgiets like the size of the stand and the number o
employees, the employees’ visual appearance asawdheir discernable willingness to advise was
judged. The mystery shopper furthermore recordes he perceived the entire atmosphere at the
stand and whether he would feel comfortable astomer.

Yet, the main focus was clearly set on the ratihghe course of conversation. Recorded were,
amongst others, the way the seller started the ersation, his or her active impact on the
conversation, the structure, relevance, emotignatitd attention during the conversation as wethas
quality of advice. Hereby the mystery shopper waleed to analyse whether advice was tailored to
suit the customer’'s needs, whether supporting reeaedere used and whether alternatives were
pointed out. Also recorded was the address of rdiffiebuying center roles, e.g. information about
costs, techniques, risks and practical benefitsallyi the seller’s further proceeding considerihg t
buyer’'s problem was recorded. Here we paid attertbiothe question whether an active pursuit was
signalized and how the conversation was finished.

Post-trade- show interaction phase:

Finally, the post-trade-show interaction phase mede¢he activities following the observations made
on the trade-show. Where further action, e.g. teg@aeration, sending of detailed information, or
another contact with the seller was promised, c@npé with such promises was monitored in the
four weeks subsequent to the trade-show. If datae weceived during this time, their quality and
usefulness for the mystery shopper were evaluated.

Sep 3: Sdlection and training of Mystery Shoppers

In order to maximise the reliability of our studje mystery shoppers were carefully selected and
trained. In contrast to the observations of ouotpstudy, which was exclusively conducted by two
doctoral students, eight additional graduate stisdemre selected as mystery shoppers in the main
study. To guarantee the objectivity of the datdectéd, each interaction simulation was conducted b
two shoppers. Moreover all shoppers underwent aefdaselection as well as an intensive training
process.

Crucial for the mystery shoppers’ recruitment wasaural, open-minded and communicative
personality along with an interest in researchvdidbs and a confident and respectable appearance.
Because the recruited mystery shoppers were nariexged in mystery shopping, we placed high
emphasis on the mystery shoppers’ training. Inrst Step they were familiarised with the tool
“mystery shopping”, its goals, rules, and methodgloAfter that, the mystery shoppers concerned
themselves intensively with the packaging industng the scenarios upon which they were to act.
Since it was very important, that the scenariodctcoealistically be acted out by the students, the
recruiting process paid attention that the perstynail the shoppers fitted the fictitious companies

Based on these three steps, we were able to cdllgruseful observation questionnaires resulting
from 115 observed buyer-seller interactions. Iraltthe developed mystery shopping studies were
represented in equal parts. The resulting findingse as follows:

Research findings

We posed research question 1 in order to find dwtwgeneral observation categories can be adapted
from consumer concepts of mystery shopping and \&hatthe specific observation categories for
industrial markets. In order two answer this questive can draw upon our two qualitative studies.
Here we identified, as already mentioned, 3 genebdervation categories — physical facilities,
personnel, and information behaviour — which caoddadapted from existing concepts of mystery
shopping in consumer markets and 3 specific ob8ervaategories — rationality, buying centre, and
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decision-making process — which are specific toustdal markets and pay regard to the
characteristics of industrial markets.

In order to test whether our concept of mysterypgimyg is an appropriate method to analyse the
interaction quality of industrial selling compani€sf. research question Q2), we conducted a
quantitative study (study 3) on a trade show. Heneresults let us assume that our newly developed
observation questionnaire is able to display theci$ip characteristics of industrial markets inadio
manner. This is due to the fact that all categacmdd be answered during the shopping simulations
and proved to be relevant for buyer-seller inteoast In this sense our findings for example show
that 99.12% of all transaction processes were atrdurationally. Emotions were recognisable in
only 17.39% of all interactions. All other interimts and conversations were conducted very
objectively. Besides we found out that interactiarese mostly structured (80.87%ga{ionality).

Next to the rationality category, our results canfam the theoretical concept of buying and segHin
centre roles. This is due to the fact that ofteairdifferent roles, for example sellers and engg)ee
took part in the interaction procesbuying center). Hereby it also became evident that partial
solutions to the individual problem of the mystehoppers were provided according to the respective
roles of the selling team-memberdedision making process). Interactions were therefore largely
(88.39%) tailored to the specific needs and problefrthe mystery shoppers.

Besides a verification of the extent to which owesfionnaire is capable of reflecting the distinct
characteristics of industrial interaction procesftés necessary to test the validity of the datarder

to give a comprehensive answer to Q2. Hereby, iaalidfers to the degree to which an instrument
truly measures the construct that it is intended supposed to measure (Peter, 1979). A necessary
condition for valid measurements thereby constitateir reliability. It can be broadly defined &g t
degree to which measurements are free from erwtlarefore yield consistent results.

In order to verify the reliability of our findingse drew upon the so-called “inter-shopper relisgili
(ISR). ISR represents criteria newly developed ey authors, which measure — comparable to the
inter-coder reliability in content analysis of HbIE1969) — the reliability of the mystery shopger’
observation. Holsti's inter-coder reliability isetlpercentage of all coding decisions made by [dirs
coders on which the coders agree (Lombard/SnydehfBuacken, 2002). Therefore, inter-coder
reliability measures the extent to which differentlers agree in the coding of the same responses or
observations. In analogy to this the “ISR” can lefirckd as the extent to which similar observations
made by different mystery shoppers would providedame results. The examination of ISR thereby
follows equations 1 and 2.

280 ISR, . : IS0 extent to which similar observaions were
1 ISR, =—— "2 made by shopper 1 and shopper 2
S01+50: S50 numberofsimilar shopper observations made by
’ chopper 1 and shopper2
(2) ISR. . = lZISRH 3011302 * numberofshopper chservations made by
tofal 1 h 1.sh ,

The problem of these equations is that they, aaddhulting index, are only applicable at a bivaria
nominal level. But we used different scales (nomstales, three-point Likert-type scales, six-point
Likert-type scales and open questions). Thereforerder to measure the extent to which similar
observations were made by the shopper, we had diingliish according to the scaling of the
observation categories. As a consequence we detodedight the observations appropriately. More
in detail we introduced a weighting-corrected cioeght according to the number of different answer
possibilities. Thus, we weighted a similar obsdorafor a nominally-scaled category with 2, a samil
observation for a three-point Likert-type scaletegary with a 3 and a similar observation for a six
point Likert-type scaled category with a 6. As ansmeguence similar observations made by two
mystery shoppers for six-point scaled categoried &agreater influence on the ISR than similar
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observations made for nominally-scaled categofié® examination of our weighted inter-shopper
reliability (ISR,) follows equation 3 and 4.

With the following "observation values™:
&) r,,-— SO -1 it $10s - §:0,
Z SOnwn+ 5200w SO =0, if 810, - 85:20.
1

i SO~ W

(4)

1
ISR,y = n ZISRW W numberof possible cbservalions of question n

St : “observation value” of quesiionn

81 : observation of shopper 1 of questionn

All in all, our main study achieved an IR of 0.87 (good). For the ISR, we obtained 0.81 and
therefore the weighted inter-shopper reliabilityswaso good. Consequently, we may conclude that
our collected data is highly reliable. For thissaa the study on hand may serve as a first starting
point for an advanced interaction quality in bugeher relationships. Therefore we can go on to
answer research question 3 and investigate to @itant implications can be derived for industrial
marketers.

Hereby, our results show that although the obseimddstrial sellers dispose of a good interaction
quality in the specific observation categories fsas the structure of their argumentation linegreh

is a high potential for improvement in the gen@laservation categories. The most interesting result
hereby is that simple measures should be undertal@der to improve interaction quality.

In the physical facilities category for example, our mystery shopping obdmms show that the
atmosphere of only 7.83% of our evaluated standsra@ed as entirely satisfactory. Most stands are
simply, but clearly arranged (93.91%), which isdad very good. However, industrial buyers also
often want a better designed stand, as our expentviews (study 1) indicate. In this context some
kind of entertainment — such as flat screens oriendgswhich only 26.96% of the visited stands
provided, could be a meaningful device. A furthgpect where improvements are necessary and could
be easily implemented is catering. Here it wasr@sing to see that catering was provided on 65.22%
of stands, nevertheless on only 33.04% were doffiesed.

Additionally, the category gbersonnel also offers some opportunities for improvementicivtshould

be realized by industrial sellers. Although sellersre largely serious, polite and listened very
attentively, only 62.61% introduced themselves wvifthir name and only 9.52% even stated their
position in the company. Such information, howevier,quite important to buyers. Furthermore
contacting could be pursued more actively. 40.87he observed sellers contacted the mystery
shopper after a subtle request. This aspect rapsese central cause for dissatisfaction from the
buyer’s point of view. This is due to the fact thiatder increasing competition the buyers’ willingse

to wait is constantly decreasing. Besides the wesd@s concerning first contacting, we further
noticed a significant backlog of demand in postiérgahow interaction phase. The reason for this is
that 40.32% of the sellers did not give their basscards to the buyers and 28.70% did not ask for
the business cards of the buyers. This could leaddsing interesting and profitable contacts.

The most important aspects for improving buyereséliteraction quality could probably be identified
in the category ofinformation behaviour. This applies to all three phases — the pre-tsimbev
interaction phase, the trade-show interaction phasevell as the post-trade-show interaction phase.
So the companies’ internet presence and espetiedlynformation about their presence at the trade
fair is only rated as average. Although there wasugh information on the stands (e.g. booklets,
flyers or prototypes) in only 33.91% of our obséiamas was information given to the mystery shopper
to take with him. Whereas industrial sellers mighgue that mystery shoppers do not then have to
carry it about with them, our results from the pinatie-show interaction phase also show that ig onl
29.58% of the interactions was the promised infoionareceived. And in only 31.67% of these cases
was information material tailored to the mysteryogber's need. Consequently with regard to
information behaviour — before, during, and algerathe trade-show — there is great need for action
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but also a great potential for industrial sell&kogether these examples show that there are af lot
possibilities for a future advanced interactionliyin business relationships.

Discussion

Theoretical and managerial implications

Our research transfers the concept of mystery shgpp the industrial sector. Of key interest ta ou
research was whether the concept of mystery shgppialso a suitable way of measuring interaction
quality of business relationships in industrial keds. In this context we analysed what are relevant
observation categories adopted from consumer ctmoépystery shopping (general categories) and
which observation categories should be added fmnaprehensive coverage of industrial interaction
processes (specific categories). We secondly testedadapted mystery shopping concept at an
industrial trade show in order to derive practicaplications for an improved quality of buyer-selle
interactions.

Overall our results indicate that the concept ofstagy shopping, considering the distinct
circumstances of industrial markets, constitutessiiéable way of measuring buyer-seller interaction
quality. In this, besides general categories, $igecategories such as rationality, buying cenaral
decision-making process, which reflect the particutharacteristics of industrial markets, are
necessary. Therefore, concepts of mystery shoppirgpnsumer markets can only serve as a first
point of reference.

Furthermore, our study revealed, that there areitapt items of interaction quality — such as stand
atmosphere, industrial acquisition, and informato@iaviour before, during, and also after the trade
show — which have to be taken into consideratiooriter to improve customer satisfaction in business
relationships. Managerial action is urgently needsgecially regarding the latter. One reasontfisr t
lies in the fact that under today’'s speed of tetdgioal change, the perceived uncertainty by the
buyer is constantly growing. Perceived uncertalraywever can best be reduced by a comprehensive
information behaviour on the seller’s site.

With this need for more comprehensive informatieless are called upon to focus on the training of
their sales personnel. They must have detailedcantprehensive information about the features of
their own as well as of competitors’ products inlerto be able to communicate their competitive
advantage. It is a well-known fact, that more apttdy information provided by sales personnel can
reduce this risk as well as help differentiate pineduct from those of competitors. The skills and
competencies necessary can thereby be communiaatettained in special courses and workshops,
but also through new media, computer softwareait, or instructional videos.

Next to the implications we would like to point dbiat mystery shopping should be used in an open
and transparent way. A reason for this lies infdw that the communication of the use of mystery

shopping throughout the whole organisation alregis a signal to pay more attention to the

perception of real customers. In this context thecess of a mystery shopping study is decisively
dependent on the genuine involvement of the managem

Limitations and futureresearch

As with all social science research, however, itriportant to recognize and point out its limitaso

As a first limitation of our study the relativelynall sample size as well as the small number of
companies analysed must be considered. This leatisetfact that no final statements, which can
serve as generalisations, can be derived fromahs€quently the managerial implications, which
were proposed for improving the quality of interaf cannot be generalised for all industrial secto
and business companies.

A further limitation could be seen in the fact thair research relied on inexperienced mystery
shoppers. In this context it must however be casid that — as mentioned above — the mystery
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shoppers were carefully selected and trained. Tleeteveness of this process is shown by the good
inter-shopper reliability.

Nevertheless, the described limitations provideciaiibns for further research: In particular a figrt
examination of our concept of industrial mysterpghing with an extended sample size should be
undertaken. An issue requiring further investigati® also whether more experienced or rigorously
trained shoppers provide substantially higher dydkta.

Moreover it has to be considered that our devel@pedept of mystery shopping in industrial markets
only represents a first step in research. In tbistext we see further research areas in three main
directions: Firstly, future research should expdmel range of products and industrial sectors. The
second direction is the range of interaction phdésesnalysis, as our main study only analysed the
quality of interactions between buyer and selletha pre-inquiry phase (cf. figure 1). As a last
direction for further research, more complex intéoms such as for example business networks
(Cheung/Turnbull, 1995) and not only dyadic buyetes should be analysed.

Main contribution

Nevertheless our study can provide valuable insigittr an advanced business relationship
management. In this context it first of all poitst that industrial companies should pay attertion
not only to objective factors such as price or patcjuality — but in particular to their interactio
quality, since customers’ satisfaction is showrbéoa function of both quality aspects. However, in
order to optimise interaction quality, innovativeasurement techniques are of high relevance. Our
transfer of the concept of mystery shopping offgosential new ways for industrial companies to
evaluate the buyer-seller interaction quality imadid manner. A reason for this lies in the faatth
industrial marketers may be able to match thegraattion behaviour better with the preferences and
needs of their buyers. In a next step it then besopossible to differentiate themselves in an
increasingly crowded marketplace.
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